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Blurb
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WITH THE ARRIVAL OF spring and the disappearance of HLVv3, Maisie is ready to emerge from quarantine with Lila. Her feelings for Collier are as strong as they have been, but he seems determined to push her away and into the arms of newcomers Seth and Zane. 

Maisie feels a connection with both men, and their relationships start to develop. Zane is open and caring, but his teenage daughter objects to Maisie. Seth seems to be as mysterious as Collier, and Maisie has had enough of secrets. 

As she searches for her purpose and finds the men who complete her, she wonders if Collier will ever explain why he’s pushing her away, or if he’ll give her a chance to love him. When events with the New Order Militia force her other lovers on a mission, Maisie pushes Collier to admit what he wants, but when she learns his secret, can she accept what he’s done?

This reverse harem romance is the fifth in the Hell Virus series. It can be read as a standalone, but reading the series in order will enhance your understanding and enjoyment.
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Chapter One
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LILA FUSSED A LITTLE as we moved through the crowd of people gathered on the surface of the Armory. I couldn’t blame them, since spring was here and it had been a long winter with everyone trapped inside the Armory on lockdown because of the New Order Militia, followed by the unexpected outbreak of HLVv3 that had cost us more than forty people in our little settlement. I think everyone wanted to forget about that, so we had started coming to the surface en masse as soon as the temperatures got above freezing, and the snow was off the ground.

That was part of the reason Lila and I were up there, needing some fresh air after spending so much time belowground in the secret base. As soon as HLV started sweeping through the facility, Lila and I had gone into self-quarantine in our room. Born premature and not quite two months at that point, there was little chance she could have survived HLVv3. I couldn’t risk losing her, so I’d gone into voluntary isolation with her. 

We’d lucked out, with neither of us getting the virus, and it seemed to have burned out, at least for now. It was nice to be moving around among people again, but it reminded me of how stir-crazy I’d been in our quarters for the last month, since I hadn’t accepted visitors. 

People bringing me stuff had left it outside the door, which probably hadn’t done a lot to deter the virus, but it had been enough to keep Lila healthy, so it had been worth spending all that time with just Lila—and we had bonded so well. I’d been afraid I couldn’t accept her, but I’d forgotten all about that fear the minute I saw her for the first time. When I finally got to hold her, I’d fallen in love with my little baby.

Finally, I spotted Xander. I’d hoped he’d be topside, since I hadn’t seen him anywhere in the facility below. I hurried over to him, and he nodded at me respectfully, making his tight curls bounce against his forehead. He lifted a hand to stroke Lila’s cheek, and she turned her head to nuzzle his finger. His warm brown skin was a nice contrast to Lila’s much paler shade.

“How are you, Maisie?” He was still looking at Lila though.

I was used to that reaction. With Lila strapped to my chest in her carrier, I was rarely the first person anyone focused on. I couldn’t blame them though. Lila was adorable, and fortunately, she was almost a mini-me copy of me. She bore no signs of David Toose’s features, which had probably helped me bond with her. I couldn’t imagine not being able to love her, but it was definitely easier to see only myself when I looked into her eyes or her features. “I’m doing well. How are you, Xander?”

He shrugged a shoulder. “Getting there.”

I frowned in confusion for a moment before I remembered he and Mason had been a couple. I knew exactly what it was like to lose someone I loved, and I reached out to squeeze his bicep. “I’m glad you’re getting there. It takes a while.” My voice thickened with emotion as I recalled Lucas’s face. 

I’d loved my husband beyond reason, even enough to put aside my own dreams and become the perfect wife and hostess he’d wanted. That had left me vaguely dissatisfied in some wasy, but being what Lucas had wanted had been important to him and me. It sounded weak when I thought about it now, since I had conformed to the ideal wife Lucas wanted while putting on hold my own goals, but it hadn’t felt like a sacrifice at the time, and it still didn’t. 

After he and I had both grown up in foster care, with no family in the world between us, I could see why he wanted the perfect life we’d had—big house, fancy cars, and his career prospects at the banking corporation seeming unending. I had no doubt he would’ve ended up in charge of the entire operation, maybe even making it all the way to Chief Executive Officer, if it hadn’t been for HLV. The virus took him out in the first wave and destroyed our seemingly perfect life in a matter of days.

I blinked, trying to clear my thoughts and focus on Xander. “I hear you’re the man to see for assignments if I’m not going to be going on runs or doing guard duty.”

He nodded. “That’s Avi’s department, but I assign the chores with little risk here around the base.”

“I’d like to get an assignment then.”

He pulled out a sheaf of papers, folded in half lengthwise to fit in his back pocket and stapled together at the corner. He flipped through them until he reached the Ws. “Maisie Williams. I have you listed as exempt.”

I frowned. “What do you mean, exempt?”

He looked up from the page as he folded and put it back in his pocket. “A few people are exempt for medical or other reasons. Exemption status is at Collier’s discretion, so you’ll have to talk to him to find out why you’re marked as exempt. But since you are, I don’t have an assignment for you.”

I frowned in confusion, and perhaps a little irritation, as I learned from Xander that Collier was in his office. Of course, he was. If he wasn’t moving around the Armory to make sure everything was in working order, he was practically living in his office. I knew he had quarters on the floor below mine, since everyone knew where his quarters were, but he didn’t seem to spend much time in them.

My stomach fluttered with nerves as I headed back into the base, darting around Sofia and the kids, who were playing an informal game of soccer. They didn’t have nets, and they didn’t seem to be too concerned with rules, but they were all having fun.

After ducking a few more people, I was back inside the base and headed to Collier’s office. The idea of seeing him made my stomach flip, just like it always did. He was a handsome man, and though I didn’t know his exact age, I’d guess somewhere in the mid-forties. He had a kind of timeless quality about him that suggested he could’ve had the silver sprinkling through his hair since the time he was born. 

I suspected he had a very chiseled body beneath the casual khakis and button-down shirts he usually wore. No one at the Armory wore uniforms these days, but some of the men couldn’t escape the uniform if they tried. Collier was one of them. He was the quintessential military man, and I would’ve known that even if I had known nothing about him otherwise.

Not that I knew much about him. He mostly kept to himself, aside from ensuring the Armory ran smoothly. There wasn’t much gossip about him, and no one else seemed to know anything about him either. Whatever his past, he kept it close to his chest. 

That was in contrast to his leadership style. I appreciated that he seemed to make every effort to include everyone at the Armory in decisions whenever possible, and at least he kept us up-to-date instead of in the dark even if we didn’t have any input on what happened in a particular situation.

My stomach was still fizzing like I’d just drunk six sodas when I reached his office. His door was closed, so I lifted a hand and knocked. I waited for a moment until he said, “Come in,” before turning the knob and slipping inside. I closed the door behind me, tempted to draw the blinds, though there was no reason for that. If Collier was attracted to me, and I thought he might be, he didn’t seem inclined to act on it, so there was zero chance this meeting would turn into anything steamy.

With a small sigh, I moved to his desk as he stood up. He didn’t invite me to sit. Instead, he walked around the desk to come stand near me. His hand immediately went to Lila, stroking her cheek. Her eyes were open, and she turned her head in his direction and cooed at him. I couldn’t say they had a special bond, but every time Collier saw Lila, he greeted her.

“What can I do for you, Maisie?” asked Collier as he propped his hip against the edge of the desk and leaned against it slightly, so he was more on Lila’s level. He didn’t have to stoop so far to meet her gaze. When she wrapped her hand around his finger, I swear my ovaries were close to exploding. In moments like this, I could see the vulnerable human being beneath the mysterious exterior Collier projected, and it only strengthened my attraction.

Realizing too much silence had fallen, and he was quirking a brow at me, I cleared my throat. “I was talking to Xander, and he said I’m exempt from assignments.”

Collier nodded. That was it, and he offered no explanation.

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I’d like to know why?”

Gently, Collier tapped Lila on the cheek twice with his fingertip. “This little lady right here.”

I frowned, my confusion deepening. “Lila’s the reason I’m exempt? But why?”

Collier looked up at me, his gray eyes feeling like they were drilling into my soul, but I always had that sensation when our gazes met. It sent a shiver down my spine and certainly wasn’t one of displeasure. His gaze was intense, but I didn’t mind being the focus of it.

“Being a mother is the most important job you have right now, Maisie. You’re still breastfeeding, aren’t you?”

At the word, my left breast had a little letdown and milk trickled into the pad in my bra. I nodded once. “I can still do something part-time. I want to contribute to the Armory.”

Collier leaned back a bit, but he kept his hand in front of Lila, who was still clinging to his finger, trying to bring into her mouth to suck on. “You’re contributing by making sure Lila has a safe and happy upbringing.”

“I’m not sure other people in the Armory would see it that way. They might consider it that I’m trying to milk my circumstances to get out of work.” I hated that I cared what people thought of me, but it had become an entrenched habit during the years I had been Lucas’s perfect wife.

“Who cares what people think? Lila needs you more than anyone else does right now.” There was a hint of longing in his tone.

I frowned, looking closer at him. “Women manage to be mothers and do other things all the time.”

He nodded. “They certainly do, but I’m giving you the option. If you’d like to volunteer somewhere on the Armory as Lila’s schedule permits, then feel free. I know Sofia is looking for some help with the kids since Lori decided being a teacher’s assistant wasn’t how she wants to contribute to life here.”

I didn’t really have any experience with children, besides Lila, but it certainly sounded better than some of the more menial tasks available to me. Not that I considered myself too good to do them or anything, but I wouldn’t say no to an easier assignment. “I guess I could talk to Sofia, but if you need someone for anything that comes up, please keep me in mind. I can find a way to make it all work.”

Collier stood straight, cupping Lila’s head in the back of his hand as he gently pulled his finger away from her with a squawk of protest from Lila. “I’ll keep that in mind. I know you could manage it if you need to, but I’d rather you have the option to volunteer as your time permits instead of being forced to do so.”

“Why does it matter so much to you?” I held my breath as I waited for an answer, wondering if it would relate specifically to me, perhaps Lila, or if it would be a more general response.

“Motherhood is an important job, especially now.” He leaned down slightly, looking at Lila as she reached out to grab his nose. He moved back at the last moment and chuckled. “No, thank you, Lila.”

His position put his mouth close to mine, though I suspected it was an inadvertent maneuver. For the longest second, our gazes locked, and then his dropped to my mouth. I licked my lips mostly unconsciously, but perhaps with a little bit of provocation in mind. 

His gray eyes darkened for a moment, but then he shielded them with his eyelids, his black lashes obscuring any chance of even a peek at the orbs beneath. When he opened his eyes again, he took a step back, leaning casually against the desk once more, though I was certain I wasn’t imagining the tension in his shoulders.

He cleared his throat. “I know you’ve not had a chance to meet a lot of people around here with being in quarantine and recovering from Lila’s birth before that.”

I nodded, wondering where he was going with this.

“You might want to meet Seth and Zane. They’re two newcomers. Jason found them on his last excursion. I think you might like one or both of them.”

My eyes widened. “Like, as in romantically?” I scowled. Was he really trying to matchmake for me? How could he do that when I was certain he was attracted to me? Did he not realize I was attracted to him? I thought about making it clear that I was, but there was such a distance between us due to the wall he maintained that I didn’t have the nerve.

He shrugged a shoulder. “That’s entirely up to you. I just thought you might like some new friends.”

I wasn’t buying that for a minute. With a slight snort, I shook my head. “I’ll talk to Sofia then.”

“Okay.” He seemed to have no vested interest either way, but when he looked down at Lila, his expression softened again. “I’ll see you later, little lady.”

Lila responded with babbling sounds that seemed to tickle Collier. He couldn’t hide his grin, and for just a second, his wall dropped. It might’ve been the opportunity I needed to tell him what I wanted, but then his openness disappeared once more when he met my gaze. 

Now, his expression was closed, and he seemed cautious, as though deliberately holding himself back and focusing on maintaining an aloof air. Or maybe I just wanted to think that, and his aloof air was genuine. He might not give me a second thought, other than as Lila’s mother. “See you.”

It was a clear dismissal, and there wasn’t anything else left to talk about unless I managed to get the courage to tell him what I was thinking and feeling. I wasn’t to that point, so I just nodded at him before turning away and leaving his office. 

I wanted to linger outside his door, to listen to the sounds of him working, which was pathetic. I just wanted to be near him, but it was clear he didn’t want that. If he did, he wasn’t going to allow himself the option. I didn’t understand Collier any more now than I had since I’d first come to the Armory. I wanted him, but I didn’t know him.
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Chapter Two
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I WENT DOWN THE CORRIDOR and to the lift, planning to go to the schoolroom. Sofia and the children had been on recess, but I assumed they’d be back in the makeshift classroom by now, and I was correct when I entered the conference room-turned-classroom a few minutes later. 

I hovered at the doorway, waiting until Sofia had stopped speaking, and the kids bent their heads to start reading their books. When Sofia walked toward me, I took a few steps into the classroom to meet her.

“Do you need something, Maisie?” Sofia smiled at Lila, but there was a strong hint of sadness in her expression. “I think she’s a bit young for classes.”

I laughed softly, even as I reached out to squeeze Sofia’s hands. I couldn’t be sure, but I suspected seeing Lila was a stark reminder to Sofia that she had lost her little boy just the month before, miscarrying him when she fell ill with the HLVv3 virus. She still looked a little wan, with dark bags under her eyes. If she was like everyone else, she’d fully recovered from HLV by now, so perhaps it was the emotional toll that was still weighing her down. “How are you?” I asked in a whisper.

Sofia’s lower lip wobbled for a moment, and then she cleared her throat. She was also speaking at a whisper when she responded. “I’m doing all right for the most part. Some days are harder than others, but we have to keep going, don’t we?”

I nodded, knowing there was no other response. If we didn’t keep moving forward, there’d be no reason to keep going at all. I knew that all too well.

After Lucas’s death, I contemplated dying along with him, but I hadn’t been able to complete the act. For a second, I could feel the razorblade I’d taken from his toolbox in my fingers, and I looked down reflexively at my left wrist, which still bore a scar, though I hadn’t managed to cut very deeply before I changed my mind. I blinked and cleared my thoughts from that dark moment to focus on Sofia. “I’m here to offer my services, if you need them? Collier mentioned you were a little overwhelmed sometimes.”

Sofia blinked and then nodded. “Lori was helping for a while, but she just didn’t enjoy it. She said she wasn’t a kid person, and I can’t fault her for that. Not everyone likes the experience of teaching and interacting with kids on a daily basis.”

I nodded, not sharing I had been one of them before finding myself a mother at the age of thirty-four to a child I hadn’t planned to conceive with a father I’d never wanted. “I don’t have a lot of experience, except for Lila, but I’m willing to learn.”

Sofia shrugged a shoulder. “There’s not a lot to learn. Mostly, it’s just keeping the classroom running smoothly and helping out with anything they might need. How were you in school?”

I smiled. “I was really good. I always made the Honor Roll in high school and most of the time, the Dean’s List in college.” I was proud of my accomplishments, but also embarrassed that I had allowed my dreams to fade to support Lucas’s. “I was also a ballet dancer.”

Sofia’s eyes gleamed with interest. “Maybe we can work with that. Listen, I don’t need you right now, but after school is out for the day, maybe we can get together and figure out how you can best utilize the time you have?”

I nodded in agreement, and after parting from Sofia moments later, Lila and I wandered away from the classroom. She’d dozed off as I was talking to Sofia, and she clearly wasn’t ready to eat yet, but my stomach rumbled a reminder that breakfast had been far too long ago. 

Since I was breastfeeding, I had more of an appetite than usual, so I was happy to see it was lunchtime. I wouldn’t have to raid my small stash of snacks friends had brought back for me on runs. They were dwindling, but I was hesitant to ask for more. It felt like taking advantage of others while I got to stay here at the Armory in safety. 

On the other hand, I certainly couldn’t go on runs right now. Lila needed me too much, and if something happened to me, someone else would have to raise her. The thought brought a lump to my throat, and I tightened my arm around her instinctively, making her shift in the carrier and whimper slightly in her sleep.

I relaxed my hold and turned toward the cafeteria, reaching it a few moments later. There was a line, as expected, and I grabbed a tray and joined it. Whatever Joel and his assistants had made smelled delicious, and my stomach growled again. As I got closer to the steaming trays of food, I was able to identify lunch. I had my choice of ham and cheese sandwiches or something that looked a bit like pasta with gravy and canned meat. Deciding to be adventurous, I opted for the gravy dish and a side of salad. I admired the small greens. “I didn’t know the garden had produced enough yet to make salads.”

The young man who was serving looked up at me. I realized I didn’t know his name, since he was a recent arrival. He shrugged a shoulder. “I think that Joshua guy’s greenhouse is responsible for the crop. Enjoy it though, because it’ll be gone soon.”

I nodded, wishing I had a larger portion, but I understood the need to ration it to ensure everyone got some. There were two types of homemade dressing in squeeze bottles, so I opted for the one that looked like it was a balsamic vinaigrette and squirted it on before moving down the line. The final offering was a scoop of applesauce I took though it wasn’t my favorite. I needed the extra calories to produce milk for Lila.

Tray in hand, I turned to survey the lunchroom and spotted Grace immediately. There was an open spot at her table, so I moved toward it and took the seat. It felt nice to be among other people, especially after spending so long confined to my quarters. This was only the third meal I’d had in the cafeteria in the last two days, so it still felt like I was acclimating. It helped to see a familiar face.

“How are you, Maisie?” asked Clint. I noticed his cowboy hat was missing, and I suspected he’d left it in his quarters or maybe the barn. He was old-school about that, removing it in the presence of a lady or during meals and meetings.

“I’m all right. How are you?” My gaze started to Grace as I asked, and she didn’t look like she was feeling well at all. “Are you okay, Grace?”

Grace just nodded, but she seemed to be on the verge of vomiting.

“She’s struggling with morning sickness,” said Clint as he leaned closer after looking at Grace and getting a nod. He must’ve been obtaining her permission to reveal the pregnancy.

I bit back a gasp of surprise, having no idea Grace was pregnant. Maybe it was common knowledge at the Armory, but since I’d been out of touch, I had no clue. “Congratulations,” I said tentatively. It was difficult to know whether to congratulate someone for being pregnant in the current circumstances. Raising a baby after ninety percent of the world had died from the HLV virus certainly presented a new round of challenges. 

I was one to know. If it weren’t for Grace, Lila would definitely be dead, and I might be as well, since I’d gone into early labor when I was just thirty-four weeks along. If it hadn’t been for Sofia and her men making a mad dash to Helena to gather equipment from the Children’s Hospital, the little girl against my chest wouldn’t have made it past the first few minutes of birth. I was certain of that, since she’d needed oxygen right from the start. 

I was lucky I hadn’t bled to death. I shivered as I remember dying for a moment. It was hard to describe the memory, but I’d known what was happening, and then there’d been a complete lack of awareness. The next memory was seeing Grace standing over me. I cleared my throat, not wanting to dwell on one of the worst days of my life, and certainly not wanting to remind Grace of what was ahead of her. She obviously knew.

“Thanks,” said Grace with a small gag. She pushed away her tray. “I can’t, guys.”

Jason, one of her other partners, put his arm around her waist. “Try just a little bit. You haven’t been eating very well.”

“Morning sickness peaks around ten weeks,” said Grace. She didn’t seem too concerned. “I’ll be able to eat again regularly within a couple of weeks, more than likely.”

She looked like she was feeling badgered, so I hurried to try to change the subject. “Where’s Rafe?”

“He’s servicing the helicopter.” Jason lowered his voice slightly. “Collier doesn’t want us to use it unless we have to, since he’d liked to keep its existence a secret. We don’t think it leaked out to the New Order Militia when we returned from Colorado, but obviously, he wants to make sure it works if and when we need it.”

I nodded, finally turning my attention to the other two people seated at the table. I hadn’t intended to be rude. I’d just fixated on Grace and hadn’t paid much attention until now.

I was certainly paying attention now. One of the men was around Clint’s age, which meant he was a few years older than me. He had rich brown hair with perfectly silver temples and sparkling blue eyes. He was looking at me with interest, and I was absolutely returning that look. He made my heartrate accelerate, and I was attracted to him.

I smiled at him and cleared my throat as I looked at the other newcomer. He was of Indian descent, with bronze skin and black hair he wore short. The black hair was so black that had blue undertones, and he had mesmerizing black eyes framed by thick eyelashes. His lips were turned up into a slight smile, and I didn’t think I was imagining the hint of sensuality contained in that grin. I grew warm under the force of it as I cleared my throat again.

“Oh, sorry,” said Jason. He shook his head. “I think I forgot my manners with worrying about Grace.” He turned to look at me. “Maisie, meet our two newcomers. This is Dr. Zane Weathersby and Capt. Seth Chaudhari.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said Dr. Weathersby as he held out his hand. 

I stretched to take it, though the way I was seated allowed me only to reach out my left hand, which was the same hand he was extending. We traded an awkward handshake as I said, “Nice to meet you.”

Then my gaze turned to the captain. “It’s nice to meet you too, Capt. Chaudhari.” I hoped I said his name correctly. I didn’t have it quite as mastered as Jason, I feared.

He didn’t seem to mind though, and he didn’t correct me. “It’s lovely to meet you as well, Miss Maisie.” 

His British accent was a surprise, and it also made my panties damp. I’d always had a thing for a British accent, and it was doubly surprising to hear it from this man. I don’t know what I’d been expecting. An American accent, or perhaps Indian? “I’d love to hear what brought you to the United States, Captain.”

“Please call me Seth.” There was a definite bit of heat in his gaze.

Abruptly, I realized these were the newcomers Collier had suggested I meet. They were the men he’d intended to fix me up with. Was it so he wouldn’t be tempted to be with me? I tried not to let the thought distract me from Zane and Seth in front of me. 
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