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      The world ended and nothing was the same, and in this new order he’d changed his name to Raider—because he took what he wanted.

      Women were scarce in post-apocalyptic California and if you found one you wanted, you had to immediately claim what was yours. So when a desperate beauty with striking green eyes and legs that went on for miles stepped into the dangerous all-male compound, he wasn’t above tying her up for her own safety in his isolated mountain cabin, until she realized the truth of their bond. And him getting his seed in her and swelling her up with his kid? Perfect.

      She’d see he was doing this all for her.

      Eventually.

      

      Author’s Note: This is book #3 in the series, but can be read as a standalone. This story includes dark themes. Only read if you enjoy obsessed stalker heroes.
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      This one is for you Dad,

      the former deputy sheriff  who was never

      allowed to read any of my books!

      

      I miss you every day.

      Every day.
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      Yeah, he’d full-on kidnapped a woman.

      He scooped her up in his arms, threw her in his car and pealed out of the compound, burning rubber without so much as a backward glance. In his old life as a deputy sheriff, he’d never have done such a thing—drugging a woman and tying her up. He’d put idiots behind bars for doing shit like that.

      He sucked in a breath.

      Fuck it. This was who he was now.

      The world he’d known had shattered into a million pieces and everything was in chaos. Life had turned into a post-apocalyptic hell, like something out of a freaking Mad Max movie. Laws and rules were out the window and meant to be broken.

      He’d even changed his name. Raider was the man he was now. A man who took what he wanted and didn’t give two shits about much else.

      When the woman he’d identified as his had arrived yesterday, he’d seen a glimmer of hope for the future in her flashing green eyes. This was the biggest improvement in his life since the end of the world. He’d been dead inside, even before the apocalypse. And this woman who unexpectantly caused his dormant body to flare back to life was going to be his. There was an energy there, a spark when their gazes collided. An instant attraction that had taken his breath away. He hadn’t felt anything like that in years. Maybe ever.

      Therefore, time was a-wastin’. Life was short.

      He’d learned that first hand as he’d watched all of humanity die a violent, bloody death in a matter of months when Ruyigi Ebola, with its 99% mortality rate, had swept the globe killing almost everyone on the planet. Billions of people died from the virus and the entire world had turned into a cesspool of death and disease.

      Strangely, he’d been one of the few survivors, born with a rare genetic immunity to Ruyigi. He’d watched his friends, family and co-workers fall sick and die around him, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to save any of them. The young, old, rich, poor—no one was safe from Ruyigi. He’d buried his mother and father in their own backyard because funeral homes and cemeteries were overwhelmed. At that point he’d stopped reporting for work, because there wasn’t anyone alive at the sheriff’s department anyway. The pool of people he could speak to and work with had shrunk day by day as person after person succumbed to the virus. Each day he woke up to find out who else had died overnight. By the time his brother, sister-in-law and their kids all died too there were bodies rotting everywhere around the city—on sidewalks, in parks, on front lawns, in cars.

      He finished one last horrifying task—burying his infant nephew in the backyard—and passed out on his sister-in-law’s fancy couch in their empty living room.

      Finally, he woke up, put on his uniform and drove his cruiser around downtown, through tangled traffic jams, and into the suburbs with tears in his eyes. No one responded to his PA announcements and flashing lights. The city was now nothing but piles of dead bodies and echoing silence. They were all gone. He was entirely alone in Sacramento, California. And as far as he knew, he’d been the last man standing out of a former metropolitan area of millions.

      Fuck, that was still hard to accept.

      Four months later the virus had died out, there were now only small pockets of humans left alive, scattered here and there in unconnected locations across the globe. In a matter of months life on earth had been flipped on its head—humans were no longer the dominant species on the planet.

      Survivors like himself were still trying to pick themselves up and move on, finding ways to carry on minus the creature comforts and prior rules of civilization. It was strange being left behind, living in an empty world that didn’t include people he’d known and cared about, a world that didn’t include, well, anyone. The shock of all humans dead and gone was still something to be dealt with on a daily basis. First world problems—fast food joints, electricity, urgent care, cell phones, grocery stores, gas stations, internet-based conveniences—they were all gone. No airplanes roared across the sky. There weren’t any blaring TVs, rumbling engines, and just no—people. The planet was now preternaturally quiet. The power grid had failed months ago and Wi-Fi was a thing of the past. Those all required people to maintain.

      Raider figured people like himself, who’d been living in urban centers, were hit hardest by this lack of skilled humans and the technology or machinery they brought. If a person normally lived out in the middle of nowhere, in a self-contained lifestyle with little connection to the outside world, the apocalypse would seem like business as usual. Literally, what apocalypse? Facebook, Instagram and the entire internet gone? Whatever. But if a person had grown up in a super-city like New York, London or Singapore, or any urban area… this sudden wipe-out of the human race was shocking as hell.

      In the last couple of months California had already morphed from sun-kissed, sprawling industries and internationally famed cities, into a place littered with rotting corpses, empty cars and deteriorating buildings.

      Raider had navigated a state that had changed from the pride of America into a ruthless 1800s Wild West setting filled with small groups of tough guys fighting over scarce resources. Raider learned the hard way that some of the survivors left on planet Earth were men turned savage. It twisted their minds to learn that in this new world women were as rare as anything else they didn’t have. Soon after the end, Raider began to realize the few survivors he kept running into were mostly men. Where were the women? The best guess anyone had was that the ratio was now one woman for every ten men. No one knew why there were hardly any women left, and they had no idea if life would continue like this forever or if it was only this generation’s burden.

      But Raider firmly believed that in every person’s mind there now lurked a primitive need to procreate, a need to fix this imbalance of hardly any humans left, and especially hardly any females. He suspected that the birth of every female was now going to be a thing to be celebrated and valued.

      Well, not here at the compound. In this location, nothing would be valued. Raider had originally joined with this group that was spending the summer in Kings Canyon National Park, grateful to have found living, breathing humans who’d formed a settlement of some kind. He’d longed to hear human voices and have someone to talk to besides himself, eager to settle down and work hard to restart life with like-minded individuals. But he quickly discovered the compound was filled with assholes without morals.

      This wasn’t people joining together to restart the world, this was thieves banding together to steal resources. There was no plan for the future here beyond satisfying present wants. No one was thinking in terms of long-term sustainability. They were hoarding whatever supplies they could find and using them all up at an alarming rate.

      He’d been about to leave their fucked-up group, but then saw how women were being treated there, and knew he had to stay.

      He ended up living a life undercover. His well-known love of tats, the ones his deputy buddies had always kidded him about, came in handy now. His hair had grown out some and he had a beard, and he’d swiped someone’s leather vest, which apparently helped to complete his look. He spoke little and threw fists when necessary. He did whatever Smith ordered him to do to any man in that compound, with zero remorse.

      And he fit right in.

      Smith, the ex-con leader of this fucked-up gang, had brought four new women in yesterday. This ability of his, to somehow sniff out more women and collect them here at the lodge—this was his main source of prestige among the men he led. This was why they’d all gathered here together and followed Smith’s commands, because they trusted this man to provide women for them in a world where females were scare.

      The women were obviously unwilling, having been captured by a scouting party and forced here, like all the other women who’d ever arrived at their mountain lodge. None of them came willingly. Why would they? Any woman would be stupid to think a situation where thirty ruthless men sharing a handful of unclaimed females would end well.

      Raider had watched this new group’s arrival. His number one reason for staying and putting up with these assholes was to provide back up for the unprotected females at the compound. There were on average about five women at any given time being held captive here, and these idiots were destroying the very thing they all needed to cherish if humans were going to have any kind of future on this planet.

      And today would be no different, new women had arrived, and he needed to find a way to help them. One man against thirty wasn’t good odds, but he’d do what he could. He examined the situation, making plans. He’d never found a single man in the compound to partner with him on this objective—keeping women safe and therefore securing a future with healthy children. The urgency was so simple he couldn’t fathom their complete lack of understanding. But the men here were all self-absorbed fucks, worried only about getting their dicks wet and less about the future of the entire human race. If they had to beat a woman, and therefore cause her to miscarry her pregnancy, in order to get her to comply with their continued rape—well, that was them doing what they had to do.

      Fucking idiots. Fire burned in his gut as he thought of all the shit these assholes had done to jeopardize women over the last few months. Two women had died here. Died. His jaw clenched and his hands tightened into fists as overwhelming rage swept through his body. He figured it was just a matter of time before he lost his mind and came in shooting one day, trying to off as many of them as he could before they took him down.

      The new women exited the car at the main entrance to the John Muir Lodge, the former destination hotel that was being repurposed as home base for their gang. The first three women got out and stood, looking around gingerly.

      And then the last woman stepped onto the pavement.

      He straightened, his breath catching in his throat. He’d immediately noticed this tall, sexy one with wavy chestnut locks and legs that went on for miles. A tingle spread along his arms and warmth blossomed in his chest. His cock began to thicken in his pants. It was as if he could already feel her long legs around his waist.

      He obsessively stared at those kissable lips as she spoke to her friends, noting every gesture she made. The way the sun touched her hair, making parts lighter as it framed her soft cheeks. He imagined those waves spread across his pillow as he fucked her, or silkily sliding over his chest as she passed out on top of him, spent from taking his seed.

      He was shocked at his own ferocious response to this girl. He hadn’t felt the need to fuck any of the women he’d helped so far at the compound. Two had even offered to suck his dick out of gratitude for his help in keeping the others at bay or helping them to escape, but he’d declined each time, not liking the idea of getting off that way. Nor did his cock so much as twitch at their offers.

      This girl got his blood boiling though, all senses on high alert.

      She glanced in his general direction and their gazes collided. She stilled and stared at him in wonder, her mouth hanging open. She slowly checked him out, eyeing him up and down and he swore her face pinkened. And then she tore her eyes away, looking shaken.

      Well, well.

      He grinned and walked over to join the crowd of men swarming near the car for a look at the newcomers. Apparently one of the other women was the movie star, Rebel Case. Whatever. He barely noticed. Raider had one objective. He inserted himself at Smith’s elbow, making himself available. Within minutes he was ordered to watch over the new arrivals.

      Perfect.
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      Raider directed the females to be secured in the hotel kitchen, deciding that having them working alongside the male cooks, who would be too afraid of his fists to make a pass at the women, was a good location, removing them from the restless males in the compound. The four women would stay busy and fed while he took care of business.

      He remained close but hidden, listening to their chatter, pulling apart their personalities and traits. His woman was named Kati, and the more he learned about her feisty personality, the more he liked her.

      Men kept arriving. Raider guarded the door to the kitchen, broke a few noses and tossed motherfuckers on their asses and soon everyone at the compound understood he meant business. They couldn’t bribe or get past him. Smith had said no one was to touch the women until he’d decided which men to gift them to, and that was that. Raider made sure this order was carried out to the letter, because there was no way in hell any fucker in that compound, even Smith himself, was laying a hand on Kati or upsetting her by hurting her friends. It was not happening. He was willing to die trying to keep her safe.

      That evening he made sure the women slept in secure locations, along the same hallway in the main lodge. His room was next to Kati’s with an adjoining door he kept locked. She had no idea he was there.

      Once they’d all been fed and settled, he tried to sleep but his eyes were wide open, his mind and body on high alert. He tossed and turned and could think of nothing else but the sexy woman in the room next door. He thought about rubbing one out, but his cock wanted only her.

      In the middle of the night, when all was quiet, he unlocked their adjoining door and slipped into her darkened room to watch her sleep. Just a quick look, to make sure she was fine. One look and then back to his room.

      He stepped inside and quietly moved to the bed. The moonlight filtered through the open blinds of her second story room. His eyes adjusted to the low light.

      Beautiful.

      He clenched his fists, trying to restrain himself.

      She was asleep in nothing but her bra and…panties, he assumed. He couldn’t see beyond where the bedding had slipped down to expose her sleek stomach, which would have to be enough for now. He examined every inch of her torso; her breasts were high and round, big enough to cup in his hands, not too much, not too little. She was lithe and strong. Her limbs long and slim. And her hair was free and cascading in waves around her head.

      So damn sexy. Fucking gorgeous. He couldn’t wait to taste her.

      The thought of any of those assholes breaking this fragile female brought forth the rage that was always just below the surface. He knew what they would do, and he planned on making sure she was safe from all the fuckery.

      His cock was aching in his pants.

      He carefully unzipped and pulled out his monster, stood right next to her bed and started stroking, watching the way her chest rose and fell with each breath. The way her nipples prodded against the fabric of her bra. If only he could climb into the bed, spread her thighs and sink into her warmth, but he had to wait. Now wasn’t the time. He wondered what her nipples would taste like, how they would feel in his mouth. And then he started stroking harder, faster, his breath catching. It was getting difficult to remain quiet.

      She mumbled in her sleep. He froze.

      She started to roll to her side and then thankfully fell again onto her back. The movement caused her sheet to slip down farther. Now her panties were exposed. He could see the curve of her hip and the shape of her pussy outlined through the fabric. And he came, rope after rope. His breath sharp and deep. He tried to cup it in his hand, but some of it escaped and arced onto his woman.

      He exhaled and felt a sense of satisfaction as drops of his cum gleamed on her stomach in the moonlight.

      He left behind his mark on her and stuffed his cock back in his pants and quietly returned to his own room to wash his hands. He’d barely been able to fall asleep, his cock still throbbing for her attention, ready to go. He almost rubbed another one out but then decided against it, wanting to save his seed for her, forcing himself to sleep.

      Tomorrow. Tomorrow he’d have her.

      The next morning, he listened to the sound of her shower stopping and snuck back into her room again through their adjoining door, before he needed to gather all the women and take them to the main hall for Smith’s decision. The men were assembling there, eagerly waiting to hear how the women would be dispersed.

      “Holy shit,” she gasped, pulling a white towel tighter around her naked body. “What are you doing in here? Get out.”

      He moved quick, backing her up against the nearest wall. Pressing the length of his body against hers. He braced his arms on either side of her face and leaned in close, inhaling her freshly showered scent. He was disappointed, knowing she’d washed his seed and his own scent from her body. Well, he was just going to have to mark her again. And again and again.

      “Wh—” she stammered.

      He brushed his lips softly against hers, capturing her words. Those soft, plush lips. He had to taste her, even briefly, he couldn’t resist. She was sweetly clean and fresh with long damp locks of hair over her shoulders. His chest felt warm at the fact that she wasn’t screaming or pushing him away. Mainly, she seemed bemused.

      She placed her palms against his chest and lifted those gorgeous green eyes up to meet his gaze. “I…I thought you said none of the men were supposed to touch us until we heard Smith’s decision.”

      He grunted.

      He’d been ordered to guard the outside of the main hall, so he couldn’t be in there at her side while Smith spoke. He needed his woman to be brave and keep her damn mouth shut while Smith tried to give her away. Raider doubted he’d be given Kati anyway. It wouldn’t be that easy. He hadn’t even bothered to ask for any of the women. He knew he wasn’t yet far enough up the seniority ladder. There were easily ten guys closer to Smith than he was—men Smith had to appease with tributes before he even got to Raider.

      “I’m scared shitless,” she admitted, “Smith is about to give the four of us away. What does that even mean? Are we each going to one man, like we’re married, or are we going to be passed around, used and abused?”

      He clenched his jaw, not wanting to tell her the truth. If he couldn’t find a way out, all four of these women would eventually be raped by every man there.

      “If I get out of this alive, I’m going to hole up and stay in one safe spot forever and never try something stupid again—like trying to look for more survivors.”

      “Kati,” he rumbled.

      “I can’t believe I’m even talking to you. You’re one of Smith’s toadies.”

      He ran a finger down the side of her soft cheek. “I don’t want you talking back to Smith while you’re in there. Keep quiet.”

      She exhaled. “Of course,” she answered sarcastically, “wouldn’t want me irritating your boss, would we?”

      He cupped her cheek. “Kati, I’m making you mine.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you and everyone else here.”

      He wasn’t sure if she got his message, but he’d tried. “Get dressed and meet me outside in the hallway.” He pulled back from her luscious body, all that silky nakedness underneath the towel. He turned and left through the adjoining door, locking it behind him. It was one of the hardest things he’d ever done in his life, leaving her alone. He clenched his jaw, knowing this was only the beginning. He’d have to leave her side several more times today if this was going to work.

      And then he went into the hall and knocked on the other doors, gathering the women. He walked them over to their destination. In the main hall, he caught his girl staring at him and turned away, not wanting to give any of Smith’s men the opportunity to exploit the depth of his feelings for her. He left Kati and her friends in that fucking hall, crowded full of merciless men eyeing them like cattle for sale, and walked outside.

      He paced in front of the entrance, running his fingers through his hair, wondering how the fuck he was going to get not only his woman out of there, but her friends and the other women being held captive at the lodge. Because there was the key. Pulling one woman to safety, and revealing himself as a traitor, was fine. If he’d been only focused on his woman, he could’ve taken her in the middle of the night, and already be long gone. But taking her friends and the other women, all at once, that was beyond his capabilities. This had been his problem this whole time, the fact that he was a one-man show trying to do the job of an entire SWAT team.

      As he racked his brain, searching for answers as to how he was supposed to suddenly turn into a superhero and get all these damn women out of here, he heard a sudden noise. The sound of a car door connecting and the crunch of boots on gravel. A murmur of new voices.

      He turned and watched as a big fucker and his friend snuck onto the grounds of the compound, while everyone was in the main hall listening to that movie star Smith had captured sing her heart out. Raider silently smiled from the shadows as these intruders, men he’d never seen before, planted bombs in strategic locations. His smile grew wider as the men chatted and pointed, planning out their attack. They were here to rescue the four women Smith had captured. Hell, he wanted to step forward and offer his help, but knew he’d probably be shot on sight before he could get a word in edgewise. The big one was definitely the leader, obviously a former Marine or SEAL. He’d already set up a sniper location, patiently waiting for the perfect kill shot.

      Raider left the men to do their thing, knowing these two had everything under control. Now was his chance to get what he wanted—his woman. Those men would provide cover and he’d get Kati out of there. He swiftly gathered supplies he’d long ago stashed under his bed, and moved his SUV into position, the keys jiggling in his pocket.

      Yeah, maybe he should’ve stopped the intruders from destroying what Smith had created. Stopped them from planting the bombs that would kill their leader. He’d been hired as an enforcer and technically that was exactly why he’d been positioned outside. He was supposed to be sounding the alarm, protecting the compound, and Smith in particular.

      But why would he do that?

      Smith was a rabid, power-hungry rapist who needed to be eliminated. That asshole was off his fucking rocker. The man kept a teenage girl just for himself, collared and chained like a dog by his side. He walked around the compound, pulling her behind him, kicking her when she was too slow. A future with Smith in charge was no future at all.

      The women in the compound desperately needed rescuing. And Raider needed a distraction so he could take Kati for himself. Basically, he considered this situation to be a win-win. He’d wanted out of that compound about ten minutes after he’d first arrived, but he’d been unable to leave the women behind without someone on their side.

      Yes, maybe it was strange, the fact he thought other women needed saving and yet he was taking one for himself. But, desperate times called for desperate measures. The moment he’d seen Kati and scented her as she’d walked by, he’d known he had to have her. His cock had flared to life and so had his stone-cold heart.

      In this new order if you saw a woman you wanted, you had to act on that shit immediately. And he wasn’t anything like the others. He was doing this for her own good. She didn’t know it, but the moment she’d stepped into that compound and he’d laid eyes on her, Kati was his. The way he hungered for her, it was unlike anything he’d ever felt. He’d basically thought his heart and body were dead. That he’d never feel again.

      This wasn’t like the old days. He couldn’t ask her out. There wasn’t time for Tinder and leisurely dates. There wasn’t time to convince her of his feelings. He had to snatch her and satisfy her later, when he had her alone and secure. Because in this world where there were so few women, if you found one you wanted, the only way to keep her was to run off and claim her as your own. He wasn’t above tying her up, until she realized the truth of his affection, the truth of their bond. And him getting his seed in her and swelling her up with his kid—perfect.

      Every man in that compound wanted a woman of their own. There were going to be others who’d materialize. The competition was going to be stiff because women had plenty of choice. He needed to tie this one down and secure her right away, before it was too late.

      And this time he would do things right. He’d never take his eyes off of her, or his kid. Not for a second. This was his second chance and this time he’d do things right.

      She’d met him as the enemy, and her rescuers would only see him as one of Smith’s enforcers. And maybe she already had a man. Maybe the big fucker wanted her. Red haze clouded his mind at the thought of another man touching what was his. Both of his hands clenched into tight fists of solid rock.

      Hell, no.

      Kati was his. He’d make her see.

      He stomped back over to the main hall, deciding, fuck it, he wasn’t staying outside to guard a place that was about to go under, and managed to move through the crowd while Smith was up front talking to a new guy who’d shown up yesterday. Everyone was watching those two argue up front, and Raider moved into position behind Kati just as the first bomb went off. The roof began to cave. He fell on top of her, making sure nothing injured his girl.

      She whimpered under him. He checked her out, assuring himself that she wasn’t hurt. Then he stood and helped her up and got her and her friends outside.

      He let go of her then, forcing himself to drop her hand and step away, making sure he got lost in the crowd. The gunfire and commotion were a perfect cover. He wanted to make sure that later, no one would be certain who’d taken her, because this would make finding them more difficult.

      He watched Kati’s every movement, noting the frown on her face as she kept scanning the crowd, looking for him. She joined her friends and began sorting out who needed help. Which was what he’d hoped would happen, that these men, who’d gone through the bother of rescuing their women here, would also sweep up the ones left behind by Smith and take care of them too. He’d listened to how Kati and her friends talked in the kitchen about the men they’d met and lived with at the ranch since the end and knew they felt well taken care of there.

      As far as he was concerned, these new men could have all the other women at the compound.

      But he was taking Kati for himself, whether they liked it or not.

      Finally, his woman walked off alone, around the corner of an isolated cabin room on the property, examining it to see if there was someone there in need of help. It was a perfect kidnapping location, right next to the parking lot, as if she’d planned it out for him.

      He moved behind her and wrapped his arms around her torso, covering her face with a towel doused with a careful amount of chloroform until she’d passed out. This shit was easy to procure at the compound, they kept it on hand just to do what he was doing to other women. When she slumped in his arms, he swept her precious weight up and swiftly carried her to his waiting car, gently laying her across the backseat.

      Then he drove away, going deeper into the Sequoia National Park, transporting her to a remote cabin he’d found on the edge of park, on what must’ve been formerly private property. He preplanned this run to the hideout. It was a place he’d been secretly stocking for weeks now, ready to hide in if he was able to get some of the women away, or just himself. A place to lay low during the summer. The temperature in the mountains was cooler than in the nearby San Joaquin Valley, and the game plentiful. When the snow started to fall, he’d already be long out of there, but for the next few months it was the perfect temporary shelter.

      What made this place such a jewel was that it had been someone else’s bug-out shelter. The small cabin had solar power, rainwater cisterns, fresh water bottled, propane tanks and appliances. Chopped wood and a chainsaw. Stockpiles of food to last a year, at least. First-aid kits and even fucking stainless steel surgical tools. Everywhere he turned there was something pretty damn amazing, just sitting there, waiting to be used in a situation like this. Too bad the guy and his wife, preppers he’d found dead in their driveway, hadn’t made it out alive. Even here in the mountains, humans couldn’t get away from the virus. All it took was one trip to town, before you even knew Ruyigi was a thing, and you were bringing it back to infect everyone you loved, dooming them to die with you.

      The tragedy of it all was beyond Shakespearean.

      He’d driven with her in the backseat for an hour, steadily climbing farther into the back country until he’d arrived at the secret destination. He cut the engine and glanced at his woman, still passed out in the back seat. She’d slept the entire time. He’d stopped twice just to check her breathing and make sure she was alright.

      He carried her from the car, cradled against his chest as he walked inside. He placed her on the king-sized bed…and tied her up. Well, he clicked handcuffs into place. The exact type of cuffs he’d placed on inmates and suspects in his former position, but this time on his woman to keep her by his side and safe.

      Raider rubbed the back of his neck and stared at the sexy-as-fuck female he now had all to himself. And didn’t regret any of that shit, not even for a second. And Christ, the cuffs on her wrists made her look sexier, like this was a kinky sex club. He reached down and adjusted his aching cockstand.

      She would probably remain asleep for another hour. Raider glanced at his watch, then turned and walked the few steps in the cabin to the small but functional kitchen and poured himself a stiff drink. He threw back some Daniels and let that fiery shit burn down his throat, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He glanced at her again.

      She was going to hate him at first for taking her. Hate his guts and scream and scream and…

      He grinned as a terrific idea ran through his head. He opened a drawer and pulled out the silver duct tape he’d seen earlier.

      Perfect.

      In two seconds flat, he had her mouth covered.

      He’d taken his shot. There’d been an opening, he’d seen it and he took it.

      He’d fuck her three times a day, filling her with his seed, because at some point someone might eventually find them. One of her friends, or one of the assholes from the former compound, or even someone completely brand new. Either way, the best way to keep her safe and with him was keeping her tied and filling her with his kid as soon as possible. When he was shoving a gun down someone’s throat, forcing them away from his woman, the fact that she was heavily pregnant would help matters greatly. The ultimate proof of his possession.

      This time no one was taking what was his. He would keep her and his child safe, even if it killed him. He was not taking his eyes off of her for a second. That was how he’d lost his first family. He wouldn’t let this fresh start fall through his fingers, this time he wouldn’t fail.

      She’d see that he was doing this for her.

      Eventually.
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      Kati’s eyes blinked open. At first her brain was fuzzy. Her tongue felt thick and dry. She swallowed hard, then shifted and realized her hands were bound.

      What the fuck?

      And then it all came rushing back and she gasped against the duct tape that covered her mouth. She’d been attacked. First Trevor had shown up, then the next day Adam and Christian had arrived too to rescue them. They bombed the hell outta that compound. And Adam had shot Smith. Or had Trevor actually killed him? She wasn’t sure, all she knew was Smith was dead and most of his enforcers were also either dead or had run off.

      And then she’d gone to help search the lodge for any other survivors. None of them knew how many women had been forced to live there, so they started looking in every room, and she’d walked out of a cabin and a huge figure had suddenly grabbed her from behind and put a cloth over her mouth. She’d inhaled some sort of drug and then she must’ve blacked out.

      And now she was bound and gagged. Her hands were cuffed with actual metal handcuffs like she was going to jail. Oh God. Who? What? Tears pricked at her eyes. She’d been rescued and captured again. It couldn’t be true. Life couldn’t possibly be this cruel.

      How long had she been passed out? Had she been asleep for hours? She managed to sit up, leveraging her elbow against a mattress. Where was she?

      “You okay?” a voice asked.

      Her eyes went up, up, up and connected with a familiar bright blue gaze. A handsome face covered with a blond beard, attached to an enormous muscle-bound frame. Holy fuck. It was that goddamn Nordic god. One of Smith’s most trusted men. The one with all the tats who’d been their quiet bodyguard at the compound. The one who’d come into her room that morning and kissed her. “Let me go!” she tried to shriek from behind the tape.

      “That ain’t gonna happen. You’re mine now.”

      She stared at him, dumfounded.

      “I’m letting you use the bathroom,” he continued, “then I’m going to take that off your mouth so I can feed you, but I don’t want any screaming, you hear?”

      How in the world did this serial killer think she’d manage to not scream and cry considering he’d kidnapped her? Was he going to beat her?

      She shuddered as he put his giant hands on her, pulling her up from the bed. He guided her across the room and opened a creaky wooden door. Then he pulled down her pants and underwear and gestured for her to sit on a surprisingly clean toilet.

      She kept still throughout this whole humiliating episode, while he exposed her ass and pussy, tears pricking at her eyes, because she really did need to pee. She glanced up, relieved to find he wasn’t staring at her lasciviously. His eyes were instead squarely meeting her gaze.

      “It’s a compost toilet,” he rumbled with a ridiculously deep voice. “I’ll leave you alone for a few minutes, then I’ll come back and knock on the door.”

      She gave a curt nod. He closed the door and she sat on the toilet, letting out a heavy sigh and did her business. Then she stared at the metal cuffs on her wrists, tears welling up again.

      The worst part about this whole situation was that he’d been the only one in that compound who’d seemed remotely normal. She’d thought maybe underneath that exterior of scary enforcer had lurked a possible heart of gold. Tears started to track down her cheeks. She’d been so foolish, allowing hope to enter her normally cold heart.

      She’d even bothered to learn his name—Raider.

      And in the end, he was a predator like all the rest, and she his target. He’d drugged her, tied her up and god knew what else he’d do to her here. Her shoulders shook with the force of her tears.

      And, where were they? How many hours had they been driving? Were they still in the mountains on the edge of California, or were they in Nevada now, or even farther away?

      How could her friends find and rescue her? It would’ve been hard enough in the past, but now, without the police and internet? She took a deep, shuddering breath—it was impossible. She was a grain of sand on a vast beach. They’d never find her.

      She sat on the compost toilet and continued to cry. Allowing the tears to flow, accepting the horrible fact that her future with this crazy bastard was about to include any number of horrors that were all going to be unbearably painful and degrading. And there was nothing she could do to stop it from happening because he was so much stronger.

      And then her mind went down a typical trail of darkness, a pity party where she relived all the crap that was her life before and during the end of the world. Being stuck in a situation like this almost seemed her due, considering how much her life had always sucked, and not just because of the apocalypse.

      Why had he been focused on her? There’d been four of them. All the women she’d arrived with were prettier than her. This was just a fact. And him taking her didn’t make sense. She’d always been too tall, and not awesome tall as in, ready to go down the runway, or perfect for basketball (she hated sports). Nope. Just too tall for most guys to date because she was often taller than them. Not curvy. Not the smartest. Not the funniest. Just exactly what her mom had always said: “Kati, you aren’t beautiful like your sister and you can’t flirt to save your life, so what are you gonna do with your life?” Because according to Mom, if men didn’t salivate over her and throw their money at her, then basically she was worthless.

      Even though Kati was the one with the full-time job and an actual car that started and went every day. After Dad lost his job because of his addiction, she was the main breadwinner who bought groceries every week and kept the power on. Yet her mom still considered her beautiful sister, Stella, the star of the family. Stella, with a different boyfriend each month, who couldn’t hold down a job and didn’t seem to know birth control was a thing. Stella was still the favored daughter because guys chased her around like she was the Pied Piper.

      Kati shook her head, trying to dislodge bad memories. Sometimes it was hard for her to tell if this present life was actually better or worse than the one she’d had before.

      The women she’d been left with at the end, after Ruyigi killed everyone, were all go-getters, women unlike any she’d ever personally known before the apocalypse. Krissy was a loud-mouthed leader type who’d gone to some elite film school and her cousin was Rebel Case, the gigantic movie star. Rebel was, well, Rebel—one of the most beautiful and talented women in the world. Tiana had been a college athlete and apparently on her way to Olympic stardom. Phoebe was a wedding planner and had owned a fancy clothing boutique in Orange County. Even Rachel had been in a UC college, planning to be a teacher or something.

      They’d often ask Kati what she’d done before, wanting to include her and get to know her better, and she’d bit her lip, always managing to mumble something non-committal, changing the subject.

      Why would she offer any info? Why in the world would anyone want to discuss her lame-ass and depressing life?

      Kati was the only one of them who hadn’t gone to college. She’d been out of high school for five years and grateful to have a full-time job as a cashier at a local pharmacy, with occasional dreams of going through pharmacy tech training. Both of her parents were drug-addicted zombies and half a step away from homeless. Her co-workers and customers had been her lifeline of normal in her otherwise fucked up existence.

      Her high school counselor and teachers had urged her to go to college. Really, her school had done a good job, trying to sign her up for something, some kind of vocational training at the very least to give her a good start and an opportunity at a higher-paying career. But when she’d graduated, Mom had been at home with an ankle monitor, in court-ordered rehab, and her perpetually out-of-work sister had been heavily pregnant and the baby daddy nowhere in sight. And Dad had just been fired from his job for showing up high again. How would these people survive if she’d left?

      So for the last five years she’d set all of her own dreams aside, and she’d been working her ass off to keep them fed with a roof over their heads.

      Basically, Kati had zero desire to tell any of her past to the women she’d been left with at the end of the world. She’d felt surprised they couldn’t smell the trailer park on her. Couldn’t they tell she’d been getting through life one step at a time?

      In her past life, each day she didn’t throw back a shot of alcohol, snort or shoot up something her parents, sister and their friends all offered—that was a win. Each day she didn’t turn up pregnant without a husband or significant other—another win. Each day she was able to keep a full-time job with benefits, deposit her paycheck and go to the grocery store to buy food, and hand over the rent on time felt like a freaking gold medal. Because no one else in her immediate family was doing any of that.

      And now they were all gone.

      At first, she’d felt intense guilt at the heady rush of freedom. No one to take care of anymore? She was only responsible for herself? That had lasted about three hours because she’d stepped outside and saw the death and devastation in her now quiet trailer park. But it went beyond that, no one in her city, state, or on the planet at all. And then she’d fallen to her knees, crying. Unhinged with the ghastly knowledge that most humans were dead, eyeing rotting corpses on a daily basis.

      The Viking guy knocked on the door. There was a brief pause, then he opened it. “Stand up,” he ordered.

      She sniffed and stood, her cheeks flaming as he pulled her underwear and pants back up over her hips, zipped and buttoned.

      Then he stood up and ripped off the duct tape.

      Holy shit it hurt so bad. “I hate you!” Kati screamed in his face.

      He ignored her outburst, took her by the elbow and pulled her out of the restroom. She blinked at the sudden light. A small cabin with lots of shiny pine flashed before her eyes. There was serviceable furniture and windows framed a forest wilderness.

      Great. Just great. Well, at least they were still in the mountains. Hopefully they weren’t that ridiculously far from where they’d started.

      He led her to a narrow wooden table, pulled out a chair and gestured for her to sit. She trembled and did as told, basically amazed he hadn’t smacked her for her former outburst.

      She sucked up the last few tears, trying to think clearly and plan some type of escape. She glanced up at her kidnapper. He didn’t look angry, in fact he was still staring at her with that same hunger and lust, which he’d been doing since the moment they’d met.

      He sat down next to her and picked up the large glass of water on the table she hadn’t noticed yet. “I had to drug you with that crap so I could get you out of there fast. There wasn’t time for negotiations. It served its purpose, but that stuff can dehydrate you, so you need to drink all of this.”

      She nodded and gratefully gulped from the cup he put to her lips. When half of it had gone down, she paused, and he continued to hold the cup steady so she could finish. Finally, she licked her lips and wiped the back of a hand across her face, feeling much better after a pee and some water.

      Oh hell, he could’ve drugged that too. She exhaled. Whatever, she’d been desperate, and she couldn’t exactly not drink or eat, that wasn’t going to work. Her mind was starting to clear, the initial drug he’d used to knock her out must be out of her system. From somewhere deep she managed to pull out the will power to continue questioning him. After all, they’d spoken before. He wasn’t a complete stranger.

      She lifted her cuffs. “Can you take these off?”

      “Nope.”

      The cuffs knocked back against the hard surface as her hands dropped to the table. Well, it was worth a try. “Do my friends know where I am? Do they know you took me?”

      “No one saw us leaving.”

      Her hands clenched into fists. “Why me?” she rasped, asking the most basic question, since he didn’t seem to be forthcoming about their situation. “There were four of us to choose from. Why did you take me?”

      “You know why,” he answered.

      He leaned close, lifted a giant hand and brushed a finger along her cheek, just as he’d done in her room that morning. And her traitor body responded with a flash of heat, just like before. He was right, she knew why. She found herself mesmerized by his beautiful blond locks which had just the right amount of curl, and that perfect scruffy beard. And, well, everything. He was so freaking handsome, but unfortunately also a dangerous criminal. She turned, refusing to meet his gaze and paused, waiting for him to continue, but he didn’t. Damn. He’d been silent but deadly back at the compound. A giant mountain of a man who was little talk and all action. Nothing had changed.

      “You didn’t even know me,” she groused.

      “I know you. I watched every movement you made, and I heard everything all of you said. I was right outside the door to the kitchen and in the hallway to your rooms. You three hens sounded like a bunch of high school girls.”

      She gasped and turned back toward him. “What? We did not. Or I didn’t. That wasn’t me.”

      He crooked an eyebrow.

      Yeah, the three of them joked way too much about wanting a man, to the point where maybe they weren’t joking anymore. She pursed her lips and turned from his knowing gaze, staring out the window.

      Okay, maybe all three of them—Kati, Tiana, and Krissy—hadn’t been on their best behavior these last few months. She’d been traveling with Tiana and then when they’d found Krissy in Valencia trying to get out of LA, they’d formed some kind of all-girl bonding road trip. They’d driven around the state of California, trying to find other people, preferably youthful single men to hook up with, because for some reason they’d all latched onto this idea that right after food, shelter and medicine, a man to fuck was priority, because the thought of no actual sex ever again was apocalyptic. Like, making the actual apocalypse somehow more REAL.

      The reason for this, if she let herself think deep, was that men meant babies and babies meant a future for humankind. Not that any of them had said it logically like that, instead she’d just blown off steam, saying any outrageous comment that came to her mind to describe her emotions. And seriously, the three of them together had been a deadly combo. Krissy would say something outrageous, Tiana would second the motion and Kati would slam dunk. Being with Krissy and Tiana at the end of the world had been her lifeline, though. Dark humor had gotten them through the shock of an empty state, finding city after city filled with abandoned cars and dead people.

      Her jaw clenched. “Still, why take me? Rebel was a movie star and literally one of the most beautiful women on the planet. Krissy is loud and obnoxious, but she’s got curves to die for. And Tiana looks like a slightly less buff Serena Williams. And I’m—” She lifted her handcuffs and tried to gesture down at herself. “I’m just…this. I’ve always been too tall.”

      “You’re not too tall.”

      “You’re just saying that because you’re also freakishly tall. Compared to you I seem normal, but really I’m too tall for most men.”

      “I’m not most men.”

      She let out a heavy sigh because it was true. Just sitting next to him, she could sense power and masculinity radiating off of him in waves, like some kind of barely contained predator. She looked up. “How big are you?”

      “Six foot three and generally around two-twenty.”

      Holy shit. He really was a Viking. Like a warrior from ancient times. She could easily imagine this man on horseback with a spear in one hand, shouting “This is Sparta!”

      “I’ll make you some food,” he rumbled, cutting off their conversation.

      He stood and maneuvered his huge body around the narrow wooden table and began banging around the tiny kitchen. Actually, she was really hungry. She’d eaten a quick breakfast before leaving to go to the main hall for Smith’s announcement, but that seemed like ages ago.

      The kitchen was a small corner with a bit of butcher block counter and knotty pine cabinets. A large window was positioned directly over the sink, framing green foliage and a wooden deck. The area was surprisingly sunny and cheerful, in direct contrast with the darkness boiling in her heart.

      Raider pulled cans from the cabinet and opened them, dumping food into bowls. He pulled out a drawer and grabbed spoons. Suddenly, there were canned peaches and green beans in front of them on the table. Nothing super fancy, but it was good for now. She licked her lips. He scooped up some green beans and lifted the spoon to her mouth.

      She reared back. “You’re feeding me? If you took these cuffs off, I could just feed myself.”

      “I like feeding you,” he answered.

      JFC.

      “Open,” he ordered.

      She was so hungry she did it, actually let this guy feed her like a baby. And at one point he didn’t even bother switching spoons, he’d take a bite for himself and then scoop up peaches and put the same spoon in her mouth. After she used it, he’d scoop another mouthful and put it in his own mouth, licking it with his lips. He seemed especially pleased to be sharing a spoon with her.

      The crazy part was this didn’t disgust her in the least. She sat quietly, watching his full lips and that pink tongue and the dark lust blazing in his blue eyes. She squirmed in her seat, mad at herself for the warmth she felt between her thighs. And why was she suddenly so thankful for the fact that she’d been able to take a real shower that morning and brush her teeth properly? This guy was her kidnapper, not her boyfriend.

      What the hell was wrong with her?

      “Where are we?” she asked between bites, trying to refocus on the fact that he’d drugged her and had her handcuffed, and remain on her main objective—escape.

      “Far away,” he answered. “No one will find us here.”

      Her stomach soured at these vague words. “What are you going to do with me now that you have me alone? Why am I here? And why am I still handcuffed?”

      He put another spoonful of peaches in her mouth. “Eat,” he said, “I heard your stomach growl earlier, you need food.”

      She obediently opened her mouth. He was right, she wanted to eat every bite.

      He met her gaze. “Back at the compound I promised you’d have a man in your bed today and that man is me. I’m fucking you and then I’m going to continue to fuck you a minimum of three times a day until you’re pregnant with my child.”

      Her eyes bugged open. “What?” she choked.

      “Slow down. Eat.”

      She chewed and swallowed. “Pregnant? You want me pregnant?”

      “Yes.”

      Oh God. She wasn’t on birth control. It could totally happen. She’d figured this type of situation was in her immediate future. The world had ended and there were very few people left alive, so basically it was her civic duty to have a bunch of kids, if she could, because without children, there’d be no future. This didn’t bother her because she’d always secretly wanted a husband and kids. She just never thought in her old life that would happen because all the men she knew were a bunch of drug-dealing, baby-daddy losers. Her male co-workers, responsible men with actual jobs, always seemed to be married or with a serious girlfriend. Not once had she met a man who was single who she thought could be “the one.” A man who was sober, loyal and maybe not a criminal.

      And the man sitting in front of her? Well, she didn’t want to have a child with this man either. How could she make a baby with a guy who thought joining a compound filled with rapists and white supremacist trash was a great idea? A man who thought Smith was a terrific role model?

      She gagged on her food.

      “This disgusts you? The thought of carrying my kid?”

      She wanted to scream all of her denunciations at him. Tell him all the reasons why he was the last man on earth she wanted to have a child with, because any man from that compound was going to be the worst husband and father known to humankind, like something out of a horror show. Misogyny and sexual abuse 101.

      She didn’t answer his question and just stared down at her lap, wishing, wishing, wishing things had been different and she’d instead been left at the end of the world with a gentleman. Someone who’d worked hard and loved his mother and sisters. A man who’d wanted one woman to love and children to raise well. Those men had existed, she knew they were out there back when things were normal, and that type of man had to be here again, even now amongst the small amount of males still left on planet Earth. She’d only seen, with her own eyes, maybe thirty-five men still alive. Weirdly, even though there weren’t that many men left, all the ones back at the ranch were taken—married, paired off, or in love with someone else. Single, normal men were in scarce supply at the moment.

      Why? She wanted to shake her fist at the sky and rage at the unfairness. Why?

      Raider grunted. “Let’s get started.”

      “What? Right now?”

      “Yeah, I need my cock in you and I want my seed leaking down your thighs at least three times a day. I want you swollen with my kid as soon as possible.”

      She gasped.

      He was insane.
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      The look of shock on her face was classic.

      He wasn’t joking though, what he’d said was exactly what he was going to do. She was his and he was going to plant his kid in her as fast as humanly possible.

      Yes, he was behaving like a lunatic, keeping her handcuffed. But Kati did this to him. This crazy fucked up post-apocalyptic world did this to him. He had to show his possession immediately to all those fuckers who might try to steal her away. She was his. He’d take care of her every want and need. She’d see.

      His woman was pissed and primed for escape. Those flashing green eyes and that closed-off body language were telegraphing Get The Fuck Away. But since he knew he wasn’t the best at explaining things, he wouldn’t be able to defuse this ticking time bomb today, or even tomorrow. In his former life as a deputy sheriff he’d been known as the back-up muscle, not the negotiator. He wasn’t the one who tried to talk down criminals and inmates. He’d had zero plans of moving up to a leadership role, preferring to keep his eye on the prize, working his way into the SWAT team.

      No way in hell was he giving her total freedom on day one. Yes, this scenario was ass-backwards, but he had to keep her safe and by his side. Those handcuffs were staying on until he knew she’d stay put. He’d start to convince her of his dedication with his hands and mouth bringing her pleasure.

      And besides, those cuffs on her wrists were sexy AF.

      They were sitting side-by-side at the table, thighs touching. Raider leaned forward to show her he meant business. He cupped his hand at the back of her neck, pulling her in close, capturing her lips, reveling in her taste and scent. It was just as hot as he’d remembered when they’d kissed briefly that first time, at the compound.

      She stiffened at first, trying to turn her face away, and then he reached up with his other hand and pinched her chin, keeping her steady. Her lips opened, and she shuddered, melting in his arms. The slide of his tongue into her mouth, tasting her essence was a mini explosion of passion. He moaned against her lips. He’d only given her a light kiss that morning, and now he went much further, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her onto his lap, allowing his erection to dig into her beautiful ass.

      This was what he’d wanted all along, his woman in his arms. His tongue in her mouth. She fit there perfectly. She whimpered and lifted her cuffed hands, her fingers digging into his T-shirt and clenching tight. And she kissed him back hard and fierce.

      He was in heaven, warmth lighting up his chest. For the first time since the entire world had gone to crap, things were starting to look up. Like there might possibly be a future he could look forward to. Kati was the key to everything: love, happiness, children.

      Love?

      He’d just met her.

      Is this what love felt like?

      And then he tore his lips away, placed his hands on her waist and lifted her off his lap. He put her on her feet next to him, then stood up too. “Time to take this to bed,” he rasped. He’d fuck her and then parse his feelings later. His fingers linked into her handcuffs, ready to guide her to the king-sized bed he’d prepared for them. The bedding was so new, he’d removed the packaging only moments before putting it on. There were still creases in the sheets.

      She looked down at their joined hands and stopped. The shiny metal must’ve been a bucket of cold water—a fresh reminder that this wasn’t normal.

      “No.” She backed away, her voice suddenly hard. “No. I can’t.”

      “No?” He bent and scooped her into his arms. She shrieked and fought against him. It didn’t matter in the least because in two seconds he’d dumped her on the big bed in the corner of the one-room cabin and fell on top of her, pinning her under his torso. He had both his arms braced on either side of her, making sure his much larger body didn’t smash her small frame.

      Having his women in bed, underneath him, was making his cock leak in his pants.

      Her lips pursed and she blew a lock of hair off her face. “You took me from my friends,” she gritted, “against my will, and now you’re trying to gaslight me into believing I agreed to this, like we’re on a goddamn date, instead of me being handcuffed and thrown on this bed.”

      She had a point, but that didn’t mean he was stopping.

      He shoved his nose into the crook of her neck and inhaled her scent, pulling it deep into his lungs. She smelled terrific, like flowers and sunshine. Then he trailed kisses on her jaw down to her collarbone. She whimpered as his lips connected with her hot, silky skin.

      He leaned to the side so he could reach down and trail a hand over the perfect curve of her hips and her flat stomach, leading to the top of her jeans and that juncture at her thighs. He’d seen this all in the filtered moonlight of her hotel room, and now he’d get to touch all he’d seen.

      “Hey,” she gasped and wiggled her hips.

      He’d kept his hands to himself earlier, while she was crying out her frustration and trying to use the bathroom, recovering from the transition and the long, drugged up sleep.

      But this was different.

      Now he was all business, unbuttoning and unzipping those damn clothes that were in his way. His fingers moved past her panties and over her downy mound to her slit and slid into the wetness at her core. “No?” he repeated as he dipped his fingers into the slick heat. She was impossibly wet and ready for him. He lifted a finger to his mouth, wet with her cream and groaned as he licked it clean. Damn, she tasted amazing.

      Her face heated. “I can’t believe you just did that.”

      “I want more.”

      She raised her cuffed hands between them and placed her palms flat against his chest. “Wait. I have to tell you something.”

      He began to lift her shirt, wanting to uncover those perky breasts. “Yeah?”

      “I’m not a virgin, I’ve had sex lots of times.”

      He paused, confused why this was even a thing. “So? I’m not a virgin either.”

      “Shoot,” she muttered.

      He could practically see the wheels spinning in her head, trying to think of more ways out. She was cute as a button, thinking anything would stop him from claiming what was his. He jerked her pink shirt over her head, trying to take it off, but it stuck on her handcuffed arms. “Fuck it,” he growled, and tore the flimsy fabric off her body, tossing it aside.

      “Hey, I liked that shirt.”

      He ignored her, fixating on the rise and fall of her gorgeous tits. He pinned her arms above her head so he could better see the slope of her chest. Christ, her rosy, puckered nipples stood out clear as day through the lace of her white bra. He bent his head and sucked on the tip of one through the fabric.

      She moaned and thrashed. “Hold on,” she gasped. “Hold on. Stop. Stop! There’s something else.”

      He lifted his head.

      “Also… um, I used to have sex with randos and I’d never call them back even after I promised I would.”

      He stared at her for a moment then moved his hands to continue on his next mission—pulling her pants down over her hips. “I used to do that shit back in college. I was with a different chick every damn weekend,” he remarked. “Did you always demand they use condoms?”

      “Of course.”

      “Well.” He shrugged, jerking her pants down past her ankles. “No big deal then.” And then her sexy legs were bare. He freaking loved her legs.

      “Are you going to use a condom?”

      He snorted, running a hand over her thigh and down the length of her leg, cupping a perfect calf. Even her feet were sexy as hell. “No. You’re mine. I’m going to ride you bareback and shoot my cum inside of you, filling you up again and again.” And that image kept replaying in his head of her belly swollen with his kid, him fucking her, sucking her tits. He was now impossibly hard.

      He discarded her bra and wrenched her panties off, tossing them to the floor. Then he moved down the bed and placed his shoulders between her thighs so he could examine what was his.

      “Oh my god,” she breathed. “Wait.” She grabbed his forearm, digging her nails into his flesh. “There’s something else I need to tell you. Something really important.”

      He grunted, completely focused on placing his hands on the meaty part of her thighs, getting his first glance at the pussy he would call home. “I love your cunt,” he said huskily.

      “I never come during sex!” she cried.

      He looked up and met her bright green gaze, trying to determine if this was for real. “Never?”

      She nodded. “I’ve been told I’m a cold fish.”

      “Huh. Well that’s bullshit.”

      He stood up, deciding he needed to give her a warning of what she was about to take between her thighs. He lowered himself onto her again, his hips cradled between her open legs, making sure she could feel the size of his hard length against her pussy. He was still fully clothed, but it was always best if he took things slow and gave a woman a hint of what was to come prior to letting them see and touch the whole thing. It always worked out better that way. “Is this chatter of yours supposed to be stopping me from fucking you?” he asked. “Because it isn’t working.”

      “Oh my god!” she shouted, completely distracted by the size of his cock, which was thickening down the leg of his jeans. “Is that thing for real? Because…because that’s not gonna fit.”

      “Don’t worry, baby, I’ll make sure you can take it.”

      She started thrashing underneath him. “I can’t. I can’t. It’s too big, you’re going to tear me up inside.”

      Women always thought that. They were always scared at first. And yes, there’d been a few who’d flat out refused his meat. But this one, she wasn’t petite and he knew she could take him like a champ. He’d just make sure she was ready. This was yet another reason why she was the one.

      “Uncuff me,” she demanded.

      “Nope, can’t trust you yet.”

      “You can’t trust me?” she squeaked. “You’re the one who drugged and kidnapped me. I can’t trust you.”

      Another good point. But he didn’t answer, just got up and started removing his shirt and his pants. He had to have her immediately. Only by claiming what was his would be able to calm the fuck down and breathe easy.

      He glanced down, noting her eyes were roaming across his tatted chest and arms with a lust-filled gaze. And her jaw dropped when she stopped on the large tent his erection made under his loose briefs. Then her gaze rose and connected with his and her eyes widened; she looked away, her cheeks pink.

      He grinned and left his briefs on, not wanting to alarm her any more than necessary. She now had a clue, but the enormity of all that veiny flesh was too much for most women. It was best if she felt his cock at first through the fabric, less intimidating that way.

      He stared at her, sprawled in his bed, entirely naked and spread for him, her hands cuffed and her arms above her head. She looked like a gift from the gods.

      He had to taste her, now.

      And then he was back between her thighs, spreading her legs and kissing her mound. He liked how she kept her cunt all-natural, with a light dusting of silky auburn. Personally, he adored hairy pussy. He delved in her folds, pushing her lips open so he could better examine the glint of that wet cunt and swollen clit, begging for attention. Her tight pussy was utter perfection, crafted to fulfill his personal fantasies.

      “Oh no,” she muttered. “I don’t feel exactly fresh down there.”

      He inhaled, loving her musk. Then he bent, licking her slit. He slurped on her cream and he was in heaven.

      “Don’t bother,” she told him as she let out a long sigh. “This never works either. I mean, you can try, but I’m telling you, it’s no use. I don’t even know why women like this.”

      He grinned, loving a good challenge. Who were these men she’d been with before? Boys? Limp dicks? And then he started in on her clit, using his tongue to flick next to it, then right on it and finally he covered it with his mouth and began sucking. He spent time on this, experimenting, going slowly to discover her likes and dislikes. He was patient, waiting for her to climb higher and higher. Her moans and sighs helped direct him in his endeavors.

      And then he slid one finger inside her core and then a second joined the first because he had to get her ready to take him. He started pumping his fingers, pushing in a third as she got juicier.

      Her hips shot off the bed and her back bowed. “Raider!” she shrieked. The handcuffs clinked and hit him on the head as she brought her arms forward and desperately grabbed for purchase, her fingers threading through his hair. He loved hearing her shout his name. The glint of the handcuffs made it lewder, like they were in one of those sex clubs. And then she started shoving her hips on his fingers, trying to fuck herself, wanting it deeper. He kept up the pace, knowing she was near because her hands were tearing his damn hair out.

      He flicked at her clit in the spot she seemed to love the best, and fucked her with three fingers, slamming them into her pussy, trying to get her ready to take his cock.

      “Oh my god, I’m going to…” And then she screamed, the orgasm crashing through her. He kept pumping his fingers, helping her to ride it out. Then she tugged on his hair, pleading for him to stop.

      He sat up and wiped her juices from his mouth with the back of his hand. “One more,” he rasped.

      “I can’t,” she panted.

      “You can. Get up,” he said, giving her a playful slap on the hip. “I want you on your knees.”

      She rolled over and he loved watching her ass as she moved into position. “That’s never happened before?” he asked as he helped her rest on her elbows, still finding it hard to believe she’d never come during sex before.

      “Never with a man, usually I have to fake it to get them to stop because I’m tired and ready to go home.”

      He grinned. “Well get ready for more. Now you’re going to come on my cock.”

      She whimpered.

      Raider removed his briefs and started giving his length a few mean strokes as he moved behind her, lifting his engorged cock and positioning it at her entrance. The tip was an angry red, leaking precum and so, so ready to plant some seed.

      “Oh my god. Go slow. Please go slow.”

      “I will, baby, don’t worry.”

      Baby? He couldn’t believe this shit was flying out of his mouth. He’d never even said that to his ex-wife. Well, it’d been a marriage of convenience, something he felt obligated to do so his daughter had two parents, but still. Prior to her death his “wife” had already moved on and was sleeping with one of his so-called buddies. No love lost there.

      He pushed in, just giving her the crown at first. Pumped in, then back out.

      “Oh no, wait,” she squealed.

      “You can take it,” he answered.

      She hissed and he continued to go slow, easing himself inside. He was now halfway there.

      “You’re so tight,” he groaned. He finally made it all the way inside of her, his dick throbbing with joy at the feel of being fully sheathed inside of his woman. She fit him like a glove. So tight, hot and wet. Without a condom he could feel every bit of her. “Other men have walked away from this pussy? What were they, dumb fucks?”

      “Yeah,” she whispered. “They were.”

      “Baby, this pussy is mine.

      He held her hips and started fucking her and immediately felt a tell-tale tingle along the base of his spine, that buildup to his own orgasm. Watching the slide of his wet cock disappearing in and out of her pussy was the stuff of dreams. He was going to fill her so full of his seed.

      “Oh god,” she gasped, clawing at the sheets. “Fuck, oh fuck, fuck,” she chanted, saying shit she probably wasn’t even aware of.

      “Hurry baby. Come on my cock,” he ordered, because he couldn’t last. Next time he’d go slower, drawing it out, but this first time was hitting him hard and fast.

      Her pussy clamped down as she rode out her second orgasm, so tight it was hard to keep moving. He slammed into her one last time and stilled, then let go and started jetting his cum inside of her. Spraying her with his seed. It was unbelievable, he came harder than he’d ever had in his entire life.

      After she’d taken all of him, draining him to the last drop, he fell on her back, spent. Then he took them both down to the bed, keeping them connected, wanting his dick to never leave her body. And then he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her in tight.

      “I can’t believe you’re still hard,” she panted.

      It was true, his dick was thickening. This shit rarely happened, him ready to go again so quickly. This must be how he was for her.

      “Round two,” he explained as he pulled out, got on top of her and slid back in.
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      “Morning sex,” he announced, as she woke to the sensation of Raider filling her up with that monstrous erection for what seemed like the one thousandth time. She was still wet, he was on top between her splayed legs, pumping into her and orgasms were already hitting her hard.

      It was pretty shocking.

      He’d fucked her so many times the night before she’d lost count. And holy crap, his cock was unbelievably huge, like her damn forearm. She couldn’t believe she was able to take that kind of hard fucking. Between yesterday afternoon and the evening, he’d had sex with her four times, and now again this morning. And she was always eager and waiting. Like some pathetic, love-sick girl in a documentary profiling the dangers of Stockholm syndrome.

      Her cheeks heated as she remembered what she’d said and done in bed with this man. It was just… She let out a moan as he came inside of her, warm and gushing, and she thrashed through yet another orgasm, secretly loving every second of this pulsing goodness. Because…because she was already one hundred percent addicted to this new reality of Raider’s hands and mouth bringing her pleasure.

      And that cock. Oh, his cock. Never in her life had she been with a man that huge and yes it was always debatable that it was going to fit, but it did, and she was amazed at how good it felt. Almost like they were puzzle pieces fitting together. She finally, finally understood why everyone except her had liked sex so much. What the big deal was.

      The guy who’d handcuffed her, tossed her in his bed and immediately started fucking her—declaring he was going to fill her with his kid—this crazy guy was literally the best sex of her life. He’d taught her that sex could be amazing with the right person.

      She wanted to weep at the unfairness.

      He pulled out, semen and her own juices leaking onto the bedding. The bed squeaked as he stood, acres of tatted naked male muscle looming over her. Even at rest his penis was the stuff of legend.

      “Up,” he ordered, grabbing her by the handcuffs.

      Handcuffs. He’d come inside of her countless times and yet still had her tied up?

      Asshole.

      Her jaws clenched as he pulled her out of bed. She stood next to him on shaky legs. They were both naked and of course he looked terrific, the morning scruffiness only making him ten times sexier.

      Jeez, it was so easy for men, wasn’t it?

      His shoulder-length blond hair and tats made him look like a hero from ancient times. A Barbarian king about to raid an unsuspecting village. And instead of looking like his sexy concubine, she was a freaking mess. Matted hair covered half her face and she tried to lift her arms and brush it off but succeeded only in scraping a metal cuff across her cheek.

      Darn it.

      He moved behind her, grabbed her ass, and tried to nudge her forward.

      Ouch. “Wait, slow down,” she gasped. Her hands went down to cover her tender mound. She cupped her sore pussy and found herself needing to take small steps. And Christ, was that his semen still dripping from her? His penis was like a damn faucet.

      “Come on,” he said gently. “Let’s get you to the bathroom.”

      She shuffled, her legs bowed as he herded her into the tiny room. He closed the door behind her, allowing her some privacy. She gingerly sat on the compost toilet and did her business, still in a daze from all the sex and resulting soreness.

      All. The. Sex.

      Usually her sex life was nothing more than fumbled sessions of half-baked passion in some guy’s beat-up car or crappy apartment, with him always coming and her faking it. She never spent the night with a man, wanting to instead sleep in her own comfy bed. The walk of shame was not her thing. And sometimes she’d wondered why she even bothered with those encounters. They’d been pleasant enough, but was it worth getting dressed and putting pants on? She wasn’t sure.

      Her lips and chin were raw from beard burn, her breasts and neck covered in love bites. And her poor pussy burned because he’d fucked her five times with that monster cock and she was basically bow-legged.

      And she’d spent a significant portion of the night in his arms and slept like a baby. Despite the metal cuffs on her wrists and the fact that she barely knew him, he’d wrapped those hard muscles around her, his warmth and scent had entered her lungs, and she’d slept hard.

      It was probably late in the morning, which meant they’d both slept well. That was one thing about life since the end—time didn’t have the same meaning as before. There was no morning rush. No one was in a hurry to get out the door. Things would get done when they got done. Today or tomorrow. This morning or in the afternoon. Deadlines didn’t matter so much.

      He knocked, breaking her reverie. “You done?”

      “Yeah,” she muttered, glancing up as he opened the door, noticing he was now fully clothed in his typical dark Henley and jeans. She was still naked as the day she was born, sitting on a toilet. “Hey, that’s not fair. I want clothes too.”

      “Come on.”

      She stood and followed him out, taking measured steps and shivering because she was naked in the cold morning air. Even in the summer it was chilly in the mornings up here in the mountains.

      Raider led her back to the bed and she glanced around, finally focusing on the cabin she’d been in for almost twenty-four hours. Okay, it was actually kind of cute. Not much bigger than those rugged tiny houses she’d seen on television. Basically, a studio apartment, one large room with a kitchen and living area, nothing separating the bedroom from the rest of the area. The bathroom and shower were behind a closed door, thank god.

      At least there were lots of windows and the curtains were open, allowing sunlight to flood the space. She was one of those people who’d always walked into rooms and opened blinds, needing the immediate touch of sunlight. She used to joke that she was solar powered. Although, in this circumstance, with the curtains open, it was a good thing there weren’t any neighbors to witness her naked and handcuffed.

      Raider left her side and walked over to the bed. He picked up a backpack, opened it and pulled out a large black T-shirt. Then his gaze cut back to her. His blue eyes narrowed, and his jaw tightened.

      Apprehension flooded her body. She lifted her arms against her breasts and took a step back. He was suddenly right there, yanking her up against his chest.

      Oh god. Oh no. “Wait. Please…”

      And then he unlocked her handcuffs.

      She let out a puff of air and whimpered with relief. Those damn cuffs were finally off. She shook her hands out, tears pricking at her eyes.

      He loosened his grip and allowed her a few inches of space, then handed her the T shirt. “Put this on.”

      “Um, okay. But where are my own clothes?” she asked. “Couldn’t I just put those back on?”

      “I want you wearing this instead.”

      Whatever. She didn’t bother arguing. After all, he’d torn her pink shirt to shreds. She was shivering, so it was wear this or stay cold and naked. And he’d taken the hated cuffs off. At this point she was putty in his hands.

      She shook the shirt out and squinted at the words emblazoned on the front: Property of Sacramento County Sheriff. What the hell? A T-shirt from a sheriff’s department? She let out a snort-laugh, then shrugged. Oh well. He must’ve found it somewhere convenient. There was no sense being picky about clothes anymore. Nowadays, wandering through an intact shopping mall to find new clothes was like finding a golden ticket. Mostly, life had narrowed down to rummaging through dilapidated houses for something clean and sensible to wear.

      She put his shirt on, and it fell down to her thighs. It actually felt pretty good. The black fabric smelled of him, with a hint of cinnamon. She glanced up. He was staring fixedly at the wording on her chest… or just at her breasts? A possessive smile spread across his face.

      “I take it you like?”

      “Oh yes,” he rasped.

      And then he grabbed her wrists again.

      “Hey. Wait.”

      And in two seconds flat the handcuffs were clicked back on.

      “No,” she wailed. “No, no, no.” A string of curse words flew out of her mouth. A growl rumbled in her chest. “What the hell?” she yelled, shaking her locked wrists in his face. “This is ridiculous, you’d think after how many times you fucked me last night, you’d trust me enough to take these damn things off.”

      “And I can’t believe you think I’d fall for your shit. If I uncuff you and turn my back you’ll be out of here in two seconds flat, bumbling around in the wilderness, getting yourself killed.”

      “What?” she sputtered, doing her best to looked totally offended, even though dammit, was he reading her mind or something?

      He might be unbearably handsome, kissing and delivering orgasms like Zeus himself, but the fact remained that this guy was a criminal. So hell yeah, she’d be out of there the first chance she got.

      And what had he been like with those other women at the compound? Maybe he pulled this shit with all women now that there weren’t any police around. Was he taking his time with her, drawing out her pleasure, until he decided it was time to show his true nature? Maybe he’d been nice to the other women at first too, and then the abuse started after the honeymoon phase. Maybe that was his play.

      Kati pursed her lips and let out a huff of displeasure. Fear and worry began souring her stomach. Also, Tiana had to be freaking out. Her friends had no idea where she was and were probably worried sick. Tiana was her girl. They were each other’s “firsts.” The first person found alive at the end of the world was a big deal—a serious bonding moment because Kati had been losing her mind, thinking she was alone at the end, and then she’d found another person to befriend. Like a gift from god. And her friend would kick her ass if she thought Kati wasn’t doing everything in her power to return and let her know she was safe.

      Raider put his hands on her shoulders and pushed her into a seated position on the edge of the bed. Then he crouched and proceeded to carefully put thick socks on both of her feet. Afterwards, he stood and pulled her up with him. Then he reached around and swept a small purple blanket over her shoulders, pulling the edges down so she could clutch it with her fingers and keep it in place.

      She stood there, warm and comfy, and completely bemused.

      His hand went to the small of her back and he herded her over to that same narrow kitchen table. In minutes she was seated, and a steaming mug was placed in front of her cuffed hands.

      “How do you like your coffee?” he asked.

      She pursed her lips, trying to decide if she should give him the silent treatment, but sweetener seemed more important. “Creamer,” she rasped.

      He put a scoop of vanilla-flavored powered creamer in her cup and stirred it for her, pushing the mug closer. She lifted it with her joined hands, taking a careful sip of the hot liquid. Her shoulders slumped with gratitude.

      He then proceeded to feed her again, just like he’d done yesterday, leaving the handcuffs on, but this time scooping warm oatmeal flavored with cinnamon and brown sugar into her mouth. Again, using only one spoon for the both of them and licking every last bite clean with a satisfied smile on his face. And this time he upgraded the situation by pulling her onto his lap as he fed her, his enormous erection pressing through his jeans against her bare pussy. And each time she shifted in his grip trying to get away from the distraction of that throbbing length grinding on her clit, his grin widened. Ugh.

      Finally, they were both finished eating. He sat her back down on her own chair, got up and cleaned the kitchen. She had to admit she was impressed with his work ethic, she’d assumed he’d be one of those chauvinistic assholes, ordering her to serve him. In bed and out. But instead he was taking care of her every need.

      She tapped her fingers on the table, frowning. Because, again, this might be his play.

      He dried his hands on a small kitchen towel, turned and faced her. “Now I’m going to give you a bath,” he announced.

      She brightened. “Really?”

      “Yeah. That shirt will do until you’re clean, then I’ve got other clothes you can put on too.”

      He bent down and she felt his rough hands on her ankles.

      “What are you doing?” She tried to kick and jerk away, but it was too late, there was a click and something cold and heavy locked in place on both ankles. “What is that?” she screeched.

      “Leg restraints.”

      Then he walked across the room, feeding a long length of chain behind him that clinked across the wood floor as he went. She stared in shock. Where had he been hiding this? He ran the links around a leg of the small black fireplace—or whatever it was called that stood in a corner of the cabin, then he locked the chain in place. There were metal cuffs on her ankles and a chain between her feet, and a long chain ran from one ankle to the heater. He’d chained her to the heater? And it looked impossible to get out from, because it was heavy and secure.

      He returned to her and unlocked the handcuffs, freeing her wrists again.

      “Oh great,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “my hands are free, but I’m chained to the cabin?”

      “I need to know that you’re secure.”

      “Secure? You don’t need chains for that. I can keep myself secure.”

      He snorted.

      “What is all of this for?” she shouted. “I don’t understand. You kidnapped me so we could play house?”

      He frowned and didn’t answer.

      Was he watching her because he cared about her safety? Or was he making sure his prey didn’t make a run for it?

      “I need to go get things ready for your bath,” he finally answered. “And I need to look around outside to make sure we’re not being followed.”

      “Can’t I just go with you while you do that?”

      “The last thing I need is to do all of that while watching your runaway ass.”
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      Kati sat at the kitchen table, her legs cuffed and chained, feeling stupid, while she waited for him to do whatever he was doing outside. She twirled a lock of hair, staring off through the kitchen window, into the distance, planning out her escape and all the ways she could make him pay for tying her up.

      Eventually he returned and she was thankfully unchained.

      “I’m taking these off you for the bath then I’m putting the cuffs back on afterwards, and maybe the chain too.”

      She glared at him but didn’t say a word because she was so freaking pissed. Something dangerous could fly out of her mouth and she’d make things worse and this reasonably calm version of Raider might change into someone deadly.

      “Follow me.”

      He guided her out the front door of the cabin and onto the large, covered wraparound porch, and for the first time since she’d arrived, she was finally free of any restraint and it felt so, so good. She lifted her head and looked around and her breath caught at the epic natural beauty spread before her. This was the first time she’d been outside. She’d been so angry and upset about her predicament she hadn’t really noted her surroundings beyond the fact that they were most likely still in Kings Canyon or Sequoia National Parks, or on private land alongside the park boundaries.

      There were giant sequoias towering right next to the cabin, providing shade. In fact, one of the trees was so large and close that the porch had been built around the trunk. In front of the cabin was a charming green meadow dotted with flowers, and between the trees in the distance she could see sparkling blue sky and the peaks of distant mountains.

      Wow.

      And there was a huge white, claw foot tub positioned on the deck, next to the tree trunk, allowing panoramic views of the vista. The tub was filled with hopefully warm water. A small table stood next to the tub, loaded with folded towels, soap and shampoo, and two small lit candles.

      “This is amazing,” she whispered, inhaling the scent of fresh pine in the breeze. “It’s so beautiful.” Really, it was like a resort or something. And pretty darn sweet of him. Not that she’d let him know that.

      He grunted. “The water isn’t as warm as I’d like, but it’s not cold either.”

      And then he started stripping. She couldn’t help watching as each piece of clothing came off, because seeing him unveil that erection never got old. And wow it was already thickening against his thigh. Every bit of him was her personal fantasy of male perfection. And those tats…Then she blinked out of her reverie and remembered how she’d arrived in this place and who she was here with.

      Raider was sneaky. She wasn’t falling for his games. He could change at any moment. She didn’t know him. Didn’t know him at all. She crossed her arms and pursed her lips. “You think making this bath for me is going to make up for the fact that you’re keeping me here against my will?”

      He threw her an audacious grin. “I’m sure it’ll help. Now take your clothes off too. My cum is all over and inside of you. It’s time for your sore pussy to get a good soak. I want you ready for more fucking.”

      She exhaled and dropped her arms. Soaking did sound terrific. She took her socks and T-shirt off and stood before him, completely naked and more than a little embarrassed. Yes, he’d seen, touched and licked everything. Hell, he’d even seen her on the toilet. But still, standing there naked was difficult. All she could think of was how she hadn’t shaved in an eternity.

      He lifted her into the tub and sat down behind her, water sloshing over the sides.

      “We’re taking a bath together?” she asked.

      He pulled her back against his perennially hard dick. “What did you think was going to happen when I started stripping?”

      “I—” She snapped her mouth shut, feeling stupid.

      He reached over, water dripping off a perfectly sculpted arm covered in a sleeve of tats, and delicately plucked a bar of pink soap off the side table. “I’m going to wash you.”

      “I don’t need your help,” she snapped. Why was he doing this? He was constantly playing mind games like this with her, treating her nice and then snapping her in chains. She clenched her jaw and pushed herself forward, turning to face him. She put her hand out. “Give me the soap. I can wash myself.”

      “What’s wrong with you? Are you one of those feminists who thinks a man can’t help you?”

      Her jaw dropped. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

      He winked. “Believe it.”

      “And now you’re trying to be charming? How about taking the chains off instead? That would prove you’re helping me.”

      “You think I’m charming?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “But you said—”

      “Forget what I said. Just give me the soap.”

      “No, I’m washing you. And removing those cuffs isn’t gonna happen until you aren’t a flight risk. I’m not going to help you get lost in the woods and attacked by a mountain lion.”

      She huffed. “I’ve decided that you’re the last man I’d willingly fuck. Even if there were no other men alive and it meant I was alone forever, I’d still never choose to have sex with you. You’re going to have to keep forcing me.”

      He threw his head back and belly-laughed. “Are you trying to say I forced you?” he asked, wiping his eyes.

      She lifted her chin and pursed her lips. “It’s not funny.”

      “It is. It’s hilarious because every time I touch you, you’re dripping wet and your clit is swollen, and your pussy is begging for my cock.”

      Her face heated. “It’s just a physical reaction I can’t control.”

      “Uh huh. And every time you grind your ass on my cock and shove your tongue down my throat, that’s just a physical reaction too? When you reach for me at night, that’s not you either?”

      “Shut up!”

      “You want me as much as I want you.”

      And then he cupped a huge hand behind her neck and pulled her in for a scorching kiss.

      Scorching.

      She was allowing him to plunder her mouth and suck on her tongue? How could she think this man was hot? Her body was constantly betraying her. Despite the fact that she was still sore, her core was dripping wet all over again, and not because of the bath. He could fuck her right then with that giant cock and she’d be ready.

      What was wrong with her? This all started when she’d seen him at the compound and since then she couldn’t seem to keep her head on straight. This fanatical Viking king with his magic dick, multiple orgasms and devastating kisses, was driving her crazy.

      Finally, she was able to push back and break off the kiss, gasping for breath. He let go and she immediately turned her back to him. And then he started to wash her, his soapy hands all over her shoulders and backside. She sat still, unmoving, trying to not let her body respond to his flaming touch.

      He used a cup to pour water over her head and then he gently shampooed her hair and rinsed it, taking his time, getting every last strand clean. She kept her jaw clenched, trying to focus on the fact that this man was her enemy, even as he massaged her scalp and tenderly kissed her neck and shoulders she managed to remain aloof. But when he pulled her back into his arms and reached around and cupped her breasts and started pinching her nipples… Oh no. She bit her lip, trying to stifle the moan that wanted to escape. Oh crap, it felt too good. It was so hard to concentrate when he…

      “You don’t really want me,” she muttered, doing her best to focus on all the myriad reasons why she shouldn’t give into his ministrations.

      He softly bit her neck. “Of course I do.”

      “You don’t. How could you? I mean, look at me, I’m not the kind of woman a man wishes to be left with at the end of the world.”

      His hands froze. “What the fuck are you talking about?” he growled into her ear.

      She tried to sit up, but he wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her close. “I hate myself, okay?” she choked out while facing the wilderness, exposing all her dark secrets to the quiet of the trees. “You’ve kidnapped a person who’s a total mess. And now you get to see all the ugly. I know for a fact you only stole me because I was handy. I was standing there at the right place at the right time. If I’d been in another room at that moment, you’d have Krissy here, or Tiana. Or Rebel. I bet you really wanted Rebel Case the famous movie star, but you had to settle for that chick Kati because she was the one who happened to be standing alone in the right place. And you’re probably secretly disappointed at the fact you ended up with me, not even your second or third choice. You can probably hardly wait to switch me out for someone else.”

      “Stop saying that shit. You don’t know what I was thinking, what I was doing.”

      “I do! You’re one of Smith’s lackeys so all you wanted was a woman to fuck. That’s it. And any of us would do.”

      He put his hands on her waist and turned her toward him. “I’ll show you how much I wanted you and only you.” He reached down and fisted his erection. “Look at it,” he ordered. “You see how hard I am for you?”

      She swallowed, glancing down at the monstrous cock erupting through the water like a leviathan. “Yes.” He was so hard it could be seen from space. “But you’d be like that for any woman. To you I’m interchangeable.”

      His jaw clenched. He reached forward and cupped her cheek. “I want you. Only you. How do you feel about me? Could I be any man?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I can’t answer that when you’re keeping me here against my will. But I’ll tell you this, I don’t care how handsome you are, I’m not staying.”

      “You think I’m handsome?”

      She pursed her lips.

      He leaned back. “I think you’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever met. You’re gorgeous.”

      “What?” Her face heated. Literally no man had ever said anything like that to her before. But this happened to be exactly the wrong time for him to throw around compliments like that. So she responded with, “And you’re a freak, and so was everyone else in that compound.”

      “There’s only room in your life for one freak, and that’s me. I made sure your room was next to mine and then I came into your room at night and watched you sleep.”

      “What?” She’d thought there was something different when she woke up that morning. Something dried and flaky was on her stomach and underwear and she’d washed it off in the shower, uncertain and yet strangely unperturbed. “Did you… in the hotel room, there was…”

      He pulled her back into his arms. His lips brushed against her ear. “I came on you. I marked you and made you mine.”

      Her core clenched. “Oh my god.” And what did that say about her that she thought that was unbearably sexy? The idea of him wanting her so badly, he’d watched her in her sleep and jacked off, spurting cum all over her stomach. Wow.

      “I saw you step out of that car and I only saw you. No one else. I wanted these long, long legs wrapped around my waist.”

      Then he lifted her up and put her on his cock. Just like that. No preliminaries. He lined himself up and then he was sliding inside.

      She was already getting better at this, taking him. She knew how to keep her hands on his shoulders, while he grabbed her waist. They went slow as he teased her clit, allowing her to rock her way all the way down to his balls.

      He pumped his hips and slid the last of the way into her, looking deep into her eyes. “And I wanted those green eyes. And that wavy hair—I wanted it on my pillow. And I wanted you swollen with my seed.”

      She whimpered and he covered her mouth with a possessive kiss.

      Then he was fucking her, stroking in and out, the water sloshing over the sides of the tub. They were outside, under the back porch, having sex in an outside tub, with that epic view spread out before them. She’d never done anything like this in her life. It was so… decadent. Like she was on vacation with her boyfriend instead of being fucked by her kidnapper.

      “Oh god.” Her eyes practically rolled back into her head as pleasure rushed through her so intense, she screamed, her voice echoing in the empty forest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Each morning Kati woke up to Raider sliding that giant cock in her already wet pussy, fucking her to orgasm. And then they’d take a cold shower together where he either fucked her again, or she sucked him off, and he licked her to orgasm.

      Then they’d get dressed, him always insisting she wear that silly sheriff’s shirt. Today she also had on black leggings and thick socks. The purple blanket was thrown over her shoulders. Her long, wavy hair was wet and drying down her back and she didn’t have a speck of makeup on, and yet he continued to stare at those words on her chest with a hungry gaze.

      She’d been living this way with him for seven days straight now. A full week.

      He was still fucking her constantly. Two or three times at night, hence why they always slept late into the morning. Then he’d usually grab her sometime in the middle of the day, push her over a couch or table and fuck her again, with the chains still on, leaving her not that much room to spread her legs, which somehow made the whole thing ten times dirtier. Sometimes he’d lift her to the counter, putting her legs over his shoulders, and lick her to orgasm first, then fuck her into two more screaming orgasms.

      And in the afternoons he’d take all the restraints off and they ended up back in that claw foot tub on the porch, which was always amazing.

      “Hold the edge of the tub and lift your ass.”

      And then he’d move behind her, notching that huge, huge cock right where she needed it. She’d whimper when he began sliding it in, that pinch of pain always hard to take. Each time she couldn’t believe it actually fit. He was never able to simply slam inside of her, he had to take it slow. And when she gave him a blow job, she could only take the crown and a couple inches at the top. Not that this seemed to bother him, he loved it just the same.

      The worst part was that she was always happy for all of this epic sex. In fact, last night she’d woken and reached for him. Actually reached down with her cuffed hands and managed to grab his cock and start stroking until he woke up hard, grunted and got back on top of her and gave her what she needed.

      Pathetic. Every time she thought of her shameless behavior, her cheeks heated all over again. She didn’t even know she liked sex this much. He’d unleashed her beastly side, the part of her that was constantly primed and ready.

      And now they were both sitting side by side at the kitchen table again, so close their thighs brushed, drinking coffee.

      The worst part was she was actually kind of content.

      Raider had been doing everything around the cabin this last week because he either had her hands cuffed, or she had the leg restraints on and she could only shuffle around. He didn’t seem to mind how this meant he had to take care of her every need and clean up for them. She’d long ago decided he secretly enjoyed taking care of her, but she was getting bored, not being able to keep busy. Well, she’d been busy having sex. Did that count?

      Then she shifted her legs and heard the click of the chain still attached to her ankles, and reality came crashing back in. Well, she was content except for that damn chain, and the fact that Tiana, Krissy, and everyone else had no idea if she was dead or alive. A whole week and he still kept her handcuffed at night, each morning switching to the “house arrest” chain on her ankles. This epically ruined everything, leaving her constantly disgruntled, despite all the awesome sex.

      “You can cook?” he suddenly asked.

      She took another sip of coffee and shrugged. “Yeah, of course I can cook.” If she hadn’t taught herself how to cook in their tiny kitchen back home in the trailer park, she would’ve starved. No one consistently remembered to feed her, she’d had to feed herself and her sister too. She lifted her cuffs. “I could be cooking for us except someone who shall remain nameless keeps me cuffed and chained and I can’t do anything except sit here and wait to be fucked.”

      His lips twitched. “Good. Maybe today you can start showing off your mad skills. I’m getting tired of eating MREs.” He stood up. “Meanwhile, I’m going out to hunt.”

      “Hunt?” She reared back. She glanced around the cabin, having flashbacks to TV shows and Westerns. All she needed to make this version of country living complete was a long dress and Raider needed a coon skin hat.

      He chuckled. “I don’t have a coon skin hat.”

      She’d said that out loud? Her cheeks heated.

      “What, you haven’t hunted anything yet?” he asked.

      “Well, not me personally, but yeah, at the ranch they have chickens to butcher or get eggs from. There’s pigs and goats, too, and cows to milk. And they’d started on the idea of coming up here to hunt.”

      Raider frowned and turned his back to her. “This place has everything we need.”

      “I don’t know. We had a lot of food stored there at the ranch,” she continued, trying now to think of every good thing about that place, to prove to him that living there was better. “And they had a really extensive garden, and protections in place in case of radiation fall-out from the nuclear reactors on the coast going Chernobyl.”

      She found herself telling him about all the routine tasks she’d started doing since the world ended. And they were becoming more and more commonplace. She’d already become used to the idea of almost never using a dryer for her clothes anymore. That was now a rare luxury. Back at the ranch they used solar power to run the washing machine, but they all considered the dryer a luxury they could cut out. They had power only for essentials. The wind and solar energy could run a lot of things, and their system had batteries to store some of that energy, but still they had to be frugal. When the weather wasn’t cooperating they had generators to run off of, but those used precious gasoline, so were used sparingly.

      Energy wasn’t an easy thing anymore where a simple flip of a switch turned things on magically, and people with plenty of money had almost limitless energy to waste, and if you had no money you left all that shit off. Well, now you left it off because there simply wasn’t enough to go around. Money wasn’t a factor anymore, it was worthless. Energy usage had to be planned out—was it coming from something renewable, like solar or wind? Was it being ran by a generator? And did the generator run on gas or diesel? Because in a pinch the diesel generator could run on oil. And did they have propane? Kerosene? Matches? And what about their water supply? Did they have rain cisterns? Water filters?

      Ugh. There was just so much. None of this she’d ever thought of before, and now off-the-grid was her whole life. She’d even started to learn how to garden and grow vegetables. Which was really shocking considering prior to the apocalypse she’d never even watered a plant.

      “We have a generator here to run the washing machine, and the other appliances are propane,” he responded. “And I took stuff from the compound, so we’re well-stocked.”

      “Ooh, like what? What do we have?”

      “A first-aid kit and antibiotics. Fresh water. And a shit-ton of Top Ramen. Oh, and we’ve got canned food. I even stole some toilet paper.”

      “Toilet paper?” she breathed.

      He smiled at her reaction. “And that’s just what I brought. This cabin was someone’s bug-out shelter. Full-on preppers lived here, people who were stocking for the apocalypse. The amount of MREs they stored here is staggering. There’s even a supply of salt. This place is set up with pretty much all we need.”

      “Oh, that’s great, so we’ve got more soap than just that one bar we’ve been using?” she asked. “And plenty of shampoo?”

      “Yeah, I even found a box of toothpaste.”

      And then she paused, biting her lip and cutting off a response, feeling stupid for chatting with this guy like they were friends or something. Like he was her boyfriend and they were planning out their future here… She shifted her feet, dragging the chain on the wood floor, and remembered how the first time she’d seen him he was standing next to Smith.

      “Well, that’s great,” she finally answered, “but this place is still not as good as living on the ranch. The ranch has more people and supplies. There’s a field of solar panels and wind turbines. And there’s running water and flushing toilets because the water supply is hooked up to an underground aquifer. And the ranch is located down below in the San Joaquin Valley, which was literally one of the richest farming areas on the planet. They used to feed the world. There are grapes and almonds and orange groves just right across the street. It’s a much better place to live and start a future at than here.”

      His jaw clenched and he looked outside. “Well,” he growled, ignoring her last remark. “I need to go set up traps and get us some rabbits for dinner.”

      She had no idea what had crawled up his ass. “I could go with you,” she said because getting outside sounded great, and also the moment his back was turned she’d make a run for it.

      “Like I said before, I don’t have time to watch out for your runaway ass.”

      Dammit. He was being a jerk this morning. Which only served to remind her of the fact she needed to get out of this place.

      “Okay, I’ll stay, but think about this—It doesn’t make sense for us to live out here alone when we could band together with my friends at the ranch. There’s safety in numbers.”

      He pegged her with an intense stare. “You’re not going back to any of those men. You’re mine.”

      Ugh. How could she have forgotten? Raider was a crazy criminal whose only objective was to keep her for himself, so he had a woman to easily fuck. “I just want to go back to my friends.”

      “You’re not going anywhere until you’re swollen with my kid and everyone can see that you’re mine.”

      She took a steady breath, trying to remain calm. “Are you ever going to let me go home?” she asked quietly, getting to the point of the situation.

      He clenched his fists. “No, no I’m not.”

      “Are you ever going to let me tell my friends that I’m safe?”

      “No,” he growled, nostril flaring. “And stop asking.”

      “You know you’re being unreasonable, right? That none of this makes any sense.”

      He slammed a fist on the counter. “You’re mine,” he shouted.

      Her eyes widened with terror and she sucked in a breath, instinctively moving back.

      “Stop it,” he gritted. “You know I’d never hurt you.”

      “But you’ll never let me go either. It’s the same thing.”

      He cursed under his breath and pointed a finger at her, raging, “I’m leaving and for once, princess, I want you to clean this place up before I get back. You hear me? I want it clean, or else there will be hell to pay.”

      And then he stormed out of the kitchen, slamming the door behind him.

      

      The moment Raider was gone Kati began searching the cabin in earnest, because holy shit, she could not stay here one moment longer. Not a minute.

      She looked in every cupboard, under and behind every piece of furniture. Last time he’d left her alone, he’d only been outside for a few minutes. He’d stepped into the woods, but not long enough for her to do a thorough investigation of the cabin. But this time he was going to be gone much longer.

      She pursed her lips, forcing herself to push back all pleasant thoughts of their time together, of how kind he’d been in between the locking and unlocking of restraints and how amazing the sex was. And that time in the tub when he’d looked deep into her eyes and told her how much he wanted only her…she started to tear up.

      No.

      It was just sex. He was fucking her, and that was all. This wasn’t a relationship. This man wasn’t someone who was going to watch out for her best interests long-term and stay and raise her children. He was a man who would flip into a murderous rage and begin treating her like Smith treated his women. It was just a matter of time.

      She couldn’t stay with a man who’d drugged and kidnapped her and kept her chained and hidden from her friends. Staying here was a recipe for disaster. Running away through the forest would be risky, but trying to escape and fight for her life was better than accepting this fucked up relationship which might also end in her death.

      And he’d just admitted he was never letting her go.

      She searched and searched, making sure she did a tidy examination. If he knew she did this when he was gone, he wouldn’t leave her alone anymore. Or he’d tie her up on a shorter leash, which would totally suck.

      She went through each cabinet in the kitchen. Under the sink carefully. Under the bed. In the bathroom, looking under the tiny space under the sink there. She looked around, empty handed and depressed. Then she noticed a short, dark hallway leading out the back door. She went that way, her chain barely allowing her entry. The chain was taut, but she could see that there was a tall cabinet along the wall. She grinned, betting he thought the chain wouldn’t even let her get this far. She had to stretch her hand out, straining, her fingers barely brushing on the handle, but she was able to swing it open.

      And there, in a shelf on the bottom, she hit pay dirt.

      “Oh wow, a bolt cutter,” she breathed. They’d sold these at the store where she’d worked. Kati glanced down at her ankle. Darn. No way she’d be able to cut through the cuff with this size cutter, but the chain was totally doable. She’d have to leave the damn metal cuffs around her ankles as she hiked through the forest. Bummer.

      She managed to grab a handle and yank the cutter out of the cabinet. She brought it with her as she shuffled back and sat on the floor. The chain link lay nicely into the jaws of the cutter, but despite the long handles of the bolt cutter she still needed leverage and strength to cut through the metal. She bit her lip, thinking hard. Her features brightened as she hit upon an idea. She braced the bottom handle on the floor and applied all her body weight on the top handle. She strained, pressing down, her muscles trembling with effort. Her brow beaded with sweat and she was sick with worry. What if this didn’t work? What would she do then?

      And then she heard the satisfying snap of the chain. She laughed and cried at the same time. “Whoo hoo!” Then she clamped her hand over her mouth. Was she being too loud? What if Raider had wandered back outside near the cabin?

      Shit, she needed to get out of there immediately. He could be back any second. She jumped up, not even bothering to put away the tool. This was her one and only chance for freedom.

      She couldn’t drive back to the ranch because she had no freaking idea where the keys to Raider’s SUV were. And she didn’t know how to jump a car. This meant she’d have to walk out. Kati took a second to put her shoes on. They weren’t hiking boots, just slip-on tennis shoes, but they were better than nothing. She had thick socks on underneath the metal cuffs that still circled her ankles, so at least that would help when she had to walk so far, having that barrier against her skin.

      There was a smaller, second backpack in the cabin. When she shook out the contents, there was old stuff in there that was basically useless. She started to cram the pack with what she’d need. It would get cold in the evening, so she took the purple blanket Raider always wrapped around her. Water bottles and snack bars were good too. Then she pulled the tie at the top closed, and she was shrugging it on and out the back door.

      This had all taken minutes because there’d been plenty of time to ponder what she’d do the minute she had a chance to leave. All she had to do was work the plan.

      

      Raider spent the whole time on his walk setting new traps and checking old ones, thinking of Kati, pissed that nothing was working out as he’d planned. His woman was still hell-bent on running away, he was sure of it.

      He wanted to remove the restraints, but if he did, she’d hurt herself. Running off into the mountains alone was not a smart move.

      She’d been in the cabin for a whole week and having her cuffed or chained twenty-four-seven was becoming a bother. At first it was sexy seeing her in the handcuffs, but now it was even a chore to him. He wanted nothing more than to be able to return to the cabin and let her loose, only pulling out the cuffs for occasional bed play.

      But how was he going to explain everything to her? He couldn’t tell her about his past, then she’d know of his failings. The deputy sheriff who’d lost his family to a drunk driver. The man who couldn’t even keep his eyes on the road long enough to keep his own daughter safe. The man who mourned the loss of his daughter more than his wife.

      He’d have to explain about his time at the compound. Why he’d stayed and what he’d done to other men in order to keep his identity secret. The idea of opening up to anyone, and exposing all of his past, present and future—it caused his chest to tighten.

      But it was looking like this was what he’d have to do. Kati was his and all the fucking and attention he’d given her wasn’t enough.

      And shit, the angry words he’d tossed at her before he left the cabin—that didn’t help. She was probably ten times more pissed off at him than before.

      He jumped across the narrow part of a creek that ran near the cabin. On the other side he stepped out to a clearing and looked around. If she escaped and tried to find her way out of the mountains on foot, she’d never make it out alive. Did she know that there used to be a wild animal cat haven up here, before the end? And after the apocalypse all of the big cats in those enclosures had been let loose? There were not only mountain lions and bears, but other species of big cats from all over the world roaming loose out here, trying to make a new home. This was happening everywhere, animals freed from zoos and farms. The animals were retaking cities, former pets were joining packs and running feral. It was a whole new world out there for predators, and it wasn’t safe.

      It was his duty to keep her safe.

      This time he was doing everything right. He wasn’t taking his eyes off his woman and his unborn child for a moment. He paused and glanced back in the direction of the cabin. Well, he’d taken his eyes off of her right now, but kept her chained to the kitchen for her own security. He turned and started back, deciding to cut his trek short.

      Maybe part of him had thought she’d quickly get addicted to the sex and he’d have her eating out of his hand on day one. She did seem addicted to the sex, but still all she did was talk about the people she’d left behind.

      And he had to sit there and listen about how organized they were and how they’d started a new life. They were planting crops, tending to livestock and preparing for possible nuclear fallout from the inevitability of every nuclear power plant on earth going Chernobyl due to lack of human oversight.

      And all he felt was anger.

      Anger as he stewed over the fact that those people at the ranch were doing everything he’d wanted to do, but he’d been dragged down by the selfish, disorganized fuckers he’d kept running into since the end. And having to listen to his woman tell him how fabulous the people she’d lived with were, and how the cabin he’d prepared for her was a mere shadow of her former life on the ranch, well, that was a hard pill to swallow.

      Two months ago, he’d caught a glimpse of a girl in a hoodie who looked to be in her teens. They both happened to be in the Bay Area, ransacking the same pharmacy at the same time. He’d only caught her frightened gaze for a moment, realizing she was, in fact, female, and then she’d turned and fled. First, he’d been amazed at how fast she was, he’d followed her slight form out onto the street and couldn’t find a trace of her anywhere. And second, he’d felt sad that the world had turned into such a shithole that a teenage girl’s first instinct was to run and hide from him rather than come up and chat with a fellow survivor. He’d been a sheriff, so his first instinct was to help and protect. And now he was doing none of those things.

      Thirty minutes later, Raider arrived back at the cabin, his skin prickling with awareness.

      Something was wrong.

      He glanced around the perimeter and then walked up the steps of the porch. He opened the door. “Kati?” He knocked on the bathroom door. “Kati?” Then he saw the bolt cutter on the floor and the loose chain.

      His woman was gone.

      “No!” he roared.
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      Kati jogged down the side of the main road, her breath bursting in and out of her chest. She couldn’t possibly walk on the smooth asphalt highway because Raider would go driving around, looking for her that way. So she slowed down and walked parallel to the road, hiking through the forest, but far enough away that a car driving there couldn’t spot her from that distance. The trees and brush provided good coverage.

      This had to be the best way to get back to the ranch. This road would eventually take her out of the wilderness. Eventually. She needed to go west, towards the sun and the flat valley down below.

      This plan worked out pretty good until sunset. The sun dropped below the horizon and darkness arrived, and suddenly she couldn’t see where she was going and also, she had no fucking clue where she’d sleep.

      She looked around, realizing she wasn’t exactly Katniss Everdeen.

      Kati sighed and did her best. Mountains weren’t exactly her specialty.

      Katniss slept in trees and lived off the land and traveled with a bitchin’ bow and arrow set. And Kati had…none of these tools or skills. She was a city girl who’d driven to work in a small car and bought all her food from the local grocery store, never having to worry where it came from. She turned and looked all around, taking a deep breath of fresh pine air.

      And now she had to find shelter in the mountains? Why hadn’t she brought a flashlight? There had to have been one at the cabin. Probably five types along with a lantern, if she’d just looked.

      Dammit.

      It had been warm during the day but now that the sun was gone it was getting chilly. She needed to find somewhere to hole up. She kept walking and finally found a tree that was close to where she thought the road still was and with flat ground next to it. She sat down, praying she wasn’t sitting on ten types of bugs. This would have to do because she simply couldn’t walk in the dark. The moon wasn’t full enough for her to see where she was going. And she was completely exhausted. She leaned back against the trunk, shivering in the cool mountain air. She unzipped her backpack and pulled out a water bottle, another protein bar and her blanket. Wrapping herself in the purple blanket helped, and despite the fact that every sound made her think she was about to be eaten by a mountain lion, she managed to fall asleep.

      When the sun rose again, her eyes blinked open in the morning light and she forced herself up. She stretched, trying to get the kinks out of her neck and back. Sleeping on the forest floor next to a tree trunk really sucked.

      She drank some of her water, the last little bit she had left. Today, she needed to find a water source or she was screwed. Then she ate another protein bar.

      She stood and stretched, packed and started off again.

      Today was way harder than yesterday. Yesterday she’d had a burst of frenetic energy, amazed that she’d simply managed to get away. But today came the sinking realization that she had no freaking clue where she was and how long it would take her to reach shelter.

      She walked and walked and walked and didn’t even feel like she was getting anywhere. Sometimes she had to go down a ravine and up again, or around a boulder. At one point she raced across a bridge, terrified Raider would drive up the moment she was exposed. Then she made it to the other side and cut back into the forest, panting with relief.

      This wasn’t like the old days where she could flag someone down as they drove past. The road was eerily empty. And if she did trek far enough through the forest and finally reach buildings, no one would be there but rotting corpses, or just emptiness.  It wasn’t like the moment she reached civilization she’d be rescued. This made reaching safety ten times harder than before the end. There was no one to help. She was totally on her own.

      By late afternoon the sun was sinking low, just a sliver of sunlight on the horizon and the sky began to darken with not only the lack of light, but bad weather.

      Kati glanced up at the encroaching clouds. “Hell no.” She clenched her jaw and kept walking. By now her feet were killing her and she’d slowed to a shuffle, but she was still determined to keep going. She needed to find shelter and a place to sleep.

      The wind picked up, blowing her hair across her face. She looked up at the grey sky, noting there must now be dense cloud cover, because the winking stars had disappeared. Thunder cracked and lightning slashed across the sky. Raindrops splatted on her face. The patter of heavy rain started striking the trees and ground all around her.

      What the hell? This was California, it didn’t rain in the summer. Well, it almost never rained in the summer.

      Then utter darkness fell like a shroud and she was stuck in a rainstorm.

      No fucking way.

      She shrieked and ran, trying to find somewhere, anywhere to hide from the freezing rain. Wait, what about the blanket? She kept moving while trying to tear the backpack open. Then she tripped and fell on the damp ground, because of course. Nothing in this new world could be easy. That was a given. She yelped as pain hit her hard, a hard object scraping her knee. She sat there rocking back and forth, her hand on her throbbing knee. “Oh God,” she cried, the rain mingling with her tears.

      There was a flash of lights and the rumble of a car engine. She blinked and wiped water from her face. Wait, was that…? And then she heard growling. She looked up and came face to face with a very pissed off mountain man.

      She screamed.

      Raider lifted her up and next thing she knew he was carrying her in his arms. His very warm arms, next to his hard chest. In seconds she was stunned by bright headlights and then suddenly she was inside a dry SUV, the heater blasting. He closed her door and ran to the other side and then he was inside too.

      Fuck. In the dark she’d ran right next to the road. This was how he’d found her.

      The cabin light was on and she could see the threatening slash of his wet face, contorted with rage. “You alright?” he gritted.

      “Yeah,” she whispered, “It’s just my knee, I think I—”

      And then he was on top of her. His hand circling her throat. “Don’t you ever leave again,” he shouted, his fingers tightening against her skin. “You hear me? Never again.”

      “Raider, you’re scaring me,” she cried.

      His face lowered to hers. “You’d better be scared. You could’ve fucking died out there. You’re lucky to be alive.”

      Then he let go, pushing her away, and sat back up. A muscle ticked in his jaw. He didn’t say another word as he shoved the car into gear and turned the SUV around. He drove them back to the cabin, lips pressed tight, his hands white-knuckled on the steering wheel.

      She sat quiet in her seat, her face turned toward the dark window, tears tracking down her cheeks.

      She must’ve fallen asleep because the next thing she knew her eyes were blinking open in confusion. The door to the passenger side of the SUV creaked open. Raider scooped her into his arms, lifted her up and kicked the car door closed behind them. He turned and carried her through the sprinkling rain, up the porch steps and inside the warm cabin. And strangely, a part of her was happy to be back.

      He sat her on the edge of the bed and peeled her wet clothes off, leaving her in nothing but panties. Then he handed her a random T shirt for her to pull down over her naked torso while he bent and placed dry socks on her feet. Then he stood and rubbed her head with a dry towel.

      When he was done she looked down at her stinging knee and winced. The huge scrapes were still welling with blood. It was worse than she thought. Damn.

      Raider was in the kitchen banging around. He returned and handed her a mug of hot coffee. “Drink this.”

      He sat on the edge of the bed, opened a first-aid kit and tended to her wounds. She forced herself to sit perfectly still, sipping from the mug he’d handed her. It hurt like hell, but it had to be done. Finally, there was a giant bandage over her right knee.

      He stood up. “Stay in bed,” he ordered.

      “Okay. Raider, I—”

      And then Raider threw down the kit.

      She glanced up, startled.

      His eyes were burning with rage, and his throat corded. “Do you think this is a game?” he growled.

      “Huh?”

      “You think this whole thing is just a game, don’t you? Like it’s not for real and you’re going to magically survive the fallout from the apocalypse and everything’s going to be fine?”

      “No, I—”

      “This is why I have you here. Why you’re chained up. You don’t even know how to keep yourself safe. I have to keep you chained up for your own good.”

      “I’m not an idiot!” she shouted. “I can take care of myself.” She could. It didn’t look like it at the moment, but she could.

      “Oh, and you’d been doing a great job of that. What were you girls doing driving around in the first place and getting captured by Smith? I heard you’d been looking for men and Justin was trying to stop you and protect you. But, Kati, he was only one man. What the fuck were you thinking?”

      “We didn’t want to end up alone,” she cried, feeling stupid. In retrospect, driving around post-apocalyptic California with the sole purpose of finding men to have sex with sounded stupid. The four of them had left the ranch and brought Justin along with them, only because he insisted on going along. But men did shit like that though, didn’t they? Why couldn’t she do the same? Essentially, that’s what Smith’s group had been doing—they were on the prowl for women to add to their compound. But they also had strength and weapons and more people. It was four women and one man against thirty armed men. Not smart odds. Looking back, they should’ve hunkered down, like Justin had suggested they do. But really they were lonely and had to find more people (men) if they were out there to find.

      Raider let out a disgusted snort. “You were lucky at the end. You managed to avoid everything beyond the rotting corpses. You weren’t raped. You didn’t immediately get scooped up by a gang of men. You hooked up early on with Tiana and Krissy and the three of you managed to get out into the quiet open. All you had to deal with was the silence of a dead world, staying away from packs of animals gone wild, and finding food and shelter. But other women weren’t so lucky. Women have been murdered, Kati. I’ve watched it, unable to stop it from happening. They’ve been attacked and gang raped and murdered by men gone crazy over the idea of there being very few women left on the planet.”

      “It’s possible to go a little crazy over the lack of the opposite sex,” she whispered.

      “Don’t joke about this.”

      She bit her lip.

      “It’s not the same, there are lots of men and very few women. Maybe you didn’t know that while you were first driving around.”

      “We didn’t know that.”

      “You didn’t know that packs of men were out scavenging not only for food and supplies but for the last females. It doesn’t matter a woman’s age, ethnicity or appearance. They don’t give a shit, Kati. Do you hear me? They don’t give a shit, I saw a woman who had to be in her seventies being beaten and gang raped in downtown Sacramento. I didn’t make it to her in time. She died.”

      She sucked in a breath, tears pricking in her eyes.

      “I stayed in that compound with those ex-cons and white supremacist Nazi idiots only because I couldn’t leave the women they’d captured behind. The women there needed someone on the inside to help. I couldn’t get them all out. I only managed to get one to safety in the time I was there, that’s it. And it was killing me that I couldn’t help that teenage girl Smith had chained to him.”

      “But you’re chaining me up too! Can’t you see that you’re just like Smith?”

      He got right in her face. “I’m nothing like Smith,” he snarled. “Nothing. He was a murderer and a pedophile. A disgusting piece of trash. I was a deputy sheriff before the end. I’d never hurt you. I have you tied up for your own damn safety.”

      The dam in his mind must’ve burst open, because for the first time ever, Kati was getting some real answers. This was the real Raider, open and exposed. Damn, he was scary. But she managed to keep a straight face and not back away. “A sheriff? You don’t act like it. If you didn’t chain me up, I wouldn’t try and run. Don’t you see? I can’t stay with a man who keeps me chained and doesn’t let me contact my friends. If you keep me tied up, I’ll just keep trying to escape.”

      His jaw clenched. “I can’t let you die. I have to save you, even from yourself.”

      “You said you just want to make sure no one else can have me.”

      “That too, but that’s also because I can take better care of you and keep you safer than any of those other assholes out there.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      He slammed a fist against the wall. “I do fucking know that. No other man out there feels about you like I do. I took you to keep you safe.”

      “If you’d really wanted me safe you would’ve left me with Adam and the others at the ranch.”

      “I am the man who will keep you safe,” he thundered.

      “You’re the man who took me from my friends.”

      “I’m your man now.”

      She was quiet then, staring at six foot three inches, two hundred and twenty pounds of corded muscle. The shiny sweat on his brow and his heaving chest. And suddenly it wasn’t as important to get away from him as it had been before. She just simply wanted her freedom. “I won’t try and leave, I just want the chain gone and the cuffs too.”

      “You have to prove to me that you won’t run.”

      She threw her hands up. “How do I do that?”

      “You’re smart, you’ll think of a way.”
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      The next three days were pretty hellish.

      Raider slept next to her in bed each night, with both of them handcuffed together, his large body wrapped around hers. The first night, when he’d clicked the set of cuffs around her wrist and his too, she’d sucked in a sharp breath, having a hard time believing he was going that far.

      He’d raised an eyebrow, daring her to question him.

      She’d kept her mouth shut because she didn’t have a death wish.

      He always let her go pee before they got into bed and he cuffed them together. Then he held her tight in his arms as they fell asleep, his erection pressed against her ass. And yet he didn’t act on it. He didn’t fuck her like he usually did—a minimum of three times a day. He didn’t touch her beyond that safety cuddle at night, which she supposed was only because that way he knew where she was while he slept.

      And the most embarrassing part was she missed him terribly. Missed his tongue in her mouth and that wince of pain as he slid his meaty cock into her wet, aching core.

      And his words. She missed his conversation. The deep rumble of his voice. He wasn’t fucking her or talking to her. She was being given the silent treatment. No more yelling, just nothing at all.

      On the first day of this shut down she’d been relieved, thinking she’d finally gotten what she’d been asking for—this guy who’d kidnapped her finally leaving her alone. But she found herself staring at his ass, at his big rough hands, longing for the sound of his deep voice. And when you lived on a planet with hardly any people, with the very real possibility of being left alone, having the one person you were living with not talking to you—the silent treatment was even harder to take than normal. Having a person to talk to and count on was precious now. Every life counted.

      And worst of all, there were no more spa-like couple baths on the porch. He didn’t pull her onto his lap and feed her breakfast, just efficiently switched from cuffs to leg restraint and handed her a spoon to use. Then he took his own food outside and sat on the porch alone while he ate.

      Crap, she must’ve actually hurt him when she’d run off.

      The huge mountain man with all the tats…could be hurt? He had a heart down there somewhere?

      And she mulled over again and again on what he’d said about his position in the compound. This whole time she’d thought he’d been one of Smith’s right-hand men, an evil asshole who was a breath away from showing his true colors and switching from Dr. Jekyll into Mr. Hyde. After all, he had her chained up, wasn’t that proof enough of his future intentions? And yet, he…wasn’t evil? He’d been undercover there, trying to help the captured women?

      Apparently before the end he’d been a deputy sheriff.

      Hmm.

      This was important news.

      She was still pissed to be handcuffed and restrained. Of course. But, she wasn’t watching him anymore like he was about to flip on her. She wasn’t waiting for the other shoe to drop. In fact, this morning, for the first time since she’d tried to escape, she’d voluntarily put the black T shirt on, the one that declared her his property. He’d washed it a few days ago, like he did all their clothes. And when it was dry, he’d quietly returned it to his back pack. Today, she shook it out and put it on.

      It would’ve been helpful if he’d explained all of that about his mission at the compound and his past to her on day one. She’d been on edge, not able to get comfortable because she was certain it was a matter of time until the beating and abuse commenced. But instead Raider was there working undercover? And he might be an alpha of epic proportions, but he sincerely believed he was doing his best to take care of her. He’d been a sheriff and in his twisted logic, he really did think he’d been keeping her safe by snatching her and chaining her up. To Raider she’d been a flight risk who was too stupid to see that running off into the forest could get her killed.

      Okay, he had a point there. Running off into the forest really had been an exercise in futility. But still, how dare he let her think he was a true enforcer for Smith? It was really his own fault she’d tried to run away. She thought she’d needed to escape from the Smith disciple who was chaining her to his kitchen.

      She glanced down at her ankle and grimaced.

      Well, she was still chained to the kitchen.

      That morning Raider had left to go and check on his all-important traps. Meanwhile, she was stuck in the cabin, suffering from literal cabin fever. While he was gone she shuffled around dragging the chain behind her, trying to clean up, making the bed like she always did and washing her bra and panties in the bathroom sink, hanging them up to dry. If only there was more to do. The kitchen was already clean, the one-room cabin tidy.

      Damn, this was when she really, really missed the internet. And the fact that she couldn’t even go outside. Not being able to keep herself busy was driving her crazy. There were some old magazines in the tiny living area, but she’d already read them cover to cover, ten times each. Sometimes she liked the visual reminders of the past because it kept the old world near, as if they weren’t all actually gone, but other times it was just depressing reading about the lives and events of dead people.

      There was movement out of the corner of her eye, and she glanced out the window catching a glimpse of Raider approaching the cabin, apparently finished with his walkabout. His blond hair shining in the morning light. And there was something in his arms. Her brow furrowed, and she stepped closer to the window for a better look as he stepped onto the porch.

      What? She sucked in a breath. No way.

      He stomped into the room and closed the door behind him, turned toward her and there they were—two tiny, squirming kittens perched on his massive Henley-covered arms.

      “How? Where?” she sputtered, her eyes instantly tearing up with joy. She reached forward to scoop one precious, mewling fluff-ball into her own arms.

      “I found them under the storage shed,” he said, passing her the grey and white stripped kitten, keeping the other ginger tabby for himself. “The mother cat is dead.”

      “Oh no. Just these two were left?”

      “Yeah, maybe there’d been more kittens originally, but only these two made it. I didn’t see any others.”

      “What did the mother cat die of? Was it another animal?”

      He shrugged. “It was hard to tell, she looked intact, just stiff. I’ll go back out later and bury her.”

      The gray kitten in her arms squirmed for release, so she set it down on the kitchen table, stroking its back with her fingers. “Poor babies, they have to be starving. They look so skinny, I can see their bones. What should we feed them?”

      “Well, their eyes are open. So at least they aren’t super tiny. I don’t think we need to do the full-on dropper with milk thing. I bet they can take some real food mixed with milk.” He set the other kitten on the table too. “Here, you watch them and I’ll get the food together.”

      She nodded and watched in wonder as Raider got busy. He mixed up dried milk with water and then opened a can of tuna and stirred the milk and tuna together and then separated them out into two tiny bowls. He handed her one of the bowls. “You keep that one and feed that kitten, while I feed the other one.”

      “Okay.” And then they were both sitting together at the kitchen table, trying to coax two tiny kittens to eat. Raider was perfect with them, patiently waiting as the tiny balls of fur sniffed and growled and finally felt safe to eat, their little bellies expanding. He put water out for them to drink. She just followed his lead, not knowing the first thing about taking care of animals. But she’d always wanted to learn.

      Then, when the kittens had enough Raider cleaned up and lifted them both off the table and moved to the living area. Kati followed and carefully sat on the floor, her back against the couch, arranging her clinking leg restraints out of the way and sitting frog-legged. The two layers of socks she’d started wearing underneath were doing a good of helping her to avoid any bruising or rubbing of skin. But still, having to rearrange the heavy metal anytime she moved was annoying.

      Meanwhile Raider lounged on the couch. Christ, seeing him cradle a precious kitten in his giant tatted arms, very carefully petting and feeding it, or just simply letting one lay on his impossibly wide chest—it was causing her ovaries to explode.

      “What should we name the kittens?” he asked as he petted the ginger tabby that was trying to jump off the couch.

      “We’re keeping them?”

      He shrugged, placing the kitten on the floor. Now the two siblings were sniffing and licking each other. “I guess. Things are uncertain, but we can still take care of two kittens, right?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Of course we can.” And then she looked back down at the striped gray kitten who was exploring the floor in front of her, and at the ginger tabby hissing and trying to swat at Raider’s pant leg.

      “Are they boys or girls?” she asked.

      He chuckled. “They’re both boys. You didn’t know?”

      She bit her lip and looked back down. “I didn’t have any pets before. I’m not really used to them.”

      “No pets, ever?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I always wanted cats but my sister was allergic to animals and basically no one was available to take care of pets. My parents could barely take care of me.”

      She heard a growl and glanced up.

      “Your parents were assholes,” he muttered.

      “Yeah,” she answered, not even remotely offended, because it was true. And she was so, so happy he was talking to her again. She was still chained to the damn heater, but at least he wasn’t also giving her the silent treatment. Silence in the apocalypse was even more heartbreaking now than it had ever been before the end. It wasn’t like she could just turn the TV on or listen to a podcast. Raider was her only hope of companionship. Also, she had to admit she really enjoyed his company. When he wasn’t freaking out over whether she was trying to escape, he was actually easy to get along with.

      “How do you know so much about cats?” she asked.

      “My mom used to foster kittens for one of the local animal shelters in our town. She kept them in our house and raised them until they were old enough to return to the shelter for adoption. Guess it rubbed off on me.”

      “Oh,” she answered, impressed.

      “So?” he asked again. “What should we name them?”

      She bit the inside of her mouth, thinking. They were both boys. She glanced back up at her Viking “boyfriend” and a thought came to her mind. “How about the ginger one is Thor and this little guy here, the gray one, is Loki.”

      He chuckled. “I like it.” And then his features turned serious as he glanced down, finally noticing the black T shirt she was wearing. She saw the flicker of recognition in his eyes. “You’re wearing my shirt again,” he said, with a dark, raspy voice that was liquid gold.

      She immediately felt the area between her thighs heat, instantly wet. She shifted her position on the floor, trying to find relief from that part of herself that begged to be filled. “Well, yeah,” she stammered, “now that I know what it means…”

      Raider gently tugged Thor off his pant leg, set the kitten on the floor, and stood up.

      “What’re you—”

      And then he took something out of his pocket, kneeled down and began removing her leg restraints.

      “Oh my gosh,” she squealed with excitement and eagerly extended her ankles for easier access. He took the leg cuffs off and moved to remove the chain from the heater. Then he went to the bed and gathered the handcuffs. She watched with bated breath as he walked over and shoved all of it in the closet in the back hallway.

      Then he turned and faced her. “You’re mine and I’m yours,” he announced.

      She bit her lip, her nose stinging with the tears she was trying to keep at bay. She stood up and lifted her chin. “Am I the only woman you’ve ever kidnapped?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “This isn’t something you do regularly? Like I’m subject number seventeen point five…”

      “What are you talking about? No. You’re not a test case. You’re mine.”

      “You keep saying that…”

      “Because it’s true.”

      “What if I decide you aren’t mine?”

      “You’ve already decided.”

      “I did? When?”

      “When we first saw each other, when you stepped out of the car and you were giving me the once over. I knew then that you wanted me and you were mine.”

      “And I thought you were a criminal because you were with those assholes.”

      His brow furrowed. “I figured. I’m sure that’s what your friends think too. I was there at the compound because they were the only people I’d seen alive in months. But after a few days of their insanity I was fed up. I wasn’t connecting with anyone there. There wasn’t a single sane person in the bunch. I stayed because there were women stuck there who needed someone on the inside. Basically that was why most of us stayed, because of the women. But my motives weren’t to get a piece of them, I wanted the women free. It was disgusting the way they were being treated. Those men had turned into wild animals. They were all felons who’d grouped together. Not my scene.”

      “It wasn’t your scene?” she repeated.

      “No.”

      “Did you…?”

      “Did I what?”

      She exhaled. “Did you have sex with any of those other women?”

      “No.”

      “But you wanted to?”

      “I was open to the idea. It was one of the reasons why I was there, and to be around other voices, other people who were actually alive. Maybe we could restart things. Women meant children and a future. Instead those assholes didn’t care about that as much as just having holes to fuck.”

      She winced at his candor.

      “I don’t rape,” he restated.

      She raised a brow but was quiet.

      “I know what you’re thinking. But we’ve been over this. I never forced you.”

      Her lips twisted. “You kidnapped me, tied me up and put duct tape on my mouth. You drugged me! And then you’ve kept me chained here.”

      He grinned. “But you’ve been wet for me from the first moment I touched you.”

      Her face heated. “I’ve never given my consent to any of this!”

      He walked over, pulled her in close, placing a hand on her hip. His lips brushed against hers. “Do you need another orgasm? Is that what this is?”

      “I—”

      He chuckled. “I think you do.”

      A noise she couldn’t control escaped from her throat.

      Raider backed her up against the wall and his mouth slammed down hard on hers. This time somehow even more demanding than ever before. A stamp of possession on her lips, going deeper and giving her no escape. The scrape of his beard brought an edgy energy into the mix.

      Her head swooned and her body burst into flames. He was so damn handsome and sexy, it wasn’t fair. The length of his incredibly hard erection under his jeans pressed against her stomach, giving her an outline of the scope and breadth of that veiny flesh. She sucked in a breath as a flash of heat washed through her core. She wanted all of that, and more.

      He tugged her socks off and then her black leggings and then her panties were shoved down her legs and off, and all that remained was that black T shirt. She hadn’t worn a bra. Oh, who was she kidding? She’d worn that shirt on purpose, because she knew it would be like flicking a red cape in front of a bull. And she wanted that bull.

      His hands reached under the T shirt to cup both of her breasts. Then he reached under and pulled the fabric up for easier access and his mouth latched onto one of her nipples. She threw her head back, delighting in the way her made her feel.

      Then his fingers skimmed over her stomach and mound, reaching down between her thighs.

      “You’re so wet.” His voiced sounded almost pained.

      Her face heated because she knew she was wetter than wet. This man was the epitome of masculine grace. Narrow hips, wide shoulders, hard stomach and tight ass. She was never sure if he looked better with or without clothes. “Only for you,” she admitted. “This is what you do to me.”

      He continued to lewdly kiss her mouth as he ran his thick fingers between her legs, exploring her slick heat.

      Then he nudged her legs into a wide stance and paused to open his jeans and took out a heavy erection that bobbed in his hand, giving it a few tight strokes from root to tip. “Hold on baby, this time is going to be hard and quick. Then I’ll take you to bed and I’m fucking you all night.”

      She choked as he shoved into her in one heavy, forceful motion, causing her to raise up on her toes. Because he was that enormous. Each time was like the first time all over again.

      “Eyes on me,” he ordered as he wedged that monster into her.

      She grabbed onto his biceps, digging her nails into his flesh.

      “Your pussy is so tight,” he groaned.

      Her back was up against the wall. He lifted her legs over his hips and her pelvis canted, allowing him to completely fill her up and stroke deeper, harder. Then he started slamming into her in earnest as he reached between them and began rubbing her clit. She let out a low moan, dropping her head against his chest. It was all too good. Too much. Raw, rough and full of hunger. Pleasure and an edge of pain, all mixed into one decadent package. He pounded her up and down the wall.

      Oh god, oh god, oh god.

      He was basically out of control, attacking her like a beast for its mate. And it was heavenly.

      “I’m getting ready to come,” he gritted. “Hurry, baby.”

      He bent his head and took the tip of a breast into his mouth and bit down on her nipple.

      And then she exploded, crying out and scoring her nails down his back, using her heels against his ass to push him in as deep as possible, wanting to feel every inch as she fluttered around him.

      And then he stilled and let go, the pleasure coursing through him causing his body to tremble. He let out a low groan and she felt the warmth and throbbing of his cum as it jetted inside of her.

      “Raider?” she asked softly.

      He kissed the top of her head. “Yeah babe?” he answered, his voice rough.

      “Was that make-up sex?”

      He rested his sweaty forehead against hers. “Yes,” he rasped. “Yes, it was.”
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      “Barbeque rabbit tastes better than I thought,” Kati remarked, licking her fingers.

      “Fresh meat is always best,” Raider replied with a grin and flash of sharp teeth as he continued to tear into his dinner.

      She laughed. “You look like Fred Flintstone.”

      He crooked an eyebrow.

      “Okay,” she amended. “A blond, fit and tattooed Fred Flintstone.”

      He grunted in agreement and continued eating.

      They were both sitting side-by-side in chairs positioned in front of a roaring campfire in a fire pit pre-built there in front of the cabin, just for this purpose. Raider taught her the messy business of skinning and dressing rabbits that he’d caught. They worked together to cook them over the fire. And now they were both filling up on seasoned meat, rice and canned vegetables. She’d even managed to bake a small batch of brownies from the supplies in the cabin. Dinner that night was yummy and down-right normal.

      Kati stared at the horizon as the sun set with blazing shades of orange and pink. Stars began to flicker overhead. She sighed with contentment and took another bite of food.

      Thor and Loki slept in Raider’s lap, their tiny heads poking out the top of a tightly bundled blanket. The big Viking was doing a terrific job balancing the kittens while devouring his food.

      She gestured to the precious package. “You look like you’re taking care of babies,” she chuckled.

      He gave her a hot stare, lowered his food and reached over to cover her stomach with his giant palm. “And soon I’ll be doing this for real.”

      She rolled her eyes but couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face. This version of Raider, the sheriff who’d finally uncuffed her, was melting her stone-cold heart. Her poor pussy was sore again from all the fucking he’d unleashed on her. Not that she was complaining.

      They spent hours together, eating slowly and chatting together, outside in the summer breeze. The sun disappeared and the temperature turned chilly, so they brought out blankets and bundled up. Raider offered her some Jack Daniels, which she gladly accepted. And soon her tongue loosened, and she told him everything about herself. More than he ever wanted to learn. Every embarrassing detail about her family. How she’d grown up in a not-so-nice trailer park with some neighbors who were pretty awesome, and some who weren’t at all. What her parents and sister were like. All the things she usually hid from everyone. And he listened, intently, without judgement. It turned out Raider was easy to talk to, and he seemed to genuinely want to know her.

      And she wanted to know him too, but he wasn’t offering much. He was excellent at hiding himself. “Were you a football player?” she asked, because if he hadn’t played in high school at the very least, that would be a travesty. His body was made exactly for that sport.

      “I played for USC. I was a linebacker.”

      “Oh, wow,” she breathed. She didn’t know much about college football and yet even she’d heard of the University of Southern California’s team. Then her brow furrowed, and she was thrown back to the fact that attending college had been her dream and it had never happened, and now it definitely wouldn’t, considering every single college in the entire country was empty and crumbling. “What did you study there?” she asked. “You know, when you weren’t throwing a football?”

      He grinned. “Criminology.”

      “So you were studying that for…?”

      “I played football at USC, knowing I’d never go pro. And when I left I went back to my hometown and became a deputy sheriff. Having that major under my belt gave me more options for advancement. And I was fucking lucky that no one at the compound recognized me.”

      “Let me get this straight. You weren’t ever one of Smith’s men. You were living there undercover, pretending to get along with them so you could help the women who were captured there. And you’ve never been in prison or broken the law. In fact you went to college and you were a sheriff. So, you’re a cop?”

      “Yeah. I was a cop.”

      “So that means you’re…you’re actually the opposite of what I thought you were.”

      “What did you think I was?”

      “You let me believe you were one of Smith’s men. Like, his most loyal right-hand man.”

      “I never told you that.”

      “You never said you weren’t either.”

      “I did.”

      “Eventually. And I just now found out you were a cop.”

      “So what, I just found out you were supporting your whole job-less extended family and even though it sounds like everyone you knew was addicted to drugs, or selling drugs, you weren’t. You were the adult in the room and you worked your ass off to keep a roof over everyone’s heads in the midst of their crazy.”

      “I…” Well, yeah, that’s exactly what was happening. She swallowed hard. It was just that he was the first person to notice that’s what she’d been doing. For five long years. “I always wanted to go college. I imagined myself working at a hospital as a Nurse.” She teared up. “But without me as back up my sister would’ve had her kids taken away and my parents would’ve died from drug overdoses or been living on the street. And now they’re all gone anyways. My co-workers were like family too, a bit of sanity in my life, and they’re all gone.”

      “Everyone’s gone.”

      “It’s awful.”

      They both sat quietly, listening to the hiss and crackle of the campfire, lost in their own depressing thoughts. It was hard living a life where all you loved was gone. Everyone who’d survived understood what each other was going through though, because they’d all lost loved ones. No one had been left with their family. Every single one of them had watched their entire community die around them and they’d been one of the lucky few left alive.

      “Sometimes I can’t believe I’m still here while others are gone,” she remarked. “I mean, I understand why a movie star like Rebel Case survives the apocalypse, but why would Kati Rogers survive too? Kati Rogers is way too ordinary. I don’t have anything special to contribute.”

      He grunted. “And I do? I can’t understand why I was left alive either. But you…” He turned and met her gaze. “The world is damn lucky to still have you around.”

      She shook her head and looked down, swallowing against the lump in her throat. “No. I’m no one. Nothing.”

      “You aren’t nothing. Why aren’t you proud of what you’ve done?”

      “I took care of my drug-addicted parents and my sister and her kids and they never gave a shit about me or said thank you. What’s to be proud about?”

      “You deserve a medal for what you did.”

      “I do? Are you kidding?”

      “No really. I had a friend, another deputy, who’d taken in his meth-addicted brother’s four kids and was raising them as his own. Those kid’s parents were both in prison and no one else in my friend’s family was stepping up to help, so he and his wife did. And this wasn’t even his brother, it was his wife’s brother, but my friend was fully invested like these kids were biologically his own. They even formally adopted the eldest one. And, Kati, what you did with your family is the same type of thing. A totally selfless act of love and caring. A person in the world working their ass off to help others. That makes you the best kind of person. You should be proud of what you accomplished. You’re fucking tough as nails.”

      Tears started running down her cheeks. This was the first time anyone had said anything like that to her before.

      He grabbed her hand and engulfed it in his giant palm. “You’ve got grit and determination. Which is exactly what a person needs to survive in this new world. This is the Wild West again and we’re homesteaders coming out here to start over. Those pioneers survived crossing the country on covered wagons without roads or GPS and set up life out here with nothing but the few supplies they brought along.” He gestured to what they had in the cabin. “The supplies we have and the stuff still left in the cities are exponentially more than they had. We can survive apocalypse and start over. Like I said, it’ll take grit and determination. But you’ve got that in spades.”

      She wiped her tears away and grinned. “You’ve got that too, more than me. You’re brave and heroic.”

      “Heroic?”

      She bit her lip, not believing she’d said that out loud. “Uh, yeah.”

      “Since when am I heroic? Wasn’t I the asshole who kidnapped you? What changed your mind? Are you finally letting that go?”

      She sat up straight. “Of course I’m not letting that go. How can I forget what you did? But…” And then Thor walked by and Raider picked him up, petting the little tabby, cradling the kitten in his arms, next to all those tats. How could a girl be expected to resist a sexy guy with tats snuggling a kitten in his giant arms? The man was a walking meme. In the old days she’d be Instagramming the hell outta this.

      “How old are you?” she quickly asked.

      He shook his head, knowing she was trying the change the subject, but allowing it. “I’m twenty-eight. My birthday was last week.”

      “It was? You didn’t tell me.”

      “Why would I tell you? It’s not like we’re still celebrating birthdays.”

      “Why aren’t we?”

      “Because the world ended and we’re too busy surviving to have parties.”

      “Having parties is what proves we’ve survived.”

      “Uh huh.” Raider placed the kitten on the ground. He stood up and put out his palm. “Question time is over. Let’s get naked.”

      “Oh, okay,” Kati chirped. She grabbed his hand and moved fast, loving nothing more than roaming her hands all over that epic male muscle and naked skin.

      They went inside and gathered bedding and in record time they were snuggling in a nest of pillows and blankets next to the campfire, slowly making love under the stars.

      It was pretty damn spectacular.

      Later, after he’d fucked her with that enormous dick of his, throwing her into two different screaming orgasms, Kati lay boneless and spent in his arms. She whispered against his ear, “Raider, you’ve got to let me tell my friends that I’m alright. I can’t possibly live up here in peace with you knowing that they think I might be dead. They have no idea what happened after you took me. I know if the situations were reversed I’d be running myself ragged, trying to find anyone who’d been kidnapped. There’s not that many of us left alive on this planet and every life is precious.”

      He pulled her in tighter to his side. “They’re going to try to take you from me.”

      “Maybe, at first,” she admitted. Tiana’s rage would be epic. Everyone would be pissed at Raider. But she’d make them understand.

      “You’re mine. You belong to no one but me.”

      “Honey, Adam is married. So is Trevor. Christian and Justin are a couple, or soon will be. And Sebastian has it bad for Phoebe. So out of the five men at the ranch, all of them are taken. That’s why the four of us women left. We were trying to find available men.” She pursed her lips. “Good men,” she amended.

      He was quiet for a minute, then said, “Let me think about it.”

      Frustration hit her hard, but she managed to keep her mouth shut. This was actually a monumental shift in Raider-world. Usually he tossed ideas like this aside without even a second thought, but now he was thinking about it. Which she was sure would soon lead to a yes vote.

      She still didn’t understand why he thought it was so important that he take care of her by himself. Why they had to be alone. But then she hadn’t spent as much time in that compound seeing all the horrors he had. She’d been sheltered from most of the crap and then lucked out finding men like Trevor, Adam, Justin and the rest. They were good men. Normal people. She’d really been lucky to have found and befriended the people she did at the end. Raider hadn’t been so lucky. But still, why couldn’t he see that good people still existed? And why didn’t he want to band together with them? It just didn’t make sense.

      And if he’d kept from her the fact that he was a sheriff and not really one of Smith’s men—how many more secrets did Raider have?

      

      Eventually Raider put out their campfire, and he pulled her back inside the cabin, where they sank into their soft bed. He pulled her tight into his embrace, and they fell asleep.

      Kati woke up the next morning to sunlight streaming through the windows and the sound of Loki and Thor raising hell on the floor next to the bed, crying for food and attention.

      “Okay, okay,” she groaned, “just a sec.” She rubbed her eyes, and swallowed, realizing her mouth was dry as the Sahara. “Coffee,” she croaked.

      Why wasn’t Raider banging around in the kitchen yet?

      She rolled over and glanced at his wide, wide back. He always got up first, starting their coffee and feeding the kittens. Well, he did those things right after he vigorously made love to her. Of course.

      “Raider.” She cupped his shoulder. “Honey?”

      He grumbled and rolled over onto his back. She was surprised to see him still so sleepy. Then he opened his eyes, revealing two glassy orbs of blue despair. Heat seemed to radiate off him in waves. She stiffened with worry and got closer. She cupped his cheek and felt his forehead. He was unbelievably hot.

      “Raider?”

      “Huh?” he moaned.

      Oh no. Her big, giant, Viking mountain man was totally sick.

      She whimpered and sat up, trying to decide what to do first. She scooted off the bed and pulled on the black T shirt, along with her typical uniform of leggings and socks, and glanced around the cabin. He’d taken care of her with a first-aid kit when she’d hurt her knee when she’d tried to run away. Where was it? It had to be around here somewhere.

      “Sorry babies, just a sec, I’ve got to take care of daddy,” she yelled as she hopped over the kittens and raced to the kitchen.

      The first-aid kit was right where she’d thought it would be, and she sagged with relief when she opened it and found a variety of fever-reducing meds. Each time she used any type of medication she felt a bit sick to her stomach, wondering what in the hell they were going to do when this stuff expired. One day, even though there would still be tons of medications sitting in houses and buildings around the world, none of it would work anymore. And on top of that, who would know exactly how to prescribe it and dispense? And there definitely wasn’t anyone who could make more of this modern medicine.

      There were literally no doctors anymore, which was scary as hell.

      Oh well, time to fret about that later. One catastrophe at a time, this was her new motto.

      “I’m okay,” Raider groaned, trying to sit up.

      “No, you’re not. Sit still.” She pushed him back down with her palms on his chest. “Here,” she said, shoving fever reducing meds and a cup of water in his hands. “Take this.” Then she sat next to him on the bed, cross-legged, and monitored him taking the pills and drinking the water.

      “Babe,” he muttered, “you don’t need to do this. I can get up, I’m fine—”

      “Nope,” she cut him off. “You’re sick and I’m going to make sure you get better.”

      His gaze softened on her and he reached out, cupping her face with a giant hand. She held onto his thick wrist and turned her head to kiss his fingers.

      And right then the kittens started crying loudly.

      He let her go and fell back into the pillows. “Feed them,” he said, “before they start a riot.”

      “I’ll be right back,” she answered, scooping kittens into her arms as she went.

      And this was basically how she spent the entire day. She piled her hair on the top of her head in a messy bun and just sat with him, keeping Raider fed and checking on him. He perked up for a few hours in the late morning and shuffled around the cabin, allowing the kittens to climb all over him and play with a cat toy he’d made, then he went back to bed and passed out.

      In the middle of the night she woke to the sound of his troubled voice. She instantly became alert and reached for him. “Raider? You okay?” She put her hands on him, discovering he was still burning up, despite the meds she’d given him hours before.

      “Joann? Lexi?” he muttered, tossing his head side by side. Who was he talking about? He was stuck in the throes of an intense nightmare. Then he yelled. “No.” And he started to cry.

      She was shocked as hell. Raider, the biggest, toughest man she’d ever met—he was crying? His chest was heaving, and water was full-on leaking from his eyes, running down his cheeks. His crying was making her cry. And she didn’t know what else to do besides snuggle in close and throw her arms over his chest and hold him tight as he rode this out. He turned his head and cried into her neck, shrouding his face with her hair. And she didn’t mind one bit. Poor guy.

      She continued to rub his shoulders and arms and finally, finally his tears stopped. He shuddered and trembled in her arms and then finally calmed down. Eventually his breaths evened out and she realized he’d fallen back to sleep.

      But she lay there, wide awake, holding her man in her arms, thinking: Who the hell were Joann and Lexi?
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      It took basically a whole week for Raider to recover.

      Kati was so concerned about his health, at one point she almost started rummaging through his things for the keys in order to drive the SUV down to the ranch to get help. But it turned out they had plenty of fever reducers. And he was a big, strong guy. It was really just the one night that was the worst, where he had a raging fever that triggered nightmares.

      She made him stay in bed for two whole days and brought food and snuggled with him as he ate, as did Thor and Loki. Luckily, he didn’t get her sick too, but she’d always been that way, rarely catching whatever was going around. A light sore throat bothered her for a day or two and there was a bit of a runny nose, but that was it. Not as bad as the fever Raider caught.

      But, even though he was better now and able to return to his old self, Raider had changed. After the sickness, and that nightmare, she noticed a difference in his behavior. He’d turned into a brooding hero, walking quietly in the forest, not saying much beyond grunts. Well, he’d never been super chatty in the first place, but this was even worse. He often sat on the porch, staring pensively into the middle distance, locked in his own world.

      Something was wrong, but he wasn’t opening up to her about it.

      That morning he made love to her with a sense of desperation, his grip on her hips almost bruising. And he’d stared deep into her eyes as he slid into her, like he was making love to her for the last time. She’d wrapped her arms around him tight, hiding the worry on her face by shoving her tongue in his mouth as he pounded deep inside of her.

      The entire episode had left her unsettled. What the hell was wrong with Raider?

      And again, who were Joann and Lexi?

      She wanted to ask him outright who these women were to him, but because of his recent behavior she decided to wait. And she hadn’t mentioned his nightmare, nor had he referenced that it happened. Did he remember? Or was the whole problem that he remembered it too vividly? Was the nightmare why he was so upset, had it brought back bad memories?

      Ugh. She couldn’t figure it out, and in fact she needed time alone, because she’d decided she was going to shamelessly look through his stuff for any clues about his past. If he wasn’t going to tell her anything, she had to find out herself.

      Without information how could she properly help him?

      That morning Raider gave her a lingering kiss, about to leave after breakfast for a walkabout to check on his rabbit traps. He’d asked her to come along, but she’d made up some excuse to stay behind. This threw him for a loop. He lowered his head, and rubbed his hand on his golden beard, deep in thought. “Okay,” he’d finally agreed.

      Crap, that was way too easy.

      And that was when she’d known something was really wrong. Raider never left her alone. Even though he’d long ago removed the restraints and cuffs, he hadn’t lost that need to constantly monitor her whereabouts. Basically, now that he couldn’t chain her up anymore, he always made sure he had his eyes on her whereabouts, to visually confirm her safety. She supposed he felt better that way.

      And yet he was suddenly okay with leaving her alone? This was too weird.

      The door closed behind him and she was finally alone for a moment, without restraints.

      And right then a wave of nausea rumbled in her stomach. An epic sickness that suddenly hit her hard. Oh hell. She ran for the compost toilet, barely making it in time, and violently threw up her entire breakfast.

      That was lovely.

      Good thing she’d decided to stay behind that morning.

      She crawled out of the tiny bathroom, and leaned against the cabin wall, her hand over her mouth. She’d missed her period two weeks ago. How long had she been here now? She carefully counted on her fingers and realized it was now exactly five weeks. It had been over three weeks now since he’d taken the restraints off for good.

      She placed a hand over her stomach and smiled. A snort-laugh erupted from her mouth. “I’m pregnant,” she whispered out loud.

      He’d be so happy.

      Raider’s plan had worked. He’d gone on and on about how much he wanted her swollen with his child as soon as possible so that everyone would know that she was his. Well, his wish was coming true.

      And as she thought about it, she knew that all of her initial thoughts, when she’d tried to hurt him by saying he was the last man she’d willingly have sex with, when she’d thought he was the very last man she wanted to have a child with—all of that was wrong. He was actually going to be a terrific father. And she had to admit the guy was devoted to her well-being. He was constantly checking on her health and happiness. Was she fed? Was she thirsty? Did she need another orgasm? She chuckled. Well, she could always use another orgasm. Who couldn’t?

      She’d spent basically every moment with Raider, for over a month. He was constantly at her side, the object of his attention. He was either fucking her or talking to her or sitting quietly in the same room, taking care of the kittens. Or, best of all, they were in bed together naked. She couldn’t believe how he seemed to always be staring at her as if she were his entire world. And he wasn’t joking when he’d said he thought she was the sexiest thing on two legs. He continued to fuck her constantly.

      Okay, maybe this would bother some women, this intense, almost stalker-like need of Raider’s to spend every moment with her and have her in his eyesight. They would be suffocated. And now that her restraints were off and he wasn’t worried she’d run off into the woods trying to escape, he brought her with him even when he was out hunting. That way they could still be together, plus he wanted to teach her how to hunt.

      So every moment they were together.

      But she loved his constant attention and never having to worry whether her man had enough time for her, or if he wanted her or not. Obviously he wasn’t cheating. His gaze was always on her, his entire demeanor fixated on her.

      And she fucking loved it.

      Not once in her life had she ever been anyone’s everything. No one had ever found her valuable enough to put first. This was something she could easily grow used to. She loved it. Loved him. Loved the guy who’d originally drugged her and had thrown her in the back of his car in order to claim her as his. Loved him so much it hurt.

      And then there was a knock on the front door.

      What the hell?

      Kati scrambled to her feet, her heart in her throat. Because at the end of the world, knocks on the door did not exist, especially when you were living out in the middle of nowhere.

      “Hello?” a male voice she didn’t recognize called out. “Anybody home? Is someone alive in there?”

      “Oh no,” she whispered. Okay, okay. There was a plan for this. Raider had talked her through it. If someone she didn’t recognize showed up while he was gone, she wasn’t to answer the door. She was supposed to sneak out the tiny back door and into the safety of the woods and hide until he returned. Raider had trained her on this. They’d done mock drills where he’d knocked or shouted from outside the front and showed her how to sneak out the back and where to hide. And if she couldn’t do that, he’d left a loaded gun for her and two knives.

      “Kati, if you’re in there, it’s me, Spike,” a muffled voice came through the door. “I’m friends with Rachel and Adam. Well, not really friends, but you know what I mean.”

      She froze, with two knives shoved in her belt and a gun in one hand and her fingers poised to unlock the back door.

      Spike? Kati turned and stepped quietly up to a window and peeked out to the front porch. Wasn’t Spike the guy they’d met when Smith had captured them? Wasn’t he the reason Trevor and Adam were able to locate them at the lodge? And now that she thought about it, maybe she recognized that deep, gravely tone. Only one man had such a distinctive voice, like he could do voiceovers for movies.

      “Hey, if you’re in there,” he continued, “you need to know I’m not part of Smith’s gang, if that’s what you’re thinking. I’m living down in the valley at the ranch with everyone. We’re all out looking for a woman named Kati Rogers. Kati, are you here?”

      She opened the door.

      He lifted his hands and took a step back. “Whoa, hold on there, girl, no need for that. I’m not gonna to hurt you.”

      After a good look at his thick grey-tinted hair and handsome features, she started to lower the gun she’d pointed at his chest. Raider had long ago dropped his fake biker dude guise, reverting back to what was probably his typical tough-sheriff-with-tats-look, but Spike was the real deal. Pure motorcycle club, straight out of Sons of Anarchy.

      “I remember you.”

      “Yeah, I’m Spike.” He put a finger on the barrel of her gun and gently pushed it down. “We met when you were captured by Smith, I was there, and I made a deal with Justin, promising I’d go to the ranch and lead them to Smith’s compound, in exchange for protection from their gang.”

      “Oh, yeah, I remember you did that for us. Thanks.”

      He looked her up and down and craned his neck to try and see behind her, into the cabin. “There’s a lot of people who’ve been looking for you for over a month now.”

      “I know, or I mean, I can image they are,” she answered, her face heating with the guilt that was burning her up inside. “I can’t believe you found this place.”

      “I can’t believe I found it either,” Spike shrugged with a rueful smile. “I was up here driving around today, and something sparked my memory and I drove this way, thinking I saw Raider going here once. He’s been at the top of our list of suspects. And then today I saw some tire tracks that were actually still visible on the dirt road leading this way, so I thought I’d take a chance.” He lifted his hands. “And here I am.”

      “Thanks, if I’d really needed help you showing up here would be an amazing gift.”

      His brow furrowed. “So what’s going on? You don’t need help? I thought you were kidnapped?”

      She bit her lip. “Yeah, I was originally kidnapped. But I promise, I’m okay. In fact, I was planning on leaving soon to come down and check in and let everyone know I was okay.”

      His face brightened. “Well, you can just leave then with me right now. You don’t have to stay here.”

      She paused. How often had Raider told her to be careful around post-apocalyptic men? No matter how helpful this guy Spike seemed at the moment, the idea of being alone with him didn’t sound so good. Plus, she couldn’t just ditch Raider. He’d have a complete mental breakdown if he returned and found her gone. Even if she left a note telling him she’d be back, or to meet her down at the ranch, the result would still be the same—mental breakdown. Every fear he’d ever had would be realized. She couldn’t do that to him. “I’ll stay here,” she answered, “and come down in a day or two, but it would be great if you could go back and tell Tiana and the others where I am and that I’m alright. I bet they’re freaking out.”

      “They are.” He glanced around. “Are you sure? Are you in danger here? Where’s the guy who took you? Was it Raider?”

      “Yes,” she admitted shyly, her mind lingering on the man she’d fallen in love with. The man who was going to be the father of her child. “Raider took me from the compound, but I’m not in any danger. I’m living here with him and we’re happy together.”

      

      It took some time, but Kati finally managed to coax Spike into leaving and returning to the ranch without her, assuring him again and again that she was fine. But in order to get him to finally leave she had to promise to show up tomorrow and if she didn’t, he vowed to arrive with pitchforks and torches.

      “And I’m meeting up with Adam right now,” he warned, “and I’m telling him where you are and that you’re holed up here with Raider.”

      She bit her lip. That meant the clock was ticking. Her friends might respect her wishes and let her return on her own tomorrow, or they could burst in here any moment, guns drawn. It was a crapshoot.

      And what a mess that was going to be. She didn’t even want to think about Raider’s reaction to that.

      Meanwhile, she had to learn who Joann and Lexi were. This was the real reason why she’d asked to stay behind by herself today. She wanted to sneak around in his personal items. This was the first time she’d been alone in the cabin for any length of time in the last few weeks.

      Sneaking around in Raider’s stuff sounded terrible, but he wasn’t offering any information on what was hurting him and giving him nightmares. And if he wasn’t going to tell her so she could help him, then she’d find out herself.

      Raider was a mystery to be solved. She’d told him everything about herself and she knew little to nothing about him. It wasn’t fair. He knew all about her druggie parents and her sister and her kids. He knew everything about her sexual history, the trailer park she’d always lived in, what schools she’d gone to. She’d chatted late into the night, too many nights to count, telling him story after story about herself. At this point he probably knew her better than she knew herself.

      And all she’d been able to pry out of his silent ass was a sentence or two about how he’d been a sheriff and the fact that he’d played college football. And he’d majored in criminology, and his mom had fostered kittens…and that was it. She had no idea about how he was raised, who his parents were and if he had brothers or sisters. Wait, he’d worked in Sacramento. Had he been from there? Had he been born and raised in Sacramento?

      She tried to decide where to start, where to check for information. It wasn’t like this was his actual home. There weren’t any dresser or office drawers. No laptop or phone to snoop through.

      She glanced at his backpack. The one she’d seen every day since they arrived. Hmm. She’d riffled through it before to get the T shirt, not seeing anything beyond guy toiletries. No harm trying again. She opened Raider’s backpack and this time searched slowly, carefully, and finally found a hidden zipper pocket in the back and when she put her hand on the fabric something crinkled inside.

      She unzipped it and carefully pulled out an old newspaper article from The Sacramento Bee. She read the headline, gasped, and started reading:

      

      Two members of a Northern California family died on Memorial Day, after their SUV was hit by an alleged drunk driver, authorities said.

      The SUV was reportedly carrying three members of a family who were returning from dinner at a local restaurant, and was hit at an intersection in Sacramento, CA, at around 7:10 p.m., police reported. The driver of a pickup truck blew through a stop sign.

      One victim—who was ejected from the SUV—was pronounced dead at the scene. A child, 5, was rushed to a nearby hospital with head injuries and died there, the report said. One survivor of the crash, Sacramento County deputy sheriff, Owen Pearce, was also rushed to the hospital and is recovering from his injuries.

      A coroner’s statement identified the family members dead at the scene as Joann Pearce, 27, and daughter Lexi Pearce, 5.

      The death of these family members has devastated relatives and friends. David Pearce of Sacramento, who identified himself as the brother of the father, Owen Pearce, said the family was close and his brother and wife led a “beautiful life.”

      “My brother is destroyed by the sudden loss of his wife and daughter. None of us can believe this happened. It’s just…senseless.”

      Richard Sorenson, 20, was arrested at the scene and charged with aggravated vehicular homicide and DWI. He was arraigned Sunday, and held on $200,000 bond.

      

      Kati stared hard at the picture included in the article of Raider as he was before the apocalypse. A deputy with a beloved wife and child. And in the pocket, she also found a separate picture of a darling kindergartener with straight blond hair and Raider’s bright blue eyes.

      And she couldn’t stop the tears than ran down her cheeks.
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      Raider set down the rabbits he’d already field dressed onto the porch because he had a tingling in his bones that something was wrong.

      He’d been thinking hard all morning as he walked the back country checking snares and live traps. He watched for signs of rabbit tracks, missing Kati as he did these routine tasks. He’d started taking her with him hunting, teaching her how to look for jack rabbits trying to camouflage in the foliage. They’d walked together in the early mornings, chatting loudly as they tried to flush out game.

      Usually he didn’t want his woman out of his sight; not being able to visually verify her safety would cause a tightness to grow in his chest. But for once he’d needed alone time, and she’d said she wanted to stay behind and work on reorganizing the pantry or some such shit, which was perfect.

      Because he couldn’t deal with his own monumental fuck up.

      Once he’d recovered from being laid flat with a damn fever, he’d seen the crack in his plans. He’d thought he could keep Kati safe, better than anyone else ever could, but what if he got sick? The whole time he’d been out of commission, they could’ve been found by Smith’s former enforcers, who would’ve shot and killed him and dragged Kati off. What then?

      And then the nightmares returned of the crash that killed his ex-wife and daughter. Joann had been having an affair. They’d been on the verge of a divorce, which was surprisingly amicable considering she was shacking up with his friend in the department. She’d moved out already and they were trying to remain friends for Lexi’s sake.

      And then he’d lost both of them because he couldn’t keep his eyes on the fucking road.

      The loss of his daughter and the woman who was the mother of his child, and his inability to keep them both safe still clawed at his insides like burning lava. And now that he had another chance, with another wife and child, but this time in a post-apocalyptic setting, when the world had ended and there were infinitely more dangers on all sides—the need to keep them safe was ten times harder and stronger.

      Them? Them safe. He took a deep breath, thinking of the child he’d planted in her womb. Kati was pregnant and didn’t realize it yet. She hadn’t had a period since she’d been there. And this escalated his fears. He had her here alone, with him, and soon he’d be in charge of two beings who meant everything to him, and he wouldn’t be enough.

      Lexi’s brilliant smile flashed in his mind. The sound of her infectious laughter. The fact that at only five years old his daughter had somehow remembered everyone’s birthdate and would remind him of appointments marked on the calendar in the kitchen. And he thought of hugging her close, her little form squiggling in his arms as she squealed with delight when he fake-tackled her while trying to teach her football.

      And then he remembered showing up at her funeral, with a cast on his arm.

      He couldn’t go through that shit again, losing all that he held dear. Having it senselessly ripped away in the blink of an eye.

      Originally, he’d seen his relationship with Kati as a do over, a way to make up for the past. This time he’d start right, loving his woman hard, keeping his eyes on her every movement, marking her as his, and starting a family.

      But now he saw this was just like at the compound, he was one man against thirty. And all it would take was that one moment, his eyes off the road, or him getting sick, and it would all end. A predator would take them. Nuclear fall-out could rain out of the sky. They didn’t have a fucking doctor and medicines were hard to come by…

      Anything could happen and he wouldn’t be enough.

      His chest tightened and his heart began slamming in his chest. He stopped and braced a palm against a tree, sucking in deep breaths, trying to calm his racing heart and the sweat on his face and neck.

      All of his efforts were fails. He wasn’t good for Kati, or their baby. He’d failed his first family and he’d fail this one too.

      He looked up at the blue sky and an overwhelming sense of dread hit him like a ten-pound weight. Raider turned and forced himself to head back to the cabin, not sure how he was going to make this right. No fucking clue.

      But he had to see her, even if it was for the last time.

      Normally Kati came out to greet him. Or he could hear her singing or chatting and laughing with Thor and Loki. It was too damn quiet.

      His jaw clenched as he carefully opened the front door. “Kati?”

      And there she was, with his backpack open, the contents strewn on the bed. Fuck, she’d found the zipper pocket. He’d kept the pack stuffed with extra items, making sure the back wasn’t visible in case she was in there. She’d been in there before, to grab a piece of clothing or to look for medicine and she’d never once mentioned the extra pocket, so he thought his secret was safe.

      And he wasn’t remotely ready to discuss this with her. “Stay out of my shit,” he barked.

      She tagged him with a hurt gaze. “You were married and you had a daughter?”

      He stormed over and grabbed the papers out of her hands. That picture was all he had left of Lexi. If he ever lost it, he might not remember what she looked like.

      “You had a daughter,” she continued. “A wife and a daughter. You’ve been dealing with their deaths this whole time and you never told me? You let me babble on about my family and never once mentioned this?”

      “They didn’t die in the apocalypse,” he gritted.

      “I know. And that doesn’t matter. The date on that article says they’ve only been gone for a little over a year now. That’s not very long.”

      She was right about that; he’d only barely returned to work after his bereavement leave when Ruyigi hit. “They died because I wasn’t keeping an eye on the road and a drunk driver crashed into us. My wife was instantly killed, and my five-year-old daughter died later at the hospital. Why would I want to tell you that?”

      “Oh my god, honey, I’m so sorry.”

      “Why would I want to tell you that?” he repeated, his voice cracking.

      “Baby.” She reached for him, but he took a step back. “Did you get grief counseling?” she asked.

      He clenched his jaw, hating this intrusion and frustrated that he wasn’t better at pulling out the words that explain his feelings. Everything always seemed tied up inside, like Fort Knox. “Yeah, I had to go before returning to work. But I only went a few times. I didn’t want to talk about it then. And I still don’t want to talk about it now.”

      “Okay,” she whispered, her eyes wet. “Okay. We can wait until later, when you’re ready. But there’s something else really important that you need to know. While you were gone one of the men from the ranch came by here.”

      “Who? Who was here?” His heart started racing again, his palms sweaty.

      “It’s okay. I was fine. It was just Spike. I originally met him when he was kicked out of the compound and he helped us. He said everyone is looking for me. I told him to leave me here and tell the others that I’m fine.”

      He was having trouble concentrating because he couldn’t get past the idea that she’d been here alone, with a stranger. Yet again he’d taken his eyes off the road. “Spike was here?”

      “You know him?”

      “Yeah, I know that asshole.” His jaw clenched, of course he remembered Spike.

      “Well, he didn’t seem so bad.”

      “Fuck.” He walked to the side window and looked out onto the driveway. Who knew exactly how long ago it had been since Spike had found her and left to go tell the others. It could’ve been two seconds after he left. If they had a search party nearby, they could be here any minute.

      Which meant he’d failed.

      His mind went back to that dark place where Joann and Lexi had died. The night he’d taken them out to dinner, only to end in darkness and death. It was true he hadn’t loved Joann as much as she’d loved him, which had always made him feel guilty as shit. He’d accidentally knocked her up in college and then he’d married her out of a sense of duty. He’d been raised to take care of his obligations, so he did. His little girl, five years old when she died in the car crash, had been the light of his life.

      Kati grabbed his arm. “Raider? You look upset. Tell me, what’s wrong.”

      He jerked away, a sudden understanding hitting him like a tornado. He wasn’t any kind of protector. Who was he to think he could keep this woman safe, that this would be any different than before? He’d already killed his first family with his negligence. And he’d never gotten those women in the compound to safety.

      He stared into Kati’s troubled gaze and saw a menagerie of other eyes, those of his first wife and Lexi. Their blue eyes, their gasps and screams as the other car had smashed into them, one second before he blacked out. He’d come out with only a broken arm, but they’d both died. Joann at the scene and Lexi later, at the hospital.

      He had to get Kati away from him. This whole time he’d thought he was her ultimate protector, the only person who could keep her safe and whole. He wanted nothing to do with the ranch because they’d never give her to him. But in reality that big fucker and his friends were doing a better job than he was. She’d tried to tell him and he hadn’t listened, but the truth was right in front of him. Hell, they’d found him, which he’d thought was impossible.

      She stepped close again.

      He grabbed her shoulders and pushed her back from him.

      “This experiment is over. I want you to go back to the ranch, without me.” He had to get her away from him, for her own good. If she stayed out here alone with him she’d end up dead. He brought death and destruction to those around him. But she was staring at him with so much devotion. He had to do something drastic. Without her, the loneliness would be catastrophic, but he had to do this. For her. “I don’t love you,” he said harshly.

      

      “What?” Kati’s jaw dropped. She stared back at this man who was suddenly behaving exactly the opposite from the controlling and overprotective male she’d known. This man who, for the last five weeks had spent every moment by her side, touching her or fucking her, tried to knock her up with his kid to mark his possession and literally kept her chained to his cabin, was now trying to say he didn’t want her? “What is wrong with you? Why are you acting like this?”

      “Did you hear me? I don’t love you. Get the fuck out of here. I’m sick of this. Go back with them.”

      “What?” she shouted. “That’s not possible. You kept saying ‘you’re mine’ and now you don’t want me?”

      He didn’t bother to answer her, just picked her up and carried her outside. He stepped down the porch steps and onto the dirt path next to the cabin where the SUV was parked and set her down. Then he pulled the keys out of his pocket and tossed them to her. “The tank is full. Take 180 and it will get you back down to the valley and your friends. They’ll find you in minutes.”

      “I don’t want to leave. I love you, you big idiot,” she cried as her heart sliced into pieces. “Don’t you see? Why else would I stop running away and accept the fact that you’re trying to knock me up? I want to stay with you and start a family.”

      “Get in the fucking car and get out of here,” he snarled.

      She looked down at the keys in her hand and then at the SUV. A tear dropped onto her fingers and her shoulders started to shake.

      And right then a Hummer came barreling down the dirt road to their cabin. Kati looked up through her tears, recognizing it immediately. Thank god. They were here exactly when she needed them the most.

      In a matter of minutes Adam and Trevor were both out of the Hummer and surrounding Raider. Trevor crossed his tatted arms and glared at the man they blamed for her kidnapping. Adam was dressed in tan camo pants, heavy boots and a black, short-sleeved T shirt that did nothing to hide his massive biceps.

      Shit, these two were scary. Good thing they were her friends.

      “Kati, are you alright?” Trevor asked.

      She gave him a jerky nod, trying to suck up her tears. “I was about to get in the car and come back.” She showed them the keys in her hand. “He was kicking me out and forcing me to leave.”

      A muscle ticked in Adam’s jaw as he glowered at Raider. “It was good that you were sending her back, but you kept her from us this whole time, upsetting the other women at our ranch because we didn’t know if she was dead or alive. That’s not something we’re gonna forgive easily.”

      Raider lifted his chin. “Take her back with you,” he answered clear as day, “I don’t want her.”

      A noise of despair escaped from her throat.

      And then Adam stepped forward and swung a mighty upper cut at the man she’d started to think of as her husband. Raider accepted the blow and dropped heavily to the ground, knocked out cold.

      She stood there, staring, forcing herself to not rush over and check if he was okay. He hadn’t even tried to defend himself, just took the strike.

      “Nice hit,” Trevor remarked, giving Adam a pat on the shoulder.

      And suddenly Tiana came flying out of the back seat of the Hummer. “Kati,” she yelled, her voice catching with emotion.

      Kati turned, tears immediately clogging her throat as she saw the familiar features of her best friend. She raced across the driveway and threw her arms around Tiana’s athletic frame. “Oh my gosh, Tiana, it’s so good to see you,” she cried. “I didn’t know you were here too.”

      Tiana hugged her back tight. “Girl, I missed you so much. Thank god you’re okay. I was so worried. So worried.”

      They cried, and chatted excitedly, walking arm in arm, up the porch steps and into the cabin.

      Meanwhile the men each took an arm and dragged Raider inside and hefted him onto the bed.

      “Should we kill him?” Adam asked.

      “No. Please don’t,” Kati answered, wiping the last of the tears from her eyes. She still loved the big idiot, even if he didn’t feel the same.

      Tiana walked in and quietly examined the cabin. Thor and Loki raced behind the couch, hiding from the strangers who’d entered the room.

      “You have kittens?” Tiana exclaimed, turning and looking at her accusingly. “After a month of me biting my nails to the stub, worried about whether you were dead or alive, looking everywhere for you, I find you’ve been living out here with that Viking enforcer guy and you have kittens?” She glanced around. “And this place is cute. What’s been going on here? It’s like you’ve been playing house, like you’re married or something. Are we rescuing you or interfering with your honeymoon? Because, girl, if you’ve been able to get away this whole time and didn’t let me know you were safe because you were too busy fucking, I’m going to kick your ass.”

      “It wasn’t me, I promise,” Kati answered, “you can blame Raider for the fact that I couldn’t get back. I fought like hell to try and let you know where I was. He was always freaked out we’d run into Smith’s enforcers or that you guys would hate him and take me from him and kick him out.”

      “Blame Raider? Do you hear yourself? You refer to him like he’s your damn husband.”

      Kati bit her lip as warmth spread across her face, because, well…

      “That man kidnapped you,” Tiana gritted, her dark eyes flashing with anger. “I don’t care how handsome you think he is, or how well he took care of those kittens. He doesn’t get to have any claim to you after doing something like that.”

      “He actually took good care of me,” Kati whispered, “The problem was he wouldn’t let me go back to the ranch. Until today.”

      “Come on, we’re leaving,” Trevor announced from the doorway.

      “Damn right we’re leaving,” Tiana groused, “And we’re leaving his ass behind.”

      Kati nodded. “Okay. Let’s go,” she sighed, then paused as she glanced down at Thor, who was now brave enough to make an appearance, rubbing his tiny body against her ankle. She bent and picked him up, pressing her face against his sweet kitty-whiskers. So much had happened that morning she hadn’t even checked in with her babies. She picked up one of Thor’s white paws and gave it a kiss. Cat paws were her kryptonite. “Wait. What are we going to do about the kittens?”

      “I don’t know.” Tiana threw her hands up. “I cannot fucking believe in the middle of your kidnapping you had time to adopt kittens.”

      “This one is Thor and that one is Loki and I can’t decide if I should leave them here or take them with me. Raider loves these kittens…”

      Tiana put her hands to her temples. “Do you hear yourself? ‘Raider loves his kittens.’ Who cares if the guy who kidnapped you loves his damn kittens? I don’t believe this shit!”

      Adam’s lips twitched and he shook his head. “You know, since Raider was the one who kidnapped you, I’d say you deserve the kittens. It’s only fair. Take them.”

      “Yeah.” Kati nodded in agreement, loving this logic. “Yeah,” she repeated, with more certainty as she looked around the cabin they’d been sharing, trying to not let any more tears spill.

      He’d told her to leave.

      He’d finally freed her for real. He’d unlocked the chains weeks ago, but today he’d told her it was over. ‘This experiment’ as he’d called it. And she left him behind, passed out on their bed, and took both kittens with her, without so much as a backward glance.

      Maybe one day she’d find a way to let him know she was pregnant or had had their child. But she was planning on doing this without him. It was basically how she’d predicted—in the end the man she’d loved couldn’t be trusted with her heart and she was having a baby by herself.

      Life was predictable that way, even at the end of the world.
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      Kati raced to the toilet and threw up again, like she’d been doing every single morning for the last week.

      “Jeez, there’s too many damn pregnant women around here,” Krissy commented from the hallway.

      Kati rolled her eyes and shook her head, then reached up to flush the toilet. All the woman living at the ranch were here at the main farmhouse, having just finished breakfast, and were grouped out there in the hall—Rachel, Phoebe, Krissy, Tiana and Rebel—listening to her vomit. Even seven-year-old Josie was standing in the doorway. Ugh. This place had zero privacy.

      “Tell me about it,” Tiana answered. “Rebel and Rachel are the breeders and I thought the rest of us were going to be the freewheeling single girls. But Kati was assimilated.”

      Kati stood and cupped her hand under the faucet at the sink, slurping some water to wash out her mouth. Once she’d started throwing up regularly her friends had quickly figured out the problem, and a week later the teasing was still merciless.

      Tiana and Krissy spent most of their time cracking jokes about the fact that she’d fallen in love with the guy who’d kidnapped her. They weren’t wrong. She was moping around for the man who’d knocked her up on purpose and then kicked her out of his life. It really was pathetic. Basically, he’d told her he didn’t want her even if she was the last woman on earth.

      She bit her lip, trying to stop the tears that threatened to spill.

      “Is Kati sick?” Josie asked, her sweet little-girl voice causing Kati’s heart to ache. Josie was the only child any of them had seen alive since the end. She’d originally arrived at the ranch in the care of Phoebe and Sebastian, and because of that she and Phoebe still had a mother/daughter bond.

      “No sweetie,” Phoebe answered. “Kati isn’t sick. She’s going to have a baby too. Sometimes having a baby makes a woman sick to her stomach in the mornings, but then it goes away.”

      “Oh, like what’s happening to Rachel and Rebel?”

      “Yeah, like that.”

      Josie looked up and offered a bright smile. “Congratulations, Kati. I promise I’ll help you change diapers.”

      “Thank you, sweetie,” she answered, choking up yet again.

      Rebel stepped forward and pulled Josie in for a side hug and kissed the little girl’s cheek. “I’m really happy for you too,” she said. “And personally, I think we all need to give Kati a break and cut her some slack. I mean, you guys have to admit her baby daddy was pretty darn handsome. I can see why she fell for him. He looked like he could’ve been a Viking raider. And the tats only helped.”

      “So what?” Tiana countered. “A smart woman can’t let a man’s looks blind her to the fact that he’s a total asshole. Raider kidnapped her and I didn’t know where my girl was for a month. A whole month that man let me think she might be dead. I’m never forgiving his ass. He’d have to come here and beg on his knees for me to forgive shit like that.”

      “Damn straight,” Krissy seconded, then reached over and gave Tiana a high five.

      “Whatever,” Kati muttered, ignoring their antics as she followed everyone down the hallway. Her heart and stomach hurt too much to clearly take in what they were saying. She’d been walking around, her mind in a fog, since the day she’d left the cabin.

      When they entered the living room Rebel walked over and joined Trevor on the couch. Tiana and Krissy sat down too, in the loveseat, but Kati decided to remain standing. She wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t need to rush back to the toilet for another round of morning sickness.

      Rachel came and stood next to her, offering a gentle smile. “I don’t know, Tiana,” she pointed out, “Kati’s got it bad. I mean look at her, she’s still wearing Raider’s T shirt. I think you’re going to have to forgive him at some point.”

      “What does that shirt even mean?” Krissy quipped, “‘Property of the Sacramento County Sheriff’s Department’? Why did he have that? Did he find it somewhere?”

      Kati glanced down, absently fingering the hem of the shirt she’d been wearing the day Raider had kicked her out, and the one she continued to wear ever since. “No, it was his, he brought this with him from his home. Raider was a sheriff before the end.”

      Tiana crossed her arms and leaned back in the couch. “Are you sure he was a sheriff? Maybe he was making that shit up just to manipulate you.”

      “I saw the proof. His real name is Owen Pearce and he was a deputy sheriff for Sacramento County.”

      “Whatever.” She threw a hand up. “He sure didn’t act like one.”

      “Everyone stop talking,” Trevor ordered with a sharp tone. “I hear a car. And it’s not one of ours.”

      The room grew so quiet Kati could hear the sound of birds chirping outside. And sure enough, she also heard the rumble of a car engine. She sucked in a breath and grabbed Rachel’s hand.

      “Phoebe?” Josie whimpered.

      “Come here, baby,” Phoebe said, pulling the little girl into her arms.

      “Stay here,” Trevor ordered as he strode across the room, “wait for us to check on who it is.” Then he slammed out the front door.

      The moment he was gone, they all ran to the living room window to watch the action. This was part of the plan. When newcomers arrived at the ranch the women hid and waited for an all-clear, because in post-apocalyptic California it was smart to not let strangers know how many women and girls were living in one location.

      “Oh wow,” Kati whispered. She expected to be staring at strangers, or maybe some of Smith’s gang trying to get a foothold here, but instead a familiar black SUV pulled onto the long driveway. She put a hand on her still-flat stomach and bit her lip as tears pricked her eyes. “Raider.”

      “Raider?” Tiana exclaimed with outrage, “That’s his SUV? What’s he doing here? Oh hell no, he’s not taking you again. He can just forget that shit. You’re never going back to him. Right, Kati?”

      “Right,” she answered absently, placing a palm against the glass, her eyes focused on his car. “Never.”

      “Oh shit, here we go again,” Tiana grumbled.

      The SUV came to a complete stop and her man stepped onto the driveway. Even from this distance she could see he was a mess. His hair was lank, his beard thicker and unkept. He was wearing a torn T shirt she didn’t recognize.

      Adam, Trevor, Sebastian, Justin and Christian were already approaching him.

      “What does he want?” Krissy asked.

      Rebel snorted. “He wants Kati.”

      “I’m so confused,” Rachel said, “I thought he kicked her out. If he didn’t want her before, why is he here now?”

      And then Raider turned his focus toward the house and even from this distance she swore he met her gaze; that he somehow saw her standing there, behind the blinds.

      And then all hell broke loose.

      Raider started running across the expansive front lawn for the main house, his body moving with the powerful grace of a former athlete. His arms were crooked at precise right angles, his thighs bunching with the force of his stride. The men yelled at him to stop and tried to cut him off. Raider lowered his head and plowed into Sebastian, knocking him over like a toy.

      “Oh honey,” Kati whispered. This was hard to watch.

      Christian tried to grab for him, but Raider roughly shoved the other man to the ground.

      “That guy’s crazy,” Krissy commented. “What’s he doing? He’s a freak.”

      “Kati!” Raider thundered, his voice hoarse and ragged as he sprinted toward the porch. The pain embedded in that one word stabbed her in the heart. Then Adam, Trevor and Justin coordinated their attack, throwing themselves at Raider. They tackled him all at once. It took three of them to take him to the ground. Temporarily. “Kati!” he roared.

      “Yeah, but he’s my freak,” she answered. Then she turned, and deliberately walked over and unlocked the front door.

      “Kati, wait, don’t go—” Rachel said.

      Tiana grabbed onto her arm, but Kati shook it off and kept marching forward. Her eyes were only for her man.

      “Kati, stay back,” Adam yelled, “Go back in the house, he’s not secure.”

      She continued down the front steps. “Raider,” she shouted. “Raider, cut it out. I’m here. Stop it.”

      Raider froze mid-punch, his fist raised, and turned to meet her gaze. His chest heaving with mighty breaths, his hair a wild mess.

      “Let him go,” she yelled at the other men. “Please, you guys, let Raider go. It’s okay. He won’t fight anymore.”

      Raider shoved Adam off him and stood, his hands raised in an offer of submission to prove she was right.

      “I’m here,” she repeated, swallowing against the lump in her throat. “Honey, I’m here.”

      Raider took a step in her direction.

      “Wait,” Adam declared.

      Raider clenched his fists, a frustrated growl rumbling in his chest.

      “Adam, it’s okay,” she offered, “He won’t hurt me. I just need to talk to him, alone.”

      “Kati, are you sure?” Tiana said from behind her. “You can come back inside the house and we’ll take care of this. You don’t have to talk to him.”

      Kati reached out and squeezed her friend’s hand. “I’m sure,” she whispered. “Please, I need to do this.”

      Adam let out a deep exhale. He raked a hand through his dark hair, “Okay,” he gestured toward Raider, “if she wants to talk to you then she can, we’re not going to stop you. Go ahead. But stay in the open where we can see you.”

      Within seconds she was in Raider’s giant arms. He scooped her up, and swiftly carried her across the lawn and then she was standing, pressed against the back of his SUV. And he was right in front of her, his face buried in her neck and his arms wrapped around her.

      And she rested her cheek against his trembling shoulder.

      After a few minutes he finally calmed down, and he lifted his head and pegged her with an intense stare. “I’m taking you back home,” he said hoarsely.

      She placed a palm on his chest. “Are you sure? You kicked me out. Remember?”

      “Kati—”

      “You said you didn’t love me, and that you were tired of me and this experiment was over.”

      “I—”

      “None of us even understand why you’re back here if you didn’t want me in the first place.”

      He cupped her cheek. “Babe, I was stupid.”

      “Of course you were being stupid,” she answered, “but what changed your mind? Why are you finally back here, a week later?”

      “I woke up without you in my bed and knew I’d made a mistake.”

      She blinked. “That’s it?”

      “Yeah. I reached for you and you were gone.”

      She shook her head, her brow furrowed. And then the confusion whipped into furious anger. That was it? She pushed him back. He dropped his arms and she stepped away from him, pacing. Then she cut him an angry glance. “So that’s it? I wasn’t there to fuck, and you realized you’d messed up?

      He reached out. “Babe.”

      “No, don’t touch me. You don’t get to say that shit to me, kick me out of your life, and then act like it was nothing.”

      “I had to get you out of there, so I said those hurtful things to get you to leave. Making you think I didn’t love you was the only way you’d leave.”

      “Had to? You had to get me out of there? Raider, you tore my heart out. I don’t understand how you went from keeping me chained to your kitchen, to throwing me out. From one extreme to the other. I spent all that time keeping you at a distance, not letting myself care because I didn’t trust you, and then I did, only to have you toss me out like trash.”

      “I did it to keep you safe,” he growled.

      “Safe? Safe from what? I was fine with you. There was nothing wrong.”

      “Safe from me,” he yelled. “From me,” he repeated. “I made sure you got shot of me because I’m no good for you.”

      They were both quiet for a moment.

      Raider raked his fingers through his hair, then took a deep breath. “I wasn’t ready for you to find out about my ex-wife and daughter.”

      “Ex-wife? You two weren’t married anymore?”

      “Yeah, we were in the middle of a divorce when she passed. She’d left me for someone else.”

      “Oh.”

      “After I saw you step out of that car at the compound, I went crazy with needing you. I’d been living with all those assholes and I knew what was at stake and how special you were. Do you understand? I thought everything I did was necessary to keep you alive. If I made one wrong move I was certain you’d be with another man over me, because with so much choice why would you choose a loser like me? Someone who couldn’t even keep his family alive, prior to the apocalypse, back when things were calmer. I couldn’t tell you about my past, why would you want to stay with a man like that? I couldn’t afford to make a single mistake.”

      “Raider, you’re putting so much pressure on yourself. You know I don’t need anyone to take care of me, right? I can actually take care of myself. All I really need is a man to love.”

      He stared at her like he didn’t believe a word she said. “And when you found that article and the picture of Lexi,” he continued, “I wasn’t prepared for you to know.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” she said softly. “It was a drunk driver.”

      “I was driving the car and I turned my head for a second to look in the back—”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” she repeated. “The person who killed your family was behind bars when Ruyigi hit because that was the actual person who is at fault here, not you.”

      “If I’d had my eyes on the road I could’ve seen the other car coming and swerved out of the way.”

      “Stop,” she ordered, “stop.” And she moved forward. “Do you realize how scared I was in the beginning?” she said, deliberately changing the subject. Baby steps. His road to recovery was probably always going to be hard for him to deal with, and she’d be there for him every step of the way. And there were so many more issues to unpack it was easy to pick another one of the top of the pile, “When you first kidnapped me I didn’t know you, or your plans. Over time I figured out you’re actually a teddy bear with a badass exterior, but it wasn’t like you clued me in to that. You just let me stew in my own fears.”

      “You wouldn’t have believed me. I had to show you.”

      “But I didn’t know. Maybe you were going to torture or starve me. Rape me daily. Beat me. Get me pregnant and hurt my children. The horror was limitless in my mind.”

      “I never hurt you. Never beat you. Never—”

      “That was later. Later, I knew the truth, but I kept thinking, what kind of idiot am I for falling in love with the man who drugged me and threw me in the back of a car? And then he handcuffed me and later kept me chained to his kitchen. How could I ever tell anyone that story? ‘And then I fell in love with him.’ Everyone here thinks I’ve lost my mind, and you know what, they’re right!”

      “You were mine,” he said matter-of-factly, like he was referencing the fact the sun was hanging in the sky.

      “You’re not making this better.”

      “Oh hell,” he sighed. “Come here, baby.” He opened his arms.

      Her mouth dropped open. He wanted to hug her?

      He flicked his fingers. “Come here,” he ordered.

      And she melted. She just couldn’t stand firm against all the epic masculinity. She stepped into his embrace and he wrapped his massive, tattooed forearms and biceps around her. She inhaled his scent.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” he whispered against her ear. “I’m sorry I scared the crap out of you. I should’ve explained everything to you earlier and maybe not kept you chained so long, but I suck at explaining shit, you know that. And after I got sick, I could see I wasn’t the man to take care of you. What if instead of Spike, one of Smith’s enforcers had shown up? I could’ve returned to the cabin to find you gone, or dead.”

      She stayed quiet, soaking in the comfort of his embrace.

      “I want to take you home and put you in bed, with those cuffs on again.”

      She smacked him on the chest with her open palm. “Don’t even joke about that.”

      “I’m not joking. You were sexy as fuck with those restraints on your wrists and legs. We could go home, and I could take those out again and show you some new positions…”

      She gasped. “That’s the real reason you kept me handcuffed for so long?”

      He winked. “Let’s go home.”

      “Hold on. I still don’t understand how you think anything is different. You said you came back because I wasn’t in your bed anymore. But—”

      He took a deep breath. “It’s different because I can see now the best way to keep you safe is with back up. I’ve been looking for you for a week.”

      “Oh my god. This whole time?”

      “Yes, I started searching for you the very next morning when I woke up to an empty cabin and I knew right away I’d played that all wrong. But these bastards here covered their tracks well. I had no idea exactly where this ranch was, and I’ve been searching from dusk till dawn for you. I remembered you said there were oranges, almonds and grapes nearby and you spoke about the town it was near, that narrowed things down. But it still took seven days of constant searching for me to find you. But all those hours in the car, siphoning gas and scanning maps and driving around for clues—it gave me time to think. And…you were right.”

      “I was?”

      “Yes, the best place to keep you safe is here. Or at least linked to this group. That way it won’t just be me watching you, I’d have backup. If I were sick, they’d take over. If something happened to our kids, they’d help. If you got sick, they’d help. They’d help deliver the baby. And if anyone came to attack, we’d have backup. I can’t keep you safe alone.”

      She touched his arm. “Raider, you’re amazing at taking care of me. And I’m sure you’ll do a terrific job of watching our baby. But yes, we all live here together because we can take care of each other. These guys will be lucky to have a deputy sheriff joining their group. You just need to get to know them a bit and reassure them that if I leave here with you, I’m safe. And they have to know that wherever we go to live, they can easily come and visit, and you will be okay with all of that. Because if you want to marry me and be the father of this baby, that means you’re joining this group too.”

      “I can’t live without you,” he said fiercely.

      “Are you going to be my husband?” she asked boldly, because at the end of the world why couldn’t she do the proposing? Shoot, too bad she didn’t have a ring to slip on his finger. Oh well, they could go get rings tomorrow.

      “You’re my wife already,” he said simply. “Since the moment I met you.”

      The tears were there again, stinging her eyes. “You can’t ever do this again, where you decide on your own that you’re not good enough for me. Because now that I’m pregnant, we need you with us.”

      “I know. And I won’t.”

      “You know?”

      He placed his forehead against hers and a palm on her stomach. “Babe, I know everything about you.”

      She smiled. “Now there’s the old Raider. He’s back. Or should I call you Owen?”

      “Raider,” he said. “I’m not the man I was before. I’m Raider now.”

      “Okay.”

      “Where are Thor and Loki?” he asked suddenly. “I missed the kittens too.”

      She chuckled. “They’re inside. Probably playing with Tiana, Krissy and Josie. Don’t worry, we’ve been taking good care of them.”

      “They’re coming home with us too.”

      “I figured.”

      “I love you,” he said, “and I—”

      But he couldn’t finish because she cut him off with a fierce kiss.

      The urge had been growing exponentially because that long pipe lining his jeans the whole time they were talking was distracting as hell. Eventually, all she could think of was how amazing that was going to feel sliding into her aching core. Even when she was angry, all she could think about was how it had been one long week since she’d touched him. And as he spoke his perfect lips were so tempting. The flash of white teeth and that golden beard. She cupped his face with both hands and kissed him like her life depended upon it.

      The moment their lips touched Raider groaned and slipped his arms around her waist, pulling her in tight, because his hunger apparently matched her own.

      His erection was flush against her belly and her breasts were smashed against his chest and it was too wonderful for words. He swallowed her kisses and moans. She opened her mouth and he gained entrance, deepening the kiss. His fingers twined in her hair and he walked her back and pushed her against the side of the SUV, lifting her legs. She wrapped them around his hips, and he lifted her ass, causing her to grind her core against the ridge in his jeans.

      “Hey, we don’t wanna watch you two fuck!” Krissy shouted from across the lawn. “Get a room!” And then the crowd on the front porch dissolved into peals of laughter and cat calls.

      “Oh gosh,” Kati said, tearing her mouth from his, letting out an embarrassed huff.

      “Actually, that sounds like a plan,” Raider said, his breath hot against her ear. “Let’s get out of here. I need inside of you. Now.”

      “Hurry,” she panted. Raider lowered her legs and she grabbed his hand, tugging him toward the car. “We’ll be back in a few days for the kittens,” she shouted out for the benefit of the peanut gallery.

      Then they both slammed into the car and Raider put the SUV in reverse and pealed out of the driveway. He glanced over at her and threw a genuine smile, the kind that made his blue eyes crinkle and a hint of dimple shine through the outline of his beard.

      And Kati was so happy she thought her heart might burst.

      Because right at that moment she knew she’d found that elusive emotion she’d been fighting so long and hard for.

      Love.

      Love was still possible, even at the end of the world.
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      Want more apocalypse?

      Go back to the beginning and find out how it all began…

      

      Love, in a hopeless place.

      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.
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      March 26th, San Diego, 62 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?”
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