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Dedication

For Treachery.

Now that I have seen you, you are no longer
hidden.
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Chapter One

“I’m not hard to find.”

 


Monday night and still at work, Hayden Buchanan
Thomas sorted paper clippings and article printouts his boss,
Elizabeth Hume, had left on his desk. This was not the
distinguished newspaper position he’d dreamt about and hustled for.
Some of the pieces in the pile were bullshit he’d written a couple
months ago for Bob Keeler’s ridiculous but influential tabloid,
The Boston Weekly. Some were articles he’d written for
The Globe, his current paper of employment. Both sets were
cold accounts of the zombie tribe that had recently infected
Boston. The myth he’d created was that the creatures had arrived in
a blizzard and stayed, crawling closer and deeper into the city
with each wintery day. Everything he’d written—zombies roaming the
streets, capturing humans, using the captives as sex slaves, using
the humans’ sexual energy as sustenance—came across as the usual
exaggerated tabloid crap. But it was all true. Still true.
Unbelievably disgusting, truly terrifying, but true. He knew that
because he’d lived it. And was still living it. And would continue
living it until he found a way to get free.

The rest of the pages, the ones he had not written,
were pieces from local websites, personal blogs, and even a couple
from the Boston Herald. Each of those made a reference to
one or more of the vacant, dilapidated buildings around town.

His task for the evening was to combine the two sets
of information. To figure out how, in reality or in his
imagination, the Tribe of the Undead was making use of the empty
buildings. As a first step in accomplishing that, he’d been asked
to make a list of all the vacant buildings and code them by
location and condition. Also, create some sort of “coolness” scale
and use that scale to rate the decrepit, crumbling places. And, of
course, note which of the locations were most likely to be
possessed by evil entities. That last bit was key. The result being
a top five list of the “coolest,” most likely to be haunted ruins
in Beantown. The second step, connecting the tribe of sex-cult
zombies to the battered and forgotten buildings, had yet to be
revealed.

He turned to the plain window centered on the small,
plain wall of the plain room. Outside, the gray March clouds hung
low, smothering the setting sun. The limbs of the trees shook from
the wind, the bare branches poking at the sky like bony fingers.
He’d felt the chill of the day all afternoon even though he’d been
right there for hours. The indoor space was as grim as the sky.
They all referred to the room as a cooperative collaboration space,
but it was in actuality a shitty room they were all forced to share
because in actuality the well-respected Globe newspaper did
not admit to them or their work. With the exception of their
uncompromising, well-connected leader, Elizabeth Hume, the paper
acknowledged none of them individually or them as a whole. They
were the newspaper’s money-making secret. The secret was so tightly
kept, that not everyone who worked in this obscure end of the
building knew that they were involved in something so ridiculous.
Sure, a few of them occasionally got some credit for something that
made its way onto the paper’s actual website, but on the whole, he
knew that the paper did not want the public to know what went on in
that room.

Months ago, when his whole purpose in life was to get
an actual job at an actual paper where he’d begin his actual
career, Hayden would have been okay with working late to get what
he wanted. The idea was that respectable employment would give him
the money he needed to pay his student loans while also stopping
him from being the laughingstock of his graduate program. Sure,
he’d achieved one of those goals, getting paid, but ironically that
money came with a hefty price tag. One that he was still paying and
would still be paying long after that last loan payment cleared his
bank.

“That one of the top-secret projects Hume has you
working on?”

Hayden turned to find Nidhi Bansal leaning into the
doorway. Elizabeth’s glorified errand girl was one of the people
who didn’t fully understand what really went on in the office.
Covered by her long gray overcoat and with her ever-present brown
leather messenger bag over her shoulder, she was obviously done for
the day. He waved his hands over the papers. “Yes, and see how
grand it is? Do try to hold back your jealousy.”

She laughed, but the sound didn’t ring true. “I’m the
one on my way out the door while you’re the one stuck here doing
this busy work. I don’t think that’s cause for jealousy.”

Nidhi’s constant curiosity over his projects was
something Hayden had adjusted to from his first day on the job. Him
working there had been the result of a favor, one Bob Keeler owed
him, but she had no way of knowing that. So, he’d been vague in his
reply and assumed she’d give up on her queries. He’d been wrong.
She constantly asked him what he was working on and why he was the
one assigned to it. Her questions got honest, yet ambiguous,
answers. It seemed she thought he was a threat to her own
employment, but that was not the case. Not at all. And he never
would be. This position was temporary for him. It had to be. And
so, he was just passing through. Edging, like everyone else who
knew what they were up to, for a successful, upward, exit.

He chuckled and did his best to look sheepish. The
expression usually worked with women, but apparently not her. “You
are the lucky one tonight,” he said, turning back to the papers and
hoping she’d offer a quick goodnight and leave.

Instead, she spoke again. “By the way, I’m not the
only one asking about you.”

He replied without looking up. “Hume?”

“Nope. Both she and Darrel left.”

He took the bait and lifted his head. Something
curious lingered in her eyes. If he knew her better, he could be
certain, but to him it looked like excitement. Thanks to the recent
turns in his life, he had to be on guard constantly. He’d learned
to trust his intuition and see everything, and everyone, as a
threat. And so, the sick sensation swelling in his gut was not
pointless anxiety. It was a clear warning.

When she continued, her lips curled into a discerning
grin. “A girl in the bathroom. She asked if you were around. Seems
she’s looking for you.”

“Who…” But, of course, he already knew who it was,
loitering in the bathroom, lingering until everyone except him left
this part of the building.

“Not my business to ask her name,” she said. Still
grinning, she continued, “She looks…”

He lifted his eyebrows, knowing exactly how she
probably looked but stayed silent, not wanting to give Nidhi the
satisfaction of hearing him speak the words aloud.

Her gaze lingered on him for a while. Finally,
apparently accepting that he was not going to offer a description,
she said, “Expensive. In a paid for kind of way.”

Nidhi Bansal had no idea just how paid for that girl
was. “Well.” He lifted then dropped his hands onto the sea of white
paper spread across the desk. The dramatic thump did nothing to
ease the tension seizing his guts. He feigned a light tone, “I’m
not hard to find.”

“Oh, but you are.”

Mattie, now behind Nidhi.

Directly behind.

Close enough that she was pressing her massive tits
against the other girl’s back. So close she could easily grind her
crotch into Nidhi’s ass. She lifted her arms and braced herself in
the doorway, spread her booted feet, and hung like a spider; Nidhi
tucked into her web. A red flush burst across Nidhi’s cheeks,
spread across her face, crept down her neck. Eyes wide, mouth
trembling, she stepped into the room, walked over to stand in front
of the window, and said, “I see you did find him.”

Embarrassment? Excitement? Hayden couldn’t tell what
emotion was making Nidhi flutter.

“Guess I’ll get going,” she added but made no effort
to leave.

Mattie didn’t move either. She tilted her head, the
messy bun of her tangled hair dropped to the side. A faint mocking
smile played across her lips. Lips that had been everywhere on
Hayden’s body. Lips that had made him do and say things he never
would’ve imagined possible. Those things and more. All possible.
All real. And now all a part of who and what he was. Who and what
he would always be. Hayden didn’t want his co-worker brought into
this fucked up, humiliating part of his life. “Get out of her
way.”

“Am I bothering you?” Mattie asked, leering at the
other girl, her gaze a savage assessment of Nidhi’s body. Hayden
had never seen Mattie smile the way she was now. Wanton. Coy.
Envious. With her leather jacket zipped up, hiding her huge tits,
and her powerful thighs covered by plain jeans, she almost looked
human. Almost. But not to him. He knew who—what—she was and that
her manipulative extremes were as formidable as they were
endless.

Judging by the softened and sexy expression on
Nidhi’s face, Mattie’s smile ignited the girl’s imagination and her
lust. Not at all surprising. The creature had snared him in a
similar, if more aggressive, way.

Nidhi shook her head. “Bothering isn’t the word I’d
use. I—”

Hayden masked his angst with irritation. “Nidhi was
on her way out. Please get out of the doorway, so she can go
home.”

“Nidhi. I like the way that sounds. I’d like to say
it more. But fine, have it your way, Hayden. You do like to ruin
everyone’s fun.” Mattie relinquished the doorway by dropping her
arms and moving slightly into the room.

Nidhi paused, then hopped forward, casting the girl a
sideways glance as she passed into the outer office. Seconds later
the snap of the lobby door confirmed her exit.

Mattie moved back to close the door with an
exaggerated softness. “It’s just you and me now.”

Hayden leaned forward, bracing himself for the icy
flow of heat she elicited. “What do you want?”

Peering at the papers and notes scattered around, she
came closer. “Working on the possession project I see.”

He shoved the pages into a pile, slid the stack away
from her then leaned back to set his feet on the edge of the
desk.

“I had a nice chat with your friend, Nidhi.”

Hayden tried to ignore the obviously sexual way she
pronounced the other girl’s name. “We aren’t friends. We’re
co-workers.”

“Has she told you about her research project?”

He kept his mouth closed as he folded his arms.

“She gave me an earful. Told me some secrets, I
think.” She pulled her bottom lip inward and bit down, making the
flesh pucker, then spoke again. She knows more than you think. More
than she should.”

Doubtful. Very doubtful. “She talked Hume into
letting her work on Tribexx stuff,” he said. “I think she’s working
on some posts about clothes, music, and culture.”

“Culture. That sounds intriguing.” She faked a pout.
“I have to admit though, I don’t like being reduced to a
fandom.”

“You aren’t the fandom.”

“So true.” She lifted her eyebrows and turned her
head to the side, staring down at him. “I’m the real thing. Makes
me special, don’t you think?”

Hayden smirked. “You going to offer to do an
interview?”

“Nah,” she replied, stretching out the word and
parting her lips. “I know how you reporters love the quest for
knowledge. I wouldn’t want to make her hunt too easy.” She wiggled
her fingers and then pointed at him. “You need to keep an eye on
her. Make sure she doesn’t get herself into something she isn’t
ready for.”

Bitter electricity ignited his nerves. The chair
squeaked when he eased it back even further. “Don’t tell me what to
do.”

She knocked his legs from the desk. His feet hit the
floor with a hard thud. “That ring doesn’t change everything,” she
said, placing herself on the edge of the desk, looming above
him.

As he often did, he looked at the crest on the gold
pinky ring he was still getting accustomed to wearing. “It changes
some things.”

“What things?” She put her booted feet on his thighs,
pressed down, spreading his legs apart. “I’m not seeing, or
feeling, anything different right now.”

The words rang true, but he clung to his new vision
of his reality. The two of them weren’t going back to how things
had been. Never. “I’m not your pet anymore.” Pleasure and pain
mingled. “That’s one thing that’s different.”

“True.” She continued pressing, grinding her heels
into his thighs. “You’re Lizzie’s puppet. Aren’t you?”

There was no disputing that. The scattered papers now
shuffled into a pile were the evidence her bidding was his call. No
matter how stupid the task, he was her go to boy. Trapped here in
this odd section of the building, an office separated from the rest
of the staff, the real writers and reporters. This little corner
belonged to Elizabeth Hume alone and alone she decided what to do
with her resources. He was nothing more than a resource.

“Seems you are catching on.”

He gave in and asked, “To what?”

“That your entire world is on a need-to-know
basis.”

“Is that why you’re here?” Pulling away from her
would be a sign of weakness, so he resisted the urge. “I need to
know something?”

She reached for the zipper tab on her leather,
started gliding it down, exposing a tight black T-shirt beneath.
Once the zipper was all the way open, she arched her back and let
the jacket slide to her elbows. She shook her arms. The jacket
landed on the table, covering half of the pile of articles. “Maybe
you do. Maybe you don’t.”

“Seems to me I do.”

“Don’t be such an asshole Hayden.” She eased up on
his thighs, moved one foot to his crotch. “Why don’t you ever like
to have fun anymore?”

The light pressure against his dick was a threat, he
knew. Do what I want, say what I want, or I’ll hurt you. He’d
played this game with her enough times to know he was going to
lose. He always lost. Still, he grabbed her foot with both hands
and twisted outward, forcing her to lift and straighten her leg,
while she moved it away from him. She placed the other foot on his
crotch, this time pressing harder. Hard enough to hurt. Again, he
reached for her foot with both hands and again she kicked her leg
outward and away from him. This time though, she lunged forward,
knocking him and the chair to the ground. There wasn’t much of a
struggle. She grabbed him, pulled him from the chair and then
crawled on top of him, pinning him to the floor with her hands and
knees.

He would have been happier with himself if he had the
urge to fight or at least get angry, but those emotions were long
gone. Instead, he felt his body respond to her bitter scent, her
overwhelming strength, and her cold hunger for him. In the past she
had come to him, used him, because she needed him. Now, though, she
came to him because she wanted him, and she knew that in the
obscure dreadful place in his soul, he wanted her too.

“If I let go of you, are you going to be a good boy
and unzip your pants for me?”

He clenched his jaw, felt the saliva surge in the
back of his mouth.

She threw her head back and laughed, a cruel mirth
that made his chest heave. But still, he reached down and unzipped
his pants, shoved the fabric down.

“And?” she mocked.

He shoved his boxers down.

“That’s more like it, puppet.”

She got off him long enough to pull down her own
jeans, leaving them around her ankles, bunched above her boots.
“Why are you looking at me like that? Did you have some stupid idea
I’d turned into a decent girl and start wearing panties?”

He lay there, hand on his dick, in the middle of the
collaborative space. The chair lay sideways next to him, unfinished
work on the desk. He waited, wanting, needing her to drop herself
on top of him. Fuck him. Release the grim ugliness that had settled
inside him. Instead of lowering herself onto his cock, she folded
her arms under her tits and glared at him.

“I like seeing you on your back, like that. Reminds
me of your first visit to the camp.”

He let go of his cock and grabbed her leg, squeezed
hard, wanting his nails to scratch her flesh. “I don’t give a shit
what you like.”

The sky had grown more bleak, the black tips of the
trees just visible in the corner of the window dotted the sky.
Grim, but a reminder that elsewhere normal people lived their
normal lives.

“I think when I tell you that thing you need to know,
you’re going to start caring about what I like.”

“Tell me now and find out,” he said, continuing to
squeeze even though he knew he couldn’t hurt her.

“As I just told you, I like seeing you this way. I’m
enjoying myself, Hayden. It’s called having fun.” She put her hand
between her legs and caressed her bare pussy. “You should try it
sometime.”

He pulled on her leg, but the pressure he applied did
nothing to knock her off balance. Still stroking herself, she stood
above him, the mocking smile he knew so well pulling on her mouth.
Beaten for now, he closed his eyes, moved his hand back to his cock
and began rubbing, letting himself step into her cruel realm. One
day he would get away from her and her depraved world. For now, he
understood that the only way to get out was to go all the way in,
hunt down her weakness, the weakness for all of them, then use it
against them. Break them. Or at least break their tie to him. He
wrapped his other hand around his shaft, the pinky ring cutting
into his skin, reminding him how tied he was.

As though she was inside his mind, feeling his
despair, she laughed. He took his hands away, opened his eyes. She
was staring at him, the cruel gleam in her eyes familiar and
haunting. Keeping his gaze locked with her own, she put one knee on
each side of his body. The pants still clustered around her calves
limited her movement as she squatted over him, making her wobble.
She grabbed the edge of the desk, then worked her body into
position and finally began covering his cock with her tight, cold
pussy. Poison flowed through him, igniting his need to be inside
her, feel her take him.

Use him.

Inch by inch she worked herself down, until finally
he felt the cool brush of her ass against him. He straightened his
legs, pressed them together as he thrust up, driving his cock into
her. The familiar plunge was, as always, both relieving and
revolting. Over the past months he had come to know that no matter
how sickening and shocking the sexual trip he took with her, he
would come back to himself on the other side. The excruciating
perfection of their coupling had become a necessary evil for him,
something to silence the demons his time with the tribe had
awakened. But only for now, not forever, he promised
himself—again—as he gave himself permission to accept the dreadful
condition.

He used his heels as a level to lift himself higher
and drive his cock in, but soon her weight took the strength from
his body. He had no choice but to lie there and allow her to fuck
him. He opened his eyes, forced himself to watch her. Again and
again, she ground into him, hardly moving her hips as she
overpowered him.

“Yes, puppet,” she said, clutching the desk with one
hand and his shoulder with the other. “Right now, I’m your
master.”

The hideous physical pleasure remained, tormenting
him with his own hunger. Coils of need and desire rose, wrapped
themselves around him. His nerve endings were on fire, his mind
blown. She increased her speed, driving up and down, taking him,
battering him. He let go, released the tension of fighting, and
willed the other tension to take its place. The first pulses of her
release arrived, squeezing his cock. She drove harder, thrashing
against him with a fiendish energy. Within seconds, the chill of
her flashed through him, flash freezing the depths of his body.
Icing his soul. For those seconds he ceased to exist. He hung in
the balance between good and evil. Between whom he once was and who
he would someday become.

He accepted the impossibility of his own nonexistence
and was rewarded by an explosive wave of deep decadence. He
grunted, moaned, and panted, willed the circle of cruel carnality
to take even more of him. Now grinding his teeth, wanting, needing
the pleasure-pain to be finished. He couldn’t breathe; he couldn’t
think. He could only toss his head, grind his teeth and wait.

And he was delivered.

The final release ripped through him, its wrath so
fierce that for that long second it promised to tear out his heart,
with all its fresh pain and confusion, straight from his chest. He
stayed there in that silent emotionless abyss for several seconds
before falling, crashing, back. Above him, she was now grinding
through her own release, her face contorted, her own jaw tight,
clenching as she threw her head back and succumbed to her own
moment of vulnerability. Her flash of weakness was always quicker
than his, and soon she returned to herself and the reality of their
lives.

She grunted, stood, and pulled her pants up.

Hayden’s hands were still shaking, his stomach still
trembling, as he grabbed at his own clothing, struggling to pull
his briefs up and then his pants. By the time he got to his feet,
she was already sitting on the edge of the desk, legs crossed,
booted feet swinging. He stood before her with his pants unzipped,
his clothes not yet back in place.

Uncharacteristically silent, she was staring out the
window, her gaze taking in the final, hazy lines of the smothered
sun as it dipped behind the buildings surrounding them. The sky,
now completely full of gray clouds, promised another night of rain.
Hayden picked up the chair, righted it and then rolled it under the
desk. Once it was back in place, he finished straightening his
clothes. Now well accustomed to Mattie’s quick shift from fucking
to not fucking, he took his time repairing the damage to his
appearance, body, and mind. She, on the other hand, seemed to have
already forgotten their violent coupling.

“And so?” he asked, moving to the window, peering
out. Off in the distance, a bus rounded a corner, nearly hitting a
white minivan that had run the light. He wasn’t the only one living
dangerously.

“You really haven’t figured out what brought me here.
I mean,” she gestured to his crotch, “aside from your obvious
charms and talents.”

He refused to acknowledge that he did have a choice
now, whether to fuck her. But he set that aside and dove in. “The
move from the camp?” He pointed to the articles. “Elizabeth knows
about it. We’re working on the request that came through Bob.” Not
that he wanted to do Bob’s bidding. That tie should have been cut.
But apparently, Elizabeth sometimes did him favors in return. Or to
be more accurate, told Hayden to do the favors for Bob.

“Not that.” She grabbed her jacket from the floor.
“Aren’t you concerned for your gaudy girlfriend? Don’t you miss
her?”

Whether or not Rachelle was actually his girlfriend
was up for debate, but he knew better than to waste his energy.
Miss her? No. Felt guilty about what had happened to her? Yes. Even
though he shouldn’t. She’d asked for what’d happened to her.
Demanded it, actually. Then, like everything else in her privileged
life, she got it. “I’m pretty sure she stopped being my girlfriend
the day I met you.”

“Not my fault.” She laughed. “It gets worse. Rumor is
her daddy is looking for her.”

Hayden snorted. Fucking rich people. She’d been gone
for months. “Did he just now notice she hasn’t been around?”

“Oh? You think that’s funny? Seems to me you’ll be a
person of interest if she is reported missing.”

“Grab some oil and turn her. Nobody will notice
anything. They sure as hell won’t notice the change in her
personality.” It was his turn to laugh.

She hopped off the desk, picked up her jacket, then
came to stand beside him at the window. “Matthew didn’t bring her
with the others.”

“Why not?” He kept his gaze on the street, watching
the blur of lights from the rush hour traffic. “I thought she was
his special favorite.”

“Turns out he’s mad at her for what she did to me. At
least that’s what he said… to me.”

Hayden wasn’t about to attempt to understand Mattie
and Matthew’s destructive and disgusting relationship. “He
participated. They both did that to you.”

She lifted her chin and stared down at him, her mouth
curled into a sneer. The look was a reminder that he too was part
of the ritual that made her into a dormant.

She shoved her arms into her jacket. “He blames
her.”

“Are you saying he left her behind?”

“I went to the bunker yesterday; all the shelves are
empty. All of them are gone.” She zipped up her jacket. “Everything
is gone. Everyone is moved out. The whole camp is empty.”

“Seems you need to do a better job keeping track of
your… bodies.”
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