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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In the air from Mount Blue in northern California to San Francisco

      

      

      Hang in there, Sophie Daniels, Jon Ryan thought grimly. I’m coming for you as fast as I can. Whatever you do, whatever it takes, stay alive. He’d only seen her in photographs and only knew of her through her friend, Elle Connelly, who had also worked at Arka Pharmaceuticals. He knew only that she was beautiful and smart. A researcher, a virologist, and now a vulnerable woman surrounded by danger.

      Jon Ryan looked down at the ravaged, smoking landscape. His stealth helicopter basically flew itself and for the first time he regretted that. Having to pay attention to flying would have kept his mind off what he was seeing below him. Death. Destruction. Chaos. Small, writhing figures possessed by a demon of violence visible even from above.

      He’d already seen at least a hundred people in the process of being torn apart, limb from limb. Not by biker types or methheads, oh no. By people dressed as office drones or executives or even kids. He watched as a police officer in uniform ate the face off a woman. Who was doing her best to eat him right back.

      There were so many columns of smoke he didn’t bother flying around them but arrowed his way through. The helo’s air filters could take care of the smoke.

      Pity they couldn’t filter out his feelings.

      The helo was hermetically sealed so he didn’t smell the smoke. But he knew what burning vehicles smelled like. And burning people.

      The world was dying, right before his eyes. There was the tiniest spark of hope waiting for him on Beach Street along the waterfront in San Francisco. Sophie Daniels. A woman, a scientist with a vaccine against the virus that was tearing humanity apart. The Doom Bug.

      Jon had never met her but she was Elle Connolly’s best friend. Elle Connolly soon to be Elle Ross. He knew that in his teammate Nick Ross’s eyes, Elle was already his wife. Nick had loved Elle forever and had lost her and then found her again. Just before scumbags who worked for Arka Pharmaceutical’s security system tried to kill her.

      Arka was responsible for murdering the world, its death throes visible right below him. But the world—or at least a small part of it—might survive if he got to Sophie Daniels in time. If she was still alive. If he could smuggle her out of a San Francisco with an estimated 600,000 monsters roaming the streets. If they could replicate that vaccine in a lab that was even now being prepped back at Haven on Mount Blue. If the vaccine worked.

      A long shot, but the only one they had.

      Otherwise, the rest of his probably short life would be spent holed up in their community in Haven which was not yet completely self-sufficient and wait out the death of the world and then their own.

      Was Sophie Daniels still alive?

      He remembered the last email Sophie sent to her friend and colleague, Elle.

      
        
        Elle, I think Arka has bioengineered a virulently contagious virus that takes out the neocortex and activates the limbic system. If you’re reading this, then you’ll know that the virus has been unleashed. I hacked into the files and I discovered that there is a vaccine. It was in Dr. Lee’s office in the Arka building, in a case which also contained the live virus. There was so much chaos that I was able to steal it. So I have a refrigerator case of 200 vials of vaccine and 4 doses of live virus. The electricity has gone out and I don’t think the coolant in the case will last much more than 96 hours. I’m in my apartment on Beach Street and I don’t dare go out. These…creatures are running around in the streets. All I can do is stay locked up in the apartment and hope that someone can come for me.

        If you’re reading this, Elle, send someone. This vaccine is our only hope.

        Soph

      

      

      They’d received that message twenty four hours ago. Elle had replied that he was on his way. Jon wanted to head out immediately. Go grab her and the vaccine and bring her back to safety. Their little stealth helo could make it to San Francisco and back in a few hours, easy.

      His boss, Tom ‘Mac’ McEnroe’s wife, Catherine, was a brainiac like Elle. She and Elle had started immediately setting up a lab to mass produce the vaccine. ‘Setting up’ being a euphemism for ‘stealing’. Mac and Nick and a couple of the men at Haven were on their way to a lab that was due to be inaugurated next month and now never would, to try to scavenge equipment. Haven had a separate comms system and Mac and Nick and the other men were in constant contact with the two egghead women to make sure they used the five-finger discount on the right stuff. The lab was to be set up in time for Sophie’s arrival which would be as fast as his helo could fly.

      That had been the plan.

      But in this new world, no plans worked. He’d had to leave their main helo on the rooftop of the Arka skyscraper in the Financial District of San Francisco. He was flying an older helo which had been in maintenance and instead of heading out immediately, he’d headed out 24 hours late because the rotor head had to be replaced and they had to go steal one in what had become Badlands overnight.

      Twenty four hours was a long time in this new world. Time enough for Sophie Daniels to be caught and ripped to pieces. Time enough for the whole of fucking San Francisco to turn. Time enough for her to turn. Jesus.

      At least her building was intact. He could see it both from the Keyhole satellite feed and their own drones that Mac and Nick had sent to hover over the Beach Street area.

      To top it off, her internet connection had broken down. His was still functioning. Haven had an almost unbreakable connection, their servers in an impenetrable underground bunker about a mile away from Haven, safe and impregnable. So he could talk to Haven and they could listen in and connect with anyone whose connection still worked. Sophie’s didn’t. Jon had done a fast check and the entire northern section of San Francisco was down.

      He was flying in blind, without knowing what was at the other end. Knowing only that monsters were roaming the streets.

      The creatures seemed to be able to find healthy people and go after them with unparalleled ferocity. Did they smell the healthy? God only knew. He didn’t. Jon was a warrior and had been trained all his adult life in the warrior arts. But as a covert operative for the CIA and then a member of the elite and secret Ghost Ops group, he’d also received extensive training in other black arts. Computer security, orienteering, a basic knowledge of mechanical engineering and even medic training.

      He was a master liar, really good at undercover ops.

      But absolutely nothing in his training prepared him for this. For humanity going feral. Overnight.

      Jon glanced down to the left and saw two kids up a tree. Two little kids, clinging to each other. And at the base of the tree, like a frothing mass of madness, ten, maybe fifteen infected. According to Elle’s pretty friend Sophie, with the neocortex out, the infected couldn’t plan. They couldn’t find a ladder to climb up to the kids but by god they could pound against the trunk of the tree, loosening the kids’ hold.

      Jon watched as one of the kids lifted his head, staring at his helo. He couldn’t see Jon. The cockpit was covered with a bulletproof graphene coating that tinted the windows, making everything in the cockpit completely invisible, even to thermal and IR imagery.

      All the kid could see was a piece of machinery working. Maybe the last piece of working machinery in the world. And clearly someone uninfected was flying. The kid’s mouth opened in a silent scream that didn’t penetrate the insulated cockpit. The kid let go of the branch he was holding and waved desperately, eyes and mouth wide, face turning as Jon flew by.

      At the base, an infected, by chance, managed to make it to within a few inches of the kid’s leg by climbing over another infected. It brushed the kid’s shoe with its fingertips.

      The kid would be dead within the hour. Maybe before. Both of them were as good as dead.

      Jon turned his head away as he flew past.

      A second, two. Then—”Goddammit!”

      He slapped the dashboard, hard enough to hurt. It didn’t affect the dashboard, of course, which was made of a highly resistant epoxy resin, strong enough to survive a crash intact. All he did was hurt his hand and vent his feelings a little.

      He checked his radar, a new system that had a hundred-mile radius. The helo itself was stealth and never showed up on anyone else’s radar. The 100 mile radius served him so he wouldn’t crash into another aircraft, but there were no other aircraft on his radar.

      In the space of half a day, all aircraft had been grounded. It was possible there were no pilots left in California, maybe the US. If not by today then by tomorrow.

      “Little Bird, you copy?” A deep voice crackled in his ear. Mac, back at base. Jon tapped the earbud.

      “Copy. Sitrep.” Please, he thought. Give me some good news.

      “Not good, Jon,” Mac’s deep voice was somber. “All TV channels have lost regular programming. There’s an announcement by Governor Spielberg ordering a curfew effective immediately. Everyone is to keep off the streets. But it’s pre-recorded and on a loop. We haven’t heard anything new in hours, except…”

      Jon’s hand tightened on the stick. “Except?”

      A heavy sigh. “Our drones have showed us that all interstate highways to the north and to the east have been firebombed. All bridges leading out of state bombed. Nothing’s getting in or getting out. All aircraft grounded. You seeing anything?”

      “Negative, boss.” He thought for a moment. “So no one’s coming to help?”

      “Looks that way. Our drones show us Marine and National Guard units strung out along the firebombed highways and a presence where there are no natural boundaries. But the units are facing in. To California.”

      “Not to keep people out but to keep people in,” Jon murmured.

      “Yeah.”

      He gritted his teeth so hard his jaws hurt. “They’re abandoning us. The fuckers.”

      Mac blew out a breath. Then—”Get Elle’s friend out, Jon. Get us that vaccine before the whole state dies.”

      “Roger that.”

      Jon switched off the entire comms system. There wasn’t anything else he wanted to hear. He could see what the situation was, right beneath the helo’s skids on his monitor, as he flew over once prosperous towns now reduced to ashes and rubble, people lying dead on the streets like dogs, feral creatures with hands up like claws, mouths red-stained, loping like wolves through the towns. And, occasionally, desperate uninfected faces plastered against windows, hoping for help, pleading for help.

      Help wasn’t coming. It looked like the country had turned its back on them.

      Just like the country had turned its back on his team, Ghost Ops. Over a year ago, the Ghost Ops team had broken into a lab on the east coast. Intel had it that the lab was brewing a weaponized form of Yersinia pestis. Bubonic plague. What it had actually been brewing was a cancer vaccine that was stolen. They’d been fed bad intel. It had been a trap, set to take Ghost Ops down. The Ghost Ops team had been ambushed, Jon, Mac and Nick escaping on their way to a court martial for treason, with the death penalty at the end of it. They’d made their way back west and set up a community of geniuses and runaways in an abandoned mine inside Mount Blue, and had been in the process of creating a thriving and almost self-sufficient community, when the current shit came down.

      So, yeah, they were used to being abandoned, making it on their own.

      He was flying over the Marin Headlands now. Forest fires had broken out, but no firefighters were there to combat the spread of the flames. The funky, multi-colored homes of Sausalito, the lush millionnaire’s homes of Tiburon, all going up in smoke. Flying over Bunker Road, Jon saw a Marine tearing apart an elderly woman, sinking his teeth into her neck. Arterial blood geysered out. The woman tried feebly to push him away but it was useless. A second later she slumped in that familiar pose of death.

      She was gone. The Marine cocked his head to the side and his mouth opened wide. Jon had a horrible feeling that it was a howl. Of victory. Over an elderly woman.

      Special Ops soldiers thought other forces were pussies but no one ever called the Marines pussies. They were experts at combat and were all sharpshooters. This Marine had body armour and was heavily built. The woman had had no hope. Even if by some miracle she could have been a match for a body-armored Marine, all the infected seemed to be infused with some kind of super strength.

      He flew alongside the most famous bridge in the world.

      If you looked at the top of the bridge you could almost believe for a second that life was normal. There it stood, tall and red and elegant. But as he paralleled the bridge into San Francisco he could see the roadway below clogged with abandoned tanks and military vehicles, several with smoke still pouring out from the engines. The roadway was clogged with bodies, too, some unrecognizable, just a red mass of protoplasm.

      At the city end of the bridge, the access road had been blown up, leaving an inaccessible 50 foot hole in the ground.

      Back in Haven they’d been glued to their monitors, watching breaking news. The Marines had held the Golden Gate and the Bay Bridge, effectively quarantining the city. But apparently a few infected got through and each infected person became a vector, infecting, ten, maybe hundreds, in turn. It was exponential and it was fast.

      One tank had crashed through a railing and hung half-on, half-off the bridge.

      It was a good thing Jon wouldn’t need to exit the city to the north from the bridge. It hurt to think that maybe no one would ever cross that bridge again.

      No use thinking that way. It was what it was.

      The beautiful white skyline of San Francisco drew nearer. Black columns of smoke resolved into flames at the base, whole sections of the city burning.

      This is what 1906 must have looked like, he thought. Only no fire brigades were coming. No communal kitchens, no armies of volunteers helping the wounded. There would be no rebuilding.

      He reached the outer arm of the marina, followed it in, crossed over into the city along the waterfront, alive with infected. No one looked up at his passage. Light was draining from the sky and his helo was a dull matte black with no reflective surfaces. And no one had the concept of a helicopter in their heads anymore.

      He flew over vicious street brawls, vehicles left askew, a cable car at the Powell turning station lying on its side. He crossed the grassy expanse of Ghirardelli Square, hovering for a moment over the roof of the Ghirardelli Building, then landed lightly. He killed the engines and sat there for a moment, head bowed.

      His hands dropped to his lap. They were trembling slightly.

      Amazing.

      Jon had spent his entire adult life either in training for combat, in combat or undercover. He’d spent two years undercover, pretending to be a dealer in the Cartagena cartel, where any second he could be unmasked and hanged on a meat hook as reprisal and as a warning. Nothing fazed him, nothing scared him.

      Or so he’d thought.

      Turned out that the end of the world scared the shit out of him.

      So though the city was burning around him, though time was pressing because who knew if even at this moment Sophie Daniels was being torn to bits, the case with the vaccines kicked into the bay, Jon sat still in his little helo, a marvel of technology and engineering and waited for his hands to stop shaking.

      Screams came from the streets below. Bellows, really. Of rage, of fury. Something crashed heavily. Horribly another scream, this time of a child, but it wasn’t a scream of fear. No, it was savagery.

      This wasn’t getting any better.

      Time to go.

      He had his backpack already at the helo door. With an almost silent hiss of hydraulics the helo door opened and Jon stepped out onto the Ghirardelli building’s roof. From up here, where he couldn’t see the street level, he could almost pretend that nothing had happened. If you ignored the smoke, you could almost think that it was two days ago and mankind was still rolling along in its lying, cheating, thieving ways where, however, in the interstices and almost as an afterthought, some people got medical care, some cops were able to stop crime, some kids got educated.

      Someone played music, wrote books, painted canvases.

      He stepped to the edge of the building and the fantasy disappeared. Down on the street it was a jungle. Worse than a jungle. In the jungle, animals didn’t try to exterminate their own species.

      He strapped his scanner to his wrist and adjusted it to IR. Immediately, hot human-shaped splodges appeared on the screen, crazy even in IR.

      It was getting darker now. Jon watched the street carefully, looking for breaks in the patterns. He couldn’t tell if the infected hunted in packs systematically or whether packs formed spontaneously. A snarling, crazed group of twenty creatures would go by, then nothing for a minute or two. Did they slow down with the darkness? Did they hunt at night? Did they sleep?

      He had no idea.

      His entire life as a soldier he’d pitted himself against enemies of different cultures. Pakistanis, Afghanis, Chinese, Mongolians, Colombians. All different, but now he realized they were more similar than different. Because they behaved according to human rules—the rules that were ingrained in our DNA.

      These creatures knew no rules and he had no idea what kind of strategy would work against them, other than—don’t get caught. Because then, God forbid, you were worse than dead. You were lost.

      As he watched a babbling, snarling pack pass by below he made a vow to himself. If he were infected, he would immediately kill himself. The idea of becoming one of them—a creature that would kill women and children, that would attack on sight—gave him a primordial sense of horror that he couldn’t shake.

      He would never become one of those creatures of the night.

      He would rather die.

      Another pack passed by. And another. Then three separately, snarling down the street. A granny, a kid, a woman. Who wouldn’t hesitate to eat his face.

      Fuck. There wasn’t going to be a break in these creatures.

      The math was against him. Almost by definition anyone on the street was infected. The few who weren’t—and there was no way to tell how many of the uninfected were left—were locked indoors, frightened and trapped.

      Like Sophie Daniels.

      It was that thought—of Sophie Daniels trapped and terrified—that galvanized him.

      He’d never met her but he’d seen her photograph. She was beautiful but beyond that she had the look of Mac’s wife, Catherine, and Nick’s woman, Elle. Very smart and very kind. The kind of woman who had a glow about her. They didn’t grow women like that on trees.

      She’d been kidnapped by the goons of the company that had unleashed this virus, Arka Pharmaceuticals. Before being caught, she’d had the presence of mind and the courage to take a few moments to warn Elle. Elle has escaped, rescued by Nick, but Sophie had been caught. Maybe those moments had been just enough to have her fall into the hands of the fuckers who wanted to test her like an animal. Elle had been scared sick for her friend. The three of them—Mac, Nick and Jon—had gone to Arka’s headquarters to free the people being tested, including Sophie, but she’d gone by then.

      By some miracle, Sophie had escaped from the prison lab in the chaos of the infection and instead of immediately getting the hell out, she’d gone back into the offices of a building full of monsters to hunt down and steal the vaccine. On the off chance that her bravery would give humanity a chance.

      It was very likely that the fate of humanity rested with one lone, brave scientist trapped on Beach Street.

      He looked west, to where Beach street began. It was clogged with infected, looking like crazed cockroaches from his vantage point high on the roof of the Ghirardelli Building.

      The salvation of humanity might be on that street.

      Jon wasn’t too fond of humanity. To his mind, it was already barreling toward disaster before the infection exploded. Most humans were petty and mean, with streaks of greed and cruelty running through them.

      But there were exceptions. To his vast surprise, he’d found out that there were many who were good and brave, talented and selfless. Haven was full of people like that. People who deserved saving.

      Okay.

      He looked down from the parapet of the rooftop, checking his scanner, checking the writhing masses of red and yellow that appeared on his monitor. They were everywhere. There was never going to be a break. San Francisco was a city of 800,000 people and he had to assume that something like 80%-90% were infected. Maybe more. The city was teeming with infected.

      He had to go.

      Now.

      This was not going to get any better.

      Without a second thought, he anchored two steel ropes, threw them over the side, grabbed one and rappelled down the building fast, kicking away a snarling infected before landing lightly onto the paving stones and then taking off at a run for Sophie Daniels.

      It was going to be a run for his life. On his side, Jon was a highly trained warrior and bristling with weapons. But he was one man in an area bristling with…meat. Tons of it. Looking down Beach Street he could see at least a hundred people. Say an average of 80 kg a head, he was looking right now at 8,000 kg of lethally deranged humanity that could overwhelm him in an instant.

      The only thing that was going to save him was speed.

      At first, it was basically a slalom around the infected, at top speed. By the time one of the fuckers realized he was coming, he was past them. He was at the corner of Beach and Jones, sorry to see the Buena Vista Café torched and charred, when he had the first problem. A big motherfucker, watching him coming, light blue eyes filled with empty madness. Dressed like a chef, bloody toque and all.

      The guy reached out with a blood-flecked hand as Jon raced past and the hand bounced off Jon’s shoulder. He gave a huge yowl that lifted the hairs on the back of Jon’s neck and then the creature launched after Jon.

      This seemed to stir some kind of primitive pack instinct. Soon ten creatures started running after Jon. They might have lost their intelligence and humanity but their muscles worked just fine. They were fucking fast.

      Jon turned, gave a wide blast of his stunner set to lethal, saw the big guy and four others fall dead. The pack instinct didn’t run to helping one’s fellow monsters. The fuckers behind just vaulted over the dead bodies and came after him.

      The lethal stunner worked. It worked real well. It’s just that there were so goddamned many of them. One of them reached out, hand sliding over the tough material of his armored suit.

      Damn.

      He was close now. Sophie Daniel’s apartment building was across the street and ten meters down.

      Without looking, Jon tossed a grenade behind him, sprinted across the street to the apartment building, slamming open the street doors, pulling them together and throwing the bolt. It held against the dozens of bodies that piled up against the glass doors.

      Most buildings had shatter-proof glass in the doors and Jon sure hoped the building was up to code because the motherfuckers kept slamming against the now blood-smeared glass of the doors, bodies thumping, fists pounding, mouths gaping open, unearthly howls coming out of them.

      They looked…astonished. They could see him but not touch him. One man bashed his face against the glass doors so hard his teeth flew out of his mouth.

      They’d lost the notion of glass.

      His skin crawled.

      He was now locked in a building with who knew how many creatures, with no idea whether Sophie Daniels was alive or dead or even in the building.

      A snarl from the darkness of the lobby and another monster came running full speed at him.

      Jesus. A kid. A Chinese kid who weighed maybe 100 lbs, and who had a broken arm. A split second of hesitation and the boy leaped, screaming, hands furled into claws, aiming for his eyes. He didn’t even have time to bring up the stunner. It hurt his heart, but he did it. A sharp blow from his elbow to his temple and the boy went down and stayed down.

      Christ. Jon stared at him on the floor, a small broken being, unmistakably dead. A kid, for fuck’s sake. And he was the one who’d killed him. It unnerved him, left him shaken where the battlefield didn’t.

      Jon didn’t do this. He’d spent his entire childhood watching the weak being destroyed by the strong. No matter how good and kind you were, if you fell into the wrong hands you were prey, and you were broken.

      He’d spent his entire life trying to rectify that equation. That he was the strong one who’d killed a boy shook him down to his core.

      He had to get out of here.

      Sophie Daniels lived on the third floor. Jon moved fast, taking the stairs three at a time, grimly resolved. The stairs were slick with blood.

      The third floor was miraculously clear. The building was a big one, and the corridor went right and left at the end. Jon rushed down, leaping over the corpses, counting doors. 312, 313, 314…315!

      He looked at the lock. Oddly enough it was a pretty good one. One it would take even him a minute to pick. He was vulnerable out here, goddammit.

      He knocked softly on the door. Put his mouth close. “Dr. Daniels? Dr. Sophie Daniels?”

      Silence.

      He pressed against it, knocking softly again. “Sophie? Elle sends me. It’s Jon Ryan, she said she sent you an email⁠—”

      Oh Christ. A loud sound around the corner at the end. A blood-flecked face peeked around the corner. A big guy, dressed in a suit now torn in tatters. When he saw Jon he lifted his head and howled. Like a wolf.

      Goose bumps broke out all over Jon’s body.

      The guy started coming at him at a run.

      “Sophie!” The rap was harder this time, still met by silence. Jon put his back to the door, took aim with his Glock 310, finger on the trigger tightening, aiming at the neocortex because he wanted the fucker to go down and stay down, tunnel visioning, finger tightening, the infected barreling down the corridor screaming…

      The door at his back opened, a hand grabbed him around the throat from behind and pulled.

      Taken off balance, still concentrated on the shot, Jon stumbled into the room, his shot gouging a hole in the wall next to the infected, who kept on coming. He fell down onto something soft, warm, fragrant.

      Jon slammed his booted foot forward, slamming the door closed. The snick of the automatic lock sounded just as he heard a heavy body hitting the door.

      Safe.

      Safe in some soft, aromatic place.

      With a beautiful woman.

      He turned over.

      He found himself on top of a woman with a heart shaped face surrounded by a cloud of dark hair. The room was dark and her pale skin glowed in the dim light. Dark blue eyes, a small, straight nose, soft pillowy lips.

      A face that was etched in his mind since he’d seen her photograph back in Haven among a list of scientists and test subjects who’d been kidnapped. The idea of her in the hands of Arka Pharmaceutical, who had tried to have him, Mac, Nick, Catherine and Elle killed, had haunted his thoughts.

      “Sophie Daniels,” he said to the woman underneath him.

      She was pale but all of a sudden her face turned rosy with a blush.

      Because something else was happening. Totally out of his control. The adrenaline of the chase and the hunt had given him a hard-on. A combat boner big as a house.

      And she could feel every inch of it.
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        San Francisco

        Beach Street

      

      

      Sophie peeked out from between her blinds at the violent chaos below. Her instinct, coming from the deepest part of her, was to shut them again and block everything out. But she was a scientist and every single thing she learned about this infection and the infected was useful.

      It was easy to hate the creatures below. They were worse than animals. Animals went into feeding frenzies only when starving. They did it for food, for survival. The creatures crawling and running and biting and clawing on Beach Street below her window were motivated by some kind of insane, mindless lust for violence. Not hunger, not territoriality, not dominance. Sheer, mindless rage.

      But…they’d been people once. And not long ago, either.

      Only a week ago, before the security goons of Arka came for her, she’d been looking down on to Beach Street, just as she was now. She often people-watched from her window.

      Tourists and locals blended happily on her street, the tourists distinctive for their outlandish dress and broad grins and sunburned foreheads. Many of them had just come from the Buena Vista Club down the street and had downed a couple too many delicious Irish Coffees.

      Dan, the busker who worked the area, had been at the corner of Beach and Jones as usual, playing his sax, as usual. He was a gifted musician who’d been cheated out of royalties by his music company and preferred busking to being a studio artist. Earned more money that way, too, he always said.

      Not half an hour ago, Sophie had watched with tears in her eyes as Larry, the owner of Larry’s Burgers on Jefferson a block away, tore Dan’s arm off this morning.

      While Dan, the gentlest man she’d ever met, did his best to bite Larry’s face off before bleeding to death.

      They’d been taken, all of them. Taken away somewhere, leaving behind these monstrous carapaces that had nothing to do with the soul that had inhabited them.

      The world was burning.

      What kept her going, what kept her from falling into the blackest pit of despair was that maybe, just maybe, some could be saved. Some small corner of the world could remain human. So she recorded. Watched, observed, took notes.

      Noted hemorrhaging times, reflexes, reactions. What triggered the highest ferocity. How fast they ran, how impervious they were to pain. How they died, how they survived.

      It was all noted in her computer, in her written notes, and she’d video recorded the accompanying scenes. It was beginning to be too dark now to film anything in the detail she needed. Crazily, she hadn’t downloaded the IR app so now that it was dark she was stuck with what her eyes told her.

      The city lights were still on. Who knew for how long? They had come on an hour ago but several were flickering. This time tomorrow or the next day they could be gone.

      She could be gone, too.

      Her door was stout but conceivably a concerted attack by a couple of heavy men could break it, or at least unmoor it from its hinges. That was one possibility. She could starve to death or die of thirst if she were trapped for too long. Nasty thought, that one. If it looked like that would be her end she had an entire bottle of Nobital. Crushing all the tablets and dissolving them in water and drinking that would put her to sleep forever. Many times throughout the long day while the city fell, she thought with longing of that bottle and had to almost physically wrench her thoughts away from it.

      But that was crazy thinking, and had to stop, immediately.

      She was alive right now, in her right senses, and she was a scientist. She had a duty to observe, record, even postulate theories, however much on the fly. Science didn’t work that way, it proceeded at its own stately pace—but this was different. The World of Science had waned and the World of Blood was rising. Hers might be the last scientific observations on earth.

      She shook her head sharply. No thinking like that. Observe and understand. Keep your emotions out of it. Leave something behind, in the hope that at the end, there would be human beings to come across her findings.

      A pack ran down the street, fast. She watched, observed.

      She tapped her wrist to turn on the audio recording function.

      “A group of infected is running down Beach. It is 5:25 pm. It is almost exactly six hundred feet from the corner of Jones to Lorraine’s Pet Shop. The pack covered the distance in thirty seconds, which means the infected can run a four minute mile. One of the pack is an obese man. He is keeping up but shows signs of cardiopathy. His breathing is irregular, coloring ruddy. He has stopped and is looking around bewildered, holding a hand to his chest.” Sophie watched as the man fell to one knee, still looking bewildered but not afraid, then pitched forward onto his face. No one in the pack stopped or even looked around. Eventually, his chest stopped moving. “Subject died at 5:37 pm, presumably of a heart attack.”

      No one will do an autopsy, she thought. There wouldn’t be a functioning morgue anywhere in the city. And what was one heart attack in the midst of so much death?

      Sick at heart, Sophie turned away from the window. No more of this right now. She needed a short break. Watching the world go mad outside her window all day was breaking her heart, her spirit.

      There was another factor. She was a healer. Had been, all her life.

      This was well beyond anything she could fix.

      One of her first memories was holding a bird that had fallen to the ground. She remembered how it lay listlessly in her hands as she cried. Her mother had started gently curling her fingers away from the small body when suddenly there was a flutter in her hands and the bird flew away.

      Then Nana Henderson had come for a stay when Sophie was seven years old. Nana suffered from rheumatoid arthritis and had walked with two canes, her face often disfigured by pain. Sophie had sat on her Nana’s lap for a while every afternoon and when Nana left, she was walking normally.

      Sophie had missed a lot of school that semester because she’d always been sick.

      Pain, disease, afflictions. As she grew older, Sophie had felt these things in her fingertips when she touched someone. She could feel her hands grow warmer, could feel muscles bunched against the pain relax in the other person. Could feel sickness departing the body.

      And entering hers.

      With hindsight, she realized her parents had worried about her.

      A healer. If word got out, every sick person in the world would show up on the doorstep, begging for help. And it would kill her. Because the other side of the coin was that she had to rest for several days after touching someone who was sick. She was weak, feverish. Depleted.

      Both her parents were scientists and they threw her into an accelerated program, a scientific fast track and she’d found herself studying biology then virology because they were so fascinating. Her parents had wanted her to go into computer science, engineering or pure math. Something as far from medicine as possible. But Sophie had been fascinated by viruses, those minute segments of protein that seemed to hold such immense power over human beings. Such terrible diseases. Rabies, Ebola, Hanta, Covid, the 2028 bird flu that killed two million people. Certain cancers were caused by viruses.

      She wanted to make that better. She wanted to fix that. She couldn’t cure the world herself but she could have a hand in finding out how to help the world heal itself. Virology proved to be a natural fit for her and she was recruited to Arka Pharmaceuticals directly from the Stanford PhD program.

      Stanford was where she met her best friend, Elle Connolly. They were young and bright and were making names for themselves. They had something else in common, too. Something deeper, something darker than shared courses and an inability to find decent dates.

      Powers. Gifts. Curses. Whatever you wanted to call them.

      Arka was funding a major study on psychic phenomena and by some principle of the Drift Factor, they’d both ended up in it. Elle as both a subject and researcher, which was a big no no. There were a lot of no nos in the program, it turned out, including human sacrifice. Research subjects were disappearing and it just so happened that the ones who were disappearing were the most gifted with extrasensory powers. Those were the ones who ended up in an enormous black hole, nowhere to be found.

      She was piecing together what was happening when…they came for her. Men in black, in the night. Just like in a holo-movie, only for real.

      She managed to get a call to Elle to warn her when they came for her. She had hacked into the head of Arka Pharmaceutical’s computer and had read, with horror, about a virus he had been bio-engineering. A virus designed to enhance warriors, only he was having trouble keeping the enhanced soldiers on this side of sane. Then he’d taken some of the test subjects in the study on psychic phenomena, injected them with the virus and harvested the brains. From his notes, he’d liked what he’d seen, so he upped the dosage.

      There had been some animal tests with bonobos, a peaceable breed of primate. The virus had turned them into killing machines. She’d known then that she had to get her hands on that virus. When they came for her and locked her up in the underground test labs, she’d looked for an opening, any opening at all, to escape, to get her hands on the virus. But by that time, the virus—rendered insanely virulent—had escaped from Arka’s control and had spread to the employees in the Arka skyscraper.

      It turned out she didn’t need for one of the men in black to glance in the other direction, or let down his guard. Turned out that two lab techs, Carla Stiller and Robert Krotow, two of the gentlest and smartest people she knew, had become infected. They basically ate the two men in black. Arka’s security guards, who she’d read had been recruited exclusively from US Special Forces, didn’t stand a chance.

      Sophie had hidden in a supply closet until the carnage outside was over, opening the door only when she saw the two blood-stained lab rats lope down the hall for other victims, leaving behind two men in black in six distinct pieces.

      The concept of door handles proving too much for the infected to conceptualize, they’d forgotten all about her. It was now or never. Sophie had taken the elevator to the 21st floor of the Arka offices where the Big Boss himself, Dr. Charles Lee, resided. It had been the slimmest of chances and her heart had pounded every second while her body was screaming at her to get out.

      But something told her she needed to have samples of the viruses and the vaccine that had been in Dr. Lee’s notes. She’d gone up to the administrative offices floor, hoping her Arka pass would let her through.

      Her Arka pass hadn’t made any difference at all. All doors were open, there were four dead bodies in the corridor, the fire alarm was booming, smoke was in the air. The door to Dr Lee’s sumptuous office was open, a big Halliburton case on the floor. She snatched that and the 360 terabyte flash drive on Dr. Lee’s desk and ran for the stairwell, reaching the bottom winded and desperate.

      Chaos reigned. Several buildings had their fire alarms booming, up and down Market people were fighting, screaming, dying. Sophie had leaned with her back against the wall of the Arka building until she saw a taxi driver slow down. Without thinking, she wrenched open the door, threw in the case then threw herself after it.

      “Beach Street,” she gasped.

      The taxi driver turned a terrified dark face to her. “Hey lady, I’m not in service! I’m getting the hell out of here. Whatever’s happening here, I don’t want no part of it.”

      “Get out of town. Fast. The Bay Bridge is closed.” She’d seen that on Google news. “The Golden Gate will be open for a few hours more. Let me off at Beach Street and I’ll give you a hundred dollars.”

      The taxi driver’s jaw worked. Something really awful was going down. But…a hundred dollars.

      He stepped on the accelerator and they shot up Market. The further away they got, the less chaos there was. Sophie planned to get her car in her building’s underground garage and head out. At Beach and Jones she had the driver stop a second, threw a hundred dollar bill at him and scrambled out. The case was so heavy she had to practically drag it, two-handed, home. She was wheezing by the time she made it to her building. She swiped her key, planning on descending to the garage when a pack of monsters came unexpectedly around the corner, screaming and raging. They were all caked with blood.

      Two people at the head of the pack howled when they saw her. Heart pounding, she pulled the heavy front door behind her and ran up the stairs. The idea of being caught in the open spaces of the underground garage was too terrifying for words.

      The stairs were clear and she managed to lug the heavy case to her apartment, slamming the door and leaning back against it, panting. The goons of Arka would look here for her first, of course. But somehow she was sure that the chain of command had broken now that the world was burning around them. Security would have no way of knowing she had the virus and anyway, they were probably already dead or infected. Either way, she was sure no one would come for her.

      She was safe.

      But she was trapped.

      That was yesterday. She’d spent a sleepless night shaking, listening to the sounds of screams and explosions, the city falling apart. And she’d spent the day watching the carnage outside her windows.

      Her building had photovoltaic solar panels on the roof. At least she’d have electricity until the end. Probably. Maybe.

      She made herself a cup of tea and sat on the sofa. It was the new Frau model with a digital music player in the arm. She plugged in her new noise cancelling earbuds and sat back, eyes closed, savoring the utter silence for just a few minutes.

      The day had been filled with the cries of the enraged and the dying. Fire and car alarms going off all over the city. The sound of feet pounding on the pavement, glass shattering, a few far off explosions as gas mains went. Howls. Terrifying sounds of utter destruction.

      Now the noise canceling ear buds gave her the gift of silence, a moment of weary peace. She loved silence. Sometimes after a stressful week she’d head up to the Marin Headlands for a long walk. Something she’d never be able to do again.

      The last of the TV announcements had said that both the Bay Bridge and the Golden Gate were closed off and that Marines were stationed at the San Francisco ends. Earlier today, there’d been a huge explosion, a column of smoke rising from the west. Her windows gave out onto Beach with no view of the Golden Gate Bridge but it sounded as if they’d blown it. Or maybe they’d blown up the access roads?

      Maybe she could never leave San Francisco ever again.

      Unless…

      Before the internet had gone last night, her best friend, Elle Connelly, had emailed to say that someone named Jon was coming for her, would be there in a few hours. Elle had made only the vaguest mention of where she was—somewhere up north. And no mention of who this Jon was.

      Then Sophie lost her internet connection and was left only with this thin thread of hope.

      Something about the way Elle had written the email—Jon is coming—had given her a rush of hope. Jon was coming. She had no idea who this Jon was but it felt as if though the end of the world was here, Jon was coming maybe, just maybe, things would get better.

      That was 24 hours ago and Jon hadn’t come.

      Jon was dead somewhere, torn limb from limb. Or, worse, Jon was now roaming the streets of San Francisco or wherever it was that Elle was, with madness in his eyes, covered in blood and killing as many people as he could.

      She’d watched death on a massive scale all day. Now she needed respite and silence. The noise-cancelling headset beckoned.

      Sophie leaned back, enveloped in the cool embrace of the silence, wishing there was some kind of image-cancelling mechanism, something that would cancel memories the way the headsets cancelled noise. But some things, once seen, could never be unseen.

      So much violence, so much blood. So many dead.

      She tried visualizing other things. Better things.

      After all, her life had given her plenty of wonderful images. Her parents sneaking downstairs on Christmas Eve, placing presents under the ten foot Christmas tree, relaxing with a glass of wine, making out on the couch and then pretending with a perfectly straight face the next day that Santa had arrived.

      Playing in the snow with her gorgeous, dumb-as-a-rock cocker spaniel Fritz on the lawn of their house outside Chicago. Pajama parties. Piano recitals, her first kiss, her first lover, Allan Mercer, who’d been just as gorgeous and just as dumb as Fritz.

      She smiled, eyes closed.

      Lots of good things.

      Lots of not so good things, too. The death of her parents in a car accident when she was 24. It had been the death of her family. No siblings, her parents had been only children too. They’d been a close, charmed circle, untouchable until the hand of fate swatted her family away.

      That same hand of fate was going to swat her away, too, together with the rest of humanity if she died here and no one found the vaccine and the original virus.

      Oh, God.

      Without even thinking about it, a tear trickled down her face. She opened her eyes and sat up straighter. Tears weren’t going to change anything. If there were ever a situation in which tears couldn’t help, this was it.

      Maybe wine would help. Yes, a glass of that really good Damoit Chambertin. She’d bought a case of the ridiculously expensive wine because she was enchanted with the origin name—Cote de Nuits. The Night Coast. Turned out it wasn’t a coast at all, but by that time the vendor had charmed her out of $400. It was okay because it was fabulous stuff.

      Right, she had 12 bottles of it.

      A bottle a day…

      Would the world last 12 days?

      Probably not.

      Don’t think like that. Don’t think at all.

      Yes, a glass of wine would do her good. She lifted the headset away and frowned. Was that a sound at her door? Something…something there just as she removed the headset. More an echo of a sound than a sound itself.

      Was she crazy?

      It couldn’t be an infected. The infected didn’t make soft noises. They bellowed and staggered and crashed into things.

      She walked slowly to her door, pushing at the items she’d placed near the threshold. Studying the infected from the window, it seemed to her that their eyesight diminished but their olfactory sense was amped up. A couple of times she’d observed an infected stop, nose up in the air to sniff, then take off in another direction.

      Just as a precaution, in case the infected had a new ability in their sick heads to smell the uninfected, she’d placed scented candles and potpourri around her door and had sacrificed half a bottle of Miss Dior around the frame. Maybe it was that, maybe it was the whim of the gods, but so far no infected had beat at her door, the way she’d heard them beating at other doors on her floor and downstairs.

      Suddenly, there was the softest of sounds, a gentle rap-rap-rap. Someone knocking! An infected could never knock, they’d just beat themselves bloody against the door. Heart pounding, Sophie rushed to the door, tapped out the security code to unlock it just as she heard a deep male voice saying, “Dr. Sophie Daniels?” There was another sound now, a deep bellow, the sound of a heavy body crashing against something.

      Oh God, an infected!

      The monitor came to life. Most of the wall sconces had been ripped away but a couple still functioned. There was a little bit of light, enough to show a tall man outside her door. Very tall.Too tall for her monitor. She could see a strong chin with blond stubble and not much more. He brought his mouth close to the intercom at the monitor. “Dr. Daniels? I’m Jon, Elle said⁠—”

      Jon! Oh God, not dead! Alive, right outside her door!

      On the monitor, his head swiveled to the right. There was another bellow, pounding footsteps…

      Sophie pulled the door open, yanked the man in, falling backward. A ton of man fell right on top of her. He kicked out and slammed her door shut. It automatically locked just as the thuds of an infected’s fists could be felt as well as heard. From what she’d seen on the street, the infected could beat themselves to death against doors and walls, like the bonobos. Butting their heads, banging fists and feet until they broke bones and teeth. It was terrifying to see.

      One of the infected seemed to be doing just that. Massive thuds and terrifying screams, sounds no human should ever make, filtered through the heavy door. Vibrations carried through the floor, though arguably Sophie was the only one feeling it. Jon was on top of her and the only thing he was feeling was her.

      Another massive thud, two, and the infected sped off, screaming. Presumably he’d seen another victim.

      Sophie let out her breath in a rush, realizing that the danger was over. She shuddered. It had been such a close call. When she’d pulled Jon in, the infected monster was reaching out and had almost touched Jon’s shoulder. The man who was lying on top of her was heavy with muscle, visibly strong, but infecteds didn’t fight fairly. One bite and Jon would be gone.

      So he was here on top of her by a split second miracle.

      Breathing and alive.

      All those hours staring out at the window at the world ending, wondering where Jon could be—and here he was.

      A living, breathing ray of hope in a world where hope had fled.

      She could feel her body pulse with hope, could feel the blood rushing to her face.

      “Jon,” she breathed, tears springing to her eyes. “You made it!” She threw her arms around his neck and hugged him tight, burying her face in the crook of his shoulder to hide the tears.

      It was no time for tears. Tears were weakness and weakness killed.

      His body was stiff for a second, the tension of battle. The tension left him in a rush. He relaxed his body and hugged her back.

      The world was burning outside her door but inside her apartment, right now, for just a second, there was life and hope as she and Jon held on to each other desperately.

      Oh God, he was so big, so strong. The strongest man she’d ever touched, ever seen. She was touching something hard, resistant. It was only when he tapped something on his forearm and hard panels fell away with a thunk that she realized she was feeling body armor.

      But—even after the body armor fell away, he was still seemingly just as hard, muscles thick and unyielding. Her arms couldn’t meet around his enormously broad shoulders. He was wearing some kind of slick flight suit that did nothing to hide the muscles underneath. Every inch of him was huge, hard as steel.

      Something else was huge and hard, too.

      He’d fallen backwards, but had flipped in midair onto her. In the twisting, turning movements, somehow she’d opened her legs and he was now lying on her in the most intimate fashion possible, mouth to mouth, breasts to chest, hip to hip. If they hadn’t had clothes on, they’d be making love because he had the biggest erection she’d ever felt.

      That flight suit was probably for protection and might even be made of Balist, a new ballistic material she’d read about that could withstand bullets. But it was thin and underneath he couldn’t be wearing much because she could feel every hard, muscled inch of him and could especially feel that steely erection. All of it.

      He was so heavy. She had to work to inflate her lungs, bringing her breasts even closer to his chest and it had an immediate effect on him. His penis moved, lengthened, became somehow harder.

      From her breathing in.

      Oh God.

      She breathed out heavily, mouth against his ear and that made him lengthen another bit. It would seem impossible but there it was. Between them, his penis surged with every movement she made.

      Usually, a man’s penis rising signaled pleasure but there was no trace of that in his face when he lifted his head from her shoulder. If anything, his expression was grim, harsh, pale blue eyes blazing into hers. He moved, big callused hands rising to cup the sides of her face.

      It was as if he were two people. A big man grimly frowning, and a happy penis, ready for action.

      “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?” His voice was so deep she could swear she heard it in her diaphragm.

      Was she hurt? Yes. No. Maybe.

      Sophie was so transfixed by him, she had to actually think about it. Take stock. She wriggled fingers and toes. No damage to her extremities. So probably no nerve damage. It was hard to breathe, true, but then she had a huge man lying right on top of her. No pain anywhere, though it was hard to tell because she was so mesmerized by the man whose nose was half an inch from hers.

      She’d probably have to have a compound fracture to register pain over the fascination he held for her.

      He was beautiful. That was the only word for it, yet it was the wrong word.

      Beautiful because his features were pure Nordic God perfect. Ice blue eyes, sharp high cheekbones, straight, narrow nose, sculpted jaw, firm full mouth. That gorgeous face framed by longish sun-streaked blond hair. If not for the lines of stress bracketing his mouth, the weather-beaten skin and the crow’s feet around his eyes, he could have been a Calvin Klein model. But beautiful couldn’t be used to describe a man whose face wore that expression of grim awareness, of unspeakable weariness.

      Beautiful also didn’t cover his extreme…maleness. Few men nowadays didn’t color their hair, shape their eyebrows, laser away wrinkles, use moisturizer. The usual enhancements. That was what was considered male beauty—someone who worked at his appearance. That wasn’t this man at all. He looked like he’d time jumped directly from a Viking boat in 1100 AD.

      He was beautiful. And hard and dangerous.

      And he’d come through hell to find her.

      She couldn’t even imagine how he’d gotten here. She’d been at her window on and off all day and she hadn’t seen one healthy man or woman. The healthy had deserted the world and left it to the infected. She couldn’t imagine how a non-infected had been able to walk for more than a minute with all the monsters out on the streets, let alone make his way here from far away.

      And yet, here he was.

      The despair that had gripped her heart eased, just a fraction.

      “I thought you were dead,” she whispered, eyes locked on to his. Dead, or worse. The thought had been tearing at her all day. That the man coming to her rescue would fall, and turn. A tear slipped down her cheek, completely against her will. She wasn’t crying. The stress of the past two days was seeping out of her eyes, that was all. “I thought you would never come, and that I would die here alone.”

      Those strong arms tightened around her. What with his weight and his arms crushing her to him she could barely breathe. She didn’t care. Who cared about breathing when she held life itself in her arms? She thought she’d go out alone but here she had this amazing man, alive down to his fingertips, strong and vibrant, and she wasn’t alone any more.

      “No,” he whispered back. “I wouldn’t let that happen. I was coming for you. Nothing could stop me.”

      Their eyes met and held. His eyes blazed with light and purpose. Beyond the vivid coloring and movie star good looks there was something deeper there. Strength, power, determination. Her gaze drifted over his face, the tight features holding back some strong emotion she couldn’t identify.

      She was so intent on his face that his words penetrated moments later. Nothing could stop me.

      And nothing had.

      Sophie knew what was out there. She’d spent the past day watching the streets. What was out there was chaos and danger on a level so outrageous it would have been safer to walk down the streets of Baghdad during the Iraq War thirty years earlier than along pretty touristy Beach Street in downtown San Francisco.

      How had he arrived here? However it was, he’d undertaken a monumental task, an impossible one. As far as she had been able to tell, no normal survived out there, could survive out there.

      And yet here he was and she might not die today.

      More water leaked out of her eyes. “Oh God,” she whispered and tightened her arms around his neck again. Was she touching the last human left? Was she holding the last sane man in the world?

      Sophie shuddered, an uncontrollable shiver raking her body and he tightened his arms even more, as if in taking her shudders into him, he could absorb her fear and panic and despair.

      His hold spoke of comfort. What was between his thighs spoke of desire.

      Desire.

      Desire. Heat. Life.

      Heat was bubbling under her skin. She’d spent the past 24 hours encased in ice, cold down to her bones. Scared and huddled in on herself to give herself warmth and comfort because no one else could.

      Now there was someone who could. Not a girlfriend, not even someone she knew. A complete stranger, handsome and focused on her with an icy blue laserlike gaze.

      Nothing could stop me.

      He’d battled his way to her. “How did you—” she began and he kissed her.

      And kissed her and kissed her.

      Not a tentative first kiss, no. His big hands held her head still as his eyes dropped to her mouth. It was instinctive, she could feel it. That intense blue gaze turned sharply heated as he looked at her mouth, then his gaze rose. Not tender, not the look of a lover. More the look of a conqueror. The look of someone who’d travelled a long, hard road for something, and now here it was.

      Yes. Here she was. She’d spent the day preparing for death and inevitably she’d looked back on her life. A life well spent, oh yes. She’d studied hard, loved her parents, gone into science wanting to do good. She’d been a good girl every step of the way. Even her few lovers had been good guys. Boys, really, even when they’d been technically men.

      Other scientists like herself, of good families, like herself.

      She’d kept her healing abilities from them, out of self defense. It was hard to keep a big chunk out of a relationship. You ended up handing over a truncated version of yourself, almost a cardboard version, everything external. Never letting anyone get too close. And no one ever had.

      Jon lifted his head, eyes blazing, face drawn.

      Certainly no man had ever looked at her like this—intently, as if that ice blue gaze could read inside her head. He closed his eyes as if the intensity were too much and so did she, because it was.

      And then his mouth was on hers once more.

      Soft. Hard. Soft. Hard.

      Soft touches, fingertips callused but gentle as he touched her face, her neck.

      Hard muscles, immensely strong. She dug her fingernails into his shoulders and felt no give whatsoever.

      Soft. His lips were so soft on hers.

      Hard. His erection was like a steel cylinder between them.

      Wild screams erupted outside her window. Someone dying, badly. As so many had done today. So much pain, so much death.

      And yet she had life itself under the palms of her hands. Life. Such a precious thing, so taken for granted.

      Another scream and she held him more tightly, pushing up against him. Immediately, his huge hard penis somehow lengthened even more. From her movement against him. She’d done that to him, to this hard and powerful man.

      The change wasn’t only in him, though. When she felt his penis move in a surge of blood, it was echoed inside her. He couldn’t feel it, of course. But Sophie felt it. A bolt of heat in her groin so strong she turned liquid, so strong she undulated against him and immediately felt again how that affected him. He lifted his head for just a second and she missed his mouth against hers. Every time his tongue touched hers a line of heat went straight to her womb.

      Such heat, such life. The world was drowning in blood and pain and here was this magical man, come to save her, giving her such pleasure she nearly sighed with it.

      “Sophie,” he whispered. There was a question in there somewhere. She was shaking with emotion, with relief and joy. She had no idea what that question might be, but the answer was clear.

      “Yes,” she whispered back.

      His big hands moved down to where her robe crossed her breasts. She was naked under the robe; he must be able to feel that. He lifted slightly on his elbows to untie her robe and open it, slowly. Like a kid opens a present he’s been waiting for. His hands covered her breasts, hands hard, callused. Strong.

      He wasn’t using his strength, oh no. Every movement was careful. He didn’t talk to her—how could he, he was kissing her senseless. But his body did. His hands were gentle, cupping her sides, thumbs stroking her nipples. Each touch of his thumbs sent blinding pleasure to her groin and her vagina contracted.

      Oh God! An orgasm! She huffed out a breath and shuddered. It was like she’d lit a fuse under him. The movements that had been so controlled before, so slow and tender, speeded up. His hands became harder, everything became harder, including his penis. She could feel it moving against her mound, lengthening even more as he slid up and down along the lips of her sex. She moved under him and her sex opened up. She arched against him, as if she could somehow be even closer to him.

      In a world gone mad and dark and cold, he was life and heat. Such strength, transferring from him to her. She felt strong, her whole body working to envelop him. Arms tightly linked around his neck, torso pressing upward, legs opening to twine around his.

      A strange ripping sound that she only deciphered later as the Velcro of his flight suit opening, a shrug and it was off.

      Sophie desperately wanted him naked, wanted to touch that hard warm flesh she’d only felt beneath his clothes. He lifted slightly, holding his arms out, and she pulled a light cotton tee over his head, long, dark-blond hair lifting around that perfect face and oh God! He looked like Thor, like a Nordic god, larger than life, shoulders so broad they shut out the world, encasing her in a world that had contracted to her and Jon.

      He eased her back down with a hand to the back of her head and caught her mouth again. Now. Now she could touch him, touch his naked flesh. She hooked her hands around his back, all that golden skin like steel, only warm.

      She dug her nails into his back and it was like she’d kicked him into another gear. His thighs opened hers, he positioned himself at the opening of her sex and she hesitated. He was enormous and it had been a long time for her.

      It was like he could read her, read her body. Instead of entering, he shifted so one hand could drift down her chest, over her belly, down to cup her mound. He was kissing her hard, tongue deep in her mouth, stroking.

      Her sex contracted again. He felt that. He must have felt it against his hand, against his loins as her hips moved. He could feel how wet she was, how ready.

      He didn’t have to ask because her body was talking to him. He knew.

      When he slid into her, hot and hard and deep, they both moaned.

      She lifted her thighs, opened herself up to him even more, and he began moving. Long, deep, slow thrusts. She was holding him so tightly she felt all his muscles in motion as he moved in her. Lean, incredibly strong muscles, with no give.

      She’d taken an anatomy class once and could identify each muscle in his back by touch. Trapezii, deltoids, lats. She moved her hands down lower. Glutei. Mmm. All those muscles shifting and bunching and moving like a well-oiled machine, only warm. And alive.

      God, he was alive, down to his fingertips and he infused her with life. He was strong enough for the two of them, such incredible power under her hands. He surrounded her completely, on her, in her. So close she could see only him, smell only him, feel only him.

      Nothing bad could happen to her while he was making love to her. The world outside—that terrible world of death and destruction—receded with every stroke. Nothing else existed, only this powerful man moving in her. He was incredibly heavy but she liked that. Proof of how powerful he was.

      He pressed into her deeply, holding her head between his two large hands, kissing her as if someone was about to come and separate them. No, nothing could separate them. She wouldn’t let it. Her hands moved slowly up his back, up over those strong, slick muscles, until she curled her arms around his neck, holding tightly.

      Never let me go, she thought. The very notion of him leaving her body, of not feeling that heavy weight on her acting as a wall between her and the rest of the world, made her panicky. She tightened her arms around him.

      He pulled out of her slowly, so slowly she thought she could feel the emptiness in her womb that he left behind. He held himself at her opening, the big head of his penis stretching her, but if he pulled back even a touch more, he’d leave her body.

      No!

      She instinctively rebelled at the thought.

      She freed her mouth, placed her lips against his ear. “Don’t leave me,” she whispered and felt him jolt, as if in shock.

      “God, no,” he muttered, lifting his head. His eyes were slitted, only a shard of ice blue showing. They were both trembling, panting. He moved back into her, just a little. God, he’d somehow become even larger. “Does that feel like I can leave you?”

      She stared into his eyes, aware of him over every inch of her body. Cheeks flushed, face grim, he looked as if he were almost in pain. She felt the same way. They were barely making love and it was the most intense experience of her life. He pressed forward just a little and her vagina clenched hard.

      She shook, on the very edge of orgasm.

      “Jesus.” Jon closed his eyes then opened them again, staring into hers. His jaw clenched so hard she could hear his teeth grinding. “I need to move fast now,” he panted. “Is that okay?”

      Those words, and the image they evoked, set her off. She clenched around him, arching her neck back, breath leaving her lungs in a burst.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” he said, moving hard and fast inside her.

    



OEBPS/images/templatetitlepage.jpg
BREAKING
DANGER

GHOST OPS 3

LISA MARIE RICE






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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.


OEBPS/images/breaking-danger.jpg






