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			Introduction

		

		
			Amid the Clouds is a post-apocalyptic fantasy romance about a tough scientist with fear of commitment and a charming monster on a mission to get in her pants… and heart. Let yourself be whisked away to a world of magic and experience steamy moments, some jump scares, and quite a few laughs on the way to the guaranteed HEA. This is the first book in the Brave New World series but can be read as a standalone. For mature readers only. 

			TWs: battle with monsters, chase by monsters (not the sexy kind), a bit of gore, mention of parental death, flight at high altitude, supernatural war talk, pregnancy talk (no actual pregnancy), explicit intimate scenes with a non-human male
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			Delectable Treat

		

		
			If someone had told me the hot British actor playing James Bond would be attending the corporate party, I wouldn’t have hesitated that much before going. On the other hand, if someone had warned me that same Adonis would turn into a flesh-eating monster by the end of the party… I would have caught a flight to another continent instead of attending.

			Not that the distance would have helped. Nowhere was far enough when an apocalypse hit. Trust me; I had a penchant for apocalyptic shows and a science degree. Plus a lab job at the same company whose party turned into a zombie outbreak six months ago, marking the start of the first apocalypse.

			And yet, here I was now, inside the cutting-edge building that had once been my workplace. Back of my own free will at ground zero of human civilization’s fall. I was either an idiot who would get herself eaten, or the person who would bring much-needed medication to her small community of apocalypse survivors. The verdict was still out, but my prospects of surviving were slim.

			I kept sprinting down the long corridor, my hungry pursuers hot on my heels. Past the decomposing bodies of people I once knew, away from the exit and further into the infested office building. Talk about my life coming full circle. Why, oh why had I agreed to go on a supply run here, of all places? I had barely made it out last time, so my return was basically tempting fate to finish the job.

			Sure, I wasn’t the helpless woman from half a year ago. The 32-year-old lab scientist who had arrived at an office party worried her hasty updo sucked and her borrowed dress might be broadcasting her hips in widescreen. Only to run down this same corridor an hour later, bloodied and worried about the unsuspecting residents of the city mere three miles away from the newly established zombie central. The me of today was dressed in combat trousers, armed, and capable of handling a few zombies all on her own.

			Unfortunately, what was currently chasing me was more dangerous than the walking dead. I had killed–permanently–five of the monsters, but the remaining three had blocked my way to the exit. I had also run out of bullets, leaving me with nothing but an army knife against their yellowish claws and two rows of shark-like teeth. I would have stood a chance had my supply run buddy–that weasel Carson–not ditched me with a half-shouted, half-screamed, “Fuck this!”

			He was now outside, in the safety of the sunlight where our attackers couldn’t follow, unless they wanted to start a bonfire party. While I had been forced to flee in the only monster-free direction available, leaving the exit far behind.

			As I ran for my life, a high-pitched call sounded from the upper floor. Oh, great. There were more of these creatures in the building, and they were calling a reunion.

			

			My pursuers ignored the call and kept hunting me. Of course they would. Living, breathing humans were a rarity these days. What vampire in their right mind could resist such a delectable treat?

			If only I were dealing with intelligent, seductive, and sparkling hunks ready to offer one special woman immortality by their broody side… Alas, the vamps who showed up as part of the second apocalypse were Slender-man-look-alikes; they hunted in packs, bit down on an artery, and enjoyed a meal and a bath all in one. They didn’t turn you; they drank you dry.

			Unless I wanted to become their lunch, I had to get to sunlight. But how? The building’s security features made sure I couldn’t leave while on the first floor, at least not before the super fast vamps caught up to me. There was a fire escape ladder I could access from another level, but would I make it up there?

			A talon scraped the back of my tank top. I was out of time.

			Heart thundering in my chest, I took a sharp turn into the next corridor and–There! The stairwell! Before me were the concrete steps that once took me down to my lab, now bathed in natural light. Kudos to whoever had designed the glass roof and hi-tech system with reflective panels on the landings.

			I dove into the sunlight.

			The sound of running feet behind me stopped. To be replaced by hissing in what I imagined was disappointment at an afternoon snack missed.

			I was tempted to look back and flip the bird in the vamps’ elongated chalk-white faces. Instead, I kept running up the stairs, feeling their cold red eyes on my back as I climbed. Just because I had escaped these predators didn’t mean I was safe. Who knew what else was lurking in this God-forsaken place.

			Vampires were bad news, but they were not the only monsters behind apocalypse number two. As a co-worker had said before joining the walking dead and trying to eat my face, “Evolution can’t be stopped, Sue. Neither can it be controlled. One day, something stronger than us will appear, and we’ll either adapt to the brave new world, or go extinct.” Brad had failed to predict only one thing: that those superior beings would be more than one species and would show up all at once as part of what was dubbed the ‘supernatural apocalypse.’

			Humanity did not stand a chance, and neither would I if I encountered any other human-hungry creature with only a knife on me. I had to find a deserted floor where I could access the fire escape ladder. I had to get the meds, still safe inside a bag tucked in my belt, back to the military bunker my community lived in. So, up the stairwell it was for me.

			Damn Carson. He was so dead if I ever got my hands on him. I wouldn’t be in this situation if he had stayed to fire at the vamps in the lobby by my side. He was probably already halfway home, no meds but alive and smug about it.

			To think that he had been shamelessly hitting on me mere minutes ago, taking advantage of us being alone on this supply run. He might be pretty on the outside, but his personality was anything but; his arrogance had cost a life once. And now that he had left me to become monster fodder, I’d rather date Zombie 007.

			Even as a monster, the actor famous for his role of Bond had been drop-dead gorgeous, pun intended. Those ruby-red eyes and pulsing blue veins on his face couldn’t reduce his allure that much. Well, he’d had a creepy voice during a conversation with me as I was escaping this building back then, but I was sure I had hallucinated our tête-à-tête. After all, zombies were incapable of speech.

			I stopped my mad climb on a landing to catch my breath. I hadn’t run this much since a swarm of pixies had chased me weeks ago. I looked at the number on the wall: Floor 6. That should be high enough, given that the vampiric call from earlier had come from the second or third floor. It was time to leave the sun-lit stairwell and brave the route to the fire escape ladder on this level.

			I opened the fire-proof door and took a peek. A short dark corridor lay ahead, empty. I went in and made my way to the door on the other end, this one made of tinted glass. So far, so good.

			I pulled the door open just a fraction… and was hit by a cacophony of sounds. Growls. Hisses. Snarls of fighting animals… Blades cutting through flesh?

			My eyes went as wide as a loris’ as I processed what I was seeing through the crack. There were vampires and zombies fighting side by side. Working together. And their common enemy? Winged humanoid creatures wielding swords.

			I should shut the door and run back to the stairwell, but I was glued in place, dumbstruck by the sight of the unknown monsters. They were as big as bodybuilders in the making. Their skin was a dark shade of blue, and the wings protruding from their powerful backs were like a bat’s. Dressed in loincloths and sporting long hair, they reminded me of Tarzan but one holding a two-hand sword.

			What the hell.

			Actually, the first prize for bizarreness went to the battle scene as a whole. I’d never seen–or heard of–the apocalyptic monsters hunting together and sharing food. Not to mention it made no sense for two predatory species competing for a limited number of prey, to live in symbiosis. I had a Master’s in applied animal behavior, I should know.

			And yet, the two vamps and one zombie to my left were jointly cornering a bat-man. Then there was that fallen bat-man in the right corner of the room serving as a shared platter for three zombies and one vamp.

			Insanity.

			Suddenly, three zombies munching on a dead bat-man lifted their heads all at the same time, as if they were puppets on the strings of a single puppet master. And they turned back to look straight at me with their milky-white eyes.

			Oookay. Enough of this freak show.

			I bolted. Back to the stairwell and up. If the zombies abandoned their feast to give chase, with them being World-War-Z fast, I would be screwed.

			No one followed me. Phew. I kept climbing, desperate to put a few floors between me and the monster buffet. Just as I bypassed the door to the ninth floor, it flew open.

			I froze several steps away.

			A bat-man emerged, his blue skin covered in blood and guts. Sword in hand, he was breathing heavily. A set of black eyes devoid of pupils zeroed in on me.

			I didn’t move. I didn’t dare breathe.

			All the creatures responsible for the second apocalypse–at least, those encountered by people who had lived to tell the tale before the radios had gone silent–killed humans. With his massive wings, the bat-man could get to me in seconds, regardless of how fast I could run. Better to face death head-on.

			He sniffed the air in my direction and spread his wings.

			I crouched, tiny knife ready.

			The bat-man flew away. Down the stairwell, quickly disappearing from sight.

			I let out the breath I was holding. My hand around the knife relaxed. I might survive, after all–

			The door swung open again. A whole bunch of zombies came pouring out into the stairwell. Seriously?

			I ran up, and they gave chase. I was so tired already, what was I going to do? I couldn’t just pick a random floor to try for the fire escape ladder, not with so many of the floors being unsafe and those things right behind me!

			As I reached the top floor, I was left with a single option. Legs and lungs burning, I made a dash for the entrance to the single room up here. A conference hall, which at my last visit had its furniture replaced with cocktail tables.

			What was it with history repeating itself today? Really now.

			I shut the heavy door behind me right as several sets of decomposing hands reached for me. One turn of the lock, and I blocked out their blood-chilling snarls.

			Only to hear the wet, unmistakable sound of something munching behind me.
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			Crazy Stuff

		

		
			From one buffet onto another. Lucky me.

			Just five or six steps away from where I stood, amid overturned cocktail tables, broken glasses, scattered food remnants, and bodies at various stages of decomposition, four zombies were eating a bat-man.

			The zombies couldn’t have possibly missed my loud entry, yet they didn’t so much as spare me a glance. Maybe they preferred a bat-man to a Sue dish? I wasn’t staying long enough to find out.

			I had to reach the double doors at the far end of the hall. Beyond lay a corridor leading to the emergency exit and the fire escape ladder. My freedom from this nightmare was mere steps away!

			I got moving, keeping close to the walls. No one paid me any attention. Halfway to the exit, I got to see the victim’s face.

			

			God. The bat-man was still alive. He lay still and silent, but his eyes were wide open and staring back at me. Pain and determination warred in their dark depths, making me pause in my tracks.

			The creature’s gaze shifted to my left. I followed it to what turned out to be a sword lying next to a vampire’s headless body.

			The bat-man wanted me to get the sword. To help.

			A monster wanted my help? I was expected to risk my life for someone whose kind probably ate mine for breakfast?

			Madness.

			Even if the victim were human, I would think twice about engaging four zombies with my knife. Yeah, the sword would allow me to strike from a safe distance, but I had never used such a weapon. Now was not the time to try sword-fighting. And for what? There was no saving the creature from the deadly wounds. A chunk of his lower abdomen was missing, for heaven’s sake.

			The bat-man would die with or without my help. Then possibly turn into a zombie bat who would chomp on my face. No, thank you. But if I made it home with the meds, his death would at least have served a purpose.

			I resumed my slow progress toward the exit. Focused. Determined to survive. Not feeling any sympathy for the monster. Any guilt over leaving to a horrible death a stranger who wasn’t human. Because that would be foolish, and I was no fool. I wouldn’t have survived three apocalypses if I were.

			Nope, no idiots here. No dangerous compassion whatsoever–

			Fuck!

			I sheathed my knife, rushed back, and picked up the sword with both hands. Then charged the zombies with a wild cry.

			The first two were too slow to react before the surprisingly light sword chopped half their heads off. The others attacked, but thanks to my long weapon, they couldn’t get close enough to do any damage.

			One stabbed itself on the blade to get to me. I pushed until I had the creature pinned to the padded wall panel like a bug. Hands free of the sword, I pulled my knife out just in time to stab the other zombie in the eye.

			Only one monster was left standing. It tried to reach me, but I ducked to the left, immobilized its more decayed arm and gave the zombie a knife to the brain through its oozing ear. Now that was scientific precision.

			Breathless and shaky from the adrenaline rush, I stepped back to take in the carnage I had caused. Crazy stuff. What was I thinking, going kamikaze like that? Had the sword’s light design not compensated for my inexperience…

			The reason for my suicidal behavior lay with his eyes half-closed. His bluish lips moved as I stepped closer, but no sound came out. Black blood kept flowing out of his abdomen, chest, and left thigh to pool on the floor under his outstretched wings.

			He was a goner. At least, he had gone down fighting, judging by the many vampire and fresher-looking zombie corpses around us. In my book, that was the most dignified death one could get these days.

			When his eyelids closed, I knew the end was near. A strong wave of sadness washed over me. “Safe journey to bat-men’s heaven, big guy.”

			It made no sense to feel this way for a monster, yet here I was. Another mystery to add to today’s list. One I wouldn’t get to share, unless I got my ass moving.

			With a final glance at the bat-man, I headed for the double doors, sword in hand. The weapon was light and efficient, and its owner wouldn’t need it anymore.

			My mood improved when I found the corridor outside the conference room empty and the emergency exit sign at the far end. I ran down the corridor, unable to help myself.

			The door to the outside was unlocked. One push, and I was greeted by sunshine and the sight of the fire escape ladder leading down to salvation. Yes!–

			The blare of sirens filled the air.

			No! It was too early in the day for that; I was supposed to have an hour more!

			Bad timing or not, the sirens kept howling their eerie warning. The invaders from above were coming again.

			On cue, the sky over the nearby city darkened as the alien ships arrived.
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			Don’t Beam Me Up

		

		
			I was having yet another episode of being frozen on the spot and staring ahead.

			Once again, fate was laughing in my face like that bitch who had stolen my boyfriend two years ago. After everything I had survived today, I was going to miss my chance of escape when it was under my very nose.

			From the ladder’s landing, I could see my bicycle waiting for me down by the building. It was knocked down, probably by Carson’s hasty departure on his own bike, but it was there. All I had to do was go down fifteen floors, hop on it, and ride home for eight miles…

			I would never make it. I knew it, yet I stood there, watching the black triangular ships over the city in the distance. They would start dropping their bombs any minute now. Being out in the open when that happened was suicidal. If the bombs didn’t get me, the shockwave or the aliens themselves would. After all, the whole point of the sirens was to make any humans run for cover, exposing themselves to the invaders from above in the process.

			No wonder the bombings were starting earlier than scheduled. They were no longer aimed so much at the monsters infesting the city as at detecting any humans moving to a shelter. Clearly, the aliens were starting to get desperate as the competition for human survivors was becoming fiercer.

			Sure, the aliens didn’t want humans for food. They had actually shown up sometime after the second apocalypse as our self-proclaimed saviors. It was some soldiers who had revealed over the radio that the aliens were an apocalypse in themselves. Abducting humans to use as test subjects and incubators for their eggs.

			So, no, don’t beam me up. Keep your seven tentacles to yourselves, please and thank you.

			I sighed and closed the emergency door. It would be best to return to the conference hall. Its reinforced windows had withstood the previous bombings, so I should be safe there while having a clear view of the outside. As soon as those ships flew away, I would ride my bike to the bunker like my ass was on fire. I did not want to be on the road when darkness fell.

			The hall looked the same as before, the aftermath of the corporate party like a safe harbor amid the bombings outside. My gaze drifted to the bat-man. The creature lay motionless, just as I’d left him. Dead. Permanently.

			As if pulled by an invisible string, my legs took me to him. It had to be my scientific curiosity kicking in: what better chance to explore this new type of monster? Sword in hand, I bent over the massive body for a closer look. Not too close, though. I stayed out of reach of any limb in case the being came back to life like in some B-grade horror movie. I just had to be careful not to step any further to the right to avoid tripping over the thick cable on the floor there.

			

			Starting from the top: perfectly straight shoulder-length hair tucked behind a pair of pointed ears. Eyebrows as raven-black as the hair. High cheekbones. A well-shaped nose. A strong, angular jawline. Tips of extra-sharp canines, much like the fangs of a vampire in movies, peeking between parted blue lips. Face smooth and dark-blue, reminding me of the sky’s color before sunrise.

			In short, nothing grotesque. Peculiar, yes, but also kind of… handsome.

			My gaze dropped to his chest, broad and hairless, then to his arms and legs, thick with corded muscles. Black claws tipped each finger and toe, completing the picture.

			Nothing extraordinary here either. Unless the bat-man’s loincloth was hiding something extra special… But I wasn’t going to inspect what hid underneath. Absolutely not.

			The loincloth was interesting in itself, though. Unlike the brown clothing of the bat-men I had seen thus far, this one was a knee-length rectangle of golden leather that shimmered in the sunlight. It spoke of craftsmanship and fashion, even. Was this monster dressed to impress?

			I was definitely impressed. In all honesty, I found him striking.

			I knelt to examine his wings closer. There were sharp bones at each wing’s upper tip. The skin looked smooth, veins tracing intricate patterns beneath the surface. Tempted, I ran my fingertips along the length of a wing. Silky-smooth. I ran my palm next, unable to resist the softness.

			Then I noticed it. The wound on his abdomen was smaller than before. My heart skipped. The tear in his thigh had gotten smaller, too. He was regenerating!

			I jumped back, only to trip on that damn cable. I fell backward, my sword clattering to the floor as I waved my arms in a futile attempt to break my fall. I braced for impact–

			I stopped falling. Just as my ass was about to hit the floor, something curled around my waist and pulled.

			

			Suddenly, I was back on my feet. And face to face with the bat-man.

			A pair of pupil-less eyes stared back at me. The dark tail holding me–the long and thin appendage I had foolishly mistaken for a cable–tightened.

			My heart felt like it would burst out of my chest. I quickly diverted my gaze, in case that got interpreted as a dominance display. I ended up staring at the wound on the creature’s thigh instead–or what remained of the wound. The torn edges were knitting together before my eyes. Just like the wounds of vampires healed, though a bit slower.

			Maybe the bat-man was a type of vampire, after all, with those long canines of his, just one battling with the vampires I was familiar with. Over food, undoubtedly, given the dwindling supply.

			Death by bloodsucking it would be for me, then.
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			The Twilight Zone

		

		
			I was pulled toward the monster. Gently.

			The bat-man’s nostrils flared as he sniffed me: my hair, my face, my neck. He lingered there the most, and I used this last chance to grab hold of my knife. Only to realize it was trapped in its sheath by the tail around my waist. I shut my eyes, bracing for the fatal bite–

			“What is your name, little human?”

			My eyes shot open.

			The bat-man held me at arm’s length and lifted to his eye level. His dark-blue gaze studied my face, his own expression calm. “Do not be so surprised I speak your language. I’m fluent in three,” he said in a deep, rumbly voice.

			I gaped.

			

			“Your name?”

			“S-s-sue?” I stuttered. This was unheard of. Supernatural creatures did not speak to humans; they killed us.

			“Sue?” It seemed he didn’t like my name. “Little human, did you touch my wing?”

			My mouth opened and closed, like a fish out of water.

			He grunted from deep within his chest, fully healed by this point.

			“Yes,” I managed to mumble. “Sorry?”

			“I am not insulted,” the bat-man said with a reassuring tone. “However, I do prefer to be awake, and not in a healing sleep, when a female is bold enough to touch what only a mate is allowed to.”

			My eyes were as wide as a tarsier’s at this point. My jaw hung open.

			A claw-tipped finger lightly lifted my chin. “Close that enticing mouth of yours, female, unless you wish to have it claimed by my lips.”

			I blinked.

			He revealed one pearly white fang in a lopsided grin. “So you want to be claimed with a kiss?”

			A breathless laugh slipped from my lips, laced with disbelief. Was I in the Twilight Zone?

			The bat-man’s smile grew. “Alright, play hard to get. I will be given what I desire later, when the environment is safer… You do want to come with me, do you not?”

			Go with him? What–

			“Let me paraphrase: do you want to be flown to safety, or should I leave you to the flesh eaters and blood suckers? Darkness is almost here.”

			I turned to look through the windows. The alien ships were moving away from the city, but sundown was fast approaching. There was a high risk of the dark catching me on the road. A road that cut dangerously close to the Elf-infested nature park.

			

			I had been hunted by the night-dwelling Elves once, and the only reason I had survived that brief encounter was the sunrise. Daylight made them more or less blind.

			“Well?” The bat-man gave my waist a light squeeze with his tail.

			I shifted my gaze back to his face. Was accepting the offer of an unknown monster smarter or more stupid than trying my luck with the bow-wielding enemy I knew? I would soon find out.

			“Could you… um… by any chance… uh…” God, this was crazy. “Could you drop me off at… a location of my choosing?” I shouldn’t lead him to the bunker, but the nearby filling station would do as a landmark.

			“Do I look like a taxi to you?” He grunted. “Trust me to take you to a safe haven. Or don’t and stay here. You are a skilled fighter; you might kill several flesh eaters before the rest eat you up–”

			“I saved your life,” I reminded him, hoping that meant something to a being like him. “You won’t eat me if I come with you, will you?”

			He flashed me another fangy smile. “I do not eat humans. I swear on it.”

			“Will you suck me dry?” I had to rule out all possibilities.

			His smile grew and his tongue–long and forked like a snake’s–passed along one canine. Then the bat-man put me down and stated matter-of-factly, “You are coming with me.”

			Wonderful. I had amused him enough to be taken away from here regardless of my opinion on the matter. Not that I had formed one already. I wished there were instructions on what to do when faced with a giant intelligent bat-man offering you a ride.
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