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      Months ago, he would have laughed to see the women and men in that circle, the light of the fire licking against their faces and their eyes rolled back in their heads. It was in the middle of the forest, and he’d hesitated too long to head back to his camp, so the dark had settled in.

      It was unnerving how close to his secure compound they were, but the way they looked at him with their sightless eyes was terrifying, and he knew the fear to be real. There would be no talking his way out of this, or negotiating with his gun. As the cultists lurched towards him, he did the only thing he could do. He ran.

      It didn’t matter that he was moving towards the city proper. He couldn’t lead them back to his place. Not where one of his pregnant lovers lay prone with only her sister to care for her.

      But the Authority ran the city, and though he was a skilled scavenger and often moved through their zones unabated, tonight was different. He could feel it, all around him. Something that the coven had called or done had brought some attention back from the distracted, disinterested Old Gods. Though they’d abandoned Earth years ago, their presence lingered in the hearts of the believers. Initially he’d written them off until he met those two ethereally beautiful siblings that he now called his family.

      They had power beyond his reckoning, and they were only two. Those that followed him were many more, and though they wore no clothes but for the amulets and rings that glowed with a freakish light, he knew that they were powerful beyond his reasoning.

      When he found an obscured tunnel, leading somewhere into the old abandoned subway station, he dove into it. Wild dogs and animals be damned, for the cultists were a growing threat and one that posed a far more immediate danger. He heard them stop, but already he was darting down the tracks, deep into the inky blackness.

      He lost track of how long he had ran, but the strong man’s legs burned underneath his combat pants, and his heart thudded in his chest. The sight of their demonic eyes had burned into his skull, and he knew that he’d have to wait until dawn to once more travel. The wilds were quickly becoming their domain.

      Leon was a massive man, standing over six and a half feet tall. With chocolate-coloured skin, he was broad but handsome. His shoulders wide, his chest bulging with hard, sculpted muscle, he had trained as a soldier and engineer before the fall of civilization. Now he was a survivor. Perhaps the best lone survivor out there, he often assured himself and others.

      Though times like these it was really put to the test. His heavy trench coat flapped over top of his bulletproof vest and turtleneck, and the military helmet kept his thick dreads in place tied to the back of his head. He was a survivor. He’d get through this and return to his women.

      So many people relied on him in the aftermath of the Old One’s rising, but then, that was how civilization persevered. People were forced to stop being such individualists and accept, and give, help whenever they could. No one could survive on their own any more.

      No one but the cultists, but even they were becoming more and more inclined towards supportive groups.

      It was so dark in that tunnel, though, and as he continued on down at a steady trot, he began to hear things. He wasn’t sure if it was behind him or ahead of him, but the sound of hushed conversation was obvious. He kept moving, always forward, still fleeing from the hellish cultists that haunted his life ever since their insurgence a couple of months ago.

      It wasn’t until he heard something slam behind him, the sound echoing down the long, dark corridor, that he slowed his movements. Everything had become quiet, and no longer could he hear the whispers of man or beast that lurked beneath the ground, hidden in the ruins of civilization.

      Shouldering his military rifle, he slipped the long army knife out of its sheathe. In close quarters like these, he might be able to use darkness and quiet to his advantage, he determined. There was no time for doubts or regrets. He just had to do what was necessary to get back, nothing less.

      Pushing on ahead, he kept his arm to one side, feeling out the wall as he pushed in. He’d go without resorting to light as long as he could, he determined.

      It was a good twenty minutes later by his reckoning that he heard it. Just a faint little sound, yet it was rhythmic. It was human. Tap. Tap Tap. Tap. Tap tap tap. It kept repeating, just the noise of a rock or a piece of metal knocking against the tracks. It couldn’t be human. Not with the way it repeated with such precision.

      Someone or something was being warned of his coming.
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      With the element of surprise lost, he slipped his knife back into its sheath and readied his rifle. With only the briefest pause he had his gun aimed and ready when he flipped on the mounted light, illuminating the tunnel ahead.

      Shadows bounced back and forth, the sudden light only mildly disorienting to the combative man, but he caught a glimpse of it just ahead. For a moment its shadow grew and made him look terrifying, but as his eyes became accustomed to the light, he could see it was little more than a child. With ratty shorts and bare feet, Leon could see the boy’s mouth part, and he took off further into the tunnel at an amazing speed.

      The child’s words echoed off the tunnel. “The Authority is coming!”

      “Dammit, kid,” he muttered loudly. “Keep it down! I ain’t the Authority!” he called out after the fleeing boy in a low, gruff voice. There was little to do but follow after him, his thick, long legs carrying him speedily though he had to be cautious. If the boy was going to warn people, they were likely armed with something, if only sticks and clubs.

      The fact they were afraid of the Authority, however, was both a blessing and an unknown variable. Plenty of people despised the Authority. Him for one. His old flame Tia’s commune for another. But few were as good as Tia’s bunch, and many were as dangerous as him but not half so kind.

      The world had been divided into groups and ideologies, and the Authority was law. Old-world law, brutal, unforgiving, and tyrannical. Something snapped behind him and he heard the whine of steel on steel, and it was only by a few inches that the trap that had sprung hadn’t severed his foot.

      There was no time for cursing his carelessness, though. Instead he could only press on ahead, doing his best to follow in the footsteps of the boy so that he didn’t trigger any more traps. The kid obviously knew where they were, after all, and in the dark with only his flashlight to guide him that was the best bet.

      It was another quarter hour before he saw the lights of bustling activity, and saw the two women with assault rifles pointed his way. He had no way of knowing why they didn’t fire, but instead the one on the left shouted to him, “Stop right there and drop your weapon!”

      Her voice sounded tough and emotionless, but he could see her arm tremble under the weight of the gun.

      His, however, didn’t. “I ain’t with the Authority,” he stated loud and clearly, “and I ain’t gonna hurt nobody. Let’s all lower our guns.” Leon never sounded anything less than in control. In this situation he had to double that. It was obvious these people didn’t know their weapons like he did his, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. A stray bullet could kill as easily as a precisely aimed one.

      Very slightly he lowered his own gun. Not enough to hinder himself if he had to take a shot; at this range he was confident he could take them out if he had to. But by the hell that was this world, he didn’t want to shoot anyone if he didn’t have to. “I came in here because I was bein’ chased, that’s all.”

      “Chased by who?” the woman asked. She was small, with her brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and held back by a cap. The person at her side was larger, and looked a lot sterner despite her more passive role and the fact that she lowered her gun in time with him.

      Despite the one woman’s refusal to lower her gun, he felt confident enough to drop his a bit more in a show of goodwill. “Was too dark to see clearly,” he said, “but I figure I’m in Authority territory so it ain’t hard to guess.” Leon got on with most groups, and until the cultists had started getting more aggressive and pushing into his usual stomping grounds he’d done business with them. Even taken on two former cultists, the sisters, and brought them to his home to be family of a sort. If these people were affiliated with them, there was always a chance he could get along, so he felt no need to mention he was running from cultists.

      The woman who had spoken first looked to her friend, and her hands continued to shake under the weight of the gun. He was having a hard time seeing past the two, but the broader of the women helped her friend lower the weapon, shaking her head.

      “It’s fine, Jenette,” she said loud enough for him to hear. “If he was in the authority, he’d have brought backup. They always do.”

      With a quiet exhale, he brought his own gun down completely, easing. “If either of you two can lend a hand… I don’t know where the fuck I am or how to get out of here. Been runnin’ for what seems like days, but must be hours.” He was still cautious—you never knew what people could be like these days, after all.

      “Diana,” Jenette murmured, “I don’t know about this.” Even as Jenette lowered the gun to the ground, she looked frightened. Her entire body quaked as she looked upon the tall, dark man in his paramilitary gear. She swallowed, and he could see just how underdressed they both were. Their T-shirts were ragged and they obviously wore nothing underneath them. The adrenaline and fear had forced both of their bodies into a state of readied alertness and their nipples prodded against the light material.

      “It’s fine. We’ll take him to Simone and she’ll let us know what to do,” Diana replied, though her eyes never left his.

      Lifting a hand up, he took his helmet off, wiping his forehead with his sleeve to clear it of perspiration from the long run. “Sounds good,” he said to them, trying to stay focussed. It was such a long chase and he wanted nothing more than to eat then lie down with a warm body beside him.

      With a broad smile, his dark face lit up handsomely. None of his dreads nor the helmet in the way of his smooth, chiselled features and he cautiously stepped forward, shouldering his rifle once more.
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      Jenette stayed crouched until Diana helped her up. Their size difference was fairly remarkable, Diana standing a full foot or so taller than her friend. Her pants had been cropped into capris and her T-shirt bared her stomach as it rose up over her more impressive chest. Blonde hair spilled down her back, and she didn’t wear a cap, unlike her friend.

      Jenette backed away, still scrutinizing Leon as they began walking in towards the compound.

      It was a fair distance, though it was made worse by the previous exertion of the day. When finally he reached the makeshift tents and saw the stricken, frightened faces of the inhabitants as they stared curiously before scurrying away, he realized just how bad things had gotten for the people who couldn’t escape the city before the Authority took over.

      Leon was a scavenger. He plundered those old-world places others didn’t dare go; bringing back supplies for trade or old gizmos that needed or could be used for repair. It was his speciality. He was the best at it out there. In so doing he brought a little light to some outposts of humanity wherever he went.

      This gloomy camp definitely looked like it could use some. “Looks like you’ve had some hard times,” he muttered gruffly to the tall one.

      Diana nodded as she guided him past the dozen or so tents towards the main “hall.” It was a larger structure than most, though no better built. Jenette had disappeared behind them into one of the homes, leaving just the two of them to meet the person in charge.

      When Diana pushed away the outer flap, he could see the potential beyond what was there. Two young men sat shirtless on either side of a seat, their small guns the only protection on them. Instead of a throne that the woman should have been perched on, it was a small, plastic folding chair, and though the woman should have been swathed in fine jewels and elaborate silks, instead she just wore a simple cotton dress that was a bit too small for her in the chest, making her braless breasts spill out slightly.

      “Simone, we found this man in the tunnels. He says he was running from the Authority,” explained Diana with reverence and a small bow.

      It was a surprising sight indeed. Some little Queendom in the sewers. But it kindled something in him. After all, he was a holdout against the Authority himself, and though his home only housed two others besides himself, he had intentions to something greater. Grander.

      With a lick of his full lips he tucked his helmet beneath an arm and gave a slight but respectful bow of his head to the woman in charge. “Leon. I’m a scavenger,” he stated in his deep, husky tone of voice that so affected women.

      She was a delicate-seeming woman. Not physically, for she was fairly tall and busty, but her features were fine and her motions were entrancing. He had known too well the spells that cultists could use to beguile others—him, for one—but this wasn’t the same. This was just a simple flick of her wrist that seemed as if it was the most graceful and beautiful movement he’d seen. She was a bit older, in her mid-thirties or so, but she was simply exquisite with her glossy black hair and her wide, blue eyes.

      “Did the Authority see you enter?” she asked in a slow, drawn-out manner that spoke of her confidence and ability.

      He knew they hadn’t of course, and he shook his head. “No. I had lost them before I entered in here. Only a fool would plunge headlong into what could be a dead end with those dogs on his heels,” a fool or a desperate man with no other options. “I was on the run for some time, and when I felt I had lost them I ducked into a spot to hide out.” It was close enough to the truth.

      The way the woman looked at him, it was almost as if she knew he was lying, but she nodded. The wavy black hair teased her light flesh as she stepped towards him. Though she was fairly tall, she still came up a half foot beneath him, but there was no discomfort or awkwardness as she stood in front of him. “You dress well for a scavenger.”

      With that broad, well-muscled chest of his puffed out, he looked down at her, undaunted by the woman’s authority but respectful of it nonetheless. Drawn to it, as a matter of fact. “I ain’t just any ordinary scavver,” he responded in a low husk for her alone. “I’m the best around,” he stated with absolute certainty in his own words. “I’ve got the skills and guts to go where no one else can to get what they couldn’t, and I got the know-how to put together the pieces of old tech nobody else knows how to use.”

      Simone was about to open her mouth to speak when an older man ran in, his breathing hitched. It took him a moment before he finally managed to gulp out, “The door was closed!”

      Whether it was code or not, Simone’s eyes widened and already Diana had pushed out the open flap, her gun in hand. The two men that sat on either end of the makeshift throne pushed up and went to the side of their Queen, eyes widened.

      “Go, help them. See what section.” There was no panic in her voice, not like on those that surrounded her. Something was happening, and whatever it was, it wasn’t good.

      Watching this all and being able to piece together no more than the fact that trouble was afoot, he asked the towering Simone, “Where do you need me?” With his strong, capable bulk, armoured vest, and gun, he had the hard look of someone who was adept under any situation.

      She didn’t even bother to scrutinize and look him over. Her hand motioned in the direction from which he came, and her words were commanding. “Guard the tunnel.” Instantly she had turned from him and gone to one of the trunks on the side of the tent, hoisting a shotgun from it and giving it to one of her side guards, then grabbing herself a rifle.

      All about him outside was a flurry of motion, and people everywhere were getting into position. It was almost eerie how little they talked through it as they grabbed their weapons and took up stations all along the tunnel.

      Slipping his helmet back into place, Leon did no less. He brought his rifle into position and went out to the tunnel. As large a target as he was, he knew to diminish his profile and crouched down with his gun aimed. Whatever came through, he’d give it hell.

      The strange thing was, nothing did. For so long, they all waited, readied and attentive until sleep began to edge in against the terror.

      “Where are they?”

      “They must just be waiting in the dark until we get tired.”

      “Well, I’m not going to sleep until they show themselves.”

      “Maybe they’re cowards!”

      “Yeah, maybe they saw how many of us there are now, they got scared.”

      “Don’t be stupid. The Authority isn’t scared of anything.”

      The conversations around him buzzed in his ears, and the longer they waited, the more he wondered if it was all some false alarm. Perhaps the cultists that chased him had tried to trap him inside. Seeing the people here, he didn’t think they were cultists, and began to wonder if he should’ve told them who really pursued him.

      Other than the commanding aura of Simone, they all seemed far too frightened and weak to really be playing with power of the Old Gods. As they began to slink back, to convince themselves that all was well, she came to the front lines, and he could overhear her speaking with Diana, the woman that showed him in.

      “The doors have all been locked. How much food do we have?”

      “A week, maybe two if we ration it. All of the doors?”

      “I’ve had Mitchell check them all.”

      “Are you sure he’s telling the truth? Surely all of them can’t—”

      “My husband has never lied to me,” she hissed, annoyance contorting her face in the dark.

      “I didn’t mean to offend. It’s just… All at once? Just like that? How?”

      Simone stared at the insolent woman for a long time before turning her back, giving orders to Jenette. “Ration the food. Make it last as long as possible. You know our priorities.”

      Jenette bowed her head with respect, but her trembling had gotten so much worse, and her dark eyes went to Diana the moment Simone had left. “What if Tony is locked out?”

      For them to be shut in like this, it couldn’t have been the cultists that sealed him inside. It had to have been the Authority. They must have acted in some move to seal off the sewers or trap these people directly. Which he hoped wasn’t the case.

      Heading over to the two women he’d first encountered he slipped off his helmet again. “So there’s no other way out?” he asked. “No secret escape-way? Nothin’?” He cringed to think of that possibility. If the Authority truly had them trapped here and knew of their hideout, they wouldn’t be likely to let them leave. Not alive or without chains anyhow.

      “They’d have checked all the exits before telling Simone that. No way they’d have forgotten something.” Diana shook her head. Fear and anger crossed her face as she spoke. Something was definitely not right.

      “Looks like you’re stuck here for a while, Scavver,” she added with a tone that was so strange, a mix of acidity and joviality.

      Leon gave the woman a long look. Something of his like for that woman couldn’t help but slip through. Tall, pale, and more in control than most any here, she had something he liked within her. “Guess so,” he said at last, giving a sigh as he peered around before looking back to Diana. “Am I just gonna have to grab a stretch of concrete or is there some space already available I can take?” he asked her directly, for all the world ignoring Jenette.

      She considered him for a long few moments before she sighed. “You can have our spare cot,” she finally said as she began walking. “Jenette, wake me in five. I’ll take next watch.”

      Her tent was near to Simone’s, and as they entered, he could see a handsome man playing with a fair-haired child that looked so much like Diana. He knew it had to be hers, especially when he saw her scoop it up into her loving arms, nuzzling the toddler’s button nose against hers. She gave a lingering kiss to the side of the man’s lip before motioning to their new guest.

      “Ian, meet Leon. He’s going to be staying with us while the doors are shut,” Diana introduced them.

      The man disappointed him, but only a bit. The tall, leggy woman was quite a prize in the wastes, and it wasn’t surprising to see she was involved.

      All the same, with a nod and an extended arm he grasped the other man’s hand in his and gave it a crushing squeeze of a shake. “Ian,” he greeted, gruff but courteous. Leon never let his guard down, after all.

      Ian was an affable-looking man, and the warm smile that parted his lips was a welcome sight after being around so many brusque, concerned people. “Hey, Leon. Welcome to our happy home.” He looked around at the small tent and the three small cots that lined the walls.

      He looked up at Diana, his smile never faltered, even as he gave her the bad news. “They took our food, but I fed Amy just before. She can’t sleep, though,” and truly the child did look exhausted. She kept standing and falling back into Ian’s leg and lap, trying to push herself up once more.

      “Well, she’ll be exhausted come morning. I only have five hours before watch,” Diana sighed as she sat down on the bed, yanking off her boots. She placed them to the side, her gun on a shelf out of reach of the child as she squirmed down her capris, revealing her long legs with no shame, leaving her in only the white panties and midriff-baring tank top as she sat on the cot.

      Finding his welcome there, he unshouldered his gun and backpack, resting his things beside the spare cot they’d allotted him. He’d been travelling so long that day without break; it felt good to remove the heavy things. His trench coat and vest followed after his helm. Even without the bulky gear he was a large, bulging man and it showed through his sweater and cargo pants. Biceps and pecs protruded through the faded navy cotton as he sat back and removed his own boots.

      As Ian got the toddler placed into bed, he curled into the small girl, and with a small kiss, it seemed as though the two of them were finally able to rest now that their wife and mother was home. Diana was less lucky, and for a long time, she stared across the room at Leon, listening to the rhythmic sound of her family sleeping as it eluded her.

      Reclined back on his borrowed cot, using his hands for a pillow, he could make out the other woman’s wakeful breathing. He’d grown attuned to the subtle significance of noises, and he could tell she was aware. “Know a private spot?” he asked in his husky voice, keeping the volume low so that it wouldn’t travel as far as a whisper would. “Can share a bite to eat with you,” he offered, “but not where anyone’d see us and get jealous.”

      She shifted, and he could tell that she was moving from her own cot with a practiced, silent trot, moving from the tent with a stealth that didn’t match her size. The town was quiet, no longer the mess of activity and fear. A few candles still burned beneath the tent openings, but most slumbered as she led them past Simone’s tent and into a small little area near the tracks.

      It was obviously a maintenance ledge in times past, but made a rather nice little quiet getaway, not too far from the town proper.

      Having just come from the commune on a trip to visit Tia and the doctor there, he was returning back to his place with fresh food supplies. Before leaving the tent he’d grabbed a pair of ripe apples they’d grown, giving one a friendly toss to the leggy Diana. “Cute kid you got,” he offered, but the small talk sounded as meaningless as it was as he tore off a huge chunk of the fruit and let his dark eyes slip down over the tall woman’s leggy physique.

      “Thanks,” she said, though it was uncertain if it was about the compliment for her child or the apple, but she bit into it with relish. She hadn’t bothered putting her capris back on, but to her credit she didn’t shiver, exposed and without her gun in the dark tunnel.

      “So the Authority chased you in here, huh?” she asked, though she didn’t sound convinced.

      “Some group did,” he offered, casually peering over the area before him. His apple was devoured with a few bites, and he ate everything of it but the seeds and stem. Nobody threw away more than you had to these days.

      “A long ass day,” he exclaimed in an exhale. “Been traipsin’ the countryside all day, then runnin’. Exhausted as hell. But never so simple as that when you need to sleep, is it?” he stated more than asked, looking over to her, letting his dark hazel gaze slide back up over her. “Once the adrenaline’s pumpin’ it takes a bit more to get it out of you.” His voice that rich, dark sound that reeked of desire and masculinity.

      “Yep,” she agreed as her back leaned against the stone wall, the sensation exciting her flesh and perking her nipples under that thin top. She didn’t look displeased with the sensation, though. Quite the contrary, it seemed to relax her. “I’m just glad Ian takes care of Amy or otherwise I’d never get to sleep. Sometimes not even then.”

      Casually he moved over to her, resting his forearm up against the wall beside her head as he leaned in closely. “Guard duties. A kid. You probably never get an opportunity to really unwind. Relax.” As he spoke so normally, his voice rich but calm, his eyes were full of suggestion as they slid down over her, noting those pert breasts poking through the top as he brought his free hand to her hip.

      The dark brown of his fingers was such a stark contrast to her pale flesh. “She probably keeps him tied up,” he guessed.

      Her eyes didn’t widen. Perhaps she knew why he’d invited her out, for her skin was so warm against him, and her body was so responsive. Her breathing held and her eyes fluttered shut. “Sometimes,” she murmured, though it was impossible to tell what she was responding to. She just seemed so tired and worn down after the day, and just feeling his touch was a soothing massage to her dull aches.

      Leon had felt something off her from that first prolonged moment of eye contact they’d had, and he knew it to be true now.

      Rubbing that hard, strong hand of his over her hip and lower stomach, he leaned in nearer. His full lips but an inch from her ear as he spoke. “Thanks for takin’ notice of me, and inviting me in.” The thanks genuine, the suggestiveness heavy, he looked over her blonde hair in the dim light of the tunnels, lowering his hand from the brick wall to stroke it affectionately.

      “Wouldn’t do to have someone like you turned away,” she whispered, and then her mouth was pressed against his. It was almost angry the way she flipped herself into his lap, straddling him with an intensity and desire that suited her well. Her bare legs parted to either side of him, and he could see those cotton panties shift as her lean inner thighs embraced him. Her covered breasts pressed to him, and while they weren’t large, they were a good size, and felt so wonderful and firm against his chest.

      Her kiss seemed angry; his was hungry. He spoke the truth. After the long workout of his venture across country, he was burning for the physical comfort of another’s body against his, and Diana was the first to catch his eye.
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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