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There’s one difference between reality and the spirit world.

In reality, I think there is a spirit world.

In the spirit world, I know it exists, for it becomes my reality.




~ Jesse Beckett
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Jesse

Three months post-apocalypse




I chased the unthinkable, running mindless in my pursuit. Dry leaves crunched beneath my leather boots, and branches tore at my arms. My bow and quiver swung against my back. The tomahawk's handle warmed my palm. My legs heated with exertion, propelling me forward with urgency, following the invisible tracks of a dead child.

Fear of failure spurred me faster, harder. I couldn’t fail. Couldn’t fail her. Drawing in a silent breath, I squinted through the dark hush of the forest.

The silhouettes of skeletal trunks haunted the landscape, threatening trespassers from going deeper. Vines crawled all over the damned place, covered in a thick mist. Where did she go? I couldn’t see shit.

Hell, why had she approached me in the first place? Why did I believe her…believe in her? Things like ghosts and human-turned-insects belonged in folklore. Fucking bedtime stories. The outbreak had really fucked the boundaries between reality and nightmares.

As I slid down a mossy embankment, her melodious giggle tiptoed across my skin, pebbling goosebumps in its wake. The echo retreated to the black sky and the dense foliage, awakening an unexplainable yet familiar feeling in my chest. I held that feeling responsible for why I was there, deep in the Allegheny Mountains of West Virginia, my entire being aching in anticipation of our next conversation.

I couldn’t abandon her. Not now. I needed this untarnished, mystical connection with another being. Loss and love, purpose and potential, all concentrated in an ethereal realm of what if? She was the only connection I had to a promise beyond this miserable life.

Twenty yards away, an unnatural gathering of vapor shifted the fog, dissipating and solidifying into the moonlit shape of the little girl I’d pursued for three long months. Golden hair levitated around her tiny shoulders, every inch of her transparent…yet not.

“Jesse!” She waved, smiling and swinging the hem of her dress, as if she weren’t haunting a world where children no longer existed.

Now that I captured her attention, I locked down the urge to run toward her, afraid she’d vanish like so many times before. “Annie, can we talk for a minute?”

She shook her head, smile faltering, and dug the toe of her red-buckled shoe in the soil. The dirt didn’t move. The silence was deafening. I’d cleared the woods of snarling threats. It was just her and me and this game she played, the rules created by her. The power to end it lay in her unearthly hands. Please, don’t end it.

She was the first ghost I’d ever seen. The elders told stories of such things, but I never believed. Then she appeared.

The first time was the day after the outbreak. The day she died. Her diaphanous form had hovered on the balcony of my Paris hotel room. Once I’d finally recovered from the shock, she told me her name was Annie, speaking in a soundless voice, words I could feel but didn’t understand. Find your people. Follow my brother. Protect my mother.

During the first few weeks of the outbreak, a shocking ninety percent of humanity, billions, perished or mutated. No children survived. No women. But there was something about her that made me believe. Not just her unearthliness. Something about her determination dialed me in, filling my chest with purpose. What that purpose was I didn’t know. It was powerful enough, however, to guide me across the Atlantic Ocean, around the husks of U.S. cities, and now through the dangerous shadows of the forest.

My heart raced for answers as my mind tried to link her intentions to the death and misery that closed in around me, day after day. The imminent extinction of mankind. Concepts she seemed oblivious to.

Movement stirred in the nearby bramble, only feet from Annie. Leaf litter rustled, cautiously, quietly, then silenced with frozen steps. Too smart to be a forest critter. Too controlled to be a mutated monster. Human?

My heart rate elevated, every muscle in my body on high alert as I tightened my fingers around the handle of the tomahawk. The only humans in these mountains were my three Lakota brethren, and they knew better than to sneak up on me.

Annie’s silhouette flickered, her hands waving around her grinning face, not a hint of surprise in her eyes as they locked on the location of the unknown intruder. She didn’t appear worried. Were she and the stranger linked in some way?

Soundlessly, I evened my breathing and lowered in a crouch, waiting, despite the urgent thump in my chest.

The thing was, I’d found my people, the last of the Lakota, just like she foretold. I led them from North Dakota to West Virginia, following another ghost—her brother, Aaron—just like she foretold. But her final prediction was my greatest ache.

Protect my mother.

I hadn’t seen a woman since the virus exterminated every last one of them three months earlier. Annie's entreaty to protect her mother made no sense. How could I protect a woman when none survived? She had led me to the States, to these mountains, yet not once had she taken me to meet a female survivor or a female spirit.

Her head turned, and her gaze found my hiding place. Lifting her finger, she pointed to the movement beyond the thicket. “Mama.”

I flinched, hoping—always hoping—but definitely not prepared. My focus swung toward the approaching footsteps, breath stuck in my throat, my eyes straining to make out the blurry shape emerging from the shadows.

Moonlight washed over the slender form of a woman, and the startling sight of her skittered electricity through my body. I clutched my stomach, shocked, elated, goddamned fucking beside myself, even if it was for selfish reasons.

Her. Not a ghost but a living, noisily-breathing woman, in the flesh. My purpose. What I was looking for, what I needed. I felt it behind my ribs, fuzzy and restless and alive, more now than ever before. Fuck me, but I clung to that feeling, something to fight for, hope in a world full of nothing.

For a moment, the woman stood there, staring in my direction. She couldn’t see me hidden in the sedge, but I stared right back. It had been months since I’d seen a woman, left with only my memories of the female form to fuel my fantasies. She could’ve been butt ugly and my dick would’ve woken at the sight of her. But she wasn’t.

Her arms were toned, strong, the profile of her ass round and tight in denim. Glowing skin, graceful neck, and her tank top struggled to contain her full, perky tits. Very much alive and not just a woman. A fucking breathtaking woman. My reaction was violent, hardening my cock and laboring my breaths, my muscles heating and tightening with the primal impulse to overpower and fuck her.

“Annie?” She approached the giggling ghost, her lips curling up despite the sadness straining her face.

What was missing was shock. The woman could see dead people and didn’t seem surprised by it. Was it an all-the-time thing? Or was this a special connection?

Her huge eyes, the blond in her hair, and her bone structure were mirror images of Annie. Her daughter.

Annie danced toward me, singing something about ladybirds. But I couldn’t look away from the woman, devouring her beauty with greedy eyes and forgetting to breathe as more blood surged to my dick.

Then it hit me. A woman survived. One woman and God knew how many men. My shoulders tensed, and my thoughts turned wild, vicious.

Protective.

As surely as nature would reclaim paved roads and metal structures, man would return to his most primal instincts. She would be prized, hunted, fought over, claimed…and destroyed.

Protect my mother.

Annie skipped through the brush, stopping a foot before me. The woman trampled after her, too far behind, losing the trail.

Annie gestured at me to bend down, and as I did, she quickly spoke of places and events, guardians and demons, and things that didn’t make sense. I concentrated on the details, committing them to memory, but it was her final words, about the future, her mother’s future, and my part in it, that stole the oxygen from my lungs.

I stumbled back, my teeth clamped to the point of breaking. “No.”

She cocked her head. “You must.”

I dragged my hand through my hair, ripping at the ends. Don’t believe her. I could change it, goddammit. Nothing was absolute.

But as she darted away, leading her mother toward my camp, I knew that no matter how hard I tried, everything she’d told me would come to pass. The prophecy she’d spoken in my ear flooded me with strength and terrible pain and everything in between.


I cannot put my faith in one divinity.

Nor can one sun light my way.

I need three.




~ Evie Delina
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Evie

Two years post-apocalypse




Death surrounded me, infecting the mountain air, soaking my shirt and jeans, and snarling in the ravine beneath my dangling feet. I had a helluva lot of fight left, but bone-aching fatigue clawed at the edges of my will power. Sweat slicked my grip on the rope, the only thing preventing a fatal plunge.

The rope attached to the top of the cliff. A daring climb away. Too daring. Too fucking far. What a miserable thought to have as I twisted fifty feet above the ground. Above them. Gathered below, they hissed in drooling sibilants, spraying globs of aggression through insectile mouths.

Dozens of hard-shelled bodies filled the bottom of the ravine. Some had already begun the menacing crawl upwards, their sharp claws digging into the rock face and closing the distance. Worse was my internal connection with them, some kind of biological weirdness evolving inside me. I could feel them before I saw or heard them, like a thousand snapping rubber bands in my gut.

I pinched the end of the rope between my boots and stretched upward, the nylon fibers creaking with the sway of my weight. The sun’s glare pushed through the gap in the trees, blinding and unbearable. I licked cracked lips and wiped my forehead on my shoulder, realizing too late I’d just smeared my face in rotten blood.

What I wouldn’t give for an ice-cold beer and a clean shower, back in my boarded-up home in Missouri. My family…

All gone. Dead.

An ache splintered behind my eyes, spread through my jaw, and tightened my throat. Grief was the worst enemy, sneaky in its assault, smothering and crippling.

Shut it down, Evie.

I anchored my hands, curling them tighter around the rope. But the bugs on the wall below were gaining speed, aided by talons and driven by hunger. Only ten feet away now. I wouldn’t be able to out-climb them. Switching my weight to one hand, I reached for the rifle with the other, adjusting how it hung across my chest on the sling and hoping for an accurate aim.

With the barrel trained on the closest bug, I squeezed the trigger. The bullet plinked off the rock, a foot from the snapping creature. Shit. I squeezed again and again. Missed. Missed. Missed! My blood pressure skyrocketed.

I fucking survived the fall of civilization, the mutations, the anarchy, and the monster who started it all. Deep breath. I could do this.

“Evie.” Jesse’s voice rode in on the humid breeze. “Forget the gun and climb the way I taught you. Brake and squat.”

Easy for him to say. The bastard wasn’t hanging over a gorge crammed with mutated humans. Diseased slobber hung from misshaped jaws. Strings of the oily gunk flung side-to-side, striping bloated chests. And the smell… Rancid and decomposing, I could taste that shit in the back of my throat.

Bile simmered, choking my words. “Go to hell, Jesse.”

He crouched on the ledge a few yards above. “Already there, darlin’.”

His copper gaze caught me, punching me with a challenge that had nothing to do with my climbing technique. He wasn’t a man who showed affection easily. Instead, he watched me from afar, prowling like a hungry predator. A predator with bed-ruffled hair, kissable lips…and a pissed-off scowl.

Oh, he wanted to help me. Bow and arrow in hand, eyes sharp, and muscles flexed, he vibrated with the need to swoop in and save. All I had to do was say the word, and he’d yank me to safety. But that would defeat the purpose of this training session.

With the rope wrapped around one leg, I clamped a boot down on the other, trapping the knotted end. Brake and squat? Right. The effort shifted more weight to my hand and shoulder, straining and popping the joints. God, that burned.

I didn’t consider myself scrawny. More like the strong side of petite. Still, it hurt like a motherfucker to hang a hundred and ten pounds from one arm. But not enough to let the M4 carbine hang on its sling. The short-barreled rifle saved my hide countless times since the virus hit two years prior. Locked and cocked, it would save me again.

A crustaceous body moved into the carbine’s cross hairs and grappled the ridge below. Viridescent skin. Pincers for hands. Pinpricked pupils in eyes shadowed by traces of humanity. Hard to imagine this thing was once someone’s son, mother, or lover. One toxic bite changed that.

“The bugs are climbing.” Jesse’s drawl, honeyed with a cadence once affiliated with cattle ranchers and oil barons, suffocated my senses, irritating and arousing.

I gritted my teeth. “They need a distraction. How ‘bout you throw your ass down there?”

Six feet below my swinging boots, the aphid’s jaw flowered open in a macabre bloom of mouthparts. I tightened my grip around what was left of the rope bridge we’d constructed across the ravine. A rope bridge I’d secured my arm through moments before I cut the supports and followed its fall.

“Find the focus you had when you cut the bridge.” He was holding a black and red feathered arrow and pointed the sharp end at me, as if his glare wasn’t piercing enough. “This is the part you struggle with.”

Yeah, because the drop always left my stomach in my throat. And no matter when or where I practiced the stunt, aphids always came. Too many. Too fast.

Despite the tremble in my arms and the maddening beat of my pulse, I kept my tone even. “Jesse?”

He leaned down and arched a dark eyebrow. “Hmm?”

“Shut the fuck up.”

He bared his teeth, not a hint of humor in that gorgeous almost-smile.

The aphid on the wall crept close enough to throw a rock at. I steadied the carbine and squeezed the trigger, but my fingers slipped on the rope, wobbling the aim. Shit!

A spiny forearm ripped away. Missed the kill shot, the one that would pulverize the brain. The aphid leveraged its shredded stump on a handhold and gained another yard. Heart rate spiking, I adjusted my grip. Exhaled. Squeezed.

Meaty chunks exploded from the back of its head. The aphid fell, but relief was fleeting. Two more scaled the cliff and took its place.

Fuck this. I dropped the rifle on its sling and climbed with both hands, going nowhere fast. “Get me out of here.”

Pebbles rained on my head, and the rope jerked. Each hitch in the line tore at my fingers. With a final heave, Jesse pulled me over the edge.

Shaking with adrenaline, I scrambled from the cliff and ran through the dense brush, far away from that damned ravine. I must’ve run a half-mile. My insides burned with frustration. I didn't want help, didn’t want to be reliant on others, so asking Jesse to pull me up was a big blow to the ego. Not that I nurtured an inflated sense of pride. I just didn’t want to be a burden.

Already hours beyond exhaustion, my legs weighed a thousand pounds, and when they finally gave out, I fell to my back with a thunder of exhales.

I didn’t hear Jesse’s footfalls, but he told me once he’d never be farther than a heartbeat. My ever-loyal stalker. A moment later, his shadow fell across my chest. His knees landed beside my hip, and his head dipped, the short waves of his reddish-brown hair ablaze in the sunlight.

“If you let go of the damned gun…” He feathered calloused fingers over the gashes on my palm. “You’d have both hands to pull up.”

The rare tenderness in his touch didn’t match his reprimanding tone. He bent closer, fanning warm breaths on my face, eyes focused on the heave of my chest. His woodsy scent reminded me of camping trips, s’mores around the fire, embers popping, and children laughing. A time when it was safe to look away from the shadows and gaze forever at the stars.

I closed my eyes, breathing him in, and opened them to find him inches away, staring back. Christ, he was intense in beauty and stature. Blade-sharp cheekbones, youthful skin bronzed by the sun, and a powerful body sculpted with rugged exercise and a high-protein diet. But he had a caginess about him that exceeded his thirty-one years. Something in his life—maybe even before the virus—had hardened his eyes into guarded copper shields.

I reached up and trailed fingers across his scruffy cheek. “There’s a soft guy in there somewhere.”

His jaw twitched beneath my caress, and he knocked my arm away. “You need a lot more training—”

Running footsteps approached, stopping on my other side. The intruder knelt, mirroring Jesse’s position, and a halo of blond dreadlocks moved in. Ahhh, those jade eyes, softer than Jesse’s but no less potent. So easy to get lost in them, to forget the world had become such a horrific place.

Jesse sat back on his heels, his scowl directed at the other man. “You’re supposed to be guarding the perimeter, Father Molony.”

Ignoring him, Roark scanned me for injuries, hands roaming my exposed skin with familiarity.

I swatted at him. “Stop it.” When he moved to lift my shirt, I shifted to a crouch. “C’mon, Roark. I’m fine.”

His nostrils flared, and he gripped my jaw. “This is reckless, love.” His accent, as rough as the streets he grew up on in Northern Ireland, never failed to curl my toes. “Why do ye keep attempting it?”

Jesse grabbed his bow and stood. “You know why, Priest.” He stalked up the embankment, in the direction of our temporary cabin.

Roark glared after him. “I den’ give a shite about your visions.”

But he did. As a priest, he not only held a great deal of interest in Jesse’s visions, he might’ve even believed in them. His objection to this training was simply one of worry. For me.

Jesse’s retreat didn’t slow, and I missed his glare instantly. He stirred up my insides, left them fluttering and buzzing with electric vibrations. Like now.

I stared at his back. “Roark just doesn’t want you putting me at risk.” I lowered my voice. “For something I don’t even know will happen.”

He glanced over his shoulder. “My visions are never wrong.”

So he claimed. His visions also kept our relationship nonsexual. Rooted in his Lakota beliefs, Jesse alleged he and I were spirit walkers, seers of visions and dead people. According to his visions, one of two things would result in my death. Falling off a cliff or falling into bed with him. Despite his reluctance to elaborate on either, I practiced cliff diving, and he slept alone. Not that I needed another body on my bedroll. I slept snugly between the doctor and the priest.

Didn’t stop me from watching Jesse’s muscular ass disappear in the brush. Damn, that man could work a pair of jeans.

The flutter in my belly buzzed all over again. Wait, what? This wasn’t arousal. My head jerked up, my gaze wildly scanning the depths of the trees.

Roark shot to his feet, followed by the flash of steel and the swing of his arm. Shit, shit, shit. Hand on my arm sheath, I freed the blade, reared back to throw it, too slow. Black blood sprayed the surrounding foliage, accompanied by an inhuman squeal.

The sword lowered, and a mutated body slumped from behind a tree. I spun the blade at the severed head, nailed the eye, certain I saw it blink.

Fuck, what was I thinking? I’d felt that damned bug before it arrived and mistook the sensation for arousal? Stupid, stupid, stupid.

I drew in a calming breath and with it came a fume of raw decay. Coughing, I breathed through my mouth, my pulse a heavy beat in my ears.

Roark retrieved the dagger from the stinking thing and nudged the carnage with a steel-toed boot. Then he looked down his freckled Irish nose at me. “Distracted, love?”

A few feet away, Jesse lowered a nocked arrow and vanished into the thick growth of trees.

I didn’t encourage Roark with a response. Though he grinned, sexy and smug standing there in the afterglow of saving my ass, we both knew dropping my guard was a serious fuck up.

He wiped his sword and my blade on the hem of his cassock. “While ye were goggling the Lakota’s arse, ye missed one of me best moves.”

“I doubt it. You’re much better with your fists.”

Watching him pound an aphid in the British pub the night we met had done things to my girly bits. Things a Catholic priest had no business doing. But times had changed with the virus, if my unorthodox, complicated relationships were anything to go by.

He reached for my hand, returned the dagger to the arm sheath, and pulled me up. “It’s worth noting…” That sexy grin grew. “The Lakota throws ye a’ the beasties, and I save ye from them.”

I turned toward the trail. “This isn’t a competition, Roark.”

He muttered something about a wanker and followed me through the thicket. Spindly branches crowded the trail, no evidence of Jesse’s pass through.

A long one-hour later, the brush thinned and gave way to a clearing. There stood the sagging cabin, sheltered by Appalachia pines. Jesse emerged from the tree line beside us.

The shock of being here again still hadn’t released its claws from my heart. I was a different person the first time I came to West Virginia, broken and alone. Wandering into these mountains lush with life and mystery, I’d met Jesse Beckett and his Lakota brethren. Not long after, I followed some strange intuition to this cabin and found the nymph within.

The hellacious trip that followed had taken me across the Atlantic and back. I’d come full circle to stand here again, with a cure, facing yet another journey.

I adjusted the carbine on its sling and studied the crumbling cabin, the blooming life in the surrounding woods, and the rocky ridge beyond. “I’m ready to leave the mountains.”

Jesse gazed down at me. “There’s a lot of cliffs out there.”

I blew out a breath. “Yeah. And a lot of worse things than cliffs.”

“Like priests?”

“That was uncalled for.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. How old were they? Five?

Roark glared at Jesse, his stance all tall, broad, and fierce with a hand on the pommel of his sheathed sword.

His eyes softened as he looked down at me. “Ye won’t be alone, love.”

As long as I lived, I would be protected and cherished. I vowed to do the same in return, even if my guardians tried to strangle one another behind my back.

We approached the cabin’s porch, and a harvest of orioles took flight from the roof. The door opened, and Michio stepped out, followed by Elaine, our living proof of the cure.

Michio leaned against the railing, the rustic wood at odds with his exotic looks. Striking brown eyes clinically roamed my body as my doctor, then they affectionately lingered on my face as my lover. We shared a suspended moment of eye-contact, a sweet kind of torture, that begged to be reinforced with a passionate kiss, a shredding of clothes, and a rough fuck on the creaky porch. But privacy was a rare luxury.

Elaine placed a hand on his forearm. With the other, she twirled a dark lock of hair. Color bloomed in her cheeks. No hint of the gray complexion she suffered only a month earlier when I’d found her again, still holed up in this cabin. I shivered at the memory of her matted hair, all-white eyes, and skeletal limbs crouched over the corpses of her children.

No child survived the airborne virus. The madman who created it bragged about its success while he imprisoned me on Malta. He was delighted when every woman on the planet contracted the infection and transformed into a nymph. Every woman except me.

Nymphs appeared more human than aphid, but they didn’t escape the insectile mouth. And it was the nymph’s bite that initially spread the infection to men. The bite that turned both victim and nymph into aphids. Two years later, aphids outnumbered humans.

As for the unusual nymphs that remained nymphs—those that never bit—no one could explain it. Elaine remembered nothing from her life as one. Just as no one knew why I was the only woman with the evolving DNA to evade the virus. But it was my DNA that carried the cure. The cure for nymphs, if we could find them. I’d found Elaine.

Her palm slid up Michio’s arm, fingers stroking his bicep. A tingle of tension pricked across my jaw.

When he shifted his arm away, she bumped his thigh with her hip and licked her lips. Creepy as hell, considering we’d seen her with claws and squirming mouthparts. Wasn’t hard to imagine her with fangs, stabbing his neck. Or me with a knife, stabbing her neck.

Though she was cured, she still had a lot to learn.

I removed a blade from my arm sheath. “How many humans are left on this planet?”

She knew enough to guess. We spent many nights calculating our survival rate.

She shifted her weight, rocking that curvy hip against Michio. “A hundred million?”

Ten percent of the human population survived the initial outbreak. We guessed a quarter of that remained human.

I tilted my head. “And how many are men?”

She glared, her brown eyes sparking. “All of them.”

Except her and me. I rolled the dagger’s hilt between my fingers. “Then I’m not being unreasonable when I tell you to keep your hands”—and those fucking hips—“off three of the hundred million.”

Michio’s lips twitched. Oh, this was just making his day. Two women fighting over him? Every man’s dream, right?

Elaine’s mouth pinched in a straight line. “Your three guardians.”

Who else? Her sarcasm sat heavy in my chest as my husband’s dying words floated to the surface. Trust mind, body, and soul. Your guardians.

I turned my head and met three sets of eyes—Jesse, Roark, Michio—and returned to Elaine. “Yes, my guardians.”

Her delicate fingers flexed on Michio’s arm, and she waved her free hand in Jesse’s direction. “But you’re not even sleeping with him.”

Heat surged through my blood. Seriously, this woman had no clue.

“Careful, Elaine.” Jesse’s gaze fixed on me as he leaned against a tree, whetting an arrow.

I aimed the blade at the porch post an inch from her shoulder and nailed it with a thunk.

She screeched, stumbling back. Good grief, it was just a warning. But if she touched him again, she’d need more than my doctor to reattach her fingers.

Michio collected the blade and closed the distance between us in three strides. His expression was unreadable, but his dark eyes didn't waver from mine as he kissed my lips then the soreness on my palm. My doctor, guardian of body. Our trust in each other was the anchor for our plan.

As soon as we set foot outside our little isolated refuge in the mountains, we would become outnumbered by men and aphids. Some of us would get hurt. Or worse. But I couldn’t spend the rest of my life sitting here while there were women out there trapped in mutated bodies. Not when I could cure them. And I had Michio, a medical doctor with a lethal skill in martial arts, at my back.

I gave him another kiss on the lips. “Since Elaine’s at full health, we can head out soon.”

She gasped. “For good?”

I softened my voice. “For now.”

She crossed her arms, lowered them, and crossed them again. “I’m coming with you.”

Michio rubbed his head. “No, you’re not.”

She hadn’t been off this mountain since the virus hit. She couldn’t fight, refused to learn how to use a blade or a bow. Hell, she couldn’t even shoot a gun. She wouldn’t last a week out there. Hauling around a woman in a lawless world full of men was dangerous, and protecting her would risk all of us.

Her face paled. “What if I need a doctor?”

I bit my tongue, fighting the need to tell her to find her own fucking doctor. I relaxed my hands and met her eyes. “You’ll stay with the Lakota Indians.”

Jesse’s brethren scouted the lower hills. They healed me after my husband died. They would take care of Elaine.

She fidgeted with the tie on her breeches. “While you’re off hunting and curing nymphs, what will I do?”

“You’ll bloody stay alive.” Roark walked toward the tree line, apparently done with this conversation.

“And make babies,” I added, cringing inwardly.

Michio stroked his jaw, eyebrows gathering. “Humanity’s future.”

God help us. Two women were not enough to repopulate the world, especially since I refused to take on that particular role. We were doomed to extinction or at the very least, a fucked-up gene pool.

But if we found and healed hundreds of nymphs? Thousands? If we hurried, if we left the cured women protected by good men, the future of humanity had a fighting chance.

And I intended to fight to the wretched, bloody end.
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That night, I woke to the crackle of wood in the fireplace. Toasty and inviting, the amber glow warmed my skin and tempted me back to sleep. I let my forehead fall forward against Roark’s shoulder, senses dimming, until Michio’s soft lips grazed the top of my spine.

Alertness tingled through my veins and aroused every point of contact. We lay on our sides on a blanket covering the hard floor, all three of us in cotton shorts, chests bare, with me in the middle. My breasts pressed against Roark’s back. The hard ridges of Michio’s chest pinned me from behind. My fingers rested on the deep cuts of Roark’s abs, and Michio’s legs hooked around mine. Roark’s feet angled away—heaven forbid, the guys accidentally touch.

Through skin-on-skin, their masculine force of Yang somehow protected me, a theory that stretched the limits of my agnostic beliefs. But I couldn’t argue with the evidence. Swaddled by strength and satiny flesh, I escaped the nightmares that had terrorized me since the outbreak.

Warm breaths glided across my shoulder. The nearby flames flickered shadows over our cuddle, the waft of hickory smoke smothering the mildew that clung to the cabin walls.

Michio’s hand curled around my hip and flattened over my stomach, his knuckles so close to Roark’s ass he had to have bumped it. His caress dipped beneath the elastic of my shorts, and all the heat in my body descended, throbbing beneath his fingers, as he rubbed and teased and spread me open.

I held still, certain I shouldn’t encourage him while sharing the makeshift bed with another man. But those fingers persisted, his intention blatant in the hard jab against my thigh. My inner muscles clenched, and I lifted a knee to part my legs, even as my stomach tightened with guilt.

A glance around the room confirmed Jesse was outside, either sleeping on the porch or guarding the edge of the woods. The single interior door closed off the room where Elaine slept. When we cured her a month earlier, we burned her bed and the three bodies decomposing atop it. Thankfully, she only remembered her children alive and healthy, her nymph fever saving her from the gruesome details of their deaths.

The hand between my legs pulled me back, mentally, then physically, stroking with the intoxicating skill of a doctor. He scissored his fingers, sliding deep, in and out to the pace of his quickening exhales.

Goosebumps prickled my spine, and wet heat eased the entry of his fingers. Of my three guardians, he knew my body best thanks to months in his care during my captivity on Malta. In the span of a few panting heartbeats, he took my arousal from a low burn to a frenzied boil.

I flexed my fingers, brushing the short hairs below Roark’s naval. His blond dreads tickled my nose, the strands knotted with leather ties and braids, yet soft against my face and clean with his oaky scent, like his skin. If he were awake, his hips would’ve rocked to urge the path of my hand. So responsive, my priest.

He was celibate in the most literal way. Other than our one time, he didn’t fuck me. At least, not my pussy. He found relief in my mouth, my hand, and most often, grinding against my leg. The man had mastered the art of dry-humping.

Technically, his vow was long past violated. Blow jobs, hand jobs, all of our stolen moments forbidden by the Church. The Vatican was gone, the Pope likely hunting the streets of Rome with a serrated mouth. Laws and doctrines no longer existed, but Roark’s integrity and faith remained intact, practiced through his own rules. Foreplay without shagging gave him some whacked-out balance between his god and the woman he loved.

My feelings about that wrestled in constant battle. Relief. Frustration. It made a mess of my emotions. I wanted him. That much, I knew. I also wanted Michio and Jesse, and if asked to choose between them, I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. I shared something different and special with each of them. Did that make me selfish? Would it be kinder if I ignored their reciprocated desire? God, their heated looks. I would have to avoid eye contact. It would make things weird.

And empty.

It was already uncomfortable, my nipples pressed against Roark, as Michio fingered me with long strokes. The diabolical rhythm of his thrusts produced a quiver in my thighs and a sheen on my skin. His erection nudged my ass, and his free hand shoved down his underwear just enough to free his cock.

I turned my head and found his eyes. Black as the night and too deep to measure, they sucked me in and swallowed me whole. Hints of his Japanese heritage delineated their large shape, as well as his olive skin and the inky shine of his cropped hair. But his Caucasian father must have given him the square chin, thick neck, and long legs.

His powerful frame flexed into a tight curve around my back as his fingers thrust deeper, harder. He kissed my mouth, neck, and shoulder, and slid his cock against his strumming fingers, prodding my flesh, seeking entry.

Firelight outlined his body, his thickly muscled arm around my waist, the bunching of his shorts below his ass, the bulging calves of his legs where they entangled with mine…and Roark’s.

Michio removed his hand to wrap it around my throat, his breath tumbling against my temple. “Let’s go.”

Okay, yeah. Good idea. To the shadowed corner of the room? The creaky porch? The dusky recesses of the forest? Nowhere was private enough. Not with two other overprotective men breathing down my neck.

I pulled away from Roark, but he caught my hand and pressed it against his erection. His eyes raised to my face, the emerald depths rotating like a windy forest. “Stay.”

My chest hitched, and I yanked against the shackle of his fingers. Michio understood the nature of my relationship with Roark, perhaps better than I did, but that didn’t mean he liked it. The sudden stillness behind me confirmed it.

I yanked again, no give. “Roark? What are you doing?”

The fingers around my neck vanished, as did the heat at my back. In the next breath, Michio stood over us, shorts in place and expression as forthcoming as a rock. Ever the strong, silent type, Michio simply looked at my hand where Roark held it against his hard cock. Michio’s stance was unreadable, but the man who simmered beneath it did not like to share.

I will kill any man who tries to own ye like a thing to possess.

Roark’s words, and I’d learned not to take anything he said lightly. But he’d never been so bold as to interfere while I was in Michio’s arms. If my suspicion was correct, Roark was asking—no, demanding—he join me and Michio.

Problem was, Michio was seconds from a throw down.

I twisted and jerked my wrist, and when Roark finally released it with a shove, I grabbed the t-shirt beside the bedroll and climbed to my feet. Hurrying to cover myself—neck hole, arm hole, inside-out, fuck it—I shoved the hem down and backed away from the approaching storm. I should say something, but what exactly?

“Ye den’ own her.” Roark’s brogue rumbled low and deep.

I dropped my head back and stared at the rotting rafters. “He knows that.”

Roark sat up and dangled his arms over bent knees. “Den’ think he does, love.”

The only thing Michio moved was his eyes, tracking the flex of Roark’s hands and probably the change in his breaths. Michio never attacked, never threw the first strike. No, he waited for it, his impossible stillness baiting it, and whenever it came, he annihilated.

So when Roark rose and rolled back his shoulders, I stepped between them, facing Roark. “Talk to me.”

A head taller, he lowered his chin, eyes on mine. “This isn’t going to work.”

“What?” I knew what but needed specifics.

“Him”—he jabbed a finger over my shoulder—“stealing off with ye in the middle of the night.” His hand lowered, fisting at his side. “Scuppering me chances with ye.”

“He’s not—” Scuppering? “We’re just trying to be respectful.”

“He can fuck the arse off ye right here.” His expression hardened, not a flicker of conflict in his eyes. “I can handle it.”

Oh my fuck, he wanted to watch? My greedy cunt spasmed just thinking about it. I didn’t just want him to watch. I wanted him to participate. Two men? At the same time? What hot-blooded, woman in her sexual prime wouldn’t want that?

Michio wrapped a hand around my elbow, his body heat suddenly against my side. “You took a vow, Father Molony.”

Roark’s nostrils flared. “Convenient, eh?”

“Can you shut up out there?” Elaine called from the bedroom.

I rubbed my temples and whispered, “Michio, listen. Roark’s not trying to…” I waved my hand around as if it would summon the right words. “Get with me. He just wants…affection.”

“You’re wrong,” Michio said, eyes on Roark. “The priest very much wants to fuck you.”

The veins in Roark’s forearm bulged, the knuckles on his fists blanching.

Michio cocked his head. “His vow is unraveling as we speak.”

Shit. I tried to meet Roark’s gaze, but he refused to look at me. Man, these two knew how to dump cold water on a woman’s libido. Pop. Fizzle. Done.

I stepped back and pointed a finger, first at Michio, then Roark. “If you fight, I’m outta here.”

He swung, and Michio swerved, releasing my arm. Roark threw another punch, but I was already moving, grabbing the carbine on the way out the door.

As I closed it behind me, the far wall shook, followed by a muffled grunt. Probably Roark’s fist. Hopefully, not his head.

The midday’s humidity had cooled off, and the moon cast a dim glow over the porch and surrounding woods. I scanned the tree line and spotted Darwin at the boundary. My vigilant German Shepherd lifted his head, twitched his ears, and returned to his slumber.

And there, in the corner of the porch, waited another complication, another confusing relationship, the guardian of my mind.

Jesse sat against the cabin wall, one leg bent, the other stretched out, and flicked something into the vines that crept around the railing. His bow lay over his leg, and his tomahawk rested beside his hip. He carried handguns and blades as well, but none were visible beneath his fatigues.

I plonked down beside him and settled the carbine over my lap. “This might be their worst fight yet.”

The corner of his mouth kicked up, but his eyes remained fixed on whatever he cupped in his palm. Crumbled leaves? He picked through the brown pieces, flicking some away. Tobacco.

I leaned back and tried to tune out the whisper-shouting inside. If they raised their voices, the aphids would come.

I glanced over at Jesse, my shoulder brushing his. “You heard all of it.”

Of course, he did, but I wanted his thoughts on it.

“Every creature on the mountain heard.”

Something thumped on the cabin floor, and the whispers died down. Maybe they knocked each other out.

Jesse reached for a broad leaf from the pile before him, his boot scraping along the floorboards. “Some things are worth fighting for.”

His deep voice reverberated through my chest, his words layered with meaning. He fought in his own way. Following me to Europe. Freeing me from Malta. And lounging on the porch now so monsters wouldn't break through that door while I slept.

“I owe you my life.”

He shifted, glanced at the trees and back at his hands. “Don’t say that.”

I would never stop saying it.

There was something so unique and earthly about him. Raw. Feral. With his unkempt hair, disregard for social pleasantry, and preference for crude weaponry, he was an extension of the soil and the woods and the wild beauty that was now reclaiming the earth. But the intelligence in his eyes was staggering.

I looked away, studying my hands, as his gaze heated my face. After a silent moment, the movement of his fingers drew my attention. He was rolling the tobacco in leaves. He didn’t smoke. He rolled them for me.

He tied off the end, lit it with a match, and passed it to me.

I accepted it and raised it to my mouth. “Trying to give me lung cancer?”

He turned his head, eyes on the star-speckled sky. “That’s not how you die.”

Oh right. “The cliff or your cock.” I pulled a drag from the cigarette, relishing the burn in my throat. “Let’s talk about that.”

“We have.”

“No. I talk and you sit there all closed-up and glare-y.”

He glared.

“Yeah, just like that.”

His glare lowered to the fingers I rested on the carbine, staring at my hand like he wanted to hold it.

I reached for him, and he jerked back, hissing through his teeth. Jesus. I was really making a mess of everything tonight.

Closing my eyes, I spoke into the dark. “I’m trying to understand why you’re so distant with me.” I peeked at him. “If romantic involvement with you is supposed to kill me, it must have something to do with sex. Like you transferring the virus to me?”

His jaw set.

My heart raced. “But I’m immune.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself.” He nodded at the cabin door. “You have enough going on in there.”

As if on cue, the door opened. Roark stepped out, swiping blood from his lip, and turned toward the man inside. “I found her first.”

Wow, I really needed to lay down the law. “You know—”

“Actually.” Jesse raised a finger. “I found her first.”

I gave him a narrowed look. “You’re making it worse.”

He shrugged, slouched lower to the floor, and shut his eyes, evidently tucking in for the night.

As Roark sat on the top step, Michio emerged. I scanned him for injuries, found none, and met his eyes. He offered me a smile, which loosened some of the tension in my shoulders, but instead of joining me, he strode to the steps and sat beside Roark.

Huh. “So we’re all sorted then?”

Roark grunted. Michio leaned his elbows on his knees. Somewhere in the distance, a bird chirruped.

Jesse lay beside me, eyes closed and arms crossed over his chest. No help there.

I tapped my fingers on the carbine. “You could at least tell me who won.”

Roark rubbed a hand over his stubble. “We were just communicating, love.”

“With your fists.”

His big shoulder lifted, flexing the muscles in his back.

There were no manuals for these guys. Just a murky collection of stubbornness to wade through.

“I don’t appreciate all the grunting and shrugging and breathing.” I sucked on the cigarette and snuffed it out. I knew what I wanted. All three of them. And what I didn’t want was them fighting it out and making decisions for me. “Will you be communicating again tomorrow?”

Michio turned, bracing his back against the post. He was the depiction of survival—the strength in his hands, the black abyss of his eyes, the threadbare cotton of his shorts, and God knew what churned in that brain. But his body was his weapon, quick as a bullet and sharp as a blade. “Tomorrow, we leave.”

To go out there, where we had to stick together, work together, and move together seamlessly. Because if we didn’t, there would be no more tomorrows.
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I struggled to keep Jesse’s pace, tripping over a tangle of roots, as he led our little group down the mountain terrain. The sun beat down, and a layer of dust worked its way beneath my tank top and jeans. Just behind Jesse, Roark and Elaine trudged through the undergrowth, and though I couldn’t hear Michio, I could sense his heat behind me.

Our group had enough eyes and ears to perceive oncoming danger—a black bear, a rogue aphid, or an ambush of armed men—but the constant caution was exhausting. Humidity saturated my lungs, and blood pumped into my overworked muscles. All of this made worse by the weight of our food supplies, bedrolls, and weapons. We carried everything we owned on our backs.

I shifted the strap of my pack away from a raw spot on my shoulder and rolled my sore neck. In the past, back in my suburban life, a hike like this would’ve been impossible. But I'd broken in my body over the last two years. Long lean muscles replaced my old, puny physique, and with that honed strength came stamina. I had hours left before fatigue really set in.

The hills below stretched to the horizon, bathed in the emerald glow of spruce-firs. What lay beyond wouldn’t be peaceful though. In a few days, we would be neck deep in twisted metal, weathered skeletons, and the stench of despair.

We would reach the Lakota camp soon to drop off Elaine and pick up Tallis and Georges. Pre-virus, the two men worked for Jesse. A hired gun. An aircraft pilot. And after? The same, but without laws, currency, or contracts. They remained in Jesse’s employ for one reason: loyalty. I totally got that. Jesse was a leader, fierce and strong in every way. He would put our lives before his to protect us.

While Michio spent the last month nursing Elaine back to health, Tallis and Georges gathered medical supplies—syringes, blood collection tubes, whatever was on Michio’s list—for our journey ahead. I didn’t know how far they traveled or how much they collected. I only hoped they had returned to the Lakota camp unharmed.

From out of nowhere, a streak of black and tan fur bolted by.

I patted my thigh. “Darwin. Hier.”

My German Shepherd slowed but didn’t obey. He tiptoed wide paws through a stream as quiet as the man he pursued. Damn Jesse. He’d even secured Darwin’s loyalty.

“Traitor,” I whispered.

A bushy tail waved back.

Michio’s gait picked up, bringing him to my side. He matched my stride, the granite lines of his profile cut by shards of sunlight. “How many nymphs are left do you think?”

“Thousands.” Hopefully more.

“My assessment as well.” He bent a branch from our path. “We’re too small a team to find them all.”

Leave it to a doctor to point out the shitty odds.

I drew a weary breath. “I know.”

“The world’s a big place.”

Knew that too. The miles I covered since the outbreak had hardened the soles of my feet. From Missouri to England, Malta to Iceland, I could count my nymph encounters on two hands. “We’ll find who we can.” Wherever they were, holed up in empty buildings, haunting alleyways and sewers, or hiding in the shadows. “Free as many as possible. That’s all we can do.”

He ducked beneath a low-hanging tree, his attention on the sloping hillside below. “And what about you?”

I raised the hem of my tank top to wipe the sweat from my lip. “What about me?”

He clasped my hand, gave it a squeeze. “Who will set you free?”

Free from what? From carrying the only known cure and giving it to the world?

I laced our fingers, savoring the contact. “I am free, Michio.”

“It’s your blood that’s needed.” He tugged my hand, stopping my forward motion. “Doesn’t mean you have to do the hunting.”

“I don’t know about that. I can sort of sense nymphs like I can with aphids.”

But it was odd, somewhat confusing. I just didn’t have a good handle on differentiating the sensations.

“Yeah.” His eyes flicked away, and his lips tightened. “Your unique biology could expedite the search.”

Or complicate it.

There was a valid concern behind his reluctance to bring me along. If I died, the cure would die, too. Unless I’d passed it to Elaine when I healed her. Wouldn’t that be cool? If I cured a hundred women and each of them cured a hundred, it would certainly make this world-saving business more feasible. We just needed to find another nymph to test the theory.

If I had that kind of help, maybe I wouldn’t have to spend the remainder of my days searching for creatures that didn’t want to be found. I’d never endeavored to be a missionary. The role didn’t fit. Before the virus, I’d spent most of my time behind a desk, crunching numbers for Christ’s sake.

I looked up into the dark eyes that stared back, breathing in his aura of sandalwood and patience. “Let’s say we assembled some scouting parties and sent them off. What about the refrigeration issue? We can’t back up my blood or store it anywhere, which means they can’t carry around vials of the cure. When they found a nymph, they’d have to come back and retrieve me.” I’d just sit around, waiting. “Sounds like a waste of time.”

“Time you could use to build your own life. Your own family.”

Flashes of Annie and Aaron, their tiny sallow bodies entwined in death, roiled my gut. My mouth went dry, and the backs of my eyes burned. I tried to pull my hand from his.

His hold tightened, his gaze a heavy sea of black. “A new family would never replace the one you had.”

“No?” My voice snapped low and harsh through the woods.

Was he trying to provoke me? Damn him, I needed detachment from those memories, and I sure as fuck didn’t want new ones. Losing my children and husband had twisted me into a killing, fucking, fighting shell of the person I’d been before the aphid plague. Soft-heartedness made me weak, and I refused to be a liability.

A few paces ahead, Roark paused and met my eyes over his shoulder. His eyebrows dug together, questioning. Could he hear the conversation?

I shook my head. Stay out of this.

Michio lowered his chin, lips inches from mine, his tone deep and unyielding. “Repopulation is the priority.”

Why was he hitting so hard on this? I was just one woman, and one was not enough to repopulate the planet with a viable genetic distribution. My focus was on reviving the female population. So they could do the reproducing. So I wouldn’t have to birth children and risk losing them.

I couldn’t go through that again.

“I’m not getting pregnant.” I twisted my wrist in his grip. “I still have the IUD and—”

“Your implant is nearing expiration.”

“It lasts five years. I’ve had it for four.”

“Its effectiveness will start to decrease soon. Not to mention infections and other complications that could happen without regular checkups.” He released my hand. “I need to remove it, Evie.”

“The hell you do.” I stepped back, stumbling over a fallen branch.

He moved to close the distance, and I slashed a hand between us, halting his approach.

I needed him to understand so we could move forward and never have this conversation again. “This is not the same world that invented candy sprinkles and merry-go-rounds.” I pointed a shaky finger at the horizon, my whisper seething with vehemence. “I’m going to go out there and cure women so they have the choice to conceive, but I will not bring a little girl into this raping, stinking hell we now live in.” I couldn’t fail another child.

His nostrils flared. “Your attitude is disappointing.”

“Fuck you, Michio.” Blood and death boiled through my veins. I’d watched Annie and Aaron grow for seven years. Watched them die for ten hours. This wasn’t attitude. It was fucking heartbreak. “You’ve never had a child, never had one ripped away. You have no right to judge me.”

“I have the right to want my own child,” he said quietly, hauntingly.

My face heated. He’d never voiced it, but I’d glimpsed the longing in his eyes when I talked about my children. I pressed a hand against my aching chest, hating myself for being so selfish, hating him for asking this of me. I couldn’t do it. “Not with me.”

Roark leaned against a tree twenty yards away, but the bounce of his Adam’s apple and his hard-staring eyes, purposefully directed away from mine, meant he’d heard the exchange. Did he want children, too? But he was celibate!

Beside him, Elaine’s doll-like face held way too much interest.

Michio loved me, but I wasn’t so arrogant to believe that was enough. That I was enough.

I turned back to him with lead in my stomach. “Will you turn to another to bear your children?”

Shifting his gaze to Elaine, he didn’t answer. Which was the answer I didn’t want. I waited for him to look away from her, silently pleading him to give me his eyes. Every second stabbed like a sword through the heart until the hurt roared into burning rage.

My elbow connected with his windpipe. He shuffled back, gasping. Elaine shrieked, and the approach of Roark’s boots landed behind me.

I lunged at Michio again. A prickly bush caught our fall, and my thighs caged his ribs. I freed a dagger from my arm sheath and angled the blade across his throat, the hilt burning in my palm. “You don’t need my permission to fuck her.”

The woman who—just that morning—announced she wanted babies and smiled gleefully when Jesse told her the Lakota would gather more men while we were gone. Men to protect her and father her children.

Good for her. The lucky bitch didn’t carry memories of the cruelty the virus inflicted on children. The butterfly-printed sheets soaked in bloody vomit, tiny hands contorted in pain, their struggling, heart-wrenching, final gasps of air…

My grip tightened, aching to punish Michio for bringing this shit to the surface. The memories, jealousy, resentment, none of it would keep us alive.

Roark’s broad shadow hovered, his mouth uncharacteristically silent. Maybe he was disappointed in me, too. I released a staggering breath. I was a fighter, but I didn’t want to fight them.

Truth was, I knew why Michio had picked this moment to rile me. He was no longer distracted with healing Elaine, and in a few days, we would be out of the quiet mountains, our full attentions zeroed in on new dangers. This was the lull before the storm, and he was taking advantage of it.

Or maybe he was second-guessing his future, with me.

Cold sweat licked my palms. I relaxed my fingers and forced the words. “Stay with Elaine and share her bed with countless others. Or come with us and try your luck with the women we save. Either way, you will be sharing the mother of your children.”

The days of monogamy were gone, the ratio of men to women fucked to hell. Stand in line. Take a number. How would that work for a man who refused to share? And with others rutting before and after him, what were his chances for fatherhood?

The answers didn’t soothe and instead thickened in my throat. I ached for his happiness, and denying him filled my gut with loathing and shame.

My hand shook, and he reached for it, holding the blade against his neck and clamping down on my fingers as if to stop the trembling. His arms were free, yet he wasn’t fighting me. Hell, he was a master martial artist. I only bested him because he allowed it.

Pulling from his grip, I moved the blade from his throat and stabbed it into the dirt beside his head. I’d chosen three men, the three I trusted with my life, but maybe I hadn’t made that clear. “My body and my heart belong to my guardians. There will be no others for me.”

“Evie.” My name floated off his tongue like a prayer. His dark eyes searched my face, the compassion there as soft as the finger he now brushed across my lips. “I have no interest in Elaine or anyone else. I want you. Only you. With or without a child.”

I wanted to believe him, to forget this conversation ever happened. Would he still love me years from now, despite my refusal to give him children? As I pushed up from his chest and returned the knife to its sheath, doubt chewed at the edges of my mind.

His lips flattened and his face tightened as if he could read my thoughts. He touched the lock of hair that had fallen from my ponytail and brushed it away from my eyes. The sharpness in his gaze missed nothing, but it was the flex of severely-honed muscles beneath me that reminded me exactly how determined he could be.

I shifted to stand, but he gripped my thigh, holding me in place.

“Don’t run.” His voice was stiff, commanding.

“Running isn’t my thing.”

“Shutting us out is your thing.” His hand clenched on my leg. “Don’t.”

Us. Interesting word choice. I looked up at Roark and found him scratching the stubble beneath his jaw, his scowl directed at me.

And here came Jesse, gliding on silent feet despite the fury in his eyes. Great.

He dropped a knee beside mine, his low voice a thin edge. “Do I need to remind you what is prowling in these woods? Only takes one aphid to smell a cut, hear a branch snap”—he glanced at the broken bush beneath us—“and we’ll be fighting off dozens.” He leaned toward Michio, forearm on a bent knee. “Next time you decide to piss her off, wait till our perimeter’s in place.” He rose. “Stay here. And be quiet.” Then he was gone.

The arrogant ass was right. I’d lost my cool and put the entire group at risk.

I climbed to my feet and adjusted the carbine sling on my shoulder. “Go ahead, Roark. Say what you’re thinking.”

“Ye both need a good kick up the arse.”

Michio brushed off his pants and stepped beside Roark. “Some more than others.”

I scanned the trees for Jesse, waiting for whatever bizarre Irish insult would tumble out next. “And?”

Roark lifted his chin, his eyes as green as the glowing landscape. “Ye love us.”

More than they knew. “I never said that.”

He tapped my lips. “Your heart belongs to your guardians.”

Well, he had me there.

Darwin jumped out of the brush, tongue flapping and ears twitching. Seeing him so carefree replaced the lingering burn for a fight with a gentle kind of warmth. The virus only mutated humans, but aphids fed on all mammals. Darwin had escaped every aphid that ever came at him, but he couldn’t dodge a bullet. I hated it, but it was safer for him to stay behind with the Lakota.

Jesse emerged next, glancing at each of us before turning toward the trail. “Found tracks. The camp is near.”

By nightfall, we united with the only survivors of the North Dakota reservation Jesse grew up on. The Lakota elder, Akicita, and the brothers Naalnish and Badger, all three of them were there. When they tackled me in hearty hugs and wide smiles, the knots in my shoulders began to loosen.

I received the same warm welcome from Tallis and Georges. The three duffel bags they’d filled with medical supplies energized all of us. I felt the excitement in the air, despite the long day of hiking.

As roasted rabbit wafted from the campfire, Elaine retired to one of the nearby tents. I stood by the warm blaze, my clothes soaked with sweat, and itchy grit crept into crevices I didn’t want to think about.

Two years ago, my hair had been a shimmery blonde. The clumpy strands that now clung to my chest… Ugh. Still shiny, in a greasy, brown-with-dirt way. But there were no rivers or ponds to scrub in.

Jesse squatted over his maps, his reddish-brown hair just as filthy as mine. But man, he pulled it off like a rugged savage warrior. I bet he smelled manly, too.

The others walked the perimeter. Except Tallis. He perched beside Jesse, as if waiting for whatever orders a hired gun waited for. His short hair spiked in tufts on his head, bronze, like his complexion. I wanted to touch his face to see if I could feel the Australian sun there, evidence of his life on the reef. Instead, I plucked the leaf-wrapped cigarillo from his lips and took a drag. He lit another.

I waved the smoky treat at the map. “So, where we headed?”

Tallis’ eyes glinted. Then he screwed them shut, cocked his head and belted the chorus from U2’s “Where The Streets Have No Name.”

I grabbed his imaginary microphone and switched the song to “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For.” Thankfully, he joined in because...good God, I was tone-deaf.

We stumbled through some verses until we were choking on laughter and smoke.

I cleared my throat. “Think Bono survived?”

Tallis shook his head. “Nah. I heard the mate led an aphid relief campaign. Bet the bities got him.” A quirk pulled his lips. “Think he can sing ‘Wake Up Dead Man’ with mutated vocal cords?”

Jesse closed his eyes and swiped a hand over his face. Then he looked at me. “We’re going south. Gives us the most coastline and a milder winter.”

Made sense. Water repelled aphids. Since the August heat didn’t grant us much rain, we could stick close to the gulf shores and run for the water if we were ambushed.

“Okay, what’s left to do?” We still had to find transport, fuel, say our good-byes. I puffed on the cigarillo, paced, puffed again.

A hand on my shoulder stilled my movements, as did the soft baritone of Jesse’s voice. “Get some sleep.”

He quickly pulled away, as if the contact had burned him, and shoved stiff fingers through his brown hair. But his eyes stayed on me, rich and coppery, flickering in the firelight. “Doc and Father Molony are due in from patrol. We’re heading out before sunrise.”

“I’ll take a shift tonight.”

“We’re covered, and you’ll need your strength.” The fullness of his pouty mouth didn’t soften the tension there. “With any luck, you’ll be donating blood soon.”

Yeah, with luck indeed. The amount of blood needed to cure a nymph was nominal. A blood-tipped arrow would do, but injuring them defeated the purpose. So Michio used a tranquilizer gun filled with my blood.

Movement rustled behind me. I turned to find Elaine standing at the entrance of her tent, wearing only an overlarge shirt. The hem hit her thighs, and the neckline hung off her slender shoulder. Evidently, she’d rifled through Michio’s backpack again.

Tallis and Jesse stood, both facing her, and Jesse asked, “What’s wrong?”

The peaks of her nipples pebbled beneath the thin cotton. She laced her fingers in front of her chest. “I don’t have to sleep alone tonight. If you guys want to…umm…” She gestured at her tent.

My vision clouded in red, and my hand twitched to punch her face. But the sudden and unequivocal attention she’d wrangled from Tallis and Jesse gave me pause. They stood side-by-side, bodies frozen, jaws rigid, and eyes bright and firmly fixed on her.

Neither man had been with a woman since before the outbreak. Two years without sex. And we were leaving in the morning to travel however many weeks, months—years?—before encountering another woman.

If Tallis’ cock wanted at her, he should jump on the opportunity. But Jesse—

A tremor took hold of my legs, and my stomach caved in. I walked to the far-side of the campfire, grabbing a stick along the way, and sat beside the hearth. The position would require me to turn around to see Jesse’s face, which I would not do.

“Just to be clear, you’re offering us sex?” Jesse asked, slowly, with way too much interest. “Both of us?”

I jabbed the stick into the fire and tried to keep my expression blank, despite the godawful burn in my throat. Jesse abstained from me. Didn’t mean he had to abstain from sex.

“I just thought…” She stared at her hands, shyly, awkwardly. “You’re leaving tomorrow, and it’s been…a long time since a woman…umm…held you.” Her voice danced softly around the words, her chin tucking as she spoke.

I sank my teeth into my lip, fighting the urge to tell her to go fuck herself. But she was right.

Her black hair rippled around her pretty face, her long legs pale in the moonlight. She shifted from foot-to-foot, peering at them from beneath her lashes. Christ, she seemed so young.

Because she is young. Only twenty-three. Twelve years my junior.

Where her hands were soft with youth, mine were calloused from throwing blades and climbing cliffs. While I spent my days fighting aphids and cleaning weapons, she used that time to keep her hair clean and her body groomed. She depended on men to care for her, and I argued with them every step of the way. Her tits were perky, and mine were scarred. She was gentle and docile. I was jaded and difficult.

She wanted children, and I didn’t.

Tallis approached her and raised her chin with his hand. “Are you sure?”

She nodded, smiling, that smile growing wider, shakier, as Jesse walked toward them. His gait was slow, his eyes on her and nothing else, as if floating like a bug to a bug zapper.

I jerked my gaze away, toward the ground, and pulled my knees to my chest. I couldn't watch him follow her into that tent. And I wouldn't tell him not to. He deserved the pleasure of a woman, something I was already giving two other men.

But goddammit, what was this pain inside me? It seared my chest and burrowed into my bones, building a horrible pressure in my sinuses. I felt helpless, rejected. So fucking betrayed.

And hypocritical.

What would his touch feel like? Would he fuck as passionately as he kissed? Would he groan as he slid his cock inside her? My fingernails dug into my jeans, and my teeth sawed together. I couldn’t accept this, couldn’t just sit here and pretend I didn’t care.

I jumped up and slammed into the brick wall of Jesse’s chest. My heart raced. Did he turn her down?

He stepped back, hands on his hips, and just stared at me. Always with the staring and glaring and watching.

God, I loved that about him.

He canted his head. “Gonna tell me the same thing you told Doc?”

Oh. My chest tightened, and I closed my eyes, whispered, “You don’t need my permission to fuck her.”

I kept my eyes squeezed shut as his woodsy scent slipped away with his presence. Wrestling through a silent moment, I measured my breathing and relaxed my hands, but nothing could calm the firestorm inside me.

When I opened my eyes, he was sitting on the ground a few feet away. Legs bent, forearms resting on his knees, he watched the flames spit sparks into the black sky.

Elaine’s tent was zipped closed, whispers drifting from within.

A torrent of relief washed over me. Why walk over there if he didn’t intend to bang her? Did he change his mind? Sometimes I wondered if he did this shit just to fuck with me. Every time I got all self-righteous and worked up, he was right there to mock it.

I sat beside him, close enough to feel his warmth without touching. Maybe his head games were payback for having to coexist with me and my relationships with Michio and Roark?

Swallowing a few times, I found my voice. “It makes me sick imagining you with her.”

“She’s not my type.”

Some of the pressure in my head and muscles released. I tried to let it drop, tried to just enjoy the heat from the fire and the company of the man who didn’t choose Elaine.

But I had to ask. “What’s your type?”

Please say thirty-something, stubborn, and fierce with a blade.

If our impending mission was successful, there would be other women. How was I going to deal with that? Everyone would be competition.

He watched the fire, not a single hint of his thoughts in the sharp lines of his cheek bones, the relaxed part in his lips, or the soft blinking of his eyes. One would think he was so lost in his head he hadn’t heard the question. But he was always listening, always watching. He simply chose not to answer.

Without looking in my direction, he finally said, “You’re staring, Evie.”

Oh, now that was funny. I might’ve called him out on his own staring problem if I didn’t love it so much.

As I sat there beside him, my skin felt alive, electric, thrumming with heat. Before I could stop myself, I leaned toward him and placed my lips on the bare skin of his bicep. He didn’t jerk away, so I held the contact long enough to relish the goosebumps skating across his flesh.

He’d told me once that he desired me, yet he couldn’t tolerate my touch. But what he gave me tonight was better than a touch or a kiss or sex. Maybe there would be another woman along the way who was his type. But tonight, he chose me by not choosing her. In return, I accepted his abstinence. Truth be told, I was happier than I’d been in a long damned time, sitting beside the fire, not quite touching Jesse at my side.
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It took a week to hike out of the mountains and three days to find a set of wheels large enough to fit Tallis and Georges, me, my guardians, and our weapons. I leaned against a truck, which held some promise for quicker, safer travel. Parked on an abandoned highway in some small town, it wasn’t smashed up like the others we’d encountered, but the damned thing wouldn’t start.

I squinted through the sunlight that reflected off the windshield. Would our six person team return to West Virginia someday? Would we bring back victorious stories to share with the three Lakota we left behind? Or would we come back with our heads hanging and fewer in number?

If Georges managed to resurrect the truck’s motor, we’d be underway. He’d been cursing the hood for hours, dicking around with injectors and system pressure and who the hell knew? Half the shit he said was in French.

What did an airline pilot even know about trucks? A delivery truck, to be specific, plastered with decals of a woman pulling steaming loaves of bread from an oven.

My stomach grumbled. What I would've given for a can of spray paint to cover the taunting smile on the bitch's face.

Metal gleamed on the four lane road. Roll-overs. Abandoned cars. A few vans we passed up because we didn’t want to scrape out the mummified occupants. In those final days, no one knew where to go. No safe destination. After the virus killed the children and elderly and transformed the women into nymphs, the surviving men fought, killed, hid, and stole what they needed to stay alive.

Men who once obeyed laws became vicious predators, wandering traumatized, pissed-off, and completely ungoverned to spread their septic misery. Unpredictable, with nothing to lose, they posed the biggest threat.

I could only hope there were still men out there as decent as the one jogging up the highway.

Tallis slowed as he reached me, gas can in hand. “This is the last of it until the next town.”

“Thank—” A pinching sensation ripped through my stomach. I wrapped an arm around my waist and breathed through it.

After two years, I should’ve been used to the ripples of discomfort, but I was still figuring out my evolving DNA and my predatory link to the mutated. The sensations were a sort of communication with them, a language I didn’t understand. When they got stirred up, so did my insides.

Which meant more lurked nearby. We’d already cleared the area and killed dozens. I held the carbine to my chest and scanned the landscape, shielding my eyes from the sun, as my gut vibrated with chaotic signals.

Georges grumbled beneath the hood. Suitcases and rifled supplies had long ago exploded from hatchbacks and scattered the blacktop in both directions. Jesse and Roark squatted on this side of the road, studying a map.

Where was Michio? I clutched my abdomen and concentrated. A single pulsing thread, a sound wave, whatever it was, strummed inside me. Straining. Rabid. Howling without sound.

The surrounding wreckage, my companions, the distant tree line, nothing moved.

I looked at Tallis, who was still standing at my side. “There’s another aphid…somewhere. Where’s Michio?”

He turned and pointed down the road, toward the last of the abandoned vehicles. Michio jumped from the bed of a single-cab pickup truck, too far away to yell, but I could make out his arm waving me over. As I cautiously walked to him, tremors coiled low in my belly, growing stronger, the silent warning of a single aphid.

I slowed a few feet away from the truck, and an ear-grating screech rattled inside the cab. Michio stopped me with a hand on my chest. The look on his face said, It’s okay. Then he glanced at the truck.

A human-sized figure blurred within the cab and slammed against the window. Pincers scraped across the glass, and spittle flung from the snapping mandible.

The internal sensor in my stomach reverberated in sync with its screams, sending shock waves to my teeth. Why hadn’t Michio killed it? I sidled around his arm and raised the carbine.

Tight black curls covered its head, its flannel shirt bloody but not worn with dirt, and its brown skin had yet to turn green.

I moved my finger off the trigger. “It’s newly mutated.”

“Yes.” Michio pressed down on the carbine’s barrel, lowering it to my side. “I want to show you something.”

With a hand on my waist, he turned me toward the bed of the truck. A small deer bled from a fresh wound in its flank, its lifeless body surrounded by a bundle of arrows, a bow, canned goods, and bags of clothes. Michio shoved a hand in one of the bags and held up a flower-printed dress. And another woman-sized dress. And another.

I opened a second bag and found more frilly garments, hair ties, earrings, and…fingernail polish? I shared a look with him and stepped back to the window.

The aphid’s bulbous head swung side to side, the sharp tip of its humanoid mouth ripping the hell out of the dashboard and seat. A scruff of hair dusted its distorted jawline, and a large silver belt buckle flashed beneath its mutating abdominals, the skin there hardening with scales as I watched.

Distress wasn’t just apparent in its wide eyes. I felt its confusion and pain shuddering through the link between us. “He was man not too long ago.” It only took a couple hours to mutate after a bite. “He must’ve been overrun by the aphids we’d just killed.”

Michio braced an arm against the truck beside me. “A man gathering food and women’s clothing.”

Tiny pupils flickered as it opened its mouth and bared the insectile mouthparts in its throat. The man might’ve escaped to his truck, but not without a puncture wound in his neck. The bloody hole no longer leaked, and it would solder completely closed by nightfall thanks to its new healing abilities.

“Take a look at the photo.” Michio pointed at the picture taped beside the gauges on the dash.

Unable to see it from this angle, I jogged around to the driver’s side. Jesse strode toward us, his bow gripped in the hand at his side, but I kept my attention on the aphid as it skittered to the other side on double-jointed legs and arms. When I reached the window, it smashed its head against the glass, splintering a crack through the pane.

I flinched, and my fingers tightened on the carbine. Another good whack, and it would break through. But there was a reason Michio hadn’t killed it yet.

The photo on the dash showed a man and woman, arms around each other, her head tilted up and her smile pressed against his whiskered jaw. Both had dark skin and black hair, but it was the silver belt buckle at his waist that confirmed the aphid in the truck was the man in the photo.

If she was still alive, caged somewhere as a nymph, he must’ve been protecting her, feeding her, and collecting pretty things for her. It was kind of sad. And hopeful.

“What are we looking at?” Jesse mirrored my lean, his face inches from mine as he took in the aphid and the photo.

“He was either a cross-dresser or he was gathering supplies for a woman.” As I gestured toward the bed of the truck, I had a panicky thought. “All the aphids we killed on this road were fully-mutated, naked, and hairless, right?” A freshly-turned female in clothes would’ve stood out amongst the monstrous faces we’d slaughtered our way through. Fuck, if we’d killed her by mistake—

“None were recently turned.” He glared at the aphid and cocked his head. “Let’s say he’s holding a nymph somewhere. How do you propose we find her?”

Michio tapped on the side of the truck, where a logo was airbrushed in faded paint. PINE MOUNTAIN ANIMAL SAFARI.

Okay, but the man could’ve stolen the truck. If he hadn’t, we didn’t know the area, didn’t have the luxury of Googling the addresses of local safaris. Besides that, he might’ve traveled half the country looking for supplies.

Michio gripped my hand. “Command the aphid to take us to the nymph.”

Uh huh. I could control the aphids with simple orders and a lot of concentration, but I didn’t know how to direct them beyond Stay, Come, Go. And did new aphids even understand commands? This one seemed torn between its humanity and its mutation.

He pulled my carbine from my grip, leaned it against the truck, and nodded at Jesse, who smirked and nodded back. What was this? Some kind of silent bro code? I’d spent enough time with them to know when they were ganging up on me. As Jesse nocked an arrow and trained it on the aphid, Michio stepped behind me.

His bare arms wrapped around my mid-section, sliding beneath my tank top, his skin warm and soft against my belly. “Try.”

My stomach clenched, the dread of failure taking hold. But it was worth a shot. I relaxed my back against Michio’s chest, pressed my cheek against his, and closed my eyes. His heat, his breaths, his exotic essence flooded my senses. I opened my mind to it, to the bright light I could feel but not see, to the weightless energy creeping down my spine with purpose. He called it Yang. It felt like fire and blood, electrifying every point of contact between us.

The energy coiled through my belly, wrapping around the invisible thread to the aphid. I mentally latched onto it, following it out of my body like a breath of air, and pushed my soundless transmission. Home.

A bang crashed against the door, and I opened my eyes. A spider-web of cracks spread over the window. The aphids eyes grew impossibly whiter, its pupils shrinking to nonexistence as its deformed face focused on me. A foot away, Jesse didn’t move, his arrow aimed and his stance stiff.

I reached under my shirt and rested my forearms against Michio’s. “I don’t know what command to give.”

His lips brushed against my cheek. “Ask about its girlfriend, wife. Try to get a reaction.”

I wrapped my thoughts around the ethereal connection, holding tight with imaginary fingers as I focused on the woman in the photo. Female. Nymph. Wife. Where?

A powerful hum slammed into my stomach, pulsing and stretching my insides. I buckled over Michio’s arms, gasping for air and losing strength in my legs. Tremors ricocheted through my body, and the connection strained, pulling with painful vibrations. Then it snapped.

Glass exploded from the window with the ram of the aphid’s head. Jesse let the arrow fly, and the aphid slumped against the car door with the feathered shaft protruding from its skull. The pulsing in my stomach instantly vanished with a whoosh.

“Shit.” I straightened and wiped the sweat from my forehead. “Well, we got a reaction.”

Michio untangled his arms from around me and kissed my temple. “With more practice, you’ll get better.”

I couldn’t argue against the possibility of it. The Drone, the monster who created and spread the virus, had commanded armies of aphids and sent messenger bugs on missions. If I could harness that kind of power, we would be unstoppable.

Jesse pulled the aphid to the pavement, collected the arrow, and rifled through its pockets. “No wallet.”

Which meant no address, no confirmation this man…aphid was even from around here.

Jesse gathered the bow and arrows from the truck bed and dropped them in my arms. “’Bout time you learned how to use a real weapon.”

Oh no, he didn’t. I carried a carbine on my back, four throwing knives on my arms, and a USP .40 handgun on my thigh. If I added any more weapons, I wouldn’t be able to walk. “I’ll stick with the guns—”

“The noise endangers us and ammo is difficult to find,” he snapped, dragging the deer to the tailgate.

It wasn’t what he said—arrows were easier to make than bullets—but how he said it. His pretentious tone made me want to fire an arsenal of middle fingers at his face.

“I use the knives—”

He put his palm up and closed his eyes. “Can you just”—he turned back to the deer—“not fight me one goddamned time?”

Was he peeved because I couldn’t control the aphid? Or was this really about my guns? I hadn’t fired a shot since we left the mountains.

I looked at Michio, who crossed his arms and shrugged. This, from a guy who fought with his bare hands?

Jesse hauled the carcass over his shoulders and strode toward the delivery truck. “I’ll check the maps, see if I can find that animal reserve.”

For the next three hours, we cut what we could eat from the deer, roasted the steaks on the side of the road, and filled our bellies. And Georges still didn’t have the motor running.

I sat on the hood of a smashed up Ferrari GTO, keeping guard as Roark rummaged through the glove box. My fingers drummed on the carbine, my patience thinning. “We’re going to have to keep walking and find another truck.”

Or several cars to fit us all. Which would delay our search for the nymph. How long could she go without food?

He shut the car door and stood by the front tire. Ropes of muscle outlined his shoulders and biceps, his bare chest hairless and broad, tapering to the carved V that vanished beneath the waistband of his black fatigues. He’d shed the cassock that morning, and though the sun had dipped below the horizon, I could still cut the humidity with a knife.

“Georges will get it running.” He loosened the belt and unzipped his pants, his eyes focused on his hands.

My pulse picked up. The others milled around the delivery truck in earshot, but no one was looking in our direction.

I grabbed his forearm. “What are you doing?”

“Having a piss.”

Yep. His cock was out, spraying a yellow stream at the tire below my dangling boots.

I spun my legs toward the front bumper, but my eyes remained glued on the thick, gorgeous girth in his hand. “Why do you do that?”

He looked at me, at his cock, back to me, and grinned. “It’s just piss—”

“You’re a fucking tease.” I looked away and skimmed the shadowed tree line for movement.

Loose pebbles crunched beneath his boots as he rounded the car and wedged his hips between my knees. “So I have to be modest around ye now?” His accent clipped with aggravation, reflecting my frustration.

“Civilized people don't just pull it out and piss where they’re standing.”

“Oh, we’re civilized? I didn’t realize.”

Was his dick still out? I rubbed my head. “I know what you’re doing, troublemaker.”

He dropped his brow on my shoulder, sliding one hand around my back, the other trying to right his pants and fighting with the weight of his scabbard and sword.

“You’re not just torturing yourself.” I reached for his belt and knocked his hand away. “You’re torturing me, too.”

Damn, he was still hanging out, his warm length overfilling my hand. I tucked him back in the pants but let my fingers linger, tracing the soft skin. How could I not? He was a beautiful temptation, and I wasn’t the one with the damned vow.

His mouth found my neck, and his hands clenched on my hips. But when he hardened against my palm, I released him.

He buried a groan in my shoulder. “Evie.”

“I need to keep watch—”

“Tallis is on it.” He nodded his head behind me.

Craning my neck, I found Tallis standing down the road with his back to us.

I zipped up Roark’s pants and buckled his belt, fully aware the action contradicted my words. “Doesn’t have to be like this, you know. Don’t you think, after all the suffering you’ve been through, God would be forgiving of this? Us?”

He closed his eyes and made a stubborn expression.

I struggled to understand his idea of God, but if I were I believer, I’d be questioning the hell out of my faith. “You made your vow to God in the old world. In a world where God made promises back. Promises he didn’t keep. I mean, he told Noah he’d never destroy the world again, right? But the Drone did, and God didn't stop it. Instead, he let us suffer and perish, and here we are, trying our damnedest to start again.”

His thumbs stroked the indentations in my hips. “Genesis 9:11 states ‘And I will establish my covenant with you; neither shall all flesh be cut off anymore by the waters of a flood; neither shall there any more be a flood to destroy the earth.’” He drew a long breath. “The earth is not destroyed. Humanity is. And it wasn’t because of a flood.”

Note to self. Never use biblical references when arguing with a priest.

“I’m afraid…” He cupped my face, his throat bouncing with a swallow, as he lowered his brow to mine. “Our first shag was massive and brilliant. We do that again and…I’ll lose myself inside ye. I’ll lose me love for Him.”

Wow. Okay. Unsure what to say to that, I fell back on one of our favorite jokes. “Voodoo vagina?”

He grinned, but it faded quickly. His palm warmed my cheek, guiding my face to the hard bricks that defined his chest. “Do ye know wha’ I would do if something happened to ye?”

“Yes.”

“No.” A fierce rejection. “Ye den’ know. Wha’ I went through when the Drone took ye from me, ripped ye from me arms…” Steel bands wrapped around me and stole my breath. “In that moment, I lost me faith. Why would God send ye to me only to rip ye away?”

“Why would God send the only woman on the planet to a virile, celibate man?”

“To tempt me. I would’ve sold me soul to get ye back.”

Not a comforting thought considering he was the guardian of my soul. I wiggled my arms free and hugged his neck. “But I am back. You freed me.” In more ways than one.

He made a noise low in his throat. “Ah sure. But when the Drone had ye, I was off me nut imagining brutal, desperate things.” His brogue thickened, the whole accent coming from the front of his mouth. “I couldn’t get to ye. Didn’t know wha’ that sick tosser was doing to ye—”

I silenced him with my lips on his, and he bathed me with a shuddering exhale. Maybe his dwelling on bad memories was an indication we’d been idle on this road too long.

I leaned away and he followed, chasing my mouth and catching it. His tongue dragged against mine, and his hands curled around my neck, tilting my head to deepen the kiss. The way he ate at my mouth, the sheer and intense focus as he licked and sucked, showed exactly how much my captivity on Malta had tormented him.

When his brow touched mine, I moved my lips along his whiskers and paused at his ear. “I’m here. We’re fine. And we’re going to stay that way.” Unless Michio strangled us over this display of affection.

I risked a glance over Roark’s shoulder, and sure enough, Michio stood across the street, jaw hard as stone and eyes full of fire. Seeing him like that both turned me on and filled me with guilt.

Roark kissed my cheek and nuzzled my neck. “Is Doc cheesed off?”

“You could say that.” I gave Michio Are you okay? eyes with a lift of my brows.

He nodded once, but his jaw remained rigid.

Blocking my view, Roark kissed my lips, opening my mouth with his.

I pulled back. “Don’t taunt him.”

“He needs to learn, love. Ye both do.”

“I don’t—”

“Ye love three men.” He lifted my chin and stared into my eyes. “That’s a big deal, considering when I first met ye, ye didn’t even love yourself.”

He’d saved me the night I stumbled into that bar, my belly and soul empty, my chest ripped open from an attempted mastectomy. I’d come a long way since then. With his help. But he was right. “Loving three men is…” Foolish. Selfish. Impossible to balance.

And certain.

“Love us equally.” He placed a hand over my left breast. “And I vow to guard every portion of your heart with the whole of my own.”

This…this was why I loved him. Maybe it was because he struggled with the dichotomy between me and his god, but when he looked at me, he saw me. And what he saw, he accepted.

“Thank you.” For believing in me. For protecting and understanding me. “For being such an amazing man.”

As his thumb brushed over my lip, the delivery truck roared to life, filling the street with a hearty, hopeful echo. I bit my cheek, waiting for it to sputter and die.

But the purr of the engine grew stronger, revving every cell in my body and tingeing my inhales with exhaust.

Georges dropped the hood and whooped. “C’est bon. She’s ready, Monseigneur.”

Standing from the curb, Jesse rolled up his maps. “Never doubted you, Georges.” He caught my eye and jogged over, grinning.

Roark stepped from between my legs and propped a boot on the bumper. “Your Lakota looks unfashionably happy.”

It was a good look on him, too. He still exuded his usual fierceness, with the bow and arrows on his back, the wild mess of fuck off hair, and the aggressive square of his shoulders. But that smile… yeah, that smile made me think of cozy campfires and tangled blankets.

Jesse perched beside me on the hood and lowered his mouth to my shoulder. For a maddening second, I thought he might kiss me there, but he paused just before making contact. “Still pissed at me?”

What was he up to? I narrowed my eyes, our breaths mingling. “I’m suspicious.”

“What if I told you I found the animal safari on one of my maps?”

“No shit?” I jumped off the hood and landed on feet that felt sturdier than they had three seconds ago.

Roark joined me, his jade eyes darkened by the ink of night. “Where?”

“Four-hundred miles south of here.” Jesse leaned back on his arms, his smile glimmering.

We could be there by morning and cure the nymph by lunchtime. Hope burst through me, tingling my skin and energizing my blood.

“Jesse Beckett…” I started toward the truck and turned, walking backwards, unable to contain my grin. “You get us there, and I’ll let you teach me how to use that bow.”

He slid off the hood, following me with a smirk on his face. “I’ll remind you of that after we find the nymph, when you’re kneeling at my feet and yielding to my better judgment.”

Roark threw his head back and laughed. “She’s not the kneeling, yielding type, lad.”

Maybe I wasn’t. But I could be. I would do almost anything for their happiness. The more they laughed and smiled and worked together, the more optimistic I was about the journey ahead and our future beyond that.

The future I wanted…God, I didn’t have a word for it. But it looked like my guardians, smelled like them, felt like them. The future was theirs. That was what I wanted.
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The four-hundred mile drive ended up being a gruelingly slow trip through the night. We took turns sleeping and driving, and stopped twice to refuel with the gas we carried. And we weren’t alone. Through Virginia and North and South Carolina, the hissing snarls and scraping of feet and nails joined the static that traveled through my insides.

Despite our attempts to avoid infested urban towns, aphids skittered out of the darkness, cluttering the lonely roads and chasing the rumble of our truck. Several times, we had to angle out of the windows to shoot, stab, and smash them off the hood.

The constant attacks, the lack of human life, the mystery surrounding what we’d find at the animal safari, all of it had me on edge. The short naps I managed to grab in the back of the truck didn’t ease the burning in my eyes or the tightness in my shoulders.

About fifty miles outside Atlanta, the sun peeked above the horizon. Warm air flowed in with the light and caressed my face. I shifted to my other hip in the V of Roark’s thighs and resettled my head against his chest. With his cassock back on, the row of buttons dented my cheek. Beside us, Georges and Tallis snored softly, their necks crooked at awkward angles.

Roark’s fingers lazily combed through my hair, and just as I began to drift off, a rustle of papers drew my attention to the front of the cab.

Jesse bent over his maps on the dash and squinted in the glare of dawn. “Doc, slow down.” He pointed at something on the left. “Pull off there.”

I crawled away from Roark and knelt between the front seats, my sleepy voice cracking. “What do you see?”

Dark circles smudged the rims of Jesse’s eyes but didn’t dim their intense focus. “According to the map, it should be here.” He leaned forward, staring at a dirt road that led into a thick clump of woods. “Fresh tire tracks.”

A flutter skipped through me as I took in the various widths of ruts in the mud. Multiple vehicles? Survivors? “So we follow them.”

“It’s a risk.” Michio stopped the truck and rested his forearm on the steering wheel. “If there’s a nymph, she could be guarded.”

Because the man in the safari truck, presumably her boyfriend or husband, might’ve left her in the care of others.

His brows lowered, and a frown line etched between them. “Are we prepared to confront armed men who might not be happy to see us? Maybe a couple of us should scout ahead?”

“We stay together.” I gripped his thigh. “We don’t have a way to communicate if we’re separated, and we’re safer in this truck.”

“Men have fought for centuries without radios,” Michio countered.

“But they haven’t been fighting aphids.”

Their horrendous talons could break the truck windows, but it would slow them down and give us time to kill them.

A flex rippled in Jesse’s jaw. “I agree with her. Just be ready to turn us around, Doc.” 

Michio nodded and drove up the path. Several miles carved through the woods and surrendered to a wide pasture. A gate lay discarded, its sign still attached.

PINE MOUNTAIN ANIMAL SAFARI. STAFF ONLY.

Excitement and fear bubbled through my stomach. “Wild animals without caretakers.” I scanned the barren landscape. One could assume all the animals had been eaten by aphids, but just in case… “Can a hungry lion break through the windshield?”

Roark leaned over my shoulder, his stubble scraping my face as he planted a kiss on my cheek. “Not if we kill it first.”

It would be a shame to kill one. Who knew how many species the aphids had eaten to extinction?

Michio followed the tracks across the plain. Halfway through the stretch of tall grass, he stopped the truck and rested on the steering wheel, his eyes searching the area before us.

Single story concrete buildings squatted on the horizon. Peeling paint. Broken windows. Cages separated a few of those lonely structures. But no beasts. At least, not the kind one would expect on a wild animal reserve. The cages crawled with aphids, all of them locked within, clinging to the bars, wanting out.

A stripe of blue moved between two chain-wire fences, there and gone before I could blink.

“Did you see that?” I pointed.

Roark handed a pair of binoculars over my shoulder. Jesse adjusted them and scanned the compound. “Blue shirt. Dark skin. He looks human.” A hiss pushed through his teeth. “Shit, he ran.”

I blew out a breath. “He saw us? Do we chase him?”

Jesse passed the binoculars to Michio. “He could be getting reinforcements. We don’t want to scare him. Let them come to us.”

Outside the truck, grasshoppers sprung through the feathery grass. Beside me, Jesse’s thumb slid back and forth on his bow string. The musk of anxious men saturated the cab.

A moment later, a tremor sparked in my chest, pulling and expanding to my stomach. “There’s…there’s something.”

Jesse pivoted, the scruff on his jaw glowing red in the sunlight. “Be more specific.”

Michio raised the binoculars, angled at the cages. “The aphids, Evie?”

I closed my eyes and mentally searched my body's responses, focusing on the weird sensations. Invisible pulses stitched across my skin and folded inward, colliding and forming a knot of hostility in my stomach. Magnetic feelers stretched from the coiling energy, reaching outward and strengthening.

I opened my eyes. “Aphids at one o’clock. They’re coming.”

Boots scuffed the metal floor behind me, and leather creaked as weapons were removed from holsters. I grabbed my carbine from the floor and checked the magazine.

Jesse strapped his quiver on his back, eyes on me. “How many?”

I followed the threads of vibrations. Ten…twenty…thirty came from the cages, growing closer. Lighter strands tingled from farther away. “At least thirty are out of the cages. More are coming.”

“The fucker released them to scare us away.” Jesse nodded to Michio. “Get us out of here.”

Shit. I didn’t want to leave without talking to the guy or searching for the nymph. “He wouldn’t release them unless he had a safe place to hide. We could find him, flush him out.”

Michio ignored me and threw the gear shift in reverse. The tires spun.

Then I felt it. A keener pitch amid the vibrations. A twinge beyond the basic hunger. A spark of something...more. “Wait. I think…” The magnetic current didn’t feel like communication. Not like the aphids. The electricity knitting into and through me was neither attraction nor repulsion. It was simply a shared sense of each other. “She’s here. I can feel her.”

Jesse twisted to look at me, the skin around his copper eyes tight with impatience. “I thought you couldn’t communicate with them?”

“The nymphs on Malta...their pain leaked to me. And Elaine, I called her out of that cabin.” I rubbed my chest. “No wait, that’s not right. I shared her sadness and somehow controlled her with warm feelings.”

Jesus, that even sounded crazy to my own ears.

Jesse spoke through clenched teeth. “And now?”

“Same, I think.”

The truck stopped, and Jesse gripped the back of my neck, his glare hard and pressing against me. “Be sure, Evie.”

The tiny spasm in my chest pulsed amid the frenzy of vibrations. Then it faded.

I jerked out of his grip. “Fuck if I know. I’m still trying to get a grip on this—” I waved a hand over my gut. ”Whatever this is.”

Heavy breaths in the close quarters marked the passing seconds. Metal gear and weapons clinked, and clothing rustled. The prickling feeling in my core spread to my limbs and seemed to intensify the anxiety bouncing between the six of us.

“Okay.” Jesse glanced at the buildings, his gaze darting over the sparsely-treed landscape and the woods beyond. “Tallis, Georges to the tree line. Your gunfire will draw the bugs away from Evie. The priest’s sword and my bow will cover the truck.” He looked at Michio. “Doc?”

Michio’s head dipped. “I’ll stay with her.”

I was the best aim in the group. And my weird genetics gave me a predator’s speed and reflexes. The genetics of the aphid’s natural predator. But my guardians wouldn’t risk it, not in situations like this when they didn’t have a perimeter in place or a full handle on what we were facing.

The truck’s metal walls screeched. The sound of talons scratched the rear door, and the vibrations inside me went ballistic.

My throat closed, and my finger jumped to the trigger on the carbine. The field of grass lay motionless around us. They’d sneaked up from behind.

A skitter scraped across the roof.

My pulse spiked, and Tallis’ whisper crept through the tension. “Oh fuck.”
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A hard-shelled body dropped on the hood, its limbs folding into an aggressive crouch. Double-jointed legs propelled it to the windshield, and claws hammered the glass, cracking spider webs across the center. My muscles locked up as two more climbed onto the hood, the metal groaning beneath the weight.

Their eyes bulged like eggs, searching for a way in. I traced the psychic links, tapping into each jumbled brain. Their thoughts were uniform, simple. Catch. Feed.

The rear door rattled open, and sunlight rushed in behind me. The aphids on the hood cocked their heads and scrambled off, toward the noise. Shuffling boots signaled Roark’s, Tallis’, and Georges’ exit from the delivery truck. I tried to swallow down my fear for them, but it shook through my body with an almighty chill.

When the metal door slammed shut and a dark quiet settled over my back, the hairs on my nape stood on end. That unnerving feeling magnified as I watched Roark in the side mirror, his powerful frame sprinting around the truck and slicing his way through a throng of aphids.

Jesse clasped the door handle. “Evie?”

I nodded, my gaze glued to Roark, as I hissed through my teeth, “Stay behind like a good girl.”

Jesse jumped out, arrow nocked at his cheek. A scaly arm swiped from behind him. He spun. The arrow flew, and the door shut on a shriek. In a blur of muscle and flinging arrows, Jesse ran into the fray.

My guardians were so different from one another, but they shared a common skill in crude weaponry. Roark wielded a sword like Viking King. Jesse not only crafted arrows but flung them with mind-boggling accuracy. And while Michio’s agile body was his deadliest weapon, he carried a shinobi-zue. It was… well, I wasn’t exactly sure, but it looked like a thin, harmless wooden tube. Hidden inside, however, were retractable blades, chains, and deadly hooks. It was elusive, unpredictable, and he swung it with supernatural force.

Michio’s hand covered my white knuckles. “Still feel the nymph?”

The vibrations in my chest made my heart pound for two reasons. The aphids’ hunger was multiplying, and the nymph’s spark was gone.

I shook my head, focused on Roark’s cassock billowing around him. The sword’s pommel arced up in his two-handed grasp. Steel streaked, and death fell in its wake. He dodged a speared mouth, tackled the back of another.

I couldn’t stop shaking. If he made one misplaced step… “I need to get out there and help them.”

Michio’s fingers shot to my wrist, forming a shackle. His glower underscored his unspoken no.

A stabbing mouth lashed toward Jesse’s chest. He ducked, freed his tomahawk, and severed the head.

Stinging sensations lit my neck, the aphids’ hostile unrest overwhelming my own. Gunfire thundered from the tree line, and it seemed to be drawing the aphids. Would it be enough?

I spat a chewed fingernail. “I’ll try to command them.”

“They can handle this, and we need you coherent.”

How many aphids did I control in Iceland? A whole damned army. But I had skin-to-skin contact with all three guardians. I had their energy source, their Yang, to fuel my command. If I tried to harness more than one with just Michio, I’d pass out in seconds.

“Evie.” Michio pulled my finger from my gnawing teeth. “They’ve fought off more than this countless times. Relax.”

To say I was incapable of relaxing was an understatement.

The bugs slowed their march toward the woods, and one by one, they turned back to Roark. A crimson smudge glistened amid the black splatter on his face.

No, no, no. I couldn’t breathe as I yanked against Michio’s hold on my arm. “Roark’s bleeding. They smell him. It’ll draw their hunger.”

Michio’s attention flicked from Roark to Jesse, the tree line, back to Roark. Muscles bounced in his jaw. His squeeze on my arm punctuated every syllable. “If we go out there…” He pulled in a deep breath. “If the aphids don’t kill us, your Lakota will.”

Roark stumbled backwards, outnumbered. A single arrow danced in Jesse’s quiver. Maybe fifteen…twenty aphids remained. Some were dragging themselves back up.

I flashed Michio a fearful smile. “I’d rather deal with a pissed-off Jesse than a dead one.”

“Shit.” He released my arm. “I’ll be right behind you.”

My fingers grazed the magazines on my belt. Sidearm on my thigh. Carbine on its sling. The brace of knives on my forearm. Michio’s door opened with mine.

I slammed into the foul stench of aphid blood and raised the carbine. My strides tangled in the overgrown grass. I ducked, missed a lunging body, and squeezed the trigger.

A green shoulder exploded in bone bits. Beside me, Michio released the spike from his shinobi-zue and pierced the aphid’s orb. Without looking back, I ran toward the center of the battle, making every bullet count.

Screeches haunted the air. The report of rifles boomed. And Jesse’s shouts. “Goddammit Evie. Back in the truck! Fuck no. Evie—”

The carbine reverberated against my ear drums, spitting brass and paring Roark’s attackers. I leapt over a tree stump, spun away from the thrust of stabby mouthparts, firing at the bugs as they blurred around me. Their speed was supernatural, their limbs twitching with energy. Just like mine.

I fought like them, blurred like them. Good ol’ benefits of my creepy DNA. Only way I was going down was if all the creatures swarmed me at once.

One shouldered into my stomach, snarling and snapping. I kicked it away, but its taloned foot snatched my leg, stabbing my shin with five daggers. Its spiny hairs were like razors, shredding my jeans. I tried to swing a leg up to wipe my bloody scratches against its skin, hoping the contact would cause its insides to explode.

The damned thing evaded my kicks, but not my hand. I swiped the knife, and the hissing mouth tore away under the slice of high-carbon steel. I finished it with a stab in its gutted maw and shoved it off.

Another jumped toward me, and I spun the blade. Shit, I missed and quickly rolled out of its way. It fell on me, and I caught its shoulders, holding it away. Its jowls chomped toward my neck, slapping strings of warm, fetid slobber on my face. Son of a bitch, it was pissed.

My arms grew weak, its weight pressing down. I couldn’t hold it off much longer, couldn’t fucking push it away.

I met Michio’s fierce eyes across the field. He dodged a swinging pincer, his expression feral as he sprinted toward me, skidding and slamming into the aphid on top of me.

In a blur, he twisted its head halfway around. Bones cracked and ripped through green skin, but that wouldn’t kill it. I released my last blade and stabbed it in the face. As it dropped, I yanked the knife from its sightless eye and fell upon my stomach. Fuck. My pulse whooshed loudly in my head, and my body thrummed with adrenaline.

“Stay down,” Michio said through labored breaths.

Yeah. No problem. I dragged the carbine into position and sneezed against the swirled up pollen and dust. With shaking hands, I adjusted the scope, trained it down field, and picked off the ones bounding after Jesse.

Brain matter spurted and ribboned from punctured skulls. Those I missed dragged their bodies and crawled on stubs to continue their hunt.

Exhale. Squeeze. The carbine’s telescoping stock tapped my shoulder. I rocked with it, settled in a zone, wrapped in the caress of gun powder. When the bugs moved toward me, Michio fought them. With his hands, his spiked cane, his musculature and speed impossible to follow. Goddamn. He was as fast and strong as the aphids. Was he injecting steroids?

Sweat dripped into my eyes, and I backed my finger off the trigger, afraid I’d pop him. He thrust a thumb, plucked an eye out of one. Then he tumbled away, his arms just smears through space as he fell on the next. The bulbous head canted, hung by sinews with a glazed stare.

He leapt again, twisted mid-air. Another blur. He’d always been limber. But that fast?

Soon, Michio stood alone among the fallen creatures, chin tucked against the rise of his chest. Black blood splattered around his flickering eyes. Christ, he was the deadliest creature of them all.

Maybe he’d somehow imbued some of my speed? A side-effect of being intimate?

The ricochet of weapons ceased. Moments passed, strained and breathy. Did we kill them all? I didn’t feel them.

I squinted, blinking through the gunk on my face and the glare of the sun.

Movement near the woods drew my focus. Tallis and Georges jogged toward us, seemingly unharmed. I released a breath, and the air awoke with the buzz of grasshoppers and the drift of loam. A turkey vulture flew low, perched on a severed head. Several bodies away, Roark stooped on his sword.

I stumbled to my feet and half-sprinted, half-limped to his side. A river of blood painted his temple, and my heart rate slammed into overdrive.

“A bite, Roark? No!” I grabbed a fist full of his hair and pulled his head closer.

He swatted at me, a sword-sharp glint in his eye. “Bollocks, love. ‘Twas the wanker’s claws.”

My muscles loosened, and my pulse slowed down. I shook out my hands and surveyed the carnage.

Jesse bent over a mound of bodies, collecting his arrows, electricity sparking in his gaze. That gaze was aimed at me, or more specifically my body, likely inspecting it for injury.

“I’m still alive.” I raised my chin. “And so are you. A thank you will do.”

Jesse straightened and barked a mirthless laugh. “Hardly. Where my head’s at, darlin’, throwing you over my knee and welting your ass doesn’t begin to cover it.”

My breath caught. That was…unexpected. And tantalizing. His tone might’ve been teasing, but there was a claim there. He wanted to deliver that punishment, and the reason had nothing to do with me getting out of that truck.

Okay, maybe that was just hopeful imagination, but I couldn’t stop the twitch in my lips. “Promise?”

His eyes flared, consuming me in molten copper. Then he looked at Michio, the moment gone. “And you. You were supposed to keep her—”

“Go back where you came from,” a shaky voice bellowed across the field. “There’s nothing here for you.”

I sucked in a sharp breath, but all I got was a fume of rotten blood. Coughing, I turned toward the direction of the voice, a crumbling building.

A man and his rifle peeked over the ledge of the roof. “I…me and my friends don’t have anything you want. Get on outta here.”

More men? I doubted it. This motherfucker released a swarm of aphids on us. Why? Because he was alone.

My feet moved forward, my lips parting to speak, but Jesse’s hand clamped over my mouth. Then he shoved me behind him.

Standing in front of me, he eclipsed my view. “We have something you want, Mr…”

A pause, then “Amos. Just Amos.”

Jesse inclined his head. “Amos, we can help your nymph.”

“No, sir,” he yelled. “Ain’t seen one o’ dem since the virus. Go on now.”

I poked Jesse’s tailbone. “He’s lying.”

He lowered his chin, lips peeled back. “Shh.” He hooked his arm behind him, pressing the back of a hand against my spine and holding me against him. “We found your friend. He was collecting clothes and food for her.”

“You found Jackson?” Amos’ voice pitched with worry.

Shit. This wouldn’t go over well.

Jesse raised a hand to shade his eyes. “Did Jackson drive a white Chevy? With the safari logo on the side?”

“Where is he? Whaddya do to him?”

Roark leaned around Michio and whispered to Jesse, “If he doesn't stop arsing around with all the questions, I'll climb up there and fuck him off the roof myself.”

Jesse ignored him. “We found your guy in West Virginia.” His knuckles pressed against my lower back, his thumb rubbing restlessly over the skin beneath my tank top. “He was turned, Amos. I’m sorry. But he would’ve wanted us to help his girl.”

A heavy quiet drifted over the field. When Amos finally spoke, it was choked. “You can’t do nothing for the girl.”

Relief rushed over me. We found the nymph. I buried my smile in Jesse’s t-shirt, the wet cotton clinging to his spine. Strange how much I liked the feel of his sweat melding with mine. But that didn’t stop me from digging my nails into his hips to remind him not to screw this up.

He uncurled my fingers and pulled my arms around his waist, holding my hands against the stone slabs of his abs. “We have a cure for nymphs.”

“Bullshit. Ain’t no cure.”

“You’re outnumbered, Amos. And your guard dogs are dead.” Jesse gestured at the battlefield and thickened his drawl. “Come on down from there, and we’ll talk like civilized folk.”

Silence. I peered around Jesse’s arm just as Amos and his rifle disappeared from view. A few moments later, he walked, barrel raised, from behind the building. A blue flannel shirt and grimy work pants hung from his wiry frame. His mocha complexion was wrinkle-free, but silver peppered his unkempt hair.

“Lemme see what ya hiding.” He jerked his gun toward Jesse from ten feet away. “I wanna see its face.”

Jesse tensed, his arms holding mine against his stomach. My cheek rested against his back, and I had an errant thought about how well our bodies fit together. The curve of his spine cradled my breasts. His muscular ass fit perfectly against the dip of my pelvis. He was hard where I was soft, and if I stood on tip-toes, I could—  Focus, Evie.

I tried to untangle my arms from his hold. “He’s not going to shoot me. I’ll go slowly.” I waited for him to release me and stepped around, hands up.

Amos wet his gaping lips. “What is this?”

“See? We have our own girl.” Jesse’s voice was calm, charming even, but his fingers wrapped around my wrist in a death grip. “We’re not here to steal yours. We just want to help her.”

Amos wobbled the rifle’s aim at my face. “This…this is a trick.”

It was in moments like this when I desperately missed Darwin, his loyal protection, and his ability to sense a person’s intentions. I would’ve looked to him now for signs of distrust or indifference toward this man.

“She carries the cure.” Michio clutched my other hand, his frame moving in to block half of mine. “She can cure your nymph.”

“No.” Amos shook his head and angled his neck to look at me. “Ain’t no woman survived. It’s one o’ dem sex-changers.”

Wow. I’d been called everything from Satan’s whore to an undeveloped nymph, but sex-changer was a new one.

A few feet away, Roark’s hand moved to the pommel of his sword. Evidently, he was as offended as I was.

“A transvestite?” Michio’s jaw tightened, and the cords in his neck strained. “Not possible. They lacked the testosterone needed to survive the virus.”

“So did women.” Amos pointed at me, and spit flew from his mouth. “It’s a nymph then. Explains how it moved like those damned bugs.”

My molars ground together. “Call me an it one more time and you’ll find out just how well I move like the damned bugs.”

Michio’s arm slipped around my shoulders, his voice low. “You’re not helping.”

Like I cared. What did Amos need to see? Anatomic proof? No way was I stripping.

“Where are your friends?” Michio nodded at the buildings.

“It’s just me.” Amos seemed distracted, his eyes wild and locked on me.

Curling my finger, I gave him a come-hither gesture. “Look for yourself.” I opened my mouth and stuck out my tongue. It felt childish, and I wanted to retract it immediately. But how else could I prove I wasn’t a nymph?

Michio held up his hand at the other man. “Not another step until you get that gun out of her face.”

Amos lowered the rifle, the stock rattling in his clutch as he crept forward like an injured aphid. When he stopped an arm’s length away, I fought a squirm under his scrutiny and kept my tongue out. Around me, my guardians shifted with the same unease.

Finally, he stepped back and rubbed his head. “I don’t know. Can’t see nothing, but I ain’t no doctor.”

“C’mere, Evie.” Michio gripped the back of my thighs, lifting me up his body until our lips were the same height.

I glimpsed a mischievous spark in his eyes right before his mouth fell over mine. I tilted my head and opened for him, giving him what he wanted. My fingers dug into his shoulders as our tongues slid together, licking and swirling. He was proving a point, but his kiss wasn’t softened or moderated. He attacked my mouth, grazing my lips with some really sharp teeth.

Ow. Was that a bite? Jesus, I tasted blood.

He jerked back, eyes widening, but his shock didn’t last long. His hands clenched on my thighs, and he dove back for my mouth, his breaths quickening and his tongue plunging deeper, hungrier, tingling every cell in my body.
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