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Dawn

Twenty-Two Years Post-Apocalypse




Hunger leaked into his eyes. I knew that look. Knew it and felt it as if I were staring at my reflection. Except where his need to tear open my throat stemmed from bloodlust, my hunger was methodical and honed through training. I was bred to kill.

The frigid wind lashed my cheeks and gnawed at my fingers. I tightened my grip on the nocked arrow, the bowstring stretched beside my face. Heart thundering, breaths quickening, fueled by adrenaline, fear, excitement, I adjusted my aim to his head. Eliminate.

Fifteen feet away, the hybrid blinked glassy eyes at the fire-red braid that had fallen from my hood. If he took a step, I would release the arrow, and he knew it.

“Daughter of Eve.” He spat the words, but a tincture of dread serrated his voice.

Of course, he knew who I was. Not because these creatures put up posters of my face with the headline Daughter of Eve—Do not bite. But because my golden eyes and crimson hair were dead giveaways. Also, human women didn’t leave their heavily-guarded sanctuaries without an army of men. They were too rare and crucial to the continuation of our species.

But I wasn’t a normal human woman.

My mother had delivered me into this wretched existence with a promise—a promise to the world that I would make it a lot less wretched. No pressure. So while our women remained protected and hidden behind barricaded walls, I fought in the open. While they produced life, I took it away.

Humans weren’t the only species that subscribed to the prophecy of Eve. The hybrids believed I was put on this planet to eliminate them. But they didn’t know my weaknesses, didn’t know how very human I was. In fact, the hybrid staring at me now had no idea that if he drained my blood, he would live and I would die.

Bundled in layers of tattered clothes, scruff on his jaw, pronounced cheekbones, and tangled hair, he looked like a desperate twenty-year-old man. But he was more monster than human. The fangs pressing against his lower lip were all the proof I needed.

I released the arrow, and he dropped to the ground. Crimson splattered the pristine snow, the arrow protruding from his eye socket.

With a sigh of relief, I yanked the feathered shaft from his skull and scanned the Yukon landscape for the next threat.

The low sun reflected off a blanket of glittery white. Beyond the frosty tundra lay forested wilderness and mountainous terrain bristling with evergreens. Branches sagged beneath heaps of snow, creating deep shadows beneath the canopy. The perfect place for hybrids to hide.

“Dawn!” Eddie bellowed from a distance behind me.

Dammit, why was he still here? I’d given him an order.

“Hurry the fuck up!” His voice echoed across the wintry plain. “More are coming.”

There were always more. Even in this forsaken part of the world, hybrids outnumbered humans.

An arctic gust shivered through me, cutting into my bones despite the fur pelts and heavy boots. Another violent tremor attacked my body, and I swore I felt my arteries ice up.

Canadian winters could bite my bony ass. I didn’t leave the Nevada desert and travel all this way to freeze to death. Or bleed to death. Odds were on the latter, given the silhouettes emerging from the tree line about a mile away.

“Return to the women,” I shouted over my shoulder. “Get them to the camp. I’ll catch up.”

If I ran, I would lead the hybrids to the survivors we’d just taken from them. I needed to end this here. Now.

My teeth chattered, and my hands burned against the unholy chill in the air. I was outnumbered, physically weaker and slower, and exhausted from the endless shivering. But I was the supposed prophecy, the one who would save humanity. I had a helluva lot of shit to do before I died.

“Come on, suckers.” I trained the arrow, waiting for the hybrids to reach my forty-yard range limit.

Eddie’s boots crunched across the frozen ground behind me, approaching rather than retreating.

He never listens.

I was the leader of the Resistance, the highest human position in the new world, feared by every man, woman, and hybrid. Except Eddie. Thank fuck for that, because that would be weird.

Stopping at my side, bow at the ready, he flashed his don’t-be-hatin’ grin. The one that glimmered in his brown eyes and softened his sharp cheekbones.

“You’re disobeying me, you bastard.” I smiled to myself and pulled back the arrow, training it on the first of six approaching hybrids. Almost within range. “Seriously, Eddie. I need you looking after the women.”

The bitter cold had chafed his mocha skin and cracked his lips, but he looked as fearless and handsome as ever in his ink-dyed leather hides. The threaded seams stretched around his muscled arms, and the tailored fit accentuated the sex appeal that seemed to affect every woman but me.

“They’re in good hands.” He breathed in, out, mirroring my position with his bow.

The four soldiers who accompanied us on this mission were more than qualified to lead twenty survivors to camp. But they weren’t Eddie.

“I gave you an order.” Without shifting my cheek from the bow, I slid him a sidelong glare.

“Not leaving you, Red.”

His rumbling tone was casual, his grin playful. But I knew my best friend better than anyone. He would die for me without hesitation.

I needed to remind him I was in charge. “If you don’t—”

“Your threats mean fuck-all compared to what your fathers will do to me if I return without you.”

Yeah. There was that. No human alive would risk disappointing the three legendary guardians. Not even me, their only child.

The chance to argue my position disintegrated as the hybrids moved into shooting range. Six males, armed only with their agility and fangs. Killing one close up was a pain in the ass. But forty yards away? They moved faster than the speed of an arrow. To accommodate for that, I tried to predict which direction they’d weave and released the shot.

It sliced through the air behind them. Son of a bitch!

Steadying my breaths, I fired five more, hit a leg, a torso, but failed to land a kill shot. With their fast healing abilities, the only way to take one down was to damage the brain.

“They’re not coming closer. We need to move in.” Eddie volleyed another arrow.

His target ducked, and the shot sank into a snowdrift. My pulse elevated.

The hybrids stayed back, maintaining a range that would force us to blow through our ammunition. Once we ran out, they would attack.

Eddie’s quiver held about twenty arrows, same as mine. Probably enough to take down half of them, but not all six. Time for a different strategy.

I dropped the bow, unbuckled the quiver’s strap, and secured it to his back.

“What are you doing?” He pulled back an arrow, eyes on the threat.

“Cover me.” I whirled away, racing my crazy ass straight toward the horde.

“Oh, fuck no!” He continued to yell, but the roaring wind and clomp of my boots on the hard-packed snow muffled his voice.

With each step, my insides coiled tighter and tighter. I was a better archer than him, but one of us needed to be the bait, the blood-scented distraction that would trigger their instinct to chase. I was immune to their venomous bite. Eddie was not.

The hybrids formed a menacing wall of muscle and fanged smiles. They might’ve been mindless with hunger, but they were intelligent creatures, educated in survival and weaponry, their mental capacities equal to humans. Add to that their superior strength, speed, and health, and I was, without a doubt, the underdog. One sharp fang in my jugular and I’d bleed out like any other human. Which was why my stomach felt like a boulder and why Eddie was screaming and sprinting after me.

Without slowing, I wrapped a scarf of wolf skin around my throat and gripped the dagger hidden beneath the folds of my fur cloak, the hilt scratched to hell and worn down by my mother’s hands. It was one of the few keepsakes I had of hers. If I lost it, I would never forgive myself.

Locking my fingers around it, I lurched to the right and hauled ass. The hairs on my nape lifted as the hybrids pounced after me. I had no hope of outrunning them, but they were most definitely distracted.

Eddie’s arrows riddled the snow around me as he raced to take down my pursuers.

I slid to a stop, spun around, and lunged at the first male. With brute force, I buried the blade in his temple, the steel sinking through bone thanks to hours of sharpening. As he slumped to the ground, I held on to the hilt, yanked it free, and turned toward the next attacker.

Fangs filled my vision, followed by the hungry eyes of a hybrid. He clutched my shoulders and wrenched me against his chest. No amount of writhing and stabbing would break his iron hold.

An arrow flew past my head, and he swerved to evade it. His pupils dilated with the instinct to bite, but he seemed to be restraining himself, his pale face taut with uncertainty.

Despite the rumors, I wasn’t poisonous to them, evidenced by the countless bite marks marring my body. Though my blood didn’t kill them, no one had ever bitten me and lived long enough to debunk the popular legend. Thank fuck for that, because in his moment of indecision, one of Eddie’s arrows sliced through his skull.

I shoved him away and released a ragged breath. Another dead hybrid lay a few feet away. Three left. Where—?

Something fast and huge slammed into my side. The air whooshed from my lungs, and my back crashed against the ground, jolting unbearable agony down my spine. Shit, shit, shit. I couldn’t lift my limbs, couldn’t breathe.

Hands, legs, and heavy bodies pinned me down. All three of them were on me, scrambling over each other like a pack of wolves. I angled my head and found Eddie crawling to his feet about twenty yards away, his bow nowhere in sight. Fuck, this wasn’t good.

Tangled in fur pelts, I dodged a mouthful of teeth, swiped the knife, and sliced through a throat. Blood sprayed everywhere, but the fucker didn’t slow, snapping his jaws inches from my face and clawing at my chest, feral in his need to feed.

I kicked my legs, trying and failing to ward off the other two while making fumbling stabs at one near my neck.

Fingers pawed at my lower body, separating the layers of fur. No, no, no! Images of them biting, raping, and killing me propelled me to kick harder. Frigid air penetrated my suede leggings as I tried to squirm free.

Blinding pain exploded through my inner thigh, vicious and all-consuming. I screamed in anguish, tears burning my eyes. I’d been bitten.

With one hand around the male’s throat, I slashed the blade at the others, twisting and jerking my leg from the fangs, certain a chunk of my skin had been ripped off in the process.

The scent of iron invaded my inhales and roiled my stomach. I couldn’t wrestle away, couldn’t stop them if they tried to bite again. They were too fast, too strong, too fucking relentless.

Panic rose, sharp and crippling. What if this was it? My final fight? The end of the prophecy? The extinction of mankind?

I gritted my teeth and swung the knife with every ounce of vigor I had left. I missed, adjusted, and tried again and again, grunting as I pierced the back of the hybrid’s head.

He fell off me, and my energy drained, trickling away with the blood seeping from my leg. It was all I could do to fight off the remaining two, my movements defensive, desperate. And waning.

The air stirred with an incoming arrow. The hybrid at my throat fell limp, a feathered shaft sticking out of his head. Oh sweet mother, thank you. Only one left.

He crawled up my body, fangs gleaming. A teenage male with hypnotic blue eyes. Arrows pelted the ground around us, but he nimbly veered side to side, taking a shot in the arm and flashing me a pained smile.

In the next breath, he yanked me to my feet. With my chest against his, he whirled around in a macabre dance, using me as a damn shield against Eddie’s barrage.

The movement sent shock waves of pain through my leg. I bit down on the inside of my cheek, my attention clinging to the knife where it still protruded from the skull at my feet.

When the arrows stopped flying, the hybrid lowered his greedy gaze to my throat.

I jerked just as his mouth made contact, and his teeth hit my shoulder. But the thick furs prevented him from breaking skin.

With a guttural growl, he grabbed my jaw and shoved down the scarf. My heart banged against my ribs, and my lungs labored for air.

“Dawn!” Eddie ran closer, circling a few feet away with an arrow poised. “I can’t get a shot.”

I hated the terror in his eyes. Hated that I couldn’t hide the fear in my own eyes.

The hybrid held me in front of him, knowing Eddie wouldn’t risk hitting me. I continued to kick and thrash, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t break free. I needed the knife.

He dipped his head, going for my throat again. My heart rate skyrocketed, and I tucked my chin, my focus landing on the arrow jammed in his bicep.

I reached for it, twisted it free, and jabbed it into his eye socket. Not hard enough, evidently, because he was roaring, clawing at it, still fucking breathing. But it was enough to make him stumble. Enough for Eddie to deliver a deathblow, his arrow piercing the center of the hybrid’s forehead.

The body crumpled to the ground, and the sudden release of tension in my muscles sent a wave of dizziness through me. I swayed, shook it off, and staggered over the snow to collect my mother’s dagger.

Eddie caught me around the waist, holding me up. “Swear to Eve, you’re going to give me a fucking heart attack.”

“You know I don’t like when you use my mother’s name like that.” I gripped his arms for support.

He cupped my cheek with icy fingers, lifting my gaze to his. Nineteen years of love and loyalty shone in his eyes, and I knew mine returned the sentiment.

“Thank you.” I squeezed his wrist and stepped back, searching the bodies for the knife. “I was kind of getting my ass kicked, so it’s a good thing you stayed, huh?”

A smirk touched his lips as he strapped my quiver and bow to my back.

I spotted the dagger and returned it to the sheath at my hip, feeling a thousand times more relaxed now that I had it back in my possession.

As we collected the arrows, each step spiked a blaze of agony through my thigh. I kept my expression neutral, but Eddie, being Eddie, didn’t miss a beat.

“You’re hurt.” His gaze swept over my body, pausing on my wounded leg.

“I think half my thigh was chewed off.”

“Want me to look at it?” His dark brows pulled together, expression creased with worry.

“I’ll check it out.”

I couldn’t imagine living in a world where I wasn’t nursing at least one injury, but since I hadn’t face-planted yet, the bite probably wasn’t as bad as I thought. Regardless, it was going to be an agonizing three-day walk back to camp.

“I kept one of the horses.” He rubbed his hands together, huffing breaths on his fingers.

He should’ve left all the horses with the women. Having just been rescued from a hybrid breeding facility, they were in no shape to walk over frozen terrain. With the women doubled up, there were just enough horses to go around.

I snatched the last arrow from the ground and limped away, headed in the direction of the others. They were probably an hour ahead of us.

“Don’t get all pissy.” He jogged after me. “One of the girls refused to ride, so I made a judgment call. A damn good one given the way you’re wobbling.”

“Always taking caring of me.” My lips rose despite the sweat beading across my brow and the chill on my skin. I felt miserably weak and sick to my stomach. “What would I do without you?”

He stepped in front of me, concern etching his face. “I’m going to go get the horse. Wait here.”

“’kay.” I plopped down, knowing he wouldn’t leave me unprotected for longer than a few minutes.

Tucked beneath the fur cloak, I bandaged the wound with scraps of hide and devoured a stash of dried meat. Eddie returned, and for the next hour, I rode behind him on the horse, feeling marginally better, a little stronger and more alert. Despite the jarring ride, keeping weight off my leg and racing toward the rest of our group seemed to do wonders for my mental state.

Following the tracks they’d left in the snow, we galloped over barren tundra for miles. As we reached one of the abandoned villages we’d passed through several days ago, Eddie slowed the horse.

“What is it?” I leaned around him and glimpsed movement up ahead. “Is that our group?”

“Yeah.” He guided the horse along a row of crumbling shacks. “Why would they stop here? They should’ve kept going.”

“Maybe they needed to rest?” The tingle along my spine disagreed. Something was wrong.

I grabbed the bow from my back and positioned an arrow. The wound in my thigh protested as I used my legs to balance on the horse.

“Approach cautiously,” I whispered, tensing against every crunch of the horse’s hooves.

The wind was too quiet. The gutted shacks, the falling snow, the silhouettes moving just beyond the hill—it was all too fucking quiet. A lump formed in my throat.

A moment later, the faint aroma of burning wood reached my nose. “Do you smell that?”

Our soldiers knew better than to start a fire. The smoke alone would draw hybrids.

“Yeah,” Eddie said. “But I don’t see smoke.”

At the top of the hill, I peered around his broad shoulder and gasped.

Our four soldiers and the twenty women we rescued sat around a doused fire pit, licking their fingers and eating…something. A quick scan of the perimeter revealed the carcass of a mountain goat, the bones picked cleaned and organs gone. Dread filled my insides.

“Shit.” Eddie pulled the horse to a stop. “Don’t they know?”

Apparently not. I focused on the soldiers’ teeth, relieved to find them straight and human. The women we’d rescued were all in their thirties and forties, which meant they were born pre-apocalypse, had been cured by my mother’s blood, and were immune to the spider venom. In other words, they were human and couldn’t be turned. But if I didn’t protect them, they would be recaptured, held until they gave birth, and slaughtered.

Lowering the bow, I slid to the ground, whimpered against the pain in my leg, and staggered toward them. “There are no mountain goats in this area. Not for miles.”

Two dozen startled eyes found mine, mouths paused mid-chew. Starvation lined the hollow indentions of their cheeks and bony frames, their desperation to eat heartbreaking.

“The goat was running that way.” One of the soldiers pointed at the tree line in the distance. “I think it was lost. Couldn’t pass up food like that.”

“Someone put that animal here.” A shiver licked my spine, and my pulse sped up. “It’s a trap to keep you in place. We need to go, right fucking now.”

The women glanced around, clutching their pregnant bellies as the soldiers scrambled to their feet. But it was too late.

A stampede of footfalls sounded in the valley behind me, racing over the snow at inhuman speeds. They were coming.
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The distant rumble echoed through the frozen valley. I nocked an arrow, spun toward the din, and drew a shivery breath.

A dark smudge of silhouettes emerged on the white horizon between two rocky peaks. At least a dozen hybrids. My heart rate quickened.

The surrounding mountains, though miles away, created an echo chamber, magnifying every sound. The hybrids weren’t as close as they seemed, probably several minutes away by foot. That gave me just enough time to lose my shit or pull it together.

My pulse leapt in time with the throb in my leg as I raced toward the cluster of horses and scanned the saddle packs for our arrow supply. Eddie beat me there, grabbed the largest quiver, and added it to the one on my back.

“What’s your plan?” A winter storm churned in his expression. “I hope to Eve you’re not going to—”

“I need you to lead the women to our camp.” I pivoted toward the survivors, relieved to see they hadn’t moved. 

Twenty pairs of wide eyes stared at me. Shoulders hunched, hands gripping swollen bellies, they probably thought I rescued them so I could kill them. Maybe I should. Pregnant women were a precious commodity, but these women had been bitten—bites that had turned their unborn children into hybrids.

I pointed at three of the four soldiers, and in a few clipped commands, I sent the men away on horseback with instructions to circle back for the women in twenty minutes. The fourth soldier, Jeremy, was our best rider, so I kept him with me, directing him to mount a chestnut mare.

My injured leg twinged as I climbed on behind him. “Everyone else, lay on the ground. On your backs or sides. Eyes closed. Pretend you’re dead. Hurry.” My hands shook as I waited for the women to obey. “Good, now don’t move. Don’t lift your heads. Don’t fucking breathe—”

“Dawn…” Eddie charged toward me, his jaw a stone block of stubbornness.

“That includes you.” With one hand on the bow, I clutched Jeremy’s waist with the other and narrowed my eyes at Eddie.

I hated leaving him short a horse. Unless they squeezed three to a saddle, a few women would have to walk.

Eddie lowered to the snow-covered ground, stretched out on his back, and set his bow beside him, his furious gaze locked on mine. “You really think they’ll believe you slaughtered the women?”

“Yes.” If I was wrong, Eddie would be on his own and outnumbered. A lump sealed my throat.

We’d traveled to this arctic land to take down the northern breeding facilities. As passionately as the Resistance wanted to save human women, it wasn’t a stretch to believe we were just as eager to exterminate their infected offspring. In truth, we killed the babies as soon as they were born. It was the best way to stop the spread of infection. The mothers were our priority.

“Don’t move until it’s safe.” I thrust a finger at Eddie and filled my eyes with a soul-deep command. Don’t you dare fucking die. “Then head straight to camp. Don’t stop to rest until nightfall.”

His face hardened, his six-foot frame rigid as steel, but he gave a tight nod.

The horse side-stepped, twitching with nervousness. I squeezed my thighs around Jeremy’s hips as he tangled his hands in the flaxen mane and turned us toward the hybrids.

The bloodsuckers sprinted out of the valley and across the open tundra, too far away to see us.

“Which way?” Jeremy glanced at me over his shoulder, his expression as pale as his white-blond hair.

The hybrids approached from the north. I’d sent our soldiers south. Dense woodland lay to the east and west. Our camp was east.

“West.” I pointed an arrow at the thickest section of evergreens about a mile away. “There.”

With a kick, he spurred the horse into a full-speed gallop. The frigid wind knocked the hood off my head and stung my eyes. I clung to the folds of his wolf-skin coat and tensed against the heavy burden of quivers banging against my back. Carrying about fifty arrows might’ve been enough on a lucky day, but I’d have to shoot backward. With frozen fingers. On a moving horse.

My insides knotted.

The path Jeremy chose led us closer to the attackers. Two, four, six…eleven male hybrids sprinted toward us, fur pelts flapping behind their leather-clad legs and eyes on the people I'd abandoned in the distance. I forced myself not to follow their gazes.

Positioned between the hybrids and our group, Jeremy veered west toward the trees. I gripped hard on the bow, still out of range to make a shot. Come on, you fuckers. Follow us.

They slowed, faltering, their heads ticking between me and the group I left behind. I stole a backward glimpse at Eddie and the others, and my chest pinched. Bodies scattered the snowy ground, unmoving, vulnerable. They looked dead.

My muscles tensed with the urge to turn back. When it came to Eddie, my training and instincts always got twisted up. First lesson my fathers taught me was not to get attached to people, but I’d known Eddie since birth, born one day apart. We grew up together, fought together, and dammit, we would die together.

Neither of us are dying today.

The glacial air bit at my cheeks as I unraveled my braid and let my fire-red hair sail behind me like a flag. Even if the hybrids suspected the women weren’t dead, they’d already implanted their infected seed. I was the bigger prize.

Although my father, Michio, had slain the nutjob responsible for the apocalypse, the Drone’s fanatical plan to replace mankind with a perfect species lived on through his creations. His divine race of bloodsuckers had one objective: transform every human into hybrid.

According to the prophecy, only one thing could stop them.

Me.

The daughter of Eve.

But I was just a nineteen-year-old human girl. It might’ve been laughable, except every hybrid and human believed it. Even I struggled to refute it. My mother’s valiant life, her ultimate death, my very existence—all of it had been foreshadowed by a dead child. My half-sister, Annie. She never specifically said I would be a superhuman badass, but my fathers had assumed I would have some kind of genetic alteration like my mother. Well, that didn’t happen, and it sucked.

The hybrids sped up, but their trajectory swerved left, headed straight toward me.

“Holy shit!” I hugged Jeremy’s back. “It worked. They’re coming.”

“A little soon to celebrate.” His breaths huffed in white clouds as he leaned forward, kicking the mare into top speed.

Hybrids sprinted faster than horses, but a horse could run longer distances and excelled at navigating rugged terrain. We just had to wear the hybrids out.

And slow them down.

I twisted at the waist, positioned an arrow, and let it fly. Blood pumping, mind focused, I fired at our pursuers for the next two miles. In the distance, Eddie and the women grew smaller and smaller until the horizon swallowed them completely.

Releasing a huge breath, I continued to volley arrows. By the time we made it to the tree line, I’d only taken down two hybrids.

“Duck.” Jeremy swerved the horse.

I bent just as a decapitating branch whipped past my head. “Thanks.”

For the next hour, Jeremy sped us through the thick foliage, announcing when to dart and weave as I flew through my arrow supply and eliminated two more hybrids.

Daylight waned, and the shadows crept in around us. It didn’t take long for nightfall to cloak the woodland.

My hands turned to ice, my wounded leg pulsed from straining those muscles, and I swear to all that was holy, my nipples were so hard from shivering it felt like they had cut through the suede strap that bound my breasts. But somehow, we maintained the lead. Maybe because we weren’t dodging arrows or climbing over fallen trees. I had a new appreciation for a horse’s long, powerful legs.

Seven hybrids remained when I reached for an arrow and found none.

Fear spiked through my blood. “I’m out.”

The hybrids were gaining, no more than thirty yards away. I swapped the bow for my mother’s dagger.

“Dawn…” Jeremy said slowly, voice deep and cautious. “I think we have another problem.”

He steered the horse between skeletal trunks and bent down as if trying to see through the shadows of the evergreens ahead.

“What?” I squinted at the trees, my shoulders prickling as the trailing footfalls grew louder.

He broke through a thicket of pines and jerked the horse to the side, narrowly avoiding a collision with a towering wrought-iron fence.

“What the—?” I hooked an arm around his waist and held tight. “Follow the perimeter. Maybe there’s an opening.”

The hybrids stayed on our trail as we sped alongside the fence. It was at least ten feet tall, commercial grade, definitely pre-apocalypse, and topped with coils of barbed wire. 

Why was it in the middle of nowhere Canada, blocking my escape route? More importantly, where did it fucking end? There was nothing but more trees and snow on the other side. For some reason, my intuition screamed at me to run far away from this man-made structure. But there was nowhere to go. We sure as hell couldn’t turn back.

“I see a gate.” Jeremy freed a long blade from the sheath on his leg. “Fuck, it’s not open. There’s no latch.”

As far as I could see, the fence didn’t end in either direction. When I peeked behind us, my pulse went ballistic. We had about ten seconds before the hybrids were on us.

“Go faster!” I dug my fingers into his waist.

“It’s opening!”

“What?” I leaned around his shoulder.

The gate stopped its creeping movement, leaving a crack just big enough for a person to slide through. The wind must’ve moved it.

“Think we can push it with the horse?” He slowed as we approached.

“We don’t have time. If the horse doesn’t fit through—”

“Get ready to jump.”

We stopped a few feet away. The moment our feet hit the ground, the horse raced off, spooked by the approaching hybrids. I shoved Jeremy through the opening, and the gate didn’t give. Why was it stuck?

I followed him through and tried to shove it closed while holding tight to the knife. “Shit, it won’t budge. Come on, you bastard.”

Was it mechanical? Electrical? Technology was nonexistent so far away from human sanctuaries. Whatever it was, I needed the damn thing closed!

Jeremy slammed his shoulder against it, but the hybrids were already here, seconds from slipping through the gate.

“Run!” Adrenaline surged through me as I took off through the trees with Jeremy at my side.

A few paces in, I expected to be tackled to the ground, held down, bitten—

“Daughter of Eve!” One of the hybrids shouted. “Come back here.”

I turned just as the gate snapped shut, locking the hybrids on the other side. How was that possible? Was someone operating it?

Relief loosened my shoulders, but vanished just as quickly. There were only three sets of eyes glaring through the rungs.

“Some of them slipped inside.” Four hybrids. My heart jackhammered as I grabbed Jeremy’s arm and weaved through the trees.

Branches tore at my face and clawed at my fur pelts. Grinding snow crackled beneath my boots. The trumpeting coo-cooo of an owl echoed overhead, and behind me, the tread of feet was muffled, farther back. Were the hybrids toying with us?

I ran faster, my legs burning with exertion and the cold seeping into my bones. The chill was the worst, the full-body trembling heightening the dread, the terror. It was such a raw, helpless feeling. I couldn’t shake it. Couldn’t catch my breath. I longed to be anywhere but here. Like back at camp with Eddie and my fathers. Warm and safe. Please don’t let me die here.

With my fingers locked around the dagger, I ran as hard as I could, glancing over my shoulder at the pitch-black woodland and yanking Jeremy forward when he tripped. Clambering over the trails, pulse racing, breathless and terrified, I was just buying time. The hybrids would catch up. We couldn’t run forever.

“Is that—?” Jeremy pointed his blade at something up ahead.

The forest ended abruptly. We shot into a moonlit clearing, and there, just a few yards ahead sat a sprawling mansion. My breath froze in my throat.

I didn’t stop running as I took in the multiple stories, stone foundation, solid roof, heavy front door, all of it was maintained by…someone. That someone was home, given the candles flickering behind the unbroken windows. And the mechanical fence. And the way the front door was cracked open, just like the gate.

“I don’t like this.” Goosebumps engulfed my arms.

Jeremy pulled me forward without slowing his gait. “Could be a wealthy recluse. Maybe they want to help.”

That front door looked a whole lot like salvation, but as I raced toward it, doubt poured in.

I knew people lived like this once. Rich folks who preferred isolation and wilderness. But twenty-two years after the apocalypse, it was all we could do just to stay alive. No one retired in well-kept mansions. Definitely not humans. We congregated in packs, built fortresses out of scrap metal, and survived through strength in numbers.

Hybrids wouldn’t live here either. They were too busy hunting and feeding and overrunning the planet. We were at war. Everyone was struggling. This preserved mansion was unnatural.

A few feet from the door, I skidded to a stop. Jeremy halted beside me, and we both turned at the sound of footsteps.

One male hybrid strolled across the clearing and tilted his bald head, his fangs stark in the moonlight.

“Who lives here?” I backed up a step, searching the darkness for the others.

“Maybe the devil.” The hybrid glanced up at the estate, his expression unreadable.

He prowled closer, his strides slow. Taunting? Or being cautious? Did he know who was inside? Was he trying to trick us into entering or scare us into running?

I tightened my grip on the knife and took another step back, pulling Jeremy with me.

“Could be the beast that created us all,” the hybrid said, shifting his gaze to the door and stopping a few yards away.

A tremor skated down my spine. The Drone was dead, and there was no such thing as a devil or a beast or whatever he was implying. He was fucking with us. If we fled, he and the others would catch us. If we made it inside and barred the door, we might survive.

“We’re going in,” I said under my breath, second-guessing my decision immediately.

It was freezing cold outside. No way was the door left open by accident.

Jeremy stiffened beside me. “Okay.”

We turned as one, ran up the short flight of stairs, across the porch, and through the door. As I slammed it shut, I glimpsed the hybrid in the clearing. He hadn’t moved.

My legs felt weak as I bolted the door. Four bolts, made of heavy metal and seemingly impenetrable. As I engaged each one, the cylinders echoed loudly, ramping up my pulse. If the residents didn’t know they had intruders, they certainly knew now.

Turning, I found a large sitting area, a grand staircase, another sitting room through the doorway on the right, and three corridors that led deeper into the house. Strategically placed candles on the walls and tables illuminated the rooms in a soft glow.

Jeremy held the blade out in front of him in a white-knuckled grip. “Where are they?”

“Maybe it’s just one person. Someone more afraid of us than we are of him.”

Then why were the hairs on my neck standing on end?

A hint of staleness clung to the air. Thick layers of dust and cobwebs covered the furniture, wood floors, and unlit light fixtures. And the silence…sweet hell, it was eerily quiet. So quiet the absence of sound rang in my ears.

“Hello?” My voice resounded off the crusty, cracked wallpaper.

The answering silence shivered my skin. I hadn’t even taken a step from the front door, and I wanted to turn around and run out.

“What’s your gut telling you right now?” I flexed my grip on the knife.

“That it’s safer in here. And warmer.”

It was definitely warmer. There must’ve been a fire burning somewhere. Or maybe it was the lack of gusty wind. Ironically, I was trembling harder in here than outside.

“Okay.” I swallowed past a knot of fear. “I’m going to go look—”

Something shifted in my periphery. Something low to the floor in the sitting room on the right. My mouth went dry. 

“Did you see that?” I nodded at the wide doorway.

“No.” Jeremy’s voice wavered. “What was it?”

The floor creaked, the disturbance coming from around the corner in that second room. A chill tiptoed over my shoulders. I didn’t move, didn’t blink, as I waited for another sound, questioning whether I'd imagined the first one.

Minutes passed. The silence persisted for an eternity. The kind of terrifying silence that locked up the joints and stopped the heart.

“Stay here where I can see you. I’m going to peek around the corner.” I adjusted my fingers around the knife and crept toward the sitting room.

Sweat gathered between my breasts, and my heart thundered louder than my footsteps. I rounded the corner, and a quick scan of every nook and shadow confirmed no one was there.

The room held all the same lavish furnishings. Ornate chairs and lamps and fancy impractical things. The couch alone looked like no one had sat on it in years. Blankets of dust covered the floors, tables, and seats. No fingerprints, footprints, or buttprints. Nothing had been disturbed.

“I think I saw something.” Jeremy stepped forward, eyes glued straight ahead and blade held up, shaking in his hand.

His next step shifted him out of my field of view, blocked by the wall between the rooms.

“We need to stay together.” My nerves rioted, sparking tingles beneath my skin. “Come ba—” 

A shadow slithered across the floor by the front door. What the fuck?

I stepped toward it, turned the corner, and met Jeremy’s stark eyes across the room. “What’s wrong?”

“I think—”

Something lunged from the floor in the shadowed hallway, swept his legs out from under him, and knocked him flat on his back.

He screamed in agony, and his blade skittered under the couch. I bolted toward him, lungs heaving and boots slipping on clumps of snow. I couldn’t make out what attacked him, couldn’t stop it from dragging him down the corridor on his back like a rag doll.

He twisted onto his stomach and scraped his fingers over the floor, his eyes locked on mine, silently begging. My stomach clamped. Nausea rose. I propelled forward, stumbling, reaching, separated by the length of the hall as he was ripped into another room. Legs first. Then his chest. The last thing I saw was his horrified expression before blood sprayed from the doorway. His severed head rolled into the corridor.

“Noooo!” My hand flew to my throat, my entire body frozen in shock and unholy terror.

For an eternal heartbeat, I stared at the head, shaking all over and gasping for air. This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening.

I turned and ran, frantically searching the floor for movement while slashing the blade around me.

Two steps from the door, a sting burned through my neck. I pawed at the hurt, and my fingers brushed…something…shouldn’t be there. Why do I feel funny?

Sudden dizziness sent me stumbling backward. A heavy weight invaded my limbs, and black spots flickered across my vision. My knees wobbled as I yanked the sharp object from my neck and held it close to my eyes, squinting through the blurriness.

A dart.

My face turned ice-cold. The floor rose up, and everything went black.
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I woke in a fog of disorientation, my muscles so sluggish I couldn’t move despite the panic gripping my body. Lying on my side with my cheek against a soft surface, I fell back on my training. Eyes closed, breaths even, I feigned sleep and gathered my bearings.

Silence spread over me like a corpse, chilling in its stillness. Or maybe it was the air. The subterranean temperature pressed against my exposed face and arms, the rest of my body swaddled in furs. I’d been unconscious long enough to generate a cocoon of body heat, but it didn’t stop my insides from trembling.

My hands lay motionless in front of me, one on the bedding, the other curled against the cold hard floor. A damp earthy scent tickled my nose, conjuring images of underground caverns, deeply-dug graves, and dark enclosed places.

My pulse roared as I fought to keep my eyelids closed and relaxed. Was I still in the mansion? A basement? My cloak, tunic, and boots had been removed. Suede still bound my breasts. The medallion I never removed hung against my sternum, the chain secure around my neck. But I couldn’t tell if the soft hides against my lower half were my leggings or whatever had been wrapped around me.

I couldn’t feel the weight of my mother’s dagger or the familiar wood of my bow. Holding my breath, I listened again. Nothing. Who or what was I up against? I’d been drugged, my fathers didn’t know how to find me, and Jeremy was dead.

Jeremy. Fucking hell, I couldn’t block out the image of his severed head.

Since implementing the Resistance at age fifteen, I’d lost numerous soldiers, too many friends to count. But Jeremy’s death was still too fresh, too raw, every vivid detail violent and crippling. The shifting shadows, the speed and viciousness of the strike, his terrified eyes—all reminders that I was on my own, unarmed, and at the mercy of the mysterious thing that had butchered him.

I swallowed back a helpless sob, my jaw locked in grief and loss and utter fear.

Stop it!

My head was still attached to my body. I was still alive. I could still escape the nightmare I’d ignorantly walked into.

Once I was certain I’d regained some strength, I drew a fortifying breath and cracked open an eye. A hazy glow drew my gaze to an electric bulb in the rafters. Where the hell was I? I’d seen electric lights before, but only in well-established settlements like Arkendale and Hoover Dam.

I blinked to clear my vision, and a bare foot came into view. A man’s leg stretched along the concrete floor within arm’s reach, covered in black cotton pants. He sat with his back to the opposite wall, the other knee bent, eyes closed. My heart stuttered.

Ropes of muscle defined his arms, his pale chest cut with deep indentions of brawn. His torso was hairless, scarless, his skin tight and smooth. Almost too smooth, like polished marble. Too perfect. Hybrid?

I jerked my attention to his mouth, to the full lips that neither smiled nor scowled. Was he asleep? Hiding fangs? Waiting for me to wake? None of that made sense. If he was human, he wouldn’t have closed his eyes and let his guard down with a stranger. Maybe he knew who I was? If he was a hybrid, he would’ve fucked me or killed me while I was unconscious.

Without moving or breathing, I allowed myself another second to absorb the beautiful bone structure of his face and the sweep of black hair across his brow. Strong nose, masculine jaw, not a hint of stubble. He was devastatingly gorgeous.

An inexplicable desire to see his eyes fluttered in my chest, the feeling both unnerving and strangely exciting.

Was he the one who shot the dart in my neck?

Yanking my gaze away, I scanned the room for a weapon and an exit. Four concrete walls, wood rafters embedded in concrete overhead, and two doors made up the confined space. One doorway was doorless, revealing a bathroom just large enough to hold the toilet and place to stand beneath the shower head.

The other door was a solid steel barrier. No cracks to let light in, no hinges, no locks or knobs.

No way out. My heart slammed out of control.

With soundless movements, I sifted a hand through the furs, knowing full well I wouldn’t find anything useful. I’d been stripped of weapons. But other than the dull throb in my thigh, I didn’t sense any new injuries.

I glanced back at the man, and my breath caught.

Eyes, the color of a lightning storm, glowed with iridescent streaks of silver and ice. They were impossibly clear, faceted like diamonds, and ringed with lethal confidence. My throat went dry.

As he stared at me, nothing moved. Not his chest to allow respiration. Not his lashes to enable blinking. I might’ve thought he was dead, except his crystal gaze was very much alive. It invaded my skin and fucked with my breathing. No, it didn’t just invade. It attacked. In that deadlock of eye contact, I questioned my fate, my purpose, and everything I thought I knew about myself and the world.

I was captivated, offended by my own stupefaction, and terrified down to my basest instincts. I simply lay there, irrationally paralyzed as he consumed me with a single look. This man, a stranger, might’ve been an enemy, if he was even a man at all. Yet my instinct to kill wasn’t triggered.

At gut level, I knew he wasn’t a hybrid. But he wasn’t human either.

“Show me your teeth.” Sweat broke out on my forehead.

He studied me with those monochromatic eyes that were neither white nor gray. When he finally blinked, they flickered through every shade of electricity. “Show me yours.”

The guttural resonance of his voice pulsed through me, an endless echo that compelled my lips to pull back from my straight human teeth. Hybrids couldn’t retract their fangs, so now that he knew I was human, what would he do about it?

He inclined his head, not a hint of surprise in his ethereal expression. He looked at me as if he didn’t just know who I was but knew my very soul and intended to shred it on a level I didn’t even know existed.

“Your turn.” I lifted on an elbow.

The twitch at the corner of his mouth twisted and taunted before stretching into a smile that separated with intimidation. A smile that revealed bright white teeth and the irrefutable twin points of elongated canines.

My pulse detonated as I shoved off the furs and leapt into a crouch, balancing my weight on my uninjured leg. Surrounded by concrete walls without a weapon, I had no way of defending myself, no way to escape.

Was he the captor or a captive like me? Did it matter at this point? He has fangs!

With my fingers curled in the bedding beneath my feet, I braced for a fight to the death.

He rubbed a palm along the thigh of his outstretched leg, his other arm draped over his bent knee. I should’ve expected his control. He hadn’t bitten me while I slept, hadn’t shown any interest in closing the distance between us.

“What are you?” My back bumped the wall as I poised on the balls of my feet.

“I’m the same as you.”

He wasn’t human, not with those freaky translucent eyes and the all-knowing way he watched me.

“We’re not—”

“We’re both fighters.” His gaze traveled over the band of suede across my breasts, down my bare arms, and lingered on the chewed-up hole in my leggings.

I didn’t have to look to know the leather strip I’d tied around my wound had been replaced with a dry cotton bandage. Who had tended my injury? Him? Someone else?

“We both bleed.” He drummed his fingers on his leg. “We both dream and fear and fuck.”

Heat tinged my cheeks. “Are you a hybrid?”

“Are your fathers hybrids?”

If he knew who I was, he’d know my fathers had fangs. But they were human, immune to the infection because they’d consumed my mother’s blood.

I squinted at him. “Are you human?”

He made a sudden jerking motion that sent me lunging toward the door. I slammed my shoulder against the steel and swept my hands along the edge where a handle should’ve been.

“We can’t get out.” Sitting in the same place, he licked a fang and huffed a laugh. “Do you always spook so easily around humans?”

“You’re not human.” I pressed my back against the door. “Who brought me in here?”

“How red is the hair on your cunt?” He flashed a razored grin. “As red as your face?”

The fire in my cheeks spread to my neck. “Who drugged me?”

He shrugged and rested his head against the wall with a sparkle of amusement in his eyes.

“Are we in the basement of the mansion?” I glanced at the rafters. “Who lives here? What do they want?”

“I have questions, too, but while I watched you sleep, I seem to have forgotten all train of thought but one.” His gaze burned white-hot. “Has the prophesied daughter ever been fucked?”

I clamped my jaw shut and balled my hands.

“Yes or no.” He tipped his head. “Has the notorious Dawn of Eve ever been impaled by a cock?”

My nostrils flared as anger seared through my chest.

“Oh, now don’t give me that look. The entire world is dying to know the status of your hymen.”

Who the fuck was this guy? No one would ever say that to me. No one would dare. I’d created the Resistance, rallied thousands of soldiers, took out all the breeding facilities in America, and just decimated the last nest in Canada. Hybrids fought me, but they did so with fear. Because they knew that someday I would win back mankind’s freedom.

Freedom to come out of hiding. To walk down the street without weapons. To rebuild cities and create music and art and follow dreams. Someday, humans would return to the life our ancestors enjoyed.

But first, I needed to escape this room.

“How did you end up in here?” I straightened, arms at my sides and muscles burning to strike.

“A dart in my neck.”

I searched his translucent eyes for the truth and felt a gravitational pull to keep looking, an insane urge to fall deeper, to sink further into the brilliant shards of light.

With great effort, I refocused on his shoulder, breaking the trance. “Were you one of the hybrids that chased me here?”

Confusion creased his beautiful face. Such a human expression.

“How long have you been here?” I kept my gaze on his shoulder.

“A day. Maybe two.”

Not the answer I expected. I didn’t trust him. “What’s your name?”

“Salem.”

I’d never heard of him, not that I’d expected to. “Your full name.”

He shook his head.

Why wouldn’t he tell me? Did he not know?

Surnames were no longer relevant. Since men outnumbered women five to one, most of us had one mother and multiple fathers. So we took our mothers’ first names. Eddie of Shea, Dawn of Eve…

“Salem of…?” I raised a brow.

Refusal twisted his lips into a smirk, the fucker.

“Were you born with fangs?” I kept my voice steady, despite the uneasiness tingling my skin. “Or were you bitten?”

“Born this way, sweetheart.” His gaze made a leisurely descent to my mouth, and his fangs indented his lower lip. “If you come closer, I’ll let you touch them.”

No fucking way. I furrowed my brow. If he entered the world with those teeth, then his mother had been bitten while pregnant. The venom would’ve altered his mind while he was in utero, and he would’ve been born a hybrid, mindless in hunger. By puberty, he would’ve become a raping, killing man-eater on a mission to wipe out humanity.

Yet he hadn’t made a single attempt to spread my legs and chew on an artery. What the fuck was he?

Provoking a creature I shared a cage with wasn’t the smartest strategy, but I needed answers. “Are you defective?”

“Are you? You’re supposed to be mankind’s savior. Yet here you are, trapped with a man who can snuff out your existence in the span of a heartbeat.”

If that was a threat, why hadn’t he already killed me? I didn’t believe a word he said, but if he’d truly been born with fangs, I could deduce his age and possibly his bloodline.

Twenty-two years ago, an airborne virus mutated the human race. The aphids were the first wave.

If he’d been alive when the virus first hit, he wouldn’t be alive now. No one under the age of twenty survived, and every woman mutated into a nymph. Except my mother. Through some genetic anomaly, she evolved into something unexplainable and unique—a human ladybird, the aphid’s predator, the Mother of the Living. Most referred to her as a goddess.

Two years after the apocalypse, she’d cured every living woman. When she became pregnant with me, she obliterated the aphids. That might’ve given mankind a fighting chance to repopulate, except the Drone had already created a new species. The spiders were the second wave.

Women didn’t start giving birth in the new world until nineteen years ago. Very few gave birth to human children. The hybrids were the third wave.

Like those I rescued from the breeding facilities, every woman over the age of twenty-two had been cured and therefore, carried my mother’s healing blood. But their offspring did not. Human women were captured by hybrids and used to breed more hybrids. For nineteen brutal years, hybrids dominated the planet.

“You’re nineteen.” I stared at the man with spider-like fangs.

“I’m twenty. Five months older than you.”

Icy coldness hit my core. I wasn’t shocked he knew my age. The day of my birth had been a monumental moment in new world history. It was the day of Eve’s death. The day the prophecy was fulfilled. What chilled me to the bone was his age. I wasn’t the first child born in the new world, but those who came before me were only a month older.

Arkendale was home to the first flood of women my mother had cured. They were the first to establish a human settlement and the first to become pregnant, making Arkendale a turning point for the human race. One month after those unprecedented pregnancies, my mother became pregnant with me.

“You’re lying.” I narrowed my eyes. “Even if you were born in Arkendale—”

“I’ve never been to Arkendale.” His gaze traced my rigid stance and flicked back to my face. “You need to loosen up.” He patted the floor beside him. “Sit down. I won’t bite, Dawn of Eve.”

“We’ve already established you know my full name.” Tension knotted my shoulders. “Seems only fair that I know yours.”

“All right.” He leaned forward, elbows braced on his knees, and pinned me with his stormy eyes. “Salem of Elaine.”

My breath hitched. “Elaine? No, that’s…not…”

A storm of denial and rage swelled inside me. Elaine’s child would easily be five months older than me.

But it was too coincidental for Elaine’s missing child to show up here, in this room, in fucking Canada of all places.

“Ah, so Michio told you?” A sick kind of pleasure lifted his cheeks. “Then you know about his relationship with my mother.”

“Relationship?” Beneath the calmness of my voice, I boiled with ferocious protectiveness of my father. “Elaine raped him. Repeatedly.”

“Ain’t that a bitch?”

Bang bang bang went my heart, that wretched sound. “My mother found Elaine in the mountains months before Arkendale. She cured Elaine. Protected her. And Jesse, my—”

“Your biological father.”

“Yes. Jesse’s friends took care of Elaine.”

“They fucked her, you mean.” His lack of emotion sent a chill across my skin. “She said I look like Tallis, your father’s Australian friend. I wouldn’t know because Tallis died before I was born. Because the Great Eve failed to save him.”

I knew the story, every gruesome detail. “My mother tried to save him. She did save Elaine. And you know how Elaine returned the favor? She teamed up with the Drone and turned against my entire family!”

He shrugged a shoulder.

Fuck him. I could still feel the pain in Michio’s voice when he told me how his body had been controlled by the Drone, how he couldn’t lift a finger to rescue my mother, couldn’t protect himself from Elaine.

I glared at that vile bitch’s son. “Michio was locked in a room, mentally aware but unable to command his muscles, while your pregnant mother violated him over and over. For months.” Feral hatred simmered my blood and growled through my voice. “Where is she?”

No one knew what happened to Elaine or her unborn child. Other than my mother, Elaine was the only woman Michio had ever bitten—a bite that had been against his will. It was unknown what the effects would be on her unborn child.

Salem sure as fuck didn’t look human. It wasn’t the fangs so much as those unnatural eyes, the way they diffused the passage of light, deflecting logic and hypnotizing to the point of confusion. Distorted, blinding, hot-flashy kind of confusion.

Was hot-flashy right? I didn’t know, but holy shit, I felt things—powerful, irresistible impulses throbbing frantically between my legs. I didn’t just want to touch his fangs. I wanted to taste them. The consuming ache in my pussy begged me to crawl onto his lap and grind against the hard length outlined by his pants. The sparks in his eyes emblazoned the world in licking, biting, thrusting lust. Nothing mattered but the need to make him my first, my last, and my everything in between.
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