
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Love, in a hopeless place.

			Catastrophe Series, Book 1

			Two months after a virus took out civilization, Rachel Donnelly is the last living soul in California, as far as she can tell. Until she runs into a Marine sniper, battle-hardened but alive and healthy.

			Adam Sanchez would love nothing more than a slamming session of I-can’t-believe-we’re-alive post-apocalyptic sex in the back of his Hummer. But Rachel’s fragility, inexperience—and much younger age—hold him back from exposing her to his raw, aggressive sexuality. If anything, Rachel needs protection. Especially from himself. 

			As they band together with other survivors to battle feral animals, violent ex-cons, and motorcycle clubs jockeying for power, Rachel grows stronger in mind, body, and spirit—strong enough to give the dangerously sexy Marine what they both crave. 

			The power of their passion rocks Adam’s world, bringing him to his knees—which, he discovers too late, is the worst possible place to be when danger springs from the shadows.

			Warning: Contains a sexy Marine, a tattooed ex-con, a girl who blossoms into a sexually assured young woman, laughter despite the pain, m/f/m ménage, hope, love, and more bad language and violence than are strictly necessary. 

		

	
		
			Die For You

			Michele Mills
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			It took a village to raise this book.

			Thank you so much to the ladies (and one man) at Yosemite Romance Writers who took this frightened newbie under their wing. Without you, I would be nowhere.

			Love you all.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			March 26th, San Diego, sixty-two days post outbreak

			Rachel adjusted the heavy, old-fashioned binoculars her dad had owned since she was a kid. The pair he never let anyone touch.

			Ever.

			Her chest tightened as she used them anyway, curling her fingers around the unfamiliar weight.

			Dad was dead, and she needed them…and…and…that was that, right?

			She bit her lip to keep the tears back and cradled the binoculars in her hands. She peered out the front window, past the yellowed landscaping to the mountains of rotted trash that lined the formerly pristine streets of the historic neighborhood she’d grown up in. She panned the area, wishing Dad was here to growl at her for daring to use his precious field glasses. The pair that had been given to him by such and such important person when he was in blah, blah, blah battle in some far off country she’d never bothered to learn the name of.

			God, she’d give anything to have him back. Anything. She’d listen to all of his stories. Each one. Without complaint. Hell, she’d record every word he said and transcribe it into his memoir if he’d just promise to never leave.

			She took a shaky breath and studied every dark shadow and possible hideout along the street, hoping to find a clue to the state of affairs outside the front door of the house she was hiding in.

			And found nothing.

			Dumped cars and dead bodies choked the roads and sidewalks. A pillar of smoke rose from a building burning somewhere on the horizon. The streets of San Diego had twisted into a terrifying episode of The Twilight Zone.

			Some freak job with a gun could be holed up out there, waiting to attack, and she’d never know until it was too late.

			Or there could be no one out there. No one at all. Which was equally as bad.

			“Goddammit!”

			Her favorite narrative of self-flagellation ran through her mind. Why…why had she gone away to college when she’d grown up in climate-controlled San Diego with many wonderful colleges nearby? It had been beyond her parents’ understanding—but, in the time-honored tradition of the young and stupid—she’d left home to follow a guy. A guy who’d turned out to be an ass. At the time, her move had seemed like such a smart, independent decision. Now, in the midst of so much danger, not so much.

			She’d first heard of the devastating Ruyigi Ebola virus while sitting alone in front of the TV—her boyfriend having dumped her for a girl he’d met in Art Appreciation, and her roommate having left to live in some fancy sorority. So, yeah, like usual, she’d been depressingly alone as she’d heard of the virus that would destroy her life.

			It started out like many viruses did, chewing through Central Africa with single-minded determination. This was nothing new. CNN reported an international coalition of doctors was on its way to help. She’d barely paid attention to any of this at first, because really, an outbreak seemed to happen every other year. But her fear kicked up a notch when the virus hopped to Europe, then Asia, then to the States. Suddenly, it was all over the news. It was all anyone talked about. Days later, there’d been a few isolated cases in San Francisco…then in San Jose, in Fresno and even in Hollywood. Suddenly, it seemed to be spreading everywhere, fast. And the mortality rate was ninety-nine percent.

			Jesus H. Christ. Then she was scared. Everyone was scared.

			That was when Mom had called, telling her to come home.

			Rachel had thrown her shit together, packed her Honda Civic and left her dorm room at Davis, where everyone else had seemed to be frantically packing up to go home too. She’d driven all day from Northern to Southern California. It had been a harrowing journey, filled with clogged freeways and desperate people.

			Before she’d hit the grapevine and begun to climb over the mountains into the L.A. basin, she’d gotten her one and only flat tire. She’d pulled to the side of the road out in the middle of nowhere. Not a single person who’d whizzed by offered assistance. When she’d tried calling AAA, the line had been constantly busy. Not a good sign. She’d broken two different fingernails but managed to change that damn tire herself and gotten back on her way. Twelve hours after leaving Davis and running on empty, she’d finally made it home.

			Once she’d reached the neighborhood her parents lived in next to Balboa Park, she’d found her mother already sick. Two days later, Dad was sick. Her older sister had come home too, and Rachel had nursed all three of them, praying against all odds they’d recover quickly, waiting for the CDC’s miracle vaccine, which did not materialize. It had never occurred to her that in a matter of weeks they’d all die—her whole family and her friends would be dead, leaving her alone and scared shitless.

			Worst of all—she suspected everyone was dead. The streets in her neighborhood were empty and quiet. Too quiet. Maybe all the creeps toting guns and stealing everything that wasn’t nailed down had died from the virus. Maybe the soldiers trying to restore order were gone too. Maybe the mobs of people fighting over food shipments were dead. She’d managed the back-breaking work of burying her family by herself in her own backyard and had waited, waited for a miracle to occur.

			Two days ago, Rachel had forced herself to go outside and scavenge for supplies but had found only a handful of wobbly and feverish people roaming the streets. The power was still on, hanging by a thread. The TV was fuzz, the cell phones were dead and the internet didn’t work. All those things required people to maintain.

			She placed Dad’s binoculars on the window sill as hot tears ran down her cheeks. She sniffed and rubbed the wetness with the back of her hand.

			Sudden rage surged through her body. Breaths burst in and out of her chest. She slid her useless smartphone out of her pocket, peeled off the pink protective case and hurled the black rectangle against the wall. It bounced off Mom’s favorite wallpaper and skated across the floor, dented and scratched.

			Not good enough.

			That cell phone used to be the center of her life, the object she picked up first thing each morning and slept next to at night, her constant link to the outside world. But now, all the damn thing did was freaking sit there, without a ping, a testament to the emptiness around her.

			Rachel strode over and dug her heel into the front screen until she heard a satisfying crunch.

			Better.

			She pushed a lock of hair off her sweaty forehead, pulled on her big-girl panties and straightened her back.

			Time to do something, even if it’s wrong.

			She moved toward the garage door, ready to continue organizing her things so she could leave, and paused for a second to think this through. She started counting. Inhale. One—yes, there was nothing but death outside the door and inside it was safe and familiar. Okay, this was true. Exhale. Two—but how long would it be safe? The overwhelming stench of death was already suffocating, and if she stayed, she’d be amongst millions of bodies as they decomposed. Inhale. Three—she needed to get out of town and hole up somewhere else. Somewhere with supplies and away from the city. Exhale. Four—she was immune. Immune! That was a big deal. She didn’t need to worry about staying away from anyone who might still be infected. Inhale.

			Okay.

			Rachel grabbed the keys to Mom’s Lexus, the only car with a full tank of gas, and stuffed it with luggage, gallons of water and bags of nonperishable food she’d prepared hours before. Books, flashlight, sleeping bag, a few mementos, pictures of friends and family and a laptop followed in the trunk. And finally, despite the roiling of her stomach and the sweat on her brow, she forced herself to take not only Dad’s binoculars along, but also his loaded revolver and extra ammunition. She wrapped them in a towel and tucked the gun securely under the front passenger seat. Safe and sound. Just in case.

			Goal number one was get the heck out of town.

			Goal number two… She’d figure that out after she got the heck out of town.

			The garage door rumbled open and Rachel tensed. Any freaks still alive in a two-mile radius certainly heard that. Bile rose in her throat as fear of the unknown swept through her mind. She swallowed hard, tapped the gas pedal and inched out of the driveway.

			I can do this. I can do this. I can do this.

			She crept along the streets, white knuckled, keeping her eyes glued to the landscape. She turned at the edge of Balboa Park, normally her favorite spot in San Diego, now ruined, scarred with littered bodies. A pristine Jacaranda tree stood at the corner, heavy with fluted purple flowers. Under its scenic branches, a man cradled a child in his arms, both lying stiff on a bed of grass.

			Good thing she’d brought along a box of tissues. She couldn’t seem to stop crying.

			She drove and drove and drove and didn’t see a single person alive. Not one. Decomposing bodies were everywhere. Rachel swerved to avoid them in the middle of the road. They were propped in cars, in front yards, in buses, on sidewalks. Military transport vehicles carried nothing but dead soldiers. Bodies littered parks, crosswalks, entrances to buildings. In every nook and cranny—death. She knew if she walked into a building, there would be more. This wasn’t just hundreds of corpses. This was millions and millions of corpses. Stretching out as far as her eye could see, stretching out to…where? Los Angeles? San Francisco?

			She curved up the freeway on-ramp, weaving around abandoned automobiles, desperate to get out to the open countryside and put the pedal to the metal. But she didn’t get very far. A pileup blocked all eight lanes on Interstate 5.

			“No…” she whimpered. She stumbled out of the car to get a closer look, trying to find a way through. Rachel stood in the absolute silence of a dead city and inspected the mangled mess. Bodies slumped over steering wheels, arms hung out of shattered windows. The network of compacted cars filled the freeway from side to side.

			Thinking that everyone might be gone was one thing. Seeing it with her own eyes was another.

			She heard a squawk and jumped, heart racing as she noticed a group of carrion birds fighting over a decaying body. She covered her mouth, sick to her stomach.

			Oh my God! What is this? A horror movie? It can’t be real!

			Disoriented and overwhelmed by the ghastly stench, the catastrophic devastation, she staggered back from the wreckage and looked around, squinting in the early morning light. “They’re all dead,” she said out loud, still processing the horrible truth. “Everyone’s dead, and I’m alone.”

			Too numb to cry, she sank to the pavement and put her head in her hands. “Please God, help me,” she prayed.

			Adam Sanchez thrived on stressful situations. He actually seemed to think clearer when adrenaline raced through his veins. Case in point—despite the total clusterfuck his life had turned into, he was alive and alert and focused on one objective—getting the hell out of San Diego.

			A month ago, he’d come home from Northern Afghanistan to find a city gone mad. Ruyigi was in full swing here too.

			The orderly life of a Marine base had devolved into utter chaos. Most personnel went home to their families. But Adam chose to stay. It wasn’t like he had anywhere else to go. His parents had died long ago, and he’d never kept up with the rest of his crazy family. He’d never been good at adjusting to civilian life. Once a Marine, always a Marine. And anyway, everyone Adam had cared about worked at the base. It was home.

			He wasn’t a doctor, but he helped where he could. Marine snipers were useless in this particular situation. He buried countless bodies until there were too many to manage, his hands bloody with torn blisters. He passed out meals to unruly mobs, patrolled the base and occasionally found time to sleep. He worked and worked until he noticed with dread that there weren’t that many people to work with. Finally, it came down to him, a janitor and an admiral who’d returned to base after his wife had passed away.

			Yesterday, they’d died too.

			He’d given them both a proper burial and then passed out from exhaustion.

			Sixteen hours later, he’d woken up and tried one of the radios at the base. Nothing but silence. No one answered. No matter what frequency, civilian or military, he couldn’t get a single live voice to respond anywhere in the country. He couldn’t possibly be the only man left. There was no fucking way. He tossed a mobile tactical unit in the backseat of a Hummer, along with the rest of his supplies and weapons. He wasn’t giving up. No way, no how.

			He tried not to examine the death and destruction and instead watched the road ahead. Crashed or abandoned cars blocked many of the streets. Finding his way out of town turned into a puzzle to be solved. When one route was blocked, he used his familiarity with the area to find another way around. Interstate 5 had been clear so far, and the wheels of the Hummer he’d borrowed ate up the miles.

			“Son of a bitch,” he yelled and banged the steering wheel. A major pileup of twisted metal loomed in the distance. He slowed to get a better look. Maybe he’d find an alternate route.

			His eyes caught movement. “What the…?” A person jumped into a car and slammed the door shut.

			Adam punched the brakes, sat a safe distance away and analyzed the situation. Had he seen that or imagined it? No, it was real. The white Lexus wasn’t part of the pileup. The car looked clean and new. And just to confirm his suspicions, the window on the driver’s side door slowly slid up.

			He smiled.

			A person. A real live person. Someone to talk to.

			Hold on. Adam frowned and scanned the area. Was this a trap?

			The unmistakable sound of a car’s engine shattered the oppressive silence. Rachel jerked her head to see a Hummer approaching like a bird of prey. Panic sliced through her dark fog of depression. She sprinted for the car and threw herself in, her heart pounding hard against her chest. Door shut? Check. Windows closed? Check. She cursed under her breath and prayed she hadn’t been seen.

			These days, you had to assume everyone was a freak. Because they probably were. Guilty until proven innocent. Early on in the outbreak, soon after her family got sick, she’d seen her parents’ next door neighbor brutally murdered after he’d opened his front door to a man pretending to be a police officer. Rachel wouldn’t be making that mistake.

			Her hands shook as she pulled out Dad’s gun, gingerly unwrapped it and placed it on her lap. She took a deep, stuttering breath, swallowed against the bile rising in her throat and forced herself to pick up the weapon. She hadn’t held a gun in over twelve years and had planned on living out the rest of her life never having touched one ever again. But this was like the Wild West. Kill or be killed. A goddamn Spaghetti Western, and she had to be ready. There was no time left for phobias and fears, only action and reaction. Life or death.

			Rachel had a clear view of the Hummer from her driver’s side window. She watched with eyes wide as the door swung open. First one buff-colored boot hit the pavement, then a second, and a dark head rose above. The door shut and her jaw dropped.

			“Shit, he’s huge,” she said.

			A soldier. He wore army camouflage pants. A black T-shirt crossed his wide shoulders and covered the tops of his massive arms. He looked Hispanic with dark tanned skin and buzzed brown hair. She couldn’t see his eyes through black sunglasses. But one thing she could clearly see—he had enough firepower strapped to him and in his hands to take out a small army.

			Rachel had been raised to trust and respect soldiers. Instinct told her to fling her door open and run into this man’s arms. She watched him plug a clip of ammo into his handgun and hold it up with both hands, finger on the trigger. She bit her lip, shook her head and clicked the automatic lock for all four doors. Nope. Safer to hide in the car.

			He looked right at her. Uh,oh. She slumped in her seat.

			A moment later, he tapped his knuckles on her window. “Ma’am? Can you hear me? Come out, it’s safe.”

			Terror kept her glued to her seat. “Safe. Yeah, right,” she snorted, gripping her gun.

			He brought his face level with hers and yanked off his glasses. She blinked. Her breath caught in her throat. Wow, he was handsome. No, gorgeous—gorgeous like Benjamin Bratt. And he had a wicked scar that carved down the right side of his face, which in reality, only made him more handsome, in an edgy I’m-about-to-ravage-you kind of way. Coffee-brown eyes and full lips curved into a tight smile. “Ma’am? Are you okay? Are you sick? Roll down your window, please. We need to talk.”

			Polite too.

			“I’m not talking to you,” she muttered. “I don’t care how cute you are.”

			“What?” he said. “I can’t hear you.”

			His deep voice sounded soothing and trustworthy. A siren song.

			She examined his face again, searching for the answer to her most burning question. Was this man a gentle giant, or trouble on two legs? Either way, ignoring him wouldn’t prevent him from shooting her in the head through the car window. Rachel decided to negotiate.

			She lowered the glass an inch. “I’m not sick.”

			“Good,” he sighed.

			“I have a gun.”

			“So do I.” He smiled. “Several.”

			Her nostrils flared. She straightened her shoulders. “I’m not getting out. I’m leaving. Okay, pretty boy? You go on back to your car, and I’ll stay in mine and I’ll drive out and we’ll go our separate ways. No harm done.”

			The big, scary guy frowned. “That’s not a good idea. You could get hurt on your own.”

			“And I could get hurt with you. Thanks, but no thanks.” Being alone would be hard, lonely and downright miserable, but at least she’d be alive and unharmed if she traveled by herself. She’d take the unknown any day over journeying with a possible freak in a pretty package.

			“I wouldn’t hurt you.” His voice turned frosty.

			“I don’t know that. Now step away and walk back to your car.” She raised the gun with trembling hands and pointed it at him for emphasis.

			She must have offended him, because he looked pissed. He gripped the edge of the window. “Ma’am, I’m First Lieutenant Adam Sanchez, an officer in the Marine Corps. I got back from Afghanistan and found this,” he said, throwing a hand out to the highway. “Out of one shit storm and into the next and somehow came out of it alive. Now as far as I can tell, you and I seem to be the only two people left alive in all of San Diego. You think I’m going to waste our precious time attacking you?”

			“Yes, I do!” she shot back.

			He stood up and rubbed his head. “Fuck me,” he grumbled, before he strode off toward his Hummer.

			She watched his retreating back. And his, um…well, his magnificent ass. Oh damn. He’d backed off? He could’ve easily shot his way inside the car and taken her, but instead he’d walked away? Her self-righteous anger drained away, leaving uncertainty in its wake. Maybe she’d made a mistake. What if he was the same as her—a decent human being trying to find a way out of town?

			She put down the gun, unlocked the door and got out. “Mr. Sanchez?” she shouted after him. “Adam?”

			Who did she think he was? A criminal? A rapist? For chrissake, he’d only planned on helping her.

			He heard her call his name and took a few more steps. Oh, fuck this. He stopped and took a deep breath. She was possibly the last person alive in San Diego and he didn’t even know her name, or what she looked like. All he’d seen through tinted glass was a female with a caustic tongue. Why was he letting what she’d said get under his skin? Curious and starved for human contact, he swung around for a closer look.

			He eyed her from head to toe and noted that she was young, pretty too, in that girl-next-door way with wavy brown hair and magnetic blue eyes. She wore shorts and a baggy-as-hell pink shirt that drooped off her shoulder like it was two sizes too big. He relaxed slightly. She looked normal. Like someone he would have known.

			Thank you, sweet Jesus. Not bad. Could have been worse, much worse.

			She raked her gaze all over him, also giving him the once-over. He wondered for a moment if her initial fear came from his scar.

			Their gazes collided and he lifted an eyebrow, questioning her. You like what you see? He watched her lips part and her cheeks flood an attractive shade of pink.

			His body heated in response, possessive instincts automatically clicking into place. He took a deep, calming breath. Christ, they’d only just met. His libido needed to calm the hell down. He didn’t know a damn thing about her, and he was busy trying to stay alive. So what if he hadn’t seen a living, healthy and attractive female in weeks? And he hadn’t had sex in…how many months? She looked young, much too young for what he had in mind. Like a deer caught in headlights.

			“Look, I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m a woman, so I have to be careful. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

			He grunted.

			“How about we start over? My name is Rachel Donnelly, nice to meet you.” Her hand shot out.

			“Wait,” he interrupted, placing a finger over his lips and cocking his head. “I hear something.”

			The whine of an engine grew steadily louder. His jaw clenched in irritation and his fingers flew to the holster at his hip. A person of unknown intent was about to join their party? Just fucking great.

			“I hear it too.” She gasped and turned her head toward Interstate 5 south. “It’s another car!”

			Adam cursed. Why had he bothered to come home? Life had been safer and calmer fighting the Taliban.

			“No,” he said. “A motorcycle. Get back in the car,” he ordered. “Lock the doors. If something happens to me, get the hell out of here. Understood?” She nodded and ran to the Lexus.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The lone driver pulled to a stop ten feet away on a red-and-white Kawasaki motorcycle. The kind Adam detested—loud, irritating and look-at-me. He used to see them buzzing around town, darting between traffic, driven by impulsive twenty-somethings. Except this man didn’t seem so young. He had matted black hair, a scraggy beard, wild eyes and dark skin. What was he hiding inside that long, brown trench coat? Weapons or his naked penis? The guy stared at Adam, eyes blazing with the intensity of a terrorist on a suicide mission.

			His attire and stance flipped every one of Adam’s switches.

			Who was this crazy bastard?

			The man cut the engine to the bike and the freeway returned to silence. A raven cawed from above. Claustrophobia started to settle in, scratching against Adam’s chest. The stench of death assaulted his airways. He needed to get out of this city and into the fresh air and open countryside.

			Today.

			Gun in hand, he engaged the target and aimed for the T-zone, ready to take him out with one precise shot. Fuck verbal de-escalation. He had Rachel to consider. “Who are you and what do you want?” he demanded.

			The crazy bastard didn’t answer. His gaze slipped away and he opened and shut his mouth like a fish out of water, strangely silent. His eyes rolled up into his head and he slumped forward, falling to the side and sliding off the bike, crashing to the asphalt. He lay there, eyelids welded shut, not twitching a single fucking muscle.

			Adam blew out a breath. “Not again.”

			He holstered his weapon and rubbed the back of his sweaty neck. Well, that explained everything. The guy had the virus. They always lost consciousness before bleeding out. Over the last few weeks, he’d become an expert on the symptoms, watching Ruyigi infect and kill everyone on the goddamn base, city and planet. Christ, he could write a book on the subject.

			“Is he dead?” Rachel yelled from the open car window.

			He pivoted and shouted back. “I’m gonna check on him. Stay there.” She nodded and leaned back into the leather seat.

			Adam strode past the cobalt blue cab of an enormous delivery truck with Walmart emblazoned across the back. A dead body slumped in the driver’s seat.

			He shook his head. Jesus, get me the hell outta here.

			His boots crunched on broken glass as he walked over, fully expecting to find a corpse in a widening pool of blood. Instead, he found a man passed out on the freeway—without a single rash or welt. What the hell? He blew out a breath. They always had a deep burgundy rash that started on the chest and spread up to the face. Always.

			Adam crouched next to him and found a weak pulse on his filthy wrist. The guy was hot as a furnace with perspiration beading on his face. The trench coat fell open to reveal his bare chest, simple blue shorts and scratched knees. Thank fuck. At least he wasn’t naked.

			“Sir, can you hear me? Are you sick? Do you need help?” Nothing. Adam glanced at the noticeable rise and fall of his chest. Damn. Alive but unresponsive. Sick, but not far enough along to show the worst of the symptoms.

			He hung his head. What in the hell should he do now?

			He could drag this diseased stranger, who would die anyway, into the Hummer and take him with them. Try to give him a few worthwhile minutes as he bled all over the frickin’ car.

			Or he could leave him here and go.

			Fuck.

			His eyes sliced to the Lexus. What would Rachel think? Should he ask her opinion? His mind flashed to the mass burials, all the people he’d nursed, everyone who’d died. He was so done with death. His gut twisted at the thought of ministering to one more patient. One more sick, diseased, messed-up, confused, desperate and vomiting patient. His hands clenched into fists and he ground his teeth in frustration.

			He knew what to do. He wouldn’t burden Rachel with this decision. It was his and his alone. Adam stood up and turned his back on the last Ebola victim and strode back to the Lexus. Rachel opened the door and stepped out.

			He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “He’s dead.”

			She glanced toward the distant body. He noticed then that her hair wasn’t actually brown, but auburn. A silky wave of red highlights shone in the morning sun, thick and touchable. His lips thinned into a straight line. What the fuck? Why was he responding to her like this? His dick tightening, his hands itching to tear her clothes off? She was a fellow survivor, a companion, a comrade in this hellhole situation. He tried to refocus, but his asshole mind wouldn’t let it go.

			If she is the last woman alive, and they stick together, at some point they would need to fuck, right?

			Adam cursed under his breath. He desperately wanted to peel those baggy clothes off, drag her to the Hummer and fuck her blind with a slamming session of I’m-alive celebratory sex. He turned his head, examining the industrial neighborhood next to the freeway. He needed to get his mind out of the gutter.

			“Adam?” Rachel caught his attention, innocently unaware of the graphic images racing through his head. She took a deep breath, a pained expression on her face. He worried for a moment she guessed his primal intent. Or wait, did she want to check on the guy behind them? He curled his fingers into fists. Dear God, no. What a mess that would be.

			Her eyes locked with his. “Have you seen anyone else alive?” she asked.

			Adam exhaled. Good, she had no clue. “No one,” he answered. Nada. Nothing. Big fat zero.

			“I haven’t seen anyone on the streets in two days.”

			“I’m not surprised,” he replied, doing his best to keep his head in the game and his eyes off her lips. For chrissake, they were in the middle of San Diego, surrounded by dead bodies. “Yesterday, the last few people on the base died. I’ve been on the radio since the phones and internet went out, trying to reach other people on military or civilian bands, but I haven’t gotten a response. I brought along a mobile tactical radio. It’s in the Hummer. We can use it to keep broadcasting and find other survivors.”

			“Nothing?” she whispered. “Not even from the government. The Army?”

			He looked at her tormented expression and reexamined her soft features. How old was she? She seemed young. Too young. Like someone’s kid sister. Hell. “Like I said, I haven’t been able to get ahold of anyone. I’m thinking that New York, Chicago, San Francisco—everywhere—they all look like a repeat of this.” He swept his arm to encompass the panoramic view of the devastated city.

			“So you’re saying it might be just us? Maybe we’re the only two people in the whole world who survived the outbreak?” Her face paled noticeably. “That’s not possible.”

			Man, what if it were just the two of them? Forever. Starting the human race over again like Adam and Eve? Or isolated like in that movie The Blue Lagoon?

			She gave him a wary look. “Why are you smiling?”

			Meaning, how could he find humor while standing knee deep in stinking corpses? When they might be the only two people left alive? A true Marine could crack a joke under any circumstance, climate or condition. He’d come up with some of his best lines while evading enemy snipers in Fallujah. “I was thinking that if we’re the last two people alive, that makes us Adam and Eve.”

			Her lips curved. “Well, Adam, that would be weird. Too bad I’m not named Eve.”

			“Or Ev-uh.”

			She rolled her eyes. “What, now you’re comparing yourself to WALL-E?”

			He lifted an eyebrow. A woman who caught his obscure Disney movie reference right off the bat? Maybe being stuck with Rachel Donnelly wasn’t so bad. She might be young, please God, not too young for what he had in mind once he’d gotten her settled and safe. At least he’d have someone to talk to. Someone to fuck. He didn’t want to end up talking to a volleyball he’d named Wilson. “Well, I do appear to be the last man alive, in Southern California at least. But I’m not cleaning up this mess.”

			Her brow furrowed. “So you do think there are other survivors in California?”

			“Yes, I do. And we’re going to find them. Out of the billions of people on Earth, it can’t only be you and I who survived. That’s statistically impossible. I mean, at the very least, there must be people alive in China and India. I’m certain there are more survivors in America. They’re just as isolated as we are, so finding them will be like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

			Adam noted that they’d both tuned out that crazy bastard on the road behind them, shrugging him off like yesterday’s news. Sad, how they’d both become indifferent to death.

			Rachel remained quiet for a moment. She seemed to be thinking hard about what he’d said. Then she whispered, “Before the TV went out last week, I heard on the news that they’d figured out why some people were immune and why others weren’t. Did you hear that too?”

			He tensed. “No, I didn’t hear that. What did they find?”

			“The news reporter said it was a formerly unknown, rare genetic mutation that made some people immune to the virus and gave us some sort of previously unidentified antibody. Apparently, those of us who are immune have a common ancestor they think originated somewhere in Africa. The reporter said it’s estimated only a few hundred thousand people worldwide have the mutation. They were trying to create a vaccine that would mimic the effects, but they must have run out of time.” She paused. “I guess the virus just kept going until it ran out of people to kill.”

			“How did the CDC figure it out?”

			She licked her lips. “Through autopsy, after they killed an established survivor. But it wasn’t the CDC. Some rich people got together and hired a group of mad scientists who were working on some isolated island somewhere. They did it.”

			Adam chewed on that for a second. His jaw clenched. He gritted out, “They killed some poor bastard who they established was immune so they could cut him up and study him?”

			“Actually, they killed hundreds of people, a cluster of survivors they found living in a remote village in Africa, to try to figure out why they survived. I watched an expose on it before the TV went out.”

			“Shit, what is this world coming to?”

			She glanced around. “Nothing. It’s come to nothing.”

			“Good thing they never found out about the two of us,” he muttered.

			“Yeah, good thing,” she agreed. “I just…I just wish that my family had it too. Instead, it was only me lucking out, surviving because of something rare I was born with I didn’t even know I had. Something that’s normally meaningless but turned out to be a golden ticket.” She looked at the wasteland around them and a breeze blew her hair back off her neck. “This is all so weird, like everyone went somewhere else, and you and I are left behind.”

			“Like we won the mega lotto of life.”

			Rachel nodded, gave him a half smile and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “So—” she sighed, “—what are we going to do next? What’s the plan?”

			We? He liked the sound of that. “How about we transfer your stuff to the Hummer, start driving, get the hell outta here and figure out our next step together?”

			“If we’re traveling together, we’re taking my car and I’m driving,” she told him.

			Yeah, right. Like he’d let this girl drive. “Fuck that.”

			Her eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

			He’d make sure she was safe, comfortable, fed, happy—fucked?—all to the best of his abilities. But no way in hell was this inexperienced girl running the show. He used his officer-in-charge voice. “Look, ma’am—Rachel—that Hummer is big enough to take all my supplies, weapons and equipment, and it’ll fit whatever you have too. We still might run into other survivors once we leave this area, and we have no idea of their intentions. It’s big and fast enough to outrun anyone desperate enough to attack us. If someone tried to ram into us, we’d shrug them off. We’ll be safer in the Hummer. And that’s final.”

			“Final?”

			He couldn’t stop from grinning. “My way or the highway.”

			She smirked and folded her arms. “Okay, Schwarzenegger. You’re the boss.”

			Lucky for her he admired Arnold. Well, except for the adultery. That was some stupid shit. He looked down his nose at her. “You’re like a little dog who thinks he’s big, aren’t you?”

			She lifted her chin and her impossibly blue eyes flashed with determination. “Guess so.”

			His smile widened. She was young, but feisty. Good. He liked feisty.

			“Look, Adam, that Lexus was my mom’s—”

			“No.”

			“But it’s all I have left—”

			“No. I don’t care if it was Schwarzenegger’s, we’re leaving it here. It’s a liability at this point and…”

			Suddenly, her face crumpled and tears formed in her eyes. Oh, Jesus. He didn’t know how to handle this. Why were women so emotional? “Come on, don’t cry. We’ll—”

			“I’m not crying,” she bit out.

			He blinked. “Whoa. Of course not. My mistake. You’ve probably got something in your eye.”

			“Sorry.” She sniffed. “I’m not acting like myself…laughing one minute, crying the next.” She stopped and took a deep, steadying breath. “I’m just one big hot mess.”

			Did she want him to agree?

			“Oh!” Rachel gasped and her eyes flew wide in shock.

			Shit, what now?

			His hand automatically gripped his gun. She pointed a shaky finger over his shoulder at the crazy bastard, who should be dead already. “That guy moved!”

			Adam’s response was almost Pavlovian. He grabbed her arm and started walking them to her car’s trunk. “Let’s go, time to start moving your stuff to the Hummer.”

			“But…” she sputtered.

			He stopped, cupped her jaw and looked straight into her frightened eyes. This close, he felt her heat, saw how full and kissable her lips were. He felt an odd pressure in his chest. Shit. He tried to ignore his wild hormones and the strange sensations that rocked through his veins. Being this close to an available female was playing tricks on his mind. That had to explain why he felt drawn to her. It couldn’t be anything but lust. They’d just met.

			He needed to concentrate on what he had to say. Fucking could wait until later, when they were safe and secure.

			“He’s dead,” he told her. “You imagined it. We need to leave this place before it drives us crazy. Come on.” He dropped his hand. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to spend one more night in this godforsaken city. We need wide open spaces and fresh air to clear our heads. We need to move on, search other cities, other areas and find a group of survivors we can join up with.”

			“Fresh air,” she said, as if he’d mentioned being handed priceless jewels. “Yeah, you’re right. Let’s go.”

			He saw her eyes dart in Crazy Bastard’s direction. Thankfully, he must have remained still, because she straightened, pulled the keys out of her pocket and used the remote to pop the trunk. She paused, pursed her lips and looked at him with watery eyes, rimmed with both pain and despair. “I have nightmares they all turn into zombies. I’ll always be scared of the bodies. I can’t help it.”

			“And I’ll always have my guns.” He patted his holster and smiled. “So no worries.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Hours later, Rachel watched the sunset with her new companion, Adam, the stunningly handsome Marine she’d met that morning on the freeway. Both of them perched on a stark cliff overlooking the Los Angeles Basin. The colors were stunning, the weather was perfect. It would have been downright romantic if not for the utter devastation down below.

			Kind of ruined the moment.

			“Can you hand me another beer?” She sighed, slipping further into a surprisingly comfortable foldout camp chair.

			Adam eyed her with uncertainty, his own dark bottle dangling from his fingertips. “That’ll be your fourth one.”

			“So what? You’ve had plenty yourself, you know. Come on, the world just ended, cut me some slack here.” Her lips were numb, her fingers tingling. A few more drinks and the rest of her would follow. Anything to ease the tension in her back, her passion for the unattainable man sitting beside her and the iron ball that seemed to be lodged in the pit of her stomach.

			Adam twisted his luscious muscle-man torso. Glass tinkled and ice rattled as he pulled a beer out of the cooler. “That’s your last one.” He handed her a cold, wet bottle. Their fingers brushed together for an electrifying moment. She sucked in a breath, and her gaze collided with his. For one brief, shining second, she thought she saw lust stamped across his features, the same look she thought she’d seen that morning, but then his face morphed back into a mask of disapproval and she knew she’d been wrong. Darn.

			They’d gotten along well when they’d first met. He’d been very attentive, almost as if he were…were…attracted to her or something. But throughout the day, as they’d spent more time together, she could tell that Adam was becoming annoyed with her. At first, she tried not to take it personally, thinking he was upset at their situation, as anyone would be. But after a while, she was certain he was upset at her. Her. And she had no freaking clue why. And she felt the opposite. After spending the day with him, she’d come to realize she’d been left alone with Captain America, and she was as starstruck as if he were Chris Evans.

			But Adam didn’t feel that way about her, and she was really fucking sad. So she drank some more beer and took her frustrations out on him.

			She snorted. “You’re not the boss of me.”

			He chuckled.

			Oh God, had she actually said that? Maybe she should stop drinking.

			Nah.

			Well, at least he was lightening up. She popped the top off with a bottle opener and proceeded to chug down a Sierra Nevada Pale Ale like there was no tomorrow. Because maybe there wasn’t.

			She blinked and caught a flash of white as Adam smiled at her. Her stomach swooped pleasantly. Wowza. She’d never spent so much time alone with a man as good looking as Adam. She usually only saw men like him on stage, from a distance or on TV. And not only was he gorgeous, but he also had the kind of teeth celebrities paid big money for. How did a Marine who wasn’t on TV end up with such great teeth? Did he bleach them, or was he just naturally blessed? Was he fanatical about his dental health? Dental health was important, Dad used to say—

			“Rachel?”

			“Huh?” she grunted behind her beer.

			His face turned serious. “Tomorrow morning we’re going to pack, continue loading up with supplies and start searching for other survivors.”

			She lowered her drink and sat up straight. Terrifying images of the last two months flashed through her mind. “Oh, no. There is no way I’m going back down there.” She sucked in a breath. “Smell that? It’s fresh air, Adam. Fresh air. If you drag me back into the city, I’ll throw up, I swear I will. As soon as that stink hits my nose, I’ll—”

			He held a hand up. “Calm down. No one said anything about going back the way we came. We need to search other parts of the state.”

			She deflated. “Oh, well, okay then.”

			Adam’s gaze met hers, and she was struck dumb yet again by his manly beauty. She itched to trace his scar with a fingertip, right after she kissed him silly.

			“We’ll head north,” he told her.

			“Okay.” She nodded and lifted the bottle to her lips, unable to disagree. Unable to say anything. Which was unusual, because there was one thing Adam didn’t know about her—when she drank, she talked a lot, as in she couldn’t shut up.

			They watched as the sky dimmed and glittering lights spread out over the cities below like a jeweled death shroud. A cold wind whooshed through the campsite, causing the blaze in the fire pit to crackle and spark. Despite the warmth, she shivered.

			“You okay?” he asked.

			“No,” she answered. Why lie? This sucked. This whole situation sucked. He knew it sucked. She knew it sucked. They might as well tattoo it to their foreheads.

			Life sucks.

			She bit her lip. Her nose and eyes burned with unshed tears. The crying had begun the day her mother died and hadn’t let up since. She’d cried so much, she must have fulfilled her lifetime quota, and she was really just so tired of it. Rachel swallowed against the lump in her throat and took another sip of beer. No more tears.

			Adam sat quietly, elbows braced on his knees, the firelight flickering across his perfect profile. He looked like a dark, brooding hero of old, deep in thought, the weight of the world on his wide shoulders.

			“Weird how all the lights are on, even though no one’s home,” she started out, simply unable to keep quiet.

			“I’ll give it a week before the Western grid goes out,” he replied.

			“What?” she squeaked.

			“The power is going to eventually go out. You know that don’t you? We have to get out of this area. Start a new life far away from here.” He used his bottle to gesture toward the valley. “There’s no one out there to maintain the power plants. They’ll shut down one by one and the whole grid will go. Then the nuclear plants on the coast will all—”

			“Oh, I don’t want to hear this.” The iron ball in her stomach grew three times its original size. “Tell me tomorrow, when I’m sober. Not now, Adam. Not now.”

			But he kept going. “You need to hear this, Rachel. You need to know for your own safety. Those nuclear reactors, they’re dangerous, without anyone to keep those rods cool, they’ll—”

			“Stop it!” she snapped. She stashed her drink in the cup holder in her camp chair and covered her ears, deciding denial was her best bet. “La, la, la. I can’t hear you.”

			“Rachel,” he warned. “Stop acting like a kid.”

			She closed her eyes and rocked back and forth, humming. Childish, but what the hell? Tough times called for tough measures.

			“Shit.” He sighed.

			She waited. Numbness, where was that numbness? Come on numbness. She took a cautious peek. “You done?” she inquired.

			He gave her a curt nod, lips tight. Like a parent watching a misbehaving child.

			Whatever.

			She relaxed a bit, slipped further into denial and grabbed her beer. Anger at the unfairness of it all began to ripple through her. Anger at the waste, at the utter destruction of life, of culture, of humanity, of everything. What. The. Hell. The anger swept through her and exploded from her lips.

			“You know what?” she shouted, leaning toward Adam. He sat up. “You know what? You know what pisses me off the most about all of this? Even Noah was given enough warning to create an ark before the end. He had enough time to build a whole damn boat. And it was big. And what did we get? Nothing. Did I get to save two of every kind of human? No. Did I get to bring my family with me? No. Did you? No. We were cheated, Adam. Cheated.” She stopped to take a breath. “This sucks. Doesn’t this suck? It’s unbelievable!”

			His face softened and his lips twitched. “It sucks,” he agreed.

			“And why are we the ones who’re immune? Why are we the special snowflakes who survived? I just…I can’t believe it’s all over. That everything has stopped. Our world, our life is all gone. I liked that life.” Her voice cracked. She paused, turned her gaze toward the flickering flames and continued. “I loved those people. It was good, and I’ll never get it back. They’re all gone.” She fisted her hands against her thighs. “It’s not fair. I mean, I haven’t even done anything yet. I never went on a cruise or to New York for a Broadway show. I never got married, never had kids. I didn’t even get to finish college or the teacher credentialing program…and I’m still a virgin for chrissake, how pathetic is that?”

			She heard a noise, jerked her head and saw Adam watching her with an intense stare. Oh no. She was so engrossed in her tirade, for a moment she’d forgotten he was there. Did she just tell him that she was a—

			“You’re still a virgin?”

			Oh, lovely, she had.

			“How old are you?”

			“Nineteen,” she whispered.

			“Nineteen?” he exploded. “You’re nineteen? Christ, you’re not even old enough to drink. You’re still a goddamn teenager. Out of all the people on the planet, that’s who I’m stuck with?” He looked up at the sky and yelled. “What the fuck?” He said it so forcefully, so passionately it kind of reminded her of Scarlett O’Hara vowing she’d never go hungry again.

			She jumped out of her seat, swayed a little and braced herself against the chair. “Hey, cut that out. What’s wrong with being stuck with me? I’m not a total loser.” She poked a finger against her own chest. “I’ve. Got. Skills. I’m smart. You’re lucky you ended up with me.”

			He crooked one eyebrow. “That right?”

			She pushed away from the chair and put a hand on her hip. “Yes, that’s right.”

			“Skills? What skills? Can you shoot a gun? I know you pointed one at me earlier, but do you actually know how to handle one?”

			“Um, no.”

			“Can you cook?”

			“Well, no, I… What does this matter? You think I’m worthless because I’m young, still in college and a…a…”

			“Virgin.”

			“Yeah, a virgin. What’s the big deal about that? It’s not like I’m a leper or something. I’ve just never had sex before. Jeez. Get over it.”

			He stood slowly and loomed over her. She looked up. Six-feet-plus of pissed-off alpha male right in her face. Oh, shit. The iron ball in her stomach grew heavier, but somehow the attraction she felt for him increased.

			“Get over it?” he ground out. “You don’t get it, do you? You’re a liability, Rachel. A target. Every asshole we meet is gonna want a piece of you because you’re female. And who’s gonna stop them? Me. You can’t take care of yourself, so I have to take care of you. I’ve spent the whole day with you, and you know what I learned? You’re weak, soft. You don’t have a single survival skill. Jesus, I might as well have been left with a fucking child.”

			She sucked in a breath. His words cut to the bone, hitting like blows. And he’d said it all in a voice she hadn’t heard from him yet. A voice he probably used in combat. The kind of voice that made his enemies pee their pants. Part of her wanted to cower. But wasn’t that what he was expecting? He thought she was weak. A dead weight? Fuck that.

			Filled to the brim with alcohol and post-apocalyptic, PTSD-induced rage, new Rachel stepped closer and jabbed a finger into his impossibly wide chest. She saw surprise flicker across his face before he could hide it. “You. Are. An. Asshole. I’m still a virgin because, first—my last boyfriend was a creep who hit me. Okay? I told him no, I wasn’t ready and he hit me. Backhanded me right across the face. And then he immediately dumped me for someone else who he felt would give out.” Adam growled but she kept going. “Not something I usually admit to people, but there you go. I’ve been a little leery ever since. Got it? And second…second.”

			She paused to suck in a breath. “Eight months ago, I weighed sixty pounds more than I do right now. Yeah, you heard me right, sixty pounds. I finally got healthy, got myself moving more and lost the weight, so I’m actually damn proud of myself. Right now, I’m in the best shape of my life. I’m doing pretty darn good. And if that’s not good enough for you, then you can just pack your stuff and leave. Make like sheep and get the flock out of here, because I don’t need you. Did you hear me? I don’t need you. I can take care of myself!”

			That last part, she shouted at the top of her lungs. It felt damn good.

			“Rachel.”

			Her breath was ragged, like she’d just run the mile. “What?”

			She looked into his face, watched with fascination as a muscle ticked in his jaw. “No one’s going to lay a finger on you. Including myself, you hear me? No one,” he vowed.

			Okay. She decided to process that one later. “I’m not weak,” she shot back.

			“Fine. Tomorrow morning, we’ll go for a run and you can prove me wrong.”

			“What?” she choked.

			“You heard me.”

			“But I don’t want to—”

			“I didn’t ask if you wanted to. I told you what we’re doing, and you’re doing it.”

			Her alcohol-induced post-apocalyptic PTSD rage crashed and burned, and suddenly she hit a wall of pure exhaustion. As in ready to pass out. Weak as a newborn kitten. She swayed on her feet, all the vim and vigor from earlier swirling down the drain.

			“Go lay down,” he said gently. “Get some sleep.”

			As a testament to her exhaustion, she did as he said without any lip. Rachel shuffled over to the tent he’d picked out for her earlier in the day at an abandoned REI. He’d set it up, making sure she was comfortable, not ten feet away from his own.

			She raised the flap, turned around and whispered, “Thanks Adam…for everything.”

			He lifted his chin.

			She went inside and passed out.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The next morning was hellish.

			Some lower level of hell.

			“Stop! Wait, I—” Rachel yelled and crashed to the ground.

			Ouch, that hurt, dammit.

			She lifted her head. Adam halted and glanced at her. He looked like a Hispanic G.I. Joe, with his gun slung over his back, strong, proud and graceful in black track pants and another tight-fitting T-shirt. He shook his head and marched back along the trail they were following, coming back to check on her. Was he still pissed off about what went down last night? It was hard to tell through the stinging haze of sweat and tears.

			Today, her Marine had turned into a badass track coach trying to make her life a living hell, more so than it already was. Which was hard to do.

			Rachel gagged and threw up, wincing as bile rushed past her lips, hot as lava. She squeezed her eyes shut, sweat dripping off her chin.

			Humiliating.

			They’d been jogging around their campsite in the Santa Monica Mountains north of L.A. for twenty minutes. Just twenty damn minutes. And he seemed to be keeping it slow for her, but it had still kicked her ass and pounded her into the ground.

			She was supposed to be proving to Adam that she wasn’t hung over. Proving that she was in the best shape of her life, that she was strong and capable and the dark secrets she’d let fly out of her mouth the night before were a figment of his imagination.

			Not.

			She couldn’t believe the stuff she’d said, or what he’d said for that matter. It was awful, just awful.

			She tried to pretend last night didn’t happen—denial always being her best bet—and that she was instead one of Charlie’s Angels, with gorgeous flowing hair, running alongside her partner, ready to take out any bad guys who might come their way. Instead, she’d stumbled along behind him, crying and whining like in the movie Private Benjamin, falling to her knees in the dirt, throwing up in the grass like a cat.

			Her breath flashed in and out, flaming and ragged as dark spots danced in front of her eyes. A pair of Nikes crunched in the soil next to her.

			“Watch out,” she rasped. “I might puke on your new shoes.”

			Adam crouched down, his hand connecting with her sweaty back, hot as a brand. “Stay down for a moment. Wait until you catch your breath,” he ordered.

			Anger flashed through her, brilliant and sharp.

			“Oh, yeah, now you’re nice¸” she proclaimed, a little too loudly. “Where was this Adam last night? Or two miles back when I was begging, pleading for you to stop, telling you I couldn’t take any more? You just shouted at me and told me to get my ass in gear.” She paused and gagged again, her whole body shaking with the effort. Acid tore up her throat and pooled in her mouth. Oh God, disgusting. She spit a loogie into the dirt.

			Yeah, that was classy.

			He handed her water. “Drink this. Then you’re going to get up and keep jogging.”

			She narrowed her eyes at him, tore the bottle out of his hand and gulped down the water, too thirsty to argue. Her heart beat furiously, her face was on fire and her muscles screamed in agony. It felt good to rinse out her mouth and replace all the water she’d lost. “Wait.” She gasped as she finally lowered the bottle. “Jogging? You want me to keep jogging even though I just threw up?”

			He shrugged his massive shoulders. “You’ve gotta get back on the horse.”

			“Are you high? I can’t run anymore.”

			He grinned and the corners of his sparkling brown eyes crinkled attractively. She wanted to stay mad at him, furious at him, but she was finding it difficult. Whenever that harsh face turned soft, she melted inside.

			“I thought you said you were in the best shape of your life,” he reminded her.

			“That’s what’s so sad…I am.” She used the bottom of her oversized, gray T-shirt to wipe the sweat off her face. God, she needed a shower and a bed, in that order. “Are you happy? You’ve proven that I’m weak and you’re strong. Good for you, now what?”

			The smile dropped off his face. His jaw looked so hard it might shatter. The scar that slashed across his face from the corner of his eye, down to this jaw seemed to stand out more. “Now you need to toughen up. No more whining, no more crying.”

			“What?”

			“Rachel, listen to me.” His laughing brown eyes were gone, replaced by a hard obsidian gaze. Her stomach clenched at the authority and absolute conviction gazing back at her. “I know you’re young and this is hard for you, but it’s time to grow up. You need to take this seriously. We’re going to search for other survivors today. We’ll start driving through California, heading north. We could meet new people at any moment. They could be good or they could be bad, and we need to be ready. The world has turned into complete chaos. For all I know, we could run into some motherfucking assholes this afternoon who want to use you as their private play toy. We don’t have time for you to get your shit together. Your training starts now.”

			“Stop treating me like a child,” she said. “I’m nineteen.”

			“Right, an immature nineteen.”

			“You’re a jerk!”

			“Yeah, but I’m the jerk who’s going to keep you safe.” Adam stood. “Now get up. Let’s keep going. It’s one more mile back to camp.”

			She wiped her hands across her pants. “Okay, one more mile,” she grumbled.

			Adam helped her up, his large hand making her wrist, her fingers, seem delicate and small. When she stood, she noticed his eyes rake over her chest. She glanced down. Oh, great. Heat burned up her neck and cheeks. She might have lost weight, but that didn’t mean she’d turned into a supermodel overnight. Her sweaty T-shirt was plastered to the front of her torso, showing every curve, every possible lump and bump. She quickly plucked it free.

			Jeez, one look from him, one touch, and her heart sped up.

			She deliberately squashed her useless, racing hormones and avoided looking again at his perfect chest and hard-as-rock abs. He’d told her last night he wasn’t touching her. In fact, he’d said no one was touching her. And he wouldn’t, ever. She’d only known Adam for a day, but that was long enough to know his word was his bond. And it made sense. Why would he touch someone like her? A girl who couldn’t keep up with him on a run? They had nothing in common. He was a fitness fanatic, a hard-ass soldier, a superhero in the making, and she…wasn’t. They’d eventually find other survivors, other women. Beautiful women. Someone just right for Adam.

			And she’d have to watch them together.

			An ache spread through her chest.

			No. No more being alone, or with the wrong person. She’d find someone, eventually. If not Adam then…someone. Because there were other survivors out there. There had to be.

			And meanwhile, they needed to remain friends. She needed to fix this. She touched his arm, and he turned back toward her. “Adam, I’m sorry about what I said last night. That wasn’t me. I was drunk, I barely remember half of what I shouted at you, but I’m sure it was whiny and immature. The world just ended. I was in a funk, a bad place. But that’s not the real me. You’ll see. I’m not really like that. It was my first day out. It was hard, ya know?”

			He rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. “Yeah, I was drunk too, and I said a lot of shit I shouldn’t have said.”

			“You were drunk?”

			“Shit, yeah.”

			“What? I couldn’t even tell. You seemed completely sober.”

			He frowned. “Yeah…well, I don’t normally say mean shit like that when I’m sober. I’m sorry too. What I said about you being a child…that was uncalled for. I knew you were too young, and I could tell you were a civilian I’d have to babysit. But that still wasn’t the problem I’m used to babysitting civilians. Mainly, I was pissed off when I found out you were a virgin.”

			Her brow furrowed. “It’s not like this is the Middle Ages, Adam. We’re in the twenty-first century here. I don’t understand. What does it matter if I’m a virgin?”

			He looked her right in the eyes. “I don’t fuck virgins.”

			She stared at him, trying to compute what he was saying. “So…what? I don’t understand.”

			“I found out you were a virgin, so therefore we can’t have sex. I was pissed off.”

			She sucked in a breath. Her face flamed. “Wait, you m-mean,” she stuttered. “Be-before you found out I was a virgin, you were…you wanted to have…sex…with me?”

			No. Way.

			“Yeah, from the moment I met you, I was planning, hoping we could end up sharing the same tent, fucking, forgetting about all of this shit around us. Didn’t you?”

			Her mouth fell open. “Uh…” She didn’t even know how to answer. She hadn’t even let her mind go there. She’d been stuck on, wow, you’re so gorgeous, and he’d already leapt to let’s fuck? Amazing, it was just amazing.

			“But now it’s not going to happen,” he groused.

			She blinked. Her stomach dropped. It was like she’d been offered a magic wand and it was being snatched right back out of her hand. “Because I’m a virgin?” There wasn’t going to be sex between them, not because she wasn’t sexy, or because she might still be overweight, or because they had nothing in common. Wow. It was only because…

			“Like I said, I don’t fuck virgins. And you’re a victim of abuse, and you’re only nineteen. For chrissake, the last thing you need is a man like me harassing you.”

			“I don’t?”

			“No, you don’t,” he said firmly. “It’s okay, I won’t touch you, and I’ll make sure no else we meet does either.”

			“Well, uh…all right,” she fumbled, still stuck on this strange turn of events. In her old life, unbelievably handsome men who looked like superheroes with acres of lickable dark skin, flashing brown eyes and muscles as hard as rock did not—did not—hit on her. Never. Had she bumped up a pay grade due to the weight loss? Or was it just…because she was the only woman he’d seen alive?

			Because she was his only choice? Because he was desperate?

			Oh no.

			The iron ball from last night settled back in her stomach. Her temporary joy drained away, leaving pain and that familiar feeling of inadequacy she’d lived with her whole life.

			Oh God, that explained everything though, didn’t it? Adam was horny for her because she was the only woman he’d seen alive in who knew how long. If he’d found her and another woman at the same time on the freeway yesterday, he would’ve immediately chosen the other woman, and she would’ve been stuck listening to the two of them going at it last night in the tent next to hers, hands over her ears, crying, trying to drown it out.

			She looked down and swallowed against the lump in her throat.

			“Rachel?”

			“Hmm?” She glanced back up at him, doing her best to keep back the tears and leave her face blank.

			“Look, I’m happy you opened up to me like that last night. I’m proud of everything you’ve accomplished. You focused on your health and you survived a goddamn apocalypse. That’s impressive.”

			“Thanks,” she whispered.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Yes,” she lied and offered a fake smile.

			“Good, let’s get going.”

			She took a deep breath and looked around. Saw the golden hills sparkling in the morning light, the dirt path in front of her and reoriented. This thing with Adam, it wasn’t a big deal, was it? In the big scheme of things, it was insignificant. It hurt. It always hurt to be second best, someone’s possible desperation fuck. She’d only had two boyfriends her entire life, and both of them had felt the same way Adam did, that she wasn’t quite right. But she had to believe that she’d still find a man who wanted her and only her. That man was still out there somewhere—a survivor just like herself. She’d be choice number one. That she’d find someone who’d think he was lucky to have her. Because…he would be.

			That man wasn’t Adam.

			And you know what? That was his freaking loss.

			She forced the iron ball out of her stomach. Her gaze rose and locked with his. “I can do this,” she huffed. Her shoulders straightened. “I’m going to survive this. You’ll see.”

			They stood close, a little too close. The air seemed charged, with what, she wasn’t sure. He stared at her, emotions running through his eyes she couldn’t quite decipher. “I know you will,” he rumbled. “I’ll make sure of it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Adam watched Rachel as they drove. He couldn’t stop. Every spare moment, his gaze landed back on her small form. Her full lips pressed together as she huddled against the passenger side, taking in the unrelenting tragedy of their ruined world as it passed by the window. She remained quiet in the car, biting her bottom lip, not saying a word. He understood. It was all so fucking tragic there weren’t enough words to cover it.

			Adam imagined they were in an aerial shot from a satellite or a drone. The two of them the only heat signatures registering and everything else around them gray. For hundreds of miles. Two dots of color moving against a backdrop of dead, black cityscape. Fucking weird.

			They’d been thrown together under horrific circumstances, two people who in real life would normally have never met. She’d been at UC Davis, studying to be a teacher. And he’d been on base in San Diego. They’d been at opposite ends of the state, doing entirely different things, leading them toward paths that would never have crossed. But here they were, spending every moment together, the only two people left at the end of the world.

			And he was acting like a bastard.

			He knew he was, but he couldn’t help it. His cock was always at half-mast in her presence, his body aware of her every breath, her scent, her voice, her touch. With every moment that passed, he grew more pissed off, because he couldn’t have her.

			Here he had a perfectly fuckable female, and he couldn’t lay a hand on her.

			It was torture.

			But there was no damn way he’d go back to where he’d been a few months before. Adam knew if he started something with Rachel, he’d be in that same fucked-up place he’d been with Lori and Danny. He’d known Rachel for twenty-four hours, and he could already tell she wasn’t the type who’d be a passing fancy, the kind of woman he’d fuck once and be done with. Yes, they were stuck together, and maybe his lust was multiplied because she was the only woman available. But he knew he wanted her despite that. If he’d found a group of women on the freeway yesterday, he would’ve still chosen Rachel. He could’ve picked her up out of a line up. He could look into her clear blue eyes forever, and kiss those lips all day. Even though he’d said that shit to her last night, the truth was, she was smart. She might not be physically strong, and she was defenseless as hell, but she was adaptable. And he respected that. He could work with her, teach her what she needed to know.

			He couldn’t treat this lightly. With Rachel, either he was all in or all out. And he was staying out. If he fucked Rachel, he’d think she was his…until the moment she wasn’t. Because she would eventually wise up and dump his ass. That was the pattern. And he wouldn’t know she was out until he found her leaving him for someone else, some other survivor they’d meet who didn’t get off on watching another man’s cock pounding into his woman’s pussy.

			She turned and locked eyes with him. “Can you pull over? I have to pee.”

			“Yeah. No problem. I could use a bathroom break too.”

			Adam pulled off the silent freeway in Oxnard and drove to the back of a Costco so they could do double duty—piss and look for supplies. They’d stepped out of the Hummer and barely had time to close their doors when they heard a gunshot.

			“Jesus H. Christ,” Adam cursed under his breath. Random gunfire in an urban setting? Shit. This was exactly what he’d feared. Assholes on the loose.

			“Was that—”

			“Yeah.” He snapped his fingers. “Follow me.” Two more shots echoed sharply through the empty streets. He looked around the shopping mall to get his bearings. Adjacent to Costco was another big box store. His first instinct was to get Rachel the fuck away from here, as far away from the violence as possible, but he knew he had to investigate. There might be someone who needed his help.

			“You stick with me. You’re my second skin,” he told her. White-faced, Rachel nodded and stepped close. He ran in the direction of the shots, Rachel right behind. He was keeping her close and making sure he didn’t lose her, cutting through the parking lot, using abandoned vehicles as coverage. In front of them was a grocery store, behind it a city side street. This close, he could hear shouts coming from that location, as if a crowd had gathered.

			“Adam, people!” Rachel gasped from behind him.

			Adam stopped at the corner of the building, turned and whispered in her ear. Which brought him right up against her body, his nose in her hair, her skin almost pressed against his. Fuck. “We’re going to assess the situation before we do anything stupid, like talk to them,” he bit out and then faced away from her. Christ, this girl was his kryptonite.

			“Okay, okay.” Rachel clutched his shirt from behind, her breath hard against his back. He held his gun up and glanced around the edge. Finding it clear, he grabbed her hand and ran to shelter behind two Dumpsters that faced the road. He hunched down and pulled Rachel with him, both of them squatting in a small space between the metal siding of the garbage Dumpsters and the wall of the store. A line of palm trees and a dense row of overgrown shrubbery blocked them from view. It wasn’t great cover. If shooting started, he’d have to fall back, but it was a good lookout position.

			“Oh no,” Rachel whispered.

			Adam zeroed in on the action. Across the street, a group of men had gathered in the parking lot of an office building. Men who immediately made his soldier instincts blast into biblical proportions. Gleaming Harleys were parked everywhere. The men dressed in leather cuts as if they all belonged to the same fucking motorcycle gang. Apparently, any assholes who’d survived seemed to have found each other. A moment later, the suspicious group shifted, and he could see his instincts were right. In the middle of their semi-circle, they held a man and a woman captive, both on their knees. One gang member had a gun pressed to the man’s forehead.

			“Don’t shoot him,” the woman screamed, the anguish in her voice tearing a hole through Adam’s chest.

			“Oh no,” Rachel repeated.

			Adam cursed. Then he counted. Twenty. There were twenty fuckers over there. All of them packing. He had a lot of firepower on him, but it still wasn’t enough. Damn. Nothing good would come from this.

			“See all these men?” The asshole who held the gun to the man’s head yelled to the woman. He was tall and muscular, with a deep voice that carried well across the street. “You’re going to service us, fuck us. Not him. We haven’t seen any other women since the end. You’re it. So that means none of us here have time for niceties. You’re ours and that’s it.”

			“Over my dead body,” the man on his knees snarled.

			There was a murmur from the group. Men shifting restlessly.

			“Oh really?” the motorcycle guy said with a tone that could slice metal. “Well, let’s take care of that then.” He coldly executed the man, shooting him in the head, blood spraying in the air. The man’s limp form fell over and crashed to the ground.

			Rachel whimpered and covered her mouth.

			“No!” the woman shrieked. “No. No. No! Why, why did you do that? You didn’t need to kill him,” she sobbed. “I would have done what you wanted. You didn’t…need to…kill him.”

			“It would’ve been a damn nuisance, having to keep him tied up while we fucked you. Easier this way. Now come on, sweet thing. Let’s get this party started.”

			The men started cheering. Someone kicked the body of the guy who’d been shot.

			“We have to help her,” Rachel choked out, tears flooding her eyes.

			“We can’t,” Adam gritted out between clenched teeth. “I’m one against twenty. I’m not Schwarzenegger, and this isn’t a movie. In real life, one against twenty are impossible odds.”

			“We can’t just leave her. They’re going to gang rape her.”

			Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Adam started recalculating his ammo, his weapons, the distance, the kill-shot ratio—

			“What is she doing?” Rachel cried.

			He looked back up at the scene. The woman who had previously been on her knees was now in an epic hand-to-hand battle with the motorcycle fucker who had killed her man. Adam was surprised at her strength and her skill as she fought against the much larger man and remained standing. But, yeah, come to think of it, she did look fit and kickass—maybe she’d been a cop or a soldier before the end. If not for that, the bigger man would have knocked her down immediately. She appeared to be going for the guy’s gun, struggling with him for possession of the weapon. Why would she do that? It didn’t make sense. One woman with one gun against twenty men was suicide.

			“Why is she—?” Rachel sputtered.

			Adam imagined for a moment how he would react if Rachel had been shot in front of him. How psychotic he would behave in such a scenario.

			Finally, the fucker sent the woman flying to the ground with a vicious right hook that probably knocked out a few teeth. “Bitch, what’re you thinking?”

			Adam could see the woman had ended up on the asphalt clutching the gun. She lifted it with one hand. Men were yelling, raising their weapons.

			“Don’t shoot her!” the fucker shouted. “She’s the only woman.”

			“Too late,” she screamed. “I’d rather be dead than let any of you assholes touch me.” She boldly raised the gun, pressed it to her temple and shot herself in the head.

			Jesus Christ.

			The men were shouting and there was general chaos. Rachel was sobbing next to him. He couldn’t believe what he’d seen. It was as if he were back on the streets in goddamn Fallujah, watching the worst that humanity had to offer. “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” he grated.

			Adam gently pulled Rachel to his side and they quietly exited the way they’d arrived, no one the wiser. By the time they were back in the Hummer and on the freeway racing away from the scene, Rachel was drying her eyes.

			“I’d do what she did,” Rachel whispered. “I’d never let them take me. Or if they did, and I knew I couldn’t get away, I’d find a way to end myself later.”

			He white knuckled the steering wheel. Something terrible ground into the pit of his stomach. A feeling that was too frightening to touch. “One of those fuckers laying hands on you would mean I was dead. You get me? They have to come through me first.”

			“I do. And after what we saw back there, that doesn’t make me feel much better.”

			He grunted. “We’ll get you strong so that you can be like her and at least have a fighting chance.”

			She nodded. “I get it now. I do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			The car stopped and the engine rumbled to a halt. Rachel blinked and woke up, disoriented from her nap. Her brow furrowed. She glanced over at Adam and then turned her head to examine the area through the passenger window of the Hummer. Last she’d seen, Adam had been winding through a wooded coastal highway north of Santa Barbara, trying to put distance between them and that pack of assholes they’d seen earlier. But now they were somewhere unexpected. They’d parked in the curved driveway of some ridiculous sprawling mansion, some rich person’s vanity—a pink modern eyesore incongruent with the natural wooded beauty and sweeping ocean vistas that surrounded them.

			Yuck.

			Adam talked to her. She nodded at appropriate intervals, pretending to listen. His mouth moved—those luscious male lips—but she didn’t hear a single word.

			Didn’t he understand that in order to comprehend speech after a nap she needed a Venti Caffé Americano? Double sugar. Stat.

			Since that wasn’t going to happen, she stepped out of the car automatically, like a robot, her movements leaden with caffeine deprivation. He’d driven straight to this crazy place, so there must be some sort of plan. She didn’t know how he’d found it, or how he must have known it was here, nor could she muster up the energy to care. Adam’s feet crunched on the gravel as he walked around to her side of the car. He looked at her funny as he placed a hand on her elbow, guiding her toward the front entrance.

			They swept in through grand double doors, their footsteps echoing throughout the spacious rooms. Cool white marble floors, sleek black-and-purple furniture and vast, expensive-looking modern paintings filled the space. She hated it. It gave her the heebie-jeebies. There was no way she was staying here. No way in hell. Not even overnight.

			She followed Adam down two sets of stairs that terminated in a concrete, colorless basement area. They easily bypassed all the codes and locks now wide open due to the power outage in this area.

			Adam put his hand on the handle of a thick steel door. “Okay—” he grinned at her with a dazzling smile, “—here’s the money shot. Time to see if the rumors were true.”

			What was he talking about? Oh shit, maybe she should have listened earlier.

			The heavy door slid open and cold air brushed against her face. It smelled canned, almost musty. What the hell? She blinked, her eyes adjusted and her icy heart stuttered back to life. Fear gripped her and shook her awake.

			Adam laughed, clearly delighted by what he saw. He grabbed her wrist and pulled her forward. “Come on, let’s check this out.”

			He flicked on the large flashlight he was carrying and swept the dim room with the beam, exposing a sickening collection of warfare—row after row, floor to ceiling, an endless display of big, explosive things, small deadly things and every weapon imaginable. A cavernous cache big enough to support a bloody coup, or the entire Russian mob.

			No, no, no!

			“Wh…what is this?” She yanked out of his grasp and stepped back, her butt connecting with the doorjamb. Hands shaking, palms sweating, stomach churning, she literally wanted to vomit again just looking at all those guns. Yesterday, she’d had the courage to put one gun in her hand, have one gun in her lap and next to her while sitting in the Lexus, but here she was surrounded by them, smothered by a mountain of guns. All of them looking at her accusingly. All of them reminding her of her failures.

			“Holy shit,” Adam said reverently. “We’ve hit the jackpot.”

			Rachel’s blood boiled and her mouth came back online. Fast. “I didn’t know this was here…I…I can’t do this. Adam, I can’t…” She sucked in rapid breaths, in and out, as frightening images from her childhood flashed through her mind.

			Omigod. Omigod.

			He turned to look at her, surprise etched on his face. “What are you—”

			“I have to get out of here,” she blurted out. “I can’t stay. You don’t need me. So…so, I’ll wait in the car.” And she fled before he could respond, running away with her heart in her throat.

			Her feet tapped up the stairs. She sprinted across the mansion and ran back to the Hummer. Breath ragged, hands trembling, she opened the passenger door, threw herself in and curled into a protective ball. Hot tears spilled down her cheeks as she relived her childhood shame.

			He was going to find out, there was no way she could hide it anymore. Now he’d know everything. Know what a loser she really was. Rachel closed her eyes and swallowed hard.

			Shit.

			Adam marched back to the Hummer, pissed as hell. He wanted to stay and pick apart the weapon cache he’d found—make sure they were armed and dangerous and ready for any fuckers who might come their way—but Rachel had run off without so much as a can of pepper spray to keep her safe.

			Downstairs, he’d found a stockpile of weapons that rivaled King Tut’s tomb in both size and complexity, and instead of carefully cataloguing this amazing find, he was stuck running after a girl.

			He wanted to spank her goddamn ass.

			“Rachel!” he roared. He threw three loaded duffle bags on the ground and jerked open the back of the Hummer.

			She twisted in the front seat and tagged him with bright blue eyes, opened her mouth, shut it and turned back around, dismissing him with a flip of her hair.

			Oh, hell no.

			Two seconds later, he yanked her door open. “Get out,” he ordered.

			“Why are you yelling at me?” She glared at him and crossed her arms. “What did I do now?”

			“You have to ask? You’re out here by yourself and unprotected. What the hell were you thinking, running off like that?”

			“What does it matter if I came out here by myself?” She raised her voice. “There’s no one out here. We’re alone. We’re always alone. Remember?”

			“How do you know that? How do you know we’re alone?”

			She paused. He watched her face pale as she took in the meaning of his words. Her gaze darted behind him, scanning the dense redwoods that surrounded the mansion’s circular drive. “Well, I…I guess I…”

			“Right, you don’t. We don’t know if this area is secure. You could be sitting out here and some random asshole, could use the opportunity to snatch you. That’s probably how the couple we saw in Oxnard ended up in that situation. Never ever run off by yourself. You hear me? We stick together for safety.”

			Her lips trembled. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I wasn’t thinking. I was just so upset…”

			“After seeing all those bodies today, I’m sure it seems to you like everyone’s dead, but they’re not. You know there are other survivors out there. They could be anywhere. And a lot of them will be like those men we saw today. Living a life without any laws can turn a man savage. We have to be careful.”

			She nodded.

			He studied her face. Her eyes were red and puffy, like she’d been crying. He took a deep, calming breath and softened his voice. “What’s wrong, Rach? Why did you run off like that?”

			“I couldn’t be in that place. I couldn’t breathe in there.”

			“Why?”

			She licked her lips. Then she shook her head and looked away.

			“Fine,” he grumbled, somehow upset over her non-answer. “Don’t tell me. What the hell do I care? I’m just the guy you’re traveling with, right? I’m nobody.”

			“Adam.”

			He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Get out of the car.”

			“Okay, okay. Jeez.” She gingerly stepped out. Her baggy shorts rode up her thigh. His gaze trailed down and he got a peep show as her feet touched the ground. His nostrils flared. He forgot about the end of the world, about safety and secrets, and just stared, slack jawed. Rachel had perfect legs. Long, soft and sun-kissed, with slim thighs that tapered down to sculpted calves. Jesus. Why hadn’t he noticed this before?

			Those damn sweats of hers, those baggy clothes always keeping her covered. She might as well be wearing a burka.

			He tore his gaze away and compressed his hands into tight fists. Holy hell, what was wrong with him? He needed to stop checking her out and keep his head in the fucking game. He had no business touching this girl, in his mind, it was practically statutory rape. She was a starry-eyed innocent and he was…a man with needs she couldn’t possibly understand.

			Adam cleared his throat and handed her an easy-to-use Smith & Wesson inside a holster. “Take this and strap it on. Get used to wearing it. This is the firearm you’ll use while I teach you how to shoot.”

			She recoiled like he’d handed her a poisonous snake. “I’m…I’m not touching that gun,” she stammered.

			His brow furrowed. Where the hell did that come from? “Look, I’m assuming you can’t shoot. You pulled a gun on me yesterday, but it was obvious you didn’t know what the hell you were doing. So I’m offering to train you. What’s wrong? Do you want to keep that piece of crap you were holding me up with? Is that it?”

			“No, I don’t want a gun at all.”

			He inhaled and rubbed the top of his head, frustrated as hell. “Do you understand that I just found a fucking badass home arsenal down in that basement? The best I’ve ever seen, and believe me, I’ve seen a lot. Every type of weapon I’ve ever dreamed of having, we have. We’ve got forty-six thousand rounds of ammunition and counting. You can go shopping in there and arm yourself with any type of rifle, any pistol you want to keep yourself protected…and you’re telling me you don’t want a damn thing?”

			“I don’t want a gun,” she yelled.

			Eyes hard, he leaned into her. “You’d rather be defenseless if we run into another group of men who manage to take me out and decide they’d like to spend their free time raping and torturing you?”

			“Of course not, I’m not too stupid to live. I want to learn how to defend myself. It’s the gun.” Her voice cracked. “It’s the gun… Can’t I have something else? Like pepper spray? A stun gun? A knife?”

			He stilled. “What do you mean it’s the gun?”

			“Adam—”

			Deep-throated barks sliced through their conversation, ending it as effectively as flicking off a switch. Rachel jumped and placed a hand over her heart. Adam spun around and zeroed in on three guard dogs throwing themselves against an ornate black iron fence. He’d noticed them before and had already checked on them, planned on setting them free just before they left. He’d lost count of how many trapped, desperate, starving animals he and Rachel had rescued in the last twenty-four hours.

			Too many.

			“Shut the fuck up!” he bellowed.

			The dogs whimpered and sat down.

			Adam turned back to her, managed to control his irritation and said in a calm voice, “Talk to me.”

			“I can’t,” she whispered. “You can’t handle the truth.”

			He blinked. His lips twitched at her off-the-cuff movie reference. “What do you mean? Of course I can handle the truth. I’m a Marine. Do you realize how much shit I’ve seen in my life? Just tell me.”

			“Okay!” She threw a hand up. “I hate guns. I can’t stand them. I can’t even touch them.”

			He stood still for a moment, stunned, then burst out laughing. “That’s it? That’s the big secret? You’re fucking kidding me? What are you? Some tree-hugging NRA-hating crazy pacifist?”

			“No, I don’t think so. I’ve just never liked guns.”

			“What’s there to like? There’s no like or dislike, there’s just point and shoot. Have you ever shot a gun?”

			“Once, when I was much younger—”

			“Well, that’s the problem. This is what I was trying to tell you earlier. You’re scared of what you don’t know. I need to teach you how to shoot. We’ll start target practice tomorrow.”

			“No, no, no. You don’t understand. I’m afraid of guns because…because, I had an accident with one.”

			“Accident? What kind of accident?”

			She looked down at her shoes. “I shot my sister, okay? I shot her…”

			“What the fuck?” He put his palm up. “Hold on. You shot your sister? How old were you?”

			She glanced back at him, her eyes filled with anguish. “I was six years old. She was four.”

			He took a deep breath, trying not to go ballistic. “What idiot left a loaded gun for a child to pick up?”

			“Um…my uncle. My aunt was watching us while my parents were out of town for the weekend.” She paused and took a deep breath.

			“And?” he prompted.

			“I don’t remember much. I think I’ve blocked it out. I was really young. I must have seen my uncle take a gun out from under the bed to clean. Later, I was curious. You know? Kids get curious. So I snuck in there and picked it up. My sister followed me, she was always following me. I pulled the trigger and accidentally shot her in the chest.” She blew out a breath and her blue eyes watered. “In the chest. I almost killed her. Luckily, I missed her heart, but she had to have so many surgeries. She was in and out of the hospital for months and eventually made a complete recovery, but she almost died. I almost killed my sister. I’ve had to live with that all these years. Can you see why I can’t touch a gun? The last time I shot a gun, I almost killed my sister.” Her shoulders slumped, her posture bent. She looked like a woman ready to be stoned for her sins, and there was no way he was throwing the first rock.

			“You know that wasn’t your fault, right?” he said in a soft voice. “A responsible gun owner doesn’t leave loaded weapons under the bed with small children around. They should have been locked in a safe and out of reach. That was a disaster waiting to happen.”

			She hung her head. “My brain agrees with you, but when I’m near guns, I can’t help it, I completely freak out. If I’d moved my hand an inch in the other direction, she would have died. If I even think about trying to fire a gun my palms start sweating, my heart starts racing, I feel sick. It’s like I can remember what happened. I can hear the shot. I can see the blood. Hear my sister screaming…”

			He stepped close. Only inches separated them. Despite all the warning signals in his head, despite all the red flags, he had to touch her. Had to. Adam grabbed her upper arms and rubbed his thumbs along her smooth skin. “Rachel, why did you keep this from me? You should have told me this yesterday.”

			Her head lolled back as she looked up at him. Tears began to roll down her soft cheeks. Shit. He needed to let her go, put some space between them, but he couldn’t.

			“Are you kidding? You’re a Marine, an expert marksman. I’m a menace with a handgun. I’m already worried that you think I’m weak and useless. How could I add on to that by telling you I also have a gun phobia and I’ll never be able to really protect myself?”

			His eyes narrowed and his grip tightened on her arms. “You don’t ever keep important shit like this from me again. Are we clear?”

			“Okay.”

			“Listen to me, Rachel. Bottom line, I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you alive. You hear me? Whatever it takes.”

			She nodded.

			He gazed into striking crystal-blue eyes and got lost for a moment, wanting nothing more than to wrap his arms around her and taste those lips, drown their sorrows with sexual hunger and need. When he first met her, she’d seemed attractive in an innocent girl-next-door way, but as he spent more time with her, she seemed to change before his eyes, become prettier somehow. Sexier. And with that pale skin and those blue eyes, that dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks, well, she was a knockout.

			He watched her eyes darken and her lips part. Tears forgotten, she leaned in, her hips almost touching his. Heat rushed throughout his body. A spark of electricity crackled between them.

			He could have her.

			Take her right here and now. Hold her down. Sink his cock into her welcoming heat…

			Fucking hell.

			He pulled his head out of his ass and remembered her virginity, her age, her history with men, how fragile she was and how a girl like her could never handle his aggressive sexuality. In the past, he wouldn’t have given one shit about any of that and plowed ahead with what he wanted, what he needed. But that was exactly how he’d lost his last girlfriend. He needed to play this one differently.

			Even at the end of the world, he needed to act like a decent human being.

			He let go of her arms and took a step back, noting the flicker of disappointment in her eyes. Christ, he felt the same damn thing. “For now, it’s just the two of us alone until we find other survivors we can join,” he told her. “I’m not leaving, you’re not leaving. We’re in this together. I’ve got your back.”

			She gave him a shaky smile. “And I’ll try and have yours.”

			“So let me get this straight, what you’re telling me is that you accidentally shot your sister and you were beaten by your last boyfriend?”

			“Yeah.” She couldn’t meet his eyes. “I have the worst luck on the planet.”

			“Had.” He tilted her chin up with his finger, forcing her to look at him. His protective instincts flaring back to life. Warmth blossomed inside his chest. He hadn’t lied. He’d do anything to keep her safe. Anything. “Had the worst luck on the planet. Now you’re with me. This shit stops now.”

			“I don’t know, Adam. The world just ended. Most of the people on Earth seem to have been wiped out. I’d say my luck is still pretty shitty. Wouldn’t you?”

			“But you survived. We survived.”

			She shrugged. “The jury’s still out on whether that’s a blessing or a curse.”

			“And you lost sixty pounds.”

			She rolled her eyes. “But I’m still hopelessly out of shape.”

			“I’ll help you fix that.”

			“Yay,” she said sarcastically.

			His lips twitched. Damn, he enjoyed her smartass comments. He wanted this Rachel every single day. “You know this doesn’t change the fact that you still need to learn how to shoot?”

			Her eyes flew wide with real terror. “No.” She curled her fingers in the front of his shirt. “Didn’t you listen to a word I said? You heard my story, I can’t—”

			“Rachel, what if something happens to me and you’re alone? You need to learn how to use those weapons so you can take care of yourself.” His voice deepened. “I need you to be safe, even when I’m not standing next to you.”

			She shook her head. “How can I do that?”

			“I’ll teach you,” he promised.

			“I think you’re underestimating my phobia. I had years of counseling to get to this point. I used to be worse, much worse. Believe it or not, this is me reasonably adjusted to everything. I don’t think even Dr. Phil could fix me now.”

			He inched his hands up and slid his thumb along her jaw. Her eyes softened, and he felt her pulse quicken against his fingers. He shouldn’t keep touching her, but he needed this, needed to feel her, to connect with her. Connect with another real, live human being, even for a moment. “And I think you’re underestimating my stubbornness. I’ll teach you how to shoot, even if it’s the last fucking thing I do.”

			“Good luck with that,” she quipped.

			He glanced at her lips. “I think I might need it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			“Why are you always wearing those baggy-ass clothes?” Adam asked.

			Rachel kept walking through the department store they were cutting across, her lips forming a hard, thin line. She rolled her eyes. Was he trying to piss her off? “Who cares what my clothes look like?” she answered sharply. “It’s the end of the world. We’re focused on staying alive. My clothes cover my extremities. That’s all that matters.”

			Adam stopped in front of her and shook his head. She had to stop too, or risk bumping into his intimidating wall of chest.

			“Look, we’re in Macy’s.” His arm swept out to encompass the women’s clothing section they were traveling through. “While we’re in this mall, you might as well get some new clothes.”

			She’d been doing her best to keep her gaze focused on his back as they walked, scared half to death an undead person, mad with the virus, might unexpectedly pop out from its hiding place and attack, so she hadn’t really noticed where they were. And on top of that, there was the fear that the group of bikers would catch up with them and all hell would break loose. There was also the secondary fear that they’d meet nice, decent survivors, and Adam would fall in love with someone else and be lost to her forever. There were so many things to fret over it crowded her mind of all other coherent thought.

			“Macy’s? Well…maybe I do need a few things,” she admitted as she glanced around. Yeah, she hadn’t packed much before leaving Davis. It was true she was in clothes she’d worn two sizes ago and they barely fit anymore. This used to be her favorite outfit. The shirt and shorts were so comfortable. But now, as she looked down at herself, she noted they were stained and worn. Adam was clean, and his clothes fit perfectly. Her cheeks heated up. Maybe she should take a moment to stop and make sure she still looked like a person. “Some new clothes wouldn’t be bad. I haven’t had a chance to think of anything other than supplies and life or death lately. It’s not like I was thinking of shopping.”

			“Well, now you can. Pick out what you like, we’re not in a rush. It smells good here, no dead bodies as far as I can tell.”

			“Yeah.” He had a point.

			“Your clothes don’t fit.” Adam shrugged. “So get something else.”

			She stepped forward and touched the fabric of a silky blouse on display. It was so pretty. She glanced at the price tag and winced.

			“Why are you looking at the price?” Adam laughed. “Everything is free now. Pick whatever you want.”

			“Oh, wow,” she whispered. The enormity of what he was saying crashed through her. It was true. No one owned anything anymore, did they? “Yeah.” She laughed. “Can’t help it. Old habits die hard.”

			He turned his back to her. “Just try on what you want right here, I won’t look.”

			Her stomach did a flip-flop at the thought of being half-naked so close to this gorgeous man.

			Rachel willed her hormones into submission and picked out a pair of jeans, the most expensive brand, because why not? Everything was free now, right? She did what he said and tried them on. She picked up a ten, which was also loose, and so eventually settled on an eight. She shook her head, amazed she’d shrunk to a medium. She hadn’t been a medium since…elementary school.

			Rachel left the new jeans on and stuffed an extra pair in a darker wash into her backpack. What else? She gravitated toward a rack of T-shirts unlike any she’d seen before, made of the softest cotton and long, with a drapey cowl neck. They looked pretty and practical at the same time. She picked out two in medium, one in light blue and one in pale pink. And she needed something heavier in case it got chilly. She fingered a cashmere sweater, sighed and picked up one in taupe.

			“You need more shoes.” Adam’s voice floated from behind her. “Boots you can run in.”

			Her spine straightened at this reminder of their harsh, new existence. She nodded and followed him to the shoe department, where he helped her pick out a pair of brown, kickass, comfy boots. She left them on, liking them paired with her new jeans. She needed to change her shirt too, but before she did that, there was something else she desperately needed.

			“Adam,” she said softly, embarrassment clogging her throat. “I need new underwear.”

			He smirked. “Let’s go.”

			And that’s how she ended up in an ocean of lingerie with Adam next to her. Her breath quickened, feeling his presence so close with all of the sexy bras and matching panties so near, reminding her of the sex she was not having. She couldn’t even meet his eyes. Did he feel it too? The same sexual need she did? She doubted it, because if he did, he wouldn’t care about the vow he’d made. He’d take her now.

			“Can you please stand over there?” She pointed to the aisle. “I can’t do this with you so close.”

			He grunted and walked away.

			She exhaled and began picking out enough sexy panties to last a lifetime, shoving as many as she could into her backpack. She glanced back at Adam, making sure his back was still to her. Off went her ratty old shirt and on went a racy red bra—what possessed her to pick it out, she wasn’t sure—and her new pale pink shirt, and since it was all too form fitting, she put her new sweater on over it. The sweater was a size too big and a bit baggy, so she felt covered. She walked over to Adam, her backpack on, feeling outfitted and ready.

			He turned and checked her out, head to toe. His eyes darkened. He looked away and she noticed a muscle tic on his jaw. “Let’s go,” he said.

			They made their way through the mall, finding zero survivors but lots of equipment and food. Later, they both hauled their finds to the Hummer, got back in and Adam kept driving. Outside of Gilroy, near the Bay Area, he pulled into a rest stop so she could use the bathroom.

			The restrooms were in a small, gray cinderblock building that stood at the end of the parking lot. He went in first, making sure it was safe. After a few minutes, he came back out. “All clear. I’ll wait for you out front,” he told her.

			“I’ll be quick,” she promised. Adam walked back to the Hummer and she watched him go. Jeez. The man was gorgeous. He didn’t want her sexually—that had already been established—but it didn’t stop her from objectifying the hell outta him on a daily basis.

			Inside, the restroom smelled like a million porta-potties that had never been cleaned, so she used the facilities as fast as possible, only taking an extra moment to take off her boots and jeans and pull on a pair of sexy, new panties. They were unlike anything she’d worn before, with bows and a racy edge of lace. Happy to feel fresh and clean, she pulled her jeans back on, laced the boots and picked up her backpack.

			She couldn’t help but wonder for a moment what Adam would think of her new underwear. Imagined his hand on her ass.

			Over these last two days, she’d wished with all her heart he hadn’t really meant what he’d said before about not touching her, that maybe he’d change his mind and he’d kiss her, or make some kind of move so she’d know he felt the same attraction she felt. But he hadn’t. She was alone in this. Living and traveling with a man whose very presence made her blood sing and her breath quicken. Meanwhile he’d treated her like a female co-worker or a kid sister. Most definitely not like a woman he wanted to have sex with. He’d said he wasn’t going to touch her, that they were “partners in this hellhole situation”. Partners, not lovers. And she knew he damn well meant it.

			She squeezed her eyes shut, survivor’s guilt ripping her apart.

			Focus, girl. Focus!

			Her family and friends were dead, the world had ended and here she was, mooning like a teenager over a guy. Really, what was wrong with her?

			Oh, hell. It wasn’t like there was a playbook or etiquette for this type of situation. Adam had been so gruff after they’d first met. It had been difficult to find the personality behind Mr. I’m In Charge And You’d Better Do As I Say Or We’ll Die. Behind the dark sunglasses, testosterone. He’d acted like a total ass, bullying her into jogging—

			“Grrrrrrr.”

			Oh no. Her heart banged in her chest. Rachel stood still as a mannequin, her fingers gripping the straps of her backpack. She listened and heard it again. A low rumble and a bark. Dogs. She knew that unmistakable sound. They’d seen so many animals gone wild and scavenging, it was becoming a normal occurrence. That deep growl had to be a large breed, something vicious with large teeth and claws. And it was outside the bathroom, most likely blocking the exit. Her shoulders slumped and her eyes burned. She pressed her lips together, taking shallow breaths through her nose.

			Adam wouldn’t be able to see her. He’d already scouted the area, thought it secure and was waiting for her in front. But the exit to the bathroom was covered, leaving just enough room for these dogs to attack and for Adam to have no idea she was in trouble.

			She was on her own.

			Shit.

			How was she going to get out of this?

			She walked to the open doorway and carefully peeked around the corner, trying to see what she was up against. Her legs turned to rubber, her hands shook, but she caught a glimpse of her nemesis—a Rottweiler with a wide chest and a bobbed tail. It was nosing through a spilled trash can.

			Of course.

			It was never a Chihuahua, was it?

			Her eyes widened. The dog wasn’t alone. There was a whole pack of them out there now, spilling over the side of a grassy hill onto the asphalt at the back of the restroom. All blocked from Adam’s point of view. All of them skinny, with bones showing. Ravenous and desperate. Pets that had gone feral and would tear her down without a moment’s thought.

			Dammit.

			Time to test out her new boots.

			A noise grated against Adam’s nerves and sent him into high alert. He whipped out his weapon and froze, listening, trying to pinpoint the origin, the exact nature of the threat. There it was again. He cocked his head and turned toward the restroom behind him. A grinding, grating noise drifted down the parking lot. No. A primitive sound, almost animalistic.

			A woman’s scream shattered the silence.

			Rachel.

			Adam cursed, yanked the driver’s side door open to the truck, pulled out the black duffle bag from behind the seat and sprinted toward the sound coming from around the corner. The parking lot was full of abandoned vehicles that blocked his path. He threw himself over the hood of a car, slid down the opposite side while still holding the bag, hit the ground and kept running, chest heaving, muscles burning.

			Fuck. He should never have left her alone. Not even for a second. If anything happened to her…

			A flash of color came around the corner. He skidded to a halt a few car lengths away. The color grew into a person. Rachel, running at top speed, ponytail flying behind her, arms pumping like an Olympic sprinter.

			“Go, go,” she screamed. “They’re right behind me.”

			What was right behind her? Fuck, he needed a higher vantage point. He noticed a monster truck nearby, jacked up, the bed empty. He heaved his bag up and into the truck bed and scrambled in after it, stood and aimed behind her, Glock ready.

			First, one dog came into view, flying around the edge of the building, snarling with fury. Dogs? What the fuck? Then another, and another. More dogs, all different sizes and breeds, bumping and crowding against one another as they chased after her. Not just a few, not a couple…a whole ocean of them. Where the hell had all these dogs come from?

			Rachel ran straight for him. Smart, smart girl. He aimed and shot the dog closest to her heels, taking it down. There was a squeal and a slowing of pace as the other dogs leaped over their fallen comrade, but the pack kept coming. He leaned down and put a hand out, she grabbed it, and he hauled her into the truck bed. As soon as he had her inside, he fired at a Rottweiler that was way too damn close.

			“Bag. Guns,” he shouted.

			Rachel unzipped the duffle and dragged it close. Adam tossed the Glock down and picked up an AK-47. Enough of this crap. He started firing staccato bursts into the snarling mass of predators swarming around the truck. The dogs scattered as the bullets sprayed. They squealed, a mass of noise and confusion, and ran in groups of three or more, or sometimes in singles, weaving between the cars, hiding from the bullets. He waited a few minutes, his chest heaving, his breath loud in his ears.

			A dog barked in the distance and then all was silent.

			They were gone.

			Adam lowered his gun, whirled around and bumped against Rachel. She lost purchase of the machine gun she’d been trying to yank out of the bag. It fell out of her grasp and she shrieked as she started to tumble backward, her arms pinwheeling like crazy. He caught her forearm with a firm grip and lowered her to the bed of the truck, softening the blow before her ass could slam into the unforgiving metal.

			“Gotcha.” He grinned.

			“Goddammit,” she huffed as she sat up and shrugged off her backpack. “Can’t I get a break?”

			Adam laughed, suddenly relieved as hell that Rachel was perfectly fine and capable of smart-ass remarks and not being torn to shreds by a pack of feral animals. She lifted her chin and met his gaze, her eyes sparkling with good humor. He put his gun down and sank to his knees before her. He trailed his hand down her arm and threaded his fingers through hers. It suddenly hit him how precious this woman was to him. How essential it was that she remain by his side.

			“Jesus, I’m so grateful you’re alive,” he croaked.

			Her face softened and she reached out and put her other hand over his. “You saved my life.”

			She looked so gorgeous to him laid out in the truck. Like they were lovers parked near a lake, watching a distant Fourth of July fireworks show, instead of two survivors stuck in a lifeless parking lot, surrounded by danger on all sides.

			He continued to stare at her, not caring if she knew how he felt. Adrenaline pumped hard through his veins. If Rachel were his woman, he’d fuck her now, right here, in the bed of the monster truck.

			But she wasn’t his woman. Could never be his woman. He fought against his instincts, willing his brain to take over for his body, but his brain appeared to be shutting down.

			“Thank you.” Her voice sounded throaty and dark, like Marilyn Monroe singing “Happy Birthday” to JFK.

			Fucking hell.

			Resistance was futile.

			Adam was staring at her lips, leaning into her and lowering his head. Like he was going to…to… Her heart beat like crazy. No. No way. Was he going to kiss her? It was impossible.

			Oh, wow. If only he would.

			His right hand cupped the back of her neck. Her breath caught in her throat.

			Oh. Dear. God.

			What was he doing?

			“What are you doing?” she squeaked.

			“This,” he said in a deep, raspy voice that gave her the chills.

			His lips crashed down, capturing her mouth in a breathless kiss. Urgent and hot. She put a hand against his chest, unsure for a moment.

			Was it Christmas? Her birthday? How could she be so damn lucky?

			His heart beat against her fingertips. She let go of her stiff surprise, melted into his embrace and burst into flame. She’d dreamt of this moment, and it played out just like her imagination, only better. His lips felt glorious. Warm, wet and perfect when fitted against her own. She loved the taste of him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and her fingers touched the soft, shorn hair at the back of Adam’s head. She arched against him, pressing her breasts as close as possible. He slid his tongue between her lips and she thought she’d die from the bliss. They moaned into each other’s mouths.

			He leaned her back into the truck and her head pillowed against her backpack. He lowered his massive body over hers, settling his hips gently between her legs. She whimpered. Digging large fingers into her hip, he hauled her pelvis against his. Oh my! Her body jolted. There was no way she could miss the massive hard-on pressed against her stomach. She wasn’t the only one consumed with desire, restless with lust. He wanted her as much as she wanted him. The knowledge shot heat straight between her thighs. Her hands went wild and made a beeline for the enormous penis cupped behind his jeans.

			Her breasts smashed against his hard chest, so close she felt the slight rise and fall of his breath. His pelvis cradled her hips and the fly of his jeans notched between her legs. A large hand cupped her ass.

			He groaned against her mouth.

			“Adam.” Suddenly, her big Marine had her pinned. She blinked as he pressed close and kissed her again, grinding his erection against her hips. 

			Never, never had any kiss she’d ever had compared to this.

			His lips continued to claim hers, his kiss deepening, more insistent and needy. The pleasure was almost unbearable. A hand moved up, about to cup her…

			Without warning, he tore his mouth from hers and jerked his head up. “What the fuck am I doing?” His angry tone echoed in the empty parking lot.

			Uh oh! Her whole body tensed like she’d been doused with a bucket of Alaskan water. Adam paused, rested his forehead against hers, ragged breaths bursting in and out of his chest. A hand came up and cupped her face, a finger traced her lips. Then he pulled back and stood up, frigid air replacing the warmth of his body.

			“Adam?” she whispered.

			He didn’t answer, just moved away and brushed past her. Excitement exploded along her skin at the slight contact.

			“Wait here,” he said, not making eye contact as he hopped over the side of the truck and onto the asphalt. “I’m going to get the Hummer. I’ll be right back.”

			Then he blew out of there faster than a summer storm. Left as if nothing had happened between them, as if nothing had changed.

			Rachel continued to lie there in shock for a moment, recovering from his kiss. But it had been more than that to her. It had seemed like they were in the midst of making love. She reached up and touched her kiss-swollen lips and tried to calm her racing pulse.

			Hold on.

			Her mouth tightened as indignant anger raced through her veins. She narrowed her eyes and banged a fist against the metal floor of the truck. This whole situation was ridiculous. There was no way he was getting away with this. He’d kissed her. Not the other way around. And he’d been as aroused as she was. There had been no mistaking the proof of that. Oh, no. That man wasn’t getting off so easy. He couldn’t just kiss and run. She deserved an explanation, even if she had to pry it out with a crowbar.

			She sat up and shoved her arms inside the straps of her backpack. Adam might think she was immature and weak, but he was in for a rude awakening today. Yep. A rude awakening.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Adam stalked over to the Hummer.

			He clenched his fists. Fuck.

			He’d just experienced the kiss to end all kisses, a kiss like none other—with Rachel. Rachel? The immature girl he’d vowed not to touch. Ever. He’d traveled with her for three days, spent every waking moment with her. He’d kept her safe, kept her fed and managed to keep his hands to himself. But the moment his lips had touched hers, he’d lost his ever lovin’ mind and practically fucked her in the back of a truck. How had he lost control like that?

			Damn, how could he have missed that perfect ass, those curves that didn’t stop? She fit against him perfectly, like a bullet into a chamber. He groaned. Just thinking of her made his dick hard. It didn’t help that he hadn’t had sex in months. Not since before his last deployment. Christ, the moment he’d touched her, he’d acted like a starving man devouring a Thanksgiving feast.

			Had she noticed his instant erection?

			Well, yes, she had.

			His lips tightened and he shook his head. He wasn’t ready for this. No matter how good she felt in his arms, how amazing she’d tasted as he’d kissed her, he still wasn’t going to start something with her—even if the world had ended and she was the only woman he’d seen alive. The moment they found other survivors, he needed to make sure she was linked up with others he trusted to take care of her, and when that happened, he would go. The last thing Rachel needed was a bastard like him sniffing around her heels.

			There was no way in hell she’d be able to handle his kink. His last girlfriend had left him for his cousin the moment she found out the extent of his needs, letting him know she wanted nothing to do with his silly kink. Fuck. He’d chew Rachel up and spit her out. His eyes narrowed as he deliberately shoved all thoughts of throwing Rachel on a king-size bed out of his mind. There were a million other life-and-death matters to attend to. His dick would have to wait.

			He got in the Hummer and threw the bag of guns back into its place of honor, behind the passenger seat within easy reach. He started the SUV and carefully pulled up alongside the bed of the monster truck, allowing Rachel to transfer back to safety. He stepped out to help her down, but she’d already scrambled to the ground and charged around the Hummer to the passenger door, eyes blazing, cheeks flushed.

			A corner of his mouth lifted. It looked like he was in for an earful.

			Regret flooded his system and a knot settled in his chest. He’d practically mauled this poor girl. Shit, he was out of control. What was it about her that caused him to lose it? At this rate, it was a matter of time before he’d have her on her knees, his cock in her mouth.

			He let out a heavy sigh, got back in the Hummer and pulled out of the rest stop and back onto the freeway. He needed to leave her alone, for her own good, but his eyes devoured her every movement. She usually acted like a girl who needed protection, not like a woman who wanted to be fucked.

			“What was that all about?” she asked.

			He couldn’t stop grinning. She might be young and naive, but she wasn’t a pushover. He knew he scared most women with his size and his no-shit attitude, but not Rachel. She gave back as good as she got.

			“Fuck if I know,” he replied.

			“You kissed me.”

			“Yeah, I was there, remember?” He kept his eyes on the road, navigating the Hummer through a narrow space left between two abandoned cars. He wasn’t lying, he really didn’t know why he’d kissed her when it was the last thing he should have done.

			“Adam? Why did you…” Her voice drifted off. She stopped and stared at him, cocked her head to one side, and he knew she saw right through him.

			Shit.

			Well, after the truck incident, how couldn’t she? He couldn’t hide his shameful lust any longer. He’d wanted her the moment his gaze had connected with hers on the freeway, despite the fact he didn’t know her and the world had ended, leaving behind a ghastly mess of decaying corpses. His dick had known what it wanted, and it wanted her.

			He glanced over at her. Her eyes warmed, heated. A Cheshire-cat smile spread across her face.

			Fuck. She had no idea what she was getting herself into. No fucking clue. And after spending several days with her, this wasn’t just about sex anymore. He liked this girl. Liked her a lot.

			He couldn’t hurt her.

			Adam tugged his fingers through his hair, hated how it felt, already longer than he liked. The change put him on edge. “Look, what happened in the truck, it was a mistake—”

			“A mistake?” She hesitated, looking confused. “You think kissing me was a mistake? That’s the story you’re going with?”

			“It shouldn’t have happened. You’re too young. You’re only nineteen, I’m sorry—”

			She put a hand up. “Don’t.” Her jaw clenched and her voice held a tight edge. “Don’t apologize. After you ran out of there as if the building were on fire, this shouldn’t be much of a shock, but…I don’t know…it is. How can you say that after how you acted a few minutes ago?”

			“I shouldn’t have touched you. I said I wouldn’t. That I was leaving you alone for your own protection. It was wrong. What I did, it was wrong.”

			A pained expression crossed her face. “You still think I’m some scared little girl, don’t you? Some victim you need to protect.”

			He didn’t say a word.

			She threw her hands up. “You do. Ugh. If only I’d kept my stupid mouth shut. Adam, we need to talk about this.”

			“You were abused and you’re a virgin. And you’re only nineteen. I’m thirty-two. I’m a goddamn old man compared to you. I’m sorry if I was leading you on before, but believe me, I’m doing this for your own good.”

			“Omigod, listen to yourself. That thing with my boyfriend, it happened months ago, I’ve moved on, okay? I’m not messed up. In fact, I’m damn proud that I’m not messed up anymore. I’m me. I’m fine. Well, except for the apocalypse—” she waved a hand for emphasis, “—but that would mess anyone up.”

			He watched her brush waves of thick reddish hair over her shoulder. His fingers itched to touch the soft curls. Always had. From day one.

			“And also,” she continued, “I’m not nineteen anymore. I’m twenty.”

			He gave her a sharp glance.

			“Yesterday was my birthday,” she explained.

			“What the fuck,” he shouted.

			“I didn’t want to tell you—”

			“Why wouldn’t you tell me it was your birthday? Remember our discussion, the one where you promised to not keep important shit to yourself? That’s important shit.”

			“Why did it matter? What, were you going to take me out? Get me a present? Invite anyone over? No.” She took a deep breath. “When everyone is dead and the world has ended, a birthday is just like any other dark and dreary day.”

			“I could have at least told you happy birthday. I could have at least done that,” he rasped.

			What the fuck.

			Adam stared at the road, his fingers white knuckled on the steering wheel. He was upset that she hadn’t told him, but also shaken up to find out she wasn’t nineteen, because, for some reason twenty sounded way the fuck better than nineteen.

			They were both quiet for a moment, both of them stewing over what had been revealed.

			“I just don’t understand,” she finally burst out. “The way you kissed me, the way you were looking at me a moment ago—”

			“Stop pushing this,” he growled. “Leave it alone. It was a mistake and it won’t happen again. There’s things about me you don’t know. It would never work between us. Trust me, we’re too different. Dammit,” he shouted, hit the brakes and banged the steering wheel.

			The road was blocked. He fucking hated it when that happened. He stepped out of the car and slammed the door behind him. Rachel got out and followed. They started working in tandem, both of them used to clearing obstructions on the road. It was an hourly occurrence on any road they traveled through. This time, they were lucky there weren’t any dead bodies about, only debris from an overturned truck. They worked quietly and made quick work of the mess.

			Rachel threw one of the last boxes that had littered the road into the back of the truck and turned to him. She hesitated before saying, “I know we’re different, of course we are. I mean, look at you—” she swept her hand up and down, gesturing to his whole body, “—and look at me, we’re….we’re opposites. You’re gorgeous, like the quarterback of the football team, and I’m the freshman geek girl hiding in the corner. I know that. But we’re the only two people left—”

			“What the hell are you talking about?” He shook his head as they both walked back toward the Hummer. Really. What the hell was she talking about? “There’s nothing wrong with you. You’re beautiful, Rachel. It’s me. Not you. And we’re not the only people left.” Why did she say that? He hated how she always assumed the worst. And he hated how she put herself down. He’d heard her say that shit before, talking about herself as if she thought she were ugly. It pissed him off. “There are more survivors out there. You said yourself there were at least a hundred thousand people immune to this virus, we need to find them. It’s just a matter of time. We’ll meet other people, and you’ll find someone else, someone who’s—”

			“Wait…what did you say earlier?” she interrupted, her hand touching her throat, her voice soft. “Did you say you…you…think I’m beautiful?”

			“Well, yeah, shit yeah, you’re gorgeous.”

			A tentative smile spread across her face, causing her eyes to sparkle bright blue. His chest started to ache.

			“There are other decent survivors out there,” he said roughly, trying to stay on topic.

			“But we haven’t found a single person alive since that group in Oxnard. I used to think we’d find lots of other people too. I thought we’d find groups, maybe whole communities of other survivors, but at this rate, I think we might need to drive all over the West Coast and Mexico, and we’d be lucky to find a handful of people. And maybe we won’t find anyone else at all because the survivors are clustered in Europe and we’re isolated here in North America. Anyway, even if we do find other men—” she paused, “—I’ve decided I don’t want someone else. I want you. And now I know you want me too.”

			“Christ, Rachel. You’re just saying that because you’ve been stuck with my sorry ass for three days now. I know all of my faults, and there are many. You think you want me because I’m all you know. ”

			She looked at him like he’d grown another head. “I know what I want, and I want you. What this all boils down to is you’re telling me you wouldn’t touch me even if I were the last woman on Earth.” She threw out a bitter laugh. “You know that’s usually a line? How screwed up is it that this time it’s actually true?”

			“Fucking A. That’s not true.”

			“If it’s not true, then the alternative is that you’re teasing me, playing mind games with me, or at the very least sending mixed messages.”

			Fuck this shit. He grabbed her upper arms and hauled her in close. Her eyes widened and her head tilted back as she looked up at him. “I don’t play games,” he ground out. “I said I’d keep you safe, even from me, and I meant it. Leave it alone.”

			“But you kissed me.”

			“Drop it. It was a mistake. It won’t happen again.”

			“Why?” she said, wide-eyed and innocent, proving again why he needed to leave her alone. “There’s just the two of us here. If I want this and you want this, what is stopping us from being together?”

			“Goddammit, you don’t understand. I can’t have you.” He let go of her, forcing himself to step back. Yeah, it was the end of the world. Yeah, Rachel was the only woman he’d met so far. But there would eventually be other women, worldly women, women he could share his kink with, his life with. He had to believe that.

			“Why? Why can’t you have me?” She placed a hand against his chest and looked deeply into his eyes. “Help me to understand, Adam. I don’t get it. It’s not like you were married and are mourning a loss. And there’s no one else around. We don’t have to worry about what people will say, because there’s no one left to judge. What is stopping this?”

			She was good. She should have been in sales. He was about to crack and give her what she wanted. How could he pull the plug on this? He needed to make her understand the consequences of what she was doing. She needed to see what she’d be in for if she decided to take on a man like him.

			“You want me? You want this?” he snarled.

			“Yes,” she whispered.

			“All right. Let me show you what that means.”

			Then he grabbed her arms and shoved her against the side of the Hummer.

			Holy crap.

			Adam had her pinned, trapping her body with his. He slapped his hand on the metal above her head. She jumped, startled by this sudden, menacing change in behavior.

			“You want to know why this will never work?” he asked in a dark, gravelly voice, his lips stroking her earlobe. She gave him a jerky nod. Her whole body seemed to melt as warmth rushed between her thighs.

			“If you push this,” Adam continued, “if you want more, you need to know what you’re getting into if you choose to be in my bed. This is who I am. You’ve got to know my expectations up front.”

			Her knees weakened. “Wh…what expectations?”

			He threaded his fingers through her hair, tightened his hand and jerked her head back, forcing her to look directly into his dark, probing eyes. Okay, that was a little scary. Despite her fear, her whole body seemed to melt. She watched his face turn hard. She trembled in his arms. Now she was beginning to understand what he’d been trying to tell her. He really had been holding back this whole time, hadn’t he? Trying to hide this part of himself, trying not to scare her.

			Oh shit.

			“I expect any woman I fuck to be ready for my directions,” he declared. Her breath hitched at his harsh tone. “I might want your mouth, your pussy or your ass, anytime, any day, and you’ll say yes. I call the shots. And sometimes I like it rough. I wouldn’t hurt you, but that doesn’t mean I would always be gentle when I’m fucking your pussy. And I might require you to take on another man’s dick while I watch. I’m not sure if that will happen, depends upon the men we meet in this new world. I’d never share you with someone I didn’t trust. And I would call the shots.” He placed his hand between her legs, cupped her mound. “Because this pussy would be mine, and I would decide what happens with it. Is this what you want, Rachel? If the answer is no, if you can’t handle this, you’d better back off right now.”

			He let go of her hair and pushed back slightly, letting her stand on her own. His eyes tracked her, glittering like chips of hard black rock.

			She gulped down breaths in an effort to remain quiet. Her stomach fluttered, squeezed with nervousness.

			Who was this man? Was this the same man she’d spent the last three days with? He seemed like someone entirely different. Wasn’t this what he’d been trying to tell her, that she didn’t really know him at all?

			And, yeah, she didn’t.

			“Is this what you want, Rachel? Voyeurism?”

			She didn’t say a word, didn’t answer, just swallowed hard, her heart hammering in her chest as she continued to look at him, stare at him, secretly ashamed. Ashamed because, no matter how fast her heart beat, how much she feared that look in his eyes, the fact remained that her panties were soaking wet and she wanted him desperately. She lifted her chin and continued to meet his gaze, refusing to look away, to show the fear that bubbled inside. She wasn’t a wimp, and she was starting to clue in she never had been.

			His eyes flashed, and she suspected he understood what her body wanted but her mouth was unable to say. A growl rumbled in his chest. Suddenly, she was pinned against the Hummer again, both her hands over her head caught in his iron grip. His lips dove into her neck. She sighed at the rush of delight that raced through her body. “Do you like this?” he asked as he licked her skin. “Is this what you want?”

			Her tummy clenched at his raw masculine power. Oh, yes, she did. All man, strong and sexy, muscles and brawn. She loved it. Loved every movement of his tall, bronzed body. A line of perspiration ran between her breasts. He pressed his erection against her stomach again, which sent red-hot signals to all her erogenous zones.

			Omigod. It was wonderful.

			Her mind snapped back to his list of requirements, to the idea of having sex with someone other than Adam, with Adam watching. He’d said that, hadn’t he? Along with all the other stuff, he’d said he wanted to watch while other men fucked her.

			Uh oh. Rachel tensed. Nervousness fluttered in her chest. Sexual energy drained away, her entire focus reverting to the idea of how she might be passed around like a sex toy. This gorgeous man was restraining her, in a way she found surprisingly hot, but all she could think about was what if he let every other man they met have sex with her? Suddenly, she wasn’t turned on so much anymore—like she’d been doused with another bucket of ice-cold Alaskan water.

			“Adam.” Fear finally bled into her voice. “I can’t. Please.” Air puffed in and out of her chest. She was completely freaked out.

			Adam cursed and instantly let go, stepping back.

			“Do you even know what you want?” he snapped. “I’m the only man you’ve seen alive since the end of the outbreak. Have you ever thought that maybe you want me because you’re desperate for connection, for companionship? That you’re lonely? Are you sure I’m the right man for you? Right now, you’ve got choice. This isn’t your thing, it doesn’t turn you on. You don’t want it that way, that’s fine. You’re a virgin, you’ve never had a man inside you before, and I haven’t fucked you yet, so if we meet other men and you want to leave and go with someone else, that’s your choice. But know this—” he pointed a finger at her, “—if you start something with me, that choice is gone. I don’t play. What’s mine is mine.”

			Her brain was so melted with sexual tension she wasn’t sure what to do, how to react. Part of her wanted to run away and hide, scared of him and what he was proposing. Part of her wanted to yell out, Hell yes, fuck me now! Both parts warred with each other, fighting for dominance.

			“Babe,” he whispered, his jaw a hard, firm line.

			What to say. What should she say? That kiss had been brilliant and he was hot as hell, but she still wasn’t sure if she wanted this. What man allowed other men to have sex with his girlfriend and enjoyed it?

			Adam. Adam did.

			She swallowed. “Can I think about it?”

			He froze. The light leeched out of his eyes. His hands dropped like weights.

			“Wait, I’m not saying no.” She grabbed his wrist and looked earnestly into his eyes. “I’ve never done anything like that before. I don’t know if that’s what I want.”

			He jerked away and took a step back. “Having to think about it means no. You needed to hear that, imagine what it would be like so you could decide. And now I know, you’re scared outta your fucking mind. You’ve made your choice. It’s better to know now, for both of us.”

			“Let me think about it. Let me figure out what to do, what I want.”

			“Rachel, you’re scared. I don’t do scared. I’ve been down that road before, and I won’t do it again. If you can’t stand the heat, you need to get out of the kitchen. You and I, we don’t suit. That’s what I was trying to tell you. We’re not right for each other. And this—” he gestured between the two of them, “—is not happening.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Adam snapped his fingers. “Hop to it, Rachel. I could use some help here.”

			Rachel disconnected from her daydream where Adam was a normal guy she’d met in college, maybe in Art Appreciation class, and blinked back to the harsh reality of her new life. The world had ended, and the ex-Marine sniper she was traveling with was on the ground, siphoning gas from an abandoned car.

			Typical day.

			She bent down and handed Mr. Bossy Pants an empty red plastic container and stepped clear. Thoughts swirled in her mind. Lately, she’d come to the stark realization that she’d been completely unprepared for this disaster. Completely unprepared. And it pissed her off.

			“Too bad we weren’t religious fanatics, preparing for the end of days,” she chatted. “Don’t you think that would have come in handy? Or even if I’d just been an overly cautious prepper, we could be living in a fully stocked bug-out shelter right now.”

			“Oh, fuck no,” Adam replied from under the minivan they’d found on Highway 99 with a full tank of gas. “I’m happy with you just the way you are. The last thing I need is to be saddled with a raving lunatic who thinks we brought the apocalypse on ourselves.” He patted the asphalt, tanned fingers groping for his screwdriver. “Goddammit. Where is it? Rachel? Hand me the—”

			“Here,” She slapped it into his hand with the efficiency of a surgical nurse. “You like me just the way I am? You don’t wish I were different?”

			“Huh?” The tool punctured the gas tank and fuel splashed into the container. “Yeah, I like you just the way you are. Why wouldn’t I?”

			Her mouth went dry. For the last few days, she’d taken that memory of how he’d told her she was beautiful and petted it, using it to get through each terrifying hour as they’d traveled through dead city after dead city. And now he was telling her he liked her just the way she was? Wow. She leaned back against the van, stunned. No one but her dad had ever thought about her that way. She’d been overweight since the age of eleven. Her first boyfriend at fifteen years old had summed up the general consensus—“If you lost weight, Rachel, you’d be beautiful.”

			That one still stung. And for some reason, she’d believed it. She’d always felt that losing weight would be the golden ticket to self-esteem. Sadly, she was learning it wasn’t. Dad had always said pride in yourself came from doing, not from the pretty exterior—not that she’d really believed him. Until now. Case in point—she objectified Adam on a daily basis—who wouldn’t?—but when it came right down to it, she admired him most for his tenacity, his hard work and his daily objectives.

			Her dad would’ve approved of Adam.

			Hmmm…so why wouldn’t Adam like her just the way she was? There were so many reasons. She picked the first one off the top of the pile. “You could not like me because I told you I hate guns and I can’t shoot.”

			Not being able to fire a handgun hadn’t mattered one bit during her old life in San Diego. But now? It mattered. It mattered a lot. Like when those dogs had chased her at the rest stop. If she’d been packing, she could have taken care of herself. Instead, she’d had to rely on Adam to save her, which was just embarrassing. She liked to think that she could take care of herself. But could she? Probably not.

			The gas continued to drain and Adam remained silent. Her heart squeezed. What the hell was taking him so long to answer?

			“I said I’ll teach you how to shoot,” he finally ground out. She rolled her eyes and shook her head. That wasn’t going to happen—unless he made sure she was drunk or heavily sedated. He’d already tried to teach her twice, both times embarrassing fiascos.

			“No, thanks, I’ll stick with the pepper spray you gave me.”

			He snorted and reached out for the other receptacle. She kicked it closer and he dragged it under the vehicle. “And anyway, the main reason I don’t want you to change is because I think you’re funny,” he said. “I like your sense of humor. If you changed, that would change too.”

			Her brows shot up. “You think I’m funny?”

			Talking to two long legs wasn’t working. They were good legs, with muscular thighs as thick as tree trunks and jeans cupping his pelvis in all the right places. But she needed to see his eyes to really know what he was thinking.

			“Yes. You’re a laugh a minute,” he said in monotone. “Here, pull these out.” Two heavy containers sloshing with fuel appeared.

			She grimaced. Why was he always ruining their moments and pushing her away and not giving her a chance to think?

			Goddammit.

			Perspiration rolled down the back of her neck. She dragged the tubs out of the way. Adam scooted out from under the car and stood. His lean, bronzed body towered over her like a pro basketball player. Her blood heated and her heart hammered. Again. He was so handsome. She literally had to glance away sometimes, because it was like trying to look directly into the sun.

			He smiled down at her. She gulped. His eyes sparkled, actually sparkled and turned into a warm hazelnut brown, the corners crinkling. His perfect white teeth made an appearance between full lips. The scar that ran down the side of his face curved up at the corner of his mouth. She wanted so badly to trace the line with the tip of her finger.

			Underneath the bossiness and the dominance was a soft marshmallow core. A heart of gold. And after her ex-boyfriend—the asshole who beat her up—being with a man who respected her wishes to the point where he pushed her away because he thought he wouldn’t be good for her… Well, as weird as it sounded, it made Adam even more desirable.

			Her face heated up. She jerked away and pretended to examine the van, not wanting Adam to know she’d turned into a desperate groupie. But how could she not? Those first days she’d been holding her own, admiring him from afar, maintaining their co-worker relationship as they drove from city to city, surprisingly okay with it. But everything had changed after that kiss. That kiss. She was living in isolation with a man she lusted after, a man she admired, a man who’d kissed her within an inch of her life and then yanked the passion away. Poof, as if it never happened.

			It was almost mean.

			She was seriously rethinking her words from three days ago. She often replayed his touch and what he’d said to her, and now that she’d had time to process, it didn’t sound quite so scary. In fact, it was starting to sound pretty darn good. Being told what to do and having all control taken away? Maybe if the man you were with knew what he was doing? Maybe she’d be willing to try it out with a man she trusted.

			And what he’d said about other men…did that mean one man or many? She didn’t know what he’d meant by that. Maybe she just needed to ask, get clarification, but she had no idea how to start a conversation like that with him. Hey Adam, do you plan on passing me around to every guy we meet? Yeah, she couldn’t pry the embarrassing question out of her mouth.

			She couldn’t forget how turned on she’d been while caught in Adam’s arms, his aggressive words in her ear sending a pool of wet between her thighs. Rachel smiled to herself, imaging Adam’s hand on her ass. Spanking her ass? Her belly fluttered again and her body heated up.

			Please, Adam, spank me.

			Wow, she was learning all kinds of new things about herself these days, wasn’t she? Learning she could take care of herself. That she wanted to learn how to take care of herself. Learning that in this story, she didn’t want to be the heroine who stood by the side, screaming while the hero rescued her. She was becoming completely different from the shy, insecure girl she’d been a few months ago.

			All those episodes of Sex and the City were starting to make sense.

			She chuckled.

			“What’s so funny?” Adam asked.

			She glanced at him and bit her lip. “Oh, nothing.”

			God, she needed him. Wanted to sleep in the same bed with him, run her fingers across his ripped torso, to kiss and explore. To wake up in the morning with his warm body pressed against hers. Her breath caught. Heaven. They could talk about their plans. Figure out what to do next while cuddling together in a sleeping bag or in a big hotel bed. She was tired of sleeping alone, lying lonely at night, scared out of her mind, wishing Adam were next to her, not in another room or a separate tent, but next to her, holding her close.

			His words floated back through her brain. “I don’t play. What’s mine is mine.” She shivered. Caught again on that razor edge between fear and desire. It sounded so final. If she started something with Adam she had to be sure, because if they met other survivors, other men, she would still be his, no going back.

			Rachel chewed her lip. Did she want to have a man who possibly allowed other men into their bed? She twirled a lock of her long, auburn hair. Maybe.

			He’d said not one word about the day he’d told her of his sexual preferences, pretending it never happened, reverting back to their previous arrangement—treating her again like a co-worker or a kid sister, and she hated it. No, she detested it. At least before, she hadn’t known what she was missing. Now she did.

			Rachel turned back around to face him, trying to hide her frown. Today, she had Dr. Jekyll, safe and protective. Two days ago, Mr. Hyde. The crazy part was she wasn’t sure which one she preferred.

			Adam shook his head and wiped his hands on the front of his jeans. “We’ve got fifteen gallons of gas stored in the back. I’m going to fill the tank up with this and then we’re hitting the road and driving to Fresno.” He picked up the plastic containers as if they were toys and strode over to the Hummer.

			“Why are we going there?” she said from behind him, trying to ignore how freaking hot he looked lugging gasoline as if it were light as air.

			He didn’t slow down. “Because we haven’t searched that area yet.”

			“You know, at this rate, we’ll have made a complete circle.” In the last three days, they’d left the Bay Area, searched Northern California—as best they could, considering it was only the two of them searching such an immense area—and driven down through Sacramento, heading south through the central valley of California.

			It was exhausting.

			She just wanted to stay in one place and sleep for two days straight.

			“Exactly,” he said as he began pouring gas into their vehicle. “We’ll end up in Bakersfield.”

			“And then what?”

			He shrugged. “I don’t know. You have any ideas?”

			She opened her mouth then snapped it shut, shocked that he’d actually asked her opinion. A goofy smile tugged at her lips as warmth spread across her chest. He usually told her what to do, not the other way around. “As a matter of fact, I do. I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of drifting around like nomads.”

			He scowled. “We’re not drifting. We’re systematically searching for survivors.”

			“That’s great, but it’s time to stop searching and find somewhere to live.” She braced for his disapproval. Lieutenant Sanchez was essentially a nice man, but oh, he could be stubborn. My way or the highway. “You’ll still have your radio. Let them find us from now on.”

			“It’s only been six days since you and I met and we started looking. We can’t give up yet. There are other survivors out there. What if someone is in trouble and needs our help?”

			“We wouldn’t be giving up. We’d be creating a home base. You can broadcast from there and keep searching.”

			She’d planned this speech for two whole days now, writing and rewriting it in her head, countering each of his possible arguments. She sucked in a deep breath and gestured to the rows of white buckets peeking out from the back of the Hummer. “Thank you for finding that emergency food and those boxes of MREs, but really, anything with a twenty-five-year shelf life is just a step up from those disgusting PowerBars you eat. I need real food. Perishables, like fruits and vegetables. You can only get those when you settle down somewhere and grow them. Like on a farm.” She paused.

			Adam kept his head down as he continued to fill the gas tank. “I’m listening,” he said. “Go on.”

			“We haven’t found anywhere with electricity since Gilroy, and you know, planning for the power to go out and having it actually happen are two separate things. We need to find somewhere with solar and wind power because I’m not Amish.”

			He laughed. “Good point. Neither am I.”

			“Look, I think it’s important for us to start thinking ahead and planning for long-term survival. How about we go to a library and research someplace to live? I’m sure we’ll discover a farm that’s built off the grid with its own power and underground well. If the animals were free range, they might still be alive because they didn’t need to rely on feed to survive.”

			“You’re right.” His voice held a hint of surprise as he secured the gas cap.

			She chose not to be offended by his latent discovery of her intelligence. After all, she was surprised too. Since when did she have an interest in farming?

			Uh, never.

			“I learned it from all those books I’ve been reading. I’ve been teaching myself about this.”

			Adam snorted. She knew he hated the books she’d been collecting from bookstores and libraries, piling up in the Hummer, taking up valuable space. “Hey, we need to educate ourselves. I’ve been learning and I’m ready to live the subsistence life on a farm. I think it would be good for us, and we can find someplace close enough to a city so we could still scavenge for supplies.”

			He met her gaze. “I agree,” he announced.

			“You do?” She blew out a breath. “Good.”

			A cold wind kicked up and floated a strand of hair across her face. She shivered and buttoned her cardigan.

			“How about we use the library at Fresno State tomorrow? My cousin graduated from there, so I’m familiar with the campus,” he told her.

			“A university library? That’s perfect.”

			“No matter what, I’m not giving up,” her powerful, proud Marine declared. “I’m going to continue searching for survivors. I have to know if there are other people out there.”

			She smiled at him. “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.”

			Thunder rumbled in the distance and the sky dimmed as dark gray clouds gathered above. Rachel looked up and a drop of rain hit her chin. Damn. Where had those clouds come from? It was late afternoon, but now it looked like evening.

			Adam’s brow crinkled. “Forget driving to Fresno, we’ll sleep here tonight and leave in the morning. We can make camp in that almond orchard over there,” he pointed to the west, on the opposite side of the highway.

			He picked up the empty containers and walked to the rear of the Hummer. She turned into the wind and examined the terrain. It smelled fresh, like flowers and soil. In front of her was a panoramic view of flat land lined with vineyards and blossoming orchards stretching out on either side of the highway, topped by a dark, bleak horizon, heavy with moisture. Here it was easy to forget that anything had changed. Mother Nature went on, unconcerned that all the humans had left.

			“Goddammit!” Adam burst out.

			Rachel whipped around, her breath caught in her throat. The rear of their Hummer was open and she glimpsed a small raccoon racing away on tiny hands.

			A raccoon? “Oh, no.” She imagined that animal had stowed away, silently snacking behind their backs, riffling through their food and touching, eating their belongings. Yuck. “How long were we riding with a wild animal in the car? Do you think it got in with us at Turlock?”

			He ignored her question and rummaged through their supplies with quick, jerky movements. A bag fell over and cans tumbled to the ground. A poetic chain of cuss words rushed out of his mouth—mostly centered around, “Fucking raccoons.”

			“Adam? My Pop-Tarts…?” Her voice trembled.

			“Shit.” He turned around. His eyes glittered dangerously. “That fucking raccoon ate all of my PowerBars.” He held up an empty box with a torn cover. “Every single one. It didn’t touch your precious Pop-Tarts even though they were in the same bag. What the hell?” Furious, he threw the box down.

			She covered her mouth to hide her smile. It wasn’t funny. Really, it wasn’t.

			Something must have caught Adam’s eye, because he reached into the far back storage area of the Hummer. “Fuck,” he shouted.

			Her hand dropped. “What?”

			He groaned and held a shredded piece of green nylon fabric with a white knuckled grip. “That goddamn raccoon ruined my tent. Tore it to shreds.” His voice sounded deadly, as if every raccoon needed to fear for its life. She watched a muscle work in his jaw as he fought for control. He looked up at the dense, black clouds gathering above and then cut her a glance. “It looks like you’ll have to share your tent with me tonight.”

			She forced herself to remain stoic, but inside she quivered like a schoolgirl at a boy-band concert. “Oh, darn,” she whispered. “However will I survive the inconvenience?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Adam hesitated. He flipped back the hood of his windbreaker, rubbed at his damp hair and inspected the darkness one last time. Rachel’s tent glowed from within, their lanterns providing enough light to illuminate the interior of the shelter and the surrounding orchard. Cold spring rain hummed against the treetops above, filtering to a gentle mist down below.

			The site was as secure as it was going to get. No more excuses. Time to go in.

			A heavy lump settled in his stomach. Why the hell did that raccoon have to go and ruin his fucking tent? On a rainy night? If the weather were decent, he’d sleep under the stars as he’d done so many times before. But tonight? Tonight, there was no escaping the inevitable.

			He flicked off his flashlight, unzipped the flap and crouched through the entrance.

			Rachel glanced up at him with overly bright eyes and a pale face. A light dusting of freckles on her nose and cheeks. Like always, totally fucking cute.

			“This place freaks me out. I don’t like it here,” she said.

			“Why?”

			She appeared fragile in her baggy-ass gray sweats that left her figure to the imagination. Why did she always dress in clothes as sexless as the regulation crap female soldiers wore? Three days ago, he’d held her in his arms, and he knew exactly what was hiding underneath—a secret sexual package, waiting to be unwrapped.

			By him?

			Shit. Not by him. Never by him.

			Rachel toyed with the charm on her necklace and chewed her lower lip. “It’s the trees. They’re creeping me out.”

			He tore his gaze away from her mouth and tugged off his jacket.

			No sex. No sex. She was scared of him and she’d said no. And no meant no.

			“Think of them as a protective barrier that nothing can get past,” he huffed as he wedged onto his sleeping bag and punched his pillow. Damn, this was going to be tight. Maybe he should sleep in the Hummer?

			She turned around and dug into her backpack. “They’re spooky, like a haunted forest.”

			Shiny auburn hair cascaded down her back. This close, he could smell it, fresh, like the fruity shampoo she’d used that morning while taking a cold shower in Sacramento. His throat constricted. Holy shit. He reached out a hand to touch her hair and jerked it back. All he wanted was to bend her over, fuck her from behind and bury his face in those waves.

			He dug his fingers into his palms. Jesus, what the hell was wrong with him? Yeah, she was cute. Yeah, he enjoyed her company and she was easy to get along with. But damn, he knew all the reasons she was off-limits. So he needed to keep his fucking hands to himself.

			Right?

			“There are no zombies here,” he reminded her.

			She turned to face him. Her blue eyes softened, fear replaced with humor. Exactly the reaction he’d been fishing for. She worried too much.

			“And anyway, even if this new world did turn into a zombie movie,” she said, pointing to his duffle bag full of weapons, “you’ll always have your guns, right?”

			He grinned, tucked his arms behind his head and stretched his legs out. “Damn straight.”

			She flashed him a brilliant smile. “Good thing I got left behind with a man who’s a cross between the Terminator and Benjamin Bratt, makes life much simpler that way, especially if we’re ever stuck in a zombie apocalypse.”

			“Benjamin Bratt?” he repeated. He’d heard every one of her Schwarzenegger jokes, but this one was new. His shoulders shook with laughter. Shit, she cracked him up.

			“I love old movies and shows, like from the eighties and nineties. My friends always teased me about how I relate everything in life to a something I’ve watched. I can’t help it.”

			 “I’ve noticed. Benjamin Bratt,” he said again. “Well, lucky for you, I decided to join the Marines and didn’t follow through with my original plans of becoming a Chippendale stripper,” he joked. “What use would I be then?”

			“A stripper?” She laughed. “Were you really going to be a stripper?”

			“No comment.”

			She held up her pointer finger and waved it at him. “Hey, those male strippers are strong and gorgeous. Eye candy isn’t a bad thing. Never underestimate the power of eye candy.”

			“What use would eye candy be right now when we’re trying to survive in a world straight out of a fucking horror movie?”

			She looked at him like he was a complete idiot. “Adam. Hello? You’ve been eye candy since the day we met, and look how useful you’ve been.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “Really? I’ve been eye candy since the day we met?”

			“Uh, yeah.” He saw the moment she took in the meaning of her own words. Her eyes widened and her cheeks flushed. She turned away and picked up her brush.

			“Rachel.”

			“Did you try the radio again today?” she asked too quickly.

			He grinned. “So I take it we’re done talking about eye candy?”

			She glared at him and started brushing her hair.

			“I don’t mind being eye candy.”

			No response. He could hear crickets chirping outside.

			“Or being compared to Schwarzenegger,” he tried again.

			“Stop it.”

			“Or Benjamin Bratt.”

			She didn’t answer, her lips a thin straight line.

			He sighed. Game over. “Yes, I checked the radio first thing this morning, while you were sleeping.”

			“Let me guess. Nothing?”

			“Yeah. Nothing.” Adam ground his teeth. “Why can’t someone out there figure out how to turn on a goddamn radio? It isn’t rocket science. Before the end there were at least seven hundred thousand ham radio users in the United States. Where are they now?” He rubbed his face with both hands. “Jesus H. Christ, how is it possible that we’re the only two people immune to this fucking virus and still alive? Us and that group of assholes in Oxnard. That can’t be it. You said those mad scientists discovered that hundreds of thousands of people worldwide had this same immunity. Where are they?”

			Rachel put her brush down and secured her hair into a ponytail. Her eyes grew distant, like she was lost in the past. “I still can’t believe this started only eight weeks ago. And now it’s just us. Just you and I. It’s bizarre. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to living on an empty planet.”

			He nodded in response.

			Rachel tagged him with haunted eyes that saw too much. “What were you doing eight weeks ago?”

			“Eight weeks ago?” he muttered.

			“Yeah, what were you doing, where were you when the virus started? Were you still stationed in Afghanistan?”

			Something pressed against his chest, making it harder to breathe. Eight weeks ago? He stayed where he was, hands behind his head. “Eight weeks ago, my unit raided an insurgent camp in the Helmand province.”

			“In Afghanistan?” She sat cross-legged, eyes glued to him. “So you were there when the virus started. I’ve been curious about your life as a Marine. You don’t talk about it much.”

			He grunted. “Because the shit I saw downrange makes this end-of-the-world crap look like a cakewalk.” He sucked in a deep breath and forced the words out. “My last deployment was the longest, and the worst. The insurgents got smart and planted suicide bombers in the Afghanistan military. That way they could be assured of a higher casualty rate.” His gaze locked with hers. “Those bastards were willing to murder anyone to get what they wanted, civilians, even children.”

			Her lips parted. “Oh no. What happened?”

			“We were raiding a camp when one of the Afghan soldiers blew up. Just fucking blew up in the middle of a firefight while standing side by side with our men.” His muscles tightened and his gut twisted. “We lost Lowell that day.”

			“Lowell?” Her gaze searched his face. “He was your friend?”

			“Yeah.” Friend. Brother. His chest burned and fire raced up and squeezed his throat as painful memories flooded back in, memories he’d kept locked away and had refused to touch until now. “Helluva soldier. We’d started out as enlisted men, went through hell together over the years. That was our second deployment together. He was set to start sniper training in the fall.”

			“Weren’t you a sniper?”

			Adam nodded. “I watched the whole mess through my scope, supporting the troops from a hilltop position. The blast shook the earth.” His heart slammed against his chest. “One moment Lowell was there, the next he wasn’t. When you’re that close to the kill zone, you don’t stand a chance in hell of making it out alive.”

			She reached over and placed a hand on his forearm. “I’m sorry, Adam, that must have been terrible.”

			He gave her a curt nod, wasn’t sure why he was even telling her this but he couldn’t seem to stop. “Only a few pieces of his body were ever recovered. They put them in his casket and sent it home for burial. He died thinking he was protecting his family, his country. I’m glad he didn’t see what happened next. Didn’t have to watch everyone die, helpless to stop it, knowing there was nothing he could do. He was able to die a hero, and not from a fucking virus.”

			Neither of them spoke for a minute, until she said quietly, “Do you ever wonder if by surviving, we’re the ones who got the raw deal?” She met his gaze, her eyes bright, her voice a flat monotone. “My sister and I used to like watching disaster movies together. I remember her joking around once, saying that if aliens attacked the Earth or something, and the world was destroyed, she wanted to be in the initial blast zone. The first one killed, quick and painless, because she said she knew she was too soft to handle living in the aftermath. She didn’t want to deal with struggling for survival.”

			“Did she get her wish?”

			Her eyes dropped to her hands. “Yeah, actually she did. Krissy was the first one in our family infected, after that she went fast.”

			“Good for her. She was one of the lucky ones. I saw one poor bastard take a week to die.”

			“I know.” Rachel took a deep breath. “But was she right? Is it better to have died than to be alive struggling for survival?”

			He frowned, suddenly irritated. Who did she think he was? Dr. Phil? She always had some philosophical question up her sleeve that he wasn’t prepared to answer. And was she trying to compare the death of her sister to how Lowell died? “I don’t fucking know,” he said, his voice sharp.

			A flash of pain washed across her face. “Okay, sorry I bugged you. Let’s drop it.” She turned away.

			Shit. He could be an asshole sometimes.

			“Rachel—”

			“Never mind.” She cut him off and moved quickly, twisting her torso to grab a blanket. He caught a hint of generous breast and a luscious nipple outlined against the material of her shirt. He squeezed his eyes shut and tightened his lips. Did she understand the torture she was putting him through? This damn abstinence was making him irritable, and he was starting to take it out on her. Dammit. He rubbed his face with one hand. If I fuck her, I’ll scare her. Shit, he’d scared her enough simply talking to her about sex.

			“Adam? Did you hear me?” Her sweet voice dragged him back.

			He blinked. “Huh?”

			“Do you mind if I turn off the light and go to sleep?”

			“Yeah, sure. That’s fine.”

			He tugged off his boots, turned off the lanterns, and they both slid into their sleeping bags. The comforting white noise of fresh rain continued outside, unabated. Two whole minutes of blissful quiet, then Rachel began tossing and turning. She brushed against his side with sexy little sighs, her sleeping bag bumping against his in the tight confines of the tent, each touch a blow to his composure. His body temperature rose. He prayed for restraint.

			He heard her sit up. “What are you doing?” he asked.

			“I’m, um, taking off my shirt, I’m burning up in this sweatshirt.”

			Taking off her shirt?

			What the hell?

			His body reminded him that since it was the end of the world, there might not be much fucking going on, so he’d better get it now while the getting was good. His brain said no, no, no.

			He reached up and rubbed his face again, harder, with both hands and blew out the breath he’d been holding. He was starting to crack again. How much of this could a man be expected to take? He’d kissed her already. Knew how wild she turned at his touch. Maybe it was a good thing she was a virgin. He could train her. What harm would there be if he tried again?

			So he liked to dominate, so he enjoyed calling the shots while watching his woman fucked by other men. What the hell was wrong with that?

			He glanced at Rachel’s dark shape, on her side in the sleeping bag. Without her shirt on. Was she still wearing a bra? His cock hardened in his pants. The world had turned into a giant pile of rotting corpses and all he could think about was having sex with this girl—despite the fact he knew it was wrong. Each day, the urge seemed to grow worse. He wanted her in his arms and his cock in her mouth. Wanted to know what she sounded like as he made her come. His jaw tightened.

			“Adam?” Rachel whispered, her voice ragged. “I can’t sleep. I’m scared.”

			Ah, fuck. He rolled onto his back and raised an arm out in invitation. “Come here,” he sighed. And he loved having her near, he admitted to himself. Loved her voice, her jokes, her smiles, her chatter. All of it. They got along great. They fought, but they made up. She was interesting to talk to, the conversation flowed easily, or if they were both quiet, it wasn’t testy. He was damn lucky to have been paired with Rachel. Damn lucky.

			She was on him like Velcro. His arm went around her. She tucked her head into the crook of his arm and exhaled. Two fluffy sleeping bags separated their bodies. The dark hid his inappropriate erection.

			He could do this.

			His chin rested on her hair. Her scent filled his lungs and calmed his tense muscles. “Go to sleep,” he whispered, his arm tight around her shoulders. “I’ve got you.”

			* * * * *

			Adam awoke startled. Thunder crashed overhead with a deep metallic clang. His heartbeat thumped in his ears as his mind flashed back to mornings on duty, waking up in dirt to rapid gunfire and men screaming in agony. He rubbed his eyes, roused his fuzzy brain and refocused.

			Where the fuck am I?

			California.

			The world had ended and he was living in California.

			Right.

			The heavens opened and rain drummed overhead like an army stampeding across a field. His eyes adjusted to the darkness. He’d fallen asleep with Rachel in his arms. She clung to him, like a branch in the middle of a raging river, her face buried in his torso. A wave of tenderness burned through his chest, causing his hand to move of its own volition. Slowly, he slid a finger along the skin of her cheek, testing the warmth, the texture, the grace.

			She stirred. He dropped his hand.

			“You all right?” he asked, his voice rough with sleep.

			“No,” she answered. She sucked in a breath, pushed back and sat up. “I’m sorry. The thunder was so close and so loud, it scared me, woke me up. Jeez, what’s wrong with this tent? I was so hot before, now I’m cold again.”

			Adam could hardly see her in the dark. What time was it? He got on his knees. Needed to check and make sure water hadn’t leaked inside the tent.

			“Just give me a second,” she said. “I need to get my—wait don’t turn on the light!”

			Too late. He’d already flicked the switch.

			The lantern lit the interior. He blinked and his eyes zeroed in on a set of full, perfect breasts seductively cupped in a red satin bra. A fucking red satin bra. He froze like a prisoner caught in a search light. Rachel was sitting up, shirtless, the blue sleeping bag bunched around her waist, hair free and flowing over her shoulders, innocently seductive in a bra that pushed up her full breasts and barely covered her nipples.

			Jesus fucking Christ.

			A wave of pure white-hot lust slammed through his body. Her breasts were stunning. Perfect size. Perfect shape. Her whole torso was perfect. Like a goddamn Victoria’s Secret model. She had the kind of breasts that made a man fall to his knees in worship. He itched to touch them, to tear off that fucking scrap of fabric and suck, lick and nip, all night long.

			“Rachel, your tits.” His voice was hoarse. “Perfect…they’re perfect.”

			There was no way he was keeping his hands off her now. No way in hell.

			Fuck the consequences.

			Her nostrils flared and her lips formed a straight line. She grabbed the gray sweatshirt she’d been reaching for and quickly tugged it over her head. A total eclipse of the sun. “Stop it. That’s not funny.” Her voice cracked. “Turn the light off. We need to go back to sleep.”

			“Sleep?” His throat tightened and his fists clenched. “I can’t sleep now. Why have you been hiding those perfect tits from me?” Adam’s mind flashed to the parade of baggy T-shirts she’d sported since he’d met her. And meanwhile, this—this—had been hidden underneath?

			“Stop it.” She hissed and crossed her arms over her chest. “What kind of question is that? On what planet would I be showing you my breasts? You’re the one who said nothing was going to happen between us. Remember?” Her brow furrowed and she sucked in a breath. “And stop saying that. Are you making fun of me? Because if you are, it’s…it’s mean.”

			“Making fun of you? Why would I be making fun of you? I’m trying to tell you—”

			“Cut it out, don’t try and deny it. I know what I look like, and I don’t need you to rub it in. You’re acting like a jerk. Turn the light off.”

			“Rachel, you’re—”

			“Turn, the light off!” she shouted.

			He switched it off.

			Goddammit. She thought a compliment was a twisted joke? How could this woman with the stunning figure question herself to the point where she thought he was making fun of her? How many assholes had she dated?

			Fuck that shit.

			“Rachel,” his voice snapped with authority. “Come here.”

			“Why? What is this, some sick joke you’ll laugh about later?”

			“No. I’m going to prove to you that I’m serious. Now take off that sweatshirt.”

			“What? That’s crazy talk. I’m not—”

			“Take it off now or I’ll take it off for you. I’m counting to three.”

			“You can just forget it, I’m not going to take—”

			“One.”

			“But—”

			“Two.” He started to lean toward her.

			“Fine! Fine. I’ll do it. But only if you keep the lights off,” she warned. “And no more comments about my…my breasts. We’ll just go back to sleep, okay?”

			“Take the fucking shirt off.”

			He could see the outline of her shape as she yanked off the sweatshirt and threw it to the ground. “Happy?” she said with a shaky voice.

			“The goddamn light is off and you aren’t naked yet, how in the hell could I be happy?” he clipped. “Take. The bra off too.”

			He heard her sharp intake of breath. “Why? What are you going to do?”

			“What do you think?”

			“I don’t know,” she croaked. “You’re confusing me.” The tent went quiet. Rain continued to drum overhead. He stared at her shadowy figure, could almost hear the wheels turning in her head.

			“Babe, you need to trust me,” he said gently.

			“Trust you?” she shot back. “I don’t get you. You run hot one second and cold the next. You’re the one who decided I’m a scared little girl, a virgin who can’t handle your manly urges. You’re the one who decided that nothing is going to happen between us. And now you’re ordering me to strip for you. Are you kidding me? I can’t keep up.”

			He smiled. She had a point. He reached out, slid his hands around her upper arms and dragged her in close. She gasped, but all he cared about was that once again, those glorious breasts, that silky soft skin, were up close and personal.

			“I’ve changed my mind,” he told her.

			Her body jerked with shock. “Changed your mind? Uh, are you saying…are you saying that you’re? We’re…?”

			Sexual tension was thick in the air; the thought of sex, the scent, the feel of it all so close. It clouded his mind. “Yes, I’m saying I’m going to take care of that virginity for you, babe. Right now.”

			“You are?”

			“Yes.”

			He found one strap in the dark, pulled it down, and then the other. He reached around and unhooked her bra.

			“Three days ago, you told me if I couldn’t stand the heat, I needed to get out of the kitchen,” she reminded him. “And then you threw me out of the kitchen. Why do you want me now and not then? What changed?”

			He swept his fingers over her nipples through the thin fabric at the top of her bra. Her breath stuttered. He bent and pressed his lips to her ear. “This, this is what happened.” He let the bra fall and cupped her breasts in his hands. “Unfortunately for you, I’m a breast man.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			“But—”

			“I still think you’d be better off without me as your lover, but, sweetheart, the time for choice is past. After tonight, you’re mine. I’m going to worship your tits. Lick, suck and pinch your nipples as long as it takes, my cock pounding in your pussy, until you come so hard you scream my name.”

			“Omigod.” She exhaled.

			“Then I’m going to do things to you that used to be outlawed in most states. You want me, Rachel? Well, tonight you’re going to get me. All of me.”

			Was this real? Was she dreaming?

			Rachel’s whole body quivered. He was so confident, so sure of himself. Like Babe Ruth pointing and calling an out-of-the-park homerun before he’d even picked up the bat.

			“Keep your arms and hands down,” he ordered. She did as he said, caught by his magnetism, his sex appeal, his charm, and oh dear God, that body, that body that was about to be on top of hers. That body she’d watched intently, wishing she could touch, wanting to run her hands over all those hard muscles. She swallowed. Her skin tingled as heat rushed between her thighs.

			But a thread of fear appeared, a blot in the back of her brain. Was she happy she’d agreed to this, or was she scared? She wasn’t sure, maybe a bit of both. She didn’t know what she was doing. Adam was experienced, and she wasn’t. What if she did something wrong? What if she accidentally angered him? What if she wanted to stop, how would Adam react to hearing no? The what-ifs began to multiply. “Adam.” Her voice quivered with anxiety.

			He laced his fingers through hers and kissed the top of her hand. “I’ve got this,” he whispered. “Forget that other asshole,” he said as if he’d read her mind. “Whatever he did, this will be nothing like that. You hear me, Rachel? Nothing like that.”

			She took a deep breath, and forced herself to relax. “I know,” she answered. And she did, she did know. Something essential settled inside of her and she let it all go, gave it up to Adam and instantly felt lighter, like she’d dropped ten pounds.

			He unlaced his hand and cupped her cheek. She closed her eyes and leaned into it. “Listen to me,” he said in a smooth, deep voice that brooked absolutely no disobedience. “Tonight, in this bed, you’ll follow my orders and do as I say. Understood?”

			She nodded against his palm, surprised this wasn’t freaking her out. “I can do that,” she answered in a small voice. The lights were still off and she was comfortable knowing he couldn’t see her in the dark. Comfortable knowing he wanted her, and this was going to happen, right now. She was finally going to let loose and allow a man to make love to her.

			Unbelievable.

			Most of all, she was happy that man was Adam. She trusted him. She’d only known him for six days. Six measly days, but in that time she’d already bared her soul to him, grown closer to him than any man she’d ever known. It made sense he would be her first.

			She didn’t know what tonight would mean for their future and she refused to dwell on it and try to plan ahead. This new life was all about living in the moment. Grabbing what you could and holding on.

			He rubbed his thumb against her jaw and kissed her. A kiss like the one before, again like their lives depended upon it. His tongue swept inside her mouth, sending a jolt of electricity rushing throughout her body. Then he pulled back, paused as if he were hanging on the edge of a precipice, and slid his nose along hers.

			Beautiful.

			He cupped one breast, bent down and licked the underside. A moan tore from her lips. She swayed against him.

			“I need easy access to these gorgeous tits. Tomorrow, you’re wearing different clothes.” He cupped both breasts, raking her hardened nipples with this thumbs. Electricity shot straight to her clit. Her head fell back and she groaned with delight.

			“Okay. Tomorrow.”

			He lowered his head and proceeded to do everything he’d threatened before.

			He began to slowly torture her, circled her navel with his fingers and trailed up to underneath her breasts again. She sucked in a breath, trying to remain still, letting him do what he wanted. He seemed to love touching her torso, filling his hands with her breasts. His mouth descended and his tongue slowly, so slowly, licked across one contracted nipple. A shiver ran up her spine at the erotic intimacy. He opened his mouth and covered it, tugged. At the same time, he claimed her other nipple with a pinch that was nearly painful. She bit back a cry as powerful sensations shot to her womb. Rachel let go of her inhibitions and clutched his head, arching her back, trying her best to crawl right inside of him.

			“Please,” she sobbed. “I need to—”

			“Hands down,” he commanded, his voice scarily hard.

			She blinked rapidly, dropping her arms to her sides.

			He lifted his head. “This time, I do all of the touching. You are not allowed to touch me unless I ask you to. Tonight, I’m in charge of your pleasure, Rachel.”

			She nodded, speechless.

			His voice gentled. “I want you naked with my mouth on your pussy. Take your clothes off and lay down and open for me.”

			She did as she was told, excited and frightened at the same time. She’d never been naked in front of a man before. God, she’d never received oral sex before, only given it. The only way this was even happening was because the darkness gave her the anonymity she craved. Her torso was already bare, so she stripped off her sweat pants and peeled off her underwear.

			Meanwhile, Adam stripped too, tugging his clothes off and tossing them aside. Her breath froze in her throat. Adam was naked. She could hardly see him in the dark, but just knowing he was naked sent a charge up her spine. She leaned back onto the sleeping bags as she’d been told and he covered her immediately. His big, warm, heavy body felt wonderful on top of hers—a huge man making her feel small and petite. God, all that glorious male skin and those sleek muscles.

			Which she couldn’t touch.

			Her breathing turned erratic. It was scrambling her brain.

			He crushed his mouth to hers. She met him kiss for kiss, devouring as much as taking, keeping her arms down, fisting the sleeping bags with both hands. She would never grow tired of kissing this man. Never.

			He tore his mouth away and his lips were at her ear. “Spread your legs.”

			Again, she did as she was told, surprising herself at her lack of inhibition or worries. There was no shyness, despite the fact this was her first time ever having a man’s mouth down there. Her previous boyfriends had never gotten this far. She wasn’t virginal like some medieval bride. Her vibrator had always been her trusty companion. But butterflies still swept through her belly as his hands pushed her legs wide. He bent his head and his tongue was right there, right there in the perfect spot.

			“Oh my God.” She gasped.

			Her back bowed off the bedding. He manipulated her clit, covering the swollen nub with his lips, sucking and stroking at the same time. She ground her hips against his mouth and started to grab for his head but cut herself short and reached to the sides, twisting the nylon fabric in her fists to keep her hands off him. Her world narrowed, everything else faded. The rain quieted, and everything outside of the tent dropped away. All that mattered was Adam. And Adam seemed to know every switch, every spot. He was amazing. A thousand times better than doing it herself.

			The vibrator had just been demoted.

			Adam’s second threat—his fingers in her pussy—proved to be her undoing. He slid in first one digit and then two. The walls of her vagina clenched. She tossed her head back and bit her lip.

			Oh, so much better than her vibrator.

			“Come for me,” Adam rasped. “I want to feel your orgasm.”

			She wanted it too, and she felt it escalating, like a song rising, faster and faster. It hovered right there, just barely out of reach. “Adam,” she cried out. And then it crashed. She bucked her hips as wave after wave of ecstasy tore through her, her pussy constricting around his fingers. She gasped as the pleasure intensified until it bordered on pain. She could hear Adam growl softly as he licked, staying right where she needed him.

			Afterwards, she lay there, languid, trying to recover from the best non-vibrator-induced orgasm of her life when she heard a crinkling sound. “What is that?” she whispered, her head lolling to the side.

			“Condom.”

			He was putting on a condom? That was good, of course. But still. “You planned for this?”

			His shoulders shook with laughter. “Babe, men always plan for this.”

			Then he was over her, one arm bracing his weight at her side and his mouth latched on to her nipple. “Oh,” she cried out as the sensation sent a current straight to her womb. Her hands drifted up again, trying to touch his back, his hair, where ever she could gain purchase.

			His mouth immediately popped free of her nipple. “Keep those damn hands down,” he demanded. “Do not touch me.”

			Shame washed through her as she dropped her arms. Why couldn’t she remember? She sucked at this.

			His face was inches from hers, his lips a breath away. “Rachel, you’ll learn. This is for you. Leave everything up to me.”

			“Okay,” she whispered, trying to read his eyes in the dark.

			“Do you trust me?”

			“Yes.” He’d just given her a mind-blowing orgasm, like nothing she’d ever experienced before. As far as she was concerned, he could do whatever he wanted.

			“This is about trust. You’re trusting me with your pleasure. Tonight is all about you.”

			Wow. “Okay,” she said.

			Then he was kissing her again, devouring her. He smelled so good, tasted so good, his big body covering hers, his hips between her thighs. It was heaven. Heaven. She arched her back so he’d have easier access to what he wanted.

			“That’s right, baby.”

			His mouth was on her other nipple, sucking hard, biting. Her pussy was drenched. She needed him.

			He moved his fingers down and dipped inside her. “Jesus, you’re so wet. So tight.”

			“Adam, please,” she moaned.

			He lifted her right leg and wrapped it around his hip. “Now I’m going to fuck you,” he rasped. “Wrap your legs around me.”

			Her other leg went up and she dug her heels into his ass. She swallowed as she felt the head of his cock nudging at her entrance. Excited but scared, she squeezed her eyes in anticipation.

			“I’m going slow, baby,” he told her. “Hold on to me, I want your arms around me when I’m fucking you for the first time.”

			His explicit language shocked her, but she did as he said, grateful to finally touch him, feel him. Her hands went down his muscular back. She felt the planes and dips, hard yet silky.

			He pushed inside of her, the slow pressure filling her up. She sucked in a sharp breath and whimpered. Okay, now it hurt a bit. He stopped. She forced herself to relax, knowing he’d stopped because he thought he was hurting her. He waited. He reached down between them and began rubbing her clit. Pleasure exploded inside of her.

			“Oh, God.”

			His hips moved again as he worked her swollen nub, but she hardly noticed. He sank into her an inch at a time until he was fully seated inside of her. Her pussy was stretched, fuller than she ever thought possible, but the pain had subsided, replaced with a pleasure so intense she thought it might be the death of her.

			He began moving, gliding inside of her, moving his finger faster on her clit. First, he fucked her slowly, and she gasped for breath, her fingernails gouging his shoulders, then he fucked her hard, slamming his hips into hers. His mouth crushed hers with a bruising kiss, his tongue fucking her mouth, mimicking his cock’s movements.

			Yes!

			This was the best thing that had ever happened to her. Bar none. Why hadn’t they done this sooner?

			She felt it happening again. Another orgasm? It was building, her body tightening, ready for release. How was this possible? She’d never had more than one orgasm at a time before. He pinched her clit. Oh! The second one hit her hard, almost more intense than the first. Adam continued to pound inside of her. Her stomach tightened, her pussy constricted around his cock. His mouth muffled her scream as the feelings swept through her, dragging her under.

			Adam’s hips jerked as he came too. She gripped him as his big body shuddered, loving the intimacy of the moment, as he sank deep and held himself there. He fisted his hands in her hair, a bit painful, but he seemed so far gone, coming so hard he didn’t notice. And she loved that too.

			His body settled on top of hers, his cock throbbing like a heartbeat inside of her still-quivering pussy. She ran her fingers through his sweaty hair at the back of his head, shoved her face into his neck and sighed, tears pricking the back of her eyes.

			“You’re mine,” he said huskily.

			“Yours,” she agreed as she licked his neck. “Yours.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			“You know, you don’t have to hover.”

			Adam clenched his fists and fought the sudden urge to throw Rachel over his knee and spank her perky little ass.

			“I’ll be okay by myself,” she told him. “You don’t have to stay here with me.”

			Her voice seemed unnaturally loud in the vast university library. She stood there frowning at him, hands on her hips, looking so damn beautiful it hurt. She was wearing layered tank tops, form-fitting just as he liked, and underneath he knew she still wore that red bra. His pulse started racing. That damn red bra.

			He’d fucked her last night. Taken her virginity. And Jesus Christ, it had been spectacular. Right now, all he wanted to do was fuck her again. If she expected he’d keep his distance, she was in for a rude awakening.

			“You don’t carry a gun. You can’t fight, and you’re little. Forget it. I’m stuck to you like glue,” he told her.

			She lifted an eyebrow. “I’m not that little.”

			He looked her up and down from the top of her auburn hair pulled back in a ponytail, down, past her long legs in skinny jeans to the tips of her brown boots. True. Rachel wasn’t petite. She was certainly stacked. Built. Jesus, his dick was getting hard again.

			“I feel like you’re trying to rush me,” she complained.

			“No, I’m not.” Was he?

			“There aren’t any live people here. You’ve already searched the whole floor, and the three above us. There aren’t any dead bodies in this section. It’s safe. It even smells kinda nice. Why are we in a hurry? It’s not like we have to be somewhere.”

			He listened to her words and scanned the ocean of bookcases surrounding them, row after row of thick, boring-as-hell scholarly journals. He stomach clenched. Fuck. This shit was his kryptonite.

			“I saw a copy of Guns & Ammo back in the periodicals section.” She smiled brightly.

			His head jerked around like a hound catching a scent. “Where?”

			She pointed. “On the other side of the elevators.”

			Hell, kicking back with his favorite magazine sounded great. He even had an emergency beer stashed in his backpack. He peered down at her. “I’m not illiterate, I can help.”

			“I know, honey, but I need to browse. Slowly. Without someone looking over my shoulder telling me to hurry up. I need some possible locations for our dream farm so we don’t end up driving around aimlessly. It’s better if we find what we want here and drive straight to it. It sucks that we can’t just search the internet. We probably could have found what we needed, and with directions on how to get there, in less than an hour. But instead I need to go through this.” She swept out her arm to encompass the whole area.

			He smiled. Honey? She’d called him honey? “Don’t you want to look at books on farming? Or on solar or wind power, first?”

			“Well, I want to find a place that’s cutting edge. I thought maybe I’d find some kind of article touting a fancy new organic farm. After that, I’ll go look at those sections. I’ll come find you when I do. We need to take all of those books with us. And any others we can find on how to live like it’s the eighteen hundreds again.”

			He chewed on that for a second. “Okay, I’ll get outta your hair.”

			“I just don’t want you to be bored.”

			“Uh-huh.” Total bullshit. He knew when he wasn’t wanted. Fortunately for her, he didn’t really want to be here either. One thing he’d learned about Rachel was she was smart, real smart. He’d never gone to college and she had. Hell, she’d been at UC Davis, majoring in History. She’d do a better job with this than he ever would. Adam pulled two walkie-talkies out of his backpack, turned one on and handed it to her. “Here. Channel one. Call me if you need anything. You breathe into this and I’ll come running. Don’t go too far. And keep that pepper spray in your pocket. Got it?”

			“Yes, sir.” She saluted him.

			He stared at her, unblinking. Gave her the look he gave new recruits.

			“What?” she said, her voice full of fake innocence. “Go…go.” She shooed him away. “Have fun. I’ll be fine.”

			But he wasn’t about to be dismissed. He stepped close and cupped the back of her head with his hand. Something flickered in her eyes, something dark and inviting. Something that made him understand she was remembering last night, playing out their night of sex in her head, the same as he was.

			Oh, hell yes.

			He dove in and pressed his lips right below her ear. He loved her lips, but right now he wanted this more. Rachel drew in a sharp breath. He felt her shiver as his tongue swept out to lick her skin. She dug her fingers into his biceps. He’d already discovered he loved this spot. The secret spot. Her scent drove him crazy, and it seemed to be concentrated right here. Her clean perfume managed to slice through all the morbid environmental smells, a bright light that sent him into a frenzy of need as quickly as throwing a lit match on a gasoline spill.

			She swallowed. “Adam—”

			“You smell so damn good.” He sucked in a deep breath, his nose pressed against her throat. “What is that?” He’d seen her use it before but had no idea what it was.

			“It’s, um, Amazing Grace by Philosophy.”

			“I could smell this all day.”

			“Well, good news for you. Today, I sprayed it everywhere.”

			He lifted his head, his breath stuck in his throat. “Everywhere?”

			“Uh, huh.”

			“Christ.”

			He threaded his fingers in her hair, tugged her head back and crushed her lips with an almost brutal kiss. She melted into him. Tongues clashed as she met him stroke for stroke. He kissed her like there was no tomorrow. Because, like Rachel often reminded him, maybe there wasn’t. He needed to take this life and live it to the fullest, take it in with great big gulps. And he did, until he finally broke away, both of them breathing heavily.

			He rested his forehead against hers and cupped her face with both hands. “You stay safe, baby—” he paused, “—because after this, I’m fucking you again.”

			Rachel stood there watching Adam’s retreating back and his magnificent ass—her pulse pounding, chest heaving, lips tingling. She tried her best to recover from his overwhelming masculinity. He was so manly, so sexy, so everything. She swayed on her feet and grabbed the back of a chair for support.

			He was going to fuck her again right after she finished her research?

			She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled that goofy smile again. Well then, she’d better get cracking. No time to waste.

			Invigorated by the nostalgic scent of paper and ink, she got to work and waded through the shelves of journals, touching them reverently. This grounded her, something as normal as research. These days, normal wasn’t boring, normal was good.

			She meandered through the cases of journals and eventually pulled out an armful of potential candidates, shuffled over to a table, dumped the load and started reading. One abstract comparing the efficacy of free-range, organic farming to corporate mega farms seemed promising. Aha. A list of demonstration farms, along with locations in the bibliography.

			Score. A few were even in California.

			Rachel gnawed on the inside of her cheek. Should she call Adam first before she went looking for maps? She glanced at her watch, maybe just a quick check in. She might be clueless when it came to guns, but walkie-talkies she could handle.

			“Hey, Adam?”

			“Copy. You found something?”

			“Almost. But I need to find the map room first. I think it’s just down the hall. I wanted to check in with you before I changed locations.”

			“I want to check that room out too. I brought my netbook and solar charger. I want to see if I’m able to power up their equipment. They might have some digital maps I can download.”

			“Sure, but there’s no need to hurry. I have a list of farms that might be what we want, but I still need to find their locations. For all I know, I might need to go back out in a few minutes and start over again because these might all be somewhere we don’t want to live. I’ll call you as soon as I figure that out, and I know I’m staying in here, okay? Then we can work together.”

			“Check in with me in fifteen minutes or I’m coming to find you.”

			“Okay, honey.” She smiled. “Copy that.”

			Rachel clipped the walkie-talkie to her pocket, stowed the journal in her backpack, slid it over her shoulders and went looking for the map room…and a bathroom, because she really, really needed to pee.

			She walked down the hall and her nose twitched, picking up a familiar, god-awful smell. Oh, shit. She whirled around in a panic. Dead-body alert. What the hell? How could Adam have missed this in his sweep? And where was it coming from? It was impossible to pinpoint because everywhere in this area smelled bad. She stopped, pulled out some Vicks and spread some on her upper lip, trying to mask that familiar ghastly stench of death. Then she hefted the backpack on her shoulders and kept putting one foot in front of the other.

			Nowadays, dead bodies were everywhere, if she let them bother her, she’d never get anything done.

			She pushed inside the map room and the heavy door clanged shut behind her, louder than expected. Rachel scanned the room, a row of large rectangular windows providing dim light. A long, dark wood table with a reflective surface and sleek, reddish-brown matching wooden chairs dominated the center of the room. She bypassed the complicated geographic stuff and picked up a simple road atlas. She slapped the book on the table and sat down with her loot, intending to dig in and get comfortable.

			She squirmed, her heavy bladder making its presence known, reminding her that she had to pee, and pee now.

			Damn.

			Rachel stood, her chair scraping across the floor. Her eyes swept the room. Oh, thank God, a restroom right there. She pushed open the unisex door. The smell of death hit like a blow, causing her eyes and nose to sting. Oh, shit. That dead body she’d scented back in the hallway had to be in here somewhere, rotting behind one of the bathroom stalls. Darn it. She’d probably pee her pants by the time she found another restroom.

			“Shit,” she whispered.

			Okay, which one was empty?

			“I can do this. I can do this.” She squared her shoulders, strode over to the handicap stall, yanked open the door and stepped on a corpse.

			Rachel shrieked, scared more in that instant than she’d ever been in her whole damn life—and that was saying a lot, considering she’d just survived a freaking apocalypse.

			A long-dead, heavy-set woman in a red shirt slouched on the toilet, wig askew. Face distorted and crumbling, eyes open and staring up, beseeching, at…God? Rachel heard something squish and glanced down to see the woman’s blackened bare foot underneath her own boot. Lovely. She’d stepped on the dead lady’s toes and they’d squirted out across the floor like cherry tomatoes.

			Rachel covered her mouth. She was going to be sick. Or pee her pants.

			Or both.

			You’d think she’d be used to the dead bodies by now, but no, they still managed to sicken her on a daily basis. The corpses always seemed to come up with new and creative ways to scare the crap out of her.

			Today being a terrific example.

			She tried to step back out of the stall, but her foot slipped on the slick floor and she started to fall.

			“No!” she cried.

			Her hands flew out. She tried to gain purchase against the metal stall to stop or delay the catastrophe. But there wasn’t a damn thing to grab on to, and her hands skidded uselessly down the shiny walls. It all seemed to happen in slow motion. First, she went down, down, down. Then her ass slammed into the hard tile floor. She crashed like a kid on an ice skating rink. Breath whooshed out of her chest as agony exploded up her spine. Her eyes watered at the intense rush of pain.

			She gulped in a deep breath and tried to scramble up and get the hell out of there, but her feet tangled with the dead woman’s legs, causing the body to become unstable. The corpse tipped and swayed. Her breath caught, her heart pounded against her ribs. It started coming for her. Fast. She screamed and scooted back like a crab, but couldn’t get far, her palms slipping on the tile. The monstrosity that used to be human careened over, like a mannequin attacking. Rachel twisted and pushed, trying to avoid getting slammed with the brunt of the dead woman’s weight, but there was no avoiding it. Oh dear God. It was about to fall on top of her. Smear all over her body. All the gore, the juices, the stink. She tensed and squeezed her eyes shut.

			“I’ve got you,” a deep voice said from behind her.

			Two hands dug under her arms and quickly dragged her clear, pulling her out before the disintegrating flesh could touch her. Wired with fright, she twisted and clawed frantically in her haste to escape. He trapped her arms and hauled her up. The corpse hit the floor behind her with a sickening thud.

			“You’re all right,” he soothed.

			He walked her back into the center of the restroom, next to the sinks. She was a mess. A mass of shaking, quivering nerves. Rachel squeezed her eyes shut, trying not to cry. Strong arms went around her and drew her in tight. She planted her face in his chest and held on to him, twisting the fabric of his shirt with her fists as she tried to calm her ragged breaths.

			Her nostrils flared and tears pricked her eyes. “Adam,” she blubbered. “I thought it was all clear. You said this floor was empty.”

			“Who’s Adam?” he said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Rachel sucked in a breath. Fear shot through her like an electric current. She looked up, startled, at the man who was holding her.

			The man who was not Adam.

			She gazed into incredible blue eyes that watched her with unholy intensity. The stranger was stunningly handsome, with shoulder-length surfer-blond hair and a deep tan. She glanced down. Blazing tattoos shaped like flames peeked from the collar of a crisp white polo shirt and licked up his neck.

			It made her wonder what was underneath.

			Her mind quickly processed all of the available clues. He’d just saved her. So, maybe he wasn’t planning on rape and murder? At least not yet.

			His eyes narrowed. “Who is Adam?”

			“He’s the asshole who’s about to blow your head off,” a steely voice announced from the entrance to the bathroom. “Now let her go and step away.”

			Rachel’s head whipped around and her jaw dropped. Adam stood there, feet planted in a wide stance, body rigid, shoulders pushed back. A stone-cold killer, all business, a gun in each hand. Both aimed at this stranger who’d come to her rescue, but whose motives were unclear.

			It was very comforting.

			The tough-looking blond guy pulled a handgun out of nowhere and aimed it at Adam’s chest. He let go of her, so she staggered back. Her heart hammered furiously as she tried to figure out what to do next. They all stood silent for a beat, the two men evaluating each other with hard, unflinching stares.

			“What are you?” the blond guy asked Adam. “A cop or something?”

			“A Marine. What are you? Prison bait?”

			Rachel’s eyes darted back to the stranger. She examined him closer. Adam was right. There was a small swastika tattooed on the side of the guy’s neck. She’d watched a TV documentary once on prisons and remembered a swastika on the neck signified membership in an Aryan gang. You had to belong to a gang in prison. If not, you’d be killed.

			“Are you two the only ones here? Are there more survivors with you?” he asked Adam.

			Adam inched inside the bathroom, the door swinging shut behind him. He ignored the stranger’s questions. His eyes collided with hers. “You all right?”

			“How many of you are there?” the man asked impatiently.

			“I’m fine,” she told Adam and lifted her chin toward her savior. “He didn’t hurt me. He tried to help.”

			“Why were you screaming?”

			“How many of you are there?” the man shouted. She cut him a glance. He looked tired, worn out, like he’d been down ten miles of bad road.

			Well, hadn’t they all?

			“Come on, guys,” Rachel said, trying for diplomacy. After all, this man was the first survivor they’d seen and actually had a chance to speak to. He wasn’t exactly the type of person they’d been hoping to find, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, could they? He had helped her. That had to count for something. “This isn’t an action movie. Put down the guns. Let’s talk.”

			Right then, the bathroom door banged open, missing Adam by a millimeter. Another tall stranger, this one with short dark hair and pale skin, pointed an even bigger gun at Adam’s chest. Her stomach dropped to her knees. The new guy looked normal, like he’d stepped out of the pages of her old life. Except none of the men in her old life pointed guns at each other. “Put your weapon down,” he boomed.

			God, could this get any worse?

			The dark-haired stranger looked at her and sucked in a breath. “A woman?” he breathed.

			Oh shit. Yes, it could.

			Since the guy was momentarily distracted, Adam took the opportunity to lunge forward and elbow him in the face. Blood splattered and his dark eyes rolled into the back of his head. The guy fell to the floor like an imploding skyscraper.

			The blond guy let out a sigh of defeat and lowered his gun. “Fuck, dude,” he said to Adam, “you probably broke his nose. That’s gonna be a bitch to heal with no doctors around.” He reached up and tugged his fingers through his sun-kissed hair.

			Adam still looked pissed as hell and kept both his guns trained on the blond guy’s chest. “Why were you screaming?” he asked her again.

			“I stepped on a corpse…it was falling on me.”

			“What? I checked this floor—”

			“Look, can we move this along?” the blond guy interrupted, his voice dripping with irritation. “He and I were traveling together and we came here to do some research. I was walking down the hall and I heard a female scream, so I ran to help. She’s right. She’d stepped on a corpse in a bathroom stall, very advanced decomposition. I managed to pull her out before it could fall on top of her. End of story. Now, how many of you are there?”

			Adam lowered his weapons. “There’s just the two of us.”

			“Fuck. Have you seen anyone else since the end?”

			“Yes, we saw a group of about twenty assholes a week ago, who looked a lot like you, down in Oxnard. They killed a man and were about to gang rape a woman before she committed suicide.”

			“That’s it? No one else? No other women? No towns of people? Just one group of killers?”

			“Yes.”

			“Where have you looked?”

			“All over California.”

			“Fuck,” the guy yelled. He spun around and slammed a fist into the nearest bathroom stall. “Goddamn fucking shit.” He continued cursing and pounding his fists into the metal door.

			“Rachel, come here,” Adam ordered.

			He didn’t have to ask her twice.

			She ran over and Adam hooked an arm around her neck and pulled her to his side. She sighed and automatically wrapped her arms around his waist.

			The blond guy stopped his tirade. His eyes narrowed as he watched their embrace and took in Adam’s stamp of possession. His chest rose and fell. Sweat trailed down the side of his face. He looked like a cross between a blond Greek god and a badass biker dude. A multitude of colored, flaming tats ran up both his thickly muscled arms, disappearing behind the short sleeves of his white shirt. He stared at her with laser intensity.

			Uh oh.

			He lifted his chin at Adam. “She’s the only woman any of us have seen alive since the end.”

			“And she’s mine,” Adam said, his words hard as stone, his meaning crystal clear.

			The man took a step forward. “You met her first, got first dibs. I get that. But—” he paused for a moment, “—maybe she’s yours because she doesn’t know any better.” His blue eyes locked with hers. “Angel,” he said, smiling, a slow, easy smile she suspected worked brilliantly for him when it came to luring women into his bed, “if it does turn out that you’re the last woman alive, or one of the few left, you’re going to have a lot of choice in this new life. There’s going to be lots of men wanting you, wishing you were their woman, offering to be your man. Think of how much choice you’ll have, darling. And while you’re thinkin’ on that, think on if you’re sure he’s giving you everything you need. You sure you don’t want to give a man like me a chance to prove I can do better? Because, angel, I’m sure I can.”

			Rachel’s mouth dropped open. Did he really just make a move on her like that in front of Adam? Sure he was blindingly handsome, but come on, she had Adam. The area between her legs still ached in the best way possible, every movement she made reminding her of last night, of Adam’s cock pounding into her, leaving her breathless and quaking for more. And this guy thought he could talk her into leaving?

			Was he high?

			Adam curled his fingers around the back of her neck. He answered for her. “Last night, she was screaming my name while I fucked her tight pussy. So, yeah, I’d say she’s got everything she needs.”

			She gasped, heat flaming across her cheeks.

			He did not just say that.

			She looked up at Adam. His expression was hard, unyielding and completely unrepentant. “You did not just say that.”

			“You bet your sweet ass I did.” He smiled down at her.

			A part of her was actually happy to hear this pronouncement. Happy to see this reaction from him. She’d always wondered what he’d do when they met other men, and now she knew.

			Mine, he’d said, and he’d meant it.

			Adam cupped her ass and dragged her in close. Boneless, she melted into him. Not even caring that he’d just humiliated her a moment ago. Goosebumps ran up her spine. Warmth pooled between her legs.

			Adam locked eyes with the new guy. “If you touch her, I’ll kill you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Thirty minutes later, the three men had managed to sort out their differences enough to handle standing next to each other without reaching for a gun. All four of them now stood in the university parking lot, in front of the biggest damn tour bus Rachel had ever seen.

			“What the hell is that?” Adam groused.

			The blond guy, whom Rachel had learned was named Trevor Mason—a surprisingly tame moniker for a man with a swastika on his neck and flaming tats shooting up both arms—hooked his thumbs in his jean pockets, puffed out his chest and smiled vividly. “That is Nickeltop’s tour bus.”

			“Who?” Rachel asked out of the corner of her mouth to Adam. He shrugged.

			“What rock were you two living under? Even I know who Nickeltop was. I saw them perform at the mid-state fair,” Christian said from behind her.

			Christian—the tall guy Adam had elbowed in the face—had woken up and introduced himself as Christian Torosian, former head biologist for the California Department of Fish and Game. Now that he wasn’t pointing a gun at Adam’s chest, Christian seemed like a normal guy. He wore jeans, a striped golf shirt and tennis shoes. And he was hot. Not as outright sexy, jaw-droppingly gorgeous and edgy-dangerous as Adam and Trevor in their kickass boots and jeans. Christian was good looking in more of an I’m-smart-and-in-charge kind of way. Which was good too. Very good.

			She glanced at all three men, still amazed to have been left alive with these three perfect specimens of masculinity. How did this happen? Apparently, in this new world there would be no potbellies, no receding hairlines and no man boobs. No, not here. It was like they’d been outlawed.

			“What the fuck?” Trevor shook his head and interrupted her reverie. “Never heard of Nickeltop? That’s a crying shame.”

			“Well, they must have been big,” Rachel told him, trying her best to help the four of them settle into a tentative friendship. “Because that bus is totally cool.”

			The tour bus was black everywhere. Unrelenting. No markings, paintings or signs—nothing to stop the flow. Matte on the bottom, with glossy dark windows rimming the top. Both dangerous and elegant, it looked ready for its close up at a Batman movie premiere.

			“This tour bus is the ultimate in comfort,” Trevor told them, as if he were narrating a program on the Travel Channel. “It has its own solar panels, batteries and generator, so there’s plenty of power. It’s a bitch to fill up with diesel, but once you do, it’ll go forever. There’s a lounge area, kitchen and two bathrooms. And a master bedroom and three bunk beds down the hall with their own TVs. Come inside, you’ve got to see this. Everything’s top of the line. It’s like a penthouse on wheels.”

			Adam and Rachel locked eyes. A penthouse on wheels?

			“Well, let’s go in, I want to see this,” Rachel urged Adam, walking forward.

			“She could have been with me this whole time living in luxury,” Trevor muttered as he passed by Adam. “I can’t believe you were dragging that girl around in that crappy-ass SUV, making her sleep in tents.”

			Adam glared at him. “Shut your hole or I’ll shut it for you,” he replied in his scary-as-hell soldier voice.

			“Just sayin’, dude.” Trevor shrugged, palms up. “Just sayin’.”

			Rachel shook her head, ignored their posturing and eagerly went up the narrow steps, past the cockpit to look down the center aisle of the bus. Her jaw dropped and her breath caught in her throat. She halted, overwhelmed with shock and awe. Adam crowded behind her, pressing against her back.

			Chocolate leather couches and chairs, gleaming dark wood cabinets and a state-of-the-art kitchen with granite countertops and stainless steel appliances ran in a line down one side of the bus. Guitars were mounted on each of the walls. All of them signed with scrawling signatures. It was spacious but cozy, an elegant yet edgy rock and roll mancave.

			Unbelievable. It even smelled expensive.

			“Watch this.” Trevor grinned. He hit a button and the walls and floors vibrated as the bus started to move. She gasped and stepped back. Adam wrapped an arm across her chest, held her tightly against him and braced a hand overhead.

			“It’s got three slide-outs that double the square footage of the bus,” Christian shouted from the small kitchen. He’d already cleaned the blood off his face and pulled a blue ice pack out of the fridge to press against his hawk-like nose.

			Trevor walked over and picked up a remote. “There are ten TVs on the bus, but this one is my favorite.” Her eyes were immediately drawn to a ginormous, paper-thin black rectangle recessed into the wall in the living area.

			“Oh, my,” she whispered.

			“We like to watch movies in here on Blu-ray HD, with surround sound.” Trevor flipped it on. Images flashed across the screen with such startling clarity, such intensity it seemed to burn her retinas.

			Tears formed in her eyes.

			“Die Hard.” She gasped. It was one of her favorites.

			Her knees weakened as the action movie leapt across the screen and glorious pictures of her old world assaulted her senses. Rachel bit her lip and dug her fingers into Adam’s forearm. She turned her head, trying to look up at him. “I want to travel with them,” she said.

			His chest rumbled against her back as he growled. “We need to talk.” Without warning, he whipped her around. Iron fingers wrapped around her upper arm and jerked her back toward the front of the bus.

			“Wait,” she squeaked, her feet flying to catch up. What was he doing? One moment they were standing together calmly talking, watching a movie. And the next he was angry? What the hell?

			Adam dragged her down the steps and they ended up outside on the asphalt, air bursting in and out of her chest. She jerked her arm out of his grasp. “Are you crazy? What was that all about?”

			He got right in her face. “That was me looking out for your safety, since you don’t seem to give one shit about whether you live or die. But fuck, Rachel, I do. Even if you don’t, I do.”

			That stopped her short, but she still burned with embarrassment over how he’d hauled her out of there like a teenager at an underage drinking party. She narrowed her eyes. “Why are you so mad? What did I do now?”

			“Can’t you see what’s in front of your eyes? Trevor is a fucking ex-con. He’s a ticking time bomb waiting to explode.”

			“That’s why you dragged me down here? To warn me about Trevor? News flash. I’m not an idiot. I’d already figured that out myself.”

			His face hardened. “You said you wanted to go with them.”

			“Yes, of course I want to go with them. Did you see that bus? It’s like Disneyland for adults. Who wouldn’t want to travel with those guys?”

			“Rachel, that asshole is luring you in like a predator. You’re the only woman any of us have seen alive in weeks. Why do you think he insisted you see their bus? And why did you fucking let him talk you into it? He wants you for himself. Christian checks out. He was a biologist, married with kids. Normal. He’s mourning the loss of his family. I trust him, but the other one is a motherfucking asshole ex-con. Who knows what he’s willing to do to get you for himself.”

			She softened her voice. “Adam, I know what’s going on. Right now I’m just a bright, shiny toy. We’ll eventually run into other women and I’ll lose my new-car smell. You’re the one who wanted to find other survivors—” she threw her hand out, “—well, here they are. We can’t dump them like trash. We’ve got to give them a chance. Both of them, even Trevor. He’s been decent so far.”

			Adam raised an eyebrow.

			“Well, I mean, he hasn’t said or done anything too outrageous.”

			A deep sound rumbled in Adam’s chest.

			“Really, he hasn’t.”

			“Are you shitting me?”

			“Listen, if Christian was able to put up with him, we can too.”

			“Or he’s just biding his time before he kills us all in our sleep,” Adam muttered.

			Her lips twitched. “We’ve got to give him a chance, Adam.”

			“I don’t need to give that motherfucker a goddamn thing. And why are you so damn trusting?”

			“When there’s only a few dozen people alive in the whole state of California, each life becomes precious. We’ve got to try and make it work. Besides, did you not see the bus? Hello? That’s worth the price of admission right there,” she joked.

			He didn’t say a word, his normally sparkling brown eyes flat and silent.

			“What’s wrong? It’s the bus, isn’t it? You hate the bus? You hate Nickeltop?”

			Suddenly, her back was against the metal siding. Tall, hard man on her front. She was starting to see a pattern here. Apparently, her future included time spent with her back against a wall and his lips on her mouth.

			Not that that was bad.

			“Only a fool would hate that bus,” he murmured against her lips, his hands on her waist. “But what I hate is the idea of another man looking at you, fucking you in his head, thinking he calls the shots. Only I do that. You’re mine,” he said. “I decide when you’re touched, who touches you, and how.”

			A thrill raced along her skin and her stomach pitched. Was this the same man who a mere five days ago had declared he’d never touch her? She smiled and reached up and put her arms around his neck, loving the feel of him against her. Adam was her barrier, her Great Wall of China keeping all the horror at bay. God, she was lucky to have him. “The only way I’m traveling on that bus is if you’re with me.”

			“You know this is going to get complicated, right? Three men and one woman? We don’t have to travel with them. We can leave right now. Just the two of us.”

			She gave him a wobbly smile. “Survivors need to stick together.”

			He cupped her cheek, those dark eyes searching her face. “I told you I want to share you, watch other men fuck you, but in this situation no one is going to touch you unless I want them to. I’ll make sure of it.”

			“Right now, only you touch me,” she whispered fiercely.

			He gave her a curt nod.

			Trevor poked his head out the front door of the bus. “So what’s the verdict?” he asked, shattering the moment like a brick through a window. “You guys coming with us or not?”

			“We’re going with you,” Adam shouted back over his shoulder. He turned back and looked into her eyes, “The both of us.”

			* * * * *

			Less than two hundred miles and one movie later, Trevor drove the bus past their first location.

			“Stop. Stop the bus! This is it. Do you see the address on the mailbox? It’s right there.” Rachel squealed and bounced in her seat, filled with that same rush of adrenaline she used to experience each and every time she’d walked up to the main entrance at Disneyland. “Look you guys—” she pointed, “—I can almost see the house.”

			She glanced around at the men she traveled with, none of whom seemed as excited as her. Jeez, sometimes they were such duds.

			Trevor turned the tour bus into the long drive. The farm they’d been looking for came into view as they got closer. Rachel pressed against a window. There was a main house, a two-story yellow Victorian with white trim. Next to the house was a huge gray metal garage, and in back stood a red barn. And none of it looked old. The house looked like a new build of an old style. Or maybe it had been completely remodeled? Either way, it looked like it was in perfect shape.

			“It’s a Victorian. I’ve always loved Victorians,” Rachel informed Adam.

			“Good work, babe,” he smiled indulgently. He cupped the back of her neck. “So far, so good.”

			“Thanks,” she whispered, feeling warm and tingly at the compliment. “But Christian found it too. I can’t take all the credit.” Christian had gone back with her to the map room after the bus incident, as she liked to call it. The two of them worked together well, combining what each had found separately to pinpoint this farm in the San Joaquin Valley as their primary target for relocation.

			“I want to see the solar and wind power and check if any animals are left before we decide if we’re staying,” Christian said, ever the pragmatist. She glanced back at him and noted his emotionless features. Did the man ever smile?

			“We’ll look around first, make sure it’s safe and meets our needs before making a final decision,” Adam agreed. Rachel noted how he didn’t mention possible survivors. It was sad how they’d reached the point where they didn’t expect to find any.

			Trevor parked the tour bus in front of the main house and opened the door. Rachel shot to her feet, eager to get out and start investigating.

			“You’re staying here,” Adam told her, pinning her with a hard stare that caused her knees to weaken. His hand on her shoulder, he eased her back down to her seat. “And Christian’s staying here with you to make sure you’re safe.” Christian nodded his affirmation and sat back in his chair. “Trevor,” Adam yelled to the front of the bus, “you’re coming with me. We’ll do an initial sweep, then come back and report.” Trevor gave him a chin lift.

			“Bossy, bossy,” Rachel muttered under her breath.

			Adam swatted her ass as he passed by her. “Aah’ll be back,” he said, doing his best Terminator imitation.

			Rachel burst out laughing. God, he was so cute.

			After the men left, she and Christian kept busy, using maps to plan out the route to their secondary location in case this place proved to be a bust. He was very serious, but she really enjoyed his calm, quiet company. He was so smart, so competent. It was obvious he had been part of the best and brightest in his field. It reminded her of working with her professors back at Davis.

			“You know, we’re lucky we found you,” Rachel couldn’t stop herself from blurting out.

			Christian grinned. “Trevor and I feel the same way about you and Adam.”

			She suddenly felt inordinately proud that she’d made this man smile, if even a bit. So she decided to say more. “You’ve got mad skills that are great for the team,” she added.

			He crooked an eyebrow. “Mad skills? For…the team?”

			“Yeah, can’t you see we’re a team now? The four of us. Like, like…the Fantastic Four.”

			“A team? Okay.” He leaned back. “What are my mad skills?”

			“Well, you’re a biologist and smart with plants, animals, nature, right? You can be our scientist. Like the Hulk, but without the anger management issues.”

			He chuckled. “Well, yeah, I know things, but—”

			“No, listen, I’ve thought about this. In our team, Adam is the soldier. So he’s like Captain America, but with guns. And Trevor is…hmm…”

			“Magneto?” Christian offered with a half-smile.

			She grimaced. “Really? He’s that bad? I was trying to convince Adam he was more bark than bite.”

			“Maybe. Maybe he is.” Christian shrugged. “Jury is still out on that one. And who are you in this team? What superhero are you?”

			“Me?” she squeaked. “Uh, I’m the human sidekick?”

			“What? No… You could be like, Black Widow from The Avengers.”

			“I could?”

			“Yeah, why not? You could learn those skills. You’re smart, you think fast on your feet like she does.”

			“I do?”

			“Yeah.”

			This was too weird. “I’ll need to think about this,” she said with all seriousness.

			“Okay, you do that.” He chuckled.

			She wasn’t kidding. She needed to tuck that one away and chew on it later.

			Eventually, Adam returned and gave the okay, and Rachel finally stepped outside. She examined the area. On either side of the lane that snaked out to the main road were row up row of tall, bushy orange trees with full, waxy leaves. To the west, the land was flat as far as the eye could see, filled with both big and little farms, mainly orchards and vineyards. Although in this section it was all orange trees. A mile to the east, foothills immediately jutted out of the ground and graduated into what she knew were the mountain ranges that made up the Kings Canyon and Sequoia National Parks.

			It was so wide open. She stood small and insignificant, a dot next to the natural grandeur. She smiled. They’d made a good choice picking this place.

			Home. This could be home.

			The men had been standing together, talking in a huddle as she looked around. “So what’s the verdict?” she asked them.

			“Looks like we’ve got a lot of work making this place livable,” Christian answered. “There’s bodies to bury, rooms to sanitize.”

			“But it’s got everything then? We’re staying?”

			“Looks good.” Adam smiled at her.

			She turned her back to them so they couldn’t see her tears.

			Thank God. A home.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			“Caffeine, I need caffeine,” Trevor wheezed as he entered the kitchen. Adam took a sip of coffee and shook his head at the unwelcome interruption. It was early still and Rachel was sleeping in the master bedroom upstairs. Christian was working in the barn. So that left him alone with Trevor, the asshole.

			Terrific.

			“I can’t fucking believe I’ve moved to a farm in the middle of butt-fucking nowhere,” Trevor groused, banging through white cabinets and somehow taking forever to find the mugs Adam thought were in plain sight. “I hated this goddamn place as soon as I saw it,” Trevor continued to complain. “It’s way too fucking country. But everyone else loves it, especially Rachel, so I’m stuck. Overruled.”

			“This place isn’t so bad,” Adam muttered from his spot at the farmhouse table. “At least we burned the bodies and disinfected the whole house from top to bottom. And it’s got solar and wind power, a backup generator, an underground well and farm animals that are still alive. Hell, it even has a bunker filled with a year’s worth of emergency provisions.”

			There were still pictures of the family that had lived on the farm all over the walls of the house and on the fireplace mantel. Husband and wife, two small children—a boy and a girl. They’d only found the body of the wife in the front room. They assumed the rest of the family had died earlier and had already been buried or burned. It creeped the hell out of Adam, seeing their pictures smiling at him, knowing they were gone, but he wasn’t sure what to do about their personal items yet. The four of them had taken over this family’s house and erasing their presence so quickly as if they’d never existed seemed a bit harsh.

			“Yeah, whatever,” Trevor replied. He opened the bag of Starbucks breakfast blend Adam had left on the granite countertop and inhaled, closing his eyes for a moment. “Sweet Jesus, I’m going to miss this stuff. Maybe I should start cutting it with decaf now, so I don’t end up acting like a crazed detox patient later when it all finally expires.”

			Adam shrugged, turning a page of the old magazine he’d been looking at, deliberately keeping his face impassive. Christian and Rachel might laugh at Trevor’s antics, might let themselves get sucked into his larger-than-life personality, but no fucking way was Adam letting the asshole get under his skin.

			Trevor walked over with a black mug of hot coffee with an orange San Francisco Giants logo on it. He plopped down on a chair uncomfortably close to Adam’s and wrinkled his nose.

			“What smells so bad?” he exclaimed and glanced down at Adam’s boots, which Adam knew were filthy and reeked of manure. “What the hell? Why didn’t you leave that shit outside? Literally.”

			Adam pinned him with an unsmiling gaze.

			“Fuck!” Trevor exploded, slamming a palm onto the table. “I forgot. I was supposed to help with the animals this morning, wasn’t I? I should’ve set that fucking alarm. Dude, this is totally your fault.”

			“My fault?”

			“Shit, yeah. I needed extra sleep this morning because I stayed up late, tossing and turning last night on that damn twin bed, constantly imagining every sound I heard was you fucking Rachel.”

			Adam shrugged. “It probably was. And if you so much as touch her, I’ll fucking kill you. So you need to find somewhere else to sleep tonight.”

			Trevor narrowed his eyes and scratched his unshaven chin. “You’re right about that. Hey, thanks man for heading out early and covering for me. Sorry I overslept. I’ll finish here and get back to fixing the generator.”

			Adam cut him another glance, grudgingly gave him a curt nod of approval and went back to trying to read his magazine.

			“Why the fuck are we here anyway?” Trevor asked, leaning back in his chair. Adam sighed, and closed the cover, giving Trevor his undivided attention. There was no point in trying to read now.

			“Why are we on this ranch, farm, whatever the hell you want to call it, in the San Joaquin Valley? We’ve moved to the fucking farm belt, vying with Death Valley for first place as the official armpit of California. Don’t you realize we could be lounging in a spectacular mansion on a seaside cliff, preferably on Seventeen Mile Drive, sipping a rare wine? But no, I’m stuck with a band of logical do-gooders. Girl and Boy Scouts who want to carve out some brave new world for themselves. We could be living in luxury, but instead I’m going to become a farmer. Holy shit. A fucking farmer. None of you seem to notice, or care, that everything is up for grabs. Everything. We can walk down fucking Rodeo Drive and take whatever we want. Right now I’m wearing a diamond and platinum Rolex. Because I can.”

			Adam dispassionately examined the gleaming watch on Trevor’s wrist. “What use is that now? Make sure you take that damn thing off before you go out to the barn today, you don’t want to ruin it.”

			“You really couldn’t care less, could you? I could walk in here and put a real Van Gogh on the wall and you wouldn’t give a shit.”

			Adam shrugged. “You bring in a doctor or a tanker of gasoline and we’ll talk.”

			Trevor sat up straight, now awake and alert. He leaned forward and braced his elbows on the table. “Speaking of talk. There is one thing I wanted to talk to you about. Material possessions might be in abundance now that everyone’s dead, but women are not. There is exactly one eligible female in the vicinity, and she seems to be falling in love with you. You’re holding all the cards.”

			Adam grinned. “Damn straight.”

			Trevor took a sip of coffee. “To have sex or not to have sex? That is the question.” He grinned at Adam.

			“Well, I’m having sex. So what’s the problem here?” Adam joked back.

			“I’m not.”

			All the humor in their situation vanished. Adam stood up. “I’m outta here. This is not even up for discussion. You’re on your own.”

			Trevor cursed. He hopped up and grabbed Adam by the arm. “Sit. We need to talk.”

			Adam curled his lip. Did the asshole have a death wish? The muscles in his arms rippled as he bunched his hands into two tight balls of rock.

			Trevor glanced down at Adam’s fists, flashed a conciliatory smile and let go of Adam’s arm. “Dude, relax. We’re just going to talk.”

			“Talk? About what? I already explained the situation to you. There’s nothing more to say.”

			“Yeah, there is. For starters, I’m not going to take your woman.”

			Adam slammed a fist on the table. The spoon in Trevor’s cup rattled. “Leave her the fuck alone.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I don’t trust you as far as I can throw you.”

			“So…you’re not fucking her yet?”

			“Of course I’m fucking her. What the hell is wrong with you?”

			“I’m trying to figure out if you’re pissed because you think I’m a threat to her, or if it’s because you think I’m trying to steal your woman.”

			Adam stepped forward, got right up in Trevor’s grill and twisted his shirt in his fist. “Shut the fuck up. I’m pissed because I know you’re nothing but a lying sack of shit. You might have them fooled, but I know there’s no way in hell you were some small-time crook before the outbreak. I know a professional when I see one.”

			Trevor’s face hardened. “Thanks for noticin’,” he drawled. “But what did you expect me to do? Tell them the truth? What they don’t know won’t hurt them.”

			Adam uncurled his fingers and slowly let go of Trevor’s shirt, tension rolling off him in waves. “I’m not buying that shit you told the others. That’s total crap. Where were you locked up and what were you in for?” he ground out. “And tell me the truth, not that bullshit story you spouted last night.”

			Trevor paused. “I was in Avenal State Prison, for murder.”

			Adam’s whole body turned to stone. “Fucking shit.”

			Trevor rolled his eyes. “And how many people have you killed over the years, soldier boy?”

			“I’m not proud of any of that shit, but at least it was in battle, fighting for our country. I didn’t fucking murder anyone outright.”

			“Believe me, I did a service to all of mankind the day I took out the asshole I killed. I knew I’d go down and I didn’t care.”

			Adam gave him a deep, penetrating look. “How many innocents have you killed?”

			“None. No one died who didn’t deserve it.”

			“How many women have you hurt?”

			Trevor’s jaw clenched. “None. I don’t hurt women. That fucker I killed was a rapist.”

			“So you’re trying to convince me you’re a criminal with values? Poor little misunderstood felon with a heart of gold? Fuck that. I saw that movie and it sucked.”

			“No, I’m still an asshole.” Trevor smirked. “But I don’t want to end up jacking off alone for the rest of my life. So you’ve got me on a tight leash. Don’t worry, I’ll act house trained.”

			They were both quiet for a moment. “Fine. I can buy that,” Adam said. “But I still don’t want you touching Rachel.”

			“Why? Because she’s yours?”

			“Yes.”

			“Dude,” Trevor said gently, as if he were explaining this to a small child. “She’s the only woman. You’re going to have to share.”

			Adam’s eyes shot arrows, daggers and bullets at him. “She’s the only woman we’ve met so far. It’s just a matter of time before we find other survivors, and then you can find your own woman, and you can stop trying to take mine.”

			“Okay, you’ve got a point, you’re right. I’m not certain Rachel’s the only one, but she’s the only one for now. I might eventually find my own woman. But when? Ten years from now? Fifteen? And what if we do run into other survivors and they’re two gays, two old ladies in their eighties and a few skin heads? What then? I’m back to square one. Jacking off. Alone.”

			Adam’s lips twitched. “Hopefully, the gays will be lesbians. That wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe they’ll take pity on you and let you into their bed.”

			Trevor grinned back. “My luck, the lesbians will be the old ladies.”

			“Okay, okay.” Adam chuckled and put both hands up. “I’m getting you. But you’re shit outta luck here. She’s mine.”

			Trevor smiled wide. That big smile Adam could tell the guy used to charm his way out of sticky situations. “I have an idea.”

			“Idea?” Adam said, letting the skepticism drip from his words. “What kind of idea?”

			“Sharing,” Trevor said carefully. “I propose we share Rachel.”

			The air changed in the room. It grew charged, dark and heavy as fury radiated from Adam in waves. There was no way he was letting Rachel out of his sight for even a moment with this asshole. “Share? Like she’s a cat or a dog? You take her for a walk today, and I’ll do it tomorrow? She’s my woman. I decide who she’s with, and right now that man is me. Only me.”

			“Let me explain. I’m saying we share her at the same time, in the same bed. A ménage. You’re the primary. Her man. I’m the secondary you bring in to spice things up occasionally.”

			Adam was quiet for a moment, pensive. His gut tightened. That could be what he wanted. Trevor wouldn’t be his first or even his second choice of guy to share her with. Adam had shared a woman before with a buddy in his unit, but it had only been for one night, never within a relationship. He needed more answers to make sure it was right. Trevor didn’t say a word. “Have you done that before?” Adam finally asked.

			“Yeah.” Trevor shrugged. “I had a girlfriend I shared with another man. We fucked her at the same time.” He grinned. “Often. And she loved it.”

			“At the same time?” Adam repeated, his voice deepening.

			Christ, his fantasy.

			“Yeah.” Trevor smiled, getting a faraway look in his eyes. “Their names were Mariah and Brad. A married couple. I would come over to their place, we’d hang out, spend weekends together, go on trips. We’d strip, go to the bedroom and fuck her hard, for hours on end. Jesus, she was hot. It was fan-fucking-tabulous, right up until I got hauled off to prison and the party train ended. I thought I’d get visits at least, and you know, some tears. But no. Mariah dropped me like a hot potato.” He exhaled. “It was one of those moments where I found out who my real friends were.”

			Trevor leaned forward and propped his elbows on his knees, looking ready to drive home his point. “Your woman is hot, Adam. But she’s yours. I get that. I’ve already tried to make my move and hit a stone wall. She knows she’s yours, and that’s what she wants. But think about this, we wouldn’t be doing this just for us. This is for her pleasure too. My plan is we make her come so hard she passes out. And while I’m fucking her, you can hold her and see it from her point of view, what it looks like, and when she orgasms you can feel her reactions.”

			Adam reached down for his coffee, took a gulp and rasped, “Jesus, you’re convincing, aren’t you?

			“I’d defer to you,” Trevor continued. “Let you call the shots. In this relationship, you and Rachel are the primary, I’ll be the third.”

			“What about Christian? Where does he fit in with this plan?”

			“That dude’s so deep in grief he won’t want to be a part of this and probably won’t even notice what’s going on. I found him a week ago crouched into a ball of grief on the front porch of his own home, unable to leave the gravesite of his wife and kids. Pure blind luck I saw the guy. He barely spoke the first three days we traveled together, almost comatose, like a doll with its stuffing yanked out.”

			“Okay, okay.” Adam exhaled, unable to believe he was considering going along with this scheme. Just yesterday he’d hated this guy. “But there’s a problem with your plan.”

			Trevor crooked an eyebrow.

			“When it comes to Rachel, I’m a possessive asshole,” Adam said. “And I’m not sure if I can get around that. I like to dominate. No whips or bondage shit, but if I tell her to do something, I expect it done. My way.”

			“And this is a problem because…?”

			“If I order Rachel to do this and she doesn’t want it, we could scare the shit out of her, and I’ll lose her. Nothing happens to Rachel that she doesn’t want. She might not want this, and if she doesn’t, you’ll just have to deal. The only way this happens is if she agrees. If she says no, that’s no. If I say stop, you back off. She stays safe. I’m not letting anyone hurt her.”

			Trevor tightened his grip on his cup. “No one is going to so much as hurt a hair on her head. Least of all me.”

			A hard gaze locked with his, and Adam knew they’d reached the same conclusion. The only woman alive was precious. Rachel’s safety and happiness were paramount.

			Adam nodded. “Okay then, here’s another problem. How’re you gonna convince a woman whose virginity I took two nights ago that ménage is the new normal?”

			“Fuck,” Trevor exploded. “She was a virgin? How old is she?”

			“Twenty. And she’s got a history of asshole boyfriends who smacked her around.”

			“Damn, this is becoming as intricate as the Middle East peace process,” Trevor quipped. He took a deep breath, his surprise at hearing of Rachel’s mistreatment evident. “Okay, I hear you, I’ll—”

			“No. You won’t do anything. Nothing. She’s mine. I’m taking care of her. I’ll feel this out and let you know the next step. You follow my lead.”

			Trevor leaned back in his seat and lifted his chin. “Sounds like a plan.”

			Adam left the kitchen, his talk with Trevor churning in his head while he tried to decide how to play this. He opened the creaky back door, kicked his boots off and left them to tangle with the other work shoes already littering the wraparound porch. He walked back inside, cut across the quiet living room and climbed up the stairs to the master bedroom on the second floor.

			After the four of them had arrived yesterday, scouted out the lay of the farm and decided to stay, he’d insisted Rachel room with him. Originally, he’d done it to mark his claim, to keep her safe and to let Trevor know she was his and to stay the fuck away. But he had to admit as he opened the door and watched her sweet form sleeping in the king-size bed, he’d done it because he just plain wanted her there.

			After their night in the tent, he couldn’t imagine sleeping without her in his arms.

			He moved to the side of the four-poster bed, heart stuttering as he stood there taking her in. His woman as she lay on her side; his T-shirt riding up her bare ass.

			His woman.

			He knew he was a huge bear of a man. A scarred pit-bull who wanted his sex rough and sharable. What woman would love that shit? He watched the rise and fall of her chest, her soft skin and glossy hair. She was so fresh and touchable. Silk compared to his scratchy wool. He knew he was too much for this nineteen—no, twenty-year-old girl, but dammit, she was his now. He’d fucked her and that was that. And no matter what, he’d keep her safe. Even from himself, that rule still applied.

			Trevor’s words rang in his mind.

			“I’m saying we share her at the same time, in the same bed. A ménage. You’re the primary—her man. I’m the secondary you bring in to spice things up occasionally.”

			Adam’s groin tightened. It’d always been his fantasy to be in control of that type of situation, to direct another man’s actions while he touched his woman. That one time with his buddy and the woman they’d picked up from a bar had left a powerful image in his brain. Another man might want Rachel, might get a taste, but she knew who her master was, would always listen to his directives, would always know he was right there, seeing to her needs, her pleasure.

			Here was his chance at a ménage relationship where he called the shots. And he’d take it in a fucking heartbeat.

			But he couldn’t. Not with Rachel.

			It had surprised the hell out of him, but she’d been turned on by his demands that first night, enjoying what he’d offered, asked for more. He clenched his jaw. But that was the way it had started with girlfriends he’d had in the past. At first, they seemed into it, then it became too much and it was over. And he never fucking saw it coming. No way would he start down that same path with Rachel. He had no idea if she wanted something like a ménage, or if the idea would disgust her. And if it disgusted her, she’d leave him in a hot second. If it had happened before, it could happen again now, even at the end of the world. And as Trevor had said, there could still be plenty of men out there ready to snap her up in a heartbeat.

			And this time it would tear him apart. If Rachel left him, insisted on moving out of their room and chose one of the other men in their group, or someone else they had yet to meet, he would lose his ever-loving mind. Complete meltdown. Like one of those damn nuclear power plants going Chernobyl. He would beat the hell out of any man who touched her.

			Mine.

			Fuck. He shook his head, conflicted by the feelings tearing through him. When would he ever find a woman who accepted him for who he was, one who matched him sexually? Someone he didn’t have to pussyfoot around. Someone who accepted him, scars and all.

			He sat next to Rachel on the bed, swept her hair aside and kissed her sweet neck. She murmured and sighed. He forced himself to remain sitting, because even though he was disappointed at the thought of never fulfilling his fantasies, fucking Rachel was unlike anything he’d ever experienced before. There was something special about being a woman’s first. About the way Rachel’s pussy perfectly fit his cock, about how tight and hot she felt. There was something different there, something new. It was simply the best sex he’d ever had. And the good news was they’d just started. There was so much more for her to learn and discover. He smiled. Rachel was a quick learner. He wasn’t sure if she’d ever graduate to sharing, but even the bit they’d had so far, the way she accepted his directions, submitted to him in bed, that was enough. For now.

			He placed a hand on her naked hip and whispered against her ear. “Wake up, babe. Time for our morning jog.”

			“Oh, no,” she groaned and rolled onto her back.

			He eyed the way her tits moved underneath his T-shirt. He’d always been a breast man, and damn if she didn’t have the most perfect tits, like they’d been ordered to his specifications. He wanted nothing more than to fall into bed with her. He’d fucked her last night. Twice. But if he lay down next to her now, he’d fuck her again and they’d never get going.

			“Adam,” she whined and cracked open one eye. “Don’t you ever take a day off? Come on. Isn’t today Sunday? Even Jesus took Sundays off.”

			“Jesus was a peacemaker, not a soldier. You take a day off, you get weak.” He offered his palm to help her up. “Come on, up and at ’em.”

			She used her elbows to prop herself up, both eyes flashing at him with sudden fury. “That’s exactly my point. I’m not a soldier. You are. This isn’t an episode of The Biggest Loser. I already lost my weight. I don’t need a fitness coach.”

			Totally fucking cute. Like a kitten or a baby tiger spitting and hissing.

			“Uh, yes, you do. When I first met you, you probably walked a thirty-minute mile. Now you can already jog one in fifteen minutes. That’s still pathetic. Better, but pathetic. You can do better. Come on, let’s get going. I need to get a closer look at this farm. We might as well get some exercise while I’m doing it.”

			“You’re a cruel taskmaster.”

			“No, I’m not.” He chuckled. “I’m just trying to help you get in shape.”

			“Don’t you remember what happened the first time we went jogging together?”

			He smirked. “Remind me.”

			“You kept pushing and pushing me until I finally fell to my knees and puked on the side of the trail. And then—” she poked him in the chest with a finger, “—and then all you did was hand me a bottle of water and told me to buck up and keep going.”

			“Damn right I did.”

			“Not a word of comfort. No sympathy. Nothing. You made me run some more. You’re hardcore, Adam. I’m not a recruit who is going to end up wanting to join the Marines after surviving boot camp.” Her cheeks were flushed, eyes flashing, silky auburn bed hair draped over her shoulders.

			“Damn, you’re cute.”

			“I’m not.”

			“You are.” He leaned down, cupped his hand behind her neck and kissed her. Hard. With tongue, so rough their teeth clicked together. When he finally pulled back her blue eyes fluttered open, clear and bright. A smile spread across her swollen lips.

			Gorgeous. She was beautiful in a fresh, clean way. Real, not fake and overdone like some women were. He liked her best like this, in bed, hardly dressed.

			“Okay, babe, that’s enough.” He patted her hip. “You do this every time, and you end up loving it. Time to go.” He got up from the bed and strode over to a group of bags on the floor and pulled out some clothes he’d picked up the day before when they’d hit Fresno for supplies. “Here, put these on.” He threw them on the bed for her.

			“What’s this?”

			“These are your new workout clothes. I burned the gray sweats.”

			“Oh no, you didn’t.”

			He threw back his head and laughed at the expression on her face. “Oh yes, I did. When I told you I wanted you to stop hiding those perfect tits behind baggy-ass clothes, I meant it.”

			“You picked them out? You don’t even know my size. How do you know they’ll fit?”

			“I’m sure they’ll fit you a whole hell of a lot better than your old clothes did. Now go to the bathroom, do your thing and get dressed.”

			She picked up a form-fitting top and eyed it with suspicion. “I don’t know, Adam.”

			“Up,” he ordered. He grabbed her hands, pulled her out of bed and shoved the clothes in her arms.

			“But—”

			“Clothes on. We’ll go for a jog and get to work with the other two fixing this place up. Then tonight, Christian and Trevor are hosting a party on the tour bus.”

			“They are? A party?” A bright smile transformed her whole face into something he could look at forever.

			He reached a hand out, cupped her jaw and swept his thumb over her sensuous, full lips. “Are ready to loosen up tonight?”

			“I haven’t done anything like that since…since…”

			“Not since our first night together when you got shit-faced?”

			She scrunched her nose at him. “Don’t remind me.”

			He smiled, put his hands on her shoulders, turned her around, smacked her ass and pushed her toward the bathroom. “Now let’s get outta here and burn some calories so I don’t end up with a beer gut after tonight.”

			“Like you’d end up with a beer gut. Please, I think your body is wired to remain buff.” She snorted over her shoulder.

			He chuckled again, realizing he actually felt happy. Happy? How could he be happy when the whole world had ended? How was this possible? But he’d never met a woman whose company he enjoyed so much, who was so easy to talk to, easy to be around. Fuck that, fun to be around. And damn, wasn’t that a good thing since they’d been joined at the hip, going through unrelenting hell together? Rachel was his one spark of hope this whole damn time. He’d needed to survive to take care of Rachel. She gave his life meaning and focus. A good focus.

			“Wait.” She stopped. She turned back toward him, the pile of clothes in her arms. “We’re going to hang out with both Trevor and Christian? You’re going to drink with both of them like we’re all friends? I thought you hated Trevor’s guts. Now you’re going to party with him? What changed?”

			Adam looked into Rachel’s wide, innocent eyes. She was only twenty, and a virgin up until forty-eight hours ago. She’d led an indulged, sheltered, upper-middle-class life, G-rated in every way. He couldn’t imagine this woman participating in what Trevor had proposed—taking on two men at once, two cocks at once. He felt sure she’d reject the idea immediately. He’d have to go gently and let this happen naturally, and possibly not at all. He couldn’t lose Rachel.

			“He’s growin’ on me. I talked with him this morning. Turns out we have some things in common, and he wants to change. But he’s still an asshole,” he qualified. “So you can talk to him, sit with him…but only when I’m in the same room.”

			She smiled at him. “Well, at least that’s a start. Because remember, survivors need to stick together.” Then she bounced up on her toes, kissed his cheek and sauntered into the bathroom with his gaze glued to the T-shirt barely covering her gorgeous ass.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			“Nothing brings a group of people together faster than a drinking party. ’Specially one on a dead celebrity’s tour bus,” Trevor slurred. He slid deeper into a dark leather recliner, blond head lolling backward, an empty shot glass dangling from his fingers.

			Rachel hardly heard a word he said over the thumping music pounding through the bus. Jeez. Who’d turned it up so loud? The bass seemed to be beating a hole in her chest. She leaned over and inched it back down. “My turn to pick the next CD,” she announced.

			“Babe.” Rachel glanced over and locked eyes with Adam. “No more Jay-Z,” he ordered. “Time for some Kenny Chesney.”

			A fissure of heat danced across her belly. Dear God, Adam was so freaking gorgeous. Tonight, he sported a sleek, black cowboy hat that cast a shadow over the top of his face. She didn’t know where it had come from, but he sure looked smoking hot. Like Tim McGraw on steroids. Yowza.

			“Sorry, but I don’t do country,” she replied with a lift of her nose. I’d just do Tim McGraw. She chewed her lip to stifle her laughter.

			Adam threw her a mischievous grin as if he could read her thoughts, tossed back a shot and slammed the empty glass on the table in front of him. An exotic bottle of extremely expensive-looking tequila, the kind she’d usually seen held under lock and key, rested at his elbow.

			Trevor had stocked the bus with enough alcohol to supply an army. And this wasn’t the kind of stuff Rachel used to pick up at the grocery store. Oh, no. Apparently, soon after Trevor realized everyone had died and therefore no one really owned anything anymore, he’d taken a side trip, ransacking some billionaire’s mansion, making off with liquor so old and so expensive it defied comprehension. “It’s the end of the world,” he’d said casually, “why not drink the good stuff?”

			She had to admit, she kind of agreed.

			Rachel turned back and flicked through the CDs. Letters began to blur as she sipped on her fourth…or fifth glass of fancy French wine. So fancy, the bottle was dusty and the words were handwritten in calligraphy on a yellowed label. She supposed she should feel guilty for drinking something so rare and valuable it could’ve been auctioned off at Sotheby’s.

			But she didn’t.

			And it was so good, so smooth.

			Hmm. Now, what song did she want? The Bee Gees? No. Trevor had brought along the Bee Gees? She laughed. She hadn’t pegged him as the type to have disco. 50 Cent? Nope. It was getting hard to focus on the words… Michael Jackson? Maybe.

			Someone groaned and Rachel glanced over her shoulder.

			Christian.

			Adam poured him another shot. Christian looked glassy-eyed and unstable, his already pale complexion taking on a twinge of green. He licked his lips and picked up the glass with a shaky hand. Her brow furrowed. Someone had to stop this frat-boy nonsense.

			She whirled around and gestured with her glass of wine, causing it to slosh over her hand. “Hey, cut him some slack, Adam. You guys are already shit-faced enough. The last thing I need is all three of you puking your guts out in the bathroom tonight.”

			Her heart skipped as Adam leaned forward, muscled arms resting on the edge of the table. Black hat tipped down over his eyes. He looked like every woman’s fantasy. “Don’t listen to her, she wimped out a long time ago,” he said with a deep, manly voice that sent red-hot signals to all her female parts. “Are you going to be a sissy, Christian, or are going to man up and take that shot?”

			The men were having a pissing contest, trying to see who could drink each other under the table first. She’d joined them, but then quickly wimped out because throwing up in the toilet wasn’t her idea of fun.

			Christian’s eyes darkened with resolve. He cut her a glance. She shook her head vigorously. Don’t do it! she mouthed. Christian ignored her, picked up the glass and gulped down the liquid with a loud gasp. “Ten,” he shouted and slammed his glass on the table. “Take that, you rat bastards.”

			Adam threw back his head and laughed. Deep belly laughs.

			It looked good on him.

			Trevor sat up and rejoined the conversation. “Ah, shit. Now we’re all even. Fuck, Christian. I thought it was going to be a hell of a lot easier to drink you under the table.”

			Christian shrugged. “It’s well known that Armenians can hold their liquor.”

			“You’re Armenian?” The words rolled off Rachel’s tongue before she could stop them. “I didn’t know that. I mean, you don’t look Armenian.” Like she was an expert on all things Armenian? She wanted to kick herself.

			“I was born in Armenia, my last name’s Torossian and I look like I could hang out with the Kardashians. You can’t get much more Armenian than that.” He grinned at her.

			She smiled at Christian, happy to see him relax, even if it was the alcohol talking. She studied him then, analyzed his dark hair, hawk-like nose, large brown eyes, pale skin with a hint of olive tone, and thought about it for a second… “Oh my gosh, you do look like a Kardashian. Like you could be their older brother.”

			He laughed. Actually laughed. “So I’ve heard.”

			Adam crossed his arms over his chest. “Armenians can’t hold their liquor any better than Mexicans, or Russians for that matter. I’ve drank with British, German and Russian soldiers, and I’m telling you, no one can out-drink a Russian.”

			“Hey, my ancestors survived the Armenian Genocide, and I survived the damn apocalypse.” Christian threw an arm out. “After that, drinking amateurs like you two under the table should be a snap.” He snapped his fingers for emphasis.

			“Is that so?” Adam growled. “Well, my last name’s Sanchez, so I’m throwing one down for the Hispanics of the world. Armenians vs. Mexicans. May the best man win.”

			Trevor managed to push himself off his chair and stand up straight, a lock of long blond hair falling in his face. “Oh, hell no. Christian did not just say that. Hand me the bottle. I’m throwing down too. We’ll see who’s an amateur. I’m representing all the white guys who ever lived. I’m not Russian, but Okies can kick your ass.”

			“And I’m representing all the women from right over here with my little bottle of wine,” Rachel yelled out and saluted them with her glass.

			“You do that, honey.” Trevor winked at her.

			Rachel smiled back. She pushed a CD into the Bose system, reclined on the leather couch that lined the wall opposite from the men and smiled indulgently. Maybe living with Christian and Trevor wouldn’t be so bad.

			Rachel looked up and her gaze collided with Adam’s. Again. He’d been watching her all night. There were two other men on the bus, but Adam was the only man she saw. Really saw. His eyes darkened, and he gave her a slow, suggestive smile that caused her nipples to harden and warmth to pool between her thighs.

			Oh, yeah, she was getting some tonight.

			Adam turned away to answer a question, and she watched the men reload their drinks, arranging three full shots on their small table, laughing and joking with each other. She loved their male-bonding vibe. The cold war had ended, and Trevor and Adam had reached some sort of détente. Trevor had seemed scary when she’d first met him, but he was growing on her too. So having her men—she laughed to herself, her men? Since when were they her men? Having all three of her men happy and together, enjoying each other and getting along…this was good, very good.

			And then Trevor suddenly flopped onto the couch. Right next to her.

			Her breath caught in her throat.

			What the hell? She cut him a sharp glance. Nothing good would come from this. Her eyes darted to Adam, waiting for his reaction. Adam’s gaze slid over them both and lingered on Trevor. He paused, as if he were making some sort of important decision, gave Trevor a curt nod and looked away.

			She tensed. What was that, some kind of secret guy code?

			Trevor had hit it hard that first day, trying his best to lure her away from Adam. But she’d shot him down. Since then, he’d flirted, he’d charmed, but he hadn’t crossed the line. But now he was sitting next to her, leaning into her, all man, all handsome and all bad-boy dangerous.

			Yikes.

			Since Adam had been no help whatsoever, she took a sip of wine and looked away, trying to pretend Trevor wasn’t there.

			“Rachel.” He placed a hand on her thigh.

			She sighed. How was she going to break this to him, again, without being rude? “Trevor, I don’t think…” She flicked a glance at Adam again, hoping for some support, but he was talking to Christian, and the two of them were casual, relaxed, as if nothing strange was going on over here. How could he possibly be okay with another man hitting on her, right in front of him? What happened to what’s mine is mine? Why wasn’t he already up in Trevor’s face?

			This was crazy.

			She turned back toward Trevor, gazed into his fantastic blue eyes and got stuck. They pulled her in like a tractor beam. He grinned and she was gone, unable to shake his extreme magnetism. What woman would be able to? Trevor was certainly swoon-worthy material in his own right, a movie star in the making.

			Oh wow, how insane was this new world? Men rarely hit on her like this in her old life, and certainly not men who looked like Trevor or Adam. Yeah, she’d weighed an additional sixty pounds back then, but still…

			Trevor’s gaze took her in, concentrating on her chest and sliding up to her hair where his eyes seemed to soften. “You’re beautiful, Rachel.”

			She blinked. What? He didn’t just say… “Beautiful? Thank you, that’s nice, but I—”

			“And sexy.” His arm went behind her shoulders.

			“Sexy?” She snorted into her glass of wine. “Now I know you’re really drunk.”

			He leaned close, not touching her, but she was hyper aware of his gaze, which was glued to her tits. “Um, hello? My face is up here.”

			His head lifted and his eyes glinted. “Your tits are stunning.”

			She rolled her eyes and took a sip of wine. “Oh gosh, not you too. Adam says the same thing.”

			A smile flashed across Trevor’s face. “Great minds think alike.”

			“It’s just the tank top.”

			He crooked an eyebrow. “The tank top?”

			“I know you think I’m sexy, but I’m really not.” She turned toward him. “Let me explain.” Uh oh. The poor guy had no idea what he was in for. She always talked too much when she drank. No one would ever need to waterboard her to reveal state secrets. All they’d have to do was get her drunk.

			“You see, Trevor, just before the outbreak, I lost sixty pounds. Then I was taking care of my parents, my sister, freaking out over everyone dying, the world ending, you know? So I was going around in a lot of my old clothes, and they were all baggy, which is how I used to like my clothes anyway when I was heavier, so it didn’t bug me. But yesterday, I picked up this awesome sequined tank—” she plucked at her magnificent shirt, “—in the juniors section at Macy’s.” She leaned in close. “The juniors section. Kinda cool. Anyway, Adam threw out my old clothes, and he’s making me wear things that fit now, so I wore this tonight. And…and…this is form fitting and it’s just so pretty, isn’t it? It’s like magic. It makes me look better than I really am. So you see, it’s not me, it’s the tank top. Tomorrow, I could throw on another over-sized T-shirt and you’d never know the difference.”

			“Stop.” He held a hand up. “You’re telling me you don’t think you’re sexy and you think I’m just mesmerized by your shirt?”

			“Yes.” She nodded solemnly. “Oh, and you think I might be the last woman on Earth, so I’m looking pretty darn good to you, and on top of that, you’ve got your beer goggles on, so I look all sparkly and shiny. Believe me, a few months ago, you wouldn’t have given me the time of day.”

			His eyes narrowed. “That’s fucked up.”

			“Trevor,” Christian said, cutting into their conversation. “Get your ass over here and take your shot.”

			Trevor leaned in close. Close enough for her to notice how his eyes were a curious blend of electric blue mixed with hints of navy.

			Wow.

			“Rachel, you’ve got great fucking tits, ass and hair. Men die for that shit. Learn how to work it.” She watched him, slack jawed, as he stood up and rejoined the others.

			Her shaky hand reached for the bottle and poured the last bit of wine into her glass. Trevor wasn’t right. She was…sexy and beautiful? Come on. She’d lost some weight and now her breasts were suddenly the topic of conversation? She glanced down at her chest, wondering what all the commotion was about. She lifted her gaze and locked eyes with Adam.

			Heat rushed up her neck and face. Great. He’d seen her checking out her own chest. She was such a nerd.

			And why had Adam allowed Trevor to make a move on her, had almost seemed to condone it?

			Rachel bit her lip and closed her eyes, avoiding Adam, avoiding everything.

			She couldn’t deal with this. Seduction and flirtation were foreign concepts to her. While at college, after Justin had dumped her, she’d always partied with girlfriends and their boyfriends, gay-guy friends and guys who were friends of friends and safe. So she was a complete novice when it came to flirting and sexual innuendo. Not that that was bad, right?

			The darkness behind her eyes swirled around her, drowning out her environment. God, it felt good to let it go, let it all go. All the weight, the responsibility of being amongst the last survivors on Earth and trying to start a new life. All the gut-twisting uncertainty, the despair and loss of hope.

			She let go of the anguish over whether Adam really wanted her or was just settling because she was the only woman available, and whether he would drop her like a hot potato the moment he met someone better. Someone older and more experienced.

			She just let that go.

			It was all leaving, floating away. She felt light, weightless.

			Marvin Gaye played and the men’s voices were a low, relaxing hum in the background…

			Rachel blinked, surprised and disoriented. She sat up fast and put a hand to her fuzzy head. Where was she? What had happened? Had she drifted off for a second? An empty wineglass rolled off her lap and thumped to the floor. She ignored it.

			Whoa. No more alcohol for her.

			The room was quiet as a tomb, except for—wait, what song was that? The Bose music system still played “Sexual Healing” by Marvin Gaye? Her lips curved. God, she loved that song.

			She glanced around the lounge area and found her three handsome men in varying degrees of disarray: Adam passed out, cowboy hat gone, face planted on the table, snoring. Trevor sprawled out, asleep on the floor. Christian dry heaving on the couch next to her.

			Her shoulders slumped. Guess she wasn’t getting any tonight.

			Christian stood up, swayed and fell back down, hand over his mouth. “I need—I have to—”

			She blew air out between her lips and stood up. It figured. Of course this would happen. “Here, let me help you to the bathroom,” she said, resigned to her fate. This wasn’t her first rodeo. She knew exactly what to do.

			Rachel efficiently slid her arm around Christian’s firm waist and helped him step over Trevor. He leaned into her as she led him down the hall and into the bedroom in the back of the bus.

			Christian winced as she flicked on the blinding white light of the master bath. She let go and he slumped to the floor, immediately crawled over to the toilet and became violently ill. She closed the door and sat behind him, both of them barely fitting together in the tiny space. Wave after wave of nausea racked his body. Woozy and lightheaded, her mouth as dry as the Sahara, Rachel still managed to hold it together and absently rub his back with one hand. The poor guy sounded miserable.

			Finally, he moaned and lifted his head, scrubbing his face with his hands.

			“All done?” she whispered.

			He nodded and leaned forward to flush the toilet. Then he flopped back against the tile wall, breathing heavily. Christian put a hand to his forehead and looked at her with bloodshot eyes. “I don’t know if I can do this. Why the hell do I even bother?” He dropped his hand, tilted his head back and gazed up at the ceiling, a single tear trailing down his cheek.

			Her chest constricted. He’d lost his wife and children in the outbreak. God, how that must feel. She couldn’t even touch it. The idea of it burned a hole in her heart.

			“Why do we bother going on when they’re all gone? Everyone’s gone.” He lowered his chin and pegged her with a tortured stare, as if he expected her to say something perfect, something profound that would fix everything.

			Her throat tightened. She had nothing.

			“My wife, my children,” he choked. “They all died, right in front of me. My children were bleeding, terrified, screaming for me to help them. But I couldn’t.”

			Tears burned behind her eyes. “Oh my God, Christian.” She’d watched her parents die, her sister, her family. But she knew that was nothing compared to watching your small children die in front of you.

			“They died, just like everyone else, hurting, bleeding out. They were so small. My daughter, Julia, was only six. Benjamin was eight. And there was nowhere left in any graveyard to bury them when they were gone, and no one alive to come to their funerals. I buried my wife and children in the backyard of our own house. In the backyard, next to the damn family pets. Trevor found me there, on the porch. I was trying to decide how to kill myself when he drove up.” More tears ran down his cheeks.

			She scooted over next to him. There was no way she could watch this man crack wide open and sit at a distance. He allowed her to wrap her arms around him. He turned his face and burrowed it in her hair, his shoulders shaking as he wept. His arms came up and tightened around her, his fingers digging into the fabric at the back of her tank.

			He was heavy but she took his weight, holding on. “I’m so sorry, Christian. I’m so sorry,” she cried.

			They stayed that way for a few minutes, crying together. His pain was her pain. He’d lost everyone he’d loved, and so had she. But she understood his grief was greater, debilitating, and she had to help him through, help him out to the other side. Somehow.

			Please God, let him find hope. She’d found hope with Adam, with this home they all shared, why couldn’t Christian find it too?

			Finally, they remained still, all the violent emotions from earlier seeming to have drained away, leaving exhaustion in its wake.

			She wiped her face with the back of her hand. Christian sat cross-legged, quiet, head bowed. She spied a small glass next to the sink, got up, filled it with water and handed it to him. He held it with trembling hands and gulped it down. She took it back and caught sight of a tube of toothpaste. Maybe he’d like something to chase away the bad taste? She squeezed out a dollop on the tip of her finger and sat back down next to him.

			“Here, eat this.”

			“What?” He opened his mouth slightly and she swiped her finger against his lips. He grimaced and licked.

			“There, all done,” she said briskly. Just like taking care of a kid. She stood up and washed her hands, splashed some water on her face. “Okay, Christian, time to get up.”

			“I’m fine,” he mumbled.

			“Uh, huh. Come on, let me help you.”

			After a few false starts, she finally got him up and out the door. They took a few steps together into the master bedroom, and as soon as they hit the edge of the mattress, Christian fell onto the king-size bed and passed out.

			“Well,” she whispered, “the other guys are spending the night passed out too in the front room. Guess my plans have changed.” Hot sex with Adam back in their room in the main house was out. A rush of dizziness passed over her and she sat, anchoring her body to the bed.

			She glanced around the dark, shadowy space. The bed dominated the whole room. Not even a couch or a chair. Christian was already snoring. She frowned. “I could sleep in one of the bunks in the hall, but what if you wake up and get sick again?” She tapped a finger against her cheek. “That’s an awfully big bed you’re hogging there, Christian. How about I sleep next to you so I can keep an eye on you? You probably won’t even notice.” She smiled. “Or remember any of this tomorrow.”

			He looked so peaceful. A grown man in a child-like state. Eyes closed, dark lashes brushing against his cheeks, short black hair spiked up in the front, a few days’ worth of stubble on his jaw. Her heart broke. He’d been someone’s son, brother, husband and father. And he’d been through so much. So much. She needed to take care of him.

			Rachel turned the lights out and slid onto the bed.

			They would laugh about this in the morning.

			Her head hit the pillow. She closed her eyes and passed out too.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			“What happens on the bus…stays on the bus. I need to put that on a T-shirt and wear it,” Rachel muttered to herself.

			After she’d woken up to Christian asleep next to her in bed the next morning—and had a mini heart attack, but then calmed down when her fuzzy brain remembered all that had happened—Rachel found the courage to tiptoe down the hallway, shake Adam awake on the couch and take him home. They left Trevor and Christian asleep on the bus and walked back to the Victorian house together, not saying a word. Adam’s arm went around her shoulder and she wrapped both of hers around his waist. Back in their room, they brushed their teeth, changed into pajamas, took two Naproxen each and dropped into bed.

			“Come here, babe,” Adam rumbled as he pulled her close, curved around her back and kissed her neck.

			Heaven.

			And on that note, she’d fallen asleep.

			Around noon, she and Adam woke up for good, showered and walked downstairs to have lunch together in the spacious farmhouse kitchen that was beginning to feel like home. It was easy being with Adam. He insisted she sit while he made her coffee just the way she liked—powdered creamer, no sugar. Then he made his own—creamer and two Splenda.

			Afterwards, he pulled a PowerBar out of the walk-in pantry and waved it at her. “You want one?” he offered, brown eyes crinkling with mischief.

			“No.” She grimaced. “You know I think those things are disgusting. The only way you’d catch me eating one is if I were about to die from starvation, and even then I’d probably commit cannibalism first.”

			He took a large bite, pulled her out of her seat, wrapped an arm around her waist and leaned in close, chewing big and smacking his lips. “Ah, now that’s good stuff.”

			“Gross,” she exclaimed and pressed hands against his naked chest, trying to get away.

			“Sure you don’t want some? There’s lots more where this came from, darling.”

			“No, but your arm’s looking pretty tasty right now. Give me that, I just need some salt…” She took hold of his wrist and pretended to take a bite out of his forearm.

			He threw back his head and laughed, then leaned down and kissed her hard, his mouth overflowing with PowerBar.

			“Stop it! You’re making me sick.” She giggled and elbowed him, slipping out of his reach. “Sit down. I’ll make us something to eat. Something we both like.”

			His eyebrows shot up, but he did as she asked, walking around to sit on a stool at the counter. Shirtless. Wearing nothing but loose, flannel pajama pants, all bronze skin and sculpted muscles.

			“Don’t worry. Even I can use the microwave.”

			He gave her a skeptical look and took another bite of his PowerBar.

			She put her hands on her hips. “I know how to use the microwave.”

			He didn’t say a word, just stared at her with those twinkling brown eyes. She looked away first. “I’ll show you,” she threw over her shoulder, hoping she really could use the microwave and not burn their food like she’d done last time.

			And the time before that.

			Five minutes later, she was having trouble concentrating, her eyes continually drifting to Adam as he quietly looked through another old magazine. She noticed he liked to do that in the kitchen. A cup of coffee and a magazine, it was his routine. His strong fingers turned the pages, his face a mask of concentration. Maybe next time she went to town she could raid the Barnes & Noble for him and collect all the magazines, so he’d have a fresh supply. For a while at least.

			“I like you like that,” she told him as she opened their packaged meals.

			“Like what?”

			She smiled. “Reading, without a shirt on.”

			He grinned over his coffee cup. “How about you take your shirt off too?”

			“Sorry,” she said as she clicked open the microwave. “Trevor or Christian could come through that front door any minute, so…no can do.”

			“Sounds like I’m going to need to get some new locks on those doors,” he muttered.

			Trying her best to not gawk at Adam’s gorgeous physique, Rachel heated up three chicken and rice meals for them in the microwave. Two for Adam and one for her. She clapped with joy when they came out perfect.

			“See,” she told him. “I can cook.”

			He glanced up at her. “You can reheat,” he clarified.

			Warmth spread across her cheeks. “Adam, I’m trying here.”

			“I know.” He smiled, tugged her by the wrist and placed her on his lap. “I know you are.”

			“What are you doing?” She laughed. “I’m trying to eat.”

			“You sit here and I’ll feed you,” he said.

			“On your lap? I can’t eat while sitting on your lap.”

			“Yes, you can. Watch.” He fed her a bite of chicken that, considering it was part of their emergency food kits, wasn’t so bad. But sitting on his lap, being spoon fed—it was a little awkward at first. She’d always been that big girl guys never picked up, let alone invited to sit on their laps.

			“Relax,” he said. “I want to take care of you.”

			She leaned back against his hard chest and let him feed her. Shocking how the simple act of eating lunch could be so intimate.

			Then a memory from last night leapt into her brain. She stiffened and sat up in his lap. “Wait, I must be getting over my hangover, because I’m remembering what happened last night. What was up with that?”

			“Last night?” Adam swallowed his food and shrugged. “It was about relaxing for once, drinking and getting drunk.”

			“No…no,” she exclaimed and tried to get up so she could confront him. He tightened his arm around her waist. She turned to look at him. “The part where Trevor was hitting on me, his hand on my knee, and you two looked at each other and you nodded, Adam, you nodded, like you were giving him the go ahead or something. That. That’s what I’m talking about. What was that?”

			He sat up straight, turned her more so they could talk, but still kept her on his lap. “Hmm,” he said, not looking the least bit guilty. “Well, that…that was me testing the waters.”

			“Testing the waters? What are you talking about? I thought you were pissed at the idea of Trevor hitting on me. Or any man for that matter. Remember what you said? What’s mine is mine.” She didn’t realize until that exact moment how much those words had meant to her. How she’d held on to them for dear life. Was this what he meant by sharing her?

			“Yep. All of that is true, and I’d kill or at the very least maim any man who touched you without my permission. But that’s the difference, I gave Trevor my permission.”

			“Why would you give Trevor your permission to touch me?” Her throat tightened as she croaked out the words.

			Oh, crap.

			Here it was.

			This was where she would find out this whole relationship was in her head. She’d always known it, hadn’t she? Her chest burned. How could she have been so stupid to think she would ever be able to keep a man like Adam? She was the only woman in their little group. He probably thought she was the last woman alive, and that was the only reason she and Adam were together, why he found her attractive. Wasn’t it? Lack of choice and forced proximity would make anyone seem appealing. Maybe he was finally ready to pass her along to Trevor, share her with his new friends. For all she knew, they’d already discussed it.

			Oh, God.

			Adam’s gaze scanned her face. His voice changed, softened with concern. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

			“What’s mine is mine, when you said that…that really just meant mine for now, didn’t it?” She dug her fingernails into the inside of her palms. She wasn’t going to yell, wasn’t going to cry, wasn’t even going to fight it. She just needed clarification.

			He pushed his plate to the side. “That’s not true.”

			Her shoulders slumped. She turned away from him, not wanting him to see her fighting back tears. She wasn’t going to cry. “No, it’s okay. I understand,” she said as she struggled to get out of his arms. Because really, she did. Deep, deep down, she’d always known it wouldn’t last. She felt something he didn’t. It was as simple as that. For him it was lust, scratching an itch, and for her, well, maybe it was more. But it had all been nothing but a fantasy she created in her head.

			And the fantasy was over.

			He pulled her back and turned her around to face him. She kept her eyes studiously leveled on his chest.

			“Rachel,” he rumbled. “Yesterday, Trevor asked me again in private if I would share you with him.”

			His words hit like a blow. A sob escaped and tore through her chest. Yep. They’d discussed her, bartered for her like she was a freaking bag of sugar. Planned it out. Well, there was no way in hell she was ever going to—

			“Rachel,” Adam cut through her thoughts. “Remember—” he tucked a finger under her chin, “—no one touches you unless you want them to.”

			“Uh, huh.” She gave him a curt nod.

			Whatever.

			This temporary world she’d started to rebuild for herself was crumbling around her, folding like a house of cards. That little ray of hope snuffing out. Tears burned behind her eyes. She tried again to tug out of his embrace.

			He held her tight. “Wait. We need to talk. I was going to discuss this with you tonight, but it looks like it needs to be said here and now.” He let out a breath. “Yesterday, Trevor suggested something different.” He paused. “He suggested we share you at the same time.”

			“What?” Her head jerked up.

			“Trevor said he understood you’re my woman, and that there’s no way he’s getting in there because he could see for himself how you felt about me.”

			Her belly fluttered with a strange mixture of happiness and embarrassment at that pronouncement. “I’m your woman? How does he know that?”

			He cocked his head to the side. “Rachel, are you in my bed every night?”

			“Yeah.”

			“I’m fucking you every night, right? And you’re sleeping in my bed. Therefore, you’re my woman, and it’s going to stay that way for the foreseeable future.”

			That wasn’t that comforting. It should be, but it wasn’t. All she could think about were his words—foreseeable future. What did that mean? Did he mean for the next twenty-four hours, the next few weeks or forever?

			“He knows he has no way in with you. But he’s hoping we can have a ménage, a threesome, where I’m in charge, I call the shots and he’s the third.”

			Her jaw dropped open. “What?” she said again. Her voice weak. “You two were talking about me, about this?”

			“Yes. Ménage, you know what that is, don’t you?”

			“Yes, sort of,” she said, automatically trying to play the good girl. “Um, it’s both of you having sex with me at the same time.” But seriously, of course she knew what it was. What kind of G-rated porn did he think she watched?

			Adam smiled and rubbed his cheek against her hair. His arms felt good wrapped around her waist. “He asked me, Rachel. Trevor played this the right way, going through me first. And he asked because it’s not new to him. He’s done it before. He had a relationship with another couple in the past. He remembers it as something good, something that made all of them happy. That they enjoyed.”

			“Wow,” she whispered.

			“I want to be in charge, call the shots, watch another man pleasure you, fuck you. But all the while I’ll know you’re mine. You know you’re mine, and so does he. He only gets to fuck you, touch you, when I say. And the two of us can fuck you at once. His cock in your ass, and I get your pussy.”

			Her heart stuttered in her chest, like a car engine gasping its last breath. Her mouth felt dry and gritty.

			“What do you think about what I just said?”

			“Well, I…um.” Wow. This was even more over the top than when he’d pushed her against the side of the Hummer and told her about his needs. Now she was finding that he was into ménage? She swallowed against the lump in her throat. Who was into ménage in real life?

			Adam. Adam was.

			Oh, and Trevor too.

			Wait, wasn’t ménage something people only did in porn movies?

			“Rachel, talk to me.”

			She looked into his eyes. “I’ve never done anything like that before.”

			“I know, honey.”

			“I’m not sure.”

			“Let me guess. You’ll need time to process the idea before you can give me an answer, right?”

			“Uh, yeah.” Shit, he knew her too well. Her brow furrowed. “Yeah, I need to process it. It’s a lot to take in.”

			“And you’re not saying no, right?” He grinned. “You just need time to think.”

			“Exactly. I’m not saying no. It’s just a lot to take in,” she repeated.

			He took her off his lap and stood up. Adam kissed her gently on the lips. “Okay, you take the time to do that. If you think of any questions, you can ask me later. If you decide you don’t want to have sex with Trevor and me at the same time, it won’t happen. No hard feelings. You will not be made to feel uncomfortable. Not by me, not by Trevor. You understand?”

			“I understand.” That had to be the nicest invitation to a ménage anyone had ever had. Her lips twitched.

			He tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “I’m done here.” He lifted his chin toward the door. “I’m going to go get dressed and go out to find the others and see what they’re up to. Are you still going to work on the garden today?”

			“Yeah,” she agreed absently, still shocked beyond belief at his proposition.

			“Okay. Use the walkie-talkie to let me know where you are.” He gave her another soft, gentle kiss on the lips and started to walk away.

			“Adam, wait,” she called out. He stopped and turned around.

			“Have you ever done it before?” She paused. “Have you ever been in a ménage?”

			“Yes. Once before, and not in a relationship.”

			“Is this something you’ve always wanted?”

			“Yeah, it is.” His voice deepened. “But it’s only something I’d want if you want it too. If you don’t want it, I don’t either.”

			“You sure?”

			“Yeah, I’m sure.”

			“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay. I’ll think about it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Adam wasn’t breaking up with her. Or passing her along to his friends. She took a deep breath. Instead, he wanted to invite another man into their bed so they could both have sex with her at the same time.

			Yikes.

			She scrubbed the countertop harder. Oh, forget it. She threw down the sponge. She wasn’t going to think about this right now. Later. She’d think about this later. Right now, she needed a break from all the drama. It was too much.

			Rachel finished tidying up the kitchen, grabbed her iPod and solar charger, some snacks and water, and went outside. She’d spied a sad and unkempt garden the day they’d driven up, like a secret garden that needed a friend to bring it back to life. She knew a little about gardening from summers spent helping her grandmother tend to hers, and if she was going to ever eat tomatoes, bell pepper and zucchini ever again, she knew she’d better get cracking.

			Her shoes crunched on the soil as she walked around the side of the house. The weather was nice today. Spring was always so changeable, rain one minute, fluffy clouds the next, but today was dry and warm. She lifted her chin, loving the feel of sun of her face.

			The garden was on the other side of the driveway and consisted of two large raised beds surrounded by a high fence. There was a shed filled with plenty of equipment and irrigation materials. She put her hands on her hips and pursed her lips. Half the plants were brown and weeds choked each row of vegetables.

			“Shit.” She sighed. “This is going to be a big job.”

			Thirty minutes later, a dark image caught the corner of Rachel’s vision. Concerned, she threw down the trowel and popped out her earplugs. A low animal growl hit her ears. A steady, monotonous drum. Like a lawnmower. Her hands froze and her breath turned choppy. “You’ve gotta be kidding,” she muttered.

			The rumble turned snarly. Louder. Dangerous and violent.

			Swallowing against the golf ball-sized lump in her throat, Rachel peered over the plants she’d been weeding. Three large dogs crowded the entrance to her garden and more fanned the outside perimeter.

			Pets gone wild.

			Dammit. Not again. Why her? Shit, this was starting to feel personal.

			Her eyes darted to the open gate. Son of a bitch. Why had she brought that snack food along for any passing animal to smell and left the entrance to the garden wide open? And where was the walkie-talkie? She patted her pockets. Where was it?

			Shit. She might as well have put out a sign—here doggy, doggy. Come and eat me.

			A shiny black Doberman stood in front of the pack. It stepped forward, blocking her only escape. Its body a perfect muscular specimen of the breed with straight-up pointy ears and a thick leather collar. If the thing were cleaner, it could have been a show dog. Someone’s prized possession. Someone’s spoiled pet. The dog had probably lived a cushier life than she ever had. But now, it looked mean and feral, with ribs standing out in relief, ready to tear her apart over a bite of food.

			Dark lips folded back to reveal black gums and dense rows of snapping sharp teeth.

			A mangy German shepherd backed the Doberman, bringing along his friend, a stocky pit-bull mix. They flanked their leader like two mob enforcers ready for a fight. She could almost hear them cracking their knuckles.

			Her stomach went into free fall. “Oh shit,” she whispered. Fight-or-flight kicked in. A reaction she’d grown used to since her life had been shaken up and stirred like the interior of a snow globe.

			She’d survived this once before, she could survive it again.

			The only exit was blocked. The three men she lived with were at the barn milking cows. Would they hear her cry for help? Probably not. The walkie-talkie wasn’t next to her either. She’d left it next to the pile of tools, right where the dogs were all standing. She clenched her jaw, grinding her teeth together, and breathed through her nose.

			Her mind flew over the options. What else…what else? Wait. The shed behind her. She panted in relief. Far, but not too far. Could she make it? She wiggled her toes. Thank God she’d put tennis shoes on today. It was her only chance.

			The Doberman broke the silence with a vicious snarl and leapt forward, muscles bunching, black inky eyes focused on her with unerring intensity.

			Rachel screamed at the top of her lungs. She scrambled to her feet and ran. Faster than ever before. Like a track star or a quarterback. Like her life depended on it. Because it did. She sprinted, feet flying, muscles screaming in agony as she lunged for the shed and the sweet salvation of sturdy metal doors.

			Omigod! Omigod!

			The dogs were right on her heels, a din of sounds ringing in her ears—barking, growling, snarling, claws grinding in dirt. The pack rushed behind her, eager to take her down.

			She fell into the door with a metallic clash and groped for the handle. Rachel threw it open and immediately turned behind it and pulled it closed, creating a shield against the chasing animals. Bodies slammed against the portal in front of her. Claws screeched along the exterior.

			She braced her shoulder against the door and planted her legs in the dirt floor, pushing against the weight of three feral dogs trying to pound their way inside. Immediately, she knew she was outnumbered. They were too big and powerful. She groaned as a wet black nose snorted next to her hands through an open crack in the door. A mouth full of sharp fangs wedged in the widening gap. A hot breath flew out of her mouth. Her sweaty hands lost purchase and her shoes skidded across the ground as the door started to fall open. Oh no! A sharp claw swept over her arm, leaving a trail of burning scratches.

			Rachel’s vision blurred as fear overwhelmed her senses. This was it. She wasn’t going to make it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			A shot rang out, and an inhuman whine pierced the air. The snarling jaw in the doorway slipped out and fell. There was a second shot, and she heard a yelp and the thud of another animal dropping to the ground.

			Adam? Relief flashed through her veins. She turned and leaned her forehead against the inside wall of the sweltering shed, trying to calm the frantic beating of her heart. Trying not to cry.

			“Yeah, you’d better get the hell outta here!” a deep voice bellowed.

			It was Adam. Never again would she tease him about his ginormous gun collection. Or the fact that he made her jog every morning. Between the two, he’d probably just saved her life.

			Again.

			“Rachel? Rachel!” Adam yanked the door open.

			She swayed and blinked up at him as light flooded in. He tipped his rifle to the ground and stared hard into her eyes. “You okay?”

			“I’m fine,” she managed. Her bottom lip quivered. Damn, how many times had he seen her cry since they’d met? Too many. She wished she could stop. Turn off the waterworks by pressing an easy button. But how did you get over all this crap, get over being chased and almost killed by a pack of dogs, get over the end of the world? It wasn’t like she could go to therapy, the therapists were dead too.

			Adam’s hard face softened. He pulled her in tight and she leaked all over his shirt. “Thank you.” she stammered, shoulders shaking. “If you hadn’t gotten here when you did…”

			“Shh, it’s fine.” He rested his chin on top of her head. One hand petted her hair. “I’m just happy I got here in time. Jesus, you scared the crap out of me. Seeing those dogs after you, knowing they’d cornered you in the shed. You’re not hurt, are you? Any bites or scratches?” He leaned to the side so his eyes could scan her body.

			“I’m fine. Just a scratch on my arm.”

			His lips pressed into a thin line as he examined her wound. “I want you to go inside, wash this and spread Neosporin on it.”

			“It’s not that bad.”

			“Just do it.”

			“But it’s just—”

			“Do it, Rachel,” he said firmly.

			“Okay.” She exhaled.

			He engulfed her small hand with large fingers, “Let’s get out of here.”

			Rachel shielded her eyes with an open palm as Adam tugged her into the bright sunshine. She stepped over the dead Doberman and pit-bull and warily scanned the chain-link fence, looking for any lingering sign of the demon dogs that had attacked her moments before.

			“Don’t worry, they’re all running scared—” His words broke off as he glanced over his shoulder and spied the walkie-talkie and her lonely bag of snack food sitting in the dirt next to her tools. Uh, oh. She chewed her bottom lip.

			Fun-and-games Adam left the house.

			Permanently.

			“Why isn’t the gate locked?” Adam snapped. “And why is the walkie-talkie over there and not on you? Where’s the goddamn pepper spray?”

			Her stomach dropped into her shoes. She swallowed at the lump in her throat and tried to think of a really smart excuse. “Well, um…”

			“What the hell happened here?” a booming voice interrupted their Q and A. Rachel jumped and turned her head to see Christian and Trevor pounding into the garden like two avenging angels.

			“Great,” she whispered. “Now they can all gang up on me.”

			“What the fuck?” Trevor exploded. His head jerked toward the two dead dogs and back to her. Perfect lips formed a hard line. “Are you hurt?”

			“I’m fine. Just shaken up, that’s all.” She smiled involuntarily and rubbed sweaty palms down the front of her shorts.

			Christian walked around slowly, examining the scene like he was on an episode of a CSI: Crime Scene Investigation. Penetrating obsidian eyes bore into hers and then darted to Adam. “What happened?” he questioned.

			“At least five dogs entered the garden and attacked Rachel. I walked out of the garage and heard her scream. I grabbed my rifle and ran over. They had her trapped in the shed. I killed two and the others ran off,” Adam reported, ticking off the events with military precision.

			“Yeah. What he said,” Rachel quipped. It bugged the hell out of her when they didn’t let her speak. And she’d started to notice that when the three of them were all together, they did it often.

			“You ran and held them off in the shed?” Christian asked.

			Rachel nodded.

			“Smart,” he commented.

			She tried not to smile, but there it was, stuck on her face like glue. Praise from Christian? She may have only known him for three days, but she could already tell receiving this was as rare as a store that hadn’t been looted.

			All three of them stood around her now, forming a semi-circle, looming over her like giant redwood trees. Yep, the world had ended, everyone had died from a freakish virus, and she’d been left alone with three alpha men. Was this a blessing or a curse? Depended on which day of the week you asked.

			Christian looked confused. “How did they get in?”

			She opened her mouth, but Adam cut her off. “She left the gate wide open and brought beef jerky to snack on.”

			She gasped in indignation. “Thanks for throwing me under the bus.”

			Adam took a step toward her, face hard, eyes blazing. She moved back. “Hell of a lot of good that fence did to protect you when you can’t even be bothered to lock the fucking gate.”

			Rachel sighed. “I know, I know,” she mumbled under her breath.

			“What did you say?” He eyed her suspiciously.

			She met his gaze. “I said I know and I’m sorry.”

			“You could have been killed, Rachel,” he said, his voice deepening. “Next time I might not be so close.”

			All three men frowned at her like a school girl in the principal’s office.

			“Are we done cataloguing my errors?” she asked.

			“Rachel, it’s just that—” Trevor said.

			“I’m the only female any of you have seen alive, so you’re overprotective? I know, we’ve been over this before.” If it were up to them, she’d be inside all day, covered in bubble wrap.

			“She’s right,” Christian pronounced.

			“I am?”

			“Maybe we are overprotective.”

			She raised an eyebrow. This was way too easy. Even she knew they weren’t being overprotective, she’d been stupid and could have gotten herself killed.

			“Rachel, there’s a way for you to put our minds at rest, a way for you to get more space and for us to be certain of your safety. A win-win situation.”

			She lifted her chin. “Go on.”

			“You could agree to carry a gun at all times.”

			Her eyes darted to Adam. Had he told them? He’d promised he wouldn’t. Her gaze returned to Christian. “I’ve already told you I can’t do that. Why do you guys keep bringing it up?” She’d admitted to the other men that she feared guns, but she hadn’t said why. They didn’t know about her past or her phobia, and she planned on keeping it that way.

			“Probably because it’s a great idea,” Trevor said with a dazzling smile full of movie-star teeth. “Help us—” he jabbed both pointer fingers at his chest, “—to help you,” then pointed both of them at her.

			“Oh, please,” she groaned.

			“Rachel,” Adam cut in. “The pepper-spray idea didn’t work. You need to listen to us for once and stop being so damn stubborn about this. We all carry a pistol. Why not you? Hell, you need it more than we do. If you don’t have the walkie-talkie for some reason, at least you’ll be packing.”

			He was right. She should have a gun at her hip in this world gone mad. Of course, it made sense. But Trevor and Christian didn’t know her history. They didn’t know what had happened the last time she’d fired a pistol. It was so long ago she hardly remembered, the memories of six-year-old girls being naturally fuzzy and unreliable. But the gut-wrenching fear and agony remained vivid in her adult brain.

			“Rachel?” A hand cupped her shoulder. Adam leaned his head close to hers and pulled her into his embrace. Oh, it felt so damn good. She’d never tire of resting her cheek against his hard chest. She inhaled his familiar scent. Soap. Toothpaste. A hint of coffee.

			“You’ve seen me,” she whispered so only he could hear, anxiety flooding her senses. Imaginary walls enclosed around her, boxing in tight. “You know I can’t do it.”

			Dammit, she wasn’t Annie Oakley or Billy-the-fucking-Kid. Guns were those things people used in movies. But now her world had shifted, tilted on its axis. And her greatest nightmare—having to fire a gun—kept popping up like Jason from a Friday the 13th movie.

			Adam inhaled deeply and blew out a sigh of resignation. “There’s something else. Trevor and Christian found tire tracks on the road in front of the farm. They were fresh. Also, we found a few cigarette butts. It looks like there was a car out there, with how many people, we don’t know. This could be good, or this could be bad.”

			“More people?” she exclaimed.

			“Someone with unknown intentions scoping us out. Hopefully, they’ll have positive intentions.”

			“Or it could mean we all need to watch our backs,” Christian pointed out.

			“Rachel?” Trevor said, stuffing his hands into his pockets and twisting his lips. “You do realize this is an intervention. Right? We want you safe.”

			Oh God. Her flush increased from a sixty to a hundred-megawatt bulb. His words hit like a slap on the face. She let go of Adam and stepped back, all wound up and raring to go. “An intervention?” Her voice grew louder, strident. “I’m not some raving drug addict you need to ship off to Betty Ford. I’m just afraid of guns. Okay? Lots of people are—” she paused, “—or were.”

			She swallowed to slow her erratic breathing and looked around at the three men, all staring at her with varying degrees of pity.

			“I don’t need your help. I’m fine,” she said. “I can take care of myself.” Of course it was total bullshit, but maybe if she said it enough, it would become real.

			“Rachel…” Adam looked at her like she was a person he might need to 5150.

			Depression crept back in—an old friend she couldn’t shake. Being near a gun, thinking of guns, especially a pistol that looked too much like the other one…it brought back all the old feelings. Rachel squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, trying to remember her calming techniques. She reined in her demons and gritted out between clenched teeth, “It’s hard… It’s hard for me, guys. Thank you for your help. I’m not saying no. I’m saying…” Her stomach turned to jelly, but she was determined to get the last words out. They were right. She needed to get past this. Somehow. “I’m saying I’ll think about it.”

			Adam met her eyes with a warm gaze.

			Oh God. The fear was clawing her up inside, with deep grooves.

			“All of us want you to be safe,” Adam said. “I’ll train you, and you’ll know what to do the next time those dogs, or anything or anyone, comes around.” His lips, those gorgeous lips, tipped up at the corners.

			“Okay,” she forced out.

			What had she just gotten herself into?

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			An hour later, Rachel stood in the shower, her confessional, massaged a dollop of shampoo into her scalp and thought about the crap that had gone down these last twenty-four hours.

			First there was the revelation that Adam wanted her to start having sex with both him and Trevor at the same time. And then a pack of dogs had tried to kill her. Again.

			No biggie. No worries there, right?

			Shit, shit, shit.

			Rachel rolled her shoulders, hoping the hot spray would relax her tense muscles. She pressed her fingers against her temples. What a mess. Why, oh why, did God leave her with three men? Normally that wouldn’t be a bad thing, but seriously, Adam would have been enough.

			Day in and day out, she was subjected to hard muscles, deep voices and tight asses. A woman could suffocate from all the testosterone in the air. And with the whole world silenced, it magnified their importance.

			And after last night, it was obvious Trevor wanted her. Wanted her, as in wanted to have sex with her. He was bartering for her with Adam. It was flattering having a gorgeous hunka burnin’ love with wicked tattoos act as if you were the be-all, end-all. But she was Trevor’s end-all, his only chance to have real live sex. She cringed. He’d denied it last night, but come on, she was obviously plain compared to his everything burrito. She was normal to the point of boring, and he was heavily tattooed rock ’n roll. In real life, they would’ve been oil and vinegar.

			And did any of it matter if they were all just fuck buddies anyway? Her brow crinkled. She rinsed the shampoo out of her hair. Was that all she and Adam were? Fuck buddies? The air in her heart deflated like a balloon. She hoped not.

			With Adam, she wanted more—the whole enchilada, with sour cream on top.

			She licked her lips. Damn, she missed Mexican food.

			She and Adam shared a bedroom, bathroom and a closet. He was the one—the man who’d taken her virginity, the man who had found her the first day she’d stepped out of her parents’ house and kept her safe, the man she slept with at night, snuggled with, talked to. The man she could easily fall in love with. Hell, if she were honest with herself, was probably already half in love with. And she had no idea where his heart was. He seemed to care for her. He’d insisted they share a room. It seemed all the affection she gave to him was mirrored back. She never felt like a silly girl chasing a guy she couldn’t get anymore. Now she was a grown woman, living with her boyfriend.

			Wow. She shook her head. The world had to end for her to finally find a man she could fall in love with? How crazy was that?

			But could she really rely on Adam when the chips were down? Yeah, he’d proven that he wanted to protect her. He’d saved her life. Twice.

			But what about her heart? Would he keep that safe too?

			What did it mean that he could so easily decide he wanted to share her with Trevor? Was that a red flag, or was it a sign of greater intimacy for Adam?

			Her mind raced forward and flooded with images of the sex Adam had described. She didn’t discard them, or push them away with disgust. Why not have sex with the both of them if that’s what they wanted? What harm was there? It’s not like there was anyone left to judge. There literally was no one left alive to give one shit about what she did or didn’t do. She didn’t have to answer to anyone. She didn’t have to pretend not to like ménage, or anything else in the sexual pantheon, in order to seem like a good girl, did she?

			This was a new world, and she was a new Rachel. She could be whoever she wanted to be. Do whatever she wanted to do.

			But a ménage? With Adam and Trevor?

			Her stomach fluttered with swirls of candy-coated joy.

			What would that be like? Rachel swallowed hard against her dry throat and closed her eyes as a sexual fantasy flared bright and hot in her mind. An erotic, scorching one with her sandwiched between two hard bodies. Naked men with stiff, jutting cocks, touching her, pleasuring her. Trevor pushing his cock between her lips while Adam fucked her from…

			Whoa! Her eyes flew open.

			Jeez.

			What was wrong with her? This might be a brave new world…but still. Rachel grabbed the soap. Had she gone out of her mind? Having sex with more than one man only happened to celebrities on secret sex tapes, not to someone like her…normal and slightly boring. She didn’t know a single woman in real life who’d ever done such a thing.

			Or at least they’d never told her.

			She put her hand on her forehead and blew out a breath. This craziness had to be a symptom of their forced intimacy. Right? They were all squeezed together like sardines, constantly in each other’s company, spending every moment of every day together. Even though she’d only known Adam for a little over a week and Christian and Trevor for three days—with everything they’d been through, it felt like years.

			She rinsed out the conditioner and lathered up her body, heat pulsing between her thighs, breasts heavy, nipples begging for relief.

			She imagined Adam. His hands on her. His hard cock pounding into her pussy. She exhaled. She needed him, needed his hands and his mouth to give her a screaming orgasm. Water fell along her neck and trailed over her hot skin. It rinsed off the soap but did nothing to decrease the warmth in the folds of her sex.

			Adam wouldn’t be back until dark. He was out with Trevor, checking on neighboring farms for supplies and signs of life.

			Shoot.

			She whimpered and decided to do what she’d done so many times before.

			Take care of it herself.

			Rachel lathered her stomach and slid her hand down to the soft curls between her legs, dipping her finger inside to caress her swollen clit. She moaned. Not as good as Adam’s hand, but a girl had to do what a girl had to do.

			She closed her eyes. What if she weren’t alone in the shower?

			Rachel smiled, this time imagining Adam in front, Trevor in back, trying out in her mind again the idea that Adam had planted there, deciding it wasn’t as bad as it first sounded. She shivered at the thought of two sets of rough palms on her soft skin. Lips nipping her neck, large hands cupping her breasts. In this scenario, she wanted Adam as dominant as ever, calling the shots, telling Trevor what to do, where to touch her.

			Water sluiced along the slope of her chest and between her nipples. They begged to be touched. She used her fingernails to lightly rub the soapy tips of her breasts. Warmth rushed through her body as pleasure spiked in her clit. Her breath quickened as she imagined Adam’s mouth latched on to one breast. She could almost feel the tug of his lips. In her dream, he pinched the other nipple simultaneously with large fingers. She gasped at the intense pleasure and leaned her back against the shower wall, delirious with bliss.

			She moved one hand to the apex of her legs and delved back between her folds. She sighed as she stroked her swollen clit. She found the right spot and applied the exact amount of rhythmic pressure. One hand lifted to brace against the tile wall. Shaking, shuddering at the razor edge of release. She was almost there, the explosive orgasm hovering just around the corner.

			The shower door clicked open and cold air swept in. Rachel gasped and jerked her hand from between her legs.

			Adam stood there gloriously naked, penis flushed and erect, backlit with glowing light.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Adam watched her with hungry lust, a wry smile twisting his lips. “Would you like some help with that?”

			Heat rushed to her face. Her chest pounded so hard she thought she might be having an actual heart attack. She froze, unable to speak. Why hadn’t she heard him come inside the bathroom? A pathetic, squeaky noise finally emanated from her throat. He’d found her naked, touching herself. She wished a sink hole would split the ground open and swallow her up whole.

			“You know we shouldn’t be wasting water. Too bad, because I’d love to join you.” A lazy smile tugged his mouth as he reached behind her and twisted the shower knob. Drops of water trickled overhead.

			She stared at him, water dripping down her face, so completely mortified she was unable to speak. She turned her back to him, trying to hide.

			“Baby.”

			“Get out,” she whispered.

			“Come here,” he said with a hard voice. He grabbed her by the arms and guided her out of the shower. “I’m taking you into the bedroom and I’m going to finish what you started.”

			Before she could answer, Adam’s hands went behind her knees. She squealed as he swept her into his strong arms and burst through the bathroom door. He dropped her wet body on their bed. He grabbed an ankle with a rough hand, pulled her down and immediately positioned her hips on the edge. He pushed her thighs open and put his mouth between her legs.

			Wow, he worked fast.

			Minutes ago, she was masturbating in the shower, alone and slightly pathetic, and now here she was with Adam’s face between her legs. Amazing how a person’s world could turn on a dime.

			He used his fingers to spread her wide and then dragged his tongue across her sex and drew circles around her clit. Rachel’s thighs clenched. “Oh, dear God,” she moaned. “Don’t stop.”

			“You’re so wet,” Adam rasped. “Finding you like that was fucking hot, like nothing I’ve seen before. What were you thinking of when you were getting off in the shower?”

			Did they have to talk about this? “You.” She gasped. “I was thinking of you.”

			“Just me? Or was anyone else in the shower too?” He plunged two fingers into her pussy.

			Her back bowed off the bed. Was he psychic? How could he know? “Only you.” She thrashed her head from side to side. She was there again, right on the edge, if he put a little more pressure right there…

			He lifted his head and kissed the inside of her thigh. “Tell me the truth, Rachel.”

			She fisted handfuls of downy green comforter and squeezed tight. “Can we talk less and fuck more?”

			He laughed at her blunt language. “Your wish is my command.”

			She was so close it wasn’t going to take much. He returned his tongue to her clit and found that sweet spot, the same one from the shower. And she exploded. Pleasure so intense it almost hurt swept through her. Her hips jerked up as her pussy clenched around his fingers.

			She heard a crinkling noise and then he was rolling on a condom in record time. The crest of his rock-hard penis nudged against her entrance.

			“Hurry,” she begged, digging her nails into his shoulders. The idea of his cock pounding into that empty space, filling her up where she needed him most, had her desperate and needy.

			He lifted one of her legs, hand behind her knee, and entered her in one swift motion. He filled her wetness completely, his hip bones moving with hers.

			“Adam,” she cried out and reached out to dig her fingers into his ass, pulling him close. It was so good, so good. This time, he was letting her touch him, letting her do what she wanted. It was a nice change of pace. He groaned and she wrapped her legs around his narrow hips. He reared up, pulling out until the head of his penis touched her opening and slammed back into her. She sobbed as he shoved his length into her again and again, tormented by the exquisite sensation.

			Sweat shone on Adam’s face and his breath came in short, harsh gasps. She touched his warm skin, skated her hands down his smooth back and felt the ripple of his muscles. He braced himself on strong, quavering arms and ground out, “Isn’t this what you wanted Rachel? Hard cock?” he said with that dark, commanding voice she loved.

			His long, deep thrusts grew jerky and hard, each stroke sending impulses of sensation lighting inside of her womb. God, she needed this, needed to imprint Adam all over her body, his scent, his touch to the point that it was deep down in her bones and would never go away.

			“Come with me,” Adam ordered hoarsely.

			She gripped his shoulders as she felt herself on the edge of her own release again. Her violent orgasm caught her by surprise. She opened her mouth and he covered her scream of ecstasy with his lips. The sensation exploded inside of her, detonated and dragged her down. She felt him drive deep into her one last time. He lifted his head and shouted out her name as hard pulsing dampness filled her. She tightened her arms around his shoulders, enjoying the warmth of his hot seed inside her pussy.

			A sudden realization swept chilling coldness through her. Wait, how could she feel that? That shouldn’t be possible. He was wearing a condom, wasn’t he? He was, so that meant—

			“Adam,” she whispered, her hands on his chest. “I think the condom broke.”

			Adam’s whole body stiffened. “What?” he clipped.

			“The condom,” she repeated, her voice a soft, defeated whisper. “I think it broke. When you came, I…I felt it. It feels warm.”

			Adam dropped his face into her neck. “Fuck.” He lifted his head, gave her a quick kiss and muttered, “I’ll be right back.” He slid out of her, got up and stalked to the bathroom.

			Motherfucking hell, this did not just happen.

			Coldness settled into the pit of his stomach. He pulled the condom off and studied it. The damn thing was torn so wide a fucking B-52 could have flown right through it. “Goddammit,” he roared, ready to tear the room apart with his bare hands and beat someone senseless.

			“Adam?” He whipped around, and reined in his anger at his own stupidity. How could he not have noticed the damn thing was torn? Was he a fucking idiot?

			Rachel stepped into the bathroom—sexy in his T-shirt. The one she always wore, with the word Marine in block letters across her chest—her eyes wide and face pale, twisting the hem in her fingers. “Was I right? Did it…?”

			“Yes, the condom broke. Shouldn’t even have bothered to wear one.”

			Her mouth opened. She was staring at him but not focusing.

			Adam closed the distance. “Rachel, it’s going to be okay.” His arms went around her and he pulled her in close.

			“No.” Her lips trembled and tears formed in her eyes. “It’s not going to be okay. What if I get pregnant? There aren’t any doctors anymore. None of us know how to deliver a baby, or take care of it if something goes wrong.”

			“Shit, I’m sorry, sweetheart, you know I didn’t want this to happen.”

			She planted her face in his chest and sobbed, shoulders shaking.

			Shit. He knew it would upset her, but not this much. “Rachel, if you get pregnant with my child, I’ll take care of you, and we’ll get through this…together.”

			She cried harder against his chest. What the hell was this? Why was she so scared? He held her like that, his chest heavy with anxiety, both of them standing together in the bathroom, the air still warm and moist from her recent shower. Finally, her shoulders stopped shaking and she grew still in his arms. She pulled back and gazed up at him, her blue eyes wet with tears.

			“My periods have always been erratic. I’m not even sure when my last one was. So I doubt I’m going to get pregnant.” Her voice was monotone, as if she were trying to convince herself this was true.

			He held her tight. “I want you to let me know if you even suspect you’re pregnant. I need to be able to take care of you.”

			She reached up, her gaze locked with his, and cupped his jaw with her hand. “You’re a good guy, Adam Sanchez. I’m lucky to be stuck with you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			“Let’s get this staff meeting started.”

			“We’re here,” Adam cut in, his hand on the small of Rachel’s back. Chairs scraped across the floor as they both sat down at the kitchen table.

			“Sorry we’re late, guys,” Rachel said with a cheery voice. Adam crooked an eyebrow at her. She might be sorry, but he wasn’t. Rachel’s hair was a twisted bed-head mess, lips swollen, eyes bright and sparkling. It wouldn’t take a rocket scientist to understand what they’d been up to. And it was certainly more important than some made-up meeting. Adam met Christian’s annoyed gaze and threw him a lazy, self-satisfied smile.

			“Staff meeting?” Trevor snorted into his coffee. “That’s what this is?”

			Christian cut Trevor a glance. “Something wrong?”

			“Oh, nothing. Just waiting for you to whip out a projector and a PowerPoint slide show.”

			“Asshole,” Christian coughed into his hand.

			Trevor laughed. Christian grinned. Adam shook his head. Well, at least Trevor’s outrageous personality was good for something. He had the ability to snap Christian out of a foul mood in seconds. The two of them seemed to be forming a tight friendship despite being the polar opposite of each other.

			“Let’s get this party started,” Christian announced. “I need to get back out to the barn to check on the animals before I head out to the tour bus for the night. Okay, first order of business.” He cleared his throat and checked his agenda. “Hot water.”

			“What about the hot water?” Rachel asked.

			Christian met Rachel’s startled gaze. Adam sighed. His woman was a first-rate energy waster. It was true. She was a girl who’d obviously been raised with every creature comfort, never having to worry about the electricity bill or where her power came from. It didn’t bother Adam so much, he figured she’d learn in time, but it drove Christian crazy. “Well, thirty-minute showers are not necessary when we have limited resources and rely on a solar-powered water heater.”

			Adam draped an arm across Rachel’s shoulders. “Thirty-minute showers?” he asked. “Who takes thirty-minute showers?”

			Christian looked pointedly at Rachel.

			She gasped. “I do not take thirty-minute showers.”

			“Yes, you do.”

			“How do you know?”

			Christian remained quiet, obviously letting her figure it out for herself.

			“Are you kidding? You timed me?”

			“As a matter of fact, I did. Three days ago I waited outside your bedroom and clocked you at thirty minutes.”

			“Who are you? Big Brother?”

			Christian frowned. “Rachel, the rest of us don’t take that long.”

			“That’s because you’re men. I’m a woman, and it takes us longer. There’s more to do. I’ve got long hair, so I need to wash and condition it. And I need to shave my legs while I’m in there too, and…”

			Trevor raised his hand.

			Christian reached up and rubbed his fingers against his forehead. “Yes?” he sighed.

			“I have an easy fix. I vote that Rachel be allowed more hot water than the rest of us.” He turned toward her. “Honey, you take as long as you want. You can have my ration. Keeping you looking and smelling fantastic should be a top priority around here.”

			She flashed Christian a gotcha look and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Thank you, Trevor. I will.”

			Christian groaned. “Adam? What do you think?”

			Adam put both hands up, palms out. “I’m neutral.”

			“Ah, playing the Switzerland card. Smart move, my man,” Trevor remarked.

			Christian cursed under his breath. He looked up at the ceiling, a pained expression on his face. Adam imagined Christian was envisioning other meetings, with long-time work colleagues now gone. Biologists who’d treated him with respect, language specific to his field flying around the table. The good old days. He felt bad for the guy and decided to cut him some slack and redirect the meeting.

			“Christian? What’s next on the agenda?” Adam asked.

			“I’ve got new business,” Trevor broke in before Christian could answer. He sat up straight, his smile gone. “I saw new tire tracks again this morning. Footprints.”

			Adam cursed. “Where were they this time?”

			“Closer to the main house. At the edge of the orange orchard. The fuckers could’ve watched us from that vantage point.”

			“What do you think that means, that they watch us but don’t come in and say hello?” Rachel asked.

			“Nothing good,” Adam replied.

			“Maybe they’re scared. Maybe they just want to make sure we’re not a bunch of freaks before they make first contact.”

			“And maybe they want to figure out how many of us there are, how much firepower we have and how many females we have before they bring in back up?”

			Her eyes widened. He knew she was remembering the fuckers who’d killed that woman back in Oxnard. Good. Because she should never forget. Never, ever forget. He never would. It was always in the back of his mind. And he would do whatever it took to ensure that Rachel was never in that same position, having to make the same decision as that woman.

			Never fucking going to happen.

			“I think you and I should start laying those sensors for the alarms out in the new location first thing tomorrow,” Trevor said. “I’d feel safer knowing if someone was that close to us.”

			Adam lifted his chin. “Yeah, me too. Good idea.” The farm was a great place for supplies, creature comforts and growing food, but it was a bitch to defend. The area was so large and wide open and there wasn’t any consistent fence of any consequence. If there was a barbed-wire fence wired with electricity and watch towers…then they’d be talking, but there wasn’t, just sheep, chickens, coyotes and squirrels and whatever else was out there. They were all living here on exhibition, like exotic fish in a fancy aquarium. A spectacle for anyone to inspect or take.

			“And I got another one of those garbled messages on the radio this morning,” Adam told them. Twice now he’d received messages that started out with a female voice, but faded out to silence before he could get past hello. It was damn annoying.

			“Do we think those messages and whoever is watching us are coming from the same source?” Christian asked.

			Adam met Christian’s gaze, his mind working it over. “Could be…could be. That’s the second time I’ve gotten that half-assed message. Can’t make anything out of it. Short but sweet.”

			“I think they’re one and the same,” Trevor said. “It’s what I would do if I heard about you over the radio. I’d make a bit of contact to make sure you were real. It’s not a recording, but I wouldn’t reveal a damn thing about myself, then I’d come and scout the place out first before making contact. Doesn’t mean they’re out to get us, could just mean they’re cautious and don’t trust anyone.”

			“True. Well, since we don’t know their intentions, we assume the worst and keep on watch,” Adam said. “We lock up at night. No one is ever alone. Are we agreed?”

			“Agreed,” everyone said at once.

			“Uh, since that’s taken care of…let’s move on.” Christian squinted and examined his pad of paper. “Next agenda item…nuclear meltdown.”

			“Oh, no.” Rachel groaned and sank into her seat. “Not this again.”

			“Yes. Some of us might want to live in denial and think that it’s never going to happen, but it is. I found more books and information on nuclear reactors at the library in Fresno.” Christian reached into the bag he’d brought, pulled some books out and started dropping the heavy tomes onto the table for all of them to see.

			The tone of the meeting changed immediately. They all looked at the books on the table as if they were radioactive.

			“Have you read them?” Adam asked.

			“Skimmed. But from what I can gather, it looks like without having humans to keep them in tip-top shape, all the reactors in the world will go Chernobyl in something like…two weeks to a year.”

			“Two weeks?” Trevor sat up straighter.

			“Nuclear power plants need people to maintain them, and when no one is there to do that, eventually they will all overheat and go into nuclear meltdown. Some of these sources say that will happen quickly, others say it could take as long as a year. I can’t find a clear answer, so I can’t give you a date when this will occur, but it will happen and we need to be ready.”

			Adam leaned forward. “Do we know where these reactors are located?”

			“I found a better map than the one you and I had before.” Adam had known about and avoided the two reactors on the coast during his travels with Rachel. Christian had done the same thing while traveling with Trevor. Both of them considered the reactors to be their biggest threat to survival and the number one matter to attend to after food and shelter were secured. Who knew when those damn ticking time bombs would blow?

			Christian spread out a map the United States on the kitchen table with red dots to show nuclear reactor locations. They all stood up and leaned in.

			“Much better, this is exactly what we need,” Adam said.

			“Jesus,” Trevor exclaimed over Adam’s shoulder. “There are nuclear power plants all over the East Coast. If anyone survived out there, they’re fucked if they don’t get out of that area fast.”

			Christian pointed at the map. “Out west, there are two in California and one in Arizona. Both of the reactors in California are near the ocean. One is in the Central Coast and the other in the L.A. area.”

			“But they’re far enough from us so we won’t have to worry about them when they blow, right?” Rachel asked.

			“You’d think we’d be safe here in the Central Valley next to the mountains, but the only problem is that the radioactive mushroom clouds from those explosions will float in the wind and can land anywhere. The mushroom clouds from the Midwest and East Coast could drift here too. Hell, we need to worry about every reactor in the whole world, because we have no idea where that radiation could eventually land after they blow. It could dump into the atmosphere and pour down as rain. Acid rain.”

			Rachel’s face paled. “You’re scaring me, Christian.”

			“I’m not an expert on this by any means. I think the best we can do is stay away from the areas I mentioned, assume they have at least a one-hundred-mile-radius kill zone.”

			“What?” Rachel exclaimed. “Kill zone? What does that mean?”

			“In Russia, after the Chernobyl meltdown there was an exclusion zone…an area that is still dead to this day. No one lives there. The kill zone is what you think it is. It’s the area around a reactor where nothing and no one survives after the meltdown. Not now, from an initial blast, or later, from radiation poisoning and cancer. After the earthquake in Japan, they evacuated to twenty miles out from their nuclear meltdown. I don’t think that’s enough, I want us to respect a one-hundred-mile kill zone, just to be safe.”

			“Fucking A,” Trevor said.

			“We plan for the worst and are pleasantly surprised if it never happens,” Adam agreed.

			“What do you mean?” Rachel asked.

			Adam locked eyes with Christian. “We need to stock up on supplies and gear that will protect us from the radiation.”

			“Agreed. How about we put you in charge of that?”

			Adam nodded. “It’s doable but slow, considering the internet doesn’t exist anymore.”

			Christian looked around at all of them. “There aren’t that many of us left. So far, we’ve only found the four of us to join our group. Every life is precious. We have to be careful. We have to do everything in our power to survive. We can’t afford to lose a single person to the aftereffects of the outbreak. I believe we will eventually find other survivors we can live with, people who care about living and planning for the future and not killing others for sport, but their numbers will be small. It’s up to us to survive and carry on the human race.”

			Rachel looked stricken, fear stamped on her face. “I’m the only woman,” she whispered.

			Adam pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her gleaming hair. She pressed her cheek against his chest and shivered. For all Adam knew, she could be pregnant right now. He didn’t want her sick with worry over possible radiation poisoning, or to feel burdened with the importance of the child she might be carrying. He tightened his arms around her.

			“Don’t worry, baby,” he whispered into her ear. “I’ve got you. I’ll keep you safe.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Adam tossed his book aside, turned his head and glanced at Rachel, propped up next to him in bed.

			In their bed.

			In their room.

			They were both reading by flickering candlelight. The golden glow from the berry-scented candles creating an ambience of peace and quiet that should have knocked him out by now. Instead, he remained awake and alert.

			He watched Rachel turn a page, her face a mask of concentration. Her hair was up in a messy ponytail, a book in her lap and a pillow tucked behind her back. Christian’s comments about the nuclear power plants had scared her. She was reading about radiation poisoning.

			Within a week after they’d met, she’d demanded he stop at every bookstore, every library they’d encountered. Now there were stacks of books in every room of the farmhouse.

			“I’m going create a home library here to rival the one Thomas Jefferson had at Monticello,” she’d told him a few days ago. “That way we’ll have all the information we need right at our fingertips. It’ll be almost as good as having the internet.”

			He’d nodded, bemused. Who compared anything to Thomas Jefferson?

			Rachel. Rachel did.

			“Okay, babe,” he’d told her. “You do that.” He supposed he’d have to get used to it. She had been a history major, after all.

			Rachel sighed next to him and turned another page, so intent on her task she seemed unaware of his existence. His lips curved. Her clothes were next to his in the closet, her bottles and brushes, all that stuff women needed, were in the bathroom mixed with his things. This was good. She was right where he wanted her.

			Mine. The familiar word floated through his head. The one he’d been hearing since the first day he met her.

			Rachel bit her lip, marked a sentence with a yellow highlighter, pulled out a Post-it, wrote a note on it and stuck it to the top of the page, creating a bookmark.

			Fuck, she had that sexy librarian thing down pat. His dick started to stiffen. “Rachel.”

			“Hmm?” She glanced up at him, distracted, and met his gaze with those beautiful blue eyes he loved. Adored. His heart squeezed. Warmth spread across his chest. He hadn’t said more to Rachel about the possible pregnancy, not wanting to burden her with worry, but he thought of it often, trying to figure out how he felt.

			Did he feel happiness at the thought of Rachel swollen with his child? Yes, he did. And that was new. Shocking, in fact. He’d never been a kid person, consciously choosing career over family. But now, everything had changed. After the apocalypse, there was no career, just survival, and the only way for them to continue, for there to be a future, was by having children. Lots of them. That primal instinct, that need to keep going, to repopulate, to reproduce, that must explain his change in attitude, right?

			Because what else could?

			“Babe, time to put the book down,” he told her.

			Rachel gave him a sideways glance. “Why?” An eyebrow shot up. “You got something better for us to do?”

			“Much better.” He gave her a slow, lazy smile.

			“Are we watching a movie?” she asked eagerly.

			“Better.” His voice deepened.

			“Better than watching a Schwarzenegger movie?” she teased.

			“Better than a Benjamin Bratt movie,” he shot back.

			“Oh, really?” She laughed. “Well then…” She snapped her book closed. “Let’s get to it.”

			He plucked the textbook and highlighter out of her hands and tossed them to the floor with a heavy thump. She looked at him wide-eyed and serious, her chest rising and falling quickly, her lips parted, face flushed, waiting for his instructions. Fuck, he loved how she knew exactly what he wanted. Already in tune with him.

			She was perfect.

			First things first.

			“I want you naked. Now,” he ordered.

			The vibe in the room changed instantly. “But, Adam—” she looked confused, “—we’ve talked about this. You know I’m like a vampire. No one sees me naked in the light. No one.”

			“Yeah. I know all about your goddamn rule,” he grumbled. He’d heard it repeated enough to last a lifetime, and he was fucking sick and tired of it.

			“Adam—”

			“This is bullshit.” He got up on all fours and crawled on top of her, a predator on the prowl.

			Her hands flew up, palms against his bare chest. They were nose to nose. “Adam, what are you doing? Stop!”

			His jaw clenched. “That’s ridiculous. You know I saw you naked in the shower two days ago before I turned the lights off? I saw your tits that time in the tent too. I know what you look like, and I like what I see, Rachel. I like it a lot, and I want more.”

			She stiffened in his arms, her lips tight and her face grim. “I know what I look like. And it’s nothing to write home about.”

			He ran a hand along her hip, along her panties, under the fabric of the over-sized T-shirt, skin against skin, stopping at her rib cage. She sucked in a breath. “Where is this shit coming from? You’ve lost weight and you’ve been exercising. The Rachel I know is healthy and fit. I’ve made sure of it. Your body has changed, but your attitude about yourself hasn’t.”

			“No shit,” she said, eyes flashing with something wild and out of control. “As if I need you to tell me that?”

			He sucked in a deep breath, trying to control his rage.

			She cupped her hand over her mouth, eyes wide. Suddenly, her body relaxed underneath his, she dropped her hand and her gaze skittered away. “Sorry.” She exhaled. “I just…I can’t…” When they fucked, it was always with the lights off, she always changed her clothes in the closet, and when they slept together at night, she wore his T-shirts. He was damn tired of not being able to visually feast on her naked body.

			“That T-shirt is coming off. I want to see every inch of this body.”

			He reached for the hem. “No!” she snapped, grabbing his hands and trying to force them back down, her eyes flashing with anger. “No,” she yelled again, frantic, trying to twist away. He couldn’t help laughing at their wrestling match. Like she was going to be able to stop him? Hilarious.

			“Adam, Stop it!” Rachel hissed. She tried everything—bending, turning, squirming, biting, slapping, but he was so damn big, she couldn’t get him off. “Get. Off! God, stop it. You’re like a bulldozer, a bull in a china store. Leave me alone!” She bucked her hips and jerked her arms, desperate to escape.

			“Are you gonna finally tell me what happened with that asshole who hit you? Give me a clue as to why you’re acting like this? Why you’re hiding yourself? A woman as beautiful as you doesn’t get like this by accident. Something happened, and I want to know what it is.”

			“I’m not telling you a goddamn thing until you get off of me,” she shouted.

			“Is he the reason you’re like this?” One of Adam’s impossibly large hands now held both of her wrists immobilized above her head and his other hand jerked her panties down her legs as he talked. “What did he do to you?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She panted. “Oh, don’t, no!” He slid her underwear to her ankles, yanked them off in one smooth motion and tossed them to the floor. Now she was just wearing his T-shirt. No bra, no protective layers of clothing, just the shirt. And the lights were on. Her throat tightened. Tears burned behind her eyes.

			“Tell me,” Adam growled.

			“Yes,” she choked. “It was him. He was an asshole. My friends tried to tell me. But I didn’t listen. I didn’t listen…” Adam was gazing at her, down there, his espresso-brown eyes glowing with desire. She used to hate her stomach. Hate it. She tried to snap her legs closed, but he leaned in, his skin bronze and vibrant against her paleness. He forced her thighs open. She squeezed her eyes shut.

			“All of it. I want the whole story.”

			Adam’s hands pulled up her shirt, exposing her new and improved stomach, complete with hip bones poking out at the sides. It seemed foreign. That smooth, flat belly couldn’t possibly be hers, could it?

			It was hard to remember that girl, her old self. The girl who’d thought so little of herself had ignored all the red flags and stuck to her ex, Justin, convinced he was the best she could get, or maybe on some level, what she deserved. The memories were raw and embarrassing.

			“What was he like?” Adam prompted.

			She turned her head to the side, kept her eyes fixed on the wall. But look at her. Here she was, still hiding, hiding from Adam. She wasn’t over it like she’d thought she was if she couldn’t tell him. She turned back and met Adam’s gaze, determined to man up.

			Adam’s hand rubbed her stomach, sending delicious signals between her legs. She sighed. Damn, that felt good.

			“Um, I met Justin in high school. He seemed to have all the good qualities. And well, Justin wanted us to start having sex right away. But I wasn’t ready. I managed to put off going all the way with him for a little over a year.” She kept her eyes locked with Adam’s, determined not to look away. He reached out and threaded his fingers through hers, holding her tightly. Her body relaxed and she continued. “He is the reason I chose to go to Davis. I followed him there. Things were good at first. But then one night we went to a party together. So we were both out of it. We snuck back to his dorm room and the making-out went on a little farther than I was comfortable with, so I told him to stop, but he didn’t want to stop. He started saying all kinds of mean things to me, about how no other man would want me, how I was fat and I’d never find anyone else, how lucky I was to have him and if I didn’t put out, he’d find someone else to fuck. It was like he turned into a raging bull, he started ripping my clothes off. I screamed and started fighting him, and he…he…slapped me. I remember I fell to the floor. His class ring cut my face, and later, I had a black eye, it was all swollen.”

			“Christ.”

			“I know. It was bad. One thing I’ll say for Justin though, he seemed shocked at his own behavior. After he hit me, he snapped out of it. I think he was scared by how he’d acted too. I left, and he didn’t try to stop me. I called campus police and pressed charges. My dad was pissed. Everyone was pissed at Justin. My parents and his parents had been friends, so things got messy.”

			Adam was silent. His face a mask of barely contained fury.

			“Adam?” she whispered. “Are you okay?”

			“So you had two assholes telling you crap about how you looked and you believed them. Why?”

			“Two?”

			“Yeah, you told me your first asshole boyfriend told you if you lost twenty pounds you’d be beautiful, as if you weren’t good enough as you were.”

			“When did I tell you that?”

			“The night we were all drinking on the tour bus.”

			She did? Shit, she really needed to stop drinking and running her mouth.

			Rachel sighed. “I know. I should have shrugged that crap off, right? I see that now, but I grew up with both my mother and sister looking like movie stars. I was constantly compared to them. People would whisper behind my back and sometimes ask why I wasn’t as pretty as my sister? What was wrong with me? For years I was shy, so shy.” She paused and took a deep, steadying breath before continuing. “And my therapist helped me to see that this was a symptom of what happened with my sister. How I thought I was a total loser because of how I shot and almost killed her. Well, you know about that.”

			He nodded.

			Wait a sec. She looked down at her chest.

			“Adam!” Oh my God. When had her shirt come off? And how long had she been lying in his arms completely naked?

			Two hours later, Adam lay in bed with a naked Rachel, one arm around her waist, his cock pressed against her ass. She was asleep, worn out from fucking. He felt victorious, like a conquering general. He’d gotten that T-shirt off, studied her figure in glorious detail and made love to every inch of that luscious body with the candles glowing around them. He buried his nose in her hair, inhaled and closed his eyes.

			Tomorrow, he’d take her to the practice range again.

			If she could vanquish one demon, maybe she could tackle another.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Rachel watched Adam as he walked over to reset their makeshift target range—a fence with a row of empty cans on top. Nothing fancy, but it did the job.

			A warm afternoon breeze brushed strands of hair across her face. She tucked a curl behind her ear, cursed under her breath and kicked the nearest sturdy-looking post. “Ouch!” She bent over, toe throbbing inside her flimsy sneaker.

			Adam sighed and shook his head. “Stop messing around and get your head in the game. That last shot was the closest yet. This next one could be the one you finally make, Rachel. Concentrate,” he ordered.

			She squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath. “Easy for you to say, Mr. I Learned to Shoot at Marine Sniper School.”

			Adam grinned. “Concentrate,” he repeated.

			Adam had witnessed her feeble attempts to overcome her phobia during target practice, braving several of her humiliating meltdowns. He’d seen her at her rock-bottom worst and still stuck around. Because of him, she could at least fire a rifle and hit within a foot of her intended target. Not great, but light-years better than where she’d originally started—white knuckled, sweaty palmed, teary eyed.

			Guns were akin to poisonous snakes in Rachel’s world, but when combined with bronzed skin and a hard body and Adam’s soothing voice—well, suddenly they were downgraded from deadly snake to annoying pest.

			“I give up. I’m never going to be able to do this.”

			“You’ve come a long way, baby,” he replied. Then he winked at her.

			Winked.

			Her heart melted like a candy bar left in a warm car.

			What a darling man.

			She liked this side of Adam, liked seeing his expertise, the easy way he handled her. Lieutenant Adam Sanchez was good at what he did.

			“Come here, take the gun. Keep practicing.”

			“Okay,” she grumbled.

			“No, hold it like this.” Adam’s manly voice caressed her ear and his spectacular physique covered her back and draped over her arms like a cloak. A magic, sexy cloak. The top of her head tucked under his chin. Yum. This was better than sinking into a La-Z-Boy. She watched his large hands reposition her fingers correctly around the warm metal grip and onto the trigger. Her breath quickened and her mind wandered, remembering how those rough fingers had felt last night when they’d brushed along her naked back, across her stomach, sliding down and stretching into…

			“Rachel? Are you paying attention?”

			“Hmm?” Funny how she’d been paranoid of guns, never touching or going near one, yet here she was holding a weapon that looked straight out of a cop movie. And she wasn’t throwing up or passing out.

			Three years of therapy—nothing. Three hours of target practice with Adam—progress.

			“The answer to unraveling your trauma is to learn how to correctly handle and shoot a firearm. Gaining control over your weapon, instead of it controlling you,” he told her.

			“Yes, Obi-Wan,” she said with a straight face.

			He threw his head back and laughed.

			She smiled, loving how he always got all of her jokes.

			Then he backed away and Rachel pouted. “Hey, I need some help here.”

			“You don’t need help. You need to stop playing around and focus.” He moved to her side, keeping a safe distance from the amateur with a gun. Adam crossed his arms and tilted his head in the direction of the target. “Go for it. Remember to watch the sights all the way through a smooth trigger. If you actually hit it this time, I’ll bring you a beer.”

			A beer? She licked her lips. Normally she didn’t care much for beer, preferring wine, but… “Cold?”

			“Ice cold. Sierra Nevada Pale Ale.”

			She smiled at him. “Okay, I’m on it.”

			Adam stepped back.

			Power and determination surged through her body and adrenaline pumped through her veins. Rachel turned her head, narrowed her eyes and aimed the MP 40 at the empty can tilting on the fence post. Both arms locked tight, legs in the stance Adam had drilled into her. Like an FBI agent, or policewoman Rachel Donnelly.

			Murky thoughts flashed in her mind, a montage of frightening images and childish feelings that threatened to weaken her resolve. She held the gun tightly and crushed the subversive visions like a can of soda. Lately, it was getting easier and easier to sweep the terror away. Her adult brain cleared the dim reflections and her senses sharpened.

			She let out a slow exhale and forced her eyes to remain open as she pulled the trigger with conviction. The crack of sound pierced her ears and the sharp recoil of the weapon in her hands vibrated up her arm. She heard a muffled yell and turned her head toward Adam and blinked.

			“You got it! Hit it right off the fence.”

			“I did?” she whispered as he jogged toward the target. She lowered the gun, slipped off her yellow goggles and noise-canceling gear, clicking the safety like he’d shown her.

			Adam brought it to her like a prize stag. It never ceased to amaze her how fast he could move. “Check it out,” he said with a huge smile on his face. An empty twenty-eight-ounce can of diced tomatoes with a white and red wrapper had a bullet hole in the T for tomato. He placed it in her hands.

			She looked up at him and swallowed against the lump in her throat.

			“Rachel?” His hand kneaded her shoulder.

			She gazed into irresistible brown eyes, sparkling with delight. He looked like a proud parent.

			“I can’t believe I did it,” she whispered.

			For the first time in her life, she’d actually shot a gun accurately. This was monumental. A wet snort of nervous laughter escaped through her nose.

			Oh, that was attractive.

			“You did it, baby.”

			And his arms were around her and her face was against his chest. For a moment, just for one bright, shining moment, everything was right with the world.

			Everything.

			“You’re so good for me,” she said. “Thank you. Thank you for this, and thank you for last night too.” She thought about telling him then that she loved him. Because she did. She did. She loved this man deeply. But she found that she couldn’t. The words were locked up inside, hampered by her fear of loss and that deep-seated insecurity that wouldn’t go away. The words that repeatedly ran through her brain, telling her she wasn’t good enough. How could Adam love someone like her? Part of her brain rejected these old thoughts, but the new part wasn’t strong enough to stamp it all out. It was still there, poisoning her future.

			“You’re welcome.” He smiled down at her.

			She smiled back, her eyes and her heart filled with the love she felt, but her mouth locked up tight.

			* * * * *

			Adam took another pull of beer. A cool spring breeze blew past, bringing with it the clean scent of blossoming fruit trees and soil. He was comfortable as hell with his ass planted in a wooden bench on the back porch, cold beer in one hand and his woman’s hip cradled in the other. He could almost forget that the world had ended. And since he was in such a great mood, considering Rachel had just shot a gun for the first time accurately and without a mental breakdown, and he’d fucked her naked last night—with the lights on—he felt it was time to tell her something important. Something he’d never admitted to anyone before. Not to his buddies on base right after it happened. Not to a single living soul.

			“My last girlfriend dumped me via Skype and moved in with my cousin,” he told her and took another sip of beer.

			“What?” Rachel blinked, her head on his chest, body pressed against his. “What did you just say?”

			“My last girlfriend dumped me via Skype and moved in with my cousin,” he repeated.

			Rachel shot up, sitting upright on the bench next to him, her gaze meeting his, her brows knotted. “What?” she said again, with more emphasis.

			He rubbed his hand along the center of her back. “You heard me.”

			“No, I couldn’t have, because you’re just now telling me that before the apocalypse you had a girlfriend. I couldn’t possibly have heard you right because that’s important information you would not have kept from me.”

			“Were you listening when I said she broke up with me?”

			Rachel shook her head. “She broke up with you? When? How long had you two been together?”

			“Yes. She dumped me a few months before the outbreak started. We’d been together for about a year.” Adam smiled as he said this, unable to keep a straight face despite the heavy subject matter, distracted by Rachel’s tits bouncing in her shirt when she sat up, her curvy ass, her silky auburn hair. Those bright, inquisitive blue eyes.

			“We’ve spent every moment together since the end of the outbreak. We sleep together, share a bedroom, have sex, and not once did you think it might be important to let me know you were in a serious relationship a few months ago?”

			“It isn’t something I was exactly burning to share with anyone.”

			She bit her lip and exhaled, seemed to think about it for a second. “So she was your…ex-girlfriend? When she passed away, you two had already broken up?”

			“Yes. She dumped me,” he repeated.

			“But for you two to have been together so long, you had to have been in love with her, right?” She sucked in a breath. “Probably still in love now,” she said, almost to herself, as if he wasn’t there, working this through on her own. “How could you possibly have moved on in that short a time? Oh God, I’m your rebound person.”

			“What the fuck?” he said.

			“Adam.” She groaned and threw her hands up. “This changes everything. You’re in mourning, just like Christian. You needed to tell me this. I can’t believe you kept this from me.”

			“Rachel, did you hear what I said? She fucking dumped my ass.”

			She put down her beer. “You were together for a year. You had to have thought she was perfect for you. I’m certain she craved everything you did.” Her eyes widened and her hand went to her throat. “Have you been comparing me to her?” He could hear the strain in her voice. “This whole time, you were comparing me to her, weren’t you?”

			Time for him to put a stop to this nonsense.

			“Babe, Lori dumped me while I was stationed in Afghanistan. Then she immediately moved in with my cousin. That was so fucking brutal, any love I had for her is long gone. She let me know that she wasn’t into my kink and never had been. Turned out most of the life I had with her had been a lie. It makes me wonder what was real and what wasn’t.” It took away any trust he’d ever had in anyone. But she didn’t need to know that.

			“She wasn’t into your kink?” Her face wore an exaggerated look of surprise. “She didn’t like having sex with you?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore. I thought she was into it like I was, that she wanted me to eventually bring someone else into our relationship, but I was wrong.”

			“So you two weren’t perfect for each other, you’re not pining after her and I’m not the person you’re having sex with and wishing I was her?”

			He laughed. “No. Fuck, no.”

			She exhaled and gave him a tremulous smile. “Okay. So she left you for your cousin?” She picked up her beer and settled back down onto the bench. “Ouch. I’m sorry. That sounds terrible.”

			He nodded. “He was my best friend, we grew up together.”

			“Some friend.”

			Adam smiled. “I thought so too.”

			“Did you get to talk to them about it, find out what happened?”

			He took another pull of beer and said, “Danny went behind my back and told Lori that I had a surprise for her. I’d bought the two of us a membership to an exclusive sex club. This was something I thought she’d enjoy, that we could go to together and fulfill our fantasies. But apparently, my surprise was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Lori told me I was a sexual deviant, and she couldn’t be with someone like that. That was her explanation.”

			“Sexual deviant?” Rachel bit her lip, and looked away. He felt her shoulders shake.

			His arms tightened around her and he pulled her in close. “Don’t laugh at my shame.”

			She snorted, put a hand over her mouth and lost her battle to keep it inside. “I can’t help it! Oh my gosh. What does that make me then since I love everything you do? Everything you’ve suggested, even the idea of ménage is growing on me. You two were so wrong for each other, weren’t you?”

			He stilled. She liked everything he did? Suggested? She wanted the ménage? An even wider smile spread across his face. “I didn’t think we were wrong for each other at the time, but looking back, yeah. Wrong, very wrong, and I should have seen it. She knew what I wanted, and I thought she wanted the same thing. But she didn’t. I didn’t lie to her about how I was, what I wanted sexually. I didn’t change a thing about myself. What she saw was what she got. And there’s the difference. She presented herself to me as someone she wasn’t, and instead of owning up to that, she started up something with my cousin.”

			“That must have felt like a stab in the back.”

			“Yeah, but the worst part was finding out the real reason she was leaving me was because she was pregnant with someone else’s child.”

			Rachel sucked in a breath. “Oh my God, you’re kidding me?”

			“She admitted she was pregnant and Daniel was the father.”

			“Did you ever get to confront Daniel about this?”

			“He sent me a letter.” He shrugged. “It said he was sorry, he loved her, and that when I got back we could meet so I could ‘have at him’. But when I got back, he was dead. They were both dead.” Adam’s last few words were rough, choked with emotion. No matter what happened, he’d cared about them. Coming home to San Diego and finding them both dead had been a cruel blow. He felt Rachel tighten her arms around him.

			“Rachel?” he asked after a few minutes of quiet.

			“Hmm?”

			“Do you get why it’s important you’re in, all the way in and not pretending for my benefit? This thing with Trevor, I’m taking it slow, not pushing because it’s got to be real. If it’s not real, I don’t want it.”

			“You’re making sure I’m not saying yes because I’m desperate and I’ve run out of choices, what with you being one of the last men on Earth?”

			“Yeah.”

			She smiled and shook her head. “Adam, this new Rachel doesn’t do anything she doesn’t want to do. And anyway, it turns out I’m a sexual deviant too.”

			“You are?” He grinned.

			“Yes.” She grabbed his hand. “Good news. We’re both sexual deviants.”

			He squeezed her hand back and looked her right in the eye. “I’ve never been with a woman who I could be myself with sexually.”

			She smiled softly and put a hand on his cheek. “Well, there’s a first time for everything.”

			* * * * *

			Rachel woke up in the middle of the night and pulled on Adam’s discarded T-shirt from the foot of the bed. Navy blue with the word Marine emblazoned across the chest. It fell to her thighs and smelled of him. It was hers now. If he wanted it back, he’d have to fight her over it.

			Adam slept on his stomach, the sheet across his buttocks, the contours of his wide back visible in the moonlight filtering through the blinds. She silently padded to the bathroom, careful not to wake him, did her business and puttered around. Adam’s stuff was everywhere. Deodorant, shaving cream, razors, toothpaste, toothbrush. Neosporin? She shrugged and picked up a bar of soap and put it to her nose. Hmm…manly, like Old Spice.

			“I love it,” she whispered to herself in the mirror.

			Rachel put down the soap and glanced with bleary eyes at the scale sitting in the corner of the restroom. She’d avoided that judgmental contraption until now. Should she try it? Would it make her cry? She forced herself to walk forward and stepped tentatively onto the black surface, waiting for the digital readout with bated breath. Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. Finally, it stopped at 135.

			Smiling, she blew out a breath. She weighed exactly the same as one week before her sister fell sick with Ruyigi. She hadn’t gained a single pound back. Maybe this would work. Maybe she would be able to trust herself to keep the weight off. She’d always been afraid she’d never be able to keep it off. Most people didn’t. But despite all the drama, all the hardship, she hadn’t reverted back to old habits. Besides, Adam would never allow her to lead an unhealthy lifestyle. He was the healthiest person she’d ever met. And it was rubbing off on her. Adam’s daily routine consisted of exercise and eating healthy foods to fuel his biological machine. She’d learned to follow many of his habits and liked how they made her feel. Liked how this new body responded like a sleek sports car to her slightest command.

			She stopped and glanced at herself in the mirror, examining the young woman she saw there, the one with attractive eyes, clear skin, even features and thick hair. She’d always looked like that. It wasn’t as if she’d had plastic surgery. For once, she didn’t hate how she used to look, wasn’t disgusted when thinking of her old appearance. She realized it wasn’t that she’d been ugly before and had suddenly turned desirable now only because she’d lost weight.

			A new thought rocked her world, and caused her to grab on to the counter, hit by a wave of sudden tears.

			She’d always been desirable.

			Wow.

			She’d been pretty before and she was pretty now. Rachel repeated that to herself as tears burned behind her eyes. Pretty before and pretty now. She realized the only difference between the old Rachel and the new Rachel was her mindset. She was healthier, stronger now. Mind, body and spirit.

			She took a deep breath and smiled at herself. Smiled at this new person she’d become.

			Oh yes—she thought as she flicked off the light—this new Rachel is here to stay.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			The next morning, Adam rose early to work in the barn with Christian.

			“Gotta go,” he rumbled in her ear. Rachel groaned in protest. Hot, naked man detached, rolled over and got out of their bed. She cracked an eye open in time to catch him zip up and button his jeans.

			What a waste.

			Warm lips brushed against hers. “Go back to sleep. I’ll see you at breakfast. Later we’ll go for a jog before I use the radio to broadcast again.”

			For once, she didn’t bitch and complain about the exercise, because she liked it too and expected it now as a part of their morning routine. Instead, she followed his instructions and went back to sleep. Later, when her eyes fluttered open, the sunrise peeked through the blinds.

			Rachel hauled herself out of bed, took a shower and got dressed. She towel dried her hair the best she could, not really caring if it was perfect because who was going to care? The hens? She brushed her teeth and pulled on protective shoes in preparation for walking in the chicken coop.

			The back door squeaked open as she stepped out into the stillness of the morning. No horns honking, music blaring or people talking. All sounds of the city she used to enjoy, but were now gone. When she’d first arrived at the farm, the calm, unrelenting peace of it all had torn at her nerves, but lately she’d come to terms with it—the lack of human sounds in the environment. The lack of any sounds of additional human life at all. Sometimes the quiet was scary, freaky even, especially when they went into Fresno for supplies, but she’d learned to deal with it. She didn’t listen for airplanes anymore, or for car radios. Those things weren’t going to happen in this world. Not out here in the country.

			Not anywhere.

			Rachel soaked in the silence, broken only by the distant sound of a goat bleating. Her chest expanded and she inhaled the fresh scent of jasmine. A smile broke across her face.

			Country air. Good stuff.

			She walked over to the coop, barely avoiding getting scratched by the testy rooster.

			“Get back,” she shouted, kicking at him. This was their morning routine. He attacked, she shouted, the rooster backed away, pinning her with beady bird eyes. “Men,” she muttered. “Don’t worry,” she said, the same line she gave him each morning. “I won’t hurt your precious hens. I’m just collecting the eggs. Chill. It’s okay.”

			Rachel walked past the glaring eyes of the rooster and inside the coop, chatting with the hens as she gathered their warm eggs, carefully placing them in the apron she’d tied around her waist. She glanced down and laughed. Apron? Talk about looking so Green Acres, so Little House on the Prairie. With damp hair, no make-up, Daisy Duke-looking jean shorts, a tank top and floppy rubber boots, she certainly looked the part of country girl. Didn’t she?

			If only her friends could see her now. They’d be roaring with laughter.

			Friends?

			She stopped, her breath stuck in her throat. Pain shot straight to her heart, like a hand had torn inside her chest and squeezed. She’d sell her soul right now for a girlfriend to confide in. Really, she would. The devil could appear with a contract, pen in hand, and she’d gladly sign it, sight unseen. It was difficult living with three men and not having a woman to talk to. No mother figure, no age-appropriate friend, no sister, no aunt. No other females whatsoever to confide in and commiserate with.

			She trudged back to the kitchen, daydreaming about a different life—a life filled with long conversations, laughter and Mexican restaurants. She missed it so damn much.

			The eggs went into a basket on the counter. Her seven hens had laid five eggs this morning. If she coupled that with the five from yesterday, this could turn into a good breakfast.

			Now if only she could learn to cook and not ruin everything.

			“You look like sex on a stick in those rubber boots,” a deep masculine voice said from behind her.

			She jumped back against the counter and placed a hand over her heart. “My God, Trevor. You almost gave me a heart attack. I thought you were outside.”

			“Nope.” Trevor lowered his coffee cup.

			He leaned against the counter, giving her one of his dazzling smiles. Blue eyes glimmered with good humor and a touch of mischief. There was no denying that Trevor was a handsome man, up there with People’s Sexiest Men. Over the last week, she’d grown comfortable in his presence. He was safe. Maybe not safe in his old life as a prison inmate, which still remained mainly a mystery considering he’d only given away bits and pieces. But she’d grown to trust him. Since that first day, he’d been a perfect gentleman. And not once had she ever gotten any weird vibes from him. In fact, Rachel noted she was genuinely glad to see him now. Trevor was fun to talk to. The banter was easy.

			“I fixed the fence out on the east pasture faster than I thought, so I came back for a refill before heading out again. Also, I’m your designated plus one. Adam was working close by, but when he needed to go farther out, he asked if I could stick close and keep an eye on you.”

			“Really?” she said with an arch of her eyebrow. “That’s your reason for being in the kitchen right before I’m about to cook?” She paused. “I wasn’t born yesterday, ya know.”

			He laughed and put his hands up. “You caught me. I’m also here to help with breakfast.”

			“Uh-huh. Just like I thought. Did they send you?”

			He took another sip of coffee. Met her eyes over the rim of the cup. “Yep.”

			“Shoot.”

			“Rachel.”

			“I’m trying,” she exclaimed. “Can’t you guys see that I’m trying? I want to learn how to cook.”

			“I know. That’s why I’m here.”

			“I’m reading all those cookbooks. Do you know how many books I’ve read on survival, on doomsday prepping, on how to cook like it’s the eighteen hundreds again?”

			“I know. We know. But you need someone to—”

			“Wait a sec,” she cut him off. “You can cook?”

			“Don’t look so surprised, of course I can.”

			“Ugh.” She rested her elbows on the counter and dropped her head in her hands. “Even the guy who recently got out of prison can cook better than I can,” she groaned. “This is pathetic.”

			He moved closer. “My mom taught me a few things.” He smiled. “Before I went to prison.”

			“Yeah, well, my mom was always dialing for take-out,” she answered. “I always meant to learn how to cook, but why? In my old life, I could go to any corner store, any restaurant and buy something to eat, pick up the phone and order food, and it would just appear, magically, twenty-four-seven.” She paused mid-rant, stared resentfully at the pantry and frowned. “But now I’ve got to learn how to stock up supplies, how to cook without perishables, well, except for eggs and milk, and how to feed three hungry men. Now I look at foods and ask myself, is this expired yet? How am I going to store this and keep it from expiring?”

			They were both quiet for a moment, Rachel drumming her fingers on the counter. “Everything’s just totally different now,” she reiterated.

			“I know,” he said gently.

			“Okay, you can help me.” She blew out a resigned breath. “Maybe I do need help. I mean, I did burn the pancakes yesterday.”

			It had been kind of funny. Adam, Trevor and Christian, all grimacing, doing their best to eat her frankencakes, as Trevor had called them. They must have gotten together this morning and decided enough was enough.

			“And pancakes are supposed to be easy,” she admitted. “Okay, I need your help, Trevor. It’s true. But I have one condition. I don’t want you taking over this kitchen. I want this. I want to learn how to cook. This is going to be my new job.” She swept her arm out. “The garden, our food supplies, the hens, the cooking. You guys can do the animals, and take care of everything outside. The security, the energy, fix things. But I want this. I think I can be good at it if I just learn. I need a job. I need a reason to get out of bed every morning.”

			He shook his head. “Rachel, I fucking hate to cook. I’ll teach you, then I’m out of here. Got it?”

			“Got it.” She smiled. “But if you want something else to do, you can also help me clean the house and do the laundry.”

			He looked scared. “Uh, thanks, but no thanks. I’ll stick to cleaning my own apartment and doing my own laundry.”

			“Oh, yeah, sorry, that’s right. Your apartment…”

			After spending the first night in a bedroom with a twin bed, decorated with softball trophies and a Star Wars comforter set, Trevor had quickly decided to upgrade to larger quarters—namely, the apartment attached to the back of the enormous detached garage. Rachel had been there when Trevor had first seen it. Jeez, the way he’d acted, you’d think he’d just won the lottery or something. He’d already started filling the garage with classic mustangs.

			Rachel’s gaze skittered away. She looked out the window as an uncomfortable silence settled between them. I mean, what did you say to a guy you knew had asked your boyfriend for a threesome with you? Awkward. She bit her lip and looked down at her hands. Really, she needed someone to hand her a script.

			Trevor put his coffee down and leaned in. “Rachel, I also asked Adam this morning if I could talk to you about what I suggested a few days ago. I need to talk to you about the ménage. Alone.”

			She caught her breath. Oh, hell. Guess they weren’t avoiding it after all. She licked her lips. “Yeah?”

			“I want you to know that this was my idea. Adam did not bring it up first. I told him I wanted a threesome where you two were the primary couple and I was an addition. This isn’t about me trying to break up your relationship with Adam. I see the way you look at him. I know he’s your man.”

			She opened her mouth and then snapped it shut, not knowing what to say.

			He stepped closer. “Do you want me to explain to you what it would be like?”

			Her back was against the counter. She swallowed. “Um, okay.”

			“Adam will be in charge. He will call all the shots.” He bent down, hot breath on her ear. “I’d fuck your pussy while I watch you suck Adam’s cock.”

			Her eyes widened. Warmth bloomed between her thighs. The thought of that happening to her—not a story, or a movie, but real life—her stomach fluttered like she was teetering at the top of a roller coaster, about to rush down the other side into forbidden territory.

			“Then I want to fuck your tight ass with Adam in your pussy, both of us fucking you at the same time. I want you screaming with pleasure. ”

			Someone moaned.

			Wait, was that her?

			“How does it make you feel when I say that?”

			“Hot and bothered.”

			“Good.” He chuckled. “You’ve never done anything like that before, right?”

			“Anal sex? Threesomes? Hell, no. I was a virgin until I met Adam, and all I’d ever imagined was plain vanilla sex. My last boyfriend couldn’t have found a clitoris with a map.”

			He threw back his head and laughed. Trevor squeezed her hand. “We’ll make sure it’s good for you. This is about your pleasure. If anything makes you feel uncomfortable, all you’ll have to say is stop and it won’t happen. Even in the middle of it.”

			She bit her lower lip and nodded.

			“Listen—” he cupped her face with one hand and looked deep into her eyes, “—is this something you want?”

			Rachel thought about it for a second. Was it? Was this Adam and Trevor’s fantasy, or hers too? She’d told Adam she wanted this. Was it true? The heat between her thighs and the wetness on her panties confirmed she wanted it too. Two sexy men making love to her at the same time, pleasuring her at the same time…a wave of delight ran through her womb, resulting in a smile she couldn’t hide.

			“You do want it.”

			“Yes.” She decided she’d have to be an idiot not to. “But what about afterwards? I don’t want it to be weird between us. I’m with Adam, and nothing is going to change that. Nothing.”

			“Don’t worry. I was in a threesome before. I understand the boundaries, Rachel. Zero weirdness.”

			“You’re sure?” she asked. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt. What if it only happens once? What if it only happens a few times?”

			“What it boils down to is that I’ll be thrilled with anything you give me. Understood?”

			She smiled. “Understood.”

			He took her hand. “Now, let’s go make some pancakes.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			“Where’s Christian?” Rachel asked. “He’s never late.”

			“He’s out doing the final check on the animals, then going home and hitting the sack.” Adam replied, leaning back into the couch.

			“But he knows tonight is movie night.” She pouted and dropped the remote on the coffee table. “Wait a sec. Did he chicken out because he knows it’s my turn to pick, and he knew I’d make him watch a romance?”

			“No.” Adam chuckled. “That’s not why.”

			“I don’t know,” Trevor said next to her. “That depends on what movie you chose.”

			A sly smile spread across her face. “Pride and Prejudice with Keira Knightley.”

			“Shit,” Trevor groused. “Yeah, I’d say he chickened out.”

			“Hey.” She laughed. “No complaining. If I can put up with watching Scarface, you can put up with this.”

			The three of them sat on the couch in a row. Adam and Trevor lounged on either side of her. Two big, muscular men so handsome her stomach fluttered like a hummingbird. She glanced at them both out of the corner of each eye. What was wrong with this picture? They’d poured wine for her and put out snacks. Since when did these men think to put out snacks on movie night? And not crappy Doritos-in-a-bag type of snacks, but nice snacks she’d already half eaten, actual food on plates and bowls. Her eyes narrowed. What was going on here?

			“Where’s the Barry White music?” she asked them.

			Adam turned his head and grinned. “You want to listen to music instead of watching the movie?”

			“I don’t know. You tell me. It’s just that this is so obviously staged…the wine, the food, the both of you giving me your full attention here on the couch. I’m waiting for the mood music, the disco ball and the Murphy bed to come blaring out of the wall.”

			Trevor chuckled. “Are you pulling that from some movie I’ve never heard of again?”

			Ugh. They knew her too well. “Foul Play,” she muttered.

			Trevor looked puzzled, like he had no idea what she was talking about.

			“You’re trying to compare us to Dudley Moore?” Adam frowned. He always caught her movie references. Always. She loved that about him. “Are you fucking kidding me?” he said.

			“Well, if the shoe fits…” She took a sip of wine. Exquisite taste exploded across her tongue. “Is this Viognier? The same wine you had me try on the tour bus?”

			“Yep, I remembered you said it was your favorite.” Trevor grinned. He reached out and brushed her hair off her shoulder.

			She put a hand against her chest, her eyes glowing with gratitude. She took another sip, then leaned forward and placed her glass on the coffee table. “Okay, you two. I was just joking around before about this being a seduction but—” she twisted around to look back at Adam, “—is this for real?”

			“Yes, it is,” Adam said, his voice sounding deeper than before.

			Oh, wow. “You got rid of Christian, didn’t you?”

			“Yes, we did,” Trevor answered.

			“Oh, you two are sneaky.” She bent forward to pick up her wine again, requiring another sip of liquid courage. “So tonight is the night, huh?” Her stomach clenched, in a good way. “Okay, I’m ready for this,” She sat up straight. “Just tell me, how does this start? What do you want me to do?”

			“Why don’t you just sit back and tell us what you want. Let’s start there,” Trevor said.

			“But I—”

			“Babe, sit back.” Adam opened his arms, inviting her in. She sighed and leaned back into the couch, still holding her wine. Adam wrapped an arm around her and pulled her in close. She smelled his scent and relaxed. He won’t make me do anything I don’t want. Adam had always been in charge in the bedroom, but he’d promised her early on that he’d never do anything she didn’t want, and he hadn’t broken that promise. Not once.

			“What do you see happening?” Trevor asked her.

			“Well, um, I imagine we’re in the bedroom,” she started, unable to meet their gaze as she talked.

			“Yeah, what else?” Trevor said.

			“Um, I guess we’ll take our clothes off.” She paused. “Gosh, I can’t do this, I can’t say what I’m thinking, it’s too embarrassing.” Her face felt warm. She looked at her fingers clenched around the stem of the wineglass.

			“You trust me, don’t you?” Adam asked.

			She looked up into his face. “Yes.”

			“You know I’d never ask you to do anything you didn’t want? You know all you have to do is say the word and it stops?”

			“Yes.”

			Adam was quiet for a moment. She glanced up and saw Trevor making eye contact with Adam over her head. She took another sip of wine. Trevor leaned in close and placed a large hand on her thigh. She sucked in a breath. Was it terrible that she was liking this?

			“How about you let us take over from here?”

			She nodded, eyes wide.

			“Time for bed,” Adam told her.

			“Oh my.” She chewed her lip. This was about to happen.

			“Remember that you’re mine,” Adam said against her ear, sending hot signals down her spine. “Remember who you belong to. If you need anything, want anything, you ask me. I call all the shots. Do you trust me to see to your pleasure?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good.” He plucked the wineglass out of her hand and placed it on the coffee table. “Let’s go.”

			They were all upstairs in two-point-five seconds. Adam pulled her into their bedroom and slammed his mouth on hers. She moaned in her throat. His arms went around her and he lifted her up and walked the last few steps inside and deposited her in front of the bed.

			“Take your clothes off,” he ordered in a husky voice laced with emotion. Warmth bloomed in between her thighs and her heart quickened. She pulled her shirt off over her head and tossed it to the ground, both men watching her intently. Feeling relaxed and desirable and a little bit tipsy, she decided to play this out for them. All those old fears she’d had about being naked…tonight they needed to be gone. Gone for good.

			This new Rachel loved her body.

			She slowly unzipped her shorts and pushed them over her hips and down her legs, leaving only her new favorite green silk Soma bra and panties.

			“I was about to ask if you were sure you wanted this,” Adam rasped. “Guess I don’t have to worry about that.”

			She smiled wickedly, walked up to Adam and put her hands on the bottom of his T-shirt and started lifting. “Your turn.”

			Adam laughed, scooped her up in his arms, walked over and tossed her onto the bed. “No, you’re not in charge here.”

			Rachel caught her breath, nervous and excited at the same time. This had to be the boldest thing she’d ever done. Determined to take the plunge into her new life and grasp what she wanted, no regrets, she lay quietly on the bed where Adam had deposited her, anticipation humming throughout her body.

			Trevor and Adam both started to strip, peeling off T-shirts to reveal rock-hard abs. She feasted on this, watching them both as they unzipped their jeans, took off their boots and then finally stood naked with beautiful jutting cocks. It took her breath away.

			Adam glanced at Trevor. “Her underwear is hot, but it’s got to go.”

			“Fuck, yeah.”

			Then their hands were on her, Adam tugging off her panties, Trevor unfastening her bra and slipping it free. She allowed it, lifting her limbs, rolling her hips, making it easier for them, loving every minute of this fantasy where two gorgeous men were stripping her bare. Now she was naked, with all the lights on, in front of both of them. She started to tense, old phobias resurfacing, but when all she saw reflected in their eyes was admiration and desire, she relaxed again. She was determined to be the new, more confident person she imagined herself to be, to make use of this efficient body she’d crafted for herself.

			“Spread your legs,” Adam commanded. Wetness pooled between her thighs. God, she loved it when he talked like that. Her brain and body instantly clicked awake at his words. Rachel opened herself up for him.

			Adam stood over her, working his magnificent cock with his hand. Her eyes widened. She’d never in her life watched a man touch himself. Hot didn’t even begin to describe it. She watched with her breath stuck in her throat as he cupped his balls, then moved one hand up and down his shaft while the other tightened under the curved tip that glistened with precome. Beautiful. She couldn’t turn her eyes away, couldn’t stop watching this primal display.

			“Are you wet?” Adam stared down at her. “Open for me, touch yourself. I want to see it,” he commanded.

			Her throat dried. She’d never done anything like this before. At least not with an audience. Yeah, he’d caught her masturbating before, but that had been an accident.

			“Adam?” her voice quavered.

			“Do it,” he rasped, his hand roughly circling his penis, just under the head. “I want to watch you.”

			Rachel bit at her lip and her breath quickened, but she opened her legs wide, determined to play this out. She reached down and dipped her fingers into the entrance of her vagina, surprised at how wet she really was. She moved her juices around, making sure she was wet everywhere. She spread her legs farther apart giving both men a full view. She rubbed against her clit. Adam groaned as his hand made a slapping noise as he roughly stroked his penis. She let her fingers linger, brushing her sensitive nub, opening her folds with her other hand so he could see exactly what she was doing.

			“I have to taste you, and it’s time for you to taste Trevor.” Adam let go of his cock. She gasped with surprise as he tugged her hips down until he’d positioned her to his liking. He went down on his knees, his head between her legs. He latched his mouth on her clit and sucked hard. Her hips bucked off the bed.

			The bed dipped as Trevor joined them. His finger grazed her cheek. “Open your mouth, honey, time to take my cock into those lovely lips.” He fisted his erection and guided it toward her mouth.

			She opened her lips and taste exploded on her tongue. Salty, musky all-male taste that she knew was uniquely Trevor’s. So hard, so hot. She closed her eyes as he worked his cock into her mouth with shallow strokes. “Take it all,” he grated between clenched teeth. She widened her lips, doing her best to follow his command. She knew he was eagerly watching his cock thrust in and out between her lips, and she reveled in her new role as a seductress, a woman who could take this man hard, make him come.

			Her whole body was on fire. This was ten times better than she’d imagined. Twenty times better.

			Adam continued to suck on her clit, patient, hitting all of the right spots. Trevor cupped her jaw as he fed her his cock, deeper and harder.

			She dug her fingers into the sheets, white knuckled with tension. Her orgasm was building. She was unbelievably turned on, with Adam’s dark head between her thighs and Trevor’s cock pushing into her mouth, jutting to the back of her throat. Trevor held her breast, pinching her nipple. That was all it took. She pulled back, letting go of his cock, and screamed as the orgasm swept through her, causing her body to jerk off the bed.

			Adam ran his hands across her stomach and up to cup her breasts, his palms warm and sensual. “Are ready to take both of us, Rachel?” he asked, eyes fierce with arousal.

			Rachel nodded, wiped out, trying to get her brain working again, but ready for what was next. “What should I do?” she whispered.

			“Follow my lead.”

			Adam spoke in low tones to Trevor, and then both men guided her up, hands on her arms, supporting her by cupping her elbows. Adam lay underneath her on the bed, his erection enormous and hard as rock. Both of them were hard and ready. Something swooped inside her stomach. Adam was so beautiful, with those roped muscles and bronzed skin. And the way he was watching her, his eyes dark with passion, watching every move she made. And he was all hers, this was all for her. But this was for him too. She was giving this to him. This was his fantasy, where he directed how she’d be fucked by another man, and she was playing it out with him. She gloried in the power she felt rushing through her.

			He handed her a condom. “Put it on me, I want to watch you.” She opened it and unrolled the condom onto his erection, loving the feel of his hard shaft between her fingers. The soft skin of a cock in a girl’s hand, covering the hardness underneath—it just never got old, did it?

			“Fuck me,” Adam said. “I want my cock in your pussy.” By now, almost panting with desire, she locked her gaze with Adam’s as she guided his enormous erection to her opening and impaled herself, breath whooshing out of her lungs as he slid in with one smooth motion. Adam shuddered beneath her, one hand griping her hip the other cupping her neck, pulling her close and slanting his mouth over hers. He thrust his tongue between her lips, possessing her, filling her up with his need.

			“Fuck her now,” Adam ordered.

			Trevor was behind her, his erection pressing against her ass. She tried to relax, concentrating on Adam’s lips. Trevor put his hand on her back, pushing her down against Adam’s chest. Trevor was going to take her from behind? In her ass? She swallowed, worried that it was going to hurt like hell. She’d known it was going to happen, but now that it was really happening, she wasn’t so sure. She heard Trevor tear open a condom too, then he smeared lubricant over the seam of her ass.

			“Get ready, honey, try to relax. I’m not going to lie, it’s going to hurt at first, but it’s worth it, and we’ll make sure that goes away quick. Then you’re going to love it.”

			She nodded, feeling reassured with Adam’s arms around her, knowing they’d stop if she asked.

			Trevor pushed into her ass. Oh damn. She gasped against Adam’s mouth, whimpering. Trevor hadn’t lied, it hurt like hell, fire burning from behind. Maybe she couldn’t do this, maybe she’d been wrong.

			“Relax, Rachel,” Trevor soothed as he continued to surge forward. She nodded and tried to relax, letting the penetration happen, inch by inch, but it was difficult considering a blazing poker was being shoved up her ass. Adam began to worship her breasts, nibbling, pinching on her nipples. “Focus on this, on me,” he told her. It worked. Trevor slid up that last inch and she hardly noticed.

			After Trevor was fully seated Adam pushed her torso up and back. Now she was resting back against Trevor’s chest, spread, exposed before Adam, with him thrusting underneath and Trevor from behind. A moan escaped from her lips. Trevor’s hands reached around and cupped both of her breasts and simultaneously pinched her nipples. Adam put a finger against her clit as he pounded inside of her. She was filled everywhere, touched everywhere that mattered. The pain subsided, and in its wake came a wave of pleasure so acute she had to bite her lip from screaming out loud with pleasure.

			“Move, baby, slowly,” Adam gritted out. “Take us.”

			She ran her hands across Adam’s muscled abdomen and tried to move, but she found it difficult. Trevor withdrew almost all the way out, then rammed back in. She cried out as exquisite sensation blasted through her. Adam’s hips jerked up.

			“We’ll do the work,” Adam said. One of Trevor’s hands moved to her hip. The two of them set the pace, working in unison, powerful thrusts blowing her mind.

			“I want to feel you come, squeeze me so tight,” Adam said.

			Trevor bucked against her, seeming close to release. Adam shuddered underneath. She ground wildly between them, unable to stay still, reaching, so close… The men exploded, their hips jerking. She screamed as the orgasm crashed through, pussy clenching, her stomach tightening.

			Adam watched her face, felt her melt around him as she came. He wrapped his arms around her as she fell against him and caught her breath. Finally, finally, he’d had what he wanted. With Rachel. She’d given this moment to him, let him experience his fantasy, and he knew there would be more of this in their future. And the best part? It was her fantasy too. She’d been invested, involved, not faking a moment of this just to please him. It wasn’t an act.

			She’d kept her eyes riveted on him the whole time. Rachel knew who her master was.

			Damn, he could love this woman.

			Fear reached inside his chest and clawed at his heart.

			Love, the four-letter word he’d vowed to forget, confronted him in that moment, challenging him to try again. He buried his lips in Rachel’s neck, breathing in her scent, contentment flooding his system, and wondered if he could trust this woman. Life had battered him, left him broken and suspicious. Could he open his heart? Take down the barriers of betrayal he’d felt before and let her in? He took a deep breath, tightened his arms around Rachel. He’d seen the look in her eyes as she’d come. She loved him. Dammit. Could he give that back to her in return?

			He wasn’t sure.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Two months later

			“Rachel.” The single word vibrated throughout the house, sending anxiety straight up Rachel’s spine. “Where are you? I know you’re inside,” a man yelled from the first floor. Heavy footsteps pounded up the stairs.

			Christian.

			Rachel groaned. The window of her second-story bedroom, glowing with early morning light, suddenly looked like an appropriate escape route.

			“Rachel?” Christian clipped. He stood in the doorway to the room she shared with Adam. “I’ve been looking for you.”

			Rachel glanced furtively at the pregnancy test she’d placed on the counter next to the sink. She stepped out of the master bath and shut the door behind her, throwing a sharp glance at the clock on the wall. I don’t have time for this! Three minutes and the test would be ready. How was she going to get him the hell out of her room?

			“Rachel? Are you listening?”

			“Hmm? Yes. Yes, I’m listening.” Nervous, jittery and about to have a freaking heart attack over the fact that she might be pregnant. Pregnant. The last thing she needed this morning was another lecture from Christian on energy conservation. Jeez. He seemed to get annoyed at her all the time lately, over the tiniest things.

			“Did you turn on the generator last night?”

			Rachel tensed, her whole body going stiff. Here we go again. What was this, an episode of Law and Order? She opened her mouth and snapped it closed, internally pleading the fifth and choosing not to answer.

			“I checked the gas level in the generator from last night against this morning and it’s decreased, substantially,” he said.

			“So what does that have to do with me?”

			“How did that happen overnight? When everything was supposedly turned off?”

			She threw her hands up. “How would I know?”

			“You know, because you were the last person to turn it on.”

			“I was?” She glanced at the clock, then back at him. “Wait. You actually check it? Monitor it?” Not that this should surprise her. After all, he’d timed her showers, why wouldn’t he check this too?

			Lines creased his forehead. “Of course I do. Someone has to know how much gas we have. But lately, I can’t figure out how we’re ending up with less gas than I’d rationed.”

			“Oh.” Her mind drifted, she looked away, unable to concentrate on what he was saying. They’d all been living together in peace these last two months. Adam continued to invite Trevor into their bed occasionally for explosive bouts of passionate, mind- blowing sex. But a week ago, she’d tried to button her pants and realized they were tight around the waist. She knew, for once, the cause wasn’t overeating. Plus, she’d thrown up twice this week, and she hadn’t had a period since before she met Adam. The signs were all there. Despite the deep denial she’d been living in, even she could not avoid something so obvious. So yesterday, she’d snuck a pregnancy test into her backpack from the pharmacy she and the men had been scouting while scavenging for supplies. She needed to find out first, by herself, then figure out what to do. What if she were pregnant? The nervousness churned in her stomach. In a world without doctors. Having a baby in this new life meant no prenatal care. No baby showers. No Mom. No friends. No epidurals. No pediatricians. Having a baby now wouldn’t be the same as it was a few months ago when there were doctors. There was nothing left…

			She glanced up. Christian stared at her impatiently.

			“Maybe it was Adam or Trevor,” she offered.

			“No.”

			She blew out a breath. “Okay, it’s me. Is that what you wanted to hear? I did it, I turned it on.” She held out both of her wrists. “Go ahead, handcuff me, drag me off to jail.”

			His shoulders slumped, and he responded in a quiet, serious tone. “Why? Why would you do something like that?”

			“God, you make it sound like I broke into a blood bank or something. I just turned on the air conditioner. It’s not a big deal.”

			He stepped closer, clenching his fists. “Yes, it is. It is a big deal. How many hours was the generator left running? You’re not the one who has to go get more fuel.”

			He started lecturing, and she checked out. She plopped onto the edge of the bed and glanced at the bathroom door, then the clock again. The pregnancy test was ready. If only he’d stop nagging at her and go back outside, she could check the test in the privacy of her room. Alone.

			“Rachel?” Christian snapped. “Are you listening to me?”

			She’d heard all this before. “Yes.” She sighed. “I’m listening.”

			“I’m saying that all three of us think it’s wrong to have the air on at night. The other two probably aren’t as firm about it as I am, but they feel the same way. Trevor and I don’t run the air at night in the bus or at the apartment to conserve energy.”

			“What?” They weren’t? Adam knew she was sneaking off, sweaty and desperate, to start up the generator and turn on the air at night. They never talked about it, but he always pulled her in close after she returned, the rumble of the air conditioner finally allowing them both to fall asleep during the hottest part of the night. Summer in the valley was kicking her ass. She hated it.

			She opened her mouth to throw back a retort, but the door banged open and Adam suddenly marched into the bedroom—Trevor right behind him. “Don’t get up. I forgot something,” Adam announced with a hand up.

			Oh no. No. No. No! Adam couldn’t be here too. Not now. This could not be happening. What was this? A convention? Why were they all here at once? There were never here at this time in the morning. She usually always had the main house to herself right now.

			She had really wanted to find out by herself. Have a moment to collect her thoughts before telling Adam. Because she was scared. Scared out of her mind at the thought of bringing a child into this empty world. This was why they used condoms. Trevor and Adam had agreed that now wasn’t the time to risk pregnancy. Not when their life consisted of Adam’s daily checks for radiation levels, his constant radio broadcasts to find more survivors and their worries about what those people could be like. They were still finding clues that they were being watched. What if the survivors they found were more Mad Max than United Nations?

			This wasn’t her old life, full of first-world problems and highly trained doctors. She’d always dreamed of having kids, of starting a family. Living on a planet without children would be heartbreaking. So she should be thrilled to be pregnant. Except the four of them might have created a bubble of normalcy here at the farm, but the rest of the world remained deadly and uncertain. And she was terrified to bring a baby into this existence where she couldn’t guarantee its safety.

			Terrified.

			Adam must have sensed the strained silence in the air because he broke stride and stopped. His eyebrows rose. “Did I miss something?”

			“We’re having a discussion.” Christian smiled ruefully. “About conserving energy and the proper times to turn on the air conditioner.”

			Trevor smirked, crossed his arms and leaned back against the door jam. “Sounds like fun. Feel free to keep talking as soon as we leave.”

			“Huh,” Adam grunted, his eyes darting between the two of them, his lips twitching. She didn’t know what to say, so she kept quiet, her stomach doing somersaults. Her breath quickened, and her whole body felt tingly with fear and anxiety.

			Oh God, that pregnancy test. How would Adam feel about the pregnancy? Would he be happy to be a father? They’d never really spoken about it.

			“I’ll be out of here in a sec,” Adam said and continued walking straight for the master bath.

			She wasn’t sure what her plan for telling Adam had been, but it certainly hadn’t been like this. Most likely she would have waited until that night, when they were alone, so they could talk it through. She could tell him her fears. Her anxieties. Hear what he had to say. Finding out this way was the worst scenario imaginable.

			“Wait!” Rachel jumped up and ran to the door of the master bath. “I need to use the bathroom,” she announced, trying to act natural and sound calm as she blocked Adam’s entrance.

			Adam reared back, surprised. “You need to use the bathroom now?”

			“Yes, right now.” She whipped her head toward the other two men in the room. “Can’t I have some privacy, guys?”

			“Privacy for what?” Christian asked. “I thought we were talking.”

			“What does it matter?” she said sharply. “Girl things. I can’t talk anymore. Shoo. I need you guys out of here. Trevor, please? I’ve gotta go.”

			“Okay, let me just get…’” Adam started.

			“No, wait.”

			She tried to block him, but Adam had already opened the door and was in the master bath, brushing past her as if she were as insubstantial as a ghost. She squeezed her eyes shut. Please don’t let him see it. Please don’t let him see it.

			“Rachel.” His deep voice echoed in the small space. “Why is there a pregnancy test on the counter?”

			Dammit!

			Trevor stood up straight and alert. Christian’s head jerked in her direction. She took a sharp, shaky breath.

			Adam stepped out of the bathroom holding the pink stick in his hand, his head bent. “It’s a plus sign.” He looked up. “What does that mean?”

			She stifled a sob. “It means I’m pregnant.”

			“You’re pregnant?” Warmth—glowing, billowing and generous—pierced Adam’s chest. A smile he couldn’t stop exploded across his face. He looked down at the stick in his hand. “Pregnant,” he repeated to himself, feeling the word roll over his tongue, trying it on for size. A baby? Rachel was carrying his child.

			They hadn’t spoken of this possibility since the day the condom broke. Rachel had gone into her typical session of denial and Adam… Well, he’d preferred to cross that bridge when he came to it. Although, when he was alone, out on the farm and working the perimeter, his thoughts would stray and he’d wondered what he would do if Rachel were pregnant.

			He looked up at her.

			In that moment, everything seemed to lock into place. Stray thoughts raveled together and tightened. Any uncertainty he’d had about his feelings for Rachel or at the thought of her carrying his child fell away. This was right. He could keep her safe. Keep the baby safe. After all, they were both immune, so it stood to reason that the child would be born with the same immunity, and if it wasn’t, everyone who had the disease was dead. There was no one infected alive to carry the virus.

			Yes, he was in this for the long haul. And dammit, he could give her what she needed from him. He’d been living with her now for the last two months, hadn’t he? And he’d enjoyed every moment of their life together. His chest warmed. Rachel made him happy to be alive. Happy he’d survived.

			“What the hell?” Trevor exclaimed from the doorway. “This shouldn’t be happening. We use protection. You two used protection every single time too, right?”

			Christian gave Trevor a sharp look. “We?” he asked. “What do you mean, we use protection? What do you have to do with this?”

			“Rachel and I use protection,” Adam admitted to Trevor, ignoring Christian’s question. “But two months ago the condom broke. This isn’t unexpected.” He ran an eye over Rachel again, about to wrap an arm around her, pull her to his side. But she wouldn’t look at him. Why wouldn’t she look at him? He felt an unease settle in his chest.

			“Holy hell,” Trevor exclaimed. “The condom broke. Well, that explains that. But shit, a baby.” Trevor glanced at Rachel, clearly stunned.

			Christian stood up from the bed. “Trevor, what did you mean when you said we…we use protection?” he asked with more force than necessary, every word edged with bitterness.

			Adam’s brow furrowed. What the fuck was going on? Why did Christian care whether Rachel told him about the test or not? What did it matter? Adam looked again at Rachel, really looked at her. She’d been quiet this whole time, a few feet separating them but standing there as if she were a world away. “Rachel, come here.” He put his hand out.

			She swallowed hard and didn’t move a muscle. “Adam, I…” she trailed off, her eyes huge and bright with unshed tears. She looked scared out of her mind. Terrified. Like she was ready to bolt from the room. His stomach churned, his instincts flaring to life, telling him that something was very, very, fucking wrong. This whole scenario felt very similar to another one he’d been through with another woman. He watched Rachel and felt in his bones that this wasn’t nervous fear over her pregnancy, this was something worse.

			“Did you have sex with Rachel?” Christian raged at Trevor.

			Trevor crossed his arms and shook his head at Christian. “Dude, that’s a private matter.”

			“There’s no such thing as privacy here anymore,” Christian snapped. “Have you been fucking Rachel or not?”

			Adam heard Rachel’s sharp intake of breath. “Christian,” he warned.

			Christian turned on Rachel. “You had sex with Trevor too, didn’t you? Jesus Christ, Rachel, were you trying to get pregnant? How could you be so stupid? You could die from this, you know. The baby could die too. What were you thinking?”

			Adam’s eyes narrowed and clenched his hands into fists. “You need to calm the fuck down and watch what you’re saying. Now.”

			Christian jabbed a finger at him. “I have the right to say whatever the hell I want. I’m as much a part of this as you are.”

			Rachel put her hands over her face and started crying, her shoulders shaking. Pressure began to build in his chest. Ice ran through his veins. “Why is that?”

			Christian’s nostrils flared, and his neck corded. “Because, I will also be living with the consequences. That child will be mine too. It will be all of ours.”

			That was all he needed to hear. His brained seemed to crack, as if he literally heard the shards crashing on the floor. A piece of him that had been fragile, more fragile than he had realized, broke apart and left behind an exposed, raw wound. A pulsating, disgusting part of himself that no one needed to see, but today they would. There was no stopping it. One moment he was fine, the next he was a raging bull. A stampeding beast of an animal. He could feel the veins in his neck pounding out a vicious drum beat.

			They had tricked him.

			Fucking tricked him.

			Rachel and Christian had been having sex behind his back. He’d known it. Known that this would happen all along, and here it was. She was leaving him for someone else, and he was the last to know.

			Holy shit.

			This had happened to him before, and here it was happening again. This time he’d get answers though, this time they would pay. They would hear what he had to say, know how much they’d hurt him.

			In two quick strides, Adam had one hand twisted in Christian’s shirt, his other around the motherfucker’s throat. “You’re a dead man,” Adam told Christian with a voice that could grind rocks into powder.

			Rachel screamed.

			“Fuck,” Trevor exclaimed. “Dude, what are you doing?”

			“You had sex with her, didn’t you?” Adam snarled. “That’s why you’re so damn concerned. You think that baby might be yours.”

			“Fuck,” Trevor repeated.

			“I…I,” Christian croaked.

			“What?” he asked.

			“He’s trying to tell you that you’re wrong. Let him go, Adam. This is crazy talk. Nothing happened between Christian and me. This baby is yours. Yours,” Rachel sobbed.

			Adam loosened his grip around the asshole’s throat and turned his head toward her, trying for a moment to calm the fuck down. “Why didn’t you tell me then? If this was all so goddamn innocent why did you hide it from me?”

			“I was scared, Adam.”

			“Fuck that, you know I’d never hurt you.”

			“I’m not scared of you. I’m scared of having a baby,” she shrieked.

			“Bullshit,” Adam shouted. “You’ve got me. Nothing would happen to you, or the baby. You know you would be safe.” He let go of Christian, shoving him against the wall, turned to Rachel, stepped close and got in her face. “You cheated on me?” he ground out.

			“Goddammit. This is bullshit,” Trevor interjected.

			Rachel’s eyes were huge, tears streaming down her face. “No, no, I didn’t,” she pleaded.

			Lori had lied at first too. “How many times?”

			“Nothing happened between us,” Christian answered for her.

			Adam didn’t turn his head and continued to look straight at Rachel’s face as he spoke. “You shut the fuck up,” he told Christian. “I don’t want to hear one more word from you. I’m talking to Rachel.” His eyes locked with hers. “You cheated on me?” he repeated, waiting for her reply. Waiting to hear that it was happening again, behind his back.

			Just like Lori.

			“Adam. There’s only been you. And Trevor when you brought him into our bed.”

			“You expect me to believe that shit? This has probably been going on the whole time.” Adam squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, then opened them, his pulse pounding in his ears. “You two were fucking behind my back.” He threw an arm out toward Christian. “Is he the one you really want?” The words echoed in his head. He’d used those exact words before when he’d found out Lori wasn’t into him. Wasn’t into his kink. Fuck, here it was, happening all over again. She’d been pretending to care for him, waiting patiently for something better to come along. “Well, Rachel, that can be arranged.”

			“Adam, I want you,” she cried.

			“You don’t want me,” he shouted. “You’re fucking Christian, without my permission, behind my back. You’re probably pregnant with another man’s child. How can you want me?” He picked up a lamp and hurled it against the wall, shattering it to pieces.

			The room went quiet.

			Rachel whispered. “Adam, this isn’t like Lori.”

			“Bullshit,” he roared. “This is the exact, goddamn thing.”

			His chest was heaving with labored breaths. He sliced a glance at Christian, who took a step back. A growl rumbled through his chest. He needed to leave before he did something all of them would regret.

			Adam stalked to the door. Trevor stepped quickly out of his way.

			He whipped around. “I’m out of here.” He pointed at Rachel. “And I’m not fucking coming back.”

			He slammed the door shut behind him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Was he serious? Rachel put a hand over her mouth, sick to her stomach. Was Adam really leaving? She heard the engine of Adam’s new F-150 rumble to life through the open bedroom window, the sound of tires churning in gravel. Apparently, he was dead serious. He was leaving all right. Leaving them all behind. Leaving everything.

			Leaving her.

			Her knees weakened, her chest tightening. She took a few steps back and dropped on the bed, hand over her churning stomach.

			It was all so out of the blue. How could he do that? Not believe a word she said and discard her so easily, as if she were trash? It was like he was some other person. Had turned into a man she didn’t recognize. Turned into the Hulk.

			Behind her, Trevor and Christian shouted obscenities and began pushing and shoving at each other. Did Trevor believe what Adam had accused her of? She put her hands over her ears, the sound of their rage almost painful. She had to get out of here. She surged to her feet and darted out of the room and flew down the stairs into the kitchen. Chest heaving, she stumbled to the sink and leaned over for support, trying to calm her rapid breathing.

			She lifted her head and looked through the kitchen window to the front drive to confirm her worst fear. Adam’s truck was gone. Gone. And when was he coming back? Was he ever coming back? And if he didn’t, what would she do?

			Because she was pregnant. Now she was pregnant.

			Bile rose up her throat. Rachel placed a hand over her mouth. Gagging, she scrambled to the bathroom, fell to her knees and threw up in the toilet. Crying and vomiting. Terrible combo.

			Afterwards, she sighed, flushed and slumped against the wall for a moment, her face in her hands. She ground her teeth, nostrils flaring. Having Christian go off like that in front of Adam, in front of Trevor, was the last thing she’d expected. What the hell was wrong with him, and with Adam?

			She took a deep breath and wiped her tears. She stood up and rinsed her mouth out in the sink. The men’s voices were still raised in argument upstairs. Something crashed. She winced. Bodies collided against a bedroom wall.

			Oh dear God. This was going from bad to worse.

			Suddenly, she heard the front door squeak open. Rachel straightened. Her heart in her throat. Adam? Was Adam back? 

			She started for the front entrance and skidded to a halt. Wait. Her pulse beat double time. She thought about those people, those people who’d been too afraid to make first contact. What if this wasn’t Adam?

			The other two men were upstairs. She was alone. “Adam?” she asked tentatively from the hallway.

			No answer.

			She bit her lip. This had to be a stranger. They were here, finally ready. Her stomach fluttered. Omigod, people. Someone else was alive. Someone who had heard Adam’s broadcast and tried to reply. She heard the sound of footsteps. She should be excited, this was what they had all wanted, to meet other survivors. But why would they sneak into the house this way? Why wouldn’t this person answer her?

			Breathless, she tried to dart for the stairs, but a man stood there. A handsome dark-skinned man straight out of Bollywood. He was so tall she had to look up to see his face. Before either of them could say a word, he lunged forward. She gaped and stepped back. Her hand went to her gun hidden at her hip. Too late. A cloth was on her mouth and her world went black.

			* * * * *

			Rachel woke up in the backseat of a sedan racing down the road to nowhere. Her hands and feet weren’t tied and there was no gag around her mouth. She groggily processed the weirdness of her situation. In the movies, kidnapped victims were always tied up and sometimes left in the trunk. But here she was, comfy across the backseat. Why? She pushed herself up, hand to her forehead, a dull throb in the back of her neck, like she’d just slept for ten hours and could keep right on going for another ten.

			“Are you okay?” her kidnapper asked kindly, keeping his eyes fixed on the road. As if he hadn’t just knocked her out and thrown her in a car. As if they weren’t speeding away to parts unknown so he could do who knew what with her. Like this was nothing more than a pleasant drive in the country.

			How was she going to get the hell away from this freak?

			“What’s going on?” Rachel squeaked. Outside, gray and brown farmland blinked past the car windows. Not one familiar orange orchard in sight. Her body tightened. “Where are we?”

			“I stunned you so you’d black out and I could take you quickly and quietly. Are you all right? I measured the dosage very carefully so I’d only give you enough to knock you out for a short time. It seemed to work. We’re east of Fresno. You’ve been out for an hour.”

			“What? An hour?” Her brain was muddled and her tongue thick. She grabbed the back of the front seat and leaned forward. “Who are you? Why did you take me?” She scanned the inside of the car for possible weapons and escape routes.

			He kept his eyes on the road. She could only see him from behind. His hair was at his shoulders, dark, with some curl. Brown skin, tall, broad shoulders. “My name is Sebastian,” he said with a deep, soothing voice. “I’m not going to harm you. I took you from there to keep you safe.”

			“Safe?” She snorted. “Safe from what? You took me from my home, from the men I live with.” Asshole. He’d kidnapped her. She couldn’t believe he was trying to rationalize his behavior. There was no excuse for what he’d done. She glanced around. The backseat was completely empty. She tried the back door. Locked. Shit, he must have clicked the automatic lock up front.

			He tightened his grip on the steering wheel. She watched the muscles in his arm flex and ripple. “Those men were assholes,” he ground out. “I saved you from a bad situation.”

			“What bad situation? You don’t know anything. They’re good men.” Maybe she could get him to pull over. Pretend she was sick?

			“You’re wrong. I know one of them.”

			She stiffened, leaned forward and began to listen to him. Really listen. “You know one of them? Who? Which one?”

			“The big motherfucker with the guns.”

			“Adam?” She knew immediately who he meant. “Wait, when did you two meet, did you know him before the outbreak?”

			“No. I met him afterwards, on the freeway in San Diego.”

			Her breath froze in her throat. “But…but that was when I met him. Why didn’t I see you there?”

			“I don’t know where you were, but I was out of my mind, sick and—”

			“Wait. You were sick? With Ruyigi?”

			“Yeah. I was sick with it at first, had the symptoms for a few days, thought I would die just like the rest of humanity, but I recovered.”

			“You got Ruyigi, the virus, and recovered? But that’s amazing.” She banged her hands against the back of the front seat. Light, giddy with the sudden release of tension, she exclaimed, “It’s a miracle. You’re a miracle. I’ve never heard of anyone surviving after being infected with Ruyigi. Have you? It had nearly a one hundred percent fatality rate. All four of us living at the farm didn’t get it at all, never had a single symptom. We survived because we were all immune, which was a miracle too. If only the CDC had known about you early on,” her voice deepened. “Someone who was infected but recovered? They could have studied you, maybe found a cure. So many people could have been saved.”

			“Uh, yeah, studied me.” He looked uncomfortable at the thought. Shifted in his seat. “I’m not a lab rat or a miracle, believe me, I’m not. I was sick and out of my mind and driving a motorcycle on I-5, trying to get out of San Diego. I ran into that bastard you ended up with, and he pulled a gun on me. I was so sick by then I passed out and fell off my bike. I woke up at nightfall, realizing he’d left me for dead. Fucking left me for dead. He knew I was still alive and he chose to leave me. You can’t live with someone like that. What if you got sick, got hurt? You can’t count on him. He’s an asshole. A narcissist.”

			“Omigod. I saw you!” Rachel said, ignoring the rest and latching on to the most important point. “You’re Crazy Bastard.”

			He shook his head, eyes still on the road. “No, you weren’t there.” He paused. “What did you call me?”

			“Yes, I was there, hiding in my car. And, sorry.” She swallowed. “That’s what Adam calls you—Crazy Bastard. I think it’s because, and don’t take this the wrong way, but you looked out of your mind when he found you. He remembers you too, because you were the last person we saw alive. But he told me you died. I thought you were dead. We heard the sound of your motorcycle and Adam ordered me to hide in the car in case you were a freak with a gun, so I did. He went out to talk to you. I stayed in the car and watched. A few minutes later, he came back.” She lowered her voice. “He said you were dead.”

			“I wasn’t,” he snapped.

			“I saw through my rearview mirror how he touched your wrist, looking for a pulse. He had to have known you were alive. I even saw you twitch later, and he convinced me I was seeing things.”

			“He was lying. Like I told you, you can’t trust that bastard.”

			“You don’t know him. I do. There has to be an explanation. His name is Adam Sanchez, he’s a Marine and his whole focus has been about finding other survivors. He wouldn’t have left you behind if he knew you were alive. There’s no way.” She was surprised those words just popped out. After all, he’d left her too, hadn’t he? Left her behind like he did with Sebastian, without looking back. Did she really know him as well as she thought, or was Sebastian right? Was Adam focused only on himself? If so, he’d never come back.

			“I woke up hours later, in the dark, and managed to crawl onto my bike and kept going. I found an empty house with food and crashed. Recovered. I wasn’t angry at first at him leaving me for dead. We were strangers. For all I knew, the man I’d seen on the freeway had been sick too and had gone off somewhere else and died. But when I heard his voice on the radio…I came here and scouted the area, checking on all of you before I made first contact. Well, then I knew he was the asshole who’d left me behind for dead.”

			“And that was when you decided I needed to be rescued?” she said, letting sarcasm drip from her voice. “I was fine there. I didn’t want to leave. And where are you taking me? For all I know, all you’ve done is throw me from the frying pan into the fire.”

			“We’ll see about that. I’ve got some people I want you to meet.” He smiled.

			“There’s more of you?” She gasped, digging her fingers into the headrest behind him. “How many? Who are they?”

			He slowed the car down and turned right onto a long driveway that cut through a wide swath of vineyards. “We’re here. Let’s get out and I’ll introduce you to them.”

			“We’re here? Already?” They pulled to a stop at the end of the driveway in front of a truck in the parking lot of a large packing shed. Not just any old truck. The kind that did long cross-country hauls. Why was it here?

			Then, the biggest shocker of all, a young woman and a small girl came walking around the rear of the truck, big smiles on their faces, waving at Sebastian like he was their beloved husband and father returning home after a business trip. Her heart pounded in her chest and her mouth went dry.

			People. More people.

			Her eyes watered.

			Sebastian’s gaze caught on the females and he transformed. What the hell? Rachel stared openmouthed at the man who had abducted her. A brilliant smile broke across his face, changing him instantly from a sourpuss to a darling man. Crinkles formed next to his black eyes, his lips curved beautifully. He parked, keyed the ignition and jumped out of the car, his feet eating up the ground. She shook her head. Who was this man?

			By the time he reached them, gruff Sebastian had returned. His expression closed, hidden behind a mask of indifference. The woman’s face was also carefully blank of expression now, hiding all her former joy. The girl still ran to him, throwing her arms around Sebastian’s middle and burying her head in his stomach. He looked down, lifted a hand and gently touched the top of her hair.

			Well, well. Turned out Crazy Bastard was a big softie.

			“Didn’t I tell you I’d be back?” he said gently, a gleam of affection in his eyes as he looked into the young girl’s face.

			She nodded against his stomach. “What took you so long, Bastian?”

			“I had to get the lady, honey. The men were going to hurt her and I needed to bring her here. I had to make sure she was safe.”

			Rachel stepped up behind him. She snorted at his ridiculous statement and rolled her eyes. “I was perfectly fine,” she told all three of them. “I didn’t need to be saved.”

			“I rescued you,” Sebastian clarified.

			“You kidnapped me,” she shot back.

			“What?” The woman gasped. “Sebastian, you said that—”

			The little girl pulled back and looked at Rachel, their eyes meeting for a moment. Time stopped. Rachel’s breath froze in her throat. Sebastian and the woman dropped away and Rachel’s heart melted. She forgot about being kidnapped, about the pregnancy and about Adam’s desertion and what it meant.

			A child was standing in front of her for the first time in months.

			A child.

			A pretty girl with bronzed skin, flashing brown eyes and long, caramel-colored hair pulled back into a headband with a pink bow on top. She wore a pale pink sundress that color-coordinated with the bow on her head and on her feet were dainty silver sandals. Rachel glanced at the glamorous, perfectly dressed woman standing a few feet away. If this woman was taking care of the girl, of course she’d look cute.

			The woman’s black eyes went up and down, assessing every inch of Rachel’s bedraggled appearance. Rachel’s face heated with embarrassment. She rubbed her hands against the front of her dirty pj’s from last night. She was still wearing Adam’s Marine T-shirt and a pair of flannel shorts with a drawstring waist and bare feet. No shower yet, no make-up. The men had caught her too early in the morning, and now after a sequence of bizzaro events, she was meeting these new people in rumpled pajamas. Great. Rachel knew she looked like a country bumpkin compared to this woman with the shiny black hair and delicate Asian features, a woman who looked like she could be a model, a fashion designer or an actress. Stylish, even at the end of the world. Jeez. Some people just had a gift for looking terrific no matter what, didn’t they?

			“Girls, this is Rachel.” Sebastian lifted his chin toward the stunningly beautiful woman. “Rachel, this is Phoebe,” He patted the head of the child in his arms. “And this little one here is Josie.”

			Rachel noticed Phoebe’s perfect lips tighten when Sebastian called them girls. He’d said it with a slightly patronizing tone, as if they were both his daughters, which they sure as hell weren’t.

			Rachel locked eyes with the little girl, still mesmerized by the sight of a child. A child who was alive and perfectly fine in the midst of the apocalypse. She sucked in a breath, swallowed and stepped closer. Josie let go of Sebastian.

			“I like your hair,” Josie said cautiously. “It’s red. I like red hair.”

			“Thank you, sweetie. I like your hair too. It’s pretty.”

			“Thanks.” She smiled.

			“How old are you, Josie?” Rachel asked, even though she could already guess at the answer. This she knew. She’d worked in an elementary afterschool program, planning on getting her teaching credential and eventually teaching high school social studies. She’d lived and breathed this—working with kids, talking to kids, knowing their ages and stages, what they liked, what they disliked, what they needed. She could do this with one arm tied behind her back. And she missed it with all her heart. A giant, aching, bleeding heart that needed a child to make it better.

			“I’m seven,” Josie said with a sweet, slightly high-pitched voice. “Um…I think my birthday is soon, and then I’ll be eight.” She beamed, exposing two missing front teeth. Rachel smiled back.

			“I used to teach at an afterschool program. I worked with kids in second and third grade.”

			Josie’s mouth formed an O. “I’m in second grade.”

			“I know, sweetie,” Rachel said, trying not to cry. She wrapped an arm around Josie’s shoulders, pulling her in tight for a hug. “I know. I could’ve been in your school, working with you. Isn’t that weird?”

			“Yeah, you could have been my teacher too,” she answered, her voice full of wonder. Josie looked up at her. “Are you going to stay with us and be my teacher now?”

			Rachel shook her head. “No, sweetie, I won’t be staying here with you and Phoebe and Sebastian because I’ve got my own home I need to get back to, but maybe you guys could come and stay with us, or visit.” She looked up at them, directly into Phoebe and Sebastian’s faces, meeting their gazes with determination. The child had bonded with Sebastian and Phoebe, who seemed to have taken on a parental role with her. Rachel could tell they were doing a good job with her. Josie looked happy and healthy, clean and fed. They were all going to be one big family now. Despite the obstacles, it had to happen.

			Because survivors had to stick together.

			The beautiful woman stepped forward and put out a hand to Rachel. “Hi, Rachel.”

			Rachel shook her hand. “Nice to meet you,” she responded, trying to be on her best behavior with this potential friend. Up close, Phoebe looked to be a few years older than Rachel. Mid to late twenties. She looked like a descendant of mixed heritage, possibly Japanese and Caucasian.

			“I’m so sorry Sebastian accidentally kidnapped you,” Phoebe’s formal, perfect exterior began to crack. Tears formed in her eyes. “Sorry I’m being so emotional, but, I’m happy you’re here. I’m so happy to see another woman,” she choked out and reached for Rachel.

			“Me too,” Rachel replied, grabbing on to the hand that was offered. “I mean, of course I didn’t want to be kidnapped, but I’m so happy to meet the both of you. I’ve been so lonely, wishing there was a woman I could talk to.”

			“I’ve been wishing for that too. Since the end, the only people I’ve seen are Josie and Sebastian. I miss having another woman to chat with, to bounce ideas off of.” She made brief eye contact with Sebastian, who frowned, then she turned back to Rachel. “Men are lovely, but women think differently than men, don’t they?”

			“Yes, we do,” Rachel agreed, teary eyed.

			Their gazes collided and then they hugged. Rachel enveloped the smaller woman in her arms and both of them went into the ugly cry. Snot, tears, choking. Everything. God, it felt so good to have another woman around. Someone to get emotional with. Someone who got that this display of feelings didn’t mean weakness, just relief. They stood for long minutes, arms tight.

			Eventually, Sebastian coughed. “Uh, are you two done?”

			Josie giggled.

			Finally, they disengaged and wiped their faces. Phoebe asked. “Have you seen any more women?”

			“No.” Rachel shook her head. “Not for a long time. I saw one a few months back, but she died. I’ve been living alone with three men.”

			“Oh God, I’m sorry, that must have been rough.”

			“Yeah.” Rachel shrugged. “Yeah, it has been. Especially today. We’re the only two women then?” Rachel held on to Phoebe’s hand tightly. They couldn’t be separated. This woman was her new BFF.

			“Yeah, for now. Hopefully, we’ll meet more women in the future.” Phoebe smiled softly and disengaged her hand from Rachel’s. She looked toward Sebastian’s car. “If you’re here against your will, the men you live with must be worried about you. Sebastian can take you back.”

			“She’s not leaving,” Sebastian snapped.

			“I am.” Rachel sighed. “God, Sebastian, you were wrong, okay? Your heart was in the right place, but you were wrong.”

			Phoebe’s gaze darted between her and Sebastian, clearly uncertain who was going to win this fight. “I’m so sorry. Sebastian said he’d found another woman to join us and that you weren’t safe there—”

			“Well, he misunderstood. I was perfectly fine and I need to get back.”

			Sebastian snorted.

			Phoebe reached out and squeezed Rachel’s hand again. “Okay, how about before you leave, we at least spend some time together? I’d love to get to know you, and it looks like you need to get dressed anyway. Did Sebastian snatch you in your pajamas?”

			“Yeah.” She laughed. “He did.”

			“I’ve got clean clothes to give you. You could take a shower.”

			“Umm, I don’t know. I need to get back.”

			“Rachel, listen, while Sebastian was out scouring L.A., saving his weird bits of movie memorabilia—”

			“Art,” he cut in. “It’s art. I saved pieces of our culture and important works of art.”

			“Okay, whatever.” Phoebe shrugged. “Meanwhile, I was stockpiling what I felt was really important—clothes, make-up and accessories. Honey, you let me work my magic on you, and I’ll have you looking straight out of The Kardashians in no time. Then we’ll take you back. It won’t take long. But I mean, you need to get dressed anyway, right? You can’t be out looking like that.”

			It was so tempting, but she needed to nip this off before it went too far. “The men I live with have got to be desperate by now, trying to find me.” She cut Sebastian another sharp glance. But he didn’t look remotely guilty, just crossed his arms and frowned. “I left without them knowing what happened to me. What if they think I’m hurt?”

			“You’re not fucking going back to that asshole,” Sebastian growled.

			Phoebe’s lips pressed together. “Please don’t use that kind of language in front of Josie.”

			“I’ll use whatever kind of language I like.”

			Oh no, trouble in paradise. Rachel ignored them. “They’ll be worried. I’ve been gone for an hour already. It’ll take another hour just to drive back.”

			“Well, I promise I’ll get you fixed up in no time.” Phoebe turned. “Doesn’t that sound like fun, Josie?”

			“Yay.” The little girl jumped on her toes, laughing and clapping her hands. “I want to help Rachel get fixed up.”

			Oh, dear. Rachel’s heart squeezed. More time with Josie. Now she really wanted to stay. If only the phones still worked. She’d just call, let the men know where she was so they wouldn’t worry, tell them when she’d be back. But who would she call even if she did have a phone? Adam? She snorted. He was gone. Trevor? Christian? They were busy beating the crap out of each other. And Adam, her boyfriend, the man she loved and the father of her child, had left her. He’d manhandled Christian, smashed a lamp against the wall, accused her of cheating on him and left. Never to return.

			“You can use the radio to send them a message,” Sebastian said.

			“Adam’s the one who checks it, and he’s not…” she answered. Her lips formed a hard, thin line. So really, there was no one to call, was there? Why not stay for a while? “Can we be done in forty minutes?”

			“You’re not fucking going back there,” Sebastian shouted.

			“Sebastian, language,” Phoebe yelled.

			Rachel curled her hands into fists. This new Rachel hated being told what to do. Well, except for Adam, he could tell her what to do and she’d hop to it like a love-sick puppy. Although that was over now.

			Over.

			She stepped up to Sebastian, not a bit intimidated by his height or his size. He was easily over six feet tall, but still smaller than Adam and the same size as the other men she lived with. After arguing with them, this was a piece of cake. Plus, she was armed, her Glock still secretly tucked in the back of her waistband. Sebastian hadn’t bothered to pat her down. Adam had taught her well, to the point where it was second nature, making certain she was armed no matter what. He was right. All that training, all that exercising was coming in handy. She was more confident in this situation than she’d ever thought she would be.

			“You’ve not in charge of me,” she snapped at him. “I’ll go wherever I want.”

			“I went through the bother of staking that place out, grabbing you and bringing you here to safety. One of those assholes you live with is obviously an ex-con. You’re doing what I say and you’re staying here with us. This is your new home.”

			“Rachel,” Josie said, tugging at her pants. Rachel glanced down. “Why can’t you stay?” she asked with wide puppy-dog eyes.

			Rachel exhaled. Damn. She looked back up and locked eyes with Sebastian. “Here’s the plan. In a few hours, we’ll all go back, together. All right? You can meet the men I live with, meet Adam again.” She stumbled on those last words and paused. What if Adam wasn’t there? Oh hell, she’d cross that bridge when she came to it. One thing at a time. “Sebastian, you can see for yourself I was in no danger. And maybe you’ll even want to move in with us, and then we can all live together.”

			Sebastian’s face hardened. “There isn’t a chance in hell of that happening.”

			“Do you know that the two nuclear power plants on the coast could go Chernobyl at any moment? Do you know that they could spew radiation on us at any time? Are you ready for that?”

			Sebastian’s eyes widened.

			“We’re ready for that at the farm. You need to come and stay with us. We can take care of each other. Survivors need to stick together,” she told him, stating her favorite motto.

			His jaw clenched. “You’re a pain in the ass.”

			“So I’ve been told,” she agreed with a smile.

			Sebastian’s gaze slid to Phoebe. Phoebe nodded to him in encouragement. He blew out a breath and looked back at Rachel. “Okay, but if we do this, no one and I mean no one gets near Phoebe and Josie unless I say so. And if I don’t like it, we’re outta there.”

			“Sounds like a plan,” she said, putting her hand out so they could shake on it.

			He ignored her outstretched arm, stalked off to the storage shed and slammed the door shut behind him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			“Don’t worry about Sebastian. He blows up easily. He’ll get over it,” Phoebe chatted happily, her trendy sandals clicking on the pathway as they walked toward the house next door. “After he’s had time to calm down and think about it, I’m sure we’ll end up doing exactly what you suggested. I’m really excited to go, to see other survivors and meet other people. Like you said, survivors need to stick together.”

			“Who do you live with?” Josie asked. “Who? Are they bad guys? Why would you live with bad guys, Rachel?”

			“No, I live with three men and they’re not bad guys, honey,” Rachel answered absently, her eyes on the large custom home they were approaching. “Sebastian just thinks they are.”

			They were following a curved brick pathway across an elaborately landscaped—but dead—front yard. The grass was yellow and overgrown, the bushes dry and brittle. All the flowers had disintegrated. Phoebe reached for the handle of the distinguished front door to the Spanish-style home. Rachel stiffened. “Wait,” she blurted out.

			Rule number one: never enter a building without checking first for dead bodies.

			“Phoebe, are there any corpses here, did you…?”

			“Don’t worry,” Phoebe said, immediately understanding what Rachel was trying to communicate. “We burned all the bodies before we moved in and scrubbed the place from top to bottom. It’s safe here.”

			“Oh, good.” Rachel exhaled and smiled at her. “Thanks. I wasn’t sure how long you’d been here, maybe you just moved in today.”

			“No, we’ve been living here for a week. It’s okay, come inside, you’ll like it.”

			They walked through the tiled entryway and into a large, comfortable family-kitchen-dining room combo, light, airy and open with a wall of windows flooding the area with sunlight. Everything was new and shiny, like the house had been a staged model. Granite countertops, stainless steel appliances, cherry cabinets. A scented candle, smelling faintly of sugar cookies, glowed on the counter. And all over the place were girly things. Racks of clothes, boxes of jewelry, shoes, make-up. It was practically a department store.

			“Oh, this is wonderful.”

			“Before the outbreak, I used to own a boutique.” Phoebe shrugged. “I couldn’t help it, after stocking up on the essential stuff like food and water, my brain had to have clothes. Sebastian collected different things from L.A.; this is what I collected.”

			“Phoebe?” Josie shouted.

			“What, baby?”

			“Can I play with the make-up again?”

			“Yeah, go ahead. Just don’t touch the Dior, okay?” Phoebe turned back to Rachel. “I found her first when I was out trying to find anyone else alive,” she whispered as Josie skipped over to a large make-up case. “She was dirty and starving, hiding in a car with her dead mother. It was just the two of us those first few days, before I met up with Sebastian.” Rachel watched Phoebe shake her head, as if she were trying to shake off a bad memory. She pasted on a smile and walked over to the clothes rack in the middle of the front room. “Okay, enough of that. We’ve got plenty of time to tell all of our sob stories later, don’t we? How about right now we concentrate on getting you ready? I’ve got something over here I think you’ll love.”

			As promised, forty minutes later, Phoebe had worked her magic. She’d pushed Rachel into a cold shower, frowned at Rachel’s Glock and primly set it aside. They’d talked and talked. Rachel told Phoebe all about her relationship with Adam and admitted to her what had happened earlier that day between Adam and Christian.

			“Congratulations, you’re going to have a baby. That’s so wonderful. But do you want me to kick Adam’s ass for you when I meet him?” she’d asked. “That man needs some sense knocked into him.”

			Perfect girlfriend response. God, it was great to have a woman to talk to.

			Phoebe blew Rachel’s hair out, silky and straight, applied more make-up than Rachel had ever worn in her life, and dressed her in a get-up straight out of a movie. Rachel laughed with delight as she turned in front of the mirror again to see how her new, red silk shirt exposed her whole back, one horizontal cord keeping the two sides in balance. Black leather pants barely covered the top of her ass, and she wobbled in shiny black heels.

			“I can’t believe this. I’ve never worn anything this sexy before.” Even her thickening waist, which was barely noticeable in the outfit, couldn’t diminish the sexy.

			“That’s not true, those pajamas of yours were terrible, but your underwear was hot.”

			Rachel blushed. It was true. She had a thing for bras and panties. She always had.

			Phoebe put her hand on Rachel’s shoulder. “You look fabulous, m’dear,” she said, sounding just like the boutique owner she claimed to have been.

			“I don’t know,” Rachel exclaimed. “I can hardly walk. How in the heck did Carrie run around Manhattan in these things?”

			“You’ll learn,” Phoebe said. “Walking in Jimmy Choos is an art. I’ll teach you.”

			“Where am I going to hide my Glock?” Rachel pursed her lips.

			Phoebe rolled her eyes. “I cannot believe you’re carrying that gun. Here, let me help you.” When they were all done, the gun fit at her hip, covered by a slight billow of the silk shirt as it dropped over her waist. Perfect.

			They both stood in front of the mirror for a moment. Rachel couldn’t believe what she saw. She looked…different. It was the first time in her life she’d ever looked at herself in the mirror and been pleased at her own reflection. Happy with the whole package—the clothes, the make-up, the hair. It was wonderful.

			“Thank you,” she whispered, emotion clogging her throat.

			“You’re welcome.” Phoebe hugged her. “You’re gorgeous, girl. Own it. I’ll show you all the tricks… Hold on.” Phoebe stepped back and leaned out of the bathroom door. “Josie!”

			“Yes,” came a mumbled reply. Josie stood next to the door with a cookie stuffed in her mouth.

			“Oh, sorry, honey, I didn’t know you were right there. Can you run out and tell Sebastian we’re ready to go?”

			“Sure.” Josie nodded vigorously and darted down the hall.

			“Josie, wait,” Phoebe added. “Tell him we’re all going, all four of us.”

			“Okay,” Josie shouted before she ran out the front door.

			Rachel and Phoebe left the bathroom together, Rachel still fingering her silky shirt. It was a work of art. Phoebe began carefully putting away the designer clothes draped across the couches. “Can I ask you something?” Rachel said.

			“Fire away,” Phoebe answered as she flicked through hangers.

			“Is Sebastian your boyfriend?”

			Phoebe hands stilled. “No,” she replied slowly. “No, he’s not my boyfriend.”

			“Really? You know when we pulled up, the way you were looking at each other…well, at first I thought you were together.”

			Phoebe sucked in a breath. She turned her head to meet Rachel’s eyes. “That’s what you thought?”

			“Yeah, Sebastian was a big grouch up until the moment we pulled up. Then he changed right before my eyes. He lit up like a candle when he saw you two. He practically jumped out of the car to get to you.”

			Phoebe smiled and shook her head. “That’s sweet. But it doesn’t make sense.”

			“Why?”

			Shots rang out. Both of them whipped around. The heavy front door flew open with a thud and three men crowded the entrance. Three big men with guns, dressed in jeans and black leather and looking like they’d just stepped off the set of Sons of Anarchy.

			“Aha,” one of them yelled. “Women. Just what we’ve been looking for.”

			Holy shit. It was them, some of the same men she’d seen in Oxnard over two months ago.

			Rachel watched in horror as the three heavily tattooed men in leather vests dragged Sebastian, tied and beaten, and tossed him on the shiny hardwood floor in the entry way. Josie screamed, struggling to get free, but one of the men held her by the arm. Rachel took a step back, bumping into the clothes rack. Her heart raced, her breaths short and choppy. The man let go of Josie and shoved her forward. Phoebe ran to her and wrapped the girl in her arms.

			“You can have anything you want from the truck. Don’t hurt the women,” Sebastian gasped from the floor.

			“We don’t want any of your fucking crap,” one of the men said. Rachel quickly decided this couldn’t be a dream. Oh hell, no. She knew how this would play out. They were there for one thing and one thing only.

			Sex.

			One of the men was reasonably young and fit and wore his black, greasy hair pulled back into a tight ponytail with a red bandana wrapped across his forehead. “It’s the fucking end of the world and everyone’s dead,” he said. “Money doesn’t matter anymore, asshole, we can have anything we want. But women—” he jabbed a finger at Rachel and Phoebe and smiled a tight, mean smile, “—now that’s different. There’s men left on Earth, but women—” he shrugged, “—well, you two ladies happen to be the first females we’ve seen alive in months.”

			“And the girl,” said one of the assholes, licking his lips as he eyed Josie. He was shorter than the others and his gut stuck out over his belt buckle. “She counts too. Don’t you, honey?”

			Josie whimpered and hid behind Phoebe.

			“See, ladies,” the guy with the ponytail continued, “the three of us here haven’t had pussy in years, seeing as how we busted out of prison the moment the guards died. So as you can see, we’re a little desperate for some fucking. If there’s only two young, beautiful, women left on the planet, well, we thought we’d better get in on that quick.”

			“Been watching you at that farm,” he said to Rachel. “We heard the radio broadcast, but thought we’d scout the place out first. We saw you, but we couldn’t get in to grab you. That big fucker and the other two men you live with had that place locked down tight. But then we watched this asshole here drug you and drag you out of there. We followed you and found out he had two women.” He kicked Sebastian in the ribs. “Thanks, man. That was a big help.”

			“Oh, fuck, no,” snarled Sebastian. “You’re not touching them, you motherfucking bastards.”

			“And what the fuck are you goin’ to do about it, asshole?” The guy plowed a vicious kick into Sebastian’s gut. Sebastian moaned and curled into a ball of pain.

			“Leave him alone!” Phoebe screamed. “Don’t hurt him.” Tears streamed down her face. Rachel watched Phoebe take a deep, steadying breath and straighten her back, ready for a fight. “I understand what you’re saying,” she said, swallowing. “You need a woman. So…I’ll go with you. I’ll go. Leave the girl behind with him.” She tilted her head in Rachel’s direction. “And leave her too. I’ll go with you. I won’t fight, I won’t argue. I’ll do everything you want. I promise. Just leave the three of them behind.”

			What did Phoebe think she was doing? “Oh, hell—” Rachel started to say.

			“Well, shit. That’s a good idea,” Ponytail cut her off. He cocked his head to the side. “Having one who’s willing, rather than two who aren’t.”

			“But I want that one,” said the short guy. He pointed at Rachel with a big knife, as if he were shopping out of a catalogue. “And the girl. I want the girl too.”

			“Earl, that’s some sick shit. Let’s leave the girl behind with the guy, like the woman wants.”

			“But I want her,” Earl whined.

			Rachel noticed the biggest guy in the trio had been quiet during this exchange. This was the same freak who had calmly executed a man and tried to lead a gang rape on a woman.

			What would they do to Sebastian? To her and Phoebe?

			He held back in the entryway, next to the front door, watching, evaluating. “Nice try, lady,” he finally spoke as he stepped forward and joined the conversation. The other two men shut up and turned to listen. Rachel knew then he was obviously the brains of their fucked-up organization. “You’re all going with us,” he rumbled. “The girl is coming too, as collateral. You two say no to us, she dies. And that’s not an empty threat. I’m fucking serious. You say no to one damn thing, no matter how much it’s out of your goddamn comfort zone, she’s dead, understood?” He said all of this with a deep, gravelly voice. The kind used for voice-overs on TV. He had that gray-haired, Sam Elliott in Mask look going on. It didn’t seem right at all that a man this evil could have a voice that smooth. She glared a hole through him and jerked her chin up. Phoebe gave them a shaky nod.

			“And, Earl, you’re not fucking touching that girl unless I tell you.”

			“But I want her—” Earl whined.

			“I don’t give a shit what you want, you touch her, and I’ll kill you myself. Roger and I, we don’t put up with that shit. You knew the plan, stick to it. Now go bring the van around, get it ready for transport.”

			Roger, of the black ponytail, stepped forward, got in Phoebe’s face and brushed a finger along her cheek. Phoebe stood frozen in fear, her eyes wide and luminous, her face pale. “You’re mine,” Roger told her. “Been watchin’ you, girl, wonderin’ what you’d feel like underneath me.”

			Rachel’s stomach soured and bile rose in her throat.

			“Get your fucking hand off her,” Sebastian exploded. He contorted on the floor, spit flying out of his mouth. “You touch her and I’ll kill you.”

			“For chrissakes.” Their leader sighed. “Knock that cocksucker out before I do it myself.”

			Roger whipped Sebastian across the temple with the butt of his gun, knocking him out cold.

			Their leader, the Sam Elliott-looking guy, turned his attention to Rachel. He narrowed his steel-blue eyes. “You’ve been quiet this whole time, girly,” he said with an undeniably sensual voice. “You scared or just pissed off?”

			“Pissed off,” she replied between gritted teeth.

			“Good, I don’t care much for scared.” He stepped close and his gaze roved down, lingering at her breasts. A cold smile spread across his attractive face. “What’s your name?”

			“Rachel.”

			“Huh.” He grunted. “This one is mine,” he turned and told the others. “You two can share the other one.”

			“I’m not yours,” she said, keeping her hand poised near her hip, near her gun. “I’m Adam’s.”

			He paused. Looked her over. “Adam that big fucker back at your farm?”

			She gave him a curt nod. “Yes, and he’s a decorated Marine. A sniper. He’s going to find you, you know. If you take us, he’ll find you and kill you.”

			His smile disappeared. “Sorry to break this to you girly, but where we’re going, your man is never going to find you. Name’s Spike. You’re stuck with me, so get used to sayin’ it.”

			The door opened and Earl poked his head in. “Van’s ready, let’s get the hell outta here. Her three men gotta be looking for her.”

			Spike snapped his fingers. “Come on, ladies, we’re outta here.”

			“Just a sec, sweet thing.” Spike grabbed Rachel’s arm before she could pass by him. “I watched you out there at your farm, doing target practice, learning to shoot.” He started patting her down. “If I was your man, after all that training and knowin’ you were such a precious package, I’d always make sure you were packin’. Aha…here we go.” He pulled her Glock out of her waistband, the pepper spray out of her pocket and handed them off to Roger.

			She gaped at him.

			He winked back. “Not as stupid as I look.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			Fuck, he’d been a monumental asshole.

			Adam turned off the ignition and steeled himself to get out of the truck. First, he needed to get back inside and apologize to Rachel. His emotions had raged out of control, and he’d said things he shouldn’t. Now he needed to make it right with her. Second, he needed to have it out with Christian and figure out what the hell had really happened, why Christian was so angry.

			And third…he just needed to get his head out of his ass before he lost the woman who meant more to him than anyone else.

			There was a child coming into the world. They should be throwing a damn party, not arguing.

			He’d driven around, tearing down back roads for an hour and then jogging up hillsides for an hour longer, pushing past the pain, past his limit, until he moved on to a place of utter exhaustion. Every time he’d imagined them alone, Christian touching his woman and Rachel responding…rage boiled up inside, rage like he’d never known. It was so out of his control, the idea of them sneaking around, fucking behind his back.

			So he’d run some more.

			Now he was spent, all his anger gone. Well, most of it.

			Then the truth had flooded his mind, as clear as a sunny day. When he really thought it through, examined what had happened, he realized this was nothing like the past. Lori and Danny had fallen in love, which looking back, made sense. He and Lori had never been right for each other. Adam had wanted to take things to the next level, introduce her to that side of himself, bring her into that lifestyle. But she hadn’t wanted any of it, and how would that have played out over the years? What if he’d had to cut off that side of himself, that side that needed to dominate, to call the shots, in order to keep her happy? Would he have been happy?

			Fuck, no.

			They would have broken up anyway. Lori and Danny had done the right thing. It was better to have ended things before they got sticky, before he’d done something stupid like propose marriage, and a mortgage and two kids made it impossible to get away.

			It was just the shock that had rocked his world and sent him into a tailspin of sudden anger.

			His mind flashed to Rachel. To the tears that had flooded her eyes, the fear in her voice. He’d done that to her, made her feel that way. His chest tightened. Embarrassment over his own out-of-control behavior crowded his mind.

			He had a lot of making up to do.

			Trevor appeared next to the truck, interrupting Adam’s thoughts, his face a dark thundercloud. “Where the fuck have you been?”

			Adam opened the driver’s side door. “Don’t start with me. You were there, you saw what went down. I needed to get out and blow off some steam so I didn’t hurt someone.”

			“Yeah, but you’ve been gone for two hours.”

			“I know, but I—”

			“She’s gone, Adam,” Trevor said, cutting him off. “Rachel’s gone. She’s disappeared.”

			“What?”

			“She’s gone. We can’t find her anywhere.”

			“What do you mean she’s gone?” he snarled. “For how long? I’ve only been gone for two fucking hours. How did you lose her? Did you look in the—”

			“Right after you left, I got into it with Christian. We started throwing punches in the bedroom.” Trevor instinctively touched his black eye and winced. “Afterwards, I realized Rachel had walked out of the room. I went to find her, to see how she was holding up, but she wasn’t in the house. We’ve looked everywhere. She’s not on the farm. We were about to get in the car and start widening the search when you drove up.”

			“Adam?” Christian said.

			His fisted his hands. “Don’t,” he told Christian. He would discuss this with Christian later and find out why he had responded to the news Rachel might be pregnant the way he had.

			Christian nodded. Adam noticed he didn’t look much better than Trevor, his lip cut and bleeding, his jaw red and swollen. “Noted,” Christian said. “But there’s something you need to know. Rachel was armed. Before you two walked upstairs, I watched her put the Glock in her back holster.”

			Adam looked up at the sky. “Thank fuck.” Jesus, why had he left? He’d stormed off in a fit of anger and left her and their unborn child unprotected when he knew they were being watched and now she was gone. He’d left her in the house with two other men. But ultimately, it wasn’t their responsibility to take care of her. It was his. This was his fault. His own fucking fault. If anything happened to Rachel, he’d never forgive himself, never get over it. His hand went up, rubbing against the pain lancing through his chest.

			“I was out on the golf cart,” Christian continued, “looking for her a few minutes ago. I found fresh tire tracks up near the front gate. There are too many of them to be just from your truck, and they weren’t made by our carts.”

			“She’s been kidnapped,” Trevor concluded.

			“Shit, who knows how many men there were,” Adam said, his mind flashing through a dozen what-if scenarios, none of them good, all of them involving a bunch of fucking assholes stealing his woman and hurting her.

			“What do you want to do next?” Trevor asked.

			“I’m going to pull up the digital maps and figure out where they might have gone, then I’m going to arm myself and track whoever took her, kill those motherfuckers and bring her back home.”

			“We,” Trevor growled. “We are going to kill those motherfuckers and bring her home.”

			Adam nodded. “Let’s get going.”

			* * * * *

			Rachel sat in a cage, alone and scared. Spike had come by an hour ago and thrown a cold can of Dinty Moore beef stew and a spoon through the bars of the enormous animal enclosure she was locked in. She’d scarfed it down and chugged on the water bottle he’d also left for her. At least starving and thirsty weren’t on her list of miseries. But that had been an hour ago. Darkness was falling, and now her cage was growing dark, chilly…and miserable.

			Chilly because they were in the mountains and she was still dressed in nothing but that damn red silk shirt and tight pants. Miserable because she’d been thrown into the back of a van with Phoebe and Josie, needing to pee like a race horse for an hour and a half until they’d reached their destination near the entrance to the Kings Canyon National Forest.

			And now here she was, alone in a cage. A huge animal cage.

			When they’d driven up, Spike had told her this place used to be called the Cat Haven, a former preserve and sanctuary for big cats nestled amongst the pine trees and jagged terrain of the Sierra Nevada Mountains. Spike said Earl and Roger had freed all the big cats over two months ago. She wasn’t sure if that was good news or bad. Good for the cats, she supposed, at least they had a fair chance at survival, not so good for the humans left behind living with all those predators lurking about.

			The cage stank so badly like cat urine her eyes watered. The cats had been freed two months ago and it still stank to high heaven. Dried hunks of feces were everywhere, but she’d managed to clear an area using a stick she’d found on the ground. She sat huddled in a corner, arms tightly around her knees, bars digging into her bare back. A cool breeze of fresh mountain air brushed her skin.

			Here she was, all done up like Carrie from Sex in the City, or Sandra Dee from Grease, and what was she doing with all that glam? Sitting in a stinking cat cage.

			Wonderful.

			She dropped her forehead to her knees. Her heart hurt. What was happening to Phoebe and Josie? Were they okay? They’d been separated as soon as they’d arrived. Rachel was sure everyone else was sitting in generator-induced, air-conditioned luxury, eating warm food and smelling clean air in the main lodge. At least she hoped this was true for Josie and Phoebe’s sake. Meanwhile, she was out here roughing it, caged like an animal.

			Of course it was psychological. Spike was trying to break her. And he was doing a great job of it too.

			The moment they’d stepped out of the van, Roger and Earl had dragged Phoebe and little Josie inside the main lodge. Spike had kept her outside. He’d stood in front of her. Close. Too close. “Roger and Earl are sharing the other woman,” he’d told her, eyes cold and hard and filled with desire.

			Her heart had started racing, palms sweating. She knew what sharing meant. Adam had shared her with Trevor. But what Spike was talking about would be nothing like the passion she’d experienced in her men’s arms. It wouldn’t be for Phoebe’s pleasure. They wouldn’t ask for her permission. They would just take what they wanted. This would be a situation no woman should have to suffer.

			“Don’t let them hurt her.” Her voice had trembled. She’d lowered her gaze, drawn to something on Spike’s neck. As close as he was, with his shirt opened at the collar, she’d been startled to see a swastika tattoo there—just like Trevor’s. Her nostrils flared. She’d looked back up at Spike’s face, her heart nearly exploding in her chest as she realized just how dangerous this man really was.

			She took a step back.

			“Sweetheart, you don’t ever want to meet another man with this symbol on his neck,” Trevor had warned her once, pointing at the tattoo on his own neck. “If you see this on another man, you turn and run the fuck away.”

			Spike had shrugged. “Anything could happen to her, to the both of them, if they don’t cooperate. And you’re going to cooperate with me, aren’t you honey?”

			Rage had boiled up inside of her at the thought of Phoebe and Josie suffering abuse at the hands of these assholes, causing words to fly out of her mouth, unheeded. She should have backed down, tried not to anger this guy more. She knew what he was capable of. But this new Rachel gave back as good as she got. “Just because the world has ended, doesn’t mean the three of you can revert back to the Dark Ages and behave like a bunch of Neanderthals. Like a pack of animals. You know, you can actually choose to act like decent human beings.”

			“And why in the hell would I do that when I can just take what I want? You’re in my bed now. Get used to it, babe.”

			She’d spit in his face. “Fuck off!”

			Spitting in Spike’s face had turned out to be a bad move. Next thing she knew, she’d been dragged off by a very pissed-off Neanderthal. He’d opened the door to the nearest cage and thrown her inside, locking the door tight. “I could take that pussy now, but I don’t need to rape a woman to get what I want. Never have, never will. You’re stayin’ out here in this shit hole ’til you learn some fucking manners, girlie. You get to come inside when you can act like a lady and you’re ready to say yes sir, no sir, and oh yes, Spike, more cock, please.”

			“That’s never going to fucking happen!” she’d screamed through the bars.

			“Then you can fucking rot out here!” Spike had roared and stormed off.

			Hours later, she was still there, wondering where Adam was. Did he miss her? Had he come home yet? Did he know she was gone? Did he even give a shit?

			And the question that tormented her the most—how was she going to bust out of here and rescue Phoebe and Josie?

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Adam burned rubber up Highway 180 west to Fresno, scanning for signs of life. He drove like a madman on a mission. They needed to find Rachel and find her fast. The three of them had separated thirty minutes ago—Christian going south through dense farmland to Reedley and Trevor heading north along the foothills. Adam hoped like hell one of them was going the right way.

			He’d quickly left their farm on the edge of the mountains and made his way across Fresno’s freeway system, clogged with abandoned vehicles. West of town, the highway turned into an unobstructed sleepy road. Buildings disappeared and farmland spread out flat and brown in all directions.

			Questions hammered through his mind. A headache began to pound at his temples. Where was Rachel? Was she hurt? Did she hate him after the way he’d acted? He gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles. If he lost Rachel, if she died, what the fuck would he do?

			Lose his ever lovin’ mind, that’s what he’d do. And the whole goddamn mess would be his own fault.

			He drove for about forty minutes, desperate, his mind obsessing over small details in the landscape, examining for tell-tale signs of life. Then he saw it. Adam punched the brakes. A one-story luxurious, custom-looking house and massive packing shed on his right, surrounded by a sea of grapevines. A delivery truck was parked in the long driveway leading to the shed. But something wasn’t right. The front door to the house was left open, and shit from the back of the truck was strewn across the driveway. It looked like a place with recent activity, not a time capsule covered with dust and vines.

			Adam parked, pulled his weapon and cautiously entered the spacious house. Inside, he found a man gagged with strips of silver duct tape and bound with rope on the floor in the entryway. Body twisting, grunting, hands tied behind his back. Adam shook his head. What a fucking mess. He strode over and ripped off the gag.

			“They’ve got ’em,” he said. “Those fuckers took the girls.”

			“Girls?” Adam’s stomach clenched. He had a feeling things were about to go from bad to worse. “What girls?”

			“Phoebe, they took Phoebe and Josie. And they took Rachel. Untie my hands so we can get the fuck outta here and go find them.”

			“Rachel?” Adam pinned the man with a boot to the chest and leaned in. “I’m not untying your ass until I find out just who you are and why you had Rachel.”

			The jerk pinned him with a familiar intense stare. “I know who you are. You’re the asshole who left me for dead on the freeway in San Diego.”

			“What the fuck?” Adam scanned the guy from head to toe. “Wait, I’ve met you before. Are you that crazy bastard I left behind?”

			Holy hell.

			“Yes. Sebastian…my name is Sebastian, you asshole.”

			“How is this possible?” Adam stood up and mused out loud.

			“You knew I was alive but you left me for dead, and I managed to survive anyway, no thanks to you. That’s how it’s possible.”

			Adam looked back down into the man’s face. Really looked. The scraggly beard was gone, so was the trench coat. But, yeah, there were the eyes. How could he forget those friggin’ eyes? “I remember you,” Adam admitted. “I thought you had the virus and were about to die.”

			“As you can see, I lived. I recovered, got a truck, filled it up with what I could save and got the hell out of L.A. Along the way, I found Phoebe, and Josie too, and brought them with me.”

			“You’ve got two women with you?”

			“One woman and a little girl. Josie’s seven. And they took her too.”

			Adam rubbed at the pounding in his temples. “Stop. This doesn’t make any goddamn sense. What was Rachel doing here with you and who took the females?”

			“I saved Rachel and brought her here.”

			“Saved her?” Adam laughed grimly. “From what?”

			“From you.”

			“Christ, you thought you saved her by bringing her here? From me?”

			“Yes.”

			“Did Rachel agree with that?” Adam asked.

			“No,” Sebastian muttered.

			“Right. You fucked up.”

			“I watched you, scouted the place out before making first contact I had to make sure you were okay before I brought in Phoebe and Josie, ya know? And I saw you, recognized you from before. And I knew right away you were no good. You were the asshole who’d left me behind. Then I saw the dude with the tattoos, looking straight out of prison…bad news. I saw you had a woman with you and I knew I needed to rescue her. When I came back this morning, I heard the screaming and fighting. I knew I needed to act fast to get her out of there. I knocked her out with some Chloroform and dragged her out to the car.”

			“Jesus Christ, you could have hurt her.”

			“Don’t worry. I knew what I was doing.”

			“She’s pregnant. You goddamn lunatic, you could have hurt her with that drug.”

			“What? She didn’t say…” His eyes were big and his voice drifted off.

			Adam grabbed him by the front of his shirt and shook him, the back of Sebastian’s head making a satisfying thump against the tile floor. “What happened after you took her?”

			“Fuck, stop that. Untie me,” Crazy Bastard shouted, bucking his hips. Adam rode it out, debating whether to punch him.

			“Fuck,” the man underneath him exploded. “Okay. Okay. She said she wanted to go home, that the men she lived with would be worried about her, looking for her.”

			“And why didn’t you bring her home when you realized you were wrong and she wasn’t in any danger?”

			“Phoebe and Josie talked her into staying a little longer. They were having some kind of girl pow-wow. Then a group of three convict biker assholes barged in, shot me in the shoulder, tied me up and gagged me. Then they took our women and the girl.”

			“Okay, so we need to get the hell outta here and rescue them. You said there were three of them, maybe more?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You know which way they’re going?”

			“I do. The assholes thought they’d knocked me out, but I was awake. Before they left, I overheard them talking. I know exactly where they’re going.”

			Adam’s lips curled as he drew out a knife. “Now I’ll untie you.”

			* * * * *

			“Rachel?” Adam whispered into the darkness.

			“Adam?”

			He’d found her. Relief flooded through him so sharp it left him gasping for air. “Jesus Christ, baby. Are you all right?”

			Each fucking minute he’d spent looking for Rachel had been sheer hell. His need to rip off someone’s head had multiplied exponentially as each moment passed without her in his arms. Two hours. Two hours it had taken to round up Trevor and Christian and make it to this place in the mountains. He was ready to butcher an army. Whoever had taken her would pay.

			Adam made out her form as she scrambled to her feet and threw herself against the bars of her cage. “Adam. Oh my gosh, is that really you?” She reached out her hand, fisted his shirt and yanked him in with surprising strength. His cheek smashed against cold iron. Shit. Her hands were all over him, touching his chest, his arms, his face. “Adam,” she choked out.

			He caressed her hair. “I’m here, Rach. I’m getting you out.”

			“Adam, I’m so sorry, I thought about what happened, replayed it in my head. Honey, I didn’t want you to find out that way.”

			“It’s okay,” he soothed. “I was an asshole. We’ll talk about it when I get you home.”

			“So. You’re coming home?”

			“Of course I’m coming home, and so are you.”

			“Oh, Adam,” she whispered. Then her lips were on his and they were kissing through the bars of the cage. Not a soft kiss, but that hungry kiss she often gave him that he loved. Like she was trying to swallow him whole and couldn’t get enough of him. She took over, and for once, he let her.

			Someone coughed. “Think you two can do that later? We’re in a hurry here,” Sebastian groused from behind him.

			“Who’s that?” Rachel muttered against his lips.

			“It’s me, Sebastian.”

			She pulled back and gasped. She placed a hand against Adam’s chest. “Adam, you found Sebastian? Wow, honey, you’re good at tracking people, aren’t you?”

			He smiled. Yeah, he was.

			“We’re all here, Rachel,” Trevor said. “We’ve all come to bring you back home.”

			“All of you?” Rachel exclaimed. “Even Christian?”

			“Yeah, I’m here too.” Christian answered, his words laden with emotion.

			“Rachel,” Sebastian cut in with barely contained anguish. “Where are Phoebe and Josie? What have those assholes done with them? Why are you in this cage alone?”

			Rachel sat up straight, her hands squeezing the bars of her cage. “Phoebe and Josie are in the main lodge,” she said, her voice vibrating with urgency. “You guys have got to go and save them.”

			Adam stood up. “Let’s get you out of here first.” He rattled the locked door, testing it for strength.

			“Don’t worry about me. I can’t get out of here without the key. Spike’s got the key. You can get it from him after you rescue Phoebe and Josie.”

			“Spike?” Trevor questioned. “Who’s that?”

			“The head asshole,” Sebastian answered.

			“Trevor,” Rachel said. “He’s…he’s got a swastika tattooed on his neck.”

			“Jesus H. Christ.” Trevor exhaled.

			“What does that mean?” Christian asked.

			“It’s not fucking good,” Trevor said. “We need to get to those females. Now.”

			“Adam, I recognized Spike. He’s the one who shot that guy in the head in Oxnard. This is that same group.”

			“Fuck.” Rage burst through his veins. This was getting worse by the minute. “Let me blow this door—”

			“No!” Rachel cried. “It’ll take too long and might be too loud. They’ll hear it in the main lodge and maybe do something desperate. Hurry. All of you, go and get Phoebe and Josie. There are three men up there as far as I know. Spike has me in here because he’s trying to scare me into submission. He was saving me for himself. But he said the two other guys were going to share Phoebe. Tonight. And God knows what they’re going to do to Josie.”

			Sebastian roared with pain and rage, the sound echoing in the night. He took off like a shot from a gun, sprinting along the twisty path in the general direction of the main lodge they’d avoided on their way in.

			Trevor cursed. “We’d better go after him, make sure he doesn’t get himself killed.” He and Christian ran after Sebastian, leaving Adam alone with Rachel. He looked down at her dark shape huddled behind the bars.

			Fuck.

			Rachel grabbed his hand. “Go,” she whispered fiercely. “Go. I’ve been in here for hours. I can wait a little longer. I’ll be fine. They need you. Go save Phoebe and Josie. No one’s out here, I’ll be fine until you come back.”

			He kneeled down and cupped her face with both hands, his heart squeezing in his chest. “You stay safe, Rach, because after this,” he brushed his lips against hers. “I’m never letting you go.”

			He felt her lips curve. “I’m counting on it, honey. Now go.” She gently pushed him away. “Go.”

			The sound of Adam’s feet beating on the path faded. She was alone again. She wiped the tears she’d hidden from him and leaned back against the bars, resuming her former position. Worry and anxiety filled her up. Would the men be on time? Was Phoebe hurt? Was Josie? She tried to get comfortable but found it impossible knowing that they were so close to salvation, and yet anything could happen. They weren’t safe yet.

			The night seemed endless. She rubbed her arms. Was it close to dawn? How many hours had she been in here, unable to sleep?

			She heard gunshots off in the distance and her stomach lurched.

			Something snapped next to the cage. Her breath froze in her throat. What was that?

			“Hey, girlie.” Spike suddenly materialized out of the dark, two bars framing either side of his face, which was illuminated by a flashlight he held pointed up underneath his chin. “I’m back,” he drawled, doing a terrific impression of Jack Nicholson in The Shining.

			Rachel gasped, hand at her throat.

			Oh, shit. This was not good.

			* * * * *

			Adam evaluated the scene in the main lodge, counting four dead men in total—two in the large front foyer and two more here, in a back bedroom. By the time he’d arrived Adam was surprised to find the party was almost over. Shots were being fired. He took out the last guy hand-to-hand in the hallway, snapping the man’s neck before the asshole could shoot Christian in the back.

			“Thanks, man.” Christian grinned at him ruefully.

			“Yeah, no prob,” Adam slapped him on the shoulder. “Everyone all right?”

			“No,” Christian said quietly, his eyes darting to the doorway of the bedroom. “Phoebe was raped. Two of them were still at it in here, forcing themselves on her when we arrived.”

			Adam cursed under his breath. He glanced inside the room to see a small woman with long, straight, black hair. A blanket was wrapped around what he presumed to be her naked body. She was crying, head pressed against Sebastian’s chest, his arms wrapped around her shaking shoulders. Sebastian’s features were set in stone.

			“Where’s the little girl?” Adam asked.

			“She’s here.” Trevor walked up behind them holding the hand of a small child with wide, frightened eyes. Christian shut the bedroom door and stood in front of it, blocking her view of Phoebe.

			Smart move.

			“I found Josie down the hall watching a movie,” Trevor said.

			“Where’s Phoebe?” the girl asked, her lower lip trembling, her eyes watering. “I want Phoebe.” Her voice wavered.

			The door opened behind Christian and Phoebe gently elbowed him aside. She finished tying her robe. “Josie?” Phoebe asked. Her eyes were red rimmed, and she had that scared, quavering look he’d seen so often from shell-shocked civilians. But still, she managed a brave smile. Fuck. If the assholes who’d hurt this woman weren’t already dead, he’d kill them himself.

			“I’m here, sweetie. I’m right here,” Phoebe said to Josie.

			The girl sobbed, darted to her and threw her arms around the woman’s waist, burying her head in her belly.

			Phoebe looked up, her gaze flicking over the three of them. “Are you Rachel’s men?” She locked eyes with Adam. “Are you Adam?”

			“Yes, I’m Adam. Phoebe, we need your help. We have to make sure the danger is eliminated. How many men were in the house?”

			“Five,” she whispered, her hand resting on top of Josie’s head. “First there were three men who kidnapped us, and then two more showed up. Apparently, there’s a nest of them living in some mansion higher up in the mountains. They were planning on taking us up there tomorrow. This place was just a stop over.”

			“Great,” Christian grumbled.

			Five. Five men. That means…

			Sebastian walked up behind Phoebe and put his hands on her shoulders. “Phoebe, there’s only four bodies in the house now,” he said. “Where’s Spike?”

			Phoebe sucked in a breath. “He’s not here? Spike left a while ago to get Rachel. Where’s Rachel? Isn’t she with you?”

			Fuck.

			“No, she’s not, we left her behind.” Adam swiveled, poised to run and get his woman.

			“Adam.” Phoebe grabbed his arm with surprising strength. “Be careful. Spike was drunk. Very drunk.”

			* * * * *

			“Get your ass out here and meet your new man,” Spike roared outside of Rachel’s cage. “There’s no way your fucking rescue party is keeping me from you.” The sun was rising behind them, dusting the sky with brushes of pink and orange, allowing Rachel to see just how drunk off his ass Spike really was. Crap. A drunken Spike was a dangerous Spike. Sober, Spike might have had a no-raping rule, but she suspected drunken Spike didn’t give one fuck about that rule or any other. How long would it be before Adam or the others realized Spike was missing?

			He unlocked the heavy steel door, banged it open and stumbled inside, evil laughter bubbling from his chest. Rachel shot to her feet, intent on escape.

			“Ready for cock?” he asked, his voice full of menace.

			“Not yours,” she hissed. “What the hell is wrong with you? No wonder you were in prison.”

			“I’ve had you out here for hours, waiting for you to break. I ain’t waiting another fucking minute. I want you before they find you. On your knees. First, you’re taking me in your mouth.”

			He grabbed her wrist and yanked her close, slamming her against his chest. One hand dug into her hip, the other fisted her hair, jerking her head back. He put his lips on her neck. “Shit,” he moaned. “You’re sweet.”

			This was it. The only chance she’d have. She held on to his waist, pretending to melt in his arms, pressing against him…and immediately kneed him in the groin, using every bit of her newfound strength. Spike grunted and dropped to the ground. She spun around and darted out the open door of the cage, running away as fast as her feet would carry her.

			“Get back here, you bitch,” he snarled behind her.

			She ran faster. But she was wearing those damn high heels and she didn’t even have a moment to kick them off. Oh God, oh God. Her chest heaved. Adrenaline rushed through her body. She darted across a clearing to the side of the animal enclosures. Crap, she was barely gaining ground. He was right behind her, she could hear his feet hitting the pavement and then being muffled in the tall grass. She could practically feel his breath on the back of her neck.

			She kept running, ready to turn and jump over—

			He tackled her to the ground. Uhmph. Her breath whooshed out of her lungs. She took the brunt of the fall on her shoulder.

			Shit, that hurt.

			They twisted around in the damp grass. He was strong, so strong. She had to think of something fast or she was in for a world of shit. Adam and the others would be back, but until then, she was on her own. Spike pinned her arms underneath them and ground his lips and his groin against hers. His mouth on hers tasted of alcohol and smoke. Bile rose in her throat. She bit his lip. Hard.

			He lifted his head. “Fuck,” he shouted. He let go of her, sat up and wiped a smear of blood across his handsome face. “You’re going to pay for that, bitch.”

			She pulled clear of him and leapt to her feet. “Oh, really?” She smiled grimly as she lifted and aimed the Glock—her Glock—the one she’d just pulled out of his waistband as they’d tussled on the ground—and shot him in the shoulder.

			Bam!

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			A shot rang out.

			Adam twisted his head. He banged out of Rachel’s empty cage and sprinted toward the sound, gun in hand. He crashed through bushes and saw Rachel with a man moaning on the ground in front of her.

			The asshole tried to sit up. “You bitch, I’m going to—”

			She shot him in the leg. He screamed, high pitched like a little girl, fell back and rolled over, clutching his thigh.

			“What?” she taunted. “What are you going to do? Bleed on me? Shut up or I’ll shoot you again.”

			Adam stood where he was, a smile plastered on his face. He holstered his weapon. She’d taken the fucker out with the baby Glock, correct stance and hold, just like he’d taught her. Relief flooded his system. This was why he’d trained her, pushed her so hard to run, to exercise and learn how to shoot and protect herself. For this. This. He’d always known there’d come a time when he couldn’t be there and she’d have to save her own life. Today was that day. She’d gone through a crucible and come out the other side, her metamorphosis complete. The bird had flown out of the nest, free and strong. He’d never been so proud of anyone in his whole damn life.

			Rachel began moving, and he stilled, because in that moment he saw her, really saw her in the predawn light.

			Sweet Jesus.

			His heart sped up and his nostrils flared. What was going on? She was dressed like he’d never seen before. In clothes he knew she didn’t own. Where did she get those skin-tight black leather pants and high heels? Christ, he loved a woman in leather pants.

			Totally fuckable.

			She twisted and bent over to pick something off the ground, and his gaze moved from the leather to her top. His dick went hard in his pants. Her silky red shirt was backless, held together by strings, exposing an expanse of creamy, soft skin he’d caressed so many times before. The pants were low, revealing the sweep of her hips and the top of her ass. Her gorgeous ass.

			She took his breath away.

			Rachel stood up and froze as her gaze collided with his.

			Her hair was different too, sleek and shiny. Make-up darker than usual. Fuck. Who was this woman?

			“Adam?” A slow, sexy smile spread across her face. She stared at him intently. She strutted across the grass, her high-heeled fuck-me shoes carefully picking over the carnage, leaving the asshole behind. Her hips swayed as she slid her gun into the hip of her pants and came straight for him.

			Oh, fuck. It was too much. He didn’t know why she was in that get-up and he didn’t much care. This was his fantasy woman come to life. Everything he’d ever dreamed of. And she was his, just for the taking.

			Adam fell to his knees before her.

			She lowered her gaze to meet his. “What are you doing?” She laughed, her smile brilliant and genuine. “Get up, I could use some help here.”

			He swallowed hard. He grabbed both her hips and squeezed tight. “You’re mine,” he growled.

			Her eyes darkened. Her hair fell forward as she looked down at him and cupped his face tenderly. “Of course I am, baby. I’ve been yours since the moment we met.”

			Something dropped in the pit of his stomach. He loved her. Loved this woman. Worshiped the ground she walked on. It had started during those first five days they’d spent together, he knew it now. And the moment she’d allowed him to take her virginity…well, that was it, he was gone. He’d spent the last two months acting like an asshole, not giving her everything because the last time he’d given a woman everything he’d had it thrown back in his face.

			But this was different, and he knew it.

			He stood. Rachel grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him down for a crushing kiss. He felt the world around them slip away as he gave himself to the moment. Her lips on his, her tongue inside his mouth. His woman. Possessing him, leaving her mark, letting him know she was his and he was hers. It was fucking fantastic.

			Rachel trembled under Adam’s touch, pent-up emotion welling inside.

			His hands drifted down and caressed the sides of her breasts, slid along her hips and down behind to cup her ass and press her pelvis against his groin. Her nipples peaked to hard points as desire shot across her belly. His bulge felt large, big. And she’d discovered she definitely liked big.

			“Adam,” she moaned.

			He met her gaze with unwavering intensity. “I love you, Rachel.”

			Her jaw dropped open. Loved her? Euphoria swept through her. Now he was telling her this? She’d just shot a man, spent the night in a smelly cat enclosure and who knew what had happened to Phoebe and Josie. This was when he was finally ready to open his heart? Despite it all, she felt weightless, like a feather floating in the wind. “I love you too, Adam,” she whispered. “I love you so much.”

			“Rachel, are you all right?” Trevor yelled as he and Christian ran into the clearing.

			She blinked, stunned into silence at Adam’s words, by everything that had just happened. It all seemed like a dream. Had she really shot Spike? Did Adam just say he loved her?

			“She’s fine,” Adam answered for her. He cocked his head toward Spike, who was still moaning in the grass. She realized she felt separate from the whole situation, as if it were happening to someone else. “Can you two figure out what to do with that asshole? And can you go back and get the others and get them to leave with you and meet us back at the farm? Rachel and I are leaving.”

			“You are?” Trevor grinned.

			“We are?” she asked, her head spinning. “Wait. Wait. What about Phoebe and Josie?” Her voice turned urgent. “What happened, are they okay?”

			“Don’t worry,” Christian answered gently. “We killed all four of the men that were in the main lodge with them, and Phoebe and Josie are safe now.”

			“Oh, thank God. I was so worried. But—”

			Adam grabbed her hand and started pulling her toward the SUV.

			“See ya later.” Trevor laughed. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.”

			“Wh-what are you doing?” Rachel stuttered as Adam’s long legs ate up the ground. Watching her feet, she concentrated on following without tripping in her high heels. Adam marched them to his new truck parked behind a work shed and partially hidden from view. He braked next to the door and whipped her around. He pressed her back against the warm metal and her heart beat like a hummingbird’s wings. Fear, need and excitement all crashed together within her.

			She licked her lips and watched his eyes darken with passion. He stroked her face, her hair—rough fingertips against her cheek, next to her lips. “I almost lost you today, and it scared the ever livin’ crap outta me.”

			Her throat tightened. “But—”

			“No. Just listen. I was a lucky bastard the day I met you on the freeway. Lucky. I need you, Rachel, I need you right now. I need to know that you’re here with me. We’re both still alive. We’re still together even after the crap I said, after everything that happened. I need to feel you. Feel your warmth. I need to be inside of you. Now. I can’t wait. I’ll go crazy if I wait.” He swooped down and captured her lips again, leaving no room for dissent. She moaned into this mouth. Her breath came out in short gasps. He cupped her breast and brushed a nipple. Warmth gushed between her legs.

			He released her mouth, and she blinked. Vulnerable, waiting for his touch, she felt wobbly, like a newborn colt. “I’m sorry about how I acted yesterday, how I left you. It was inexcusable. It won’t happen again. I promise.” The driver’s side door of the truck creaked open. “Get in,” he ordered.

			Her head spun. “But—”

			“Now.” He brushed his mouth over her ear. “I’m fucking you now, but not out here. In the cab, where it’s safe. I can’t watch out for assholes and fuck you at the same time. I’m good, but I’m not that good.”

			Before she could muster a reply, hands were under her arms, cupping her elbows, lifting her into the driver’s seat. The gray leather of the bench seat slid under the backs of her thighs. Adam’s large body followed. The door slammed shut and he reached down and adjusted the seat as far back as it would go.

			“You. On top of me,” he ordered. “I need inside of you, now.”

			She nodded and did as instructed. God, she loved take-charge Adam. She smiled, finally feeling awake and alert, letting the horror of last night and this morning fade away. They both desperately needed this, to erase away what had happened, skin against skin, their bodies connected, a renewal of feeling, of commitment.

			She mounted him like a horse—one leg over and across his hips, face-to-face, crotches rubbing through cloth. She looked into his eyes and ran her hand across the stubble on his cheek. The contrast of a man’s skin to a woman’s fascinated her, it was so deliciously masculine.

			“Christ, I love you so much. Kiss me again,” he said with a deep, sexy rumble.

			Happy to oblige, Rachel threaded her arm behind his neck, gripping his muscular thigh for support. The last few hours had been spent in a state of heightened awareness, edgy, scared out of her mind, constantly on the brink of disaster. The preceding rush of relief left her supercharged and pumped with adrenaline. But she didn’t want to just fuck Adam. She wanted to make love to him, to show him how much she cared. Her fingers tingled with restless energy as they skimmed the bottom of his shirt. “Can I touch you?” she asked.

			Strong biceps rippled as he pulled the shirt up and over his head, revealing his perfect chest and that luscious bronzed skin, so much darker than her own. She loved the contrast. Loved it. With one hand on the firm landscape of his washboard abs, Rachel leaned down to pepper kisses across his pecs and up the column of his neck. The feel of his skin underneath her lips…mmm. She could feast on him all day.

			He sucked in his breath and gripped her hips with his big hands. “I’ve dreamed of you this way,” he said with a husky voice.

			“Here, in the truck?” she mumbled while drawing his earlobe between her teeth.

			“In a car. That first day when we met on the freeway, I wanted to drag you to the Hummer and fuck you blind.”

			“I had no idea.”

			“Good, you weren’t supposed to.”

			“Me?” she questioned. “You wanted me that first day?”

			“You. With your hair down.” He threaded his fingers through the thick strands. Pressed it against his nose and inhaled. “You smell like spring air. Fresh and clean.”

			“That’s impossible,” she said. “I spent the night in a cage that smelled like cat piss.”

			He laughed and licked her neck.

			“Well, lucky for you,” she told him. “Bad smells seem to bounce off of me. But when we get home, the first thing I’m doing is taking a shower.” She gazed into his warm brown eyes, so dear, and touched his face. Short black hair, bronzed skin, perfect lips. Sexy stubble. Wicked scar. She almost forgot to breathe.

			“You like?” his deep voice rumbled.

			“Oh, yeah.” This was more fun than humans were meant to have. “What happens next in your dream?” she asked.

			“I order you to take your shirt and bra off so I can suck your nipples.”

			She threw her shirt off in record time.

			“You were walking around without a bra?” he groaned as he cupped her breasts. “Your tits are gorgeous.”

			“Those comments of yours are starting to go to my head, you know. I’m thinking I should have trained to be a topless showgirl at Bally’s instead of a teacher.”

			“You would’ve made more money.”

			She laughed. “That’s for sure.”

			He concentrated on her tits, playing with them at first, plumping them up, kneading them. She leaned forward, trying to give him easier access. Loving every minute of it. Watching his hunger made her wild with need. He latched his mouth on to the tip of one, pinching the other, and she jumped as if shocked by electricity. She arched her back and tried to get closer. More.

			His mouth popped free and he switched to her other breast. Omigod. Wonderful. A small orgasm clenched her vagina, pulsing bright. She gasped in his ear and tightened her fingers on his arms. She ground against his groin.

			His penis needed to be inside of her. Now.

			“Adam,” she whimpered. “I need…” She reached between them and fumbled with the button on his pants.

			He let go of her nipple. “Move back.”

			The steering wheel only allowed a few inches of movement, but she managed.

			He tugged his jeans past his hips. White underwear slid over his heavy erection, allowing his penis to jut free. She swallowed. Adam’s eyes glittered with lust. He grabbed her ass and drew her up against his hard cock. She closed her eyes for a moment. Heaven.

			“Touch me,” he said.

			His cock was beautiful, long, thick and veined, with a head wider than the shaft. She wrapped her fingers around the velvety head. She pulled back and reached down. Her hand went around the hard, thick cock. She heard his harsh gasp. A drop of precome glistened on the tip. She touched the slit and spread the moisture around the top of his penis.

			He clenched his jaw and dropped his arms to his sides.

			She reached out and grabbed his tremendous erection. Her fingers couldn’t meet around the width. He hissed and arched his back. Precome leaked again from the slit at the top.

			Adam groaned. “Your pants are coming off. Now.”

			She gasped as he easily picked her up, placed her on her back on the seat next to him and made short work of yanking off her leather pants. Her Jimmy Choos came off first so the pants could slide off. She started to rise up, but he picked up a black heel and gestured to her feet. “No, these need to stay on.” He grinned and slid the zipper down the back of each shoe and carefully replaced her lace and black patent leather stilettos. “Sweetheart, I’m fucking you with these shoes on. I want to look at your naked body, watch it respond to me, watch my cock pound into your pussy all while you’re wearing these fuck-me shoes.”

			“Okay.”

			His hands went around her waist and he used his powerful arms to lift her up and on top of him.

			“I need your pussy.”

			She pressed down hard, impaling herself on his enormous cock. Good thing she was so wet. Her eyes popped wide open, her breath expelled in a rush.

			“Jesus, baby, you’re so tight.”

			Her orgasm fluttered in her belly, just out of reach as he thrust in and out. He rubbed a finger perfectly against her clit, hitting the sweet spot again and again. She pushed down harder and threw her head back in ecstasy as his cock pounded into her.

			His gaze held hers, filled with both love and desire. “I’m going to come,” he rasped.

			He reached out and grabbed the back of her neck with one hand and crushed his mouth against hers, thrusting his tongue inside, mimicking his movements underneath. Her body shook with the force of her own orgasm, her breath bursting out in heavy gasps against his lips. Adam thrust harder, held her tighter, swept up in his release. She felt hot semen burst inside of her.

			Afterwards, she fell against him, exhausted by the rush of desire and emotions that had just raged through them both.

			He held her close to his chest. “I love you,” he murmured against her hair.

			She threaded her fingers through his large, rough fingers. “I love you too,” she told him. “I love you so much.”

			“And those shoes,” he said, his hand on her ankle. “Love those fucking shoes.”

			“I love them too.” She grinned.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			A slight breeze brushed Rachel’s cheek, cooling her sweat-dampened skin. Even with all the windows open, it was cooler outside than inside. The triple-digit summer evenings in the valley weren’t so bad when you went outside at night. When they’d first arrived at the farm, it had been spring and gorgeous, similar to San Diego weather, but two months later, the valley was stifling hot and she was having trouble adjusting.

			Adam had noticed how uncomfortable she was inside and told her to go out on the deck and he’d get a beer and meet her in a sec.

			So here she was, sitting on the deck with lanterns lit around her, waiting for her man. She smiled, took a sip of iced tea, happy to spend a quiet evening at home on the farm. No freaks with guns, no kidnappings, no shoot-outs tonight. Just peace. She leaned her head back against the lounge chair.

			She thought about the events from earlier in the day, still disturbed to learn Spike was at large and wounded. A group of bad guys, as Josie had called them, had apparently swept into the animal compound before Trevor and Christian could load Spike into their truck. The men had taken Spike while the others had been in the main lodge. Trevor, Christian, Sebastian, Phoebe and Josie had all gotten away safely and returned to the farm, but Spike was back in the fold of his gang, most likely living in a mansion in the high country with a nebulous group of former outlaws, only an hour or two from their farm.

			Wasn’t that lovely?

			Fortunately, Sebastian and Phoebe had agreed to return to the farm with Josie since it was closer than their house. They were staying the night on the tour bus since Christian had offered to bed down on the couch in Trevor’s apartment to make room for them. Rachel didn’t know how long they’d stay, but she prayed like hell they’d decide to make this their permanent residence. Tomorrow, she’d show them more around the main house, including the empty bedrooms they could use. Help them to see they could be comfortable here. She grinned. Hopefully, Adam would be okay with the idea of living with Crazy Bastard.

			She placed her hand on her stomach and smiled again. She’d noticed that life kept going, and during the last two eventful days, she’d forgotten this important life-changing event had occurred. But when she stopped for a moment, the news would slip back into her mind and she’d smile. Pregnant. She was pregnant. Going to have a baby. It was like a special treat she remembered occasionally. Something special, just for her.

			And for once, she wasn’t terrified of the outcome. It would be okay, she was sure of it.

			Adam loved her, and they were together. That was all that mattered.

			And this baby wouldn’t be the only child. Josie was with them. And she was fine. They’d all just encountered her worst nightmare—being kidnapped by a gang of freaks—and came out the other side, battered and bruised but alive. Alive.

			And she’d taken care of herself. Rachel now could protect herself and her baby. And she would. This new world couldn’t take her down. She was strong and she’d survive.

			She sighed, tilted her chin up, amazed at the brilliant night sky arching overhead. She’d never noticed the stars while growing up in San Diego. They hadn’t been able to compete with the dense haze of city lights. But out here, they blazed like opalescent white paint splattered against dark blue butcher paper.

			“The sky is spectacular tonight, isn’t it?” said a male voice from behind her.

			Rachel jumped in her seat and spilled tea on her shirt. “Dammit!” she sputtered. She recognized that voice, and it certainly wasn’t Adam’s, and it was the last voice she wanted to hear at the moment.

			“Sorry,” Christian said. “Mind if I sit down?”

			“Yeah, go ahead,” Rachel grumbled, patting her chest with a napkin. She didn’t really want to talk, but the air needed to be cleared, didn’t it? They’d been stiff and awkward toward each other all day. She’d hated it.

			Survivors need to stick together, she reminded herself.

			Christian sat down in the creaky lawn chair next to her. “I’m sorry I acted like such an ass yesterday. Guess I kinda lost my mind there for a bit.” He looked genuinely embarrassed.

			Rachel pursed her lips. She supposed now would be the time to comfort him and say it was okay, she understood, no worries. That what he’d done wasn’t really that bad. That’s what the old Rachel would have said, desperate to keep any friend she could find. But it wasn’t okay. And there was no way in hell she was letting him out of this. “Why did you act like that?” she said, the anger she’d felt rushing back. “Why did you say those things, Christian?” She paused. “You hurt me.”

			Christian winced. “I’m sorry. I talked to Adam earlier and cleared the air. We both agreed we overreacted.”

			Rachel nodded. When she’d tried to bring the pregnancy up and talk about what had happened, to find out how Adam felt, he’d shushed her, told her to wait, that he wanted to hear Christian’s explanation first.

			“I met Adam inside and asked him if I could come out here to talk to you alone for a few minutes so we could clear things up.”

			“That’s good,” she replied. More than good. Her brow furrowed. “I just don’t understand what set you off, why you acted like that. What happened? Why were you so upset?”

			“It freaked me out, knowing you were pregnant. I knew it was always a possibility, but it caught me off guard.”

			She’d never caught any spark of attraction between them and had considered them to be good friends. But maybe she’d been wrong, maybe he felt something she didn’t?

			“Is it because you’re worried you’ll be left out?”

			“No—”

			“I really think we’ll meet other survivors. More women. I think you could meet someone who is right for you.”

			“Yeah, I know, but—”

			“I know it’ll be weird, but I think it will be—”

			“Rachel. Stop.”

			She shut her mouth and looked at him with wide eyes.

			“Sorry.” He rubbed his face with two hands before looking back at her. His black eyes glittered in the soft moon light. “I need to tell you something.” He swallowed and wetted his lips. He looked off in the distance. “My wife was eight months pregnant when she died.”

			Rachel gasped and put her fingers over her mouth.

			“We had two children,” he continued grimly. “This last one, our third, another boy, was a surprise. Actually, a blessing.” He dropped his chin to his chest and squeezed his eyes shut. “My wife got the virus two days after the baby shower. I rushed her to the hospital, but it was full. The ER was a mess, total chaos. I sat next to her, holding her hand, helpless, while she bled out and died on a gurney in the hallway, screaming for someone to save the baby. But no one could. No one did. And the baby died too.”

			Rachel wrapped her arms around her middle, shattered by the image Christian painted in her mind.

			“I guess finding out you were pregnant brought it all back. And when Adam came out with that positive pregnancy test in his hand…”

			“You got scared.”

			“Yes,” he agreed. “I just don’t want to see anything happen to you. I’m sorry if I scared you too, planting seeds in your mind of scenarios that will never happen.”

			“I understand,” she said, her heart heavy but at peace. She did understand. It felt good to have her faith in Christian restored.

			“And Trevor kicked my ass and knocked some sense into me,” he quipped.

			“Gosh, you two. That was like Clash of the Titans.”

			“Men like to talk with their fists. That’s all over with.” He grinned. “And Adam and I talked and decided how this should play out. How we should deal with the baby.”

			She crooked an eyebrow. “You did?”

			“Yes, we did,” Adam said from behind her.

			She jumped again, spilling more tea on her shirt. “Oh, damn. You guys have got to stop startling me like that.”

			“Sorry, babe.” Adam laughed and sat in a chair on her other side. “Talk almost over?”

			“Christian was about to tell me your plan,” she said skeptically.

			“The plan is you’re my woman. I’m in charge of your welfare and the baby’s,” Adam said. “The other men at this farm have your back too. We’re all protecting this baby.”

			“We’re keeping you and that baby safe,” Christian agreed. “All of us.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			That night, Rachel watched Adam stroll to their bed, completely naked, his hands behind his back. She was already drowsy, snuggled beneath the covers in her typical sleep uniform—Adam’s USMC T-shirt and nothing underneath. But seeing Adam naked like that perked her right on up.

			“I’ve got a present for you,” he said. “Open your hand.”

			“What is it?” she asked eagerly as she sat up. He knew she loved surprises.

			Adam leaned forward and slapped a Snickers bar into her open palm.

			“Oh, my God!” She gasped and held it in her hand like a precious jewel. “This is wonderful.” She met his warm gaze, her eyes pricking with tears. “You know Snickers are my favorite. Where have you been hiding this?”

			“I’ve been saving it for a rainy day, and today was pretty cloudy.” He sat down next to her, still totally naked and hot as hell, his abs contracting invitingly. He reached up and wiped a tear off her cheek, his words going straight to her heart.

			I love him. Not lust. Not simple friendship—love.

			“I have something else for you.”

			“Hmm?” she said absently as she tore into the candy bar.

			“Rachel? Look at me, honey.”

			She glanced up.

			“Rachel…I want you to be my wife,” he said simply. And then his other hand came from around his back and opened to reveal a black jewelry box. Her breath caught in her throat and her hand went over her heart. She dropped the candy bar. She hadn’t expected this, hadn’t expected it at all. The small box creaked open in his large hand to reveal a platinum band with an enormous princess-cut diamond on top. Wow. Tears immediately pricked in her eyes again. All women dreamed of this moment. All women. Even if they pretended they didn’t want it, they did. And he was giving it to her. Even now, when all was lost at the end of the world, he was taking the time to give this to her.

			“Rachel, will you be my wife?”

			“Wife?” Her fingers went to touch the ring and a sob escaped her mouth. Adam loved her. He wanted to marry her and become a family. This was permanent, real.

			But then reality shattered her happy fantasy.

			She looked into his warm eyes. “I would love to marry you. I would love to be able to call you my husband. But we can’t get married. There’s no one to marry us. No one can give us a marriage license. I can’t go down to Social Security and change my name. Social Security doesn’t exist anymore. There’s really no reason for it. No reason to change my name.” More tears welled up in her eyes as she felt the happiness slipping out of her grasp.

			“So? That’s the beauty of it. We don’t need to fill out any forms. We just do it, make our own decisions.” He took her hand and slipped the ring on her finger. It fit perfectly. Not too big, not to small—the same could be said for the glittering diamond on top. “We’ll say our vows to each other. I want to be able to refer to you as my wife. You’re having a baby, so we need to be a family. You can decide that you’ll be Rachel Sanchez from now on. It’s that easy.”

			“Rachel Sanchez?” She blinked. She was quiet for a moment, staring at the ring, thinking about what he’d said. He was right. It really could be that easy. No government interfering, no one to say they shouldn’t, nothing in their way. All it would take was the two of them deciding to make it happen. The freedom was exhilarating.

			This new world was whatever they wanted to make out of it. If they got married, they got married. The rules had been thrown out the window.

			“Let’s do it,” she said.

			“Thank fuck,” Adam whispered as he bent down to capture her lips. She giggled at his words as he kissed her tenderly.

			Suddenly, an important question popped into her mind. She broke from his kiss. “When did you pick up this ring? How did you have time, with everything that’s happened?”

			He lay down next to her on the bed, looking very much like a man posing for a Playgirl centerfold. He grabbed her wrist and pulled her into his arms. She rested her hand against his chest, the hand with that dazzling ring on it that she couldn’t stop looking at. He wasn’t answering her. “Adam—”

			He rested his chin on top of her head. “Last week, babe. I picked it up at a jewelers in Fresno last week when I went to town with Trevor for supplies.”

			“So before the whole debacle yesterday, you’d already decided that you wanted to marry me?” A giant smile spread across her face.

			“Yeah. I wanted to make sure you knew this is permanent. That if we met any other survivors, any other men, they would know immediately that you were mine. But now that you’re pregnant, it takes on greater meaning. I love you and I want us to be a family.”

			“A family?” She swallowed. “I’m much better about it now, but I’m still worried that we won’t be able to stay safe. I’m worried about bringing a baby into this new world.”

			He sighed. “Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it. One day at a time. The most important thing is that we’re together. I’m just happy that another life is coming into this world. We’re doing our part to restart humanity, right?”

			“Right,” she agreed, his logic lightening her heart. She leaned back so she could meet his eyes. Those brown, sparkling eyes she’d seen through tinted glass all those weeks ago for the first time in San Diego. Who knew then, when she’d pointed a gun at him, that she’d end up marrying him? She smiled again. In fact, she couldn’t seem to stop.

			He lifted his hand and rubbed his thumb across her lower lip, his eyes following the trace of his finger. Butterflies swirled in her belly at the possession in his gaze. “You’re mine. Having my ring on your finger will make that permanent. The idea of having my mark on you calms me the fuck down. I never planned on having a family in my old life. Back then, career came first. But in this new life children are everything.” He reached down and placed a hand over her lower stomach. “Every life is important now.”

			Her heart felt so big. The smile on her face so large it almost hurt. “You’re such a nice man, Adam.”

			“Nice man.” He chuckled. “Have you seen my gun collection? I think you have me confused with someone else.”

			She looked again at her hand on his chest, at the ring, and relaxed. It would all be all right. It had to be. They were both quiet for a few minutes. Finally, she said, “You know what I wish?”

			“Hmm?” he answered, still rubbing her lower stomach in a most delicious way.

			“I wish we could go back in time, before the outbreak, to when I was still a student. I could be home during winter break and meet you, and we could start dating.”

			He held her hand. “I’d return from my last tour to find Lori and Danny shacked up. But in the end I wouldn’t give a shit because I’d met you.”

			“Yes.” She squeezed his fingers. “How did we meet?”

			He thought for a moment. “At Balboa Park?”

			She nodded. “I used to go there all the time.”

			“You’re walking your dog, I’m walking my dog. We pass and they start sniffing, and the next thing you know we’re talking.”

			“You do know I wouldn’t have a dog, right? I’m more of a cat person. I think that’s why all those dogs chased me. They could tell I’m a cat person.”

			“I didn’t have a dog either, but it’s my fantasy.”

			She laughed. “Okay then, but let me add to it. We end up meeting again at the local dog park. You ask me out. I think you’re handsome and heroic and I can hardly wait to get you in bed.” She poked his chest. “Soldier boy.”

			He chuckled.

			“See, we could have met and fallen in love, even without the outbreak. We have enough in common that we could have met before.”

			“You like that idea? That’s important to you?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Rachel?” he said.

			“Hmm?”

			“Just for the record—” he turned his head to look at her, his eyes soft as he trailed a finger along her jaw, “—remember how you asked before if it was better to have survived or to be killed in the initial blast? I never answered your question. Well, I’m telling you now, it’s better to have survived. I’m fucking grateful to have survived and have a new life ahead of me. With you.”

			Her throat tightened. “Stop,” she whispered. “You’re going to make me cry.”

			He wrapped his arms around her. “Go for it.”

			And she did cry. All over his gorgeous chest.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			Adam announced their engagement to everyone the very next morning. Amidst the hugging and congratulatory remarks, he explained how they’d decided to postpone having an actual ceremony until he and Rachel could decide how to pull off a wedding ceremony in this day and age. Also, Adam and Rachel had privately agreed that Phoebe had been through something tragic just two days before, and forcing a wedding ceremony on her, as if they were unconcerned about what she’d been through and were blowing it off…well, it seemed wrong. Disrespectful.

			But later that day, Phoebe pulled her aside. “Rachel,” she whispered urgently as she pulled the sliding glass door open. “Follow me. I need to talk to you.” Outside, the morning air was crisp, the air glistening before the midday heat.

			Rachel looked at her, still trying not to cry over the cut across Phoebe’s lip and the bruise on her jaw.

			“Okay. So when are you having this wedding?” Phoebe asked.

			“I don’t know.” Rachel shrugged. “The ceremony itself isn’t important,” she lied. “I’m just happy that—”

			“Bullshit,” Phoebe cut her off. “The ceremony is always important, and so is the dress.” She blew out an agitated sigh. “You’re putting this off for me, aren’t you?”

			“Phoebe, it just happened,” Rachel whispered. “You need time.”

			“No.” Phoebe swallowed and took a deep breath. “No. You don’t understand, Rachel. I haven’t wanted to talk to you about it because I don’t want to give what happened air time,” she whispered fiercely. “If I cower, if I hide, if I wallow in what happened, those bastards win. Do you understand? They win.”

			Rachel’s jaw clenched and tears burned behind her eyes. She met Phoebe’s strong gaze and nodded.

			“But, Rachel, if I help you plan a wedding, it will give me something else to think about besides what happened to me last night. I need this wedding. I need something else to do, so I don’t obsess over how those men raped me. You don’t understand. You’d be doing me a favor handing this off to me and letting me plan this for you. Did you know before I bought the boutique, I used to be a wedding planner?”

			“You were?”

			“Yeah, I was really good at it too.” Phoebe gave her a wobbly smile. “I was an assistant for a big-time wedding planner and then branched off on my own.”

			Rachel smiled. “I had no idea.” She pulled Phoebe’s petite frame into her arms and gave her a tight hug. “Okay, if you want this, we’ll do it now, we won’t wait. And yes, please, please plan the whole thing. I’d love it because I don’t have the first clue and I know Adam doesn’t either.”

			“Good. Besides,” Phoebe said with a shaky smile when they disentangled, “I know just the dress.”

			* * * * *

			Adam and Rachel were married a week later, because why not?

			Everyone was there. All seven of them. It wasn’t like anyone needed to travel or fly in from out of state. No invitations needed to be sent, hall booked, or honeymoon planned. The idea of a long engagement was laughable. The entire wedding guest list included Trevor, Christian, Sebastian, Phoebe and Josie. Seven people including her and Adam. Seven survivors of Ruyigi Ebola, all banding together.

			San Diego had had a population of over a million.

			Phoebe pulled off a minor miracle.

			Rachel was amazed that Phoebe had found not only an appropriate white cocktail dress for her to wear as a wedding gown, but a dress shirt and slacks that fit Adam’s large frame in such short time. Rachel knew he wished he could have married her in dress uniform complete with medals, ribbons and badges. And holy hell, she wished that too. Seeing him all decked out, she probably would have fainted at the sight. But two days later, Rachel admired the view as Adam stepped out onto the side lawn. He took her breath away. He looked straight out of the cast of Ocean’s Eleven. His dark hair slicked back, the throat of his blue dress shirt open, exposing his powerful neck. He was so handsome she wanted to cry just looking at him. And that scar he hated running down the side of his face. She loved it. He looked like a pirate. Dangerous. Sexy.

			The way he watched her, the love shining for her in his eyes, the joy and happiness that radiated from his every pore. Seriously, she wanted to bottle this and sell it.

			The best part was that for once she wasn’t beating herself up thinking Adam could do better, or that he’d only chosen her because she was a big fish in a small pond. She loved this new, confident person she’d become. It was so freeing, so refreshing. She proudly walked up the aisle, Sebastian holding her arm, giving her away. She knew Adam only had eyes for her, and that in reality he was lucky to have her too.

			Rachel ran a hand lovingly down the skirt of her dress. It was so freaking awesome. Simple and sexy. The Jimmy Choo shoes, which were a white version of Adam’s favorite black fuck-me shoes, made her legs look a mile long. Her hair was full and wavy down her back, her make-up flawless. And she wore enough diamonds to make Elizabeth Taylor roll over in her grave. She knew she looked good and she was working it. And Adam watched her, hungry like the wolf.

			Trevor officiated at the ceremony, which strangely enough wasn’t weird at all. They decided to hold the gathering at the side of the house where there was a wide lawn that was still green. The men had mowed the grass the day before and it looked as beautiful as a park. In the background were the Sierra Nevada Mountains and below, an orchard of orange trees. It was a beautiful setting. Everyone dressed up for the ceremony, Josie being particularly excited in her role as flower girl.

			When Adam said his vows, Rachel teared up. She couldn’t help it. If only her friends and family could be here. If only Dad had walked her down the aisle. She glanced around at the smiling faces surrounding her. But this new group, this was her family now. They were all starting over. Everyone seemed as happy as they were. Rachel knew then that this wedding meant something to all of them. It was a symbol of their hope for the future. Not just her and Adam’s future.

			Everyone’s future.

			“You may kiss the bride.” Trevor grinned.

			And Adam did. Oh yes, he did.

			Trevor watched them kiss. Adam and Rachel held each other with unrestrained passion and tenderness. It was so intimate, so private he had to look away, his chest constricting. They didn’t even know he was there. They didn’t seem to remember any of the others were there.

			“Goddamn fucking shit,” he muttered.

			Adam and Rachel were in love. Ridiculously in love. Sickeningly in love. They were married now and she was pregnant. He sucked in a deep breath, tired of the happy face he’d put on for his friends. The well was about to dry up. Hell, it was already dry, and he knew it. He and Adam had fulfilled Rachel’s wildest fantasies, given her memories to last forever. But he was certain it was over. She’d found her man, and with her pregnant, Adam would be more possessive than ever. Not that Trevor could blame him. It wasn’t like the two of them had promised him forever. He’d known it wouldn’t last. He just hadn’t known it would end so damn soon.

			Trevor shoved his hands in his pockets. Looked like he was back to jacking off. Alone.

			That was it. He needed to find his own woman. Enough of this sharing crap. It never seemed to work out anyway. He was tired of being odd man out.

			Sebastian, Josie and Phoebe were standing together, their own little family unit. Adam and Rachel were starting their own family. For the first time in his life, Trevor allowed the spark of jealousy he’d noted before in past relationships to come fully alive. It was all there. Burning-up, fiery-pits-of-hell-type jealous. He wanted this too. Wanted it bad.

			Trevor glanced over at Christian, who stood in the back, detached from the group. He looked haunted, like the quiet man Trevor had found sitting on the front porch of the home Christian had shared with the family he’d lost.

			Trevor walked up to him. “Wanna grab some expensive alcohol, get totally fucked up and drive around the countryside in the middle of the night bashing mailboxes with a baseball bat?”

			Christian studied him with narrow eyes, quiet for a moment.

			“Come on, dude. It’s time to let some of this shit go and live a little. Those two are happy. You and I are on the outs. Let’s go get drunk and break something ’til we feel better.”

			Christian looked at the ground and then lifted his head and grinned. “Sounds like a damn good idea, let’s get the hell out of here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Six

			One week later

			Adam walked to the mobile radio unit he’d set up in the office at the back of the house, ready to start his daily broadcast. He did this every morning after his jog with Rachel and after he’d had breakfast. It had become part of his routine. He didn’t expect to hear a thing. He hadn’t heard much for the last two and a half months, so why would today be any different? But he still had to try.

			He sat and felt that familiar tingle in his spine. That feeling that today might be the day. He flicked the radio on, listened to it power up, sighed and started his script, the same thing he said each and every day. Over and over again.

			One minute in, he heard a voice. It was that message, the one he’d heard two times before but that had always cut off.

			He sat up straight. “This is Lieutenant Adam Sanchez of the United States Marine Corps, please repeat?” He held his breath. This was where it usually ended. It had never gone further than this.

			“Yes, hello. Is anyone out there? My name is Rebel. I’m calling from the Bay Area.”

			He gripped the mic. “This is Lieutenant Adam Sanchez. We’ve got seven survivors here. How many do you have?”

			“Oh my God,” the female voice answered. “I can’t believe this. I’m so happy to have found other survivors!”

			He leaned back in his seat and bellowed through the open door. “Rachel? Get in here!”

			He leaned forward and asked the first thing that came to his mind. “Are you alone? Do you need help?”

			“No. No. We’re fine. There’s two of us, one man and one woman. We found this radio and turned it on for the first time today and heard your broadcast.” She sounded as excited as he felt. “We haven’t seen anyone else since the end. We thought it was just the two of us.” Her voice broke. He could hear her talking through her tears. “It’s so good to hear another voice, to know there are more people out there alive. Did you say there are seven of you?”

			Rachel walked in with Christian and Trevor behind her. “What’s going on?”

			“I just made contact with other survivors.”

			“Oh my God!” Rachel gasped.

			Adam continued to speak to the woman, gathering information. Josie ran in too, with Phoebe behind her. Everyone chatted excitedly in the background. Finally, he signed off when it had been established that the two groups would make first contact three days later on neutral ground in Casa de Fruita, a rest stop halfway between their farm and the Central Coast.

			He leaned back in his chair. “So how should we do this?” he asked the group.

			“I volunteer to go meet them,” Trevor offered immediately.

			Adam nodded in affirmation. It was a good idea.

			“That’s good because, I can’t go.” Christian sighed. “Someone has to stay behind to take care of the animals.”

			“None of our women or Josie are leaving this farm, and I’m staying right here to protect them,” Adam said. “So, yeah, I agree it would be a good idea for you to go. I’ll ask Sebastian—” he looked at Trevor, “—see if he can go with you.”

			“He doesn’t need to come. I can go by myself,” Trevor said.

			“Trevor, you can’t go alone,” Rachel said in an anxious voice. “What if your car breaks down? What if they only seem nice over the radio but are actually evil? What if you’re stuck outside by yourself in the middle of the radioactive fallout we’re expecting to happen any time now? Anything could happen to you, anything, and you’ll be alone with no one to help you.”

			Trevor’s lips thinned. “I’ll take that chance,” he told her.

			Adam studied Trevor. Trevor met his gaze and gave him a barely perceptible nod.

			“It’s the woman, isn’t it?” Christian asked. “She said she was there with a man. You know she might be his woman?

			Trevor looked at him and shrugged. “I’ll take that chance too.”

			“Trevor—” Rachel started.

			Adam squeezed her shoulder. “If this is what he wants, he can take equipment, supplies, weapons. I can set him up, make sure he’s got what he needs.”

			Rachel looked at Trevor with tormented eyes. “I’m sorry, Trevor. I’m sorry you feel you have to do this.”

			Trevor shook his head. He looked at Rachel and then his gaze locked with Adam’s. “There’s nothing to be sorry about,” he said. “You two are making a new life for yourselves, and I’ll make mine. Don’t worry. I have a future ahead of me. I just need to go out and get it.”
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			Letting her live was bad enough. Wanting her is much worse.

			Love & Monsters, Book 1

			Richard Everson has seen too many people die, killed by the nightmare creatures that have overrun the world. Every night he leaves the protection of the walled city to hunt the nasties alone. He likes his job. Maybe a little too much.

			By day, Jennifer lives in her human skin. By night, the wolf takes over, a legacy forced upon her by the nasties who made her one of them. Everson is a tenuous link to what’s left of the human world. Despite the danger to them both, she hungers for his touch.

			Each encounter sends the heat spiraling higher, until it burns away all control. And Richard realizes too late his heart has crossed a line punishable by death…

			Warning: This book contains strong language, nightmarish creatures, a violence-loving hero, a very naked woman, werewolves, forbidden desire, and post-apocalyptic monster-killing mayhem.
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			In a lonely, plague-devastated world, it is definitely not every man for himself.

			Crux Survivors, Book 1

			Seventeen years after the Crux Virus wiped out most of the world’s population, Ross is doing what he can to keep his small community safe from raiders in a self-contained artist retreat in the Jemez Mountains of New Mexico. He’s made a habit of collecting survivors and they’ve all become family, but the most important members have always been Jenna and Dorian. 

			At fourteen, Ross stumbled into the basement where the nine-year-olds were hiding and the three have been together ever since. Years later, Jenna and Dorian became lovers. Now, at thirty, Ross hopes to find a love of his own on supply runs, but he suffers incredible guilt because his heart has long been snagged by his two best friends.

			Alone with his tangled emotions, Ross is about to discover that his friends have their own ideas about their relationship…and how it is about to change.

			Warning: An unfortunate stabbing leads to fortunate liaisons, including M/F/M, M/M, M/F…and whatever else these apocalyptic survivors can do with each other during those long winter months in the snowy mountains.
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