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		CHAPTER ONE


July, 2071, Chitamauga Commune
         

The meadow was a landscape of bonfires and boisterous revelers. Music swelled from Eden’s and Nate’s guitars as they took over from Smitty’s painfully out-of-tune banjo playing. The Freelanders were in the full throes of merrymaking as they gathered in celebration of Liz and Linc’s betrothal announcement. For one evening we forgot about the cruel facts of the war in favor of reveling in a moment of all-too-rare joy. The scene was a one eighty from the months spent in the urban Beta Territory, where bombs dropped, guns fired, and the Revolution had almost been lost.
         

Victory had been ours in the end. As always, it was paid with a high price. A similar rebel win in Alpha Territory had cost the lives of my two lovers. This time the cost was Leon’s memory of me and our time together. And the son of a bitch responsible—CEO Cutler—had managed to escape unscathed once again.

But this wasn’t the time for such dark thoughts. Perhaps that was why my mother had named me Darke. I’d always assumed it was because of my incredibly black skin and inky eyes, but maybe I’d just been a broody little bastard from birth. I nearly laughed at the thought, but I couldn’t do that either. Not when the one person who knew how to lighten my mood danced in the middle of the meadow, as carefree and unbelievably sexy as always. Leon gave the type of wicked smile he’d previously reserved for me to some young buck named Jake or Jack or Jackal. My jealousy flared as I watched Leon twine his arms around the other man’s neck and gyrate against his hips.

What very few knew about me was I felt too much, from all sides. Emotions came at me in clouds and bursts and spikes. While it was a boon on the field of battle, since I could get an immediate read on my warriors—who was a cool hand versus who was too freaked to fire their weaponry—this ability was a bane to my barren love life. I’d cut Leon loose when his memories went on a leave of absence, thinking it was the higher road. Now I trudged my path alone.
         

After giving my congratulations to Linc and Liz, I’d ambled away from the group I’d been with through the battles of Beta. It was mostly to get away from Leon, yet I still couldn’t take my eyes off him. I finally turned my back on the intoxicating movements of his body and decided to mingle with the other villagers. I danced a fast-paced jig with one of the women but declined a second dance when the music became slower and more sensual. I ended up drinking a couple tankards of ale with my buddy Micah as we laughed over his twin girls. They made their uncles Caspar and Nathaniel squire them about the field, which meant Smitty was back on the banjo, much to the agony of everyone’s ears.
         

“Your girls are gonna be heartbreakers, man,” I said, knocking my mug against Micah’s.

“Shit, Darke. You don’t need to tell me that. Jesus. They take after their momma.” He pushed a faded green cap off his brow and winked at me. “Kamber had my nuts twisted tighter than a blue-balled bull the first time I met her.”

I grinned and took a swill of the alcohol in my cup.

“Mind now, that’un over there’s a heartbreaker, too—ain’t he?”

I looked in the direction he pointed and let loose a groan. Leon had switched partners. As Smitty warbled a raunchy song, Leon grinded his ass against a guy called Dixon. Or Dickhead, as I called him.

“Yeah, he is,” I answered, trying to pass off my gritted teeth as a smile.

I’d made avoiding Leon my latest detail, going out of my way to eat at opposite ends of the mess hall, ensuring Caspar was the one to head up any military training with him instead of me. Despite my efforts, I still knew where he was and what he was doing almost every second of every day.

Three more teasing dances from Leon later, I couldn’t hold back any longer. When I saw him leaning against the fence, his own mug of ale in hand, I stalked toward him. The moon had long since risen and was making its way across the other side of the sky. The glow from the white orb above outlined his striking features and his shoulder-length hair in silver. He was stunning. The sight of him stole my breath and cooled some of the jealousy he’d stoked. He always wreaked havoc on my too-vulnerable emotions.

As I approached, his golden gaze found mine. He leaned his head back and dragged the hair away from his face, affording me a mouthwatering view of his clenched biceps and the cords of his neck. I ran a finger down his throat, which elicited a small gasp. He lifted his head as I sucked my fingertip, licking off the salty taste lingering there.

“You about done making a spectacle of yourself out there with Jackal and Dickhead?”

“Who?” Leon’s chest was shiny with perspiration, his shirt long gone.

Copper-colored nipples sat on his tight pectorals. I wanted to kiss them, lap them until he cried out my name. His chest was smooth until a thin line of soft-looking dark brown hair ran from his navel to the top of his pants, nearly dripping off his Adonis belt.

My gaze rose from wandering all over his body. “Jack. Dixon. And that other one who was all over you.”

He finished taking a long, lazy sip of his drink and cleaned his lips off with a slow roll of his tongue. “What do you care? I know you won’t help my momma and Miss Eden tap into my memories. I know you’re hidin’ somethin’.” He rubbed his stomach like a lion preening itself, muscles rippling beneath his hand. “But guess what? The world don’ revolve around you.”

The words were eerily similar to something he’d said the night I’d tracked him to Farrow’s apartment in Beta. He’d been downright pissed off at me for following him when he’d wanted only to get away from me. He didn’t remember any of that now.

Leon was right. I used his amnesia to keep him at arm’s length, for all the goddamn good it did me. Fresh emotion boiled through me.

I grabbed the rail behind him with both my hands, caging him against the fence. “I care,” I bit out. I’d cared then, and I for damn sure cared now.

“You jealous?” Leon didn’t shrink from my presence. Instead he arched into my body. A breath hissed from me as his chest came into contact with mine and the contours of his lean legs brushed my thighs.

I swallowed hard. “Yeah.”

Winding his fingers through his sun-streaked hair, he licked his lips. They were red, and juicy, always plump, begging to be kissed. I couldn’t look away. He slid one long thigh between mine and drew it back slowly. The ache in my groin exploded into a full-blown erection from that teasing stroke alone.

“Then why don’ you fuck me already?”

It was as if lightning struck my body, sizzling right down to my balls. My hands clenched the fence rail, but I wanted nothing more than to drive them inside the back of his pants, pull him against me. Find some relief from this longing, this raw seduction that had been building for six months whether he remembered or not.

I jerked away when his lips sought mine. A kiss, one kiss from this man, and I’d be a goner. I couldn’t. I just couldn’t get involved with Leon. My chest billowed in and out with the effort to put a stop to this one more time.
         

Words, harsh and low, fell from my mouth before I even considered them. “Because I don’t fuck. I make love.”

Leon’s face crashed in an instant. “And you don’ love me.” He moved as far back from me as he could.

I scowled at him. There was no answer to that. None I was ready to give. I turned away and vaulted over the fence, almost tripping over my feet to beat a hasty retreat. But I couldn’t move fast enough to outrun the guilt and desire that battered me. Leon always flew too close to my emotions. I couldn’t let him in enough to hurt me.

From behind, I heard Liz shout, “Hey!”

My shoulders drooped. I slowed my sprint to a stop. She’d been looking out for Leon since he’d arrived in Beta. She hadn’t stopped just because we were back in Chitamauga. Liz was as much a woman as a soldier, and I had a sinking feeling she was about to kick my ass and then give me love advice.

“What the hell are you playing at?” She grabbed my arm, tugging me around.

So it was to be the ass-kicking first. At least she was predictable. She stood a good few inches shorter than me but was formidable nonetheless, even without her usual weapons holstered at her hips.
         

“I’m not playing anything. This isn’t a game you can tactically decide from the sidelines, so back the fuck off.”

“Not gonna happen. Why don’t you tell me why you’re running away from Leon again? What was all that shit you spouted when Taft brought him back to you?”

I folded my arms across my chest. “Ignorance, arrogance, and blind stupidity.”

“You know what? All that fucked-up emotion? That was the first honest feeling you’ve shown toward Leon.” Her finger pointed at me, and if she’d had one of her guns, it probably would’ve gone off right then, too.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” When faced with a woman going all mama bear, it was best to play dumb.

“I got eyes in my head. I know what I see. It just so happens I saw you last night, Darke, at the lake, watching Leon.”

Ah fuck. “You saw me?”
         

I hadn’t intentionally followed Leon, but I’d heard him whistling. Then playing in the water. I’d kept to the tree line, shaking with need. Leon swam, and his sleek body teased me from the lake—a flash of his perfect ass rising above the waves, the splash of water running down his chest. It’d taken all my restraint to keep from joining him, to walk away.

I glared at Liz. “Wait. You saw him naked?”

“Easy there, big guy. I got a man of my own, and you could, too, if you pulled your head out of your ass. So why don’t you tell me what the hell is going on?”

I clamped my fingers into my hair and pulled hard. A rumbling groan grew from my chest in sheer despair. “I don’t know.”

“Are you shitting me? Do you remember sobbing over him when he was gone? I do. Because I was right there with you.”

“Maybe the amnesia thing is better for him, a clean break…”

“I’m gonna clean break your neck.” She got right in my space, shoving her finger in my face. “Look. Did you see what he was doing out there? He was making you jealous, and it worked because you’re about one step away from devouring him on the spot every time you see him. He wants you. So it doesn’t matter what the hell he does or doesn’t remember, Darke. He’s into you. He is yours. Still.”

“Not my problem anymore.” I dodged Liz’s eyes, squared my shoulders, firmly setting myself on the path of probable personal destruction.

“Wrong. He is always gonna be your problem and your man. You need to grow a pair already.”

She looked thoroughly disgusted with me when she pivoted on her heel and took off for the meadow. It didn’t matter. No one could be more ashamed of me than I was.

*  *  *


I walked back to my caravan. I had to stop before going up the steps. As always, I shut my eyes for a moment to prepare myself for the scene inside. After closing the door gently behind me, I bent to unlace my boots and place them aside. I tried not to look around too much. Tam’s and Wilde’s belongings—their books, clothes, weapons, and trinkets—were how they’d left them. I hadn’t moved or removed a single thing. I couldn’t bear to touch them. I couldn’t bear to part with them. Though Wilde and I had spent one summer cobbling two caravans together and the place was bigger than most others, I felt suffocated.

Their ghosts still lingered.

There was no room for Leon here. I’d made the right decision, but even so, he’d filled the hole in my chest for a little while, back in the winter. Now it simply gaped open.

Broody bastard? I’m downright maudlin. I snuffed out a smile. Lighting a few candles, I undressed and washed quickly. The big, empty bed was another torment, but instead of memories of old, it filled me with fresh, increasingly hot fantasies. No, it wasn’t Tam or Wilde I thought about. It wasn’t either of them who kept me up night after lonely night, awake and so aroused I had to relieve the physical ache with fingers I pretended were long and slim and tanned, a hand I wet with my tongue so when I wrapped it around my jutting cock, I could imagine I was being sucked and teased and blown by the poutiest, reddest pair of lips beneath two heavy-lidded, honey-flecked eyes. Even when I came so hard I had to bite back a holler and mop away strands of milky liquid all the way up my chest, I was left unsatisfied. The emotional turmoil I felt never disappeared.
         

Tonight was no different. I thrashed around the bed, sleep chased away by images of Leon—laughing, dancing, flirting—the scent of him that was earthy, his guttural accent spoken in a soft, low voice. My hunger for Leon never waned. It became harder with each passing day to maintain distance. I hoped like hell he’d gone to bed alone and not with Jackass or Dickhead or any number of randy males he could pick from.

It felt like my eyes had only just shut when my Data-Pak went off over and over, showing no signs of stopping its piercing alert. I snatched the handheld comms device from the floor beside the bed and checked the incoming. Linc Cutler.
         

I barked into the thing, “Thought I said congrats earlier, man. It’s too fucking late for you to be on the horn on your betrothal night.”

“I’ve just gotten word from Denver.” I went on high alert at the mention of CEO Cutler’s personal bodyguard. “This is strictly on a need-to-know basis, so I’m not gonna spread it over the D-P. Be in the town hall in ten minutes.” The tension in Linc’s voice sounded clearly through the airwaves.

Instantly, all weariness fled. After yanking on the clothes I’d taken off only hours before, I slammed outside. I didn’t even bother with my bootlaces.

The town hall became a tunnel through which I saw only Liz and Linc at the opposite end. Linc stood behind the table, Liz at his side. Hatch—the brains of the commune—Nathaniel, and Cannon hurried in after me. Both Linc and Liz nodded at them, but they skipped over me.

“What the hell’s going on that this couldn’t wait until the morning?” My boots resounded on the wood floors as I marched up to Linc. When he didn’t answer and still wouldn’t meet my gaze, dread funneled through me. “Give it to me straight, right now.”

“Denver came through with some intel.”

“You already said that.”

Liz placed a hand on my arm, her touch not soothing me at all when she said, “It’s bad, Darke.”

I swung my gaze to her and then back at Linc. His eyes looked bleaker than I’d ever seen them, and seeing as we’d been through hell ten times over in Beta, I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear Denver’s info.

Linc passed a hand over his face. “Leon’s a human time bomb.”

“What?” Sweat trickled down my back, as cold as the fear slicing through me.

“This is what our father meant when he told Liz he had a second wave planned. It’s why he didn’t really give a shit when Taft blew up the DCICs. The asshole masterminded a human delivery system. Leon’s infected with the new Plague.” Linc exchanged bitter looks with his twin brother, Nathaniel. Once again the evil wrongdoings of their father, CEO Lysander Cutler, came home to roost. “I should’ve killed that fucking bastard when I had the chance.”
         

“What?” I asked again, grasping the edge of the table as my legs threatened to collapse from under me. My body, my brain, my heart, all shut down.

“To kill the Plague, we’d have to kill Leon—his body is a Trojan horse we won’t be able to destroy, because…because…” Words failed Liz.

Bile rose in my throat. I swallowed it back. “Because he’s ours.” He’s mine. “That’s why no one else showed at the water tower. There was to be no handoff, no delivery except to us.”
         

“The virus is implanted in Leon, but it’s dormant.” Hatch scanned through the message that had been sent to Linc via Denver. Denver was feeding info to Linc because he played a dangerous game, straddling both sides of the war, or so he claimed. I wasn’t quite a believer yet.

“Leon’s body is a weapon for the Company.” Numbed through, I could barely raise my eyes to the others.

Nathaniel’s hand was heavy on my shoulder. “Father let Leon go because he knew we’d take him in. Our exposure to the virus will be guaranteed. He wants us all dead.”

An incendiary blaze of hate for CEO Cutler fired inside me. “I’d still take Leon in, no matter what.”

Cannon rose so slowly, bearing such pain, it appeared the big, broad-shouldered man was made of no more than vapor. His voice was just as thin. “Imagine how many others Cutler’s infected.”

“When?” All the life was leached from me in an instant.

“When what?” Linc asked.

“WHEN DOES IT GO LIVE?” I bellowed.

“Middle of August.” Linc grabbed Liz’s hand.

“But that gives us only a couple weeks. There has to be an antidote, a cure, something!” I spun around, only to halt when I saw Leon just inside the door. Shock, fear, and concern all clashed within me. And want, foremost.

I could never get enough of him. I never would. No matter how hard I tried to push him away, I always pulled him back. His bright eyes looked almost kohl black and suddenly too big for his face. His hair was wild, tangled, down around his shoulders. I tensed, reaching for him. I didn’t want him to know. I didn’t want to fucking know.
         

Leon walked toward me with his loose-legged swagger.

My heart pounded. My mouth went dry.

He ambled closer, and everyone moved away from us. They fell silent, became nonexistent.

“Thought I heard a commotion.” He stopped in front of me.

“Leon.” Angel. “How much did you hear?” My hands clenched beside me. I was desperate to touch him.
         

His slight smile was tremulous around the edges. “Jus’ a little of this, a little of dat. Somethin’ ’bout me bein’ an incubator for the new Plague and set to infect.” He clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “Mais, I always wanted to be famous.”
         


	

    
	
		CHAPTER TWO


Leon.” I struggled to breathe.
         

“Guess we know what that Dr. Val did to me now, yeah?”

I let out a hoarse cry.

“Darke.” His hand ran along my jaw. “I wanna know who you are, what you mean to me before I die, ’cause I can feel this thing between us,” he whispered.
         

Leon closed his eyes when I groaned at his touch. There was no one else. Never. Not like this. Guilt wormed its way into my gut, thoughts of Tam and Wilde warring within me. But I wouldn’t deny this passion. I couldn’t. Not anymore. Not if Leon was going to die as a pawn in the InterNations war.

“Cher,” he whispered against my neck.
         

A great gasping sob broke through my lips. I crushed him to me. He hadn’t called me cher since his abduction. He’d forgotten what we’d started, what I wouldn’t let myself have.
         

Now it was too late.

He pulled back. Courage fought with sadness in his eyes as if he were looking at something that would never be his. I felt the same, and it made me clasp the back of his neck, bringing him against me once more.

“There might not be a cure.” His words, warm on my skin, instilled coldness in my heart.

“You do not say that. You do not think that.” I lifted him against me, strengthened by a new resolve. “You are not going to die, Leon.”
         

Nuzzling his hair, running my hands over his body, I barely noticed when the others departed. Filled with arousal and torment, I slid him down and stepped back. I was barely holding on by a thread. To love him and make him mine once and for all. To lash out and kill something, someone. “Go wait for me at my place. I won’t be long.”

Leon brought his hands to my face. He kissed me sweetly, just a brush of lush lips. “You know there’s only life or death between us now.”

I groaned against his lips, tasting mint and scotch. “I need you in my bed.”

“Mais, you din’t want me earlier.” Leon stepped away.
         

Despite his recent, intimate words, he stood defiantly in front of me. How could I have forgotten about his fire? The bright flame that had first surprised me and then enthralled me.

I grabbed his arm as he spun away. “Yeah, I did.”

He wrenched free. When I advanced, he slammed a palm to my chest. “Pull me one way, push me another.” He flicked his hair back, his eyes going from soft and sultry to hard and flinty. “Changed my mind. I’ll be fine without you.”

I wouldn’t be. I’d never be fine again if something happened to him. But words failed me as I watched him sweep out into the night. I barely contained myself from running after him, dragging him home with me. If I went after him right now, I’d have him bent over and screaming for my cock. Just to be inside him where nobody and nothing—not the Revolution, not fucking Cutler, not my ghosts—could touch us.

After he left, I waited as long as I could until rage overwhelmed me. I overturned the table, roaring to the rafters, “NOT HIM!” Tears ran down my cheeks unchecked. “Not Leon, not now. Please. If there’s any god at all. Don’t. Don’t take him, too.”

I hunched over as pain gripped me from the inside out. “I’ve already lost everything once.”

Eventually I reined in the dry, racking sobs coursing through my body. It felt like a lifetime had come and gone during the past hour. I looked around the room. The town hall had seen some of the best moments of my life. My handfasting with Tammerick and Wilde. My nomination as the head of the Chitamauga militia. The night Cannon and Nathaniel had promised themselves to each other and Leon had caught my eye. He’d coaxed that first smile from me, and I’d thought he might be someone worth living for again.

Now the town hall was the scene of one of the most dreadful moments I could ever have imagined. I had to leave.

Outside, the village was quiet at this late hour. Only the loud, blaring crickets sounded as agitated as I felt. The humid July heat hit me and clung to me as I headed down to the forge.

As I entered the barn where Smitty did his ironwork, the smell of hot coal and metal stung my eyes. I made my way to a pallet covered with a ratty blanket, a mirage of all the different sides of Leon swimming around me. Bold, confused, hurt, protective, playful…sexy as hell.

The pallet creaked when I shifted, and the red haze of the never-ending fire in Smitty’s cavern reminded me of the last time I’d been in here with Leon. Before he’d run away from me in the dead of winter to Beta and straight into harm’s way. I’d asked him to tattoo me with Tammerick’s and Wilde’s names.

I tore off my shirt and tossed it aside. As I stretched on the pallet on my stomach, the heat of the fire beside us baked across my skin. Leon sat back on his heels, sweat forming in the hollow of his throat. He shrugged off his shirt. In the orange and yellow and red light, his skin glowed. A dusting of caramel-colored hair thinned from his belly button to his pants. His smell was mouthwatering, and I swallowed through the need to touch him. 
         

“Do it. Mark me.” I lay my head on my arms. 
         

He found his pouch and perched beside me, cleaning the sharp bone awl that would pierce me. A vial of black dye was set beside my head. I arched and hissed when he touched me, not with the tool but with his hand. I had to lift my head and watch him. He swept under the waist of my pants. My muscles tensed, and I threw my head back, on the brink of coming from one little touch from this gorgeous man who had marked my heart as indelibly as he was about to mark my skin. 
         

“Mais, I don’ wanna hurt you, Darke.” The white shard of his tool quivered above my skin.
         

“Been hurt through a lifetime. A little tattoo won’t kill me.” I rolled over and caught his wrists, bringing him across my body. “Do me, my angel, my devil. Make it so I’ll never forget my lovers.”
         

Leon cursed quietly, prodding me onto my belly. I moaned when the bone cut into me. Leon groaned through every needle tap that pushed ink into my skin. 
         

For Tammerick and Wilde. Not for him.
         

I burrowed my face deeper into my arms as the guilt washed over me. 
         

He took his time, but the pain didn’t affect me. It was his touch that had me on tenterhooks for hours. His breath washed across my shoulders when he leaned close to fill in the lines. I bit into my arm to muffle a moan when his moist lips roamed up my spine with soft kisses, the tools set aside. 
         

No one had touched me like this since Tam and Wilde had died, and now their names were etched onto my skin by Leon’s hand. 
         

Leon’s forehead rested against my neck. His hot tears splashed against the warm blood. “I want my name on you, too, cher.”
         

As soon as he cleaned me up, he pressed a small kiss to my shoulder and left. The agony I felt wasn’t just of the flesh. It was of the heart. But it didn’t stop me from sliding my pants to my thighs and gripping my cock. My hand came away slick with precome, as sticky as the blood that had dripped from my back, the same blood that was on my soul. My shaft throbbed thickly with veins, and my head craned back. Three strong strokes and the sting of the tattoo was all it took. Come splashed my sweaty chest and slid to my groin. It was the first time I’d let myself orgasm since Tam and Wilde had died.
         

They weren’t the ones I thought about when I came. 
         

I growled into the dark room. Every place held memories of the two of us when what I really needed was to be with him. I’d almost made it to the door when Old Tommy and his mutt shuffled in.

Tommy, he was the town crier. Knew just about everything about everyone. It came as no surprise he and his dog—the shaggy gray mongrel he simply called Gal—were up and about at this otherwise deserted hour, or that he already seemed to know what had gone down earlier.

Instead of laying on the pity, he looked me over with his fierce bushy brows pulled low over his eyes. “Is hidin’ in the dark any way for a warrior to behave?”

“I was just heading home.”

“Shoot. You ain’t goin’ nowhere ’t’all.” Taking my spot on the pallet, he motioned Gal to one side of him and me to the other.

I grumbled but took a seat anyway, and he started right in.

“Lemme see if I got this straight. Now, remember, Old Tommy here ain’t the sharpest tool in dis here shed.” He flashed me a mostly toothless grin. Summer teeth, he called them.

I fought the urge to tell him to mind his own business, but the nosy old son of a bitch wouldn’t pay me any attention at any rate.

“So your boy—”

“He’s a man.”

“I’m mighty happy to hear dat, the way you coddle him like he’s still in a romper one minute, then run from him like he’s gonna jump dem big bones of yours the next.” He plugged a wad of raw tobacco inside his lower gum so his speech slurred even more. “Your young man got taken from you up in Beta and you went off your rocker. And when he came back, he din’t remember you.”

I was hit by all the memories I didn’t want to relive.

“But y’all decided after a fashion there was a good way to play dat mind-scrub thing of Leon’s, yessir. Keep dat son of gun at arm’s distance ’cause you’re too damn scaredy-cat to get close to anyone again.” At the mention of cat, the dog’s ears perked up, and her long, wet tongue rolled out. “Ain’t no cat here, Gal. Jest me and Darke settin’ things straight.”
         

“Where’s this going, Tommy?”

He spat a line of brown juice onto the rough wooden floor and scrubbed it in with his boot. “See now, I don’t rightly know. You were fixin’ on lettin’ Leon go all this time. In fact, ya never did claim him as yer own. But you ain’t cut him loose yet. I know dis ’cause I see the way you watch him, and so does ever’one else with eyes in their head.”

I exhaled a frustrated curse. Tommy the goddamn gossipmonger was good for nothing but telling me my fucked-up love life was the talk of the town. “I should probably be on my way. Make sure he’s all right.”

Tommy locked a wiry hand onto my thigh. “I reckon you ain’t ready to face dat demon yet, son. Leon’s got dat sickness now, and you fell apart as soon as nobody was watchin’. Ain’t no good for him if he sees you like dat.”

“Dammit! Have you got the whole fucking commune wired or something? Yeah, I lost it.” I shoved his hand away and jumped to my feet. “He’s gonna die. Do you get that?”

He didn’t blink in the face of my outburst. Gal growled at me but put her head back down on her paws when he petted her. “Cool dem heels and sit down. Won’t do if Gal takes a bite out of you. We don’t need to add rabies to the list of ailments.”

Dropping beside him, I rested my head in my hands.

“Do you want dat boy to remember you? Because it sure do look like he loved you before and he’s fixing to get dat way again.”

“That doesn’t really matter now.” My hands curled around my head, but there was no use blocking him out, not when he hit me with the bare-knuckled truth.

“Never thought I’d see the great warrior Darke defeated.”

I lifted my head and glared at him. “Fuck you, old man. I’m not defeated.”

Leaning over to spit again, he wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “And I never thought I’d see you get attached again. Not after Tam and Wilde. That was some love right there between the three of you. Don’t imagine I’ve ever seen the likes of it before; nor will I again. Dat don’t mean there’s not enough room in dat big ol’ chest of yours for someone like your boy to be given some space. I seem to think he might deserve it, and you’re just a stubborn jackass.”

“I am not attached,” I spat.

Tommy went right on ignoring me. “Don’t know what’s happenin’, all dis love in the air.”

“I’m not in love.” My demeanor quickly changed from defiant to defeated. “Leon scares the shit out of me.”

“Mm-hmm. There’s some truth right there.” His gnarled hand moved to my shoulder. He squeezed and then patted me, like I was his dog. “What’re ya gonna do about dis here Plague business?”
         

“Keep him alive. Fight for him.” Steely determination pulled me upright.

“Don’t dis seem like a damn fool place to spend the night? Me and the old girl are gonna hit the hay.” Tommy made a big show of cracking his back and wincing, trying to make me feel sorry for him.

The old coot wasn’t getting any sympathy from me. “You’re the damn fool.”

“Hey, now. My place is right next ta Nathaniel and Caspar. Dem boys are screamers. I gotta wait until they pass out from fucking before I get any shut-eye. Oughtta be old enough to be deaf already.” He slapped his scrawny thigh and whistled. “C’mon, Gal.”

“You know, Liz thinks Gal’s a guy,” I called after him.

“That’s ’cause she don’t want no competition when it comes to her menfolk.” His eyes twinkled with glee.

Left alone once more, I walked to the door and looked out. Up and down the lane, lights were off in the mess hall, the schoolhouse, the trade hall. In the distance, beyond a sentinel of trees, the lanterns glowed from the neighborhood of caravans.

I squared my shoulders and walked down the road, alone but resolved.

No one was gonna take Leon from me. Not Cutler, not the Revolution, and certainly no fucking Plague.


	

    
	
		CHAPTER THREE


After a mere two hours of lying on top of my bed, I stomped into the town hall the next morning. My demand that Leon go to my place last night had apparently failed to convince him, since he’d never showed up. Maybe being a domineering prick wasn’t the way to play things with him, but damned if I could remember how to woo someone.
         

Cannon and Nate sat side by side at the long table that had been returned to its proper place, along with the chairs I’d kicked out of my way last night.

I overheard the tail end of Hills—our commune elder—saying, “Wrecked the place a little bit.”

I settled in an empty seat next to Liz and grabbed a cup of coffee to hide behind. “Sorry ’bout that.”

The air around me was cloying with pity, thick as the mud I needed to knock off my boots after my walkabout last night. I kept my head in my cup and held up a hand to ward off everyone’s sympathetic glances. “Aw, shit. Don’t start pussyfooting around me now. Whatever the CEO dishes out, I can take, so long as Leon doesn’t have to.”

There were coughs and mumbles and more looks I chose to ignore. Linc, Eden—who was Nate and Linc’s mom as well as the Chitamauga healer—and Hatch, the tech guru, took their seats.

Liz turned to me. “How was Leon last night?”

I blew across the steam rising from my coffee.

“You pissed him off, didn’t you?” Her tone turned icy.

“He’s got a hairpin trigger; you know that.” I took a scalding sip from my cup, not even wincing as it burned my tongue.

“And?” she pressed.

“I was a dick.”

“Well, there’s a surprise.”

The door opened and I shot to my feet, expecting Leon.

In swanned Farrow, who looked ready to reign over a tea party in her swishy dress, only the dark circles under her eyes giving away her fatigue. She’d been our go-to girl in Beta, the real mole as far as I was concerned. “Ah’m sorry to be late, y’all. It was a rough night after Ah told Sebastian about Leon.”

Her brother, Sebastian, and Leon had become friends in Beta while Leon worked to infiltrate the Posse Omnis Juvenis, the hard-core crew of militants Cutler had under his thumb.
         

Farrow swept behind me, running a hand along my back. “Ah’m purely distraught for you, Darke.”

I grumbled a response and returned to watching the door. Two minutes of chatter later, Leon still hadn’t showed. “Where the hell is Leon, anyway?” I asked.

Guess I wasn’t so good at playing it cool after all.

Hills hooked a white strand of hair behind his long pink earlobe. More of the crushing weight of sympathy rolled from him. “We thought it best he didn’t sit in on this meetin’. If you find you can’t contain yourself, perhaps you’d be better off trackin’ him down.”

Like hell. “I can control myself.”
         

“Good man.” Hills nodded at me. Easing back, he asked, “What do we know?”

Hatch launched into a detailed description of the Pneumonic Plague, the disease that had been spun as the Gay Plague back in fifty-nine to sixty in order to wipe more homosexuals off the map. When she was being tortured by CEO Cutler, Liz had found out the virus wasn’t originated to kill gays—it’d been created to infect rebel masses. Created by Liz’s father, Robie Grant, and his InterNations counterpart, Dr. Val. It was this Dr. Val who’d not only wiped Leon’s frontal lobe but had also made him a human incubator. She was on Liz’s hit list, too, for perfecting her mind-scrub techniques years before on Robie Grant.

“It’ll be total genocide of the rebel faction if Cutler has his way,” Hatch said. “He wants complete control of the government, total adherence to the Company, and death to all who stand in his way. A handful of those infected with the sleeper virus are our fellow rebel leaders. Cutler’s savagery is very well planned.” Hatch’s keen eyes landed on me.

Cannon joined in. “From the records Liz gave us from her father’s lab, we know this new manifestation will spread faster than ever once it goes live.” He kicked his chair back, his hands scrubbing down his face. “Jesus fucking Christ. I remember what happened to my folks, my sister when they got sick. This thing’s gonna rip through all of us until our guts are bleeding out on the floor.”

The thought of Leon becoming sick from this disease, dying from it, was not a reality I was willing to face. “It’s exactly what the Colonial Americans did when they sought to lay claim to Native American land. He’s using Old History against us. They delivered diseased blankets to the indigenous, killing them quietly.”

“We won’t go quietly.” Liz gripped my hand.

“Lysander’s just waitin’ to wipe us all out.” Miss Eden twined her fingers together, looking down.

She’d know better than anyone what the CEO was capable of. She’d been married to the monster, forced to abandon her two sons when they were young because her husband, the rising CO star, had beaten her mercilessly. She’d been reunited with both Nathaniel and Linc only recently.

Lysander Cutler might’ve been defeated in the Territories of the former North Americas, but he was blazing a new trail across the Pan-Atlantic pond. Worldwide, he’d either assassinated leaders or simply slick-talked his way into the director’s seat in places like Zeta—home of the Siberian citizens—Delta and Kappa in the Europa continents, and Omega Territory. We might be free, but our brethren overseas were not.

I barged to my feet, unable to contain my rage any longer. “You were right last night,” I said, glaring at Linc. “You should’ve killed your motherfucking dad when you had the chance.”

Liz tried to placate me while Cannon was ready to restrain me, rising from his seat.

Linc merely nodded. “I know.”

Nate spoke in a calm drawl. “It wouldn’t have mattered. Leon was already infected by that point.”

I wrenched free of Liz’s hands.

“If we can track down Father, we can find the cure. When we finally take him out, it will be with the antidote in hand and total InterNations victory on our side.” Linc drew Liz close to his side.

“Sorry. Sorry, man. I’m just really screwed up about this,” I apologized.

“No shit.” Liz huffed a little laugh.

“You have every right to be upset, Darke, which is why I asked if you needed to step away from our meeting.” Hills frowned at me.

“I’m not going anywhere.” Taking my seat, I laid my palms flat on the table. I thought for a moment. “What about this Denver? You trust him? Because he seems like a sketchy dude.” Both Linc and Farrow considered him a double agent, but I wasn’t convinced he was working for the good of the people. His only saving grace so far was he hadn’t killed Liz when he’d had the chance back in Beta.

“Got no choice,” was Linc’s not-so-comforting reply.

Liz leaned onto her forearms. “I say we send out our feelers for Dr. Val. She created this thing. She infected Leon. She’ll have the cure. And as soon as we get it, I’ve got first dibs on slitting her throat. A little bit of justice for my dad.”

I listened to them go around for another hour before I snapped. “All this yammering is getting us nowhere. What’s the strategy?” I was used to formulating a plan, not sitting on my ass while people flapped their gums.

“We can’t just go off half-cocked—” Cannon started.

“The hell we can’t. Maybe you want to twiddle your damn D-Ps until Cutler destroys every last rebel and Freelander Outpost, but I don’t. I’ll go it alone if I have to.”

Linc shook his head. “We don’t even know Dr. Val’s true whereabouts. We don’t have any solid leads yet.”

“Or contacts.” Cannon rapped his knuckles on the arms of his chair.

“Ah reckon Ah might know one or two people here and there…” Farrow interjected.

“Is there any Territory you haven’t plundered, Farrow?” Liz snaked a grin at the other woman.

Farrow pinned a loose curl back into her hairdo. “What’s that old sayin’? Every port in a storm.”

Linc chuckled. “I think it’s any port in a storm.”
         

I growled in frustration.

Suddenly Hatch jumped up from his seat. He’d had his ears on the conversation and his eyes locked on his D-P, constantly scanning the channels. “Holy hell. I think y’all are gonna wanna see this.”

Our D-Ps bleeped as he sent the link. I dug mine out of my pocket, tuning in to a black screen that showed only the word REVOLUTION in bold red letters.
         

“Where’s this coming from?” I asked.

“There’s no origination signal. It’s being broadcast from one hundred and fifty different locations, and my guess is they’re all false leads.” Hatch pushed his glasses farther up his nose.

A voice came across the wire. Distorted and deep, it echoed around the town hall:

“The Revolution is one step away from being defeated by the Company. Activism, equality, freedom will be dictated by a newly unilateral militarized government controlled by one man only: CEO Cutler.”

“Who the hell is this?” Cannon curled over the D-P he shared with Nathaniel.

Shivers raced up my spine. “Who’s this going out to?”

Hatch threw his smudged glasses onto the table. “Everyone. Everywhere.”

“Holy shit,” Nate whispered.

The blank screen changed to an image of what had to be Omega Territory—a red desert dust bowl to begin with—followed by more images that flashed quickly on the screen. Omega on the Aafricans continent had always been the most forward-thinking Territory. There the Company allowed the population of Freelanders to do the daily drudgery for them in this sunbaked land my ancestors hailed from. In exchange for their workforce, the CO let the Omega Freelanders live within the Territory walls instead of outright persecuting them.
         

Now the D-Ps streamed pictures of the Freelander people being hounded and harassed by the military from every corner of the vibrant city of bazaars.

“We rebels now know a certain number of the subpopulation in each Freelander stronghold has been infected with a new strain of the Plague. The CEO wants to rid the InterNations of what he calls our pestilence. This strain goes live on August sixteenth, 2071.”

“Aw, shit. That’s not good.”

All eyes swung to me.

“Are you thinking riots?” Linc asked.

“More like killing sprees since word of the infected is being broadcast live.”

“There is a cure, my friends! It’s in the early phases. We think it can be synthesized with the right medical instruction. Our shamans are working on it. It all begins in Omega. Remember: Love Free or Die.”

The transmission ended with that rallying cry. Omega was where Cutler was reported to be. If the cure was there, too, it was a kill-two-birds-with-one-stone scenario.

“Who the fuck was that?” Cannon cussed.

Hatch shook his head. “Unknown voice, untraceable broadcast.”

“Some bastard’s out there making bold statements. He better hope to hell he can back them up once we nail his ass.” I rewound the transmission and watched it again.

Everyone pulled closer to the table and started speaking at once, their voices rising above one another.

“Omega’s the point of origin.”

“Especially if Cutler’s there, too.”

“I’m going. Make the arrangements pronto.” I just needed a starting place, my weapons, and transport.

“We’re going,” Cannon announced. A round of fists pounding the table sent a jolt of energy through me.

We were decided then. There were two races: to find the cure or steal Doc Val’s antidote, and to take Cutler down once and for all.

Time was our biggest enemy.

More talk spun around me. I listened with half an ear, more attuned to finding out where Leon was than on who was going, who was staying, and why.

“Sebastian’s with us.” Farrow spit green fire from her eyes.

Hills sighed. “He hasn’t been through the coming-of-age rites yet.”

“Ah don’t need a communal ceremony to tell me my baby brother is a grown man. He did his time in Beta.”

“Ooh boy. Territory girl’s got a temper. Maybe you need to get that itch scratched, Farrow.” Liz’s lips lifted.

Linc groaned.

Liz swiveled to him with a tut. “I wasn’t offering, baby.”
         

As head of the Chitamauga militia, this was my call. “Sebastian can come.”

“Speaking of ceremonies, we want to get married first,” Linc said. He looked at Hills, making his appeal to the commune elder.

I tried to ignore the knock to my chest. He and Liz deserved to be happy for one damn day, and I deserved exactly what I got, too—the solitude I’d all but demanded. I tuned out, lifting my head only when I saw a flash of gold skin and long hair pass beyond the windows. Leaning back in my chair, I followed Leon with my gaze. He strolled down the road, his shirt hanging from his back pocket. The muscles in his back shifted and shined in the sunlight.

I shoved away from the table. On my way out the door, I heard the usual guffaws, this time tinged with an air of sadness.

“Cock on a leash, like I always said,” Liz halfheartedly joked.

Farrow drawled, “Ah’d be more inclined to say it’s his heart on the leash.”

*  *  *


Outside, I jogged to catch up with Leon. The sun worshipped his body, deepening the tan on his honey-colored skin. He wore cutoff denims that hung low enough on his hips to reveal twin pelvic cuts when he turned at the sound of my approach.

I swept my hands up his sides to gently clasp his shoulders. “Where’ve you been?”

“Out in the fields. Micah needed some help.”

My already-stressed emotions hit the red line. “What the hell are you thinking? That can’t be a good idea in your condition.”

“I’m not six feet under yet.”

I felt my stomach bottom out. “I know you’re not. And you won’t be. We just had some news. There’s a cure in the making. We’re headed to Omega.”

He aimed a somber smile at our feet. “Are we?”

I lifted his face to mine. “Yes, we are.”

“Bien.” He remained distant.
         

It was so not fucking bien I tripped over my tongue. “Good, uh…I’ll see you at the handfasting later?” Come to the handfasting with me, I should’ve said.
         

“Handfasting?”

“Linc and Liz. They wanna do it before we head out. Because…”

“We probably ain’t gon’ come back.” He leaned in, fingers splayed on my chest before shifting away. “I guess I gotta go pack.”

“Wait. Where’d you spend last night?”

“In my momma’s wagon—not dat it’s any of your business.”

Leon walked away, back straight, head high. So much for treading softly with the man. Shit. It seemed like everything I tried with Leon ended with me planting my size-sixteen boots in it again.
         

But there was one thing I could do.
         

I set off for my place. It was time to say good-bye to my ghosts, even if Leon never knew it. Turning the corner, I slowed to a stop and wiped my eyes. Forgive me, Tam. Let me go, Wilde. Be at peace.
         

Let Leon live.
         

I let the door bang when I entered the two-roomer. I yanked the heavy curtains wide open over the windows and then ripped them entirely off. Sun streamed in. There was no hiding anymore. Throughout the rest of the afternoon, I filled boxes with their belongings. I lovingly laid Tam’s favorite boots on top of her clothes. I packed Wilde’s books carefully—the heavy tomes about husbandry and veterinary medicine. I added Tammerick’s pistols after I cleaned them to a bright shine.

I kept only two things—the ivory-handled dagger Wilde had etched with my name and a lock of hair from Tam tied in a deep red satin ribbon. I placed them in a small wooden box I locked inside the bottom drawer of my dresser, and then I knelt on the floor and laid my hand over my heart.

“Good-bye, my loves.”

It wasn’t as if I felt freed when I walked over to Eden’s caravan with boxes piled in my arms. There was no jaunt to my step. My burden was too heavy for that. I did take in the birdsong, the chatter of squirrels, and the heat of the sun. I thought about the room I’d made for Leon and I felt lighter.

Eden answered my knock, her haphazard bun of strawberry-blond hair collapsing on top of her head. She peeked inside the crates, and her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, Darke.”

Swallowing several times, I passed the boxes into her arms. I made my way back down her steps and onto the grass. “I figured you could disperse their belongings as needed to our villagers.”

Eyes as vividly blue as the wings of a swallowtail butterfly found mine. “I’ll do just that so long as you remember you deserve happiness, too.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll try.” I retreated, blinking back the final pain.

She called after me, “You’re a good man, Darke.”

*  *  *


I hadn’t dragged in a deep breath since last night. Fuck that. I hadn’t inhaled a goddamn normal breath since I’d heard Leon had been snatched right in front of Cannon and Liz in Beta. And, fuck me, my heart had stopped when Tammerick and Wilde were killed. Today I’d said good-bye to them, because of Leon.

It was Leon who’d kick-started my heart again, Leon who ignited the fire in my blood and loins, Leon I didn’t want to love but had to save.

My path to the meadow later was no less lonely for having laid my loved ones to rest. I padded softly among the tall stalks of wildflowers, careful not to crush them underfoot. I dawdled in the open fields that led to the small knoll beyond which the handfasting would take place. Everything now would be rushed: love, life, death, coming so swiftly upon us.

I was caught up in my meandering when a small hand snuck into the crook of my elbow. Jonquil kept her gaze ahead as she joined me. She was everyone’s favorite former flirt, well, except for Cannon’s. She’d taken great pleasure in terrorizing him with her feminine wiles his first few days in the commune. Now she was married, more mature, and well on her way to motherhood. 

“Surely you’ll walk a mother-to-be to the gathering, Darke.”

“And where is your husband?” I fell into an easier gait beside her.

“I do believe he took to the merrymaking early.”

“As he did with you.”

She patted the proud swell of her belly with a secret smile. “Yes. And I have no complaints on that, either.”

The meadow had been transformed during the afternoon. An altar was swiftly raised beneath an arbor dripping with blooms of brightly colored lilies. The table before Eden and Hills held the priapic wand and a length of red ribbon.

The villagers assembled, dressed in their finest, whatever shape that took on this muggy July evening, but always with the Freelander hint of red. Votives lit the path down which Liz would walk, and more candles on the altar added a beautiful glow to the night as dusk descended in dark blues and vivid violets.

Leon made his way to the ceremony after me. He didn’t stand beside me or anywhere near me. He wouldn’t look at me, although I stared at him continuously. I couldn’t help it. His hair was tied back and tamed for once. His shirt was bright white against his skin, and his lips moved rapidly as he made little Calliope—one of Micah’s young daughters—laugh.

A hush fell over the crowd. Cannon appeared on the crest of the grassy hill, Liz on his arm. She wore some sort of ivory dress that could have come only from Farrow’s collection, baring her shoulders and part of her midriff. I chuckled when my gaze fell to her hips, where her Desert Eagles were holstered. They were her only accessories, except for a circlet of white flowers in her softly spiked black hair.

I glanced at Linc to see his mouth drop open before he snapped it shut. When Liz passed me, I noticed the way she kept blinking, trying to keep her tears at bay. Next to her—tall as a tree and as large as me—Cannon did the same. He deposited her in front of Linc at the altar, where they exchanged a few terse words before Liz drew their gazes to her gun belt with a wide smile.

The opening kiss Liz and Linc shared was slow and passionate. I stared at the side of Leon’s face, willing him to look at me, to share this moment with me, but he trained his sights steadfastly ahead. I felt a sharp poke in the ribs from Tommy, which returned my attention to the couple in front of us.

Their vows were spoken in low voices—a rumble from Linc as he clasped her face, a throaty whisper from Liz when she kissed the tips of his fingers, placing his hand against her heart. Tears slid down their cheeks, their eyes fastened on each other as their lives soon would be. I didn’t need to hear their words to feel the power of their love.

Rings were exchanged once the ribbon was wound around their arms and hands, binding them together, no matter what might come. Linc closed his eyes and smiled at something Liz said as she slid his wedding band home. When his ring came to rest on her finger, the villagers went wild. Shouting, whistling, clapping, and hugging one another.

I was embraced by one person after another as I slowly made my way to the center circle trying to locate Leon. Goose bumps erupted on my skin when I found him a meter away, his eyes locked on me.

Neither of us moved until a flurry of red ribbons from each Freelander’s hand waved and weaved into the air amid shouts of “Live in Freedom! Love at Will!”

The barrage of hollers and the press of people carried us away from each other and across the meadow. I fumbled in my pocket for my own ribbon and set it loose in the wind. It curled and coiled, then whipped from my hand, flying bright as a poppy across the dark sky.

*  *  *


Hills got his wish that Sebastian be sent off properly for our mission. In the town hall directly after Liz and Linc’s handfasting, I conducted a quick ceremony to initiate him into manhood.

At the age of eighteen, Sebastian had been through his own ordeals in Beta. I deemed the tall, rangy youth with the white-blond hair and charming southern manner ready to face the hardships to come. He stood still and straight when the flat blade of my ceremonial dagger pressed onto one of his shoulders and then the other. His near-violet–colored eyes were somber as he kissed the cool metal laid against his lips.

After accepting my formal congratulations and my less-formal handshake, he gave me a small bow. Then he laughed. “Shoot. That was a breeze compared to the test of manhood in the bedroom Territorians have to go through. I didn’t even have to get my equipment out.”

“Tell me about it, baby brother,” Farrow said. “At my ceremony, Nathaniel here ran out on me like his pants were on fire. Not in the way one would want, Ah’m afraid.”

“I’m afraid that’s because you had the wrong equipment.” Sebastian mock punched his sister.
         

“Oh, just go and fetch me a drink,” Farrow commanded.

Before he turned to leave, Sebastian shook my hand. “Thanks, Darke. I know we got off to a rocky start.”

I tried to forget how I’d wanted to shoot him on sight because I thought he had the hots for Leon. “Water under the bridge.” Unless he ever decided to look at Leon with anything even remotely resembling carnal interest again.

All the while I kept a lookout for Leon, who managed to always stay beyond my vision. I wondered if he watched me, if he was thinking about me. I wanted to initiate Leon, too, in a much more sexual manner, except I knew he’d had other lovers and I was probably the least of his concerns.

Jesus Christ. After that I found myself a frothy mug of ale. Nathaniel started his guitar playing, and Liz and Linc took to the cleared floor beneath rafters decorated with brightly colored banners.
         

An air of urgency tempered the jubilant celebration, or perhaps that was just my goddamn pining. I laid eyes on Leon just as Old Tommy and farmer Micah took up their usual bookend stances beside me at the plank-board bar. I quaffed quietly, ignoring their bickering about who originally wrote the song Nathaniel sang, his voice ringing clear and dropping to a gritty growl at turns.

Cannon hauled up beside us, licking his lips while he watched his mate strum. “Van Morrison,” he pronounced, ending the debate. “Fuck.”

I handed him a drink. “You got it bad, man.”

Cannon turned his attention to me and arched an eyebrow. “And I’ll be getting it in bed later, unlike you. What are you waiting for?”

“Dance with Leon?” I asked.

“Why not? Everyone else is.”

Don’t I know it. I’d found him, all right. He’d sucked back one drink and then another before taking to the floor. The way he moved his body invited unwanted fantasies I was trying to drown in alcohol. Leon danced with everyone but me. He acted like nothing was happening. Not to him, not between us.
         

“Don’t think so.” I crossed my arms, intent on staying where I was. Staring, stalking, waiting to strike.

Knocking against me, Tommy bared his summer teeth in a ghoulish grin. “G’on. Get ’im, son.”

Micah pinched my ass, and I jumped forward. Cannon pushed a hand between my shoulder blades. “Now or never.”

I’ll take never, thanks. My palms grew damp, and Micah took my beer from me. Assholes, the lot of them.
         

I watched Leon, preparing to close in. He was dancing alone finally. His hips swiveled, his hair had come loose, and his eyes were shut.

Aligning myself behind him, I bent to let my breath brush his ear. “I want to dance with you.”

My hands found his waist and he leaned in to me. “Darke.”

I was no longer nervous. My voice deepened as hunger struck me. “Turn around, babe. Let me feel you.”

Leon slid into my embrace. Tall and lithe, his body was enfolded by mine. My hands settled just above his ass, stoking the heat between us. Our groins met, both cocks hard. Music played somewhere, but the rhythm we moved to was the primal beat of rutting male bodies. Reaching beneath the tails of his shirt, I thumbed the dimples above his ass. His hips lurched. His lips and teeth found my neck, mumbling those crazed, lusty Cajuns words I only half understood. Explosives went off inside my body, shivering up my spine, shuddering down to my rigid cock.

“Good God, I want you.” I leaned him back, finding his studded nipples beneath his shirt with fingertips that twisted, tapped, teased.

“Dieu, yes.”
         

I loved watching my dark skin play against his tawny flesh. Too bad the damn shirt was in the way, as well as our pants—and hundreds of onlookers. Beyond our first month, I’d never given a second thought to taking both Tammerick and Wilde in public during the annual orgiastic festival, but there was no way in hell I’d share Leon with anyone here.

I growled, bending my knees, catching his cock against mine, grinding until my eyes rolled back. I smoothed a hand down his chest to the front of his pants, jerking him against me. Hooded eyes, tousled hair…I wanted him just like this for me, only me, every day of my life.

His lips parted when my mouth sought his, but at the last moment he turned his face. I was granted only a kiss on his cheek. My muttered oath was drowned out as people started clapping, whether for our show or Nathaniel’s vocals, I didn’t know.

Leon pushed off of me. He shook his head and stumbled away, glancing back only once. The hunt was on. My blood sang, and my body was on high alert. I barely said good night to Liz and Linc before I started after him.

Outside I heard him whistling as he ambled down the road. Perhaps he’d had more to drink than I’d thought. When he hiccupped, I smiled. Catching up to him, I ran an arm around his waist and pulled him back against me. His long sigh ended with a low moan.

“Darke, this ain’t a good idea.”

At that point I didn’t really care. He smelled fresh and clean, spicy and a little sweaty. The pulse at the side of his throat ticked like a fast-running clock, and I nipped him there.

“Where are you going?”

Turning in my arms, he slid his hands along my waist. A current of heat raced between us, trapping my breath in my lungs. “To bed.”

His mouth was so juicy and red. So ripe to kiss. I ran my thumb across his bottom lip, shuddering when he touched me with his tongue. “My bed.”

He backed away. “I don’ need a keeper. I’m not a boy. And I ain’t your boy. You made dat clear.”

I grasped his hair in a fist, softening my hold to cup his neck. “You’re right. You’re a man. My man. So stop fucking fighting me for a change and get your sexy ass in my bed. Now.”

Fuck. Wrong words. Leon took another step back. Before he could let fly with another earful, I strode forward. “Please, Leon.” I raised my hands to his face. “I need you. I want you in my bed, just once.” My voice stuck in my throat. “We don’t have to do anything, I just…”
         

“Oh, we’re probably gonna do somethin’.” He turned his head until his moist lips brushed my wrist. His playful grin was back, but then again he could just be three sheets to the wind.

“Will you wait for me in my caravan?”

He nodded.

“I’ll go to the kitchens, find some food.” He headed off toward my place while I did an about-face to the mess hall, grumbling, “Something to soak up all that alcohol, at least.”
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