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			Manhattan

			TWO MONTHS AFTER THE PULSE

			EMILY Rosen dropped the can of dog food into her backpack and shivered, her breath making little white puffs in the cold air inside the stairwell of her building. Her own apartment had gotten too cold to keep living in, and her systematic search through the other apartments yielded only a few cans of precious food. No one had a working fireplace, and without fire she’d freeze to death.

			She’d have to venture outside her building and find someplace warm to squat in. Emily survived this long by avoiding the military camps and living off scavenged food—but she couldn’t live without heat, not in a New York winter.

			The heat had been off since the power went out with the Pulse, followed by running water two days later.

			Footsteps sounded in the hall outside the stairwell door. Emily gasped and paused with her hand on the doorknob to her floor. Soldiers.

			The sound of spray paint hissing onto the building’s once immaculate white walls permeated through the thick stairwell door. She’d seen the mark before, like a big circle with an X through it. Something about how many alive, how many dead.

			The door swung open and she cried out in surprise as two soldiers loomed above her. She turned to run even as an iron grasp gripped her forearm, forcing her to stay put.

			“Don’t run,” one soldier said. “We have food for you at Grand Central.”

			“Not Grand Central,” she said, her voice sounding raw and foreign to her own ears. “No way.”

			“It’s the only FEMA camp left in the city,” the soldier replied. “Forget it, I don’t have the time for this bullshit.” He let her go and turned to the soldier holding the spray paint. “Just change it to say we found three dead on this floor, zero alive. It’ll be true soon enough anyway.”

			At the sound of the spray paint marking her fate, Emily realized he was probably right. She’d die if she didn’t take action—and she couldn’t die. Not today, not like this. “Okay. I’ll go with you to the camp. I just need to get my things—my stethoscope.”

			“Don’t bother.”

			Of course not. If they were taking her to Grand Central, they weren’t planning on using her as a nurse. Not if the rumors were true.

			

			Christopher Mason stomped his feet to warm them up, trying to ignore the growl in his belly. Food was available only three blocks east at the military camp at Grand Central Station, but with martial law in place Mason had to avoid anyone wearing a uniform.

			He pulled a dirty recycled soda bottle from his jacket pocket and sipped deeply. The water would fill him up for now. The drops of bleach he poured into it made the shit-water taste like a chlorinated pool kids pissed in, but all that mattered was that it didn’t make him sick. Cholera packed a fatal punch and scared him worse than the soldiers did.

			If the army caught him and found out who he really was, they’d shoot him, just like they shot everyone else on lock-down at Rikers after the Pulse. It was pure luck the corrections officer chose that moment to escort Mason to the prison infirmary—that moment right before the power went out and the gennies never kicked on.

			No power. No phones. No computers. No backups. No generators—no cars, even. Everything just wham, fried. And no hope of fixing it.

			It would’ve been kinder of the terrorists to hit them with a direct nuke. This EMP shit hurt them way worse. The deaths were slower . . . except for the deaths caused by the soldiers. Those were quick.

			Mason absently touched his thigh where the twisted scar lay under his cargo pants. The fences at Rikers may no longer be electrified, but the barbed wire that covered them was still a bitch.

			His stomach rumbled. The abandoned cars used to have the occasional food item hidden inside, but Mason had long since scavenged through all of the vehicles down Broadway. He didn’t like going into the apartments if he could avoid it, because of the corpses that stared at him with sightless, glassy eyes and made him gag with their stench.

			A lot of people hadn’t made it through the winter without heat, running water, or electricity. The survivors living at Grand Central got federal rations and some semblance of order, but Mason didn’t have the luxury of asking for a handout.

			The empty street stretched out before him, cold and unforgiving. A desert made of skyscrapers with no oasis. The rumble of a single engine starting somewhere up the block broke the silence. Mason froze, hefting his rifle up. So much for being alone.

			Old trucks worked, anything that didn’t have a modern computer chip in it. The army commandeered all the fifties junkers in the tri-state area, like the one the soldiers drove now.

			Ducking behind a stalled taxicab, he held his breath as if he had spotted a tiger on the loose instead of an old pickup truck carrying human cargo—two men with guns and their catch of the day. Three women sat in the back of the truck behind the soldiers with blank faces and distant stares.

			“Will you let us eat first?” one of the women asked, her voice carrying easily over the silence in the street.

			Mason couldn’t make out the mumbled reply from the soldiers, but the men laughed.

			The truck passed Mason without spotting him and he stood, aiming his rifle at one of the soldiers, the laser sight centered over his heart. Mason kept his finger off the trigger. He didn’t kill unless necessary, not anymore.

			One woman in a rumpled purple sweatshirt looked back over her shoulder.

			Late twenties, perhaps, or maybe younger. Hard to tell with her gaunt face, still beautiful despite the fear creasing her brow. Dark circles deepened her eyes, outlined by a thick black fringe of lashes he could see half a block away. Her dark hair fell to just below her shoulder.

			And she looked directly at him as he hid behind his rifle, watching her.

			Mason lowered the gun and lifted his finger to his lips in a silent plea that she not give him away. She nodded almost imperceptibly as the truck drove on, zigzagging around the stalled cars.

			Poor girl. It wasn’t right—a woman like that carted off to a FEMA camp to be gang-raped in exchange for some federal rations. Just a couple months ago it would have been unthinkable.

			The urge to rush forward and grab her, to protect her as his own, nearly overtook him.

			But she belonged to the soldiers now—the moment to act gone forever. And he’d never see her again.

			Grand Central Terminal, the Tracks

			ONE YEAR LATER

			Emily’s purple sweatshirt hung off her, loose and dirty.

			A man walked toward their subway car and she closed her eyes, as if in sleep. Maybe he’d go by. But if he did, she’d go hungry. She gave up pretending to be passed out.

			Jenna, her roommate—if roommate was the appropriate term for the other woman who shared the subway car with her—had taken to the idea of prostitution with remarkable ease. It didn’t seem to bother her that everyone had been reduced to only what they had to barter. Money was useless. Possessions were long gone. Now, many single women had only one thing left—their bodies.

			Right now Jenna stood in the doorway of the car, her shirt pulled open to reveal the tops of her full breasts, smiling to the soldiers walking down the tracks.

			A tall man with dark skin and a freshly shaved head grinned at Jenna and stepped into the car.

			“Whatcha got?” Jenna asked brightly.

			The man handed her a dirty Styrofoam cup filled with what smelled like stew. “Extra ration,” he said.

			Jenna started to grab for it but the man stopped her.

			“First you gotta take care of me,” he said, “ ’fore I take care of you.”

			Emily scowled in their direction. “Jesus Christ, just let her eat the damn soup first,” she muttered.

			The soldier apparently hadn’t noticed her until now. Shit. He walked over to her and lifted her up by her arm. “You got something to say?”

			Emily shook her head, frightened. She really needed to learn to keep her mouth shut, especially if she was trying to be invisible.

			“Didn’t think so.”

			But keeping her mouth shut wasn’t really her thing. Emily cursed under her breath and averted her eyes, but she could hear the sounds of the man unzipping his pants, and Jenna lying down on the old mattress box. It squeaked for a few minutes, Jenna’s moans indicating she was either getting off or pretending to.

			When the soldier left, Jenna picked up the stew and drank most of it noisily. Emily could smell the food and she took a deep breath, wishing she could inhale calories.

			“Here,” Jenna said, walking over to her with whatever was left in the Styrofoam cup. “You better eat this.”

			“Are you sure?” Emily took the cup from the girl, who nodded. “Thank you.” She swallowed it quickly. It didn’t exactly taste good, but it was food. She couldn’t afford to be picky. No one could.

			“Hon,” Jenna said. “You really can’t go around pissing off the soldiers, you know that.”

			“I’m going to see if I can scrounge anything up,” Emily said. “I need to get off the Tracks for a while. Clear my head.”

			She stepped onto the cold concrete platform and walked briskly past the subway cars, keeping her gaze focused straight ahead to give the other women some semblance of privacy.

			The entrance to the main terminal loomed before her, people milling about. But those weren’t the voices she heard.

			Emily trembled in the dark, trying to breathe as quietly as possible. She could hear two soldiers in a closed room off to her left talking, but more importantly, she could hear . . . a radio.

			A radio—after a year of zero communication with anyone outside of the city.

			How had it not been destroyed when the EMP hit?

			She looked around furtively. The wide hallway was empty, although she could see the main terminal ahead. Pressing her ear to the thin wooden door, she held her breath, trying to be as still as humanly possible.

			American troops overseas . . . Static blocked out the next words coming from the radio. Shit. Something about rebuilding. Help is available on the federal level . . . Even the soldiers who must be stationed by the radio were silent now. She imagined they were like her, trying to hear the tinny voice from the radio. She hadn’t heard anything electronic in over a year, but how long had this been kept a secret? How long had the higher-ups known about this, and kept it from the people living in Grand Central?

			The first notes of The Star-Spangled Banner burst through the radio’s speakers, sounding like a scratched old-fashioned record or something. If whoever was on the other side of that transmission wanted her to feel patriotic, then mission accomplished. She was filled with anger at whatever country had brought America to its knees with its damned Pulse. She wanted to scream at them, the invisible enemy, and tell them they couldn’t keep her country down, that America would fight back.

			But it wasn’t true. As far she could tell, there had been no counterstrikes—at least none the military cared to tell anyone about. Everyone struggled to survive and nothing else got done. Survival took every second of time and ounce of energy.

			But how could they hide a radio? A fucking radio. Communication was all anyone wanted—just to know what the hell was going on.

			She wanted to bust into the locked room and tell those soldiers she knew the truth, that despite what Colonel Lanche had told everyone . . . there was news from the outside.

			To think there might be a place outside the city where she could be safe. She needed to hear more, to learn more. How exactly was America rebuilding? What did that mean? If she could escape and find a better life for herself, for her friends, and for everyone suffering at the camp, it would be worth it. Any cost was worth it.

			Fear had kept her in place for too long. They had broken her. But this . . . this news would cause a revolution amongst the women on the Tracks.

			Which is why Colonel Lanche would want to silence her if he found out she knew about the radio. A radio that wasn’t supposed to exist.

			Her only hope was to get that radio in her possession and escape the military camp. Without getting caught.

			

			Emily awoke hours later, curled up across the hard plastic subway seats, with her mouth covered. Her scream of surprise was muffled by the large, calloused hand.

			The darkness kept her from being able to see anything, but she could feel the man’s erection hard against her leg as he lay on top of her.

			She bit down hard, tasting blood, and the man yowled, reaching his hand back and slapping Emily’s face.

			“What’s wrong?” her roommate Jenna cried out in the dark.

			“Shut up, Jenna,” the man growled. It was the Colonel with his hand over her mouth. Emily moaned in recognition.

			“Don’t bother with her, come to me,” Jenna purred. Bless her. Emily held her breath, wondering what would happen.

			The Colonel didn’t even respond to Jenna’s words. “You cunt, you bit me,” he said, his voice a low growl. He jerked Emily upward until she was standing.

			“Come with me,” Colonel Lanche spat, tugging her out of the subway car. He leaned into her ear, his voice low and menacing. “This is what happens when you snoop around.”

			He knows. Emily shrieked and kicked at him in mindless fear, earning herself another slap. He threw her down onto the cold concrete subway platform.

			How could she convince him she didn’t know about the radio?

			A garbage fire burned brightly, and the women standing around it suddenly quieted. Another soldier stepped out of the neighboring car, straightening his clothes. “Sir?” he asked, looking at Lanche’s bleeding hand. A third soldier joined him.

			“This bitch attacked me,” he said.

			Emily jumped up, scraping her palms as she stumbled again. His words made her tremble. “I wasn’t snooping around, Colonel, I swear. You got bad information—whoever told you differently is a liar.”

			As soon as the words flew from her mouth she wished she could take them back. She shouldn’t have said that—not to him, and certainly not in front of his men.

			“I’m sorry, I just—” she said, taking a step backward.

			A cry escaped her throat as Lanche nodded to one of the other soldiers. “Restrain her.”

			A broad-shouldered man in camouflage took her by both arms, effectively holding her in place. Panicked, Emily tried to bolt out of his arms, but he held firm despite a few well-landed kicks to his shins.

			“Bring her to the main terminal for punishment,” Lanche ordered.

			Emily shrieked as the soldier half-dragged, half-carried her up the ramp to the broken clock by the information booth where disciplinary action was traditionally carried out.

			It seemed to take forever to reach the clock and still they were there too soon. Dawn was breaking now and light streamed in through the huge dirty glass windowpanes.

			“Get the cane,” Lanche said.

			Emily’s throat went dry. She started crying before the cane ever came near her, hating herself for being a blubbering fool. What happened to the strong Emily she’d been before the Pulse? Where had that girl gone?

			Lanche’s loud voice and her shameless protests had gathered an audience. “For the crime of insubordination, ten strokes.”

			The soldier holding her lifted the back of her shirt roughly, exposing her bare back. The cane was actually the plastic rod from a window blind, she had seen it used on others before. They kept it in the information booth for easy access.

			The cane whistled down, hitting her skin with fiery pain.

			She squealed without meaning to, then bit her tongue as the cane came down again. The soldier holding her was counting off. She could hear his deep voice reverberating through her body as the Colonel struck her over and over again.

			The thought flashed through her mind that she shouldn’t have fought Lanche, but damn it, what else could she do? He couldn’t do that to her.

			Of course he could. He was proving it right now.

			“Ten.” The final strike felt like it cut her skin. She wailed, exhausted and utterly humiliated as the emaciated faces of the onlookers watched her.

			The soldier who was holding her hauled her up onto her feet, letting her shirt fall back over her stinging flesh.

			She had to escape—and if she got out of there, the radio was coming with her.
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			Mason pushed open the warehouse door in downtown Manhattan carefully. The rats crawled all over themselves, their tiny squeaks and scuffling feet filling the atmosphere. A pile of little pink rat puppies formed a squirming ball in the corner. Nice.

			“Here, ratties,” he said, refilling several bowls with dry dog food and treated water. Returning his attention to the task at hand, Mason hefted the metal pail up and leaned over the barricade. The clanking caused most of the rats to clamber away, but there were too many for them all to escape.

			He quickly scooped two thick black rats into his pail. The sound of their frantic little feet scratching against the side of the bucket didn’t faze him like it used to. They were food, not pets.

			The hair on the back of his arms raised and he stopped himself before stepping out the door. Something was off. He thought he hadn’t been followed, but the rats were squeaking more than usual.

			Men’s voices. Laughter.

			Fuck.

			Mason grabbed his AR-15 and aimed it at the door, ready to take out whoever the hell wanted to steal his crop of meat.

			“Drop it.” The voice came from behind him, followed by the cold barrel of a gun pressed against the back of his neck.

			“Fuck.” Mason dropped his weapon, but it still hung around his chest in its sling. How did they do that?

			A soldier came up to take his gun and Mason head-butted him. “Don’t take my gun, asshole,” Mason said, ignoring the bloom of pain in his own thick skull from the impact. The guy backed up, holding his nose, blood dripping over his fingers.

			There were a bunch of them. Oh, fuck. This kept getting worse and worse. Mason scanned the room quickly.

			Five soldiers, armed to the teeth. Gathering up his rats.

			“This is private property,” Mason said. “And get your fucking gun off my neck. I promise not to shoot anyone. I know I wouldn’t make it out of here alive if I tried.”

			“Smart man,” the voice behind him said.

			He felt the pressure of the gun barrel go away. His neck tingled where the barrel had been.

			“We’re commandeering these rats as food for the United States Army,” one of the soldiers said. “It’s no longer private property.”

			“Wrap ’em up, men,” a soldier said.

			“Like hell,” Mason said, lifting his gun.

			Then something hit him, and he blacked out.

			

			Mason wasn’t sure how much time had passed before he gained consciousness.

			The floor was cool against his cheek. He listened carefully, not hearing any squeaking. His rats were all gone. Moaning, he reached up and touched his head. His hand came away bloody.

			Fuck, his head hurt. They’d left him for dead, he realized, struggling to sit up. Did they know who he was? Did they know he was an escaped convict?

			Mason gasped and lay back down on the cold hard floor. His eyes drifted shut and he wanted to nod off, to escape the pain that overwhelmed his senses.

			But he didn’t have time to sleep this off. He had to get up, had to keep going. If he stopped for too long, they’d find him, and there was no way in hell he was going to let himself get executed by the soldiers. He’d come too far to let it all fall apart now because of a little head trauma.

			Mason stood up on shaky knees and let himself back out into the sunlight, pausing to scan the area. The soldiers were gone. So was his gun. Fuck.

			Without his gun, he was as good as dead. Well, if he didn’t die from whatever the assholes had done to his head first. He kept his head up, squinting in the sun, blood pounding in his ears as he walked.

			He realized he was walking to the emergency room at Roo­sevelt Hospital. He laughed, then stopped abruptly when the pain washed over him again.

			There would be no one to help him at the ER. It would be abandoned. When martial law was put in place after the EMP strike, the army took all the supplies in the city to the main FEMA camp at Grand Central—at least that was what it had looked like from his position on an upper floor of the Grand Hyatt, peering out the window at the movement below.

			They shot convicts. He couldn’t be found.

			Mason arrived at the entrance to the hospital and tentatively tried the door, surprised when it opened easily. Stepping inside, he looked around in dismay at the mess.

			Med carts overturned, emptied out, windows broken, beds stripped of bedding. Mason wandered through the litter. There had to be a supply room somewhere.

			Another wave of pain washed over him and he groaned. Gotta keep moving. A small plaque on a painted metal door said MEDICATION ROOM. He gripped the doorknob like a drowning man grabbing a life preserver. Locked.

			Mason kicked it hard, but the door didn’t budge. Damn it, he had to get something for the pain before he passed out again. He kicked it once more. Nothing.

			He’d need keys, but where would they be? Mason remembered the overturned med cart. He walked over to it, his temple feeling like a cracked egg, and righted the huge, heavy cart.

			Keys on a lanyard stuck out of the door on the side of the cart. Mason knew from his trips to the prison infirmary that the keys usually hung around the nurse’s neck, but there were no nurses to be found. Probably lucky for them, Mason mused, considering his state of mind.

			But the keys . . . He picked them up, looking once again at the med cart. It had been cleaned out.

			How about the med room? The third key he tried worked and Mason gave a shout of jubilation. It echoed in the empty halls and made his headache worse.

			He needed one pill. Just one.

			But the med room had been cleaned out, too. The army must’ve taken everything. Cabinets were flung open and lay barren.

			Mason felt like crying. At this point he would settle for a fucking bottle of aspirin. Anything.

			He screamed in frustration, the pain overwhelming his senses. Leaving the empty med room, he stormed down the corridor, kicking the gurneys as he went. His vision swarmed.

			Something clattered to the ground. Mason froze and instinctually went to heft his rifle, forgetting that it was gone. He had no weapon for protection.

			“Show yourself!” he yelled.

			He heard a muffled gasp. Someone was crying. Soft, high-pitched sobs. A child?

			“I’m not gonna hurt you,” Mason said in the general direction of the sound. “I just want to know who’s there.”

			No one showed themselves. Mason groaned as it felt like a knife was cutting into his skull from the head wound. He’d pass out soon.

			He couldn’t risk being so vulnerable while unconscious . . . Finding the source of the crying was his priority now, more important even than finding something for his pain.

			He moved slowly, quietly, looking under and behind hospital beds. There, huddled in the corner, was a girl, hiding her eyes as if he wouldn’t be able to see her if she couldn’t see him.

			Mason stood over her. “What’s your name?”

			The girl looked up at him with tearstained brown eyes. No, she wasn’t a girl; he could see that now. A young woman.

			“Please,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”

			“What’s your name?” he repeated. “I’m—Tell me who you are.” He had almost slipped, almost told her his name, but he couldn’t risk it.

			“Please don’t hurt me,” she whimpered.

			“I’m not going to hurt you,” Mason said, trying to make his voice soothing.

			“I’m Emily Rosen. I can’t go back. Please don’t make me go back.”

			“Go back where, Emily?” He held his pounding head in his hands. Emily seemed to flinch when he moved his arms.

			“To Grand Central. I can’t go back to Grand Central.” She seemed panicked now, and she stood up, apparently in some sort of shock.

			She cried out like a caged beast when he didn’t move out of her way. “Emily, I won’t make you go back. I don’t give a fuck what you do,” Mason said, dropping to the nearest cot. That wasn’t quite true.

			This girl was terrified, and terrified people did crazy things. If he passed out she might steal his gun and shoot him to make sure he didn’t take her back to the camp.

			Then he remembered his gun was already gone. He couldn’t even think straight anymore and the pain was getting worse. Moaning, he touched his head.

			“What—what’s wrong with you?” she whispered. “Are you injured?”

			“The fucking scavengers left me for dead. Took my—” Mason stopped, interrupting himself. He didn’t want to tell her he had no gun, didn’t want her to think he . . . The pain washed over him again and he couldn’t think straight. “I feel like my skull is fractured or something. I need pain medicine.”

			“You shouldn’t really have anything for pain yet, if you have a head injury,” Emily said softly.

			“What are you, a doctor?” he asked wryly, his head throbbing.

			“No. But I’m a nurse. I used to work here. Before.” Her sobs had quieted, and she was looking at him thoughtfully.

			“I just need—” Mason broke off in a strangled cry.

			“I can help you,” the girl said, her voice shaky, “but you have to promise to help me.”

			“Okay, yes,” Mason said. He didn’t care what he was promising; he’d say anything to stop the pain. “But I need medicine. I don’t care if I shouldn’t, I need it.”

			She started to walk away. Mason grabbed her forearm and she cried out, struggling to pull away from his grasp.

			“No!” she cried.

			“Where are you going?” he demanded, even as he had to shut his eyes against the pain building in his head.

			“I know where they keep an extra stash of pills. The army never knew about them, so they didn’t take them.”

			“You’re trying to get away,” Mason growled, but he knew it shouldn’t matter. He wanted her to leave, actually.

			As long as she didn’t kill him.

			“I swear, there’s a locked emergency box of narcotics, enough so if the pharmacy couldn’t get us a med in time there would be extra.” She gingerly took the keys from where he’d dropped them on the cot. “I’ll come back with some. And then I’ll clean up your wound.”

			Mason released his grip on her and lay back on the cot. “Hurry.”

			She scrambled away from him, the terror written all over her face making him wonder if she’d really return.

			

			Emily took a deep breath and walked down the hall toward the supervisor’s office, holding the keys in her hand. Now was her chance. She could escape, and never see the terrifying man again.

			But she couldn’t leave a man in pain like that. All of her years of nursing couldn’t be dissolved so easily. The skin on her back was killing her from the caning, and she slowed her pace. She was stupid to come back here, knowing Roosevelt was shut down.

			But when she’d run from the camp, her legs had acted on instinct. They’d taken her on a familiar route, even though the city streets had never felt so sinister and frightening.

			Fleeing Grand Central hadn’t been easy, but when everyone had been rounded up for evening rations she’d found the door to the room with the radio unguarded. Maybe if they fed the people more than starvation rations, the guard wouldn’t have had to leave his post to grab his food before it was gone. From what she heard, no one saved uneaten rations when their fellow soldiers missed getting them—instead they stole the food and used it to barter for sex on the Tracks.

			She imagined the soldier who was supposed to be guarding the door would be punished for her actions, but if he was anything like the soldiers who visited the Tracks at night, then he deserved whatever he got.

			The radio, a tiny, hand-cranked thing, sat on a table in the abandoned room. That was her chance.

			The pain from the caning had motivated her into moving, suppressing her fear. At that point she just didn’t even care anymore. Didn’t care if they caught her and killed her.

			Once she had the radio hidden in her bag, though, the fear came back. Running was the only option if she wanted to live to see another day. And for five stress-filled minutes during change of shift, the side exit was open. It had taken her three of those five minutes to work up the courage to escape. And then she just ran, ran blindly.

			To the hospital.

			Emily looked at the keys in her hand. She’d have to make a go of it on her own. It was the only way.

			Unless . . . Her thoughts flew to the large man on the hospital cot. He said he wouldn’t make her go back to Grand Central.

			Could she trust him?

			Don’t trust anyone, she thought. Never again.

			She reached the supervisor’s office and went into the locked cabinet to get the pills. Ten Percocet, which Emily shoved into the pocket of her jeans. She’d give the man two to take the edge off, even though she was worried about his head wound. If he was going to die at least this way he would die comfortably.

			It still felt strange to her to take what she needed and not sign it out. Or pay for it. Scavenging whatever was left from a store shelf or a dead man’s house would never feel right.

			It’s not like they need it anymore. She refused to let herself feel guilty about it. She turned back around and started walking toward the man. Why hadn’t he told her his name?

			Oh God, he’s from the camp. He had to be. They had tracked her down; she knew they would. Looking longingly at the exit, Emily stopped walking.

			Escape, now? Or help the man?

			Damn it.

			She kept walking down the hall, back to the man. She hoped it wasn’t the last thing she’d ever do.

			

			Mason opened his eyes when he felt a cool hand touching his forehead. The Percocet had knocked him out, giving him some blessed relief.

			Mason touched his head and breathed in sharply. It was still tender to the touch. Maybe the pain pills had worn off. The room swam in front of him and he moaned.

			He felt something cool and wet on his forehead and he closed his eyes again. That felt nice, better at least.

			“Oh good,” the woman’s voice said. Emily. “You’re awake. I was worried about you.”

			Mason opened his eyes again and looked at her face, peering into his, her brow furrowed in concentration.

			It was her. The woman he had seen that day, being carted off. “You—” he started, but then he blacked out again.

			

			She shouldn’t have given him the narcotics. How could she evaluate him properly?

			Oh, stop thinking like a nurse, she chided herself. There’s nothing you can do for him but keep him comfortable anyway, so stop acting like you’re prepping him for a CAT scan.

			There was something comforting, she supposed, about falling back into old rhythms. Coming back to her old job, with a patient in a hospital bed and not on the floor of a dirty subway car. Being a nurse to this wounded man reminded her that she used to be a strong, capable woman. She could be that way again, no matter what those monsters at Grand Central did to her.

			“What’s your name?” she asked softly.

			The man looked at her with startlingly blue eyes. He had a handsome face, somewhere underneath the thick stubble that covered his sharp jawline and chin. “Christopher Mason. Call me Mason. Oh shit, I shouldn’t have told you that.”

			The man held his head, then looked at his hands, closing his eyes when he saw the blood that came back on his fingers.

			“It’s okay, Mason.” Instinct took over and she went into nurse mode. He knew who he was, so that was good. “Do you know where you are?”

			“I can’t be here.” The man sat up again, obviously panicked. “They took my rats.”

			Rats?

			“Look at me,” she said soothingly. “I need to see your pupils.”

			She peered into his eyes. In a perfect world, she’d shine a flashlight in them, but there were no flashlights. The only light she had now streamed in through the dirty glass panes of the windows. Man, he was good-looking. Too good-looking. And large.

			Mason leaned forward on the cot and grabbed her wrists. “It’s you,” he said groggily.

			“I’m Emily, I’m taking care of you,” she said gently. “I’m going to clean your wound. It may hurt.”

			“I remember you. I saw you that day, when they picked you up. When you got brought in.”

			Emily looked at him in horror. He was from the camp, he had to be. She shrank away from him, feeling her heart race. The washrag hung limply from her hand. Focus, don’t be blinded by fear.

			“I remember you. When they took you away, it was me, hiding behind the cab,” Mason said, staring intently into her eyes. “Are you okay?”

			She remembered him now, the man who held his finger to his lips. At the time she had assumed he was hiding from the soldiers, just like she had been.

			Like she was now.

			“You—you’re not one of them?” she asked, hating how weak and scared she sounded.

			“No. I’ve got my reasons to hide from the law. Like you, I imagine.”

			She laughed, a dry barking sound. “Not like my reason.” Quickly, she quieted herself. The less he knew about her hidden radio, the safer for both of them.

			“Are you . . . Why are you hiding, Mason?” She had to know, as much as she didn’t want to. He was the only man around she could possibly trust—if he truly had nothing to do with the soldiers. As much as she wanted to make it on her own, it didn’t hurt to know who her friends were—and her enemies.

			Suddenly, he looked at her suspiciously. “I should never have told you my name.”

			“I’m sorry,” Emily whispered. “I saw the tattoo, on your arm. I thought maybe you had been in prison.”

			“Do you know what they do to prisoners now, Emily?”

			Emily looked at him and cocked her head. “My understanding is they let all the petty criminals go. The ones who were murderers, rapists, pedophiles and psychos they . . . they shot them. Killed them all so they wouldn’t take up valuable resources.”

			“They kill prisoners, huh?” Mason said, staring at her intently, holding her wrists. “So what makes you think I want you spreading rumors about me being in prison?”

			“I won’t tell anyone. Not a soul.”

			He dropped his hands then, as if suddenly realizing what he was doing. “There’re no computers to track me. No fingerprint files. I’m a blank slate now, and I intend to start over.”

			“What did you do?” she whispered.

			“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. “And that’s all you need to know. Understand?”

			“Okay,” she said softly, and picked up the rag to finish cleaning his wound, grateful to have a task to keep her focused. He wouldn’t need stitches, but she’d have to check him every fifteen minutes or so for a while to make sure he wasn’t suffering from a brain injury.

			Not that she could do anything for him if he was. If his head injury was truly serious, then he would just go to sleep and die. She wasn’t about to do brain surgery. She couldn’t even if she knew how.

			His T-shirt was saturated with blood—scalps tend to bleed a lot. “Can you . . . take off your shirt?” she asked tentatively.

			“You don’t have to do this,” he said. His face looked flushed, a deep pink coloring his previously pale cheeks. “I’m not—I don’t expect you to—”

			She took a step back. “No! That’s not what I meant. I just—your shirt is ruined. Bloody. I can wash it.”

			He turned his face from her for a moment as if trying to compose himself.

			“Where you gonna wash it?” he asked as he pulled the filthy shirt over his shoulders.

			She glimpsed tight abdominal muscles and an incredibly large, smooth chest before the shirt came completely off. He had a sprinkling of crinkly dark hair leading down around his navel, trailing into the waistband of his cargo pants.

			Emily sighed. “I don’t know. But I bet one of the shirts I took with me from Grand Central will fit. Might be a bit tight,” she acknowledged as she ruffled through a worn backpack. “Here.”

			It was definitely too small, outlining all of his muscles in stark relief. He panted as if the effort of pulling it on had overexerted him.

			“I’m sleepy,” he said, lying back down on the hospital bed. “Thank you for taking care of me, Emily. I’m glad I found you.”

			And then he passed out.

			

			Emily fell asleep next to Mason, on the floor by his hospital bed, so exhausted that even thinking about the radio hidden in her backpack wasn’t enough to keep her awake.

			The following morning he was still out cold, his breath coming in shallow pants.

			No, oh no. She couldn’t believe she’d let him fall asleep with that head injury . . . What if Mason never woke up? It shouldn’t matter to her, she knew. Thousands had died in the past year. What was one more? But there was something about him.

			He terrified and excited her at the same time. That was just stupid—if she learned anything in the military camp it was that she had to see to her own needs first. And what she needed was to get the hell out of New York City.

			If she didn’t, her body would be piled high amongst the corpses and burned like the others.

			She tried, without luck, to revive Mason all morning. She even risked starting an IV and giving him one of the few remaining bags of IV fluid.

			Nothing worked. If it was his time, she supposed, it was his time and she couldn’t do anything about it.

			Please, Mason, she thought. Wake up.
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			Mason opened his eyes, his throat feeling raw and dry.

			“Oh thank God,” Emily said, throwing her arms around him.

			“Wh-what happened?”

			“How do you feel?” She hovered above him, her fingers on his neck to check his pulse. She put her hand on his forehead. “How’s your head?”

			Sitting up carefully, he took stock of how he felt. “I’m okay. I feel better. Fine, actually.”

			She looked at him skeptically. “On a scale of one to ten, how’s your pain level?”

			“Three. All that sleep did me good, I think.” He grinned at her. Now that he felt better, he could see her in a new light.

			She still looked scared, tired . . . but beautiful. Man, she was beautiful.

			“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked, her voice wary.

			Oh hell. He didn’t want to make her uneasy. God knows what she’d been through at the hands of men. He wasn’t going to be one of those.

			“I’d never hurt you, Emily.”

			“I know,” she said, but she still seemed uneasy. “I’m just—I’m so glad you’re alive. I was worried.”

			“I’m harder to kill than you’d think,” he mused. “Man, I’m starving.”

			“I bet you are,” Emily said, smiling now. “Let me get you some broth. I found a can of veggies in the kitchen in the basement while you were sleeping, and I boiled it into a soup to make it last longer. Trick I learned at the camp.”

			“I don’t want broth,” he said, standing up, testing his legs. “I need meat.”

			“We don’t have any.”

			He looked at her. Now that he stood she appeared even tinier to him. She barely came up to his shoulder. “Thank you for taking care of me. You’re a good nurse. I’m lucky I found you.”

			Emily blushed. Reaching out, he cupped her face. She stiffened then.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, dropping his hand.

			“No, I’m sorry. I know you’re not like—” She didn’t finish her thought. He dipped his head down to hers and kissed her soft cheek.

			She took a step back.

			“Show me where the kitchen is. I need to hunt us some rats.”

			

			Emily couldn’t stop looking at Mason, at his huge body, his large hands, and his beautiful face. His hair was thick and brown and shaggy, but she noticed when she cleaned his scalp wound that he didn’t have lice—practically a miracle considering his living conditions. His blue eyes seemed to see right through to her core whenever he looked in her direction.

			What if he knows about the radio?

			Impossible. He definitely wasn’t from Grand Central, she believed him on that. But the men at the camp were going to be looking for her, if they weren’t already. She had to get out of the city.

			She wished she could go alone, but she knew both her limits and the reality of her situation. Traveling alone was asking for trouble, and she’d had about all the trouble she could handle lately.

			If Mason went with her, she’d be protected. She’d have a better chance of making it out of Manhattan with him. So she needed to keep him by her side, no matter what. The thought of a man’s touch after the past months living on the Tracks scared her, but it was the only way.

			Sitting next to him, watching the glow in the wastebasket fire he had set to cook their rat meat, she felt a twinge of excitement lining her fear. She could do worse, that was for sure. But why had he been in prison?

			What if he was a rapist, or a murderer?

			Stop thinking about that, she chided herself. She watched as he licked his fingers clean, polishing off the last of the rat. It had actually tasted quite good. Like barbeque.

			Seeing his tongue flick out of his mouth made her imagine him doing other things with his tongue. Her pussy got wet at the thought, and she remembered the chaste kiss he’d given her earlier that day.

			They were sitting on a hospital blanket laid out on the cold tile floor, like a strange nighttime picnic. Emily touched Mason’s arm tentatively.

			He turned to her, the fire reflecting in his eyes. “Hi,” he said softly.

			“Hi.”

			He pulled her to him them, kissing her, his lips pressing against hers with a tenderness that melted her fears. “You don’t have to do this,” he whispered.

			Which made her want him all the more. Not being forced, being able to choose . . . It felt nice. “I know. I want to.”

			He held her tightly in his strong arms. She could feel his heart beating, steady and slow beneath her palm. He reached up and tentatively caressed her breast, rubbing his palm over her skin, cupping her, as if he were testing the weight of her breasts in his hands.

			She arched toward him, needing to feel more contact. His thumb grazed her nipple and she bit back a moan of delight, pressing her breasts into his hands, imploring him with her eyes to continue.

			Mason kissed her neck, his breath hot on her cool skin, and she gasped as his mouth trailed lower, placing soft kisses over her shoulders and down to her breasts. When his tongue gently lapped at her nipple, she couldn’t hold back her desire any longer.

			“Yes, Mason,” she whispered.

			He complied with her unspoken wish and pulled her nipple into his mouth, sucking hard, flicking her nipple with his tongue until it became a tight bud that peaked. As he suckled her he reached up and gently pinched her other nipple, tweaking it in time with his mouth on the other side.

			She breathed in and let her head loll back, luxuriating in the sensation after having been untouched by gentle hands in so long.

			Mason reached down to her fly and unbuttoned it. She let him, feeling the undeniable inevitability of it all. She was his, and that was good.

			“Take off your jeans,” he said. “But . . . only if you want to.”

			She obeyed quickly. It had been a long time since she had made love—too long. The experiences she had since their world had turned upside down didn’t even come close to counting.

			But this, this was something she wanted. Needed.

			Naked before him, Emily pressed herself against his long, hard body, still clad in his cargo pants. A thick brush of curls covered her pussy where she used to regularly wax it bare, and she hadn’t shaved her legs in almost a year. Would he be turned off?

			Then the look of unadulterated desire she felt when she looked at Mason blew any self-consciousness right out of her mind.

			He reached between her legs and ran one long finger along her slick folds. Gasping, she clutched his shoulders, steadying herself. He dipped his finger inside her, making a “‘come hither” gesture that perfectly hit her G-spot, and she swooned against him, moaning.

			It felt incredible. He lifted her, one hand still buried in her cunt, and she gasped as the movement rocked her hard against his fingers. He laid her on the cot, moving apart her knees with his large hands.

			He dipped his head between her thighs, spreading her labia with his hand until her clit, swollen already with anticipation, lay vulnerable and open to his mouth. He sucked her bud, laving it with his merciless tongue, licking her folds once more before capturing her clit again into his hot mouth.

			She cried out at the sensation, running her fingers through his shaggy hair, scratching her fingernails over his broad shoulders as he flicked her clitoris over and over again. She exploded into her climax, crying out, gasping for breath, moaning his name into the dark night.

			He looked up at her, her moisture still glossing his lips, and grinned. “You’re delicious,” he said, and he licked her clit again.

			“Oh my God,” she moaned, the sensation of his tongue on her already overstimulated clit making her crazy with lust.

			She halfheartedly tried to push his head away but he grabbed her wrist and held it still against her heaving belly as he continued to suck her clit. He kept going even as she slammed her thighs against his ears, bringing her to a second body-shaking orgasm.

			Her body racked with spasms as the muscles contracted again and again.

			“Fuck me, Mason. I need you in me, now,” she gasped.

			“No, Emily,” he said gently. “Not just yet.” He picked her up from the blanket, her body boneless and satiated.

			“I want to return the favor. Please.” She got to her knees, still shaking from the aftershock of her orgasm.

			She reached her hands up to his cargo pants tentatively, asking permission with her eyes. She could tell he was hard, even through the pants. He made quick work of dropping them and she smiled, licking her lips.

			His cock sprung out, heavy and thick in her palm, so hard it was almost purple. A bead of pre-come clung to the tip of his slit like a tiny jewel.

			She took his length in her hand, cupping his balls with her other, loving how vulnerable he had made himself to her, loving the feeling of power it gave her to make him groan like that, even on her knees.

			Emily opened her mouth and took the head of his cock in her mouth, rolling her tongue around and around until he groaned and grabbed her head, running his fingers through her hair, urging her to take more of him in her mouth.

			She swallowed, cautiously, working his cock into her throat, tasting the musky saltiness of his skin.

			She licked the slit, sucking out another bead of the delicious pre-come, and ran her tongue up and down the side of his shaft before drawing him into her mouth once more.

			“Emily,” he moaned, his fingers tightening in her hair.

			The feel of his hands on her head sent shivers of desire rushing through her and she sucked hard, until she could feel him stiffen in her mouth even more.

			He climaxed, ejaculating down her throat, holding her head in place as she swallowed every last drop.

			Finally she took her mouth off of him, breathless, and licked her lips.

			Mason lay down next to her, wrapping his large arms around her, pulling her close.

			“I’m glad you’re okay,” she whispered.

			“Yeah, me too. Thank you.”

			She almost said, “It’s my job,” but that wasn’t true anymore. What would she do if he wouldn’t help her? She’d go it alone, like always. Before the Pulse she’d been fully capable of taking care of herself. Surely that independent woman was still somewhere deep inside her. “Mason, I have to tell you something.”
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