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Chapter 1: Ashes

⚜

The infirmary smelled like iron and antiseptic. I stood against the wall, useless, watching Elena and Mira work.

Dani lay on the table, skin gray beneath her tan. Three wounds that I could see. Chest. Abdomen. Thigh. Each one pumping blood despite the pressure they applied. Too much blood. The white sheets had turned crimson within minutes of us getting her inside.

"Hold this." Elena's voice was calm, professional. The ER nurse taking over. She guided Sage's trembling hands to a wad of gauze pressed against Dani's stomach. "Firm pressure. Don't let up."

Sage nodded, tears streaming down her freckled cheeks. Her cracked glasses sat crooked on her nose. She pressed down and Dani groaned, the first sound she'd made since passing out at the gate.

Mira had finally set down her rifle. Her military training had kicked in the moment we got inside. She worked alongside Elena without needing direction, packing the thigh wound, checking Dani's pulse, moving with the efficiency of someone who'd done battlefield triage before.

"The chest wound is the worst," Elena said, more to herself than us. She'd cut away Dani's shirt, exposing the damage. A hole just below her collarbone, bubbling with each labored breath. "Lung's compromised. Maybe nicked an artery."

She grabbed a chest seal from her supplies, pressed it over the wound. Dani's breathing steadied slightly, but her color didn't improve.

"Garrett." Elena's brown eyes met mine. "I need you to hold her legs. Keep them elevated."

I moved without thinking, grateful for something to do. I lifted Dani's boots onto a rolled blanket, angling her legs up. Her thigh wound had soaked through the first bandage. I pressed fresh gauze against it and felt warm blood seep between my fingers.

Three weeks. That's all the peace we'd gotten. Three weeks since the battle with the Vultures. Three weeks of rebuilding, of healing, of finally believing we might survive this world. We were supposed to be building something, not watching another person bleed out on Elena's table.

At the gate, she'd gasped something about them coming right behind her. But Mira had done a quick scout of the treeline while we got Dani inside-nothing. Either she'd lost them or they'd given up the chase.

"Come on, Dani." Elena worked fast, her hands steady even as her voice wavered. "Don't you dare quit on me."

She'd managed to slow the bleeding from the chest and stomach wounds, but Dani had lost too much already. Her lips were blue. Her skin was cold and clammy under my hands.

"She needs blood," Elena said. "I don't have the equipment for a transfusion. I don't have-" Her professional mask slipped. "I can't fix this. Not with what I have."

"What do you need?" Mira asked, still applying pressure to the thigh wound, hands slick with blood.

"A hospital. Surgical suite. Blood supply. Things that don't exist anymore."

Silence fell over the infirmary. The only sounds were Dani's ragged breathing and the wet sounds of blood against gauze.

Then Dani's eyes fluttered open.

"Hey." Her voice was barely a whisper, each word a struggle. "That bad... huh?"

I moved to her side, took her hand. Her grip was weak, nothing like the fierce hunter who'd wrestled me to the ground on our first hunt together.

"You're going to be fine," I lied. "Elena's got you."

Dani's green eyes were glassy, but there was still fire in them. She looked past me to Elena. "Don't... bullshit me." A wet cough. "How long?"

Elena's face crumpled for just a moment. Then she smoothed it over, reached out, and touched Dani's cheek. "Not long. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

Dani nodded slowly. Like she'd expected it. Maybe she had. She'd seen the wounds when they'd been inflicted. She knew.

"Mira." Her eyes searched the room until they found our leader. "Report."

Mira moved closer, knelt beside the table. Her jaw was trembling, but her voice held steady. "You made it back. You warned us. What did you see?"

"New group." Dani's words came in gasps now, each one a battle. "Not just... Vulture survivors." She paused, fighting for air. "Bigger. Organized."

Pink foam appeared at the corner of her lips. Elena wiped it away gently.

"Compound. Northeast." Another rattling breath. "Fifteen miles... maybe."

"How many?"

"Couldn't tell. Dozen... at least." A ghost of her old smirk crossed her face. "Got three of them... before they got me." She coughed, winced. "Would've been four... rifle jammed."

That was Dani. Always keeping score.

Her hand found mine again, squeezed with surprising strength. "Garrett."

"I'm here."

"Watch out for them." Her eyes moved to Sage, to Elena, to Mira. "All of them... They need you."

"I will."

"Promise me." Her grip tightened, nails digging into my palm. "Don't let them win."

"I promise."

She relaxed slightly. Her gaze drifted to the ceiling. "Funny. Always figured... boring way. Infection. Bad water." A weak smile. "Not guns blazing... like some action hero."

"You went out fighting," Mira said, her voice rough. "That's all any of us can ask."

"Guess so." Dani's eyes found mine again. "That first hunt. By the creek." Each word cost her something. "Good day."

I remembered. The deer I'd killed with one clean shot. The stream where we'd washed off the blood. The way she'd tested me, challenged me, then decided I was worth her time.

"It was," I said. "One of the best."

Her gaze moved to the other women. Sage, still pressing gauze to the wound that no longer mattered. Elena, standing helpless with bloody hands. Mira, kneeling beside the table like a soldier at a funeral.

"Take care of them," Dani whispered. "Tough. Tougher than they know. But they need... someone to remind them."

"I will."

"Good times." Her voice was fading, barely audible now. "We had... good times. Remember that."

"We'll remember," Elena whispered. "Always."

Dani's breathing slowed. Her grip on my hand loosened.

"Tell the new people." She paused, struggling. "When they come. Haven... worth fighting for."

"I will."

One more breath. Two. Her eyes fixed on something beyond us, beyond the ceiling, beyond anything we could see.

Then she was gone.

Elena checked for a pulse she knew she wouldn't find. Sage finally let go of the gauze she'd been pressing, sat back, and sobbed. Mira stood up. Her face went blank. Cold. She wiped her bloody hands on her pants, checked her rifle, and walked out without a word.

I stayed. Held Dani's hand until it turned cold. Watched Elena pull a sheet over the face of the woman who'd shown me I belonged here when everyone else was still making up their minds.

We buried her that afternoon.

Mira had done two more perimeter sweeps since dawn. Whatever group had ambushed Dani on her early morning patrol, they hadn't followed her back. Maybe her warning at the gate had been fear talking, or maybe she'd lost them in the dark. Either way, we had a window.

There was no time for a proper service. Dani herself had warned us: something was coming. We couldn't afford to leave the compound undefended for long. So we found a spot on the hill overlooking Haven, where Dani used to sit during sunrise, and we dug.

The Texas sun beat down without mercy. My shirt soaked through within minutes. The wound on my shoulder from the Vulture battle pulled with each shovelful of rocky earth, but I welcomed the pain. It kept me focused. Kept me from thinking too hard about what we were doing.

The dirt was heavy, clay-thick and stubborn. My shoulder screamed with every load, the heat baking the sweat onto my skin. The thud of the shovel breaking ground was rhythmic, almost meditative. Dig. Lift. Throw. Repeat.

Mira dug beside me, silent and relentless. She'd changed into clean clothes but hadn't washed the blood from her hands. I don't think she'd noticed. Her movements were mechanical, efficient. The same focus she'd brought to the triage.

Sage and Elena prepared the body. Wrapped Dani in a clean sheet. Collected her knife, her rifle, the things she would have wanted buried with her. By the time the grave was ready, they'd made her look almost peaceful.

We lowered her in together. The four of us. Then we stood at the edge of the hole and tried to find words.

Sage went first. Her voice shook, but she pushed through.

"Dani taught me how to gut a fish. I was terrible at it. Kept making faces at the smell. She laughed at me, but then she showed me again. And again. Until I got it right." She wiped her eyes beneath her cracked glasses. "She never gave up on anyone. Even when they were slow learners."

Elena stepped forward. "She was my friend. One of my best friends. When Marcus died and the others..." She stopped, composed herself. "Dani held me while I cried. Didn't say anything. Just held me. She wasn't good with words, but she was good with presence. She showed up when it mattered."

Mira's turn. She stood rigid, staring down at the wrapped figure in the grave.

"Dani was the best scout I ever worked with. Better than half the recon teams I served with overseas. She kept this compound safe through sheer stubbornness and skill." Her voice caught slightly. "She deserved better than this. She deserved to see what we're going to build here."

Then they all looked at me.

I stepped to the edge of the grave. Looked down at the white sheet that concealed the woman who'd changed everything.

"You handed me a bow the second day I was here," I said. "Everyone else was still deciding if I was a threat or an asset. You just said, 'Show me what you've got.' No hesitation. No doubt."

I swallowed hard.

"I won't forget that. I won't forget you. And I'll keep my promise."

We filled in the grave together. The sound of dirt hitting the sheet made my teeth ache. There's no good way to do that part.

We placed a wooden cross that Sage had fashioned from scrap lumber. She'd burned Dani's name into the crossbeam with a heated piece of metal. Below the name, she'd added two words: HAVEN'S HUNTER.

It was a simple marker for a woman who'd saved us all. But it was the best we could do before dark.

We stood in silence as the sun began its descent toward the hills.

"She said something was coming," Mira finally said. "New group. Organized. Northeast."

"We should scout it," I said. "Find out what we're dealing with."

"Not today." Mira's voice was hollow. "Today we mourn. Tomorrow we plan."

She turned and walked down the hill toward the compound. After a moment, Sage followed.

Elena lingered beside me at the grave.

"I tried everything," she said quietly. "Every technique I knew. It wasn't enough."

"You gave her more time than she would have had otherwise. Time to say goodbye."

"It should have been more. I should have-"

"You did everything possible." I put my arm around her shoulders. "She knew that. She didn't blame you."

Elena leaned into me, her body shaking with silent sobs. I held her there on the hillside, watching the sun set over Haven, feeling the weight of everything we'd lost and everything we still had to protect.

Dusk came slowly, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple. I'd taken first watch on the tower, needing something to do besides think. The compound below was quiet. Mira had retreated to her cabin. Sage was in the lodge, pen scratching across paper, tear tracks drying on her cheeks as she tried to capture Dani before the memory faded. Elena was cleaning the infirmary, scrubbing away the blood, restoring order to the chaos.

We'd gotten word the virus had burned itself out. Everyone still alive was immune. It was supposed to be time to build something real. Plant crops. Expand the fence. Not bury another friend and watch for enemies. No highway hum out here, no planes. Just the cicadas screaming in the heat.

I scanned the perimeter with binoculars, looking for movement. Nothing. Just Texas backcountry going dark as the sun dropped below the hills.

My mind kept replaying Dani's final moments. The strength in her grip even as her life slipped away. The fire that had burned in her right until the end. She'd moved through the brush like a ghost on that first hunting trip. Demanded respect and gave it in return. Been wild and demanding and alive in a way that made me feel alive too.

Now she was in the ground, and I was standing watch over a compound that felt emptier than it had just this morning.

Then I saw her.

A figure emerged from the trees to the north. Moving slowly. Stumbling. Barely staying upright.

I grabbed the alarm bell, then stopped. A raider wouldn't move like that. Stumbling. Weaving. Whoever this was, they were either drunk or dying.

I climbed down from the tower and approached the gate, rifle ready. Mira appeared beside me, drawn by my movement. Elena too, wiping her hands on a towel.

"Contact?" Mira asked.

"One person. Coming from the north. Doesn't look hostile. Looks injured."

"North?" Mira frowned. "That's the direction of the compound Dani mentioned."

The figure reached the edge of the cleared zone around our fence. Now I could see details. Female. Young, maybe twenty or so. Honey blonde hair tangled and dirty. Clothes torn. Covered in dried blood and dirt.

She looked up, saw us watching through the gate, and her legs gave out. She collapsed twenty feet from the fence, crawling forward on hands and knees.

"Please." Her voice was raw, broken. "The Sanctum. They have others. You have to help them."

Then she passed out face-first in the dirt.

Mira and I exchanged a look. She nodded once.

We opened the gate, rifles covering the treeline, and moved to the fallen woman. I scooped her up in my arms. She weighed almost nothing, skin and bones beneath the tattered clothes. Her face was gaunt, cheekbones too prominent, lips cracked and bleeding.

"Get her to the infirmary," Elena said, already running ahead.

I carried the girl through the gate, Mira covering our retreat. Sage emerged from the lodge, eyes widening at the sight of another broken body in my arms.

"Not another one," she whispered.

"She's alive," I said. "Barely. Come on."

We rushed to the infirmary, still smelling of antiseptic and sorrow. Elena had already cleared the table where Dani had died just hours ago. I laid the girl down as gently as I could.

"Superficial wounds," Elena reported, checking her over with quick, practiced hands. "Dehydration. Malnutrition. Exhaustion. No gunshots. No serious trauma."

"She'll live?" Mira asked.

"With rest and fluids, yes. She's been through hell, but she's strong."

The girl's eyes fluttered. Blue eyes, bright even through the haze of exhaustion. They focused on my face.

"You're... real," she breathed. "I made it."

"You're safe," I told her. "You're at Haven. No one's going to hurt you here."

"The Sanctum," she said again, gripping my arm with surprising strength. "There are others. Women. Prisoners. You have to help them. Please..."

"Shh." Elena pressed a damp cloth to her forehead. "Rest now. We'll talk when you're stronger."

"Promise me," she whispered. "Promise you'll help them."

"We'll help them," I said. "I promise."

She relaxed slightly. Her eyes closed. Her grip on my arm loosened.

"Lily," she breathed. "My name is Lily."

Then she was asleep.

I stepped back from the table, mind racing. The Sanctum. Prisoners. This was bigger than a scattered group of raiders.

Mira stood in the doorway, arms crossed, face unreadable.

"The Sanctum," she said. "That's what Dani mentioned. A compound to the northeast."

"And this girl came from the north, probably trying to circle around and avoid pursuit."

"Or she's lying. Could be a trap."

"Look at her, Mira." I pointed at the girl on the table. Ribs showing through her torn shirt, lips cracked, feet bloody. "If she's faking this, give her the Oscar."

Mira studied the girl for a long moment. The hollow cheeks. The torn clothes. The dried blood under her fingernails.

"No," she admitted. "It doesn't."

"So we have a new enemy. Organized enough to catch Dani off guard. Holding prisoners. And this girl just walked miles through hostile territory to warn us."

Elena looked up from checking Lily's pulse. "The malnutrition suggests weeks of captivity, maybe months. Someone starved her. Someone broke her."

"But she got out," Sage said softly from the doorway. "She got out and she came to find help."

"Because there are others still there." I met Mira's gaze. "We can't ignore this."

"I know." Mira's jaw tightened. "But we just lost Dani. We're four people against god knows how many. We need information before we do anything."

"Then we wait until she wakes up. Get her story. Make a plan."

Mira nodded slowly. "Tomorrow we plan. Tonight..." She looked at the sleeping girl, at the table where Dani had died, at the weight of everything pressing down on all of us. "Tonight we rest. If we can."

She turned and left the infirmary.

Sage lingered, wringing her hands. "I'll stay with her. Make sure she doesn't wake up alone."

"Are you sure?" Elena asked.

"Yeah. I don't think I could sleep anyway."

Elena squeezed her shoulder. "I'll be in the lodge. Come get me if anything changes."

Sage settled into the chair beside the table, pulling her journal from her pocket. Still writing. Still trying to make sense of the chaos through words on paper.

I caught Elena's eye. "You okay?"

"No," she said honestly. "Are you?"

"No."

We walked out of the infirmary together, into the warm Texas night. Stars scattered overhead, same as they'd been for eighteen months of hell.

"This morning I woke up in Mira's bed," Elena said quietly. "The three of us together. It felt like maybe things were going to be okay." She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "That feels like a lifetime ago."

"I know."

She stopped walking, turned to face me. Her dark eyes glistened in the dim light.

"Garrett. Swear to me you'll be careful. With whatever comes next."

"Elena-"

"I can't lose anyone else. Not you. Not ever."

I pulled her into my arms, held her close. She shook against me, tears soaking into my shirt.

"I'm not going anywhere," I said. "We face this together. All of us."

We stood there in the dark, holding each other. Tomorrow would bring questions, plans, danger. But tonight, we had this. Each other.

Dani's last words echoed in my mind.

Don't let them win.

I looked toward the northeast. The Sanctum. Whatever had broken the girl sleeping in our infirmary.

We'd fought the Vultures and won. Built a life here worth keeping. And now someone else wanted to take it from us.

They could try.

I held Elena tighter and felt her heartbeat against my chest. The world wanted to take this away from me. I wasn't going to let it.

Haven would stand.

Or I'd die defending it.
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Chapter 2: The survivor

⚜

Morning came too soon.

I'd barely slept. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Dani bleeding out on Elena's table. Heard her final words rasping through damaged lungs. Felt her grip loosen as she slipped away.

The compound was quiet when I emerged from my cabin. Mist hugged the garden plots. The hills were gray and silent in the early light. I checked the watchtower first, scanned the treeline. Nothing. Whatever group had ambushed Dani, they hadn't followed Lily here. Not yet.

I found Sage asleep in the infirmary chair, her journal open on her lap, pen still in her hand. She'd been writing. Even now, even after everything, still searching for meaning in the margins of disaster.

Lily was awake.

She lay on a cot near the window-not the metal examination table where Dani had died, thank god, but a proper bed Elena had set up for overnight patients. Her blue eyes tracked me as I entered.

"You're the one who carried me in," she said. Her voice was rough, cracked. "I remember."

"I'm Garrett."

"Lily." She tried to sit up, winced, settled back. "Though I guess I already told you that."

Sage stirred at the sound of our voices. She blinked behind her cracked glasses, saw me, saw Lily awake, and scrambled upright.

"You're up! How do you feel? Are you hungry? Thirsty?" She was already reaching for a water bottle. "Elena said you needed fluids, lots of fluids, and food when you woke up, and I was supposed to come get her but I fell asleep and-"

"Sage." I put a hand on her shoulder. "Go get Elena. And Mira. We need to talk."

She nodded, suddenly serious, and hurried out.

I pulled the chair closer to Lily's cot and sat down. She watched me with wary eyes. Like a deer that hadn't decided whether to bolt or freeze.

"You're safe here," I said. "You mentioned The Sanctum last night. And prisoners."

Her face tightened. "The others. Faith, Jordan, Bree, Carmen." The names came out like a prayer. "They're still there. I promised I'd send help."

"We want to help. But we need to know what we're dealing with."

She nodded slowly. "I'll tell you everything. Just-" Her voice cracked. "Just promise me you'll actually do something. Don't just nod and say it's too dangerous."

"I don't make promises I can't keep. But I'll listen. And then we'll figure it out together."

Something in her shoulders eased. Trust, tentative but real.

The door opened and Elena came in, Mira close behind. Elena went straight to Lily, checking her pulse, her temperature, peering at her wounds with gentle efficiency.

"You look better," Elena said. "Color's improved. How's the pain?"

"Manageable." Lily's eyes tracked to Mira, standing near the door with arms crossed. Waiting. Evaluating.

"This is Mira," I said. "She leads here."

"I know what 'leader' means in places like this." Lily's voice was flat. "It means she decides if I stay or get thrown back out."

Mira's expression didn't change. "You came from the northeast. Same direction as the compound that ambushed our friend yesterday."

"I came from The Sanctum. Fifteen miles northeast. That's who killed your friend." Lily pushed herself upright despite Elena's protests. "And if you don't stop them, they'll kill everyone here too."

Silence in the infirmary. Mira and I exchanged a look.

"Tell us," Mira said. "Everything."

Lily's story came out in pieces. Slow at first, then faster, like a dam breaking.

She'd been surviving with her parents when the virus finally took them, nearly a year after the collapse. Eighteen months of careful scavenging, hoarding food and water, hiding from the worst of humanity. Then she was alone.

"I was pre-med at UT Austin before everything fell apart," she said. "Thought that would be useful. Thought I could help people." A bitter laugh. "Couldn't even help my own parents."

She'd been captured three months ago during a supply run. A group of men in trucks. They hadn't hurt her-not then. Just bound her hands and put a bag over her head and drove.

"I thought they were going to kill me. Or worse." Her hands twisted in the blanket. "Instead they took me to The Sanctum."

The Sanctum was a former church camp, converted into a fortified compound. Chain-link fence topped with razor wire. Guard towers at the corners. A chapel with a crooked steeple that served as the headquarters for their leader.

"They call him The Prophet," Lily said. "Real name's Ezekiel Crane. Tall, gaunt, gray beard down to his chest. Wears white robes like some kind of messiah." Her voice hardened. "He's insane. Believes the plague was God's judgment, and he's been chosen to repopulate the earth with the pure."

"The pure?" Mira's jaw tightened.

"Virgins." Lily's eyes met mine. "He keeps virgin women captive for his rituals. Five of us, before I escaped. Four now."

Sage had come in quietly during the story. She stood near the door, hand pressed to her mouth.

"What kind of rituals?" Elena asked softly.

Lily's face went blank. Protective. "Purification ceremonies. Every night. He makes us dance naked in the chapel while he watches. He gives sermons about purity and redemption while we... while we perform for him."

The room was very quiet.

"But he doesn't touch us. Not yet." Her voice steadied. "He claims he's purifying himself through a forty-day fast. Once it's complete, he'll be 'clean enough' to claim us. To..." She couldn't finish the sentence.

"How long?" Mira asked.

"He started about four weeks ago. That gives us maybe two weeks. Maybe less." Lily looked at each of us in turn. "Faith, Jordan, Bree, Carmen. They're still there. They watched me escape and they prayed I'd find help."

"How did you escape?" I asked.

"Supply run. The guards were distracted-some kind of dispute over scavenged goods. I found a gap where the chain link had rusted through. Tore my shirt, cut my arm, didn't care." She held up her hands-palms raw and blistered. "I ran until my lungs burned. When my legs gave out, I crawled. Kept hearing trucks behind me for miles, even when there was nothing there. Fifteen miles in two days. I had to circle around to avoid patrols. That's probably how your friend ran into them-a search party out looking for me."

Elena reached for her hands. Lily flinched-just a flicker, instinctive-then forced herself to hold still as Elena examined them gently. "We'll take care of these."

"Can you help them?" Lily's voice cracked. "The others? Please. I promised."

Mira's face was stone. But I saw the calculation behind her eyes. The military mind weighing risks and resources.

"How many men?" she asked.

"Ten, maybe twelve. Hard to tell-they rotate patrols."

"Weapons?"

"Rifles. Shotguns. A few pistols. They have trucks too. Three of them."

Mira nodded slowly. "We'll discuss it. Rest now. Eat. We'll talk more later."

She turned and left. I saw the set of her shoulders. The weight she carried.

Mira was on the watchtower an hour later, staring northeast like she could see The Sanctum through the hills.

"We just lost Dani," she said without turning around. "We're four people against ten or twelve armed men in a fortified position."

"I know."

"It's suicide."

"Probably."

She finally looked at me. Something fierce and wounded in her dark eyes. "Then why do I keep thinking about how we could do it?"

"Because you're a good person. Because four women are being held captive by a lunatic. Because doing nothing means letting them suffer."

"Doing something means risking everyone here. Everything we've built."

"I know." I stood beside her, looking out at the hills. "But I made Dani a promise. Don't let them win."

Mira was silent for a long moment.

"Tomorrow," she said finally. "We'll figure out the tactics in the morning. Today we mourn. Today we rest."

The rest of the day was a blur of busywork.

I sharpened machetes until the edges could split a hair. Mira walked the fence line three more times. Sage wrote until her hand cramped, erased it, and wrote it again. Anything to avoid looking at the fresh dirt on the hill.

Elena stayed with Lily most of the day, tending her wounds, helping her eat small amounts without getting sick. By late afternoon, she'd bandaged Lily's raw feet with clean gauze and found her a pair of oversized sandals that wouldn't press on the blisters.

Dinner was quiet. Lily joined us in the lodge, shuffling carefully on her wrapped feet but determined to move under her own power. She ate like someone who'd forgotten what real food tasted like-slowly at first, then with increasing urgency until Elena gently told her to pace herself.

"Your stomach isn't used to full meals anymore. You'll make yourself sick."

Lily nodded, set down her fork, looked around the table at us with something like wonder on her gaunt face.

"I didn't think places like this existed anymore," she said. "People who actually help each other. Who aren't just... taking."

"We've built something here," Sage said softly.

"Something worth defending," I added.

Our eyes met across the table. Lily held my gaze for a long moment.

"I believe you," she said quietly.

After dinner, Sage offered to help Lily settle into the far cabin-the one farthest from the main compound, where she could rest without being disturbed. Mira had suggested it. "Give her space," she'd said. "After what she's been through, she needs walls between her and the world."

I watched them walk across the compound together, Sage chattering about the gardens, Lily leaning on her slightly for support.

The infirmary door was ajar, lamplight spilling into the dark compound. Inside, Elena sat on the edge of the metal examination table, staring at nothing. Her shoulders were shaking. In the dim lamplight, I could see tears tracking down her cheeks.

"Elena."

She looked up, saw me, and something crumpled in her face. "I keep thinking about what I could have done differently. If I'd worked faster, if I'd-"

"You did everything you could."

"It wasn't enough." Her voice broke. "She died right here, Garrett. On this table. I had my hands inside her chest trying to stop the bleeding and it just... it wouldn't stop."

I crossed the room and sat beside her on the table. Close enough to feel her warmth. "You gave her time. Time to warn us. Time to say goodbye."

"It should have been more."

"I know." I didn't have a good answer for that. Just the truth. "But it wasn't your fault. The people who shot her-they're the ones responsible."

"I know that. Logically." She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "But I close my eyes and the blood is still there. It won't wash off."

We sat in silence. Her leg pressed against mine. The lamp flickered, casting moving shadows on the walls.

"I keep thinking about that morning," Elena said quietly. "Before everything happened. We woke up together-you, me, Mira. It felt like maybe things were going to be okay."

"They will be. We'll make them okay."

She lifted her head, looked at me with those dark, liquid eyes. "How do you do that? How do you keep believing when everything keeps falling apart?"

I didn't have an answer. Just pulled her closer, letting the heat of my body say what I couldn't. "I believe in you. In us. In what we've got here."

Her hand came up to rest on my chest, over my heart. "I wanted to hear that."

"I wanted to say it."

She kissed me. Soft at first, tentative. Then deeper, more urgent. Her fingers curled in my shirt.

"I can't be in my head right now," she whispered against my lips. "I need you to get me out of there."

"Elena-"

"Please." Her eyes were bright with tears and heat. "Just fuck me, Garrett. Make me forget."

I kissed her again. Harder this time. She made a small sound in the back of her throat and pressed closer.

We shouldn't do this here. But Elena was already pulling at my shirt, her hands warm on my skin, and the need in her eyes matched something desperate in my own chest.

I stood, pulled her up with me, and walked her backward toward the door. She fumbled with the lock, never breaking the kiss. I heard the click as it engaged.

We were alone. Private. Safe.

I pulled her close, hands sliding down her sides to her hips. She arched into me, pressing those full curves against my body. I could feel the heat of her through our clothes.

"Slow," she breathed. "I want slow."

I guided her to the patient cot near the window-not the cold metal slab behind us. The same cot where I'd recovered when I first came to Haven.

She sat on the edge, looking up at me with something raw in her expression.

I knelt in front of her. Started with her boots, unlacing them carefully, setting them aside. Then her socks. Her feet were small and perfect.

"You don't have to-"

"I want to." I looked up at her. "Let me take care of you."

Her breath caught. She nodded.

I reached for the hem of her shirt, lifted it slowly over her head. She wasn't wearing a bra. Her breasts were full and heavy, dark nipples stiffening in the cool air.

"Garrett..."

I buried my face in her chest. She gasped, hands tangling in my hair. Her skin was warm, faintly salty. I forgot about being careful. She was soft and willing and I needed this just as badly as she did.

My mouth found her nipple. I sucked, felt her back arch off the cot. Her moan was low, broken.

My hands worked her pants open, slid them down her hips. She lifted to help me, and then she was naked, all soft curves and warm brown skin.

I stood to strip off my own clothes. She watched me with heavy-lidded eyes, drinking in the sight. When I climbed onto the narrow cot and settled between her thighs, she pulled me down immediately.

Face to face. Eye to eye.

"I want this," she whispered. "I want you."

"I'm here." I lined up against her entrance. She was soaking wet, heat radiating from her thighs. "I'm right here."

I pushed inside slowly. The tight grip of her made me groan. Inch by inch, stretching her, filling her. Watching her face the whole time.

Her eyes fluttered. Her lips parted. A sound escaped her-half sigh, half sob.

"Garrett-"

"I've got you."

I bottomed out, fully buried inside her. Stayed there, letting her adjust, feeling her clench around me.

Then I started to move.

Slow, like she'd asked, but heavy. Deep strokes that made the cot creak beneath us. The wet slap of skin on skin filled the quiet room. Her hands came up to frame my face, holding me close, keeping our eyes locked.

"Don't look away," she breathed. "I want to see you."

"I'm not going anywhere."

Elena's legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me deeper on each stroke. Her hips rose to meet mine, finding the rhythm, taking what she needed.

Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. Not from pain. From release.

I kissed the tears away. Kept moving inside her. Felt her start to tremble.

"Garrett, I'm-"

"Let go. I've got you."

She came with a choked cry, clenching around me, body arching off the cot. I held her through it, never stopping, drawing out her pleasure until she was gasping and shaking.

Then I let myself follow. Buried deep inside her, forehead pressed to hers, breath mingling.

For a long moment, neither of us moved. Just lay tangled together on the narrow cot, catching our breath, still connected.

"That brought me back," Elena whispered finally. "You brought me back."

I kissed her forehead. "We're still here. Both of us."

She laughed softly. "Dani would understand. She always said we think too much."

"She was probably right."

We lay there in the dim lamplight, her head heavy on my chest.

"She would have liked this," Elena murmured. "Dani. She would have made some joke about us finally getting our act together."

"She probably would have demanded to watch."

Elena's laugh was watery but real. "You're not wrong."

Later, after we'd dressed and Elena had gone to her own cabin, I checked on Lily.

The far cabin was dark except for a single candle by the window. She was awake, sitting up in the narrow bunk, watching the door when I knocked.

"Can't sleep?" I asked from the doorway.

She shook her head. "I keep seeing it. The chapel. The ceremonies. Every time I close my eyes."

I stepped inside, pulled the cabin's single chair close to her bunk, and sat down. "It'll get better. It takes time, but it gets better."

"You sound like someone who knows."

"I do. Lost my family in the first wave. Spent over a year with a survival group after that, built real bonds-then raiders took them too. I've had a lot of practice with nightmares."

She was quiet for a moment. "How do you keep going?"

There wasn't a manual for this. "You just decide to be stubborn. Find a reason to keep breathing when the world goes dark."

"Haven."

"Haven. And the people here."

She reached out. Her hand found mine in the candlelight. Thin fingers, cold and trembling.

I didn't pull away. Just held her hand like it was the most natural thing in the world.

"You're safe here," I said. "Whatever happens with The Sanctum, whatever we decide-you're part of this place now. You don't have to go back."

"But the others-"

"We'll figure it out. Together."

She squeezed my hand. Tight. Desperate.

"Thank you." Her voice was barely a whisper. "For carrying me in. For listening. For... this."

"Get some sleep. We'll work out the details in the morning."

I started to pull my hand away. She held on for a moment longer.

"Garrett?"

"Yeah?"

"I knew when I saw you carry me in." A small smile crossed her gaunt face. The first real smile I'd seen from her. "I knew I'd finally found something real."

I squeezed her hand one last time, then let go.

"Sleep well, Lily."

"You too."

I walked out into the Texas night. The humidity had finally broken, leaving the air crisp against my skin. The compound was quiet. Safe, for now.

Somewhere to the northeast, four women were being held captive by a lunatic who thought God had chosen him to repopulate the earth. And Lily-broken but resilient-had walked fifteen miles through hostile territory to find help.

Tomorrow we'd figure out how five people could take down a fortified compound. But tonight, I'd held Elena while she cried. Tonight, I'd held Lily's hand in the darkness. Tonight, I'd remembered what it meant to have a future worth losing.

Dani had made me promise. Don't let them win.

I meant to keep that promise.

Whatever it took.


⚜




Chapter 3: Intel

⚜

The morning meeting started early.

We gathered in the lodge as the sun climbed over the hills, all five of us around the main table. Maps spread out. Pencils. Scraps of paper. Lily sat at the end, looking stronger than she had when she arrived. Color had returned to her cheeks. Her feet were still bandaged and she moved with a determined limp, but the desperation had faded from her eyes.

"Tell us everything," Mira said. No preamble. Straight to business.

Lily nodded. She'd been waiting for this.

"The Sanctum sits in a valley," she began, picking up a pencil. She started sketching on a blank sheet of paper, her movements sure and practiced. "Former church camp. The Prophet took it over about eight months ago. Merged the Vulture survivors with some other groups."

The map took shape under her hands. A rough rectangle for the main compound. Guard towers at the corners. A larger building in the center.

"That's the chapel." She tapped the central structure. "The Prophet lives there. Holds his ceremonies there. The dormitory is here." She drew a smaller building to the east. "That's where they keep us. Kept me."

Her voice stayed steady, but her hand trembled slightly.

"Guard rotations?" Mira leaned forward, studying the sketch.

"Four-hour shifts. Two at the main gate, one in each tower. But the towers are only fully manned at night. During the day, they get lazy. Sometimes only the front gate is watched."

"How many total?" I asked.

"Ten to twelve. Hard to be exact. Some of them come and go on supply runs."

Mira traced the perimeter with her finger. "You mentioned a weak point in the fence."

"Back corner. Northeast." Lily drew a small X. "The chain link has rusted through at the bottom. I widened the gap when I escaped. They might have fixed it by now, but the whole back fence is old. Neglected."

"Distance from here?"

"Fifteen miles. Half a day's hike if you move fast and know the terrain. Wearing shoes might help."

We studied the map in silence. The four of us against ten to twelve armed men in a fortified position. The math wasn't good.

"Direct assault is suicide," Mira said, echoing what we all knew. "We're not equipped for a siege."

"Stealth extraction?" Elena suggested. "Get in, get the women out, disappear before they know what's happening."

"That's our best option." Mira nodded slowly. "Night raid. Small team. In and out before they can mount a response."

"I can provide overwatch." I touched the map. "There's got to be high ground nearby. With my bow, I can take out sentries silently."

"A ridge runs along the south side," Lily confirmed. "Maybe a hundred yards from the compound. I could see it from the dormitory windows."

Mira studied me. "You think you can hit targets from that distance? In the dark?"

"A hundred yards with elevation? That's within my range. I'll need to scout it first. See the angles."

She nodded again, her jaw unclenching slightly. Not trust exactly. More like acceptance of necessity.

"We need more intel before we move," she said. "Lily's information is good, but it's three days old. Guard rotations could have changed. They might be on alert after her escape."

"We scout first," I agreed. "Get eyes on the compound. Confirm everything."

"When?"

"Give it a few more days. Let things settle. Let Lily recover more so we can debrief thoroughly."

Mira gathered up the papers. "I'll work on tactical options. Garrett, you and I will do the recon together. Elena, Sage, you'll hold Haven while we're gone."

Elena nodded, her hand finding mine under the table. A brief squeeze.

"What about the four women?" Sage asked quietly. "The ones still there?"

Lily's jaw tightened. "Faith, Jordan, Bree, Carmen. They're strong. But they've been there longer than I was. I don't know how much time they have left before..." She couldn't finish.

"We'll get them out," I said. "All of them."

Lily's blue eyes met mine, widening with sudden, desperate hope.

"Thank you," she whispered. "For listening. For not just... pretending this isn't your problem."

"It became our problem when you walked through our gate," Mira said. Her voice was still hard, but she had uncrossed her arms. "And when Dani died bringing us that warning."

The name hung in the air. We all felt it. The empty chair at the table where she would have sat, making some sarcastic comment about the odds, already planning how to beat them anyway.

"We'll make them pay," Mira continued. "For Dani. For you. For all of them."

After the meeting, Sage took Lily on a tour of the compound. I watched them walk through the garden plots, Sage's strawberry blonde hair catching the morning light as she gestured enthusiastically at the irrigation system, the tomato plants, the herb beds. Lily listened, occasionally asking questions, her guarded expression slowly giving way to interest.

At one point, I heard Lily laugh. Actually laugh. "I was pre-med," she was saying to Sage, "but I took a botany elective my sophomore year. Never thought I'd use it."

"Pre-med?" Sage's eyes lit up. "So you understand pH levels and soil chemistry and..."

They were off. Two academics finding common ground in the ruins. Sage talked about sustainable agriculture like it was the most exciting thing in the world, and for the first time since arriving, Lily looked like she believed something might actually matter again.

I turned back to the lodge to clean up the maps and found Mira watching me.

"She's drawn to you," Mira said.

I didn't pretend not to know who she meant. "She's been through hell. She's looking for safety."

"She's looking at you like you're safety." Mira's dark eyes held mine. "The others have noticed too."

I waited for judgment that didn't come.

"Elena told me," she continued. "About the other night. The infirmary."

My chest tightened. But Mira just shook her head.

"I'm not angry. We talked about this after the battle. About how things work here now." She paused. "Just be careful with Lily. She's fragile. More fragile than she looks."

"I know."

"Good." She turned back to the maps. "Get some rest. We have a lot of work ahead."

The day passed in the rhythms we'd established. I checked the fence line, made minor repairs where weather had loosened posts. Sharpened my arrows. Oiled my bow. The kind of busywork that kept hands moving while the mind wandered elsewhere.

I kept finding my eyes drawn toward the garden, where Lily had spent most of the afternoon. Sage had put her to work, gentle tasks that gave her purpose without taxing her recovering body. Weeding. Sorting seeds. Nothing strenuous.

She moved differently now. Less like a wounded animal, and more like someone remembering how to be human.

That night, sleep wouldn't come.

I sat on the lodge porch, watching the stars wheel overhead. Same stars I'd watched alone for three months before finding Haven. Back then, I'd hated them. Now, with people sleeping safely behind me, they didn't look so bad.

Footsteps on the wooden boards. I turned to find Lily standing at the edge of the porch light, wrapped in a blanket, her honey blonde hair loose around her shoulders.

"Can't sleep?" she asked.

"Old habit. You?"

"Nightmares." She hesitated at the edge of the porch. "Would you... can I sit with you? Just for a while?"

"Of course."

She crossed to the bench beside me, settling close enough that I could feel her warmth through the blanket. Not quite touching, but near. She drew her knees up, made herself small.

We sat in silence. The cicadas sang their endless song. A breeze rustled the leaves of the oak tree by the fence. Somewhere in the distance, an owl called.

"I keep seeing the chapel," she said quietly. "Every time I close my eyes. The candles. The Prophet watching. The other girls..."

"It'll fade. Not completely, but it gets quieter."

"How long?"

"Different for everyone. But you're safe now. Your brain just hasn't caught up yet."

She was quiet for a moment. Then her shoulder pressed against mine. Not an accident. A choice.

"This feels real," she murmured. "Sitting here with you. It feels real in a way nothing has for months."

I didn't move away. Didn't move closer. Just let her have what she needed.

Her breathing slowed. Her weight settled more fully against me. Her head drooped, found my shoulder, rested there.

Within minutes, she was asleep.

I sat perfectly still, feeling her breath warm against my neck, her body slowly relaxing as the nightmares retreated. Her hand had found mine at some point, fingers intertwined, holding on even in sleep.

She was feather-light. All bones and stubborn will.

After an hour, I carried her to the far cabin. She barely stirred when I laid her on the bunk, just made a soft sound of protest when I untangled my hand from hers.

"Stay," she murmured, still mostly asleep.

"I'm right here."

Her eyes fluttered open. Blue and unfocused. "You carried me again."

"You fell asleep."

A small smile crossed her face. "Felt safe." Her eyes closed. "First time I've felt safe in months."

I pulled the blanket over her shoulders and sat in the cabin's single chair, watching until her breathing deepened into true sleep. Then I slipped out into the night, her warmth still lingering on my skin.

The next afternoon, I found Lily on the lodge porch.

She was alone, sitting on the top step, staring at the sunset painting the hills in shades of orange and gold. Her profile was sharper than it should have been, cheekbones too prominent, jaw too defined. But the gauntness was fading day by day.

I settled beside her without speaking. Sometimes that was enough.

Tears tracked silently down her cheeks. She didn't try to hide them.

"I had a friend at UT," she said after a while. "Before everything. Marissa. We'd known each other since high school. Promised we'd survive together." She wiped her face with the back of her hand. "She made it through the first six months. Then she got sick. Not the virus. Just a stupid infected cut that we couldn't treat properly."

"I'm sorry."

"My parents lasted longer than most. Almost a year. They were so careful. So smart about it. And then the virus mutated, or their luck ran out, or..." She shook her head. "I watched them both die within a week of each other."

I didn't say anything. There was nothing to say.

"Sometimes I forget what it feels like to be touched without fear," she said quietly. "At The Sanctum, every touch was a threat. A warning. Even the other women, we couldn't comfort each other properly. They watched us. Always."

Her hand found mine on the weathered wood of the step. Thin fingers, still calloused from forced labor, trembling slightly.

"You're not like that," she continued. "When you touch me, it's like..." She struggled for words. "Like remembering a language I thought I'd forgotten."

I turned to face her. Her blue eyes were bright with tears, but defiance burned there too. Fierce and fragile all at once.

"Lily..."

"I'm not broken." Her voice hardened. "Everyone keeps looking at me like I'm going to shatter. But I survived. I escaped. I made it here on my own."

"I know."

"I'm not asking for pity." She moved closer, close enough that I could feel her breath. "I'm asking for..."

She trailed off, searching my face.

I reached out. Brushed a strand of honey blonde hair from her cheek. Tucked it behind her ear. My fingers lingered at the curve of her jaw.

She leaned into my hand. Her eyes fluttered closed.

She leaned in and pressed her mouth to mine. Asking permission with the hesitation in her lips. Chapped but warm. She tasted like the mint tea Elena had been brewing.

She pulled back, eyes wide. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have, I didn't mean to just..."

I kissed her again. Slower this time, cupping her face in my hands. Her breath caught. Her fingers gripped my shirt, pulling me closer.

When we finally broke apart, her cheeks were flushed.

"You have nothing to apologize for," I said. "Nothing."

"The others..." She glanced toward the compound. "Elena. Mira. They..."

"They know how things work here." I held her gaze. "No one owns anyone. We care for each other. That's how we survive."

"I've never..." She stopped, started again. "At The Sanctum, he kept us pure. For his rituals. I've never actually..."

"There's no rush. No pressure. Whatever you're comfortable with, whenever you're ready."

Her smile wavered, but the warmth behind it was genuine. "Thank you. For not making me feel broken."

"You're not broken. You're the strongest person I've met in a long time."

She kissed me one more time, quick and fierce, then stood.

"I should... I need to think. Process." She touched her lips, still looking slightly dazed. "But thank you. For this. For everything."

I watched her walk toward the far cabin, her steps lighter than they'd been since she arrived.

A door had opened that couldn't be closed again.

That evening, Lily went to bed early. Still recovering, still needing more sleep than the rest of us. I sat with her until her breathing steadied, then made my way back to the lodge.

Mira and Sage were waiting.

Sage curled in the armchair, firelight dancing in her hazel eyes behind her taped-together glasses. Mira stood by the window, arms crossed, watching the darkness outside.

"How is she?" Sage asked.

"Better. Sleeping."

"We saw you two on the porch." Her voice was soft, not accusatory. "Earlier."

I nodded. "She kissed me."

Mira turned from the window. "And you kissed her back."

"I did."

A long silence. I braced for... I wasn't sure what. Jealousy? Anger? The rules here were still being written.

"Good," Sage said simply. "She needs that. She needs to feel wanted by someone safe."

"Let it happen naturally," Mira added. "She'll let you know when she's ready for more."

The fire crackled. Shadows danced on the walls. The conversation shifted, drifted toward the mission, the logistics, the thousand small details that needed handling.

But the energy in the room had shifted too. Thickened.

We hadn't been together, not all of us, since before Dani died. The grief had hung too heavy. The fear. The constant vigilance.

Now, with plans taking shape and hope returning, I could feel it building again.

On the couch, Sage's fingers had started fidgeting with the hem of her shirt. Mira's posture had changed, her weight shifting, her arms uncrossing. Their eyes kept finding mine, then darting away.

"We haven't..." Sage started, then stopped. Her freckled cheeks flushed pink. "I mean, since the battle. Since everything."

"No," Mira agreed. "We haven't."

"Dani would tell us we're thinking too much," I said. "She always said that."

A moment of shared grief. Then Mira laughed, short and humorless. "She'd also tell us to stop moping and start fucking."

Sage sputtered. I smiled despite myself. The ice cracked, letting warmth seep through.

"She wasn't wrong," Sage said quietly. "About the thinking too much part."

Mira crossed the room. Her hand extended toward me. Dark eyes glittering in the firelight.

"Come with me," she said. "Both of you."

Sage rose from her chair, suddenly breathless. She pushed her glasses up her nose, a nervous gesture I'd learned to recognize.

"My cabin," Mira said. "More room."

We walked across the compound together. The night air was cool against my skin. Stars scattered overhead. Haven felt quiet, peaceful, a bubble of safety in a dangerous world.

Mira's cabin was the largest of the six. She'd claimed it when they first arrived, needing the space for planning, for leadership, for the weight she carried alone.

Tonight, it would hold all three of us.

She lit candles. Not romantic exactly, just practical since the generator fuel was precious. But the soft light transformed the space, made it intimate.

Mira turned to face us. Her eyes weren't sad. They were hungry.

"I don't want to talk," she said, her voice rough. "I'm done with talking for today. I need to feel something that isn't grief." She crossed to me, stood close, her hand pressing flat against my chest. "I need you both."

Then she kissed me.

Mira kissed like she did everything else: direct, fierce, demanding. Her tongue found mine and she took what she wanted, pressing her athletic body against me. I felt her need in every movement, the months of control finally cracking.

When she pulled back, her eyes were dark with hunger.

"Sage," she said. "Come here."

Sage approached, practically trembling with anticipation. Her strawberry blonde hair had come loose from its bun, strands falling around her face.

"Not since Dani," Sage whispered. "I haven't..."

"I know." Mira's voice softened. "Just trust me."

She kissed Sage too. Different this time, gentler at first, then deeper as Sage relaxed into it. Sage's hands came up to grip Mira's shoulders, and a small moan escaped her.

I watched them together, dark skin against pale freckled skin, and my cock hardened in my pants.

Mira pulled back. "Undress. Both of you."

We stripped efficiently. Sage shed her tank top and shorts, then carefully set her glasses on the nightstand. Without them, she squinted slightly, but her hazel eyes were bright with anticipation. Soft curves and scattered freckles. Mira's athletic body was all lean muscle and smooth dark skin, the scar across her collarbone catching the candlelight.

"On the bed," Mira commanded me. "On your back."

I obeyed. Mira straddled me immediately, sinking down onto my cock with a satisfied groan. She was already wet, heat enveloping me as she took me deep.

"Fuck yes." Her hips started moving, riding me with the same fierce intensity she brought to everything. "I needed this."

Sage stood at the edge of the bed, watching us, her hand drifting between her own thighs.

"Not there," Mira said. She reached out, grabbed Sage's wrist, pulled her onto the bed. "Here."

She positioned Sage over my face, facing toward Mira.

"Sit," she ordered.

Sage lowered herself onto me. Her pussy was wet against my lips. I grabbed her thighs and pulled her down harder, my tongue finding her clit.

"Oh god." Sage's whole body shuddered. "Oh god, that's..."

I couldn't see what was happening above me, but I could hear it. Wet sounds. Mira's rhythm changing. Sage's gasps growing louder.

Then Sage moaned into someone's mouth, and I realized they were kissing over me. Both women moving together, connected through me.

It was sensory overload. Sage trembling against my mouth, her taste flooding my senses. Mira grinding down on my hips, tight and wet and demanding. Two incredible women using me to bridge the gap between them. I had to focus just to remember to breathe.

My tongue worked Sage's pussy while Mira rode me. The angle was perfect, letting me hit that deep spot that made her clench. Sage was grinding against my face now, her juices running down my chin.

"Touch me," Mira commanded Sage. "My breasts."

I felt Sage shift. Heard Mira's sharp intake of breath as Sage's hands found her.

"That's it. Squeeze them. Harder."

The sounds they made together nearly pushed me over the edge. Mira's low groans. Sage's desperate whimpers. The sharp smack of our bodies meeting.

Sage came first, her thighs clamping around my head as she shook apart. I kept licking, drawing it out, until she was pulling away, oversensitive.

Mira climbed off me, her dark eyes blazing.

"Your turn," she told Sage. "On all fours."

Sage positioned herself on hands and knees, still trembling from her orgasm. I moved behind her, gripping her hips.

"Wait." Mira positioned herself at the head of the bed, legs spread. "Sage. Mouth on me."

Sage's eyes went wide. "I've never..."

"Learn."

Sage lowered her head between Mira's thighs. I watched her tongue dart out, nervous, testing.

"Longer strokes," Mira instructed. "Use your whole tongue. And Garrett, fuck her while she does it."

I pushed into Sage from behind. She gasped against Mira's pussy, the sound vibrating through both of them.

"Don't stop licking," Mira commanded, her fingers tangling in Sage's hair. "That's it. Right there."

I started thrusting, deep and steady. Each stroke pushed Sage forward into Mira. Sage's technique was clumsy, her face buried between Mira's dark thighs, but her enthusiasm made up for it.

"Faster," Mira breathed. To both of us.

I picked up the pace. Sage moaned against Mira's clit, her whole body rocking with my thrusts.

"God, yes." Mira's hips lifted to meet Sage's mouth. "You're a fast learner. Don't stop."

Sage's pussy clenched around me as she worked. I watched her pale, round ass bounce against my hips, watched her face pressed into Mira's cunt, watched Mira's muscled stomach tighten with approaching release.

Mira came with a cry, her whole body arching off the bed. Her hands gripped Sage's hair, holding her in place as she rode out the orgasm.

"Keep going," she gasped. "Both of you. Don't fucking stop."

Sage kept licking, guided by Mira's hands. I kept fucking, my own release building fast. The visual was almost too much. Sage on all fours, her face covered in Mira's wetness, her body shaking with each thrust.

Sage came again, her screams muffled against Mira's thighs. The feeling of her pulsing around me pushed me over.

I bottomed out inside her and came, groaning as wave after wave rolled through me.

We sprawled in a heap of limbs and sweat, the adrenaline slowly fading. The candles had burned low. The cabin smelled like sex and something alive.

"We needed this," Mira said quietly, once we'd caught our breath.

"Dani would've joined us." Sage's voice was soft, still slightly breathless. "She never waited for anything."

A moment of shared memory. Of grief and gratitude intertwined. We lay there in the aftermath, honoring her even in our pleasure.

"She'd tell us to do it again," I said.

Mira laughed. "She'd say we weren't trying hard enough."

We didn't do it again. Not that night. But we held each other as the candles guttered out, and for the first time since Dani died, the darkness felt a little less absolute.

Tomorrow we'd plan a war. Tonight, we remembered how to be alive.


⚜




Chapter 4: Recon

⚜

We left before dawn.

Mira moved through the pre-dawn darkness like a ghost, her rifle slung across her back, a pack with water and supplies riding low on her hips. I followed with my bow and quiver, the familiar weight settling my nerves. This was my element. Backcountry. Silence. The hunt.

Dawn sat heavy over the hill country. Gray sky, purple shadows, quiet earth. It looked peaceful. It wasn't. A week had passed since Lily stumbled through our gates. A week since Dani died on Elena's table. The grief was still raw, but we had work to do. In the apocalypse, life comes at you fast.

"Fifteen miles," Mira said quietly as we slipped through the gate. "Half-day if we move fast. We'll observe from the ridge Lily mentioned, confirm her intel, and be back after dark."

I nodded. Elena and Sage would hold Haven while we were gone. Lily wanted to come, but she wasn't ready. She'd spent the last week recovering, looking less fragile every day, remembering what safety felt like. The haunted look in her eyes had started to fade.

She'd kissed me a few days ago. On the lodge porch, watching the sunset, tears on her cheeks. I could still taste the mint tea on her lips.

Focus. Mission first.

We moved northeast, using game trails I'd learned during my time at Haven. Mira matched my pace, her military training evident in every silent step. We didn't talk much. Didn't need to. The mission was clear.

The first few miles passed quickly. We crossed familiar territory, the hills and creek beds I'd scouted with Dani during those early weeks. I caught myself looking for her in the brush. She moved better in this terrain than any of us. She would have loved this trip. It pissed me off that she wasn't here.

The sun climbed higher, burning off the morning mist. Sweat soaked through my shirt as we pushed through dense brush, crossed creek beds, climbed ridges. My shoulder ached where the bullet had grazed me during the Vulture battle, but I ignored it. Minor pain. I'd had worse.

The terrain grew wilder as we moved beyond Haven's usual patrol range. Mesquite and cedar gave way to rocky outcroppings and steep ravines. Game was plentiful out here. We startled a group of deer at one point, watched them bound away into the underbrush. In another time, I would have been tempted to hunt. But today we had bigger prey in mind.

Around midday, we stopped in a shaded ravine to eat and drink. Mira sat across from me, her dark skin gleaming with sweat, her short hair damp at the temples.

"You and Lily," she said. Not a question.

"We kissed. That's all. You saw."

"For now." She took a long pull from her canteen. "The others aren't upset. Neither am I."

I waited. Mira wasn't one for unnecessary words.

"She's been through hell," Mira continued. "The Prophet kept them pure for his rituals. Never touched them sexually. But the psychological damage..." She shook her head. "She needs gentleness. Patience."

I nodded. "I'll be careful with her."

"Good." She capped her canteen and stood. "Let's move. I want eyes on that compound before sunset."

We pushed on. The terrain grew rougher as we approached The Sanctum's territory. The vegetation changed too, becoming denser, more overgrown. Fewer game trails out here. Fewer people passing through.

"Hold," Mira whispered, raising a fist.

I froze. She pointed to the ground a few feet ahead. Boot prints in the soft earth, heading west. Fresh, maybe a day old.

"Patrol?" I asked quietly.

"Probably. They're ranging further than Lily said." She studied the tracks for a moment. "Two men, maybe three. Moving fast. Not hunting or scouting, just covering ground."

"Looking for her?"

"Maybe. Or just establishing their territory." She stepped carefully around the tracks. "Either way, we need to be more careful."

We moved with increased caution after that, scanning the treeline, pausing to listen at every hilltop. I followed her lead, bow ready, arrow nocked but not drawn. The afternoon heat pressed down like a weight, but I barely noticed. Adrenaline was starting to kick in now. We were getting close.

By late afternoon, we reached the ridge Lily had described. It ran along the south side of a small valley, maybe a hundred yards from the compound below. Perfect vantage point.

We belly-crawled to the edge, using scrub brush for cover. Mira pulled out her binoculars and scanned the valley.

"There it is," she breathed.

The Sanctum sat in the valley like an ugly scar. Rusted chain-link topped with coils of razor wire that glinted orange in the dying light. Guard towers at the corners, weathered wood and corrugated tin. A large building dominated the center, white paint peeling from the walls in long strips, the steeple crooked and leaning. It didn't look holy. It looked like a cage. The chapel. The Prophet's domain.

To the east, a squat concrete building with iron bars welded over the windows. The dormitory. Where they kept the women.

I took the binoculars from Mira and studied the compound. Two guards at the main gate, both armed with rifles, both looking bored. One man in the southwest tower, his attention clearly elsewhere. The other towers sat empty. Lily had said they only fully manned them at night.

"Guard count matches her intel," I said quietly. "Two at the gate, one in the tower."

"What about the back fence?"

I scanned northeast. The fence there sagged between posts, rust bleeding down in streaks. A gap at the bottom where the chain link had pulled away, just like Lily described, maybe wider now.

"Weak point confirmed. That's our way in."

Movement near the chapel caught my eye. A figure in white emerged from the main doors, flanked by two men in tactical gear.

I adjusted focus and my stomach turned.

Tall. Gaunt. A gray beard past his chest, matted and unkempt. White robes stained at the hem with red clay, dragging in the dirt as he walked. He spread his arms wide as if blessing the air itself, face turned toward the sky. He looked less like a holy man and more like a scarecrow dressed for its own funeral.

"Creepy bastard," Mira muttered.

I couldn't argue. The guy walked like he owned gravity. His followers didn't just move out of his way, they shrank, eyes glued to the dirt. It made my skin crawl. Regular raiders are assholes. This was something else. This was a cult.

We watched for two hours. Counted guards, noted patrol patterns, identified vulnerabilities. The compound held maybe ten to twelve men total, but their discipline was sloppy. Complacent. They thought they were safe out here.

"Their timing's off," Mira observed quietly. "Guard change was late. The tower guy left his post twice to piss."

"Not professionals."

"No. Fanatics, maybe. True believers. But not trained soldiers." She lowered her binoculars. "That's good and bad. Good because they'll make mistakes. Bad because fanatics don't surrender. They fight to the death."

I thought about what we might have to do when we breached that fence.

"You okay with killing them?" Mira asked, reading my expression.

"I'm okay with saving those women. Whatever that takes."

She nodded slowly. "Good answer."

As the sun began to set, the Prophet emerged again. This time he walked to the dormitory. Stood outside the barred windows. His voice carried on the wind, too distant to make out words but the cadence unmistakable. Preaching. Promising. Threatening.

The captives. Faith, Jordan, Bree, Carmen. Four women trapped in there, waiting for Lily's promised rescue.

"We can do this," Mira said finally. "The ridge is steeper than I pictured, but the sight lines are good. And that gap in the fence is bigger than I expected."

"Night approach from the east. I'll cover you from up here. Silent kills on any patrols that get close."

"In and out before they know what happened." She checked her watch. "Two days to prep. We go the night after next."

"Agreed."

We stayed on the ridge until full dark, watching the shift change. Two more guards emerged from a barracks building near the chapel, relieving the day crew. The towers filled up. Flashlights swept the perimeter in lazy arcs. Sloppy, predictable. We'd seen enough.

We started the long hike back around midnight.

The return journey was brutal. Fifteen miles through rough terrain in the dark, moving by starlight and instinct. My legs burned. My shoulder throbbed. But the intel burned brighter in my mind, images of that crooked steeple and those barred windows replaying with every step.

"I'm scared," Mira admitted quietly as we crossed a creek bed near dawn. "Not of the fighting. Of losing more people."

I understood. We'd already lost so much.

"We won't lose anyone," I said. "We'll be smart about this."

"You can't promise that."

"No. But I can promise I'll do everything in my power to bring everyone home."

She was quiet for a long moment. Then, so soft I almost missed it: "Thank you. For being here. For standing with us."

"There's nowhere else I'd rather be."

We didn't talk after that. Just moved through the darkness, putting one foot in front of the other until Haven appeared.

Haven's lights glowed through the trees as we approached, dawn breaking pink and gold behind us. We'd been moving for nearly six hours straight. My legs were rubber. My shoulder screamed. But we had what we needed.

The gate swung open at our approach. Elena was there, medical bag in hand, checking us for injuries before we'd even stepped inside.

"We're fine," Mira assured her. "Tired, but fine."

I scanned the compound, looking for the one face I'd been thinking about for the entire journey back.

Lily stood near the lodge, arms wrapped around herself, watching. When she saw me, relief flooded her features. Then she was moving, crossing the distance between us.

She hugged me without thinking. Pressed her face against my chest and held on like she was afraid I'd disappear. She trembled against me.

Then she stiffened, realizing what she was doing. She pulled back, cheeks flushing. "Sorry. I just... I was worried."

I reached out and pulled her back in. "It's okay. We're okay."

She sagged against me, tension draining from her frame. Her hair smelled like wildflowers. Sage must have found her some soap.

"Did you see it?" she asked against my chest. "The Sanctum?"

"We saw it. Everything matches what you said. The gap in the fence was even bigger than you described."

She looked up at me, blue eyes bright with hope. "So we can save them?"

"We're going in two nights from now. Mira and me. We'll bring them home."

Tears spilled down her cheeks. Happy tears this time. She hugged me tighter, and I held her until the shaking stopped.

The meeting in the lodge was brief but focused. Mira laid out everything we'd observed while Elena took notes and Sage asked questions. Lily filled in gaps, confirmed details, added context from her time inside.

"The Prophet's quarters are in the chapel," she said, pointing at Mira's rough sketch. "Second floor. He watches the ceremonies from a balcony overlooking the main hall."

"Does he sleep there?" Mira asked.

"I think so. I never saw him outside the chapel after dark."

"Good. That's where he'll be when we hit them."

The plan was already solid from our earlier discussions. We refined the details, worked out contingencies, assigned roles. If everything went smoothly, we'd be in and out in twenty minutes. If things went wrong, I'd start putting arrows in anyone who threatened our people.

"Two days to prep," Mira said finally. "Get some rest. We all need it."

The mood had shifted. We had a target now. A plan. Something to do besides wait for the next crisis.

Mira ordered me to get some sleep. I crashed hard for most of the day, exhaustion dragging me under the moment I hit the pillow. By evening, I was functional again. We ate dinner together in the lodge, the conversation easier than it had been since Dani died.

Later, after the others had drifted to their cabins, I found myself alone in my quarters. The day's sleep should have been enough, but my mind wouldn't settle. I kept seeing the Prophet in his stained white robes. The barred windows of the dormitory. The women trapped inside.

A soft knock at my door.

I opened it to find Lily standing in the darkness, wearing an oversized shirt that hung past her thighs. Her feet were bare, her hair loose around her shoulders.

"Can I come in?"

I stepped aside.

She entered slowly, looking around my cabin like she hadn't seen it before. Then she turned to face me, and determination hardened her eyes.

"I can't stop thinking about you," she said. "About that kiss. About..."

"Lily, you don't have to--"

"I know." She cut me off, her voice firm. "I know I don't have to. That's the point." She stepped closer, close enough that I could feel her warmth. "At The Sanctum, I never had choices. Everything was decided for me. What to eat, what to wear, when to sleep."

Her voice caught, but she pushed through.

"Here, I get to choose. And I choose this. I choose you."

I cupped her face in my hands. "What do you want, Lily?"

"I need to make you feel good." Her breath hitched. "I've never... but let me learn. Let me try."

My heart hammered in my chest. "We can take this slow. There's no rush."

"I don't want slow." She held my gaze. "You're going into danger in two days. I might not get another chance to show you how I feel. Let me do this. Please."

That please broke my resolve.

I kissed her softly. She kissed back, less tentative than before. Learning. Adapting. Her hands found my chest, fingers spreading over my heartbeat.

I walked us backward until my legs hit the bed. Sat down on the edge.

She stood between my knees, looking down at me with nervous excitement. Then she knelt.

My breath caught. "Lily..."

"I'm ready." She reached for my belt, hands trembling slightly. "Tell me what to do. Show me what you like."

I helped her with the buckle, lifted my hips so she could pull my pants down. I was already hard, had been since she walked through the door.

Her eyes widened when she saw me. "Oh."

"We don't have to--"

"I need to." She reached out and wrapped her hand around me.

Her grip was tentative at first. Uncertain. I covered her hand with mine, showed her the pressure I liked. "Like that. A little tighter."

She adjusted, started to stroke. Slow, experimental. Her blue eyes never left my face, watching for reactions.

"That's good," I breathed. "Just like that."

She gained confidence. Her strokes became more sure. I let go of her hand and she continued on her own, finding her rhythm.

Then she leaned forward and kissed the tip.

A groan escaped me. Surprise and pleasure mixed together.

She glanced up, checking my reaction.

"Don't stop," I managed.

Encouraged, she licked along the shaft. Testing. Exploring. When I groaned again, she did it again. Bolder this time.

"Open for me," I said. "Slow. Just the tip."

She obeyed. Her lips stretched around me, warm and wet. She held there, uncertain what to do next.

I tried to tell her what to do, but my brain short-circuited. Her tongue hit the underside of the head, hot and wet and eager. I forgot how to speak. Just gripped the sheets and tried not to embarrass myself.

She figured it out on her own. Her tongue swirled around the ridge while her hand tightened at the base. I hissed a breath, tangling my fingers in her hair.

"Perfect."

She made a small sound of pleasure at the praise, and the vibration ran through me.

"Take more," I breathed. "Whatever's comfortable."

She lowered her head, taking another inch. Then another. She gagged slightly when she went too deep and pulled back, blinking.

"Easy."

She tried again, more careful this time. Found a depth she could handle. Started bobbing her head in a slow rhythm, her hand working what her mouth couldn't reach.

Her concentration was intense. She kept glancing up to check my reaction. She wanted to please me, wanted to prove something to herself.

"Faster now," I managed. "That's it. Right there."

She increased her pace. The wet sounds of her mouth filled the cabin. Her free hand came up to rest on my thigh, fingernails digging in slightly when she heard my breath hitch.

The pressure built at the base of my spine. I gripped her hair a little tighter. "Lily, I'm close. If you don't want me to--"

She didn't pull away. If anything, she took me deeper, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked harder.

I came with a groan, spilling into her mouth. She made a surprised sound but didn't stop, kept working me through it, swallowing as best she could. Some escaped the corner of her lips, running down her chin.

When the last pulse faded, she finally released me. Sat back on her heels, breathing hard, looking up at me.

"Was that okay?" Vulnerable. Hopeful.

I pulled her up onto the bed beside me. Kissed her forehead, her cheeks, her lips. Tasted myself on her mouth and didn't care.

"You're a natural. Amazing."

Relief and pride mixed on her face. "I wanted it to be good. I wanted..." She trailed off, then pressed closer to me. "I wanted you to know how I feel about you. Even if I can't find the words yet."

I held her against my chest, feeling her heart race. Something had unlocked inside her tonight. The tension drained from her shoulders in a way I hadn't seen before.

"That was my first time doing that," she admitted quietly. "To anyone."

"You couldn't tell."

She smiled at that. "I want to do more. Everything. But..." She bit her lip. "I want to take it slow. One step at a time."

I kissed her hair. "We'll go at whatever pace you need. No pressure. Ever."

She nodded, nuzzling closer. "Can I stay? Just to sleep. I don't want to be alone tonight."

"Of course."

We shifted on the narrow bed, finding a position where we both fit. She curled against my side, her head on my shoulder, one leg thrown over mine.

"Two days," she murmured as her eyes drifted closed. "Then you bring them home."

"Then we bring them home."

She smiled, already half asleep. "Kill that bastard for me."

"I will."

Her breathing deepened. Within minutes, she was out, warm and peaceful in my arms.

I lay awake a while longer, staring at the ceiling. In two days, Mira and I would infiltrate a cult compound, kill a madman, and rescue four women. The odds weren't great. A lot could go wrong.

But lying there with Lily pressed against me, the fear dial turned down a notch. She was warm. She was soft. And she was here.

If I had to kill every man in that compound to keep this safe, I would.

I closed my eyes. Tomorrow was going to be hell, but tonight wasn't half bad.


⚜




Chapter 5: Preparation

⚜

Two days before the raid dawned clear and hot.

I woke with Lily still pressed against me, her honey blonde hair fanned across my chest. She'd slept through the night without nightmares for the first time since arriving at Haven. Her breathing was deep and even, her face peaceful in the early light.

I watched her for a moment, remembering what she'd done last night. The way she'd looked up at me with those bright blue eyes while her mouth worked me. The determination in her grip. The pride on her face after.

She stirred, felt me watching, and smiled without opening her eyes.

"Morning," she murmured.

"Morning. Sleep okay?"

"Best sleep I've had in months." Her eyes opened, found mine. "You make a good pillow."

"I've been told."

She laughed, light and easy. The sound hit me somewhere in the chest. A week ago, she couldn't have imagined laughing. Now here she was, warm in my bed, joking like we'd known each other for years.

"Hungry?" I asked.

"Starving."

We dressed and headed to the lodge for breakfast. The others were already gathered. Mira at the head of the table, going over maps. Elena checking medical supplies. Sage making notes in her journal.

They looked up when we entered together, and I caught the knowing glances. Elena smiled warmly. Sage's cheeks pinked slightly. Mira just nodded and went back to her maps.

No judgment. No jealousy. Just acceptance. That's how things worked at Haven now.

After breakfast, the real work began.

"You want to learn to defend yourself," I said to Lily. We stood in the cleared space behind the lodge, morning sun already beating down. "Let's see what you've got."

She squared up, fists raised like she'd seen in movies. Her stance was all wrong, weight on her heels, shoulders tense.

"First lesson." I moved behind her, adjusted her position. Hands on her hips, guiding her weight forward. She shivered at the contact but didn't pull away. "Balance. You can't hit anything if you're falling over."

She reset her stance. Better this time.

"Now show me a punch."

She threw one. Decent speed, no power, wrist turned wrong.

"You'll break your thumb like that." I took her hand, showed her how to align the bones. "Fist tight. Wrist straight. Power comes from the hips."

We worked for an hour. Basic strikes. Basic blocks. How to get out of common grabs. She didn't complain. Just watched, adjusted, and locked it in. Her mind was faster than her muscles, but her body was still catching up to her will. Twenty minutes in, her punches lost their snap. Her guard dropped. She was gassing out, but her jaw was set in determination.

"Break," I said when I saw her shoulders sagging.

"I can keep going."

"Your body disagrees. Drink some water."

She wanted to argue but couldn't deny she was winded. She took the canteen I offered, drank deep.

"You're fast," I said as we rested in the shade. "And you pay attention. The strength will come back with time."

"Pre-med," she said, still catching her breath. "I'm good at memorizing steps."

"Stop thinking about the steps. If you have to think about making a fist, you're already dead. Muscle memory. That's what keeps you alive."

She grinned, something determined in it. "Then let's build some muscle memory."

Sage joined us around midday, bringing water and sandwiches. She worked with Lily on other skills while I took a break. Navigation by landmarks. Basic first aid. How to start a fire without matches. The practical stuff that kept you alive when everything went wrong.

I watched them from the shade of the lodge porch, Sage's strawberry blonde hair bright in the sun as she demonstrated a knot, Lily's fingers working to copy her. They'd become fast friends over the past week. Two academics finding common ground in survival.

Elena came out around two, checked Lily over with professional thoroughness.

"You're healing well," she pronounced. "Another few days and you'll be back to full strength."

"Just in time for the rescue," Lily said.

Elena and I exchanged a look.

"About that," I said. "Mira and I talked. The raid team is just the two of us."

Lily's face fell. "But I know the compound. I know where everything is."

"Which is why you've been invaluable for planning. But you're still recovering. And we can't risk losing your intel if something goes wrong."

"That's bullshit."

I didn't flinch. "It's strategy. Mira's military. I'm the sniper. We move fast, we move quiet. Adding a third person increases the risk."

"I can be quiet. I escaped from that place, remember?"

"I know." I stepped closer, lowered my voice. "And you'll get your chance to fight. But not this time. We need you here. Elena and Sage need backup, in case something happens to us."

She wanted to argue. I saw it in her eyes, that same fire that had driven her escape from the compound. But she was smart enough to see the logic too.

"Fine," she said finally. "But you better come back."

"That's the plan."

The afternoon was consumed by weapons prep.

I sat on the lodge porch, my bow across my knees, checking every inch of the wood for cracks or weak points. The compound bow had served me well since the collapse. I'd taken down deer, raiders, and worse with it. Day after tomorrow, it would add a few more notches.

Beside me, I worked on arrows. New shafts from the straight cedar branches I'd been curing. Fletching from turkey feathers. Broadhead tips salvaged from a hunting supply store during our last scavenging run.

Mira emerged from the armory with her rifle broken down, cleaning kit in hand. She settled into the chair beside me and started working without a word.

"You ready for this?" I asked after a while.

"No." She ran the cleaning rod through the barrel, smooth and practiced. "But I'll be ready when it's time. That's what matters."

"Fair enough."

We worked in companionable silence. Click of metal against metal. Soft scrape of the fletching jig. The sounds of preparation.

Elena and Sage were inside, packing medical supplies. Bandages, sutures, antibiotics. The things we'd need if things went sideways. The things we hoped we wouldn't need at all.

"Four women," Mira said quietly. "Faith, Jordan, Bree, Carmen. That's who we're bringing home."

"That's who we're bringing home," I agreed.

She finished reassembling her rifle, worked the action a few times. Satisfied, she set it aside.

"Get some rest tonight. We leave the morning after next."

"Yes ma'am."

She almost smiled at that. Almost.

Dinner was tense.

Not in a bad way. More like the air before a thunderstorm. Everyone felt it. The knowledge that the raid was coming. That some of us might not come back.

We didn't talk about it. Instead, we talked about the garden. About the fence repairs needed on the north side. About the rain that was supposed to come next week. Normal things. Safe things.

After, Lily helped Elena clean up while Sage reviewed the mission plan one more time with Mira. I stepped outside for air.

The sun dipped low, bleeding crimson across the western ridge. Same view I'd watched a dozen times since coming to Haven. It never got old.

Footsteps on the porch behind me.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" Lily said.

"Yeah."

She came to stand beside me, close enough that our shoulders touched. We watched the colors fade in silence.

"I meant what I said," she said finally. "You better come back."

"I will."

She turned to face me. Her blue eyes were bright in the fading light, sharp and certain.

She kissed me. Hard. Her hands fisted in my shirt, pulling me close. When she broke away, her cheeks were flushed.

"I don't want to wait anymore," she said.

"Lily..."

"Don't." She cut me off. "I'm done waiting. I spent all day watching you, thinking about this." Her grip tightened on my shirt. "I need you to touch me. Now."

My heart kicked against my ribs.

"This is my choice," she continued. "No one's making me. I want it."

She took my hand and led me toward my cabin.

Inside, she lit a candle. The flame cast dancing shadows on the walls as she turned to face me.

She pulled her shirt over her head. Stood there in the candlelight, bare from the waist up. Her small breasts rose and fell with each breath. Tan lines from days working in the garden. The sharp angles of her collarbone, softening with real food and rest.

She was beautiful. Not soft like Elena or athletic like Mira. Something sharper. More urgent.

She reached for my shirt next. I let her pull it off, let her hands explore my chest. Her fingers traced the scar on my shoulder from the Vulture battle. Lower, to the ridges of muscle below.

"You're harder than I expected," she murmured. Her eyes darkened. "I like it."

She undid my belt. I helped her with the rest. We undressed each other slowly, every piece of clothing bringing us closer to what we both wanted.

When we were finally naked, she looked at me with hunger.

"Lie down," I said.

She climbed onto the bed, stretched out on her back, watching me.

I kissed her. Started at her lips, moved to her jaw, her neck. She sighed, her hands gripping my shoulders. I worked my way lower. Collarbone. The swell of her breast. I took one nipple into my mouth and she gasped.

"Garrett..."

I spent time there, learning what she liked. Soft licks made her squirm. Harder suction made her moan. I filed it away, kept moving lower.

Her stomach tensed as I kissed across it. Anticipation. I could smell her arousal, feel the heat radiating from her thighs.

"No one's ever..." she started.

"I know. Relax. Let me make you feel good."

I settled between her legs and kissed her inner thigh. She shuddered. I kissed the other. She spread wider, an invitation.

I pressed my mouth to her pussy.

She cried out, her spine arching off the bed. I gripped her hips to hold her steady and licked a slow line from bottom to top.

"Oh god. Oh god oh god..."

She was already wet, her taste flooding my senses. I found her clit with my tongue and circled it slowly. Her thighs clamped against my ears, then released. Her hands found my hair, gripping hard.

"Don't stop. Please don't stop."

I had no intention of stopping. I worked her with my tongue, learning her rhythms. When I sucked her clit, she practically levitated. When I thrust my tongue inside, her hips bucked against my face.

She was loud. Louder than I'd expected. Gasps and moans and half-formed words spilling out without filter. Part of me wondered if the others could hear. Part of me didn't care.

I slid two fingers inside her while my tongue kept working her clit. She was impossibly tight, her walls gripping my fingers. I curled them, found the spot that made her thighs tremble.

"Garrett, I'm going to... I think I'm..."

"Let it happen."

She came with a scream, her back bowing off the mattress, her pussy pulsing around my fingers. I kept licking, kept stroking, drawing it out until she was gasping for breath and pushing weakly at my head.

"Too much. Too sensitive. I can't..."

I pulled back, kissed my way up her body. She was trembling, a breathless laugh escaping her. When I looked at her face, her eyes were wide with disbelief and she was smiling.

"That was..." She laughed breathlessly. "I didn't know it could feel like that."

"We're just getting started."

Her eyes widened. "There's more?"

I positioned myself between her thighs, my cock pressing against her entrance. Still so wet. Still so hot.

"Only if you want it."

"I want it." She reached down, wrapped her fingers around me. Guided me closer. "I want you inside me."

I pressed forward slowly. Felt resistance, then felt her body yield as I pushed deeper. She gasped, her nails digging into my shoulders.

"Okay?" I asked, freezing in place.

"Yes. Don't stop. Give me more."

I pushed deeper. Slowly, steadily. She was tighter than anyone I'd been with, her inexperience evident in the way she clenched around me. Her breath came in short bursts as her body adjusted to the intrusion.

"God," she hissed through her teeth. "You're so thick."

I sank the rest of the way in, letting her feel every inch. Stayed there, giving her time, feeling her walls grip me like a fist.

"Move," she whispered. "I need you to move."

I pulled back slowly, then thrust forward. She moaned, her legs wrapping around my waist. I did it again. Again. Finding a rhythm.

"Eyes on me," I said. "I want to see you."

Her blue eyes locked onto mine. So much heat there. So much want. I thrust deeper, harder, and her mouth fell open.

"Right there. God, right there."

I kept that angle, hitting the spot that drove her wild. Her nails raked down my back, leaving trails of fire. Her hips rose to meet every thrust.

"Garrett, I'm close. I'm so close again..."

"Come for me. Let me feel you."

Her hips stuttered, then locked. A raw, unguarded cry tore out of her as she clamped down on me, milking me in waves. The feeling of her pulsing around me pushed me to the edge.

I buried myself deep and came, groaning her name, filling her with everything I had.

We lay there afterward, sweaty and spent. I stayed inside her, not ready to separate yet. Her heart hammered against my chest.

For a long moment, neither of us spoke. Just breathed. Existed.

"I want more," she said finally, her voice husky. "I want everything with you."

I kissed her forehead. "You have me. All of me."

"Good." She shifted beneath me, her hips rolling experimentally. I was still half-hard inside her. "Because I'm not done yet."

We dozed for a while after. An hour, maybe two. The candle burned low, casting longer shadows.

I woke to Lily's hand on my chest, tracing lazy patterns across my skin.

"Can't sleep?" I murmured.

"Don't want to sleep." She propped herself up on one elbow, looking down at me. Something hungry still burned in her eyes. "I keep thinking about what we did. How good it felt."

"Yeah?"

"I want to try something."

She didn't wait for an answer. She moved, and in a heartbeat she was straddling me, pinning me to the mattress. Her pussy pressed against my cock, not taking me in yet, just grinding against the length of it.

"My turn," she whispered. "I'm driving."

The heat of her against me was already waking my body up.

She reached between us, positioned me at her entrance, and sank down slowly.

The angle was different this way. Deeper somehow. Her eyes fluttered as she took me all the way.

"Oh." Her hands braced against my chest. "That's... that's even better."

She started to move. Tentative at first, figuring out the mechanics. Her hips rolled in small circles, finding what felt good. I let her explore, my hands resting on her thighs.

"You're so deep like this," she breathed. "I can feel every inch."

The hesitation vanished. Her jaw set, her gaze sharpening. She wasn't asking for permission anymore. She was taking what she wanted.

Longer strokes. Rising until just the tip was inside, then dropping back down. The wet sounds of our joining filled the cabin.

I watched her discover her own pleasure. Watched her figure out exactly how to move. She leaned forward, changing the angle, and moaned when she found a spot that made her shiver.

"Fuck, that's good."

Her pace increased. Her small breasts bounced with each movement. I reached up and cupped them, thumbs circling her nipples. She gasped, ground down harder.

"Touch me," she demanded. "My clit. Like you did before."

I moved one hand between us, found her clit, started circling. She threw her head back and moaned.

"Yes. Just like that. Don't stop."

She rode me harder now, chasing her pleasure with single-minded focus. Her thighs squeezed my hips. Her nails dug into my chest. She was using me exactly how she wanted, and fuck if it wasn't the hottest thing I'd ever seen.

"I'm going to come," she announced, her voice breaking. "I'm going to come on your cock."

"Do it."

She slammed down one last time and her body went rigid, a sharp cry tearing from her throat. Tremors ran through her thighs, her pussy clenching in waves around me. I felt her get impossibly wetter, her arousal coating my cock, dripping down my balls.

Watching her come undone-the way her mouth fell open, the flush spreading down her chest, the way her whole body shook-sent a surge of raw need through me. I wasn't done. Not even close.

Before she could recover, I reached up and grabbed a fistful of her honey-blonde hair. Her eyes flew open, startled, as I pulled her down against my chest.

"Garrett-"

"I'm not finished with you."

My other hand gripped her ass, fingers digging into the soft flesh, holding her hips up at the angle I wanted. She was still trembling from her orgasm when I thrust up into her. Hard.

"Oh fuck!" Her voice cracked.

I didn't give her time to adjust. I held her pinned against me, her small breasts crushed to my chest, and started fucking her with deep, punishing strokes. The wet slap of our bodies filled the cabin. She was so slick from coming that I slid in and out of her with obscene ease.

"Yes," she gasped against my neck. "Yes, yes, yes-"

I tightened my grip on her hair, pulling her head back just enough to expose her throat. She moaned, her pussy clenching around me.

"More," she begged. "Please, more-"

I gave her more. Drove into her harder, faster, my hips snapping up to meet her. She was helpless in my grip, pinned down, taking everything I gave her. And she loved it. I could feel it in the way her body responded, the way she pushed back against each thrust, the way her moans turned into desperate little cries.

"Harder," she whimpered. "Fuck me harder-"

I released her hair and grabbed both cheeks of her ass, spreading her open, driving even deeper. She screamed into my chest, her nails raking down my sides.

"You feel so fucking good," I growled. "So wet. So tight."

"Don't stop. Please don't stop-"

Her second orgasm hit without warning. She went rigid again, her whole body seizing, her pussy gripping me like a vice. The sensation pushed me over the edge. I slammed into her one final time and came hard, groaning through the release as I emptied myself inside her.

We stayed like that for a long moment, both of us shaking, my cock still buried deep. Her breath came in ragged gasps against my skin.

Finally, she lifted her head, her eyes glazed and satisfied. "Holy shit."

I loosened my grip on her ass, smoothed my hands up her back. "Too rough?"

"No." She laughed breathlessly. "God, no. That was..." She shivered. "I didn't know I wanted that until you did it."

She slumped forward, her forehead resting against my sternum, trying to catch her breath.

"I could get used to that," she mumbled against my skin.

"The sex?"

"The control." She lifted her head, looked at me. Her smile was bright and satisfied. "At The Sanctum, I never got to choose anything. What I wore. When I slept." Her smile turned wicked. "Definitely not who I fucked."

"And now?"

"Now I choose." She kissed me softly. "I choose this. I choose you."

We lay tangled together, too satisfied to move. The candle had long since burned down, leaving only pale moonlight through the window.

"When this is over," she said quietly. "After you bring them back. What happens then?"

"We keep building. Expand the gardens. Strengthen the walls. Make Haven into something permanent."

"And me?"

I pulled her closer. "You're already part of this, Lily. You don't have to prove anything."

She was quiet for a moment. Then, softly: "I want to stay. For real. Not just because I have nowhere else to go." She lifted her head, met my eyes. "I want to be part of this. Part of your family."

"You already are."

The words settled between us like a promise.

She nestled back against my chest, her leg thrown over mine. Her breathing slowed, deepened.

"Come back to me," she murmured, already half-asleep.

I kissed the top of her head. "I will."

She was asleep within moments. I followed shortly after, her warmth against me, the memory of her sounds still echoing in my ears.

Day after tomorrow, I'd go to war. Day after tomorrow, I'd kill men who deserved killing and rescue women who deserved saving.

But tonight was ours. And that was enough.


⚜




Chapter 6: The night before

⚜

The final day before the raid passed in a blur of activity.

Mira drilled the plan until I could recite it in my sleep. Entry point. Extraction route. Contingencies for if things went wrong. We gathered around the table in the lodge, the rough map of The Sanctum spread before us, and she walked through every detail for the fourth time.

"Garrett takes position on the ridge at 2300," she said, her finger tracing the route. "I approach the weak point in the fence fifteen minutes later. First target is any patrol near the breach."

"Silent kills only until we have the women," I added. "Arrows. No gunfire unless everything goes sideways."

"Once I have them, we move to the extraction point here." She tapped the map. "You provide overwatch the whole way. Anyone follows, you put them down."

Elena and Sage listened carefully, even though they'd heard it all before. They weren't coming with us. Their job was to hold Haven, to be ready when we returned with four traumatized women who would need medical care and kindness.

"One more time," Mira said.

"Mira." Elena put a hand on her arm. "We've got it. We all have it."

The tension in the air was thick enough to cut. Tomorrow night, Mira and I would slip into The Sanctum under cover of darkness. By dawn, we'd either be back with four rescued women or we wouldn't be coming back at all.

Nobody said that last part out loud. We didn't need to.

The afternoon was consumed by final preparations. I checked my bow twice, then checked it again. Tested the draw weight. Examined every inch of the wood for cracks or stress points. Made sure every arrow was perfect, the fletching straight, the broadheads sharp enough to shave with.

Mira cleaned her rifle until it gleamed, then disassembled it and cleaned it again. The rhythmic click of metal parts being fitted together filled the silence. She was in her element now. The soldier preparing for war.

Lily watched us from the lodge porch, her blue eyes following every movement. She'd accepted her role in this. Stay behind. Hold Haven. Be ready if things went sideways. But I could see the frustration simmering beneath her calm exterior. The woman who'd escaped the Sanctum and survived alone in the wilderness wasn't used to sitting on the sidelines.

Around sunset, she approached me while I was packing my kit. A small pack with water, first aid supplies, extra bowstrings. Everything I might need for a long night.

"Can I talk to the others?" she asked. "The women. Alone."

I raised an eyebrow. "About what?"

"Girl stuff." A small smile crossed her face, mysterious and knowing. "You'll find out later."

I didn't push. Whatever she needed to process, she'd earned the right to handle it her own way.

The four of them disappeared into the lodge together. Through the windows, I could see them talking, heads close, voices too low to hear. Elena nodded at something Lily said. Sage touched her arm. Mira listened with her arms crossed, then slowly uncrossed them.

I went back to checking my gear and tried not to wonder what they were discussing.

The sun dipped below the hills, painting the sky in shades of orange and purple. I sat on the lodge porch, checking my quiver one final time, counting arrows I'd already counted three times. The familiar ritual steadied my nerves.

The door opened behind me.

All four of them emerged together. Mira. Elena. Sage. Lily.

Something had shifted. I could feel it in the air. The way they moved, the way they looked at me. Like they'd made a decision and come to unanimous agreement.

Lily stepped forward first. She crossed the porch and cupped my face in her hands, her blue eyes soft and certain. She kissed me gently, her lips warm against mine.

"Come back to me," she whispered against my mouth. "Come back to all of us."

Then she stepped aside.

Elena moved closer, her dark eyes warm with intent. Her generous figure was silhouetted against the fading light, her long black hair catching the last rays of sun. "We want tonight to be special. All of us together."

Mira stepped up beside her. Her expression wasn't sad or worried. It was hungry. Determined. The same look she got before a fight, but channeled into something else entirely.

"You're not leaving without this," she said. Her voice was low and rough, a command disguised as a statement.

Sage stood behind them, her hazel eyes bright behind her taped-together glasses. Her strawberry blonde hair had come loose from its usual bun, framing her freckled face. She didn't say anything. Just smiled. That was enough.

"Lily?" I asked, looking past them to where she stood at the edge of the porch.

"I'm not ready," she said. "Not for... this. But I know what you all need. What you all mean to each other." Her smile was genuine, free of jealousy or hurt. "Go. I'll be in my cabin. You can tell me all about it when you get back from saving those women."

She turned and walked into the evening light, her honey blonde ponytail swaying with each step.

The three remaining women looked at me with undisguised want. Three very different faces, three very different bodies, one unified purpose.

"Inside." Mira's voice left no room for argument. "Now."

The lodge was warm, fire burning low in the hearth. Someone had spread thick blankets across the floor near the fireplace, creating a nest of fabric. Candles flickered on the tables, casting dancing shadows across the walls.

They'd planned this. While I'd been checking my gear, they'd been preparing something else entirely.

I barely made it through the door before hands were on me. Elena from the front, her lips finding mine, her body pressing close. Sage came from behind, her soft warmth molding to my back, her breath hot on my neck. Mira circled us, watching, her dark eyes tracking every movement like a predator assessing her prey.

"You've been taking care of everyone else," Elena murmured against my lips. Her tongue traced along my lower lip, teasing. "Tonight, we take care of you."

They undressed me together. Four hands working in concert, stripping away shirt, boots, pants. I tried to help and they pushed my hands away.

"Just feel," Sage whispered in my ear. Her fingers trailed down my spine, leaving goosebumps in their wake. "Let us do this."

By the time I was naked, I was already hard. Elena's eyes dropped to my cock and her tongue darted across her lower lip. Sage's hand traced down my stomach, stopping just short of where I wanted her to touch.

"Sit," Mira ordered, pointing to a wooden chair they'd positioned near the fire.

I sat.

The three of them spread out before me, undressing each other with deliberate slowness. Elena helped Sage out of her shirt, her brown fingers contrasting with Sage's pale, freckled skin. She revealed those pink-tipped breasts with their scattered freckles, already stiffening in the firelight.

Sage returned the favor, her fingers tracing over Elena's body as she removed each piece of clothing. Elena's heavy breasts spilled free, dark nipples standing at attention, her skin glowing in the orange light.

Mira stripped herself with military efficiency, her athletic body gleaming in the firelight. Toned arms, flat stomach, the pale line of her collarbone scar standing out against her dark skin. She was beautiful in a different way than the others. Harder. More dangerous.

All of them watching me with the same hunger in their eyes.

They approached together, moving in unison like they'd choreographed this. Elena and Mira knelt in front of me, positioning themselves on either side of my spread legs. Sage stationed herself beside the chair, her hand coming up to rest on my chest, her fingers playing with the hair there.

Elena moved first. Her lips wrapped around me and she took me deep, those dark eyes looking up through her lashes. Her tongue swirled around the sensitive underside as she worked me slow and steady.

Mira watched for a moment, then leaned in. Her tongue traced up my shaft where Elena's lips didn't reach, adding sensation on top of sensation. When Elena pulled back for air, Mira took over. She engulfed me with practiced confidence, taking me deeper, her throat working around me.

They traded off like they were sharing a meal. Elena was all softness and teasing swirls that dragged sounds from my throat. Mira attacked with more suction, more intensity, her grip tight at the base. I couldn't tell which approach was driving me more insane.

Sage's hand wrapped around my shaft when neither mouth was on me, keeping me on edge. She stroked slowly, deliberately, watching my face for reactions. Her grip was perfect. Tight enough to feel amazing. Loose enough to keep me from going over.

"Feel good?" she asked, her voice soft and knowing.

"Yes." The word came out rougher than I intended.

She grinned and handed me off to Elena's waiting mouth.

I watched them work together, passing my cock between them. At one point their lips met over my head, their tongues tangling with me between them. Elena kissed Mira around my shaft, their mouths connected through my flesh. I gripped the arms of the chair to keep from losing it right there.

Mira pulled back, her hand replacing her mouth. "Not yet. We're just getting started."

She leaned over and kissed Elena. Deep and hungry, their bodies pressing together. I watched their tongues dance, watched their hands find each other. Sage moved in, her lips finding Elena's neck, her hand cupping and squeezing Elena's breast.

It was a blur of skin and heat. Mira kissed Elena while her hand kept a steady rhythm on my cock. Elena's fingers slipped down Mira's stomach, finding her slick and ready. Sage buried her mouth against Elena's breast, making Elena moan into Mira's lips.

My brain went white. Too much skin, too much heat, too many hands. Mira's taste lingering on my lips, Sage's grip on my cock, the scent of arousal thick in the air. I stopped trying to keep track of who was touching whom.

"Christ," I managed.

Mira smiled against Elena's lips. "Like watching us?"

"You know I do."

"Good." She released my cock and stood, her hand glistening. "Because you're going to do more than watch."

Elena positioned herself on the blankets. Hands and knees, her ass raised toward me, her long black hair cascading down her back. She looked over her shoulder with those dark eyes, her expression pure need.

"I need you inside me," she said. "Give it to me hard."

I didn't need to be told twice.

I knelt behind her, gripped her hips, and pushed inside in one smooth thrust. Her spine bowed. Her fingers dug into the blankets beneath her. She was already soaking from the earlier touching.

"Yes," she breathed. "Just like that."

I started to move. Deep, heavy strokes that made her whole body rock forward. The view was incredible. Her ass bouncing against my hips with each thrust, her body swaying with the motion. She gripped me perfectly, hot and slick.

A few feet away, Mira straddled Sage's face. She positioned her muscular thighs around Sage's head, lowering herself onto that eager mouth. Sage's hands gripped Mira's hips as she started licking, her tongue working furiously.

The lodge filled with sounds of pleasure from all directions. While I drove into Elena, finding my rhythm against her hips, Sage buried her face in Mira just a few feet away. Moans and gasps and the slap of skin mixing together.

Elena reached out. Her hand found Mira's, their fingers intertwining. Connected even while being pleasured in different ways. Seeing them linked up like that, fingers white-knuckled while they came apart, hit me harder than the friction. They were anchored to each other even while I wrecked them.

Mira's composure was cracking. Her lips parted. Her eyes squeezed shut. Her hips ground down against Sage's mouth. The woman who led us through crisis after crisis was coming undone right in front of me.

"Just like that," Mira gasped, her voice strained. "Don't you dare slow down."

Sage made a muffled sound of acknowledgment, her face buried in Mira's heat.

I picked up my pace with Elena, fucking her harder, watching her hand squeeze Mira's. Elena pushed back to meet each of my thrusts, her ass slapping against my hips.

"Harder," she demanded. "I need more."

I gave her what she wanted. Deep, punishing strokes that made her cry out. She tightened around me with each thrust, her body trying to pull me deeper.

A sharp cry tore from Elena's throat. Her pussy clamped down on me in rhythmic waves. She buried her face in the blanket and moaned through it while I kept thrusting, drawing out her pleasure until she was trembling.

Mira followed moments later. Her whole body went rigid, her thighs clamping around Sage's head. A ragged cry escaped her as she rode out the orgasm, her grip on Elena's hand turning white-knuckled. Even in ecstasy, she didn't fully let go of control.

I pulled out of Elena, breathing hard, still on the edge but holding back through sheer force of will.

"Switch." The word came out rough and breathless, but it was still an order.

Sage lay on her back on the blankets, her strawberry blonde hair spread around her head. Her glasses were gone, set safely aside on a nearby table. Without them, her hazel eyes looked larger, softer, more vulnerable. Her freckled chest rose and fell with each heavy breath.

I settled against her entrance. She was slick from arousal, glistening in the firelight. I pushed inside slowly, savoring the feeling of her body opening for me.

Her hips lifted to meet me. "God, Garrett..."

I started slow with her. She was still recovering from bringing Mira off, her chin damp, her chest heaving. I gave her a moment to adjust before picking up the rhythm.

"That's it," she breathed. "I can feel you everywhere. You feel so good inside me."

Beside us, Elena had rolled onto her back. Mira climbed on top of her, positioning herself in the opposite direction. Face to core, core to face. They started licking each other immediately. Hungry sounds filled the air as they pleasured each other, their bodies moving together.

The sight beside us nearly wrecked me. Mira and Elena wrapped around each other, moans muffled by each other's flesh. Dark skin against brown. Tangled limbs and desperate hands gripping thighs, pulling closer.

Sage's hand found my chest, drawing my attention back to her. "Eyes on me," she breathed. "I want to see you watching me."

Her face contorted with pleasure as I thrust deeper. Freckles stood out against flushed skin. Her body bounced with each stroke, pink nipples hard, and the sounds she made drove me closer to the edge.

"You feel amazing," I told her.

"So do you." She pulled me down for a kiss, her tongue sliding against mine. "I want you to finish inside me. I want to feel you fill me up."

The sound of Mira and Elena beside us, their combined voices mixing with Sage's breath against my lips, the heat of the room, her body gripping mine. I'd been on edge too long.

The tension snapped. I groaned against her mouth as release poured through me, filling her. Sage's body spasmed around me, drawing every last drop. Her nails carved trails down my spine. The intensity triggered her own peak, her muscles fluttering in waves that matched my own.

Elena screamed a heartbeat later, a shattering sound that triggered Mira. A ragged cry tore from Mira's throat. Three voices, one rhythm, everything crashing down together.

We collapsed into a heavy, breathless stillness, bodies interwoven across the blankets, skin slick where we touched. The fire had burned down to embers. The candles flickered low, casting the lodge in warm, dim light.

For a long time, no one spoke. We just breathed together, savoring the aftermath. The air smelled like sex and woodsmoke. My heart was still pounding, but slowing gradually.

Elena was curled against my right side, her head on my shoulder, her long black hair fanned across my chest. Her body molded to mine, soft and warm. Sage had claimed my left, her leg thrown over mine, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on my stomach. Mira lay perpendicular, her head on my stomach, her dark eyes staring at the ceiling, her expression unreadable.

"I feel human again," Sage whispered into the quiet.

"Yeah," Elena murmured. Her lips pressed against my shoulder in a gentle kiss. "Ready for tomorrow now."

Mira shifted, propping herself up on one elbow to look at me. The hunger had faded from her eyes, replaced by something softer. Something almost vulnerable. I'd never seen her look like this before.

"Tomorrow night," she said. "We go in, we get them out, we come home."

"That's the plan."

"Stick to the plan." She held my gaze. "No heroics. No unnecessary risks. We get those women and we get out."

"Same goes for you."

She almost smiled at that. Almost. "Deal."

Elena's hand found mine, squeezed tight. "Come back to us. Both of you. Promise me."

"We will," Mira said. Not a promise. A fact. Like she could will it into being through sheer determination. Like saying it with enough certainty would make it true.

We lay there as the fire died down to glowing coals. The urgency had drained away, leaving something calmer in its place. Connection. Comfort. The certainty that whatever happened next, we'd face it together.

Sage fell asleep first, her breathing evening out, her body relaxing fully against mine. The tension drained from her muscles and she became soft and heavy in my arms.

Elena followed shortly after, her grip on my hand loosening as she drifted off. Even in sleep, her face was peaceful, trusting. She believed we'd come back. That faith was both a comfort and a weight.

Mira stayed awake longer. We watched each other in the dim light, neither speaking. Words weren't needed. We both knew what tomorrow might bring. We both knew what we were risking.

Finally, she too closed her eyes. Her weight settled more fully against me. Her breathing deepened.

I was the last one conscious. Surrounded by three women who trusted me, who wanted me, who were letting me walk into danger because they believed I'd return.

I thought about Lily in her cabin. About the four women trapped at The Sanctum, waiting for rescue that might never come. About The Prophet and his twisted rituals and the arrow I was going to put through his chest.

Mira's breathing had fallen into a slow, steady rhythm against my stomach. Elena's hand was still loosely holding mine. Sage made a soft sound in her sleep and pressed closer.

This was what I was fighting for. Not just survival. Not just Haven's walls and gardens. These women. This family. The trust they placed in me every time they closed their eyes.

I listened to them breathe until my own eyes grew heavy. Tomorrow could wait a few more hours.

I let sleep take me.


⚜




Chapter 7: Into the sanctum

⚜

The compound was still dark when we left.

Pre-dawn, the sky barely lightening to gray in the east. The air was cool, carrying the clean scent of morning dew and wild sage. Elena pressed a small medical kit into Mira's hands at the gate, her eyes bright with unshed tears. She'd packed it herself. Bandages, sutures, antiseptic. Everything we might need if the mission fell apart. Everything she hoped we wouldn't have to use.

Sage handed me a bundle wrapped in cloth.

"Extra bowstrings," she said. "Just in case."

I tucked them into my pack. "Thanks."

She nodded, her hazel eyes soft behind her cracked glasses. She wanted to say something more. I could see it in the way she shifted her weight, the way her fingers twisted together. But the words wouldn't come. Sometimes there weren't any words. Sometimes you just had to trust that the silence said enough.

Lily was the last to say goodbye.

She walked up to me with that determined stride she'd developed over the past week. Not the shuffling gait of the half-dead woman who'd collapsed at our gate. Not the nervous energy of a trauma survivor still finding her footing. This was the walk of someone who'd made peace with something. Who'd decided what mattered and was holding onto it with both hands.

She cupped my face in her palms and kissed me with an intensity that left my head spinning. Her lips were soft but insistent. Her fingers dug into my jaw like she was trying to memorize the shape of me through touch alone. Then one hand dropped from my face, sliding down my chest, my stomach, until her palm pressed firmly against my cock through my trousers. She squeezed, possessive and deliberate, and I felt myself stir despite the circumstances.

"Kill that bastard for me," she whispered against my lips, her hand still gripping me.

"I will."

"And come back." Her blue eyes burned into mine. "You promised."

"I keep my promises."

She stepped back, arms wrapped around herself, and watched as Mira and I slipped through the gate and into the darkness. I looked back once. Four women standing in the gray pre-dawn light, watching us go. Elena with one hand pressed to her heart. Sage holding onto Elena's arm. Lily standing apart, her chin lifted, her expression fierce.

Then we stepped into the treeline and Haven vanished behind us.

The first few hours passed in silence.

We moved northeast through familiar terrain, the same route Mira and I had taken on our recon mission. My legs remembered the paths, my feet finding purchase on the same rocks and roots. We moved fast. The brush clawed at our clothes. Loose rock shifted underfoot. My calves burned from the pace, but the pain was good. Kept me focused.

The sun climbed behind us, the Texas morning warming from pleasant to punishing. Sweat gathered at my temples, trickled down my spine. I ignored it. We had fifteen miles to cover, and the sun was just getting started.

Mira set a brutal pace. She moved through the brush with liquid precision, her rifle slung across her back, her eyes constantly scanning. The soldier was fully in control now. No small talk. No wasted energy. Just forward momentum. Every step measured. Every breath controlled. I'd seen her like this before, during the Vulture battle. The woman who led Haven with warmth and fierce protectiveness had receded, replaced by the combat medic who'd done two tours in Afghanistan. The one who knew what it meant to walk into hostile territory and walk back out again.

I matched her stride for stride, my bow in hand, an arrow nocked but not drawn. The weight of the quiver against my back was familiar. Comforting. Twenty arrows sat snug in their slots, each one hand-fletched with turkey feathers, each broadhead honed to a wicked edge. Twenty arrows. Twenty chances to fix a mistake before it turned fatal.

The terrain shifted as we moved northeast. Gentle hills gave way to steeper ridges. Oak and cedar gave way to rocky outcroppings and narrow ravines. Game trails crisscrossed the landscape, deer and wild pig leaving their marks in the soft earth. I spotted a group of javelina rooting through the brush at one point, their snouts buried in the dirt, oblivious to our passing. A year ago, I would have stopped to hunt. Now I barely gave them a second glance. Different prey today.

By midday, we'd covered ten miles. We stopped briefly in a shaded ravine to drink and eat. A sharp twinge in my shoulder reminded me I wasn't fully healed. Good. Pain kept me sharp.

We kept moving. The landscape turned hostile as we neared Sanctum ground. Denser brush that tugged at our clothes and scratched at exposed skin. Steeper ridges that left us breathing hard at the top. Less traveled paths where the only footprints belonged to animals.

We found the first patrol sign around two in the afternoon. Fresh boot prints in soft earth, heading west. Three men, maybe four, moving fast. The prints were deep, the stride length long. These weren't casual wanderers. These were men on a mission.

"Search party?" I whispered.

Mira knelt beside the tracks, studying them with practiced eyes. Her fingers traced the edge of one print, measuring its depth, reading its story.

"Routine patrol," she said after a long moment. "They're not hunting. Just covering ground. Establishing territory." She looked up, her dark eyes scanning the trees around us. "Still. We circle wide. No chances."

We detoured half a mile to avoid crossing their path, adding precious time to our journey but keeping our presence secret. The afternoon light slanted golden through the trees as we worked our way back to the original route. Shadows lengthened. The heat began to break.

The sun was sinking toward the horizon when we reached the staging point. A hidden ravine about a mile from The Sanctum, sheltered by thick brush and a rocky overhang that blocked sight lines from every direction. The same spot we'd rested during our recon mission. The same cool stone that had pressed against my back while Mira and I planned how to kill a prophet.

We settled into the shadows to wait for full dark.

Waiting in the dark with nothing to do but think. That was the real enemy.

We sat with our backs against the cool stone, listening to the sounds of the Texas backcountry settling into evening. Cicadas screaming their last songs of the day. Birds calling to each other as they found roosts for the night, their voices growing quieter as darkness crept in. The distant rustle of something moving through the brush. A deer, maybe, or a coyote beginning its nightly hunt. Innocent sounds that could mask approaching danger.

My mind kept drifting to Haven. To the women we'd left behind. Elena in the infirmary, probably checking supplies for the third time. Sage in the garden, pretending to weed while she watched the horizon. Lily somewhere alone, trying to keep her promise to stay calm while the people she cared about walked into a nightmare.

Mira's knuckles were white on her rifle grip. She didn't strip it this time, didn't fuss with the bolt. Just held it like a lifeline, her breathing slow and measured despite the tension radiating from her shoulders. She caught me looking and jaw-clenched the fear away. Neither of us mentioned it.

I worked through my own equipment. Bow string tension perfect, the draw weight exactly where I liked it. Arrows seated properly in the quiver, arranged for quick access. Night vision scope mounted and functioning, the salvaged military gear we'd pulled from a crashed Humvee six months ago. Without it, this mission would be suicide. With it, we had a chance.

The light faded by degrees. Orange to red to purple to black. Shadows bled together until they erased the landscape. Stars broke through overhead. No moon tonight. We'd planned it that way.

Mira shifted closer to me in the darkness. Her thigh pressed against mine. Her shoulder brushed my arm. I could smell gun oil and sweat, could hear her breathing slow and steady despite everything. The contact was deliberate. Grounding.

"Garrett." Her voice was barely a whisper.

"Yeah?"

She turned to face me. In the dim starlight, I could see the fierce determination in her eyes. The hunger beneath it. Something else too, something softer that she rarely let show. She leaned in until her lips brushed my ear, her breath warm against my skin.

"When this is over," she breathed, "I'm going to fuck you until neither of us can walk."

Her hand found my thigh. Squeezed hard, fingers digging in through the fabric of my pants. Then released.

Blood rushed south so fast it made me dizzy. Nothing like the promise of death to wake up a hard-on, especially when Mira looked at me like I was her next meal.

"That a promise?" I managed.

"That's a guarantee." She pulled back, her expression hardening into mission mode. The hunger vanished behind walls of discipline and focus. "But first, we have work to do."

She checked her watch. The luminous dial glowed faintly in the darkness, tiny green hands marking the countdown to violence.

"Fifteen minutes. Final check."

We went through the plan one last time. Voices low, heads close, the words we'd rehearsed a dozen times falling into familiar patterns. Entry point at the northeast corner, where the fence had rusted through. I'd take position on the ridge overlooking the compound, providing overwatch with the night vision scope. Mira would approach the weak point in the fence, cut through, and move to the dormitory. Radio communication in whispered bursts. Silent kills only until we had the women. If everything went right, they'd never know we were there until we were gone.

If everything went wrong, I'd rain arrows until my quiver was empty.

"You ready?" Mira asked when we'd finished.

"No." I met her eyes in the darkness. "But we're doing it anyway."

Something that might have been a smile crossed her face. "Good answer."

She rose to a crouch and started moving. I followed, leaving the safety of the ravine behind.

The ridge was steeper than I remembered.

We climbed through thick brush, every step placed carefully to avoid loose rocks or snapping branches. The night pressed in around us, thick and heavy, alive with sounds we couldn't identify. My bow caught on a branch and I froze, waiting, listening. Nothing. I freed it and kept climbing.

The compound sat below us in the valley, dark shapes against darker ground. From above, it looked almost peaceful. Just another abandoned property in a world full of them. Then the guard lights flickered on, creating pools of harsh illumination at the corners and along the main fence, and the illusion shattered.

I reached the overwatch position Mira and I had identified during recon. A natural depression in the rock face, screened by brush, with clear sight lines to the compound below. A sniper's nest, perfect for what I needed to do.

I settled into position, wedging my body between two rocks, and raised the night vision scope. The world turned monochrome shades of green. Suddenly every detail of The Sanctum snapped into focus with crystal clarity.

Through the scope's green phosphor, the compound looked different than during our daylight recon. The fence glowed an eerie pale, the razor wire coils casting distorted shadows. The guard towers were dark silhouettes against the sky. Heat signatures flickered from the chapel, and the dormitory was a black rectangle with bars that gleamed like prison teeth.

Two guards at the main gate, rifles slung carelessly over their shoulders, their postures slack with boredom. One of them was smoking, the ember of his cigarette blooming white-hot in the scope's green display. The towers were manned now that darkness had fallen, but only one guard per tower, and the man in the southwest was already nodding off, his flashlight sweeping in lazy arcs while he fought to stay awake.

Undisciplined. Just like during our recon.

I keyed my radio. "Overwatch in position. Two tangos at main gate. One in southwest tower. Clear approach to breach point."

Mira's voice crackled back through the earpiece, barely audible. "Copy. Moving."

I tracked her through the scope as she approached the northeast corner. She erased her presence as she moved, using every bit of cover the terrain offered. She flowed from rock to brush to building, timing her movements perfectly. If I didn't know exactly where to look, I wouldn't have seen her at all.

She reached the breach point and knelt beside the fence. The wire cutters in her hands glinted briefly in the starlight, a flash of metal against darkness. Then she was working, methodical and efficient, widening the gap Lily had escaped through almost two weeks ago. The gap that had torn her clothes and cut her skin and given her the only chance she'd ever get to save her friends.

Movement in my peripheral vision.

I swung the scope left, my breath catching in my throat. A guard had emerged from behind the chapel, walking a patrol route toward the back fence. He was moving without urgency, rifle slung over his shoulder, not expecting trouble. His flashlight hung from his belt, unlit. Just going through the motions. A bored man on a boring job in the middle of the night.

He was heading directly toward Mira's position.

"Tango approaching from the west," I whispered into the radio. "Forty yards and closing."

"Copy." Mira's voice was calm, unnaturally steady. "Hold position."

She went still. Melted into the shadows beside the fence. Became just another dark shape in the night, indistinguishable from the rocks and brush around her. I'd seen her do this before, during our recon. Disappear right in front of my eyes. But this time there was a man walking toward her, and his eyes might be better than mine.

The guard kept walking. Thirty yards. Twenty. His boots crunched softly in the dry grass. The sound seemed impossibly loud in the stillness.

I drew my bow. The familiar weight settled into my hands, the string pressing against my calloused fingers. I sighted through the night vision scope, placing the glowing reticle over the guard's throat. Center mass would be easier, but the body armor some of these cult members wore made it unreliable. The throat was exposed. Vulnerable. Lethal.

Fifteen yards.

Ten.

He stopped. Turned toward the fence. Reached for his zipper.

He was going to piss. Right there. Twenty feet from where Mira was hiding.

I held my breath. The string cut into my fingers, drawn back to full tension, arrow ready to fly. One clean shot. That's all I needed. Forty yards, slight downward angle, no wind. An easy shot on a deer. I hoped my nerves would hold for a man.

The guard's stream hit the ground with a soft splatter. He sighed with relief, swaying slightly, his attention on the task at hand. He'd never know how close he came to dying. Would never know that an arrow with his name on it was pointed at his neck while he relieved himself against a fence post.

Then he finished. Shook. Zipped up.

And turned toward the fence. Two seconds from spotting the cut links.

"Take him," Mira whispered through the radio.

I exhaled slowly. Steadied my aim. The reticle settled on his throat, just below the jaw, right where the major blood vessels clustered. Released.

The arrow flew true.

The shaft punched through his throat with a meaty thunk. He made a wet gurgling sound, hands flying to the feathered end protruding from his neck. His eyes went wide with shock, bright in the scope. His legs buckled. He dropped to his knees, then forward onto his face. The gurgling stopped. He didn't move again.

Silence. No alarm. No shouts. Just the quiet sound of a body settling into the dirt, and the fading echo of the cicadas.

"Clear," I breathed into the radio.

"Moving."

Mira was through the breach point before the guard finished dying. She dragged his body into the shadows near the fence, out of sight, then moved toward the dormitory. Her silhouette flickered across my scope, there and gone, a predator stalking through enemy territory.

I tracked her progress through the scope, my finger hovering near the radio button.

She advanced through the compound with mechanical precision, using buildings for cover, timing her movements to the sweep of the tower guard's flashlight. The man in the southwest tower had fallen into a predictable pattern. Three seconds left, two seconds center, three seconds right. Pause. Repeat. Easy to avoid if you knew what you were doing.

Mira knew what she was doing.

She reached the dormitory building without incident. A squat concrete structure, ugly and utilitarian, built to withstand time rather than aesthetics. Iron bars welded over every window. A single metal door on the south side, heavy and reinforced, secured with a padlock the size of my fist. No guard posted outside. The Prophet clearly didn't expect anyone to come for his captives.

He was about to learn differently.

Mira produced bolt cutters from her pack. Heavy-duty, the kind used to cut through chain link and padlock hasps alike. She positioned the jaws around the shackle and squeezed. The padlock gave way with a muted snap that made me wince. Too loud. Way too loud.

The tower guard's flashlight kept sweeping. Nobody shouted. Nobody ran.

Mira eased the door open, slipped inside.

Ten seconds. Twenty. I held my breath, counting heartbeats, watching the dormitory for any sign of trouble. The door remained dark. No gunshots. No screams. Just silence.

"Contact with captives." Mira's voice was barely audible, a whisper meant only for me. "Four souls. Moving to extraction."

My lungs finally remembered how to work. Through the scope, I counted them again. One, two, three, four. The names Lily had repeated like a prayer. Alive.

"Copy. Path is clear. Bring them home."

Movement in my scope. Another guard, this one emerging from the barracks near the chapel. He stretched, arms reaching toward the sky, and yawned with his whole body. Shift change. He started walking toward the southwest tower, probably to relieve the man with the flashlight.

But his path would take him right past the dormitory. Right past the door that Mira had just opened. Right past the four women she was trying to save.

"Mira. Tango incoming from the barracks. Thirty seconds."

"Copy. Moving faster."

Through the scope, I saw the dormitory door ease open. Figures emerged into the starlight. Mira first, rifle up, scanning the compound. Then four women in dirty white shifts, their faces pale and terrified. They clustered together, holding hands, barely daring to breathe. Months of captivity had taught them that movement meant punishment. That attention meant pain. Now they had to unlearn all of it in seconds.

The guard from the barracks was still walking. Twenty yards from the dormitory now. His flashlight hung at his hip, unlit, but his eyes were open. His ears were working. Any sound, any glimpse of movement, and he'd raise the alarm.

Mira herded the women toward the breach point, moving as fast as she dared. They stumbled over their own feet, unused to running, unused to hope. One of them, tall and athletic with short blonde hair, seemed steadier than the others. Jordan, I thought, remembering Lily's descriptions. The volleyball player. She helped support a smaller woman who could barely walk, practically carrying her toward freedom.

Fifteen yards. The guard's flashlight swept back and forth across the ground in front of him.

I drew again. Sighted. The guard's eye filled my scope. He was young, younger than me, with a wispy beard and acne scars on his cheeks. Just a kid playing soldier for a madman.

He turned. Saw the open dormitory door. Frowned.

I released.

The broadhead found his right eye. He dropped without a sound, his flashlight spinning away across the dirt where it came to rest against a fence post, still dark. His body hit the ground with a soft thump that seemed impossibly loud.

"Move," I breathed into the radio.

Mira pushed the women harder. They ran, awkward and stumbling, toward the fence. Toward freedom. Their white shifts fluttered in the darkness, pale shapes fleeing through the night.

Fifty yards to the breach. Forty.

One of the women stumbled, her white shift catching the edge of a floodlight's glare. Just a flash, a second of brightness against the dark ground.

A shout from the main gate. One of the guards had seen the movement.

"Contact! We have runners!"

The compound erupted.

Lights blazed on across the compound, harsh and blinding after the darkness. Voices shouted. Doors slammed open. Several men poured out of the barracks, rifles in hand, their faces twisted with confusion and rage. The Prophet's followers, roused from sleep, scrambling to respond to a threat they'd never imagined.

The stealth mission was over. Now it was a race.

"Move!" Mira shouted, all pretense of silence abandoned. She shoved the women toward the fence, her rifle coming up to cover their retreat.

I started loosing arrows as fast as I could draw. A man running toward the dormitory took one in the chest and went down, his rifle clattering from his hands. Another trying to cut off the escape route caught one in the shoulder and spun away, screaming, his arm flopping uselessly at his side. A third stumbled over his fallen comrade and I put an arrow through his thigh before he could recover.

The four women reached the breach point. Jordan turned to look back at the chaos. Her face was a mask of fierce determination, jaw set, eyes blazing, even through her obvious terror. She wasn't just escaping. She was witnessing the destruction of everything that had tormented her.

"Go!" Mira screamed. "Through the fence! Now!"

They scrambled through the gap, tearing their shifts on the ragged chain link. One by one, they pushed through to the other side, squeezing through the hole Lily had escaped through almost two weeks before. The smallest one caught her hair on a jagged edge and cried out. Jordan reached back through, freed her, pushed her to safety.

Jordan went last, making sure the others were clear before following. Even in that moment, she was protecting them.

Mira provided covering fire, her rifle cracking in the night, muzzle flash strobing against the darkness. The compound had devolved into chaos. Men running everywhere. Shouting. Shooting at shadows. The Prophet's cult wasn't trained for this. They'd never faced a real threat, never had their sanctuary breached, never watched their captives disappear into the night.

Until now.

"I'm through!" Mira's voice in my ear. "All souls accounted for. Moving to extraction point."

"Copy. I've got your back."

I put another arrow into a man who got too close to the breach. From my position on the ridge, I could see Mira herding the four women into the darkness beyond the fence. They were through. They were out.

But they weren't safe. Not even close.

Below me, The Sanctum burned with activity. Flashlights swept across the compound in chaotic arcs. Men poured out of buildings, rifles raised, shouting orders that contradicted each other. Gunshots cracked, aimed at shadows and panic rather than actual targets.

Then someone got organized. A sharp whistle cut through the chaos, and I saw figures streaming toward the breach point. A half-dozen men, maybe more, armed and moving with purpose now.

They were going after Mira.

"Mira." I keyed the radio. "You've got pursuit. Six plus heading for the breach."

"Copy." Her voice was breathless but steady. "Keep them off us." I nocked another arrow and sighted on the lead pursuer. He was young, fast, almost to the fence already. I let out half a breath and released.

My shot buried itself in his thigh. He went down screaming, and the men behind him stumbled, slowing to avoid his thrashing body.

Another arrow. Another body. I was buying them time, but my quiver was getting light.

Someone figured out the general direction the arrows were coming from. Rifles swung toward the ridge, and gunfire erupted-wild, panicked shots that cracked through the air and thudded into the hillside twenty yards to my left. They were shooting blind, aiming at nothing but darkness and fear. No muzzle flash to give me away, no sound but the whisper of the bowstring. They had no idea where I was.

I stayed low, drew another arrow, and kept shooting.

Through the scope, I could see the four women running into the darkness, their white shifts flickering between the trees. Mira was behind them, covering their retreat, her rifle cracking in short controlled bursts.

But the pursuit wasn't stopping. The last of the guards were joining the chase, streaming through the breach. Whatever confusion we'd created was wearing off. They were hunting now.

And somewhere in that compound, the Prophet was about to emerge.

I could feel it. The moment before everything got worse.

I drew another arrow, sighted on the next pursuer, and prayed we'd live long enough to see the dawn.


⚜




Chapter 8: The prophet

⚜

The chaos below was beautiful in its way. Men running without direction. Flashlights cutting through darkness. Gunshots cracking at nothing. The Prophet's compound had never been tested. Now it was falling apart.

I put another arrow through a pursuer's leg and watched him crumple. My quiver was getting light. Nine arrows left. Each one had to count.

"Mira, status." I keyed the radio, my voice barely above a whisper.

"Two hundred yards out. Women are flagging." Her breath came in ragged bursts through the earpiece. "Jordan's carrying Bree. The others can barely keep up."

Through the night vision scope, I could see them. Five figures stumbling through the brush beyond the fence, their white shifts glowing like ghosts against the darkness. Mira brought up the rear, rifle raised, covering their retreat.

Behind them, the pursuit had organized. A tight cluster of men pushed through the breach, moving with deadly purpose now. The initial panic had worn off. These weren't confused cultists anymore. They were hunters.

I drew, sighted, released. The arrow hissed past the lead pursuer's shoulder, vanishing into the darkness. Shit. I'd overcompensated for distance. The man kept running, oblivious to how close he'd come to dying.

I nocked another arrow, forced my breathing to steady. Drew. Sighted. Released.

This one caught him in the hip and he went down screaming. The others scattered for cover, buying Mira precious seconds.

Seven arrows.

Then the chapel doors burst open.

Light spilled into the compound, harsh and golden against the floodlights' cold white. A tall figure strode into the chaos, white robes billowing around him like some fever-dream messiah.

Ezekiel Crane. The Prophet himself.

Even at this distance, through the green phosphor of my scope, his presence was undeniable. He was gaunt to the point of skeletal, his gray beard hanging past his chest in matted tangles. The white robes that should have looked holy on him looked more like a burial shroud, stained at the hem with red clay and whatever else he'd been kneeling in during his mad rituals.

He raised his arms to the sky and started screaming.

"BRING THEM BACK!"

His voice carried across the compound, across the fence, up the ridge to where I crouched. The sound cut through the gunfire and shouting like a knife through silk.

"GOD WILL NOT BE DENIED HIS VESSELS!"

The cultists responded. Men who'd been scrambling for cover straightened. The pursuit intensified. Whatever fear had been breaking their morale, the Prophet's presence reversed it. They surged toward the breach with renewed fervor.

"Contact," I breathed into the radio. "The Prophet's out. They're pushing hard."

"I see them." Mira's voice was strained. "Keep them off us. We need two more minutes."

Two minutes. A lifetime in a firefight.

I drew and fired at a man who'd gotten too far ahead of the pack. The arrow sailed wide, thudding into a fence post behind him. My hands were shaking. Too much adrenaline. I drew again, made myself slow down, found the calm center.

The second shot caught him in the thigh. His body tumbled into the brush, and the others had to navigate around him. Small delays. Precious seconds.

Five arrows.

The Prophet hadn't moved. He stood in the center of his compound like he was conducting an orchestra, arms raised, robes flapping, voice rising to a fever pitch.

"THE PURE ONES BELONG TO ME! THEY WERE CHOSEN! SANCTIFIED! YOU CANNOT STEAL WHAT GOD HAS GIVEN!"

He was ranting now, spittle flying, eyes wild with religious ecstasy. His followers fed on his madness, fighting harder, pushing faster.

Two more men broke through my coverage zone and reached the fence. I put arrows through both of them in quick succession, but not before one had shouted the direction to the others. They knew exactly where Mira was heading.

Three arrows.

In the magnified view, I tracked the pursuit. They were closing the gap. A hundred yards between them and Mira now. Maybe less. The women couldn't move any faster. Jordan was practically dragging Bree through the brush, and the others were stumbling with every step.

"Mira, they're gaining."

"I know." A burst of rifle fire crackled through the radio. "I'm trying."

A pursuer broke from the pack, sprinting hard, closing the distance. I drew and fired. The arrow vanished into the brush two feet to his left. Damn it. The shadows were playing tricks with my depth perception.

Two arrows.

Another man surged forward. I couldn't keep missing. I drew, tracked his movement, led him by a body length-released. The arrow struck dirt behind his heels. He didn't even slow down.

One arrow.

One arrow left, and the pursuit was still closing. My hands were slick with sweat. Every miss had been a mistake I couldn't afford. If they caught Mira and the women now, it would be my fault.

I swung my scope back to the compound.

He was still standing there. Still preaching to the night sky. Still utterly convinced that his god would deliver his "pure ones" back to him. He'd walked forward from the chapel now, standing near the center of the compound, arms raised to the sky.

A hundred and twenty yards. Maybe a bit more with the downward angle from the ridge. A long shot in the dark, but well within my range. A compound bow could handle that distance if I did everything right.

And he wasn't moving.

The lunatic was standing perfectly still, arms raised to heaven, presenting himself like a target at a shooting range.

The reticle settled on his sternum. Center mass. No wind. Just the target and the promise.

Kill that bastard for me.

I nocked my last arrow. Drew the string back to full tension. The bow creaked softly, familiar pressure against my fingers. One hundred and twenty yards. Downward angle. Clear shot.

One arrow. One chance.

I sighted on his chest. The vital zone. The largest target, the highest probability of a hit at this range. If I aimed for the head and missed, he'd take cover. If I aimed for the chest and missed slightly, I might still wound him.

I wouldn't miss.

I exhaled slowly. Let my heartbeat fade to background noise. The scope's reticle held steady over his sternum, right between those raised arms, right where his corrupted heart pumped blood through his withered body.

The Prophet continued screaming. "THEY ARE MINE! SANCTIFIED IN THE EYES OF-"

I released.

The arrow flew.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened. The shaft was invisible in the darkness, a whisper of death cutting through the night air. The Prophet kept ranting. His followers kept pursuing.

Then the arrow struck.

It took him through the chest, punching through the white robes, through the ribs, through whatever passed for a soul in that twisted body. The impact rocked him backward. His arms dropped. His mouth opened, but no more words came out.

He looked down at the shaft protruding from his chest. Even from this distance, I could see the confusion on his face. The disbelief. His god was supposed to protect him. His purity was supposed to shield him. He was supposed to be chosen.

Instead, he was dying.

His knees buckled. He dropped to the dirt, hands reaching for the arrow like he could pull it out and undo what had been done. His followers stopped. Their pursuit faltered. The remaining men turned to watch their prophet fall.

He collapsed forward, face-first into the red clay he'd stained his robes with. His body twitched once. Twice. Then went still.

The compound went silent.

One heartbeat. Two.

Then someone screamed. A raw, animal sound of grief and terror. The Prophet's followers looked at each other. Looked at the body on the ground. Looked at the darkness beyond the fence where their quarry had vanished.

Their god was dead. Their leader was gone. The foundation of their fanatical world had just been ripped away.

They ran.

Not in pursuit. In retreat. Men who'd been ready to kill for the Prophet moments ago now scattered like rats from a sinking ship. Some fled toward the barracks. Others toward the gate. A few just ran into the darkness, abandoning weapons and post and everything else.

I watched them scatter, my quiver empty, nothing left but the bow in my hands if anyone decided to keep fighting.

Nobody did.

"Mira." I keyed the radio. "The Prophet's down. They're breaking."

A pause. Then her voice, rough with exhaustion and something like disbelief. "Say again."

"The Prophet. One shot. Through the chest." I stared at the body on the ground, white robes turning dark with blood. "He's dead."

Another pause. "Holy shit."

"Yeah."

"Moving to extraction. Get off that ridge and meet us at the rally point."

I took one last look at The Sanctum. The compound that had held Lily captive for three months. That had terrorized four other women with rituals and degradation. That had killed Dani when she got too close.

Now its leader was bleeding out in the dirt, and his followers were scattering to the wind.

Lily had asked me to kill that bastard for her.

Promise kept.

I backed off the ridge and started moving.

We regrouped a mile from the compound.

The rally point was a creek bed we'd identified during recon, hidden by high banks and thick brush. Good cover. Multiple escape routes. A place to catch our breath before the long journey home.

Mira was already there when I arrived, crouched beside a large rock, her rifle across her knees. The four rescued women huddled together a few feet away, arms wrapped around each other, faces pale with shock and exhaustion.

"Everyone's accounted for?" I asked, dropping into a crouch beside Mira.

"All present." She turned to look at me, and that's when I saw the blood.

A dark stain spread across her left arm, just below the shoulder. The sleeve of her shirt was torn, the fabric soaked through and glistening in the faint starlight.

"You're hit."

"Grazed." She didn't look at the wound. "Caught one during the escape. It's not deep."

I was already reaching for the small medical kit in my pack. "Let me see."

"Later. We need to move."

"Now, Mira." I kept my voice firm. "If that's bleeding as bad as it looks, you won't make it back to Haven."

Her mouth pressed into a thin line, but she didn't argue. I pulled out a small flashlight, shielded the beam with my hand, and got my first clear look at the wound.

The bullet had carved a furrow across her bicep, maybe three inches long and half an inch deep. Ugly, but she was right-it hadn't hit anything vital. The bleeding had already started to slow, dark blood oozing rather than pumping.

I cleaned it as best I could with the antiseptic from the kit, then wrapped it tight with gauze. She didn't flinch. Didn't make a sound. Just watched me work with those dark, steady eyes.

"It'll hold until Elena can look at it properly," I said. "But we need to move before it stiffens up."

"Agreed." She glanced toward the women. "They need introductions. They need to know who saved them."

I followed her gaze. Four women, huddled together in the creek bed, watching us with wide eyes. Lily had described them so many times, but seeing them in person was different.

The tall one was easy to identify. Jordan stood nearly six feet, with an athletic build that spoke of years of training. Her short blonde hair was filthy and matted, but her eyes burned with barely contained anger. She'd been carrying Bree during the escape, and even now she stood slightly in front of the others, positioning herself as a shield.

Bree was the one she'd been carrying. Small, with long dark hair she kept hiding behind, her gaze fixed on something only she could see. She'd mentally retreated somewhere safe, somewhere the Prophet couldn't reach. Lily had warned us about that.

Faith was the youngest. Nineteen, according to Lily. Petite with mousy brown hair, her hands clasped in front of her like she was praying. Maybe she was. The irony of a religious girl being rescued from a religious cult wasn't lost on me.

Carmen had her arm around Bree's shoulders, murmuring something too soft to hear. Warm brown skin, curves that reminded me of Elena, a face that stayed calm even in the aftermath of chaos. The mother hen. The one who'd kept the others together when everything else fell apart.

I approached slowly. Non-threatening. They flinched anyway, four pairs of eyes tracking my every move.

"My name's Garrett," I said. "This is Mira. We're from a place called Haven. Lily sent us."

The name hit them like a physical force. Carmen's eyes went wide. Faith's hands flew to her mouth. Even Bree seemed to surface for a moment, her distant gaze sharpening.

"Lily?" Carmen's voice was hoarse, cracked from disuse. "She's alive?"

"She's alive. She's safe. She's waiting for you."

"Oh god." Carmen's composure cracked. Tears spilled down her cheeks. "She made it. She actually made it."

Jordan spoke for the first time. Her voice was rough, angry, but underneath the anger was something fragile. "The Prophet. Is he..."

"Dead." I said it flatly. No embellishment needed. "Arrow through the chest. He's not coming back."

Jordan's hands balled into fists at her sides. Her whole body went rigid for a moment. I thought she might scream or cry or both. Instead, she just nodded once. Sharp. Definitive.

"Good."

Faith was crying now, silent tears streaming down her face, her lips moving in what might have been prayer. Bree had gone distant again, her eyes fixed on nothing. Carmen held them both, her own tears falling freely.

"We need to move," Mira said gently. "We're not safe yet. There may be survivors from the compound, and we have a long way to go."

Carmen looked up. Despite the tears, her voice was steady. "How far?"

"Fifteen miles. We'll make it by dawn if we push."

"We'll push." Jordan's voice left no room for argument. "We didn't survive this long to die in a ditch."

I met her gaze and nodded. She was a fighter. Good. We needed fighters.

The night march was brutal.

Ten miles through rough terrain in the dark, with four women who'd been starved and traumatized for months. We moved as fast as we dared, but it wasn't fast enough. Every minute felt like an hour. Every shadow could have been a pursuer.

I took point, using the night vision scope to scout our path. Mira brought up the rear despite her wound, rifle covering our backs. The four women stayed in a tight group between us, supporting each other, somehow finding strength they shouldn't have had.

Jordan kept us moving. Every time a line lagged, she was there, shoving or pulling, her anger transformed into relentless forward momentum. When the others flagged, she was there with a sharp word of encouragement that was half threat, half plea. I took turns helping her with Bree when Jordan's strength started to wane.

Carmen spent the miles whispering to Bree, keeping the girl from drifting entirely into the dark. She kept Faith focused when Faith started to spiral, murmuring reassurances that seemed to work better than anything else could.

Faith prayed as she walked. Her lips moved constantly, shaping words that gave her comfort. Whatever god she believed in, it wasn't the Prophet's twisted version. Hers was something gentler. Something that had kept her sane through three months of hell.

Bree was the hardest to reach. She moved when prompted, stopped when told to stop, but her eyes stayed distant. She was somewhere else, somewhere the present couldn't touch her. I hoped Haven could bring her back. Hoped Elena's kindness and Sage's warmth could reach whatever fortress she'd built inside herself.

We stopped twice to rest. Brief breaks, just long enough to drink water and catch our breath. Mira's wound was holding, but I could see the pain etching lines around her eyes. She needed proper medical care. She needed rest.

She wouldn't get either until we reached Haven.

The sky was lightening to gray when we reached the abandoned barn.

It sat in a small valley about five miles from Haven, part of a homestead that had been abandoned long before the collapse. The roof sagged. The walls leaned. But the structure was solid enough to provide cover, and more importantly, it was hidden from the main roads.

"We rest here," Mira announced. "Two hours. Then we push for Haven."

Nobody argued. The women practically collapsed once we were inside, settling against hay bales and each other. For a moment, the reality seemed to hit them all at once. Carmen started crying, then laughing, then crying again. Faith hugged her knees and rocked, whispering "We're free" over and over like she couldn't believe it. Even Bree surfaced long enough to squeeze Jordan's hand. Then exhaustion won out over the release, and one by one they drifted off.

I did a quick perimeter check while Mira organized the rest. The barn was secure. No signs of recent activity. No pursuit on our trail.

When I came back inside, the four rescued women were already asleep. Huddled together on a pile of old hay, arms intertwined, faces finally peaceful. Even Jordan's hard expression had softened. Even Bree's distance seemed less pronounced.

They were safe. Finally, actually safe.

I climbed to the barn's loft, needing the vantage point, needing to keep watch. Old habits. The view through the gaps in the boards showed empty hills, graying sky, nothing but Texas backcountry slowly waking up.

Footsteps on the ladder behind me.

Mira's head appeared through the opening, her dark eyes finding me in the dim light. She climbed the rest of the way up and settled beside me, her back against a support beam, her wounded arm cradled against her chest.

"You should be resting," I said.

"Can't sleep." She stared at the lightening sky through the gaps in the boards. "Mind won't stop."

I understood. The adrenaline was still coursing through both of us. The images replaying. The Prophet's body jerking as my arrow struck. The cultists scattering. The women stumbling toward freedom.

"That shot," Mira said quietly. "One arrow. Through the chest. At that range, in the dark."

"Got lucky."

"Bullshit." She turned to look at me. In the gray pre-dawn light, her face was all sharp angles and resolve. "That was the shot that saved us. If he'd rallied them, if they'd kept pursuing..." She shook her head. "We'd be dead. All of us."

"We're not dead."

"No. We're not."

Silence stretched between us. The kind of silence that comes after combat, after the fear recedes and something else takes its place. Something raw and alive and impossible to ignore.

Mira shifted. Her hand found my thigh. Squeezed.

"I made you a promise," she said. "In the ravine. Before we went in."

My heart kicked up. "I remember."

"I intend to keep it."

She moved before I could respond. One moment she was beside me, the next she was straddling my lap, her legs bracketing my hips, her face inches from mine. Her injured arm stayed cradled against her chest, but her other hand gripped my shoulder hard enough to bruise.

"Mira, your arm-"

"Will be fine." She kissed me, hard and hungry, cutting off any further protest. "I need this. We need this."

She was right. The adrenaline had nowhere else to go. The relief of surviving, of succeeding, of killing that bastard and bringing those women home-it demanded an outlet.

I kissed her back. Harder. My hands found her hips, pulled her closer, felt the heat of her through our clothes.

She made a sound in the back of her throat. Approval. Encouragement. Her hips rolled against mine, grinding down on the hardness already building there.

"Against the wall," she breathed. "I want you to fuck me against the wall."

I stood, lifting her with me. She wrapped her legs around my waist, her good arm circling my neck. Three steps to the barn wall. I pressed her back against the weathered wood, her body pinned between me and the boards.

She reached between us, working my belt one-handed while I held her up. Her fingers were urgent, almost rough. She fumbled the buckle, her breathing jagged, desperate to bridge the gap between being alive and feeling alive.

My pants opened. Her hand wrapped around me, stroking once, twice. I groaned against her neck.

"Now," she demanded. "I need you inside me now."

I shifted her weight, worked her torn pants down past her hips. She wasn't wearing anything underneath. Already wet, slick with need and adrenaline. I lined up and thrust in hard.

She bit down on my shoulder to stifle her cry. The women were sleeping just below us. We couldn't be loud. But the feeling of her clenching around me, hot and tight and desperate, made silence almost impossible.

I started moving. Fast, hard strokes that drove her up the wall with each thrust. The rough wood groaned behind her back, dust drifting down from the rafters to coat our sweat. It was gritty and fast, friction building heavy in the air.

Her legs squeezed my hips. Her nails raked across my back. Her breath came in sharp, uneven bursts against my ear.

"Harder," she hissed. "Don't hold back."

I didn't.

I fucked her like we'd both die tomorrow. Like this was the last time we'd ever feel anything. The barn wall protested against the force of our bodies. The loft floor creaked beneath my feet.

She buried her face in my neck to smother her sounds. Small, desperate noises that vibrated against my throat. Her hips moved against mine, meeting every thrust, taking everything I gave her.

"Yes," she breathed. "Yes, right there, don't stop-"

I gripped her ass tighter, changed the angle. Hit something that made her whole body jerk. She bit down again, harder this time, a strangled scream escaping around the flesh.

Her orgasm hit like a wave. Her body went rigid. Her pussy clamped down on me in rhythmic pulses. She shook against the wall, her good hand clawing at my back, her legs trembling around my waist.

The sensation dragged me under. I thrust deep one last time and came, groaning into her hair, emptying myself inside her while her body wrung me dry.

Neither of us moved. Just stood there, her pinned to the wall, me buried inside her, both of us breathing hard.

"Fuck," she finally managed.

"Yeah."

She laughed softly. It was the first time I'd heard her really laugh since before Dani died. Something in my chest loosened at the sound.

"We made it," she said. "We actually fucking made it."

I pulled back enough to look at her face. Her eyes were bright, alive, free of the tension that had been riding her for weeks. The soldier was still there, but so was the woman underneath.

"We made it out," I agreed. "But we're not done yet."

"I know." She kissed me, softer this time. "But we will be. Soon."

I lowered her carefully, helped her rearrange her clothes. Checked her bandage-still holding, no fresh blood. She caught me looking and rolled her eyes.

"I'm fine. Elena will fuss over it when we get back, and I'll complain, and everything will be normal."

Normal. I wasn't sure I remembered what that word meant anymore.

We climbed down from the loft together. The four women were still sleeping, their faces finally peaceful. Jordan stirred when we approached, her hand going to her side where a weapon might have been, but she relaxed when she saw us.

"Everything okay?" she asked, her voice rough with sleep.

"Everything's fine," Mira said. "Rest. We move in an hour."

Jordan nodded and closed her eyes again. Within seconds, her breathing had evened out.

I found a spot near the barn door where I could watch the approaches. Mira settled beside me, her good shoulder pressed against mine. We didn't talk. Didn't need to. The silence was enough.

The sun was rising over the Texas hills, painting the sky in shades of pink and gold. Haven was five miles away. Safety. Home. Elena and Sage and Lily waiting for us.

We'd killed a monster. Rescued four women. Made it through the night.

And in an hour, we'd finish what we started. We'd bring them home.

I watched the sun rise and let myself believe we might actually survive this.


⚜




Chapter 9: Homecoming

⚜

The last five miles felt longer than the fifteen before them.

We left the barn as the sun crested the eastern hills, golden light spilling across the Texas backcountry. The four rescued women moved better after their brief rest. Not well, exactly. But better. Jordan's stride had steadied, that athlete's endurance finally kicking in now that she had real hope to fuel it. Carmen kept Faith focused with a hand on her shoulder, murmuring encouragement whenever the younger woman's steps faltered. Even Bree seemed more present, her distant gaze occasionally sharpening when a bird called or a branch snapped underfoot.

I took point again, leading the way. The quiver felt light against my back. Twenty arrows when we'd started. Empty now. I scanned the terrain ahead, watching for movement, for signs of pursuit. Nothing. Just empty hills and quiet morning. The air smelled like cedar and wild sage, familiar scents that meant we were close.

Mira brought up the rear despite my objections. Her wounded arm was cradled against her chest, the bandage already showing spots of fresh blood seeping through the gauze. But her rifle stayed in her good hand, and her eyes never stopped moving. The soldier wasn't ready to stand down. Not until we were safely behind Haven's walls.

"How much further?" Jordan asked at one point, her voice rough with exhaustion.

"Three miles. Maybe less."

She nodded and kept walking. The anger that had carried her through the night was still there, simmering beneath the surface, but it had transformed into determination and purpose. She'd been a prisoner for three months. Now she was a survivor.

We stopped once to rest in a shaded ravine, just long enough to drink water and catch our breath. The rescued women huddled together on a flat rock, their shoulders touching. Carmen checked on each of them in turn, counting heads like she'd been doing it for months. Probably had been.

Faith's lips moved in silent prayer. Bree stared at nothing, her mind somewhere far away. Jordan sat rigid, her eyes scanning the treeline, unable to shake the instinct that danger was always close. Three months of captivity had rewired their brains. Safety would take time to sink in.

"They're doing better than I expected," Mira said quietly, settling beside me.

"They're tough."

"They'd have to be." She checked her bandage, grimaced at the fresh blood. "To survive this long."

We pushed on after ten minutes, the women moving with renewed determination. The terrain grew familiar as we approached Haven's territory. I recognized the creek bed where Dani and I had tracked a wounded deer during my second week at the compound. The ridge where Mira had tested my shooting. The game trails I'd walked a dozen times on patrol.

Home. We were almost home.

My legs ached with every step. My shoulder throbbed where the old wound from the Vulture battle hadn't fully healed. But the exhaustion didn't matter anymore. Nothing mattered except getting these women to safety.

The final mile passed in a blur. The trees thinned. The fence appeared through the foliage, eight feet of weathered wood topped with salvaged wire. Haven's walls.

A shout from the watchtower.

"It's them! They're back!"

Sage's voice, high and excited. I looked up to see her leaning over the railing, waving frantically, practically bouncing on her feet.

"They have people with them! One, two, three-four people!"

The gate swung open. Elena came running out, her dark hair streaming behind her, a medical bag clutched in her hands. Her face was pale with worry, but when she saw us, her whole body sagged with relief.

"You made it." She reached us in a rush, her hands immediately going to Mira's arm. "You're hurt. Let me see."

"It's fine," Mira said automatically.

"It's not fine. You're bleeding through the bandage." Elena was already unwrapping the gauze, her nurse's eyes assessing the damage. "This needs proper cleaning and stitches."

Behind Elena, Sage had climbed down from the tower and was hovering at the gate, clutching her journal like a lifeline.

"They're really here," she breathed, pushing her glasses up her nose.

Then another figure emerged from the compound.

Lily stood in the gateway, frozen mid-step. Her honey blonde hair was loose around her shoulders. Her blue eyes were wide, fixed on the four women standing behind me. Her hand came up to cover her mouth.

For a long moment, nobody moved. Nobody spoke.

Then Carmen recognized her.

"Lily." The name came out broken. "Oh god. Lily."

Lily ran.

She crossed the distance between them in seconds, slamming into Carmen hard enough to stagger them both. Her arms wrapped around the older woman and held on like she was drowning. Then Faith was there, and Bree surfaced long enough to join, and even Jordan's hard facade cracked as she pulled all of them close.

Five women who'd survived hell together, reunited at last.

No words. Just ugly crying and ragged gasps. They sank into a pile of shaking limbs, holding on like they were the only solid things left in the world. Faith was sobbing. The fog in Bree's eyes cleared completely, tears streaming down her face, more aware than she'd been since we found her. Carmen kept saying Lily's name over and over, like she couldn't believe it was real. Even Jordan was crying, her tough facade completely shattered.

I watched from a few feet away, my chest tight. Mira stood beside me, her good hand resting on my shoulder. Elena had paused her examination to watch, tears glistening in her own eyes. Sage was openly weeping, wiping her face with the back of her hand.

This was why we'd done it. This moment. This reunion. Four women who'd been waiting for rescue that might never come, finally reunited with the friend who'd walked through hell to save them.

"You came back." Lily's voice was muffled against Carmen's shoulder. "You actually came back."

"We're here," Carmen managed. "We're really here."

Lily pulled back enough to look at all of them, tears streaming down her face. "I said I'd send help. I said I would."

"You crazy, stubborn bitch." Jordan's voice was rough, but for the first time, the anger had faded. "You actually did it."

Lily laughed through her tears. "I had help."

She turned, her blue eyes finding mine across the clearing.

Elena took charge the moment we were through the gate.

"Infirmary," she ordered, pointing at Mira. "Now. That arm needs proper attention."

"The others first," Mira protested.

"They need food and water and rest. You need stitches." Elena's tone brooked no argument. "Sage, get them to the lodge. Soup and water, small portions. Their stomachs can't handle much yet."

Sage nodded, already moving. "This way. Come on, all of you."

She herded the rescued women toward the main lodge, her arm around Faith's trembling shoulders. Carmen followed, supporting Bree, who had retreated back into herself now that the emotional reunion was over. Jordan brought up the rear, her eyes still scanning for threats that weren't there anymore.

Lily lingered at my side, her fingers lacing through mine.

"Go with them," I said. "They need you right now."

"What about you?"

"I need to check the perimeter. Make sure we weren't followed."

It was an excuse and we both knew it. The real reason was simpler. I needed a moment alone. The night's violence. The Prophet's body jerking as my arrow struck. The sound of his followers scattering. I needed to let it settle before I could be around people again.

Lily looked like she wanted to argue, but something in my expression stopped her. She squeezed my hand once, hard, then let go.

"Don't be long."

"I won't."

She turned and followed the others toward the lodge. I watched her go, then made my way to the watchtower.

The view from up top was exactly what I needed. Empty hills stretched toward the horizon with no pursuit and no danger in sight. Just the Texas backcountry settling into another morning, birds calling in the distance, a hawk circling lazily overhead.

I let myself breathe for the first time since we'd taken Lily in. Let my shoulders drop. Let the tension drain from my neck and back.

We'd done it. We'd actually done it.

The Prophet was dead. His cult was scattered. Four women were safe behind Haven's walls. And somehow, against all odds, Mira and I had made it back alive.

I thought about Dani. About the promise I'd made at her grave. Don't let them win. She would've loved this mission. Would've been the first one through that fence, knife in hand, ready to cut throats. I wished she could've seen us bring those women home.

This one's for you, I thought. Rest easy.

By the time I came down from the tower, Elena had finished with Mira's arm.

"Clean wound," she reported when I found her in the infirmary. "No muscle damage. She'll have a scar, but she'll heal."

Mira sat on the examination table, her arm freshly bandaged. "I told you it was fine."

"You told me to leave you alone." Elena crossed her arms. "That's an order I decided to disobey."

Mira rolled her eyes, but she didn't pull away.

I almost smiled at the familiar dynamic. Even after everything, some things didn't change.

"The others?" I asked.

"Sage has them in the lodge. They're eating, slowly. Drinking water." Elena's face softened. "They're malnourished and dehydrated, but there's no serious physical damage. The psychological healing will take longer."

"They're strong," Mira said. "All of them. They survived three months of that monster."

"Speaking of." Elena turned to me. "Lily told us. The Prophet."

I nodded.

"She said his followers scattered. That they just... stopped."

"Without him, they had nothing to fight for. Just fanatics without a cause." I shook my head. "Dumb bastard stood there in the open like he was invincible. Made it easy."

"Arrogance," Mira said. "He believed his own bullshit. Thought God would protect him."

"God didn't."

Elena was quiet for a moment. Then she crossed the room and hugged me. Not desperate. Steadier than that.

"Thank you," she whispered against my chest. "For bringing them home."

I held her close, breathing in the familiar scent of antiseptic and wildflowers. "We all brought them home."

"Still." She pulled back enough to look at my face. "Thank you."

The rest of the morning was consumed by practical matters.

Mira insisted on helping despite Elena's protests. We set up the far cabin for the four rescued women. It was the same cabin where Lily had slept her first nights at Haven. Far enough from the main compound to give them privacy. Close enough that help was never more than a shout away.

Sage found clean clothes that fit well enough. Loose shirts and pants from our salvage stores. Nothing fancy, but better than the dirty white shifts they'd been wearing.

Jordan took charge of organizing the space. She arranged the bunks, checked the window latches, tested the door to make sure it opened smoothly from inside. Old habits. The need to know her exits.

Carmen helped Bree settle onto one of the bunks, speaking softly, keeping her grounded. Bree's eyes were distant again, but she responded to Carmen's voice, let herself be tucked under the blanket like a child.

Faith sat in the corner, rubbing her thumb over her knuckles, eyes fixed on the window. Whatever god she'd found in that nightmare, it was clearly still with her now.

Lily moved between them, bridging the gap between their trauma and Haven's peace. She'd been where they were. She understood in ways the rest of us couldn't. When Faith started trembling, Lily was there with a hand on her shoulder. When Jordan's jaw clenched too tight, Lily caught her eye and nodded. It's okay. You're safe now.

"The cabin has four bunks," Sage explained. "You can stay together as long as you need. There's no pressure to do anything except heal."

"What if we need something?" Carmen asked. Her voice was steadier now, the mother hen taking stock of her new environment.

"Just ask. Any of us. Any time." Sage smiled warmly. "You're safe here. Truly safe."

Carmen looked around the cabin. At the clean bunks. The sturdy walls. The door that opened from the inside.

"I'd almost forgotten what that felt like," she said quietly.

Dinner was a subdued affair.

We gathered in the main lodge as the sun began its descent. All nine of us for the first time. Mira, Elena, Sage, Lily. Faith, Jordan, Bree, Carmen. Me.

Haven had grown overnight.

The rescued women sat together at one end of the table, still gravitating toward each other for comfort. Lily sat in the middle, one palm resting on Carmen's arm, her knee warm against mine under the table. She was the only thing connecting the terrified newcomers to the rest of us. The rest of our group spread out along the other side, giving them space.

Elena had made soup. Something simple and easy to digest. The four newcomers ate slowly, savoring each bite.

Nobody talked much. We were all too exhausted. Too wrung out from the night's violence and the morning's reunion.

Carmen was the one who finally broke the silence.

"We don't know how to thank you." Her voice was soft but steady, her dark eyes moving from face to face around the table. "All of you. For coming for us. For risking your lives."

"You don't need to thank us," Mira said.

"Yes, we do." Carmen's jaw tightened. "The countdown was the worst part. Every night, wondering if the fast was over. If he was finally pure enough to break us." She stopped, swallowed, pushed through. "Lily escaped and we prayed she'd find help. But we didn't really believe it. Not until you came through that fence."

"Lily found us," I said. "She escaped and trekked across dangerous ground to warn us. She's the one who made this happen."

Lily's cheeks flushed. "I just told you where they were. You did the rest."

Mira leaned forward. "Stay. Heal. Become part of this place. That's thanks enough."

Carmen nodded slowly, processing. She looked at me, and then the other three did too. Faith with her trembling hands. Jordan with her hard eyes going soft. Bree surfacing long enough to meet my gaze. The weight of that gratitude felt heavier than the bow on my back. I shifted in my seat, not sure what to do with it.

"The Prophet," she said.

"Yes?"

"Is he really, definitely dead?"

"I watched him fall. He's not getting up."

Something in Carmen's face shifted. Closure. The monster who'd tormented them for months was finally, truly gone.

"Good," Jordan said. It was the first word she'd spoken all meal. "I hope it hurt."

Nobody disagreed.

Exhaustion claimed everyone early.

The rescued women retreated to their cabin shortly after dinner, their bodies finally giving in to the demands of safety. Carmen helped Bree to bed, tucking the blanket around her shoulders. Faith curled up facing the wall, finally still after hours of restless motion. Jordan stayed awake longest, her eyes watching the door, but eventually even she surrendered.

Mira retreated to her own cabin, her wounded arm forcing her to rest whether she wanted to or not. Elena and Sage retired together, their bond strengthened by the shared anxiety of waiting.

I was sitting in the lodge, my back against the wall, staring at nothing in particular when Lily found me.

She'd changed into one of my shirts, the fabric hanging loose on her slender frame. Her honey blonde hair was damp from a recent wash.

"There you are." She crossed the room and stood in front of me. "I've been looking everywhere."

"Just thinking."

"You kept your promise," she said softly. "You brought them home."

"We kept our promise. All of us."

She smiled at that. "Stop thinking." She held out her hand. "Come with me."

I let her pull me to my feet. Her grip was firm. Certain. The trembling girl who'd collapsed at our gate was long gone.

She led me across the compound to my cabin without speaking. Inside, she lit the candle, then turned to face me.

"I spent all day watching the horizon." She reached for my shirt, pulled it over my head. "Waiting. Terrified."

"I'm here now."

"I know." Her hands spread across my chest, feeling my heartbeat. "I need to feel it. Need to feel you."

Her shirt followed mine to the floor. Then her pants. She stood naked in the candlelight, slender and beautiful. The hollows of her cheeks had filled in since she'd arrived. Her breasts looked fuller too, no longer the sharp angles of starvation but soft curves that fit perfectly in my palms. She looked healthier. Stronger.

I reached for her. Drew her close. Felt her heart racing against my ribs.

"Slow," she breathed. "I want slow tonight."

I kissed her. Soft at first, then deeper. My hands mapped her body, relearning curves I'd memorized, reminding myself that she was real and warm and here.

We moved to the bed, a tangle of limbs and quiet urgency. She pulled me down on top of her, her legs parting to make room, her arms wrapping around my back.

"Please," she whispered. "Make me forget everything else."

I lined up against her wetness, the heat radiating off her thighs. She was slick and ready. I pushed forward slowly, watching her face as I filled her inch by inch.

Her mouth fell open. A sound escaped her, half sigh and half moan.

"That's it," she breathed. "Right there. Don't move yet."

I held still, buried inside her, feeling her body adjust to mine. She was tight. So tight it nearly ended things right there. Every twitch of her muscles squeezed me like a fist.

"I thought about this," she said, her voice low and distant. "When you were gone. Imagined exactly this. You coming back to me. Us together."

"I'm here."

"I know." Her eyes opened, finding mine in the candlelight. "Now move."

I started slow. Long, deep strokes that made her breath catch with each one. She wrapped her legs around my waist and lifted her hips to meet me, finding the rhythm.

This wasn't the desperate, urgent sex we'd had before I left. This was different. Heavier. The slow grind of two people who'd been afraid they'd never touch each other again. Every thrust deliberate. Every stroke something to be savored.

Her hands gripped my shoulders. Her nails dragged down my back. Small sounds escaped her with each thrust, building in intensity.

"Garrett." My name on her lips, broken and breathless. "I'm close."

"Let go."

Her body arched beneath me. Her pussy clamped down, pulsing in waves that rippled along my cock. She came with a soft cry, her face twisting, her fingers digging hard into my shoulder blades.

My control snapped. I buried myself to the hilt and came hard, groaning as I poured myself into her. The release stripped away everything else, wave after wave, until I was empty and shaking above her.

We sagged against each other afterward, limbs heavy and interwoven, too exhausted to move. Her head rested on my chest. My hand traced lazy circles on her back. The candle had burned low.

"Don't leave again," she murmured, already half-asleep. "Not for a while."

"I'm not going anywhere."

"Good."

She smiled against my skin. Her breathing deepened. Within moments, she was asleep.

I held her in the darkness, listening to the quiet sounds of Haven settling into night. Somewhere in the far cabin, four women were sleeping safely for the first time in months. Somewhere nearby, Elena and Sage were curled together. Mira was resting her wounded arm.

Nine people behind walls that held. Vultures. The Prophet. The whole damn world collapsing. Didn't matter. We were still standing. Still breathing.

I closed my eyes and let sleep take me, Lily warm in my arms.


⚜




Chapter 10: New dynamics

⚜

Aweek passed before Haven started to feel normal again.

Normal was a relative term, of course. Nine people now instead of the four who'd held these walls through the Vulture battle. New faces at meals. New voices in the compound. New rhythms to learn and accommodate.

The rescued women claimed the far cabin as their territory. They slept in a tight cluster despite having separate bunks, drawn together by three months of shared captivity. Old habits. Familiar comfort. They emerged for meals and sometimes to help in the gardens, but always together. Always watching.

Especially watching me.

I noticed it on the second day. The way Jordan's eyes tracked my movements whenever I crossed the compound. The way Faith went quiet and still when I entered a room. The way Carmen positioned herself between me and the others, subtle but deliberate. Even Bree surfaced from her distant haze long enough to flinch when I passed too close.

I was a man. Men had been their tormentors.

It made perfect sense. The Prophet and his followers had stripped away their autonomy, forced them to perform degrading rituals, kept them in constant fear. Now here was another man walking among them, speaking with the women they trusted, sharing their space.

So I gave them distance. Didn't push. Didn't try to force connection. When I needed to cross the compound, I took the long way around. When they were eating in the lodge, I ate on the porch. When they worked in the gardens, I found tasks elsewhere.

Mira noticed on the third day.

"You're avoiding them," she said, finding me at the fence line, pretending to check for weak points I'd already checked twice.

"I'm giving them space."

"There's a difference between space and absence."

"Maybe. But right now, my absence is what they need."

She studied me for a long moment. The wound on her arm was healing well, Elena's stitches holding tight. In a few weeks, there'd be nothing left but a scar.

"You're probably right," she admitted. "For now. But eventually, they'll need to see you as something other than a threat."

"I know. Just not yet."

She nodded and left me to my busywork.

Lily was the bridge.

She moved between worlds with an ease that surprised everyone, including herself. One moment she was in the far cabin, sitting cross-legged on a bunk while Carmen braided Faith's hair, laughing at some private joke. The next she was in the lodge with Elena and Sage, helping prepare dinner, her shoulder brushing against theirs with casual intimacy.

The rescued women trusted her completely. She'd been one of them. She'd walked through the same hell and come out the other side. When she spoke about Haven, about safety, about the future, they listened in ways they couldn't listen to anyone else.

"They're starting to ask questions," Lily told me one evening. We were sitting on the lodge porch, watching the sunset paint the hills in shades of orange and gold. Her hip pressed warm against mine. "About how things work here."

"What kind of questions?"

"About you." She glanced at me sidelong. "About you and the other women."

I waited. She'd get there in her own time.

"Carmen noticed that you share beds. Not always the same one. Sometimes Elena. Sometimes Mira. Sometimes Sage." Her voice was careful, neutral. "She asked me if it was like The Sanctum. If you made them do things."

My jaw tightened. "What did you tell her?"

"The truth. That it's nothing like that. That everyone chooses. That they're happy." She turned to face me, her blue eyes serious. "I told her I'm happy. That I chose this. That no one makes anyone do anything they don't want to do."

"Did she believe you?"

"I think so. She's processing." Lily's hand found mine, her fingers lacing through mine. "They all are. Jordan's the hardest. She's so angry. But underneath the anger, she's curious. They all are."

"Give them time."

"I will." She squeezed my hand. "But I wanted you to know. They're not as afraid of you as they were. Not anymore."

It was a small thing, but it mattered.

The women of Haven had grown closer.

I'd noticed it before the rescue mission, of course. The way Mira and Elena gravitated toward each other during quiet moments. The way Sage's eyes lingered on the others when she thought no one was watching. The grief over Dani had broken down walls between them, created intimacy born of shared loss.

But now it was different. Deeper. More open.

I came across them in the lodge one afternoon, completely by accident. Elena was sitting on the couch, her back against the armrest, Sage curled between her legs. They were kissing, slow and lazy, Elena's fingers tangled in Sage's strawberry blonde hair. Sage's hand had disappeared beneath Elena's shirt, clearly occupied with something that made Elena arch and sigh.

Neither of them saw me. I'd been with both of them, all of us together in that pre-raid goodbye, but this was different. Just them. No performance, no awareness of being watched. Blood rushed south the second I registered what I was looking at-Elena's hand beneath Sage's shirt, the soft sound Sage made hitting me right in the gut. I backed away before I could interrupt, but the image stayed with me for hours.

That night, I walked past Mira's cabin and heard sounds that left no question about what was happening inside. Mira's voice, low and commanding. Two different moans in response. Three women, finding pleasure together while I patrolled the perimeter.

When I mentioned it to Lily later, she just smiled.

"They've been doing that for a few days now. Since you and Mira got back." She was lying beside me in my cabin, her head on my chest, her hand resting warm and still against my stomach. "I think it started as comfort. Processing the fear of losing you both. Then it just... kept going."

"You've seen them?"

"Heard them. Walked in on them once by accident." Her fingers drummed lightly against my skin. "They invited me to join."

I went very still. "And?"

"I said not yet. I wasn't ready." She propped herself up on one elbow, her blue eyes finding mine in the dim light. "But I've been thinking about it. A lot."

"Lily..."

"I'm curious, Garrett. What it would be like. With you and with them." She bit her lower lip, a gesture I'd learned meant she was working through something important. "I've been watching them together. Mira and Elena and Sage. The way they touch each other. The way they laugh afterward."

Her voice stayed steady, but something wistful crept in.

"I want that. I want to know what it feels like to be part of something like that." Her hand spread flat on my chest, over my heartbeat. "Not just with you. With all of you."

"There's no pressure. You know that."

"I know. That's why I'm ready." She smiled, something bright and certain. "I want to try. Being with you and with one of the others. Together."

The next evening, Lily approached Sage.

I wasn't there for the conversation, but I got the broad strokes later. Lily had found Sage in the garden, helping Carmen transplant seedlings into fresh beds. They'd talked about soil composition and watering schedules while Carmen listened with quiet interest. Normal conversation.

Then Lily had asked if they could speak privately.

They'd walked together to the far side of the compound, near the fence line where the evening light slanted golden through the trees. And Lily had explained what she wanted.

Sage's reaction, according to Lily, had been immediate enthusiasm followed by a string of questions about boundaries and comfort levels that went on for twenty minutes. Typical Sage.

By the time they finished talking, a plan had formed.

Sage's cabin that evening.

The last light of day slanted through the windows, the shadows lengthening across the floor. Sage had lit candles along the dresser and windowsill, their flames barely visible against the fading daylight.

She'd set her glasses on the nightstand, and I could see the faint red marks on her nose where the frames usually sat. Her strawberry blonde hair was loose instead of in its usual bun, framing her face in soft waves. Freckles scattered across her cheeks and shoulders, disappearing beneath the loose tank top she wore.

Lily stood near the door, nervous energy radiating from her in waves. She'd changed into a simple cotton dress, loose and easy to remove. Her honey blonde hair was down, falling around her shoulders instead of in its usual ponytail.

I sat on the edge of the bed, watching them both. Waiting.

"We should talk about what we want," Sage said, ever practical. "Before anything starts. So everyone knows."

Lily nodded, her cheeks flushed. "I want... I want to try being with you. With both of you together. I've never been with a woman before. I'm not sure what to do."

"That's okay." Sage crossed to her, took her hands. "We'll figure it out together. There's no wrong way to do this."

"And if I want to stop..."

"We stop. Immediately. No questions." Sage glanced at me. "Right?"

"Right. Always."

Lily let out a breath, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. "Okay. Okay, good."

Sage reached up and tucked a strand of honey blonde hair behind Lily's ear. The gesture was gentle, almost sisterly. Then her fingers trailed down Lily's jaw, tilting her face up.

"Can I kiss you?" Sage asked.

Lily nodded.

The kiss started soft. Tentative. Two women learning each other's rhythms for the first time. Sage's hand cupped Lily's cheek while Lily's fingers gripped the fabric of Sage's tank top.

They separated briefly, both breathing harder.

"That was..." Lily started.

"Good?"

"Different. Softer than I expected." A small laugh. "Your lips are so soft."

Sage grinned. "Better than a guy?"

"Different." Lily's eyes flicked to me, heat flickering there. "I like both."

They kissed again, deeper this time. Sage's hands slid to Lily's hips, pulling her closer. Lily made a small sound against Sage's mouth, surprise and pleasure mingled together.

I watched them explore each other. Sage's fingers finding the hem of Lily's dress. Lily's hands sliding beneath Sage's tank top, hesitant but curious. Their bodies pressed together, soft curves meeting soft curves.

When they finally separated, both were flushed and breathing hard.

"Garrett." Sage's voice was thick. "Come here."

I rose from the bed and crossed to them. Lily's hand found mine immediately, her grip tight, anchoring herself.

"How do you want this?" I asked her. "This is your night. Your choice."

She thought for a moment. Then: "I want to watch you with her first. Then... then I want you both. Whatever feels right."

Sage smiled and reached for me.

We moved to the bed together, shedding clothes along the way.

Sage's tank top hit the floor first, then the shorts she'd been wearing underneath. She lay back, her strawberry blonde hair fanning across the pillow, freckled skin catching the candlelight. Her full breasts settled against her chest, nipples already peaked in the cool air. I stripped down and settled between her thighs while Lily positioned herself beside us, close enough to touch, her blue eyes bright with curiosity.

I kissed my way down Sage's body. Her collarbone. The swell of her breast. Her soft stomach. Lower.

When I reached her center, she was already slick. I pressed my mouth against her and she gasped, her hips lifting off the mattress.

"Watch," she breathed to Lily. "Watch what he does."

I worked her with my mouth, swirling my tongue around her clit, then dipping lower to taste her fully. Sage moaned, her fingers clutching the sheets. Beside us, Lily leaned closer, studying every movement.

Then Sage reached out and grabbed Lily's hand.

"Come here," she said. "I want to taste you too."

Lily's eyes went wide. "I've never..."

"Neither had I, before. Just sit on my face. Let me show you how good it feels."

Lily hesitated for only a moment. Then she moved, positioning herself over Sage's face. Her dress rode up as she straddled, and I caught a glimpse of bare skin beneath. No underwear. She'd come prepared.

Sage pulled her down and went to work.

Lily gasped, her whole body jerking. "Oh god. Oh, that's..."

I kept my mouth on Sage while I watched Lily's reaction. Her eyes squeezed shut. Her mouth fell open. Her hips started to move of their own accord, grinding down against Sage's eager tongue.

Three of us linked by pleasure. I tasted Sage, Sage tasted Lily, and the vibration of their combined moans buzzed against my lips. Too much happening at once. The view, the taste, the knowledge that every flick of my tongue sent ripples through both of them.

The sounds that filled the cabin were obscene. Wet. Slick. Desperate. Sage's muffled moans against Lily's core. Lily's gasps building higher with each heartbeat.

"Garrett." Lily's voice was breaking. "I'm going to... I think I'm..."

I lifted my head to watch her come. Her spine bowed. Her thighs clamped around Sage's head. The sound she made was high and breathless, almost a laugh of disbelief, her hips jerking in sharp little spasms as the pleasure crested and broke.

She collapsed forward, catching herself on the headboard, gulping air. But Sage didn't stop. Her tongue kept moving, softer now but relentless, lapping at Lily's oversensitive flesh.

"Oh god-" Lily shuddered, her thighs trembling. "I can't-it's too much-"

But she didn't pull away. Another aftershock rolled through her, making her whole body jerk. Then another. Sage hummed against her, the vibration drawing out a whimper.

"So sensitive," Sage murmured between licks. "I love how you taste when you come."

Lily shuddered again, a full-body tremor that left her gasping. "Holy shit. That was..."

"Your turn," Sage said, her voice muffled against Lily's thigh.

Lily climbed off, her legs visibly shaking. She lay down beside Sage, still catching her breath, a dazed smile spreading across her face.

"She's so soft," she said, sounding dazed. "Everything about that was so different. I want more."

Sage propped herself up and kissed her, letting Lily taste herself on Sage's lips. "There's more."

"More?"

Sage looked at me, her hazel eyes heavy with want. "Your turn with her. I want to watch. And help."

I moved up the bed, positioning myself between Lily's thighs. She was still trembling from her orgasm, her skin flushed, her eyes bright with anticipation.

Sage settled beside her, close enough to touch. Her hand ran along Lily's arm, her shoulder, down to cup one small breast through the bunched fabric of her dress.

"You're so beautiful like this," Sage murmured. "All undone."

Lily laughed breathlessly. "I feel beautiful."

I pulled her dress over her head, leaving her naked beneath me. All tan lines and lean muscle, her body filling out with the strength that proper rest and food had given her.

Then both of them turned their attention to me.

"Your turn," Lily said, her fingers finding the waistband of my boxers. Sage's hands joined hers, and together they tugged the fabric down my hips, freeing my cock. I kicked them off the rest of the way.

All three of us naked now. The candlelight painted our skin in warm gold.

"Lie back," Sage said, pushing gently on my chest.

I settled against the pillows, and they arranged themselves on either side of me. Lily on my left, Sage on my right, their bodies pressed warm against mine.

They leaned across my chest and kissed each other. Soft at first, then deeper, their tongues meeting while I watched from inches away. I felt their breasts pressing against my chest from either side-Sage's fuller curves soft and warm on my right, Lily's smaller, firmer breasts on my left. The contrast of their bodies against mine while they kissed above me was intoxicating. Lily's hand rested on my stomach, fingers tracing lazy patterns. Sage's palm slid down my ribs, over my hip.

"This is surreal," Lily murmured against Sage's lips. "Being here. Doing this."

"Good surreal?" Sage asked.

"The best kind."

Their hands began to explore. Lily's fingers traced down the trail of hair below my navel while Sage cupped my balls, rolling them gently in her palm. The dual sensation made my breath catch.

Lily wrapped her fingers around my shaft, tentative at first, then more confident. "Show me how he likes it."

Sage's hand covered hers, guiding her grip, adjusting the pressure. "Like this. Not too tight. Let him feel every stroke."

They found a rhythm together, both their hands working my cock while they kissed over my chest. Lily's smaller fingers, Sage's familiar grip-the contrast was maddening. I groaned, my hips lifting into their combined touch.

"He likes that," Sage whispered, her lips brushing Lily's. "Look at him."

Lily broke the kiss long enough to glance down at me. Her smile was wicked. "I can feel how much he likes it."

Their mouths met again, tongues sliding together while their hands stroked up and down my length. Sage's thumb swept over my head, spreading the wetness that had gathered there. Lily's fingers tightened in response, pumping faster.

"Careful," I managed. "You two keep that up and this ends early."

Sage laughed, warm breath against my shoulder. "Can't have that." She gave me one last squeeze, then let go. "Your turn with her."

Lily released me too, but not before running her thumb along the underside of my cock one more time. "Yeah," she breathed, her eyes locked on mine. "I want you inside me."

I rolled, positioning myself between her thighs. She was soaked from Sage's attention, tight but welcoming. I pressed forward slowly, feeling her body open for me, her walls gripping me as I sank deep.

"God." Her head fell back against the pillow. "That's it. Right there."

Sage's hand stayed on Lily's breast, fingers teasing her nipple. Her other hand slid down Lily's stomach, finding her clit.

"I'll help," Sage whispered. "Just feel both of us."

I started to move, finding a rhythm. Sage matched it, her fingers circling Lily's clit in time with my thrusts. Lily was caught between us, overwhelmed by sensation from two directions at once.

"Fuck." Lily's voice cracked. "That's so good. Don't stop. Either of you."

Sage leaned down and kissed her, swallowing her sounds. I watched them kiss while I drove into Lily, the visual sending heat rushing through my veins.

"Harder," Lily gasped against Sage's lips. "Please. I can take it."

I slowed for just a moment, hooking my hands under her knees and lifting her legs up to my shoulders. The new angle let me sink even deeper, and Lily's eyes went wide.

"Oh fuck." Her voice was barely a breath. "That's-oh god, that's deep."

"Good?" I asked, holding still to let her adjust.

"So good. Don't stop."

I started moving again, faster now, driving into her with long, hard strokes. Sage kept her fingers on Lily's clit, circling in time with my thrusts, and Lily was lost between us. Her hands fisted in the sheets, her back arching off the mattress with every thrust.

"Yes, yes, yes-" The words spilled out of her in a breathless stream. "Just like that. Fuck me just like that."

I gave her what she wanted, pounding into her while Sage worked her clit. The wet sounds of our bodies meeting filled the room, mixed with Lily's desperate moans and my own harsh breathing.

"You like it deep?" Sage murmured against her ear. "Like feeling him all the way inside you?"

"I love it." Lily's voice cracked. "I didn't know-I didn't know it could feel like this."

She came again with Sage's fingers on her clit and my cock buried deep. This time she cried out, her whole body going taut, her inner muscles gripping me so tight I saw stars. Her legs trembled against my shoulders as the orgasm rolled through her.

The pressure was building fast now, that familiar tightness coiling at the base of my spine. "I'm close," I warned, my rhythm starting to stutter.

Lily's eyes found mine, bright and hazy with pleasure. "I want your cum."

Sage lifted her head, licking her lips. "Me too. On us. Both of us."

I pulled out, my cock slick and throbbing. Sage and Lily shifted together, their faces close, and then they were kissing each other-soft, open-mouthed kisses, their tongues visible as they met.

I wrapped my hand around my shaft and stroked twice. That was all it took.

I came hard, groaning as ropes of cum painted their faces. It landed across Lily's cheek, Sage's lips, the bridge between them where their mouths met. They didn't stop kissing, just kept their lips moving together, my cum smearing between them.

Lily giggled, the sound muffled against Sage's mouth. Sage laughed too, and then they were both laughing and kissing, licking it from each other's lips, their tongues chasing the taste.

"God, that's hot," I managed, my voice rough.

They broke apart just long enough to grin at me, faces messy and satisfied, before pulling each other close again.

We settled into the quiet aftermath.

The sheets were hopelessly tangled around our legs, Sage's narrow bed barely containing the three of us. Outside, crickets had started their evening chorus. The room was warm, our skin sticky where it touched, and nobody seemed inclined to move.

Lily lay in the middle, one arm draped over Sage, the other reaching back to rest on my hip. Her eyes were open, staring at the ceiling with a small smile playing at her lips.

"You okay?" I asked.

She turned her head to look at me. The smile widened.

"I could get used to this."

Sage laughed, warm and delighted, and pulled her closer. "That's the idea."

"I mean it." Lily's voice was steady, certain. "That was incredible. Both of you. Together." She shook her head, still smiling. "I was nervous. I thought it would be weird, or awkward, or that I wouldn't know what to do. But it just felt... right."

"It does feel right," Sage agreed. "When everyone's on the same page."

Lily propped herself up on one elbow, looking at both of us. The candlelight caught the blue of her eyes, bright and clear.

"I want to do this again," she said. "With you. With the others. Hell, with everyone." She let out a breath, a sound purely happy. "For three months, I didn't own my own skin. Tonight? I made the calls. And damn, I made good ones."

Something loosened in my chest. Lily had walked into this cabin nervous and uncertain, carrying the weight of her trauma like armor. Now she looked relaxed. Playful. Present in a way she hadn't been since she'd arrived at Haven.

This was healing. Different from the comfort sex we'd had before. Different from the desperate connection the night before the mission. This was her stepping fully into the life she'd chosen.

"You're part of us now," Sage said softly. "Officially. All the way."

Lily kissed her cheek. Then turned and kissed mine.

"Good," she said. "That's exactly where I want to be."

Later, after Sage had fallen asleep between us, Lily and I lay awake in the dark.

"Thank you," she whispered. "For letting me set the pace. For never pushing."

"You don't have to thank me for that."

"I know. But I want to." She shifted closer, her body warm against mine. "Everything I have now, everything I get to experience, it's because you people found me. Saved me. Gave me a place to belong."

"You earned your place here. You risked everything to bring us the information we needed."

"And you walked into that compound to save them." Her fingers traced along my jaw, following the edge of my beard. "We make a good team."

"We do."

She was quiet for a moment. Then: "The others. Faith, Jordan, Bree, Carmen. They're not ready for this yet. Any of it."

"I know."

"But they're getting there. Slowly. Carmen asked me today what it feels like to choose who touches you." Her voice softened. "I told her it feels like being alive again."

"Give them time."

"I will. We all will." She nestled her head against my shoulder. "But I think they'll come around. Eventually. When they're ready."

I thought about the four women in the far cabin.

They were healing. At their own pace, in their own way. Just like Lily had.

"Whatever happens next," I said, "we face it together."

Lily smiled against my skin. "Together sounds good."

She fell asleep shortly after, her breathing deepening, her body relaxing fully against mine. Sage stirred, mumbled something incomprehensible, and curled closer to both of us.

Three people in a bed meant for one. Somehow we fit.

Outside, Haven was quiet. The rescued women were sleeping safely in their cabin. Elena and Mira were probably together somewhere, finding their own comfort. The compound was secure. The walls were strong.

We'd built something here. Something worth fighting for. Something worth dying for.

And now, something worth living for.

My eyes drifted shut. Sleep came easy for once.


⚜




Chapter 11: Home

⚜

One month since the rescue.

Breakfast took twice as long now. Nine bowls to fill instead of four. The lodge hummed with voices, the scrape of chairs, arguments over who got the last piece of bacon. It was loud and messy and crowded. It was good.

Haven had grown into something real. Nine people who'd chosen each other. Gardens that produced actual food. Walls that had held against raiders and madmen alike.

The four rescued women were changing. I saw it in the way they moved through Haven now. Less like frightened animals. More like people finding solid ground.

I was watching Bree sketch at the garden's edge when I noticed what she was drawing. Her latest piece showed a figure on a ridge, bow drawn, an arrow flying toward something unseen below. The lines were cleaner than her earlier work, the darkness that had dominated her first sketches giving way to something almost hopeful.

Faith sat beside her, sorting seeds into small clay pots. She looked up when I approached and offered a small smile.

"Bree's getting really good," she said. "She wants to teach art classes. Maybe even start a school someday, if we can find more survivors."

"A school?"

"For the children we'll have eventually." Faith's cheeks flushed slightly. "Carmen says we should think about the future. That survival isn't enough if we don't build something worth surviving for."

It was the most she'd spoken to me directly since the rescue.

Jordan caught me after her training session with Mira.

She was sweaty from the workout, her short blonde hair plastered to her forehead, her athletic frame still carrying the tension of exertion. Mira had been pushing her hard, channeling all that anger into something useful. Judging by the fresh redness around Jordan's knuckles, the punching bag had gotten the worst of it.

"Got a minute?" she asked.

I set down the fence post I'd been repairing. "Of course."

She stayed several feet away, maintaining distance. Old habits. But her jaw was working like she was chewing on words that didn't want to come out.

"I wanted to thank you," she finally said. Her voice was rough, forced. "For what you did at The Sanctum."

"You already thanked me. At dinner, after we brought you home."

"That was shock. Relief." She shook her head. "I didn't know what I was saying."

I waited. She'd get there.

"The Prophet." Her hands clenched at her sides. "The arrow through his chest."

"I did."

"Good." The word came out sharp. "I'm glad he's dead. I'm glad it hurt." Her jaw tightened. "I spent three months imagining what I'd do to him if I ever got the chance, and you just walked in there with a bow and put him in the dirt."

"He had it coming."

"Don't diminish it." Her voice cracked, that anger breaking through. "You walked into a fortress with a stick and some string and killed a warlord. You risked your neck for strangers. That's not nothing."

I didn't say anything. Nothing I could say would make what happened to her better.

"I don't trust men." Flat. Direct. "Not after what happened. Not after watching the Prophet stand over us during those ceremonies, talking about purity."

She met my gaze, something fierce and fragile warring in her expression.

"But you're different. You killed the monster and you didn't want anything in return." She stepped closer. "I'm not ready to be okay. Not yet. Maybe not for a long time. But I see what you are. I wanted you to know that."

She turned and walked away before I could respond. But her shoulders weren't as rigid as before.

Carmen was waiting for me on the lodge porch as the sun began to set.

She'd positioned herself in the chair beside my usual spot, her dark curls catching the fading light. Of all the rescued women, Carmen had adapted the fastest. The mother hen, Lily called her. The one who'd held the others together through three months of captivity.

"Mind company?" she asked.

I settled into my chair. "Free country."

"Is it though?" A small smile. "Lily says you make the rules around here."

"Lily exaggerates. Mira makes the rules. I just shoot things."

Carmen laughed, genuine and surprised. It transformed her face, made her look younger than her twenty-four years.

"I've been watching you," she said after a moment. "All of you. How you live together."

I gave her my attention.

"Lily explained the relationships. The sharing." She chose the word carefully. "I didn't understand at first. Couldn't understand. The Prophet talked about purity and devotion, but what he really meant was control. Possession. Women as property."

"That's not what this is."

"I know that now." She studied my face. "I've been watching Elena and Sage together. Mira too. The way they touch each other. The way they look at you." A pause. "They're not performing. They want to be there."

"The door's never locked. Nobody stays unless they want to. Nobody does anything they don't want to do."

"And if someone wanted to leave?"

"Whenever they wanted. We'd give them supplies, point them toward the nearest settlement. No guilt. No punishment."

"And if someone wanted to say no..."

"Then they say no. End of discussion."

Carmen was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke again, her voice was softer.

"You're not what I expected." Something shifted in her expression, a wall cracking open just slightly. "We spent three months being told we were vessels. Property. Things to be used. And here you are telling us we're people. That we get to choose."

"Because you are. Because you do."

She stood, brushing off her pants. The evening light caught the compound below us-the garden plots, the cabins, the people we'd built this place with.

"Thank you," Carmen said. "For explaining. For being patient with us."

"Take all the time you need."

She headed toward the far cabin, her steps lighter than when she'd arrived.

Mira declared the celebration at dinner.

"One month since the rescue." She stood at the head of the table, a bottle of salvaged wine raised high. "One month since Garrett put an arrow through a madman's chest and brought our people home."

Nine faces in the candlelight. Elena's warm smile. Sage pushing her glasses up her nose. Lily with her honey blonde hair glowing. Jordan and Carmen and Faith and Bree, still finding their footing but present. Alive. Safe.

"We've been through hell," Mira continued. "Vultures. The Prophet. The whole damn world falling apart. But we're still here. Still building."

She raised the bottle higher. "To Haven."

"To Haven," we echoed.

The wine was cheap and past its prime, but it tasted like victory.

After dinner, someone found the old radio. Static-filled music crackled through the lodge, oldies from a station that had somehow kept broadcasting. Faith laughed at something Carmen said. Even Jordan's guarded features relaxed, watching Bree actually smile.

Sage grabbed Elena's hands and pulled her into a clumsy dance. Mira leaned against the wall with arms crossed, but her dark eyes were warm.

Lily appeared at my side.

"You're hiding," she said.

"I'm observing."

"Same thing." She took my hand and pulled. "Tonight you participate."

I let her drag me into the chaos. Nine people who'd survived the end of the world, dancing badly to scratchy radio music. Together.

The rescued women drifted toward their cabin around midnight. Carmen lingered longest, watching the rest of us with something thoughtful in her expression. Then she followed the others into the darkness.

Which left five.

Lily spoke first.

"The lodge. All of us. Now."

The fire had burned low, casting dancing shadows across the walls. Thick blankets covered the floor near the hearth, a nest of fabric that could hold all of us.

Five bodies in the firelight. Mira, Elena, Sage, Lily, and me.

"Tonight's different," Elena said. "Tonight's about celebration. All of us together."

"Full initiation." Sage grinned, reaching up to remove her glasses. She set them carefully on a nearby shelf, safely out of the way. "Lily's earned her place."

Lily's cheeks flushed. "I'm ready."

Mira crossed to me, dark eyes intent, and started unbuttoning my shirt. "We're going to take our time with you."

Eight hands working together, peeling away my clothes. Elena at my belt. Sage's palms sliding across my chest. Lily pressing kisses to my shoulder as each inch of skin was revealed.

They shed their own clothes while they worked on me, helping each other out of shirts and pants, fingers unhooking bras and sliding off underwear. By the time I was naked, all four had stripped down too.

All of them naked now, beautiful, bathed in firelight. Mira stood tall, the definition of her muscles catching the dancing shadows. Elena's skin glowed warm and golden, her body full and inviting. Sage was all softness and freckles, her curves catching the light in ways that made my mouth water. Lily was angles and determination, leaner and sharper than the others.

They pushed me down onto the blankets.

The touching started slow. Hands everywhere, mapping my body while they mapped each other. Sage leaned across me to kiss Elena, their lips meeting inches from my face. Mira's fingers traced down my stomach while Lily's mouth found my neck.

"Watch us," Elena breathed.

Sage pulled back just enough to smile, then turned and kissed Lily. Their tongues met while Elena's hand slid between Sage's thighs. Mira captured my mouth, swallowing my groan as the others touched and tasted each other above me.

It was devastating. Four women lost in each other, hands roaming freely, breasts pressing together, soft moans escaping them. Elena's fingers found Lily's nipples and twisted gently. Sage slid her palm up Mira's inner thigh. They explored without restraint, celebrating each other's bodies while I watched from inches away.

"You're so hard," Lily observed, her hand wrapping around my cock. "Just from watching."

"Can you blame him?" Sage laughed breathlessly.

"Ladies." Mira's voice cut through, commanding. "I think we've teased him enough."

She slid down my body, positioning herself between my legs. The others followed, arranging themselves around her. All of them on their knees, faces level with my straining cock.

Elena took me first. Her lips wrapped around the head, tongue swirling, swallowing inch after inch. I groaned, hips lifting. She pulled back with a wet pop and Sage replaced her, mouth warm and eager.

They passed me between them. Each one different. Mira took me deep, her throat working around my shaft like she was trying to swallow me whole. Elena was all teasing tongue, backing off every time I got close. Sage made a mess of it, spit running down her chin, not caring how sloppy she got. And Lily, still learning but ferociously focused, watched my face while she worked and adjusted based on every twitch and gasp.

When one had me in her mouth, the others didn't stay idle. Sage kissed Mira while Lily worked me, their tongues tangling inches away. Elena cupped Lily's breast, making her moan around my shaft. They touched constantly, hands and mouths moving in sync, overwhelming me from every angle.

Mira and Elena worked together then, mouths meeting around my cock, tongues lapping from opposite sides. Sage's lips found my balls while Lily kissed up my thigh. All of them on me at once, a cage of wet heat and eager mouths.

Spit ran down my length, pooling at the base. Strings of drool connected their lips when they pulled back. The slick noises of skin and mouth filled the room. They kept me on edge for what felt like hours, bringing me close and backing off, refusing to let me finish.

"Please," I managed. "I need more."

Mira laughed, dark and knowing. "Not yet."

Elena pulled back first.

"My turn." She lay on the blankets. "Mira, he's all yours. Lily, come here."

Mira straddled my hips, sinking down onto my cock with a satisfied groan. Elena pulled Lily on top of her, guiding the younger woman's pussy to her face.

"Ride my tongue," Elena instructed, voice muffled. "Just like Sage taught you."

Lily lowered herself, gasping as Elena's mouth found her. I watched her face contort while Mira rode me hard, athletic body rising and falling, dark breasts bouncing.

Sage positioned herself beside them, hand sliding between Elena's thighs, mouth finding Mira's breast.

"That's it," Mira breathed, rhythm increasing. "God, you feel good."

Lily was grinding against Elena's face now, hips rolling, soft cries escaping. Elena's fingers dug into Lily's thighs, pulling her down harder.

"I'm close," Lily whimpered. "Oh god..."

"Come for us," Mira commanded. "Let us hear you."

Lily shattered with a cry, her whole body shaking through it. The sound triggered something in Mira. She ground down hard, her release following seconds later, a low moan escaping her throat.

I held back through sheer will. We weren't done.

Next, they lined up on hands and knees, side by side facing the fire. Mira, Elena, Sage, Lily. A row of raised asses and glistening heat.

I knelt behind them, savoring the view. All of them waiting, side by side, none knowing who I'd choose first. The anticipation was visible in the way they shifted, the way their breath quickened.

I pushed into Mira without warning and she moaned, pushing back. A few deep strokes, feeling her demanding, muscular grip, then I pulled out and slid into Elena. She was dripping, practically soaking.

"Please," she breathed. "God, please..."

Hard thrusts, then I moved to Sage without warning. She gasped at the sudden intrusion, her softness yielding around me, thick freckled ass bouncing against my hips. Then Lily, tighter than the others, whimpering as I filled her.

"Don't stop. Please don't stop."

None of them knew when I'd switch. The uncertainty kept them on edge, bodies tensing each time I pulled back, relaxing when I pushed deep again. One moment in Mira's demanding grip, the next sinking into Sage's yielding softness. A blur of friction and desperate sounds. While they waited, they touched each other. Sage's fingers ended up in Lily's mouth. Mira reached over to pinch Elena's nipples.

Someone cried out. Someone came. The pleasure blurred together into something primal.

"Your turn now," Mira announced.

She pushed me onto my back. The four exchanged glances, some silent communication passing between them. Sage reached under a nearby blanket and produced a length of braided cotton rope, her smile turning wicked.

"Your turn to lose control."

They guided my arms above my head, secured my wrists to the heavy support beam that ran along the floor. The knots were snug but not painful. The rope was old, salvaged from a hardware store months ago, more decorative than functional.

"There." Elena surveyed their work. "Much better."

Lily straddled me first. She sank down slowly, inch by inch, blue eyes never leaving mine. Her hips started to roll, finding rhythm.

"No thrusting," Mira warned, hand on my hip. "You don't get to move. You just feel."

It was exquisite torture. Lily rode me with agonizing slowness, her grip squeezing each time she rose, her weight driving me deep each time she dropped. The others surrounded us, kissing each other, occasionally reaching out to stroke my chest or caress my balls.

When she sensed I was getting close, she stopped. Just stopped, with me buried deep.

"Not yet," she whispered.

She climbed off and Elena took her place. Reverse cowgirl, her ass bouncing in my field of vision. I pulled against the rope, desperate to thrust up into her. The beam creaked but held.

"Look at him struggle," Sage observed. "He wants it so bad."

"He can wait." Elena's voice was breathy. "We're not done."

They edged me for what felt like hours. Each woman took a turn, riding slowly, stopping just before I could finish. Sweat beaded on my forehead. My muscles trembled with the effort of holding back.

Sage was riding me when it happened. Grinding hard, full breasts bouncing. Mira leaned close and whispered filthy promises in my ear about what they were going to do to me. The pressure built past the point of no return.

I yanked my arms down with everything I had.

The old cotton gave way with a sharp ripping sound.

Everyone froze. Sage went still on top of me, eyes wide. The others stared at my freed hands, at the torn rope dangling from the beam. The sudden violence of it shocked them into silence.

Then I saw it. The flush spreading down their chests. Quickening breath. Mira's thighs pressing together. Elena's hand drifting between her own legs.

Not scared. Aroused.

Elena scrambled off her knees and dropped face-down onto the blankets, ass rising high, face pressing into the fabric.

"Please." Her voice was hoarse. "I need you inside me. Now. Hard."

I lifted Sage off me and moved.

Elena was soaking when I entered her. I drove deep in one hard thrust, bottoming out inside her, and she cried out into the blankets.

"Yes. Fuck yes, just like that..."

I didn't hold back. Hard strokes, hips snapping forward, driving into her with everything I had. The air grew heavy with our sounds, skin meeting skin, her desperate moans.

The other three watched, transfixed. Sage's hand between her own legs. Lily the same, eyes glazed. Mira closer now, fingers pinching Elena's nipples.

"Fuck her," Mira commanded. "Make her feel it."

Elena came hard, her body going rigid beneath me, waves of tension rolling through her. I kept thrusting through it. She sobbed into the blankets, overwhelmed, completely undone.

My own release built. The pressure denied for so long demanding satisfaction.

They sensed it. Gathered around me as I pulled out of Elena, sinking to their knees in a semicircle, faces upturned, mouths open, waiting.

I started with Mira. She opened wide and I slid between her lips, feeling her throat relax to take me deep. Her dark eyes held mine as I thrust slowly, her hands gripping my thighs. She gagged once, recovered, and sucked harder.

"Next," I growled, pulling free.

Elena was ready. She took me eagerly, her tongue working the underside as I fucked her mouth. Her brown eyes watered but she didn't pull away, just moaned around my shaft.

Sage next. She was sloppier, more enthusiastic, drool running down her chin. Her glasses fogged from the heat of it. I gripped her strawberry blonde hair and guided her rhythm, feeling the pressure building higher.

Then Lily.

She took me to the root in one smooth motion, her throat constricting around me. I groaned, hands fisting in her blonde hair. I tried to pull back, to move to another mouth, but she grabbed my hips and held me there.

Her blue eyes locked onto mine. Defiant. Hungry.

With me buried deep in her throat, she did something with her tongue-a slow, deliberate lick along the underside of my tip. Then again. And again. Each stroke sending lightning up my spine.

"Lily-" My voice came out strangled. "I'm going to-"

She hummed around me, the vibration pushing me right to the edge. Then she licked again, slower this time, swirling her tongue while keeping me lodged in her throat.

I wrenched free at the last possible second.

"All of you," I gasped. "Together. Now."

They pressed close, four faces tilted up, mouths open, tongues extended. Waiting.

I spilled over, messy and hard. It hit them in spurts-Elena's cheek, the corner of Mira's mouth, Sage's chin and glasses, Lily's tits. Rope after rope, more than I'd ever released at once, painting them all.

They didn't pull away. They stayed right there, eyes closed in bliss, catching every drop.

Then they turned to each other. Tongues darted out, licking it from lips and cheeks. Sage kissed Lily, letting her taste what she'd caught, their mouths meeting messily. Elena and Mira did the same, their kiss wet and filthy, sharing what had landed on them.

Lily broke from Sage and licked a stripe up Elena's cheek, cleaning her. Mira's tongue traced the edge of Sage's glasses, catching what had pooled there. They passed it between them, kiss after kiss, until every trace had been shared.

"God," Lily breathed when they finally separated, her face flushed and messy, lips swollen. "I can't believe how much I liked that."

"Get used to it," Mira said, a rare grin crossing her face. "This is just the beginning."

Afterward, we lay sprawled across the blankets in a heap of spent exhaustion.

Five bodies, skin cooling in the aftermath, breathing slowly returning to normal. Nobody needed to speak. The quiet said everything.

Then Mira's voice, low and certain: "We've built something here. Something real."

"A family," Elena murmured.

"A reason to keep going," Sage added.

"Home," Lily finished simply.

I held all of them, four women pressed against me from every direction. "This is what we fought for. This is why we kept going."

"Worth it," Mira murmured. "Every scar. Every sleepless night."

"Worth it," the others agreed.

Sleep claimed them one by one. Sage first, her breathing evening out against my shoulder. Lily curled into my side with her hand over my heart. Elena pressed warm against my back. Mira stayed awake longest, her dark eyes finding mine in the dim light.

"You did good," she whispered. "Bringing them home. Building this."

"We did good."

She smiled, soft and rare, and let her eyes close.

I stayed awake a little longer, listening to them breathe, memorizing this moment.

Later, I noticed movement at the window.

The fire had burned low but still cast enough light to see by. Sage was dozing against my shoulder, her breathing soft and even. Elena and Lily were tangled together nearby. Mira had her head on my chest, her hand tracing lazy patterns across my ribs.

The shadow at the window didn't move. Just stood there, watching.

Dark curls caught the moonlight. Carmen.

I met her eyes through the glass. She didn't look away. Neither did I.

The others didn't notice. They were lost in the aftermath, bodies heavy and sated. But Carmen watched us, her face partially illuminated by the dying fire, her expression unreadable.

I could have said something. Could have waved her off or covered up. Instead, I held her gaze and let her see. Let her see that this wasn't like the ceremonies she'd been forced to perform. That nobody here was performing at all. That this was warmth and choice and joy.

Her hand pressed flat against the window frame. Her chest rose and fell faster than it should have for someone just standing there.

Then she stepped back. Disappeared into the darkness.

I watched the empty window for a long moment. Something had shifted tonight. A door opening that I hadn't known was closed.

I pulled Mira closer and let my eyes drift shut.

Dawn found me on the watchtower.

The sun crept over the eastern hills, painting the sky pink and gold. Same view I'd watched a hundred times, but it never got old.

Below me, Haven spread out in the morning light. The lodge where we'd spent the night. The gardens with vegetables in neat rows. The cabins scattered around the perimeter, each holding people I'd die to protect.

Nine of us now. The rescued women in their cabin, healing at their own pace. Lily, fully integrated, sleeping peacefully in the lodge. Mira and Elena and Sage, women who'd shown me that family could be chosen.

The world had ended. Eighty percent of humanity wiped out. Cities fallen. Governments collapsed. Everything we'd known, gone.

But we were still here.

The Prophet was dead, his cult scattered. The Vultures were gone. For the first time in eighteen months, we could think about building instead of just surviving.

Carmen had asked about choices. Jordan had thanked me for killing their tormentor. Bree was drawing heroes. Faith was dreaming about schools.

They weren't ready yet. Not for what the five of us had found. But maybe someday. At their own pace. Last night, through that window, Carmen had seen something that surprised her. Something that intrigued her.

The door was open. That was the first step.

The world was still dangerous. More threats would come. They always did. But looking down at the compound, at the life we were carving out of the dust, I felt something I hadn't felt in a long time.

Certainty.

We had walls. We had weapons. We had each other. Whatever showed up next, we'd handle it the same way we'd handled everything else.

Today, five women were tangled together in the lodge below. They'd wake soon. Elena would stretch and yawn and insist on making breakfast for everyone. Sage would check her seedlings before the morning dew burned off. Mira would walk the perimeter, rifle in hand, scanning for threats out of habit even though she knew the fence was secure.

And Lily would find me up here. She always did. She'd climb the ladder with that determined stride she'd developed, cup my face in her hands, and kiss me until I forgot there was anything in the world but her.

Dani was buried on the hill overlooking the compound. I looked toward her grave now, the simple cross marking where we'd laid her to rest. She'd been fierce and skilled and unbreakable, right up until the moment a Vulture's bullet found her. I thought about her every morning. Remembered her laugh, rough and rare. Remembered the way she'd taught me to shoot, patient when I missed, proud when I hit the target.

She'd told me not to let them win.

I hadn't.

The Vultures were gone. The Prophet was rotting in the dirt. Every enemy that had come for us was dead or scattered, and Haven stood stronger than ever.

More enemies would come. They always did. Some new threat would rise from the chaos, desperate survivors who thought they could take what we'd built. Let them come. We'd meet them the same way we'd met everything else.

But not today.

Today the sun was rising. The valley flooded with golden light. Birds called in the distance. Somewhere below, a door opened and voices drifted up as the compound stirred to life.

I climbed down from the watchtower and walked toward the lodge, toward the sound of laughter and the smell of breakfast starting to cook.

Toward home.

We were still here. Still fighting. Still fucking. Still alive.
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Sorority Harem
Available on Amazon
Marcus Cole built a two-billion-dollar venture fund from nothing. At forty-four, divorced and successful, he returns to his alma mater to finish his degree—six credits shy of graduation after dropping out twenty-two years ago. When a hazing prank goes wrong at the sorority house next door, Marcus intervenes. The grateful president invites him to their mentor dinner. By the end of the night, her social chair has followed him home. Within days, the president makes her own move. Then the shy pledge he rescued. Then the skeptical pre-med student. They know about each other. They're not jealous. They're sharing. Marcus discovers what happens when four driven young women decide they want the same experienced man—and choose collaboration over competition.


The College Harem
Available on Amazon
Ethan arrives at college expecting the typical freshman experience—awkward icebreakers, communal bathrooms, and late-night study sessions. Instead, he finds himself on a co-ed floor where three girls seem unusually interested in the shy pre-med student. Maya initiates during a late-night study session in his room. Sienna teases him in the communal shower. Harper surprises him with quiet intensity. They're not competing—they're collaborating. Over two weeks, Ethan goes from overwhelmed virgin to the center of a dorm room harem where his hallmates have decided he's theirs to share.


The Flatshare Harem
Available on Amazon
Three months post-breakup and desperate for housing, Jake signs a lease for a room he can actually afford. His new roommates seem normal enough—until Lexi drops to her knees in the kitchen at 2 a.m., Brooke pulls back the shower curtain, and Riley closes his bedroom door with a look that says she's been waiting. They're not competing for him—they're sharing him. From breakfast interruptions to evening group sessions, Jake discovers what it means to be the center of a harem where three beautiful women have decided he's theirs and pleasure is the shared currency.


Farm Girl Harem
Available on Amazon
Burned out from corporate life, Alex takes a summer farmhand job in rural Vermont. The farm is run by two best friends in their twenties and their experienced mentor, all starved for male attention after years of isolation. Within days, the youngest visits his barn apartment. By week's end, her business partner makes her own proposition. Their mentor shows the younger women how it's really done. Alex discovers what it means to be shared by three women with insatiable appetites and no jealousy.


Island Yoga Retreat Harem
Available on Amazon
Tyler books a private island off Belize to recover from a messy breakup. When he arrives, three women are already there—a yoga instructor and two students who've sworn off sex for their discipline retreat. Both parties are stranded together for ten days with no way to contact the outside world. In the tropical heat, vows dissolve one by one. The corporate lawyer cracks first. The playful social media manager rationalizes every boundary. Even the composed instructor can't resist forever. By the end of the retreat, Tyler discovers what happens when three women who swore off men decide he's worth breaking their promises.


Free Use Maid
Available on Amazon
Welcome to the Sky Villa, where service means surrender. Hired as a maid in the glittering penthouse of Las Vegas's Pinnacle resort, I quickly learned my duties went far beyond cleaning—my body became an amenity for Marcus, his elegant wife Eliza, and their powerful guests. Each encounter, from the first lingering touch during my uniform fitting to being shared at high-stakes parties, stripped away my inhibitions and awakened a hunger I never expected. In this world of luxury and pleasure, I discovered just how much I craved being the Free Use Maid.


The Free Use Nurse
Available on Amazon
Desperate for a fresh start after her divorce, Grace finds the perfect nursing job in Pine Creek—with a salary too good to be true. The reason? The female staff serve the doctors in ways that transcend medicine. As Grace surrenders to commanding Dr. Blackwood's "free use policy," she discovers pleasures she never knew existed. But when their arrangement faces exposure, how far will she go to protect the life she never knew she needed?


The Free Use Wife
Available on Amazon
Four top executives. One willing wife. When Josie's husband offers her to his executives to save their failing company, she discovers an unexpected truth—she craves being shared. What begins as sacrifice becomes addiction as she's passed between powerful men, but success comes at a price. Caught between marriage vows and darkening desires, Josie must decide how far she'll go to satisfy her newfound hunger for being freely used.


Free Use Town
Available on Amazon
After losing her job in Seattle, twenty-two-year-old Daisy accepts a mail carrier position in the remote mountain town of Haven Valley, Montana, where her revealing uniform and the community's Federal Free Use Act mean her duties extend far beyond delivering packages. As she transforms from shy outsider to the town's most sought-after service provider, each delivery becomes an opportunity to discover desires she never knew existed—until innocent newcomer Harper joins her route and Daisy must guide another woman through the same awakening that changed her life forever. Note that this novella has a very high heat rating and is lighter on plot than my other works!


Free Use Office
Available on Amazon
Desperate for work, 26-year-old Olivia Bennett accepts a marketing role at Apex Dynamics with an extraordinary salary and vague terms about "team support" and "availability." In this glass San Francisco high-rise, she quickly discovers her duties extend far beyond campaigns—she becomes an amenity, freely available to the driven men who keep the company winning. From focus rooms to boardroom deals, Olivia surrenders to her new role until her ex Daniel arrives as a senior developer and witnesses her transformation. When a hostile takeover threatens everything, Olivia must prove that pleasure drives performance and decide whether the life that set her free includes her past.


Free Use Wedding
Available on Amazon
One tropical island wedding, endless possibilities for pleasure. Bridesmaid Cora discovers Azure Resort’s free use policy, where guests are always available for pleasure. As she surrenders to the island’s sensual freedom, her boundaries dissolve and her desires awaken—especially when her ex-boyfriend witnesses her transformation. By the end of the celebration, Cora must decide whether to return home changed or stay and help others embrace the same liberation.


Free Use Flatshare
Available on Amazon
In the heart of Brooklyn, Emma Knox finds a housing solution with a single condition: be available to her flatmates on demand. Three professional men—dominant and irresistible—transform her from career-focused to willing participant with just the signal of her bracelet. As urgent desires and jealousy collide, Emma discovers her primal nature while balancing between being shared and being claimed.


Free Use Island
Available on Amazon
When anthropology student Maya is abandoned on a remote island for six weeks, she discovers the tribe's sacred tradition of women freely surrendering to men's desires—a primal custom that awakens an intensity within her she never knew existed, leaving her torn between returning to civilization or embracing a new life of uninhibited pleasure that feels more like home than anything she's ever known.


Free Use Ski Season
Available on Amazon
I came for the snow, but stayed for the heat. When a blizzard traps me at Evergreen Lodge, I discover the staff's secret tradition - "sharing the warmth" means women are available to all men. Despite my shock, my body responds with undeniable desire. Soon I'm wearing the red consent armband, learning the lodge's rules in every shadowy corner. Each encounter strips away my inhibitions until I crave being shared. Snowed in and marked, can I handle the heat that now consumes me?


First Time at the Swingers Resort
Available on Amazon
One weekend can shatter inhibitions and ignite desires you never knew existed. Riley and David thought they were escaping their routine life for a simple getaway, but an invitation from adventurous friends leads them to Elysium—an exclusive resort where clothing is optional, and every sexual fantasy is on the menu.


Free Use Swingers Spa
Available on Amazon
Frustrated with dating, Alice craves deeper connections. When her friend suggests "The Free Use Swingers Spa," Alice discovers a world where inhibitions vanish and desire rules. Plunged into intense sensuality, will she embrace this uninhibited pleasure? Follow Alice's journey of self-discovery in a place where conventional boundaries no longer exist.


Free Use Hotel
Available on Amazon
I needed a job, and the Seraphina Hotel offered good money and a unique "atmosphere" - but I soon discover this Mediterranean island resort operates on a different kind of service where staff are expected to be... available. Can I handle the constant attention and free use culture, or will I tap out before my initiation is complete?
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My stories explore themes of power dynamics, freedom, and the thrill of letting go. I'm fascinated by situations where the usual rules don't apply, and deeper instincts take over. I'm interested in exploring the intense, and sometimes challenging aspects of relationships, because that's what interests me.
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