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      For those that have loved me when I’m difficult to love.
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      Dormas was gone. Completely gone.

      I stood in the dirt, staring out over the destruction with a deep slump to my shoulders. Ahead of me was nothing but ash and billows of smoke filling the afternoon sky. Little embers were still eating at the collapsed buildings, taking the ashes and consuming them whole.

      Based on the level of destruction, we assumed that Dormas burned to the ground last week. The moment word got out that Cavil was dead, the empire had erupted in chaos. His loyal guards destroyed the town without reason, probably as some half-assed attempt at retribution. It was no secret that the Dormas Leadership Council was responsible for his death. Everyone knew he was keeping Cyler and Maverick captive.

      For the last few weeks, Resistance groups, Scavengers, and Walkers alike all banded together to fight what was left of Cavil’s men. They had weapons, but we had heart.

      Well, our allies had heart. Mine was beating, yes, pumping blood through my malnourished and exhausted body. But I wondered if the thing banging against my chest actually felt anything these days, if it were still really capable of emotion. Because if I had a heart, shouldn’t I feel guilty about killing Commodore Cavil?

      I didn’t. I really didn’t. And now that I was looking out over what was left of our home, I wished I could do it again. I never thought I’d be the type to approve of murdering, but I felt nothing except relief to have Cavil’s blood on my hands.

      The other companions abandoned us the first chance they got, and I didn’t blame them. Madam B was killed during the riots. Kemper said he saw her murdered by stray heat. It was hard to think that all that was left of the passionate, hardened, and boisterous woman was dust. Her home was destroyed, too. We never knew for sure what had happened to Jade, though. We all assumed that she was still in Cavil’s building when it exploded. Blythe, Lowe and I mourned the loss of our spunky friend, they more so than I. But once again, loss was common in the empire. It bonded us but also tore us apart. Now that the job was done, there was no real need for us to be together. Our camaraderie was circumstantial and crumbled at the first sign of adversity.

      We stopped the transport and parted ways with a simple nod. Later on, I regretted it; I should have insisted that we stick together. Alliances were crucial, and there was something to be said about safety in numbers. But at the time, I was too focused on Cyler and Maverick. My, how I’d come a long way from being the timid little Walker girl of Galla. It was every man or woman for themselves. And I only had enough emotional capacity for the six men I loved, Jules, Mia, and Payne. Loving people was a dangerous game at the end of the world.

      “Babe, come on,” Cyler said while drawing me out of my thoughts of that fateful night and reaching out to grab me. He looked abnormally pale, and I noticed how his hands trembled when he brushed his fingertips along my skin. I knew his exhaustion was a side effect of the death pill. It took him and Maverick much longer to wake up than it took me. Their bodies liked the idea of death a little more than they loved living. I spent almost two days staring at their chests, praying that they’d wake up, while Huxley drove us to the Scavenger camp where Payne was supposed to be.

      I still remembered crying in a heap on the floor, begging them not to die. In a moment of weakness, I pleaded to Josiah to give them back. I wasn’t a religious woman; the empire had given that up centuries ago. But I knew that my childhood friend gave me my men back. Or maybe I was crazy.

      I’d never forget the disappointment I felt when we found the camp abandoned. Now we had no idea where Payne was or if he were even alive. Chief Aarav and Mia were missing, too. I’d never seen Jules cry, but she sobbed at the sight of the abandoned tents and debris. Hell, I even felt a pang of disappointment at the idea of Mistress Stonewell being gone. I had the closure I craved, but despite everything, I felt a sense of responsibility for her. So we did the only thing we could think to do.

      We went home.

      “I just want to look a little while longer,” I said while taking in our ruined home. I wanted to soak in the destruction so it felt real. For so long, I dreamed of coming back here, of walking down the street and resuming my job at the bakery while spending my nights with my men. But that dream seemed so out of reach now. We had a cure to find. A town to rebuild. A sense of trust to reestablish. I looked over my shoulder at Huxley, who was standing watch, his arms crossed over his chest as he looked back at me with those challenging eyes. “I miss it,” I whispered before turning back to look at where Black Manor would have stood.

      “Well, it’s gone,” Jules said to my right, kicking at a rock on the ground before spitting in the dirt. She’d come a long way from the girl that I met back in Galla just a few months ago. She was wearing trousers and a smile, looking at her burned downtown like it was a challenge, not a problem. Jules thrived. I’d never seen her so alive or so determined to hunt and fight her way through the crumbling empire. She’d changed a lot in the last few months, and our friendship had grown, too. I couldn’t tell if she was jealous or proud that it was I who delivered the deadly blow to Cavil.

      I let out a slow exhale before turning to walk towards Kemper. He was rifling through a pile of trash, looking for anything that might be useful. “You okay?” I asked. He’d designed most of this town. Built it from the ground up with his bare hands in homage to his grandfather. Seeing it destroyed must have been devastating for him.

      “It can be rebuilt,” he said with a simple shrug. I knew there was more behind his response. He was just as burdened by the wreckage as the rest of us. The only difference was he liked having a purpose and couldn’t wait to make things perfect again.

      “Can it?” I asked. Kemper stopped sorting through debris to look at me. Grabbing my hands, he then pulled me into a hug before whispering in my ear.

      “Of course it can, Ash. The only thing you can’t rebuild is a person. And the only people I care about are here.” I thought back to the bracelet they got me for my birthday, that day now felt so far away. The inside engraving had said “Home is wherever you are.” And now, looking out at what little was left of Dormas, that saying felt more authentic than ever. My men were my home. They were my safe place. I knew that Kemper was right, and as he held me there in what used to be the middle of the road of Dormas, I stole what little comfort he could provide. I let it seep through my skin and settle in my bones. There was a chill in the air, an ominous warning that winter was upon us.

      "Is anything salvageable?" I asked. Jacob was standing off in the distance, looking at what used to be our home. Black Manor was nothing more than a pile of rubble. He tucked his hands into his grey pants and kicked at a fallen piece of timber. His beard had grown some, and his broad shoulders seemed even more muscular now since he’d been moving the rubble and saving anyone trapped. Every town we arrived at was always the same. Nothing was left.

      "It's all salvageable. But for now, we might have to go to old Dormas," Kemper answered me.

      Jules popped her neck, rolling her head around before speaking. "Didn't we leave that town because it was infected? We should probably stay away, shouldn't we?" Her voice was patronizing, a tone I had come to expect from her. Tallis made her bold and brave, but her need to be right made her anxious, like she had something to prove.

      Cyler dusted his hands off on his black denim jeans before answering her. "Everywhere is infected, Jules." I stared at Cyler, who had pulled his long black hair up into a ponytail and was staring back at me. He was still tall and impressive, but it broke me to see his pale skin and slumped shoulders. He was right, though. Every town we’d come to was nothing but infected Walkers. Sometimes we had to just stay in the transport to avoid coming into contact with any of them. The disease was spreading faster than ever before, now that the cure was obsolete.

      I looked behind me just in time to see Maverick emerge from what was left of the clinic. His hands were full of various first-aid kits, but even from here, I could tell that none of it was of use. "They cleared most of it out," he said with a frown before setting it down on the ground at his feet. His red hair was knotted and full of soot, but his brown eyes still flickered with hope despite the burden on his shoulders. I observed the black circles under his eyes; calculating how much longer he could go before needing to rest.

      "Well, let's go check out old Dormas." My eyes fluttered to Cyler's for a moment, remembering that old motorcycle ride we once took. That moment in the treehouse seemed so far away now. I missed the simplicity of it. It was a place where Cyler was strong, and the only thing between us was worry that we couldn't make the group relationship work.

      "Always wanted to take you back to that treehouse, Babe," Cyler said with a smile. He was trying to lighten the mood, and I appreciated him for it.

      "Maybe this time we’ll actually make good use of it," I boldly replied, not even surprised at how much I had changed over these last few months. I’d come to appreciate that every moment was precious. You never knew when it could be your last, so I made sure to take each little bit from my men that I could.

      Shuddering, Jules shook her head before grabbing Tallis’ hand. "Gross. Can you at least pretend to have a sense of tact?" she asked while wrinkling her nose. Tallis, on the other hand, didn’t seem bothered. He’d grown more stoic over the last few weeks, allowing Jules to take the lead. But he winked at me then, in that quiet, playful way I’d come to expect. I winked back. It was the little moments of normalcy that made all of this bearable.

      Patrick started coming up the drive, destruction covering the road on both sides of him as he carried various items in his arms. He had gone down to the train station, checking to see if he could salvage anything, and it looked like he did. I stared at his towering figure, appreciating the way his clothes clung to his frame. Huxley jogged up to meet him and took a few of the supplies from his arms. Despite the sadness and the sense of loss we all felt, my twins looked ready to take on the world, Huxley with his fierce expression, and Patrick with his optimistic outlook on life. Together they could probably rule the empire if they wanted to.

      "You okay?" Huxley asked in a gruff voice before stopping in front of me. I looked at what he was holding: a few canned goods and a hammer. Nothing we could really use but still something of worth.

      "I know I didn't live here for long, but I’m still sad. I can't imagine how you feel." I rubbed my arm while looking around once more. Patrick set down some of his supplies next to me, then placed his hand at my chin, gently lifting my face up to meet his gaze.

      "This could be a good thing," Patrick, ever the optimist, said. “We could build a giant mansion now. I’m thinking a huge kitchen so you could make cake all day.” At his words, my stomach grumbled. I’d been trying to ignore the hunger pains. The scarcity of food and other supplies made them heavily rationed so we had to be careful with how much we ate. He gave me a stern but playful look that told me he heard that then set the supplies in his arms on the ground before digging in the pocket of his cargo pants. He produced a handful of nuts and berries left over from our lunch earlier. I had seen him save them and now understood he was setting them aside for me.

      “Eat,” he ordered while handing them out to me. I grabbed the handful and kissed his cheek in thanks.

      Jacob walked towards us then looked at the ground where Patrick had discarded his stuff. The monotone voice from his mindspeak broke out against the silence. "That's seriously all that was left? We are definitely fucked."

      Huxley reached around Patrick to flick Jacob on the ear. "Can you turn the thing off? We have to pretend at least to be optimistic here, man."

      Jacob blushed slightly before reaching up to pull it from his ear, but I grabbed his wrist. I liked Jacob's unfiltered honesty. I preferred it to false promises. "Leave it on. You know I like hearing what you think," I said softly before throwing him a small smile.

      "Come on," Cyler interrupted before Jacob’s mindspeak could respond to my declaration. "Let's go check out the old town before it gets dark. We’ll need to set up camp, and Ash needs to eat again." A part of me was tired of how much they kept fussing over me, but the other part appreciated Cyler's thoughtfulness.

      They all started heading towards the transport where Jules and Tallis were already patiently sitting. I stayed behind for a moment longer, looking over the destruction while wondering where the people of Dormas were now. Had they died? Was anything really still the same?

      After Cavil died, the riots started. At first, it was to overthrow his army, but then people stopped knowing what it was they were fighting for. They were mad. Mad at the empire. Mad at the powerful man that got us in this situation. Mad at the disease that had taken so many lives. Mad at the cure for its false promises. They went through mindless rage, burning everything in their path. And if the Walkers weren't wandering the streets of the empire, then the violent rioters were. It felt like there was nothing left but my men and me.

      However, the worry on all of their faces told me that wasn't true. There were lots of enemies left. And now that word was out that Payne held the answer to our cure and that Maverick was probably the only man left alive smart enough to crack it, we had large targets over our head for the people still clinging to hope instead of their anger.

      Kemper stayed next to me, running a hand through his blond hair while we both stared out one last time. We would rebuild. I knew we would. It just didn't make the hurt go away. Dormas represented my freedom. Dormas was my refuge from heartache—from my life of servitude. Dormas was where I found myself, and it was where I left my heart, too. It's where I broke it up into pieces and gave it away to six men.

      But home wasn’t a place, it was people. If anything, this experience had taught me that.

      Behind me, the transport door slammed shut, causing the noise to echo throughout the deserted town. I squeezed my eyes closed, the sounds reminding me of Cavil's bedroom. It didn't sound like bone crunching, but even the hint of violence brought my mind back to that place. A shiver traveled through my body, remnants of the adrenaline that once flooded through my system. I never thought I was capable of murder, never thought I was capable of such an act. And now my mind kept going back to that place, reliving the horrors of what I was capable of. Again, I didn't regret it. But I couldn't help but feel fearful of the girl that killed Commodore Cavil. She was strong, but she was mindless and angry. She didn't feel like me at all.

      A hand grabbed my wrist and turned me into a hug. I was stiff with adrenaline and fear but quickly melted into the warmth of Kemper's embrace. He kept doing little things like this, bringing me out of these memories and comforting me with words of affirmation that I was still the girl he fell in love with. Kemper, my perfectionist. My fixer.

      I wondered if he would still love me if he'd seen what I did.

      "You're here. You're safe," he whispered over and over. I let him comfort me even though sometimes I wondered if I deserved it. I liked being affected by what I did. In some ways, although it tortured me, it still reminded me that I was alive. That I was human. I was thankful for my humanity because it showed me that I wasn't completely swallowed up by the rage I felt whenever I thought of the evil men that destroyed this empire and enslaved people.

      "I love you, Kemp," I whispered.

      "I love you too, Ash."
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      The old town wasn’t quite what I remembered. Back when Cyler had taken me to see it, the place seemed run down. I was viewing it through the lens of someone that had the new Dormas to compare it to.

      But now, I noticed that the bones of this town were excellent. There was a hidden optimism in the moss-covered brick and abandoned rooms. It was the things that looked the most beat down that brought the best hope. There was potential.

      "It's still here," Jules said in shock. We had all filed out of the transport and were looking around, part of us not knowing where to start but also feeling thankful for something to do and a place to be.

      Tallis pulled his white hair back into a ponytail and adjusted his shirt. He looked at Jules with a small smile, but it didn't quite meet his eyes. I wondered if he was worried about his people. I realized then that we should have offered to go see his old camp. It would take a good full day to get out there, but maybe some of his people fled to the familiarity of their former home. He took his job as chief very seriously, and I was sure that not knowing where they were was worrying him.

      "We should probably check for Walkers," Tallis said. Although we hadn’t seen any in Dormas, there was still a good chance that people camping out here could have gotten infected. Those infected with X were hit with random bursts of violence and agony. But sometimes misery congregated in groups. It was mostly circumstantial. X was like a sweeping punch, attacking entire assemblies of people with one fatal swoop and leaving them all to die together in abandoned buildings.

      "We also need to check for any other refugees," he added. Most of the survivors we’d encountered during our three weeks of searching the empire for Payne were just hell-bent on surviving, but some used their need for survival like an excuse to do deplorable things.

      Jules pulled the knife from her boot as if preparing for battle. I couldn't help but roll my eyes at her theatrics. She was always so eager for a fight.

      I grabbed the hand closest to me, smiling when I realized it was Jacob. His mindspeak went wild, "Fuck yes, she picked me." I’d come to appreciate the monotone voice that gave me uninhibited access to his thoughts. Everyone started laughing, the sound a little too cheerful for the old ghost town.

      "Let's split up, meet back here in an hour. Whistle if you come across anything dangerous, and no one go too far," Cyler said with an air of authority. It felt good to hear him in leadership mode again. I had fallen in love with his ability to take care of those that he cared for. And now that we were all together again and finding our new normal, we were starting to slip back into our roles, combining who we were previously with the new parts of ourselves.

      "You got it," Patrick said in a bright voice before looping his arm through Maverick’s and pretending to skip off. Maverick quickly detached himself and rolled his eyes before chasing after his boisterous friend, mumbling under his breath something about needing coffee.

      Cyler paired up with a bored looking Huxley as Kemper joined Jules and Tallis. We all went off in our different directions, and I let Jacob guide me towards an old building. His mindspeak started explaining things to me, and I was comforted by the history lesson.

      "This used to be the old clinic," he explained. "I remember chasing Maverick and Cyler around the flashy equipment while their dad yelled at us to get out. Mr. Black was crazy smart, almost scarily so. He worked a lot, too." Inside was dark, and Jacob shined a flashlight he produced from his pocket as we walked around checking for signs of people or danger. I trailed my fingers against a dusty shelf that was empty, reflecting on his words.

      "That sounds like Maverick. Must be where he gets it from," I said. Maverick was intelligent and dedicated. It’s what I loved most about him.

      "Must be." After we found out that the old clinic was cleared, we went across the street to what Jacob’s mindspeak explained was once the general store. I walked inside, half expecting to feel that familiar flutter of excitement I felt at the bakery in Dormas, but the reality of the abandoned building made those flutters fall flat. The ceiling had caved in, and it wasn't nearly as lovely as the general store Kemper had built.

      "Are you okay, Ash?" Jacob’s mindspeak asked, and he sighed as if he wasn't really wanting to ask me that. I was sure on some level they all knew that I wasn't doing okay. But honestly, none of us were. What use was hashing out my issues when we were all going through the same thing? The only thing that would fix this would be to find Payne. He was the key to unlocking the cure and rebuilding this crumbled empire.

      "I'm worried about Payne," I answered before tightening my sweater around my body. I had lost a lot of weight, and it seemed like none of my clothes fit anymore. “What if something happened to him? What if we don’t get to him in time?” It wasn't just that I wanted the cure, the lingering threat that my men could become infected with X at any moment scared me.

      Above all of that, I had come to care about the little boy. His mother's involvement in all of this baffled me. I wish I had more insight into Dominique’s story. I wanted to know what led her to help out the late Lackley. What kind of mindset would push a person to develop a virus so lethal? “I’m worried you’re all going to contract X,” I said before looking around for signs of anyone. Speaking my fears out loud made them real, and I preferred to lock them away.

      “I’m worried, too,” Jacob’s mindspeak said. His expression was reluctant, almost like he didn’t want to share that vulnerable train of thought with me.

      I lifted up a piece of plywood, and bugs flew at me from the movement. I swatted them away and nearly fell over my boots before Jacob righted me.

      “This is creepy as fuck. Can we just sleep in the transport again?” Jacob’s mindspeak said in a monotone voice, making the hilarity of his words more impactful. I tried not to laugh at the robotic tone, Jacob was sensitive about his disability, but sometimes I had to laugh to stop myself from crying.

      “If I have to spend one more night sleeping in the transport with Jules’ snoring, I might kill her, which would be very unfortunate ’cause I just started to like the poor girl,” I said before brushing my hands off on my pants. “This place seems to be in better shape than new Dormas,” I admitted.

      “Not by much.”

      We walked, exploring the southern side of the buildings with ease, keeping our eyes peeled for infected Walkers and anything we could use to survive. I found an old can of beans and was currently coveting it, clutching the can to my chest like it was something to be treasured.

      I’d been hungry many times in my life, but I’d never had others to worry about before. I could sense their weakness and knew that many times they took turns going without so that I had some food. My men were selfless and incredibly caring. How in the empire did I deserve such kindness?

      “I bet if we built a house here, we could have the kitchen windows facing the west. You’d get a great view of the sunset while you make us dinner,” Jacob’s mindspeak said as he smiled at me. He reached out to grab hold of my free hand, lacing his calloused fingertips through mine before swinging my arm in a careless way that made this entire experience feel less...daunting.

      “I want a large kitchen. Big enough for a table that extends to fit twenty people,” I joined in the fun, imagining a future I wasn’t quite sure would ever happen.

      “I bet you want a large bed, too. One that fits all of us,” Jacob’s mindspeak replied, and I laughed. I’d be lying if I hadn’t imagined all of us together, sharing a bed. It seemed like a fun fantasy, but the reality of six snoring men did not appeal to me.

      “I’d like my own room. You all can take turns,” I replied cheekily.

      Jacob’s mindspeak didn’t register laughter, so instead, his mouth broke out into a wide grin, and he shook his shoulders in amusement, tilting his head back like we were on a date joking about hypotheticals instead of searching for supplies and infected Walkers in a run-down town.

      “Funny, huh?” I asked as his laughter calmed down.

      “You do realize that we’ll all end up in your bed regardless? It’s hard keeping you out of our sights, Ash.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Since everything that had happened recently, our group had solidified in ways that I still was learning to process. We weren’t challenging the dynamic, and I couldn’t remember the last time I felt remorse or guilt about allowing them to share me. It had become our new normal, I guess.

      “You do realize that Huxley and Cyler snore. And Patrick is a compulsive cuddler. Huxley would probably wake up with his twin spooning him.” I laughed at that visual while trying to keep my eyes peeled. Despite the lightheartedness of our conversation, I still felt on edge.

      “Fair enough. But I’ll be sneaking into your room every chance I get,” Jacob said, but it felt like an incomplete thought. His mindspeak started counting numbers like he was trying to avoid me hearing his other unfiltered thoughts. It was a trick he’d picked up, and I was beginning to hate counting.

      “Why are you counting, Jacob?” I asked teasingly.

      “I don’t want you to hear all the things I want to do to you, five, six, seven…”

      “Payne will need his own room, too,” I began, hoping to change the subject if only to stop having to hear the monotone counting.

      "I have no idea how we are gonna find him. Or even if we will find him," Jacob’s mindspeak replied. Again, I found his honesty refreshing, but it still hurt to hear. I could've used some of Patrick's optimism then.

      "Fuck, I'm so sorry, Ash. I wish I could control the stupid thing better. Sometimes I wonder if you miss the sound of my voice," Jacob added before slapping his forehead and ripping the mindspeak out of his ear.

      I grabbed his hand. "I miss your voice," I replied. "You had this flirty, easy way of talking that just instantly made me like you. But I like that you can't hide behind a flirty smile now. I like knowing what's on your mind. Even if it's hard to hear."

      

      Jacob and I were heading towards the end of the concrete street when I noticed movement ahead of us in a decrepit building to our right. It was nothing but a brief flash, but my time living in the camp taught me to notice such things. I reached out and grabbed Jacob's arm before lifting my free hand up and holding it to my lips, urging him to keep quiet. "Movement," I mouthed, and he pocketed his mindspeak to prevent it from speaking and giving away our location, assuming whoever was up there didn't already know that we were here.

      I mentally made a note of how far away the others were, realizing that they would be able to hear us if we screamed. We'd have to hold our own for a little while, but they could get here in a hurry if necessary. Pulling Jacob behind me, I eased us towards a concrete building to our right with cracks up and down the side of it.

      Sliding us into the shadows, I pressed my body as close to the side as I could while looking where I noticed the movement before. Since Cavil's death, there had been other groups trying to take control of the empire. Everyone either wanted a piece of the pie or recognition for saving us all.

      Then there were people like us, those who just wanted to survive. "Look," I urged in a low whisper while staring towards the dilapidated building with a door hanging off the hinges. Just as I said that, another movement caught my eye. There was definitely a person there. I thought I saw a flash of white hair, but I wasn't sure. During the end of the world, it was everyone for themselves.

      "Get Cyler," Jacob mouthed while nodding back towards where we came from. I stopped staring at the occupied building for a moment to look back at where we were. It wasn't too far, we could make it. I swallowed just as I felt the sharp point of a knife at my neck.

      Fuck.

      Jacob looked fiercely at whoever was on the other side of me holding me at the end of their blade. One swallow, one slight movement, and I'd be dead. Jacob knew it. I knew it. And the person currently holding me against the blade knew it, too. "We don't mean any harm," I whispered, knowing that if I raised my voice, it could startle them. It was a tricky situation. "We were just looking for shelter and supplies; we will leave your land in peace," I added.

      I expected the person to end me then. I was too scared to turn my eyes back to him and see who it was at the end of the knife, too afraid to meet my death. But instead of a swift slice along my throat, an awed, clipped voice caught me off guard. "Ash?" I let out a sigh of relief at the familiarity before turning to look at who was threatening my life.

      "Thurst?" I asked incredulously when realizing that the tall man towering over me was from Tallis and Mia's Scavenger camp. I hadn't seen him since we first left Dormas. Although my time with him was brief, I jumped up for joy and wrapped my arms around his neck, squeezing him tightly as he choked out a short chuckle in shock. "I can't believe it's you. Where is Bowden? And Hope?" I asked before pulling away and looking him in the eye. His white hair had been cut shorter, but the blue designs along his skin were still beautiful and intricate. He seemed like his time away from Tallis had worn him. He was skinnier, less vibrant.

      Thurst frowned before whistling in response. The chirping sound echoed off the concrete buildings, sounding like a small bird as it traveled through the old, deserted town. After a moment, another person emerged from the buildings around us, and I noticed that it was Bowden.

      I opened my mouth to ask where Hope was, but Thurst answered my unspoken question first.

      “Hope was taken from us.”

      At that, my heart completely sank. It nearly disappeared. Tears filled my eyes, and I took in Bowden’s lean form in the distance while grabbing at my chest. For a moment, I felt frozen in my turmoil. My fists were clenched in anger and sadness. My teeth were gnawing a hole in my lip so deep I knew I’d choke on blood.

      I grabbed Jacob’s hand and urged him forward, bounding towards Bowden with a sense of disbelief and grief. I could feel the power of Hope’s namesake completely disappearing from my system. Once I was in front of Bowden, I let out a sob before gently wrapping my arms around him. Seeing him was difficult, but losing the baby girl I saved was cracking the last bit of resolve I had. “I’m so sorry,” I choked out. And I was. I was sorry that we weren’t here to help.

      I looked at him, frowning when I realized that this was all that was left of Tallis' camp. "Is anyone else..." I trailed off, afraid to say my question out loud.

      "We're it. Most migrated, some died of X. Few went off to fight. Some were...captured. We decided to stay put," Thurst said from behind me.

      "Oh God, Tallis. Tallis is here!" I exclaimed, realizing that he would want to see them.

      There was still hope in Dormas, after all.
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      I stared at the flames in the campfire, too lost in my thoughts to really feel the warmth it put off. The winds from the Deadlands carried with them a toxic smell that singed my nose hairs. It was bittersweet, setting up camp with the men I loved while grieving a little girl that was taken from Thurst and Bowden. I was a combination of all the moments leading up to this. I was hardened by Ethros, strengthened by my time in the Deadlands. Destroyed by the idea of everyone I’d ever cared about being taken from me.

      I was ruined.

      “What are you thinking about?” Huxley asked while drawing in the dirt with a stick.

      “Payne,” I replied. “And Hope.” The two children were special to me. Knowing that the cure was within Payne was a relief, but it was also terrifying. What if someone else got to him first? What if he was dead? What if he was captured like Hope was? Thurst and Bowden refused to go into detail, saying that it hurt too much to discuss. A thousand scenarios flooded my mind, and I had to dig my nails into my thighs, pinching them to keep from crying.

      I watched the couple with despair. Thurst’s and Bowden's cheeks were sunken in. “I’m a foolish girl, Hux,” I said before brushing away an ant that was crawling along my skin.

      “Why do you say that?” Off to the left, Patrick and Kemper were building shelter for the night, so I didn’t have to sleep in the transport again. Naturally, Tallis had whipped up a tent for him and Jules in record time, and they had already disappeared there to be alone. I found it curious that he didn’t want to be with his people, but also understood not being able to look them in the eye. Despite killing Cavil, the enemy, it was still hard to come home to a destroyed Dormas.

      “I thought we could come back and just be like it was before,” I began while staring at the glowing embers in the fire. “Dormas isn’t the same. I am not the same,” I replied before standing up. “Good night!” I called out to Bowden and Thurst. I couldn’t sit here any longer. I couldn’t look at them and not think of everything we’d lost. Our reunion was bittersweet, and it didn’t escape me how Tallis was equally thrilled and disappointed to see what was left of his people. It was hard to watch. Lately, everything was hard to do.

      After I brushed dust off my skirt, I waved timidly at the rest of my men before heading towards the tent Kemper put up for me. I couldn’t just sit there while thinking about all the sad things in my life. I had not allowed myself to wallow too much since Cavil’s death. I didn’t see the use. But knowing Hope was gone sent me spiraling. All I could think about were all the people I loved and all the terrible things that could happen to them. Naturally, Huxley didn’t let me off the hook that easily. He stood and raced after me, threading his fingers through mine while walking me back to our tent. “What’s on your mind, Ash?”

      It was a question they all had been asking me daily, like figuring out the way my brain worked would somehow heal whatever we were going through. Huxley and I stopped outside my tent, and instead of answering him, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled his body close to mine.

      “I’m thinking that I need you.” I needed all of them and the distraction they offered. The only time I wasn’t thinking about all the danger we faced was when I was with them.

      Huxley gently lifted me up, cradling me in his arms before carrying me inside our makeshift shelter, stumbling a bit when he had to get through the door. There was a pallet on the floor, and he gently laid me down. The interior of the tent was large enough for all of us, and the moment that thought entered my mind, the door opened, revealing the rest of my men.

      I watched as each of them slipped out of their shoes and removed their shirts. Huxley started meticulously unlacing my leather boots before sliding them off of my feet. “Leave it to Kemper to build the best damn tent there is,” Patrick joked before removing his pants and settling beside me. He reached across my chest and started unbuttoning my top, letting it slide off of my shoulders before discarding the dust-covered material.

      “Got to take care of my woman,” Kemper replied with a shrug. I broke through the haze of my depression to look at his muscular frame, dragging my eyes down his abs then back up to his crystal blue eyes. His blond hair was much longer now.

      Kemper lifted my foot into his lap and started massaging it as Cyler dipped lower so as not to hit his head on the ceiling while entering the tent. His long hair was still wet from the bath we took earlier. Thurst took us to a bathhouse he constructed with running water. “We having a sleepover?” I asked him, feeling the hint of joy kissing my soul at the normalcy of it all.

      “Something like that,” Cy replied before positioning himself at my back and running fingers through my hair. My lips parted, and I moaned as the edge of his nails scraped along my scalp, causing me to melt in his lap. Jacob entered the tent next, and his mindspeak broke the spell.

      “Oh fuck, those noises are killing me.”

      I smiled as he crawled over to Huxley, lying down and resting his head on my stomach. I ran my fingers along the scar on his face, bending lower to kiss his cheek. “I love you,” I whispered.

      Maverick was last to enter the tent. He looked around at us with a timid smile, his dark eyes taking in every detail, every perfect imperfection. I knew he was thinking the same things I was: We have to save our family; this was too perfect to give up.

      He settled into the corner, and I broke away from the others to crawl into his lap. Curling up into a ball, I stroked his chest with the tips of my fingers while nuzzling closer. “This might be hell, but I’m damn happy we’re all finally together again,” he murmured before gently lifting my chin and placing a kiss on my closed mouth.

      I didn’t immediately respond, feeling self-conscious in front of them all. We’d danced this line enough times that it wasn’t awkward, but I’d only had sex with Maverick and Huxley—though I planned to rectify that soon.

      Maverick ignored my awkwardness and threaded his fingers through my hair, pulling just enough to make me gasp. He took advantage of my parted lips and trailed his tongue along mine, earning more moans from me.

      “Fuck,” Cyler growled as something was tossed across the room. I broke the kiss to see what it was then smiled when I saw it was Jacob’s mindspeak. He didn’t want me to hear what he was thinking, but based on the show Maverick and I were putting on, it wasn’t hard to guess.

      Patrick crawled along the floor space towards me then captured my lips as Maverick palmed my breasts over my bra, kneading my skin as Patrick’s teeth clashed against mine. “What are you all doing?” I asked breathlessly between kisses as Maverick’s hand rested on the button of my pants.

      “Making you forget for a little while,” Kemper said, his voice hoarse. Ah, Kemper. Always the selfless fixer. I wasn’t surprised that they knew I needed the distraction. They anticipated my needs and worked together to meet them.

      Maverick unbuttoned my pants, then he and Patrick eased them over my hips. The moment the rest of the restricting clothes were gone, Patrick pulled me onto his lap, forcing me to straddle him. It all felt so good. I could hear their panting breaths. See their hooded expressions. Feel Patrick’s hard erection pressing and pulsing at my core.

      I breathed in his woodsy scent, nuzzling into his neck while threading my hands into his brown hair. Patrick was grinding against me. He wrapped his corded arms around my back afterward and held me to him before kissing my lips again. Tugging at plush lips, he claimed me between his teeth while massaging my back. I started grinding against him, feeling that precious hardness against me press even harder. “Yes,” he whispered as I ground against him. Knowing that the others were watching brought my pleasure to new heights.

      Patrick was straining against the denim of his pants, so I reached down to unbutton them. “What are you doing?” he asked on a shaky exhale.

      “Forgetting,” I replied, and I noticed how his face slipped. I realized then that this wasn’t how he imagined our first time going. Patrick was the only virgin of the group, and I wanted our first time to be special. I knew it was a vulnerable thing for him. Having an audience would put added pressure on an already intense moment. I stilled then went back to kissing him, taking things slowly as he kissed me back eagerly.

      “Soon,” I whispered against his lips, so softly only he could hear. “I want it to be just you and me.” He shuddered at my admission and jolted his hips up one last time, bumping against my sensitive nub as an unspoken promise that he would be more than willing to bring me to that peak.

      “You’ve been so sad lately,” Patrick murmured. I knew they all were concerned about me. It still hurt that my feelings were so transparent. I pulled away after kissing him on the cheek one more time.

      “We haven’t really had time to slow down,” I replied with a shrug. It wasn’t that I was sad. I had my men back. They were all I really needed. I just felt like we couldn’t catch a break. I’d been straddling this need to feel strong while wanting to crumble from the pressure. We’d been fighting and hiding so much that I still didn't feel settled. I craved a home and a routine.

      “We can slow down, Babe,” Cyler replied with a mischievous grin. He gave Patrick a frown as if he had been the one to ruin the moment, but I was more than happy to put the brakes on this. I didn’t move though. I placed a chaste kiss on his lips before climbing off of him.

      “Were you all trying to distract me with your bodies?” I said, a wry smile forming on my mouth. It was a foreign gesture, and I realized that I hadn’t been doing much of it lately.

      “Was it working?” Kemper asked as I lay back down in the center of the tent.

      Even though the lusty feelings from earlier had disappeared, there was still a strong sense of comfort I felt from having all of them near me. "It was. I won't lie, we might not have a home, but it feels good to have all of you in the same place at the same time again. I know I'm just working through some things, and I don't want you all to feel like you have to fix me." A hint of emotion bubbled up within my throat, and I tried everything I could to swallow it down. When you loved someone, you wanted to do what was best for them. And although I felt that I could be completely myself around my men, I didn't want to subject them to the torturous thoughts that plagued me daily.

      Jacob moved around the tent, looking for his mindspeak. At first, I thought he wanted to tell me something, but instead, he gently crawled towards me and placed my head in his lap, securing the mindspeak in my own ear.

      "Of course he would want to hear my thoughts. Guess it's only fair," the mindspeak said, echoing my own thoughts. I cringed at the monotone voice like it was a weapon. I wasn’t ready to spill my guts to them but knew that there was healing that would come from it. I closed my eyes because I knew that I wouldn't be able to handle watching their expressions as I finally poured out the thoughts that I'd been clinging to since killing Cavil.

      The mindspeak took over, and it was a sort of freeing thing, knowing that it was a direct line to my unfiltered thoughts that didn't require me actually to voice them out loud.

      "I killed a man. I don't feel bad about it. In fact, I’d do it again. I would do anything for you all. I want to build a life with you. I want a home. I miss Payne. I didn't realize how much I loved that little boy until I couldn't find him. I don't think I'll ever have any kids, but when I envision my life with you all, I see him running around in our front yard. I'm terrified that I'm going to lose you again. And now that I know what it's like not to have some of you in my life, I feel more determined than ever not to lose you."

      Tears started streaming down my cheeks as my thoughts kept going. It was like the mindspeak couldn't even keep up. "I don't ever want you to leave me out of decisions again. I’ve forgiven you, but I'm still sad. I need reassurance that we're in this together. I need reassurance that, no matter what happens, we won't allow ourselves to be separated again. I need to know that this is it. I'm going to feel comforted by all of you forever. I need to know that once the dust settles, you'll still want me."

      I started sobbing, clutching my mouth with my hand as Jacob removed the mindspeak. I sat up as more tears fell. All at once, my men surrounded me. It felt like my feelings were so big that the tent couldn’t hold it all. They shuffled in the smaller space, and we made do with a makeshift group hug. They wrapped their arms around me. Huxley grabbed an ankle, Maverick my shoulder. Jacob was still behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist while resting his cheek against my back. Cyler was at my side. Kemper at my other. Patrick just held my hand, stroking his thumb along the top while murmuring sweet words of affection.

      "We're never splitting up again," Cyler said in a steel tone that felt final. His words were like an ax on the lingering regret I had over the last few months. It felt like a fresh start, with all of them clinging to me as I left the last bit of my remorse to fall from my eyes. I was going to let go of the pity. I was going to release the fear. I was prepared to close the door on the bitter parts of our past so that we could take on the future together.
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      I distinctly remembered falling asleep wrapped up in a cocoon of limbs and blankets, the steady rhythm of my men’s breathing lulling me to sleep. It was the most peaceful night’s rest I’d had since leaving Dormas. I was thankful to be able to stretch out and not have to fall asleep sitting up in the crowded transport. I felt safe. The peace of this land still ran through the soil, comforting me despite everything that had happened.

      But I woke up with a hot breath between my thighs. A tender kiss was placed on my skin as my eyes fluttered open. “Don’t move, Ash,” a calm voice said. I looked around, noticing that my men had left, then looked at the source of tension building within me and smiled when I saw Kemper.

      He met my gaze with a smile before slipping my panties off, leaving me bare to him. “Wh-where is everyone?” I asked, my voice smoky from sleep and the emotional energy coursing through me. He looked so handsome lying there, and his hair was a mess from our well-rested night. His pale blue eyes were hooded, and I couldn’t tell if it was from sleep or hunger.

      “They got up early to talk with Tallis. I’m the lucky bastard that gets to wake you up,” he growled, his voice dirty and making a steady heat build within me.

      “Why do I get the feeling that you all did something ridiculous like draw straws to see who got to wake me up?” I asked, my voice breathless as Kemper caused my nerves to buzz.

      “I cannot confirm nor deny that there was a competition for who got to have alone time with you in the tent,” Kemper replied, his voice playful but intoxicating as his eyes turned dark with hunger. “It might have included mud wrestling, but I prefer not to go into details.”

      I laughed at that visual, but the light giggle was cut off quickly when he pulled me closer, pushing his hand up my stomach before dragging his blunt nails down my skin. “I can’t handle myself around you, Ash,” he said before kissing my clit. I jerked in response, panting as my sleepy haze dissolved into need. “I had every intention of waking you up with a gentle kiss on the cheek. But you were sleeping with your legs open like you were just begging to be touched.”

      I gasped as Kemper slid his fingers along me, plunging them inside as he kissed me again. He didn’t circle his tongue around my bundle of nerves; he devoured me, savoring each taste like I was a dying man’s last meal. Up and down, his tongue flicked, and the fast rhythm was perfect. I lifted my hips up to meet each stroke.

      “You’re so amazing. Can I wake you up like this for the rest of our lives?” he asked before nuzzling closer and inhaling me like I was a decadent treat.

      “Hell yes, you can,” I replied breathlessly. I couldn’t stop watching Kemp. Eagerness for his hard body on mine consumed me with every breath. With one final lick, he started traveling up my body towards my mouth while still cupping me in his palm. Once he was hovering over me, I watched him remove his shirt with one hand, and I quickly moved to unbuckle his pants. I loved how his movements were borderline frantic and controlled. It felt like if he didn’t get inside me soon, he would combust.

      There was something magical about feeling that desired. It emboldened me, making me feel sexy and needed all at once. “I’ve been thinking about this since last night. All I’ve wanted to do was slide into you. Make you feel how perfect we are together,” Kemper said. Everything felt like a dream. I supposed that some parts of me were nervous that my guys would shy away from the intensity of last night. But seeing Kemper worship every inch of my skin was reassuring.

      “I need you,” I whispered. My voice was barely audible, and my tone was breathless. The straightening serum Jules used on my hair back at Madam B's brothel had started to fade, and my wavy locks covered my shoulders. Kemper had always liked my wild hair, and I appreciated how he ran his fingers along each curl. Like the bleached hair was something to be cherished. Jules promised me that she’d return it to my natural color once we had a moment to breathe.

      “What are you thinking about?” Kemper asked, and I almost laughed at myself for being so trivial in the middle of exploring Kemper.

      “My hair. I want to feel like myself again,” I replied with a whisper before leaning up and kissing Kemper, ignoring my taste on his tongue and my morning breath. Our kiss was all about need, our driving desire to connect in every way possible.

      “You could shave it all off, and I’d still find you fucking irresistible,” he said on an exhale before diving in to nibble my neck.

      “Kemper?” I asked. We’d once discussed how perfection was an addiction to him, and I needed to know if he was prepared to go all the way with me. Would he stop and demand flowers or a perfect moonlit night? “I need you inside of me,” I said before parting my thighs further for him to settle between them.

      I felt Kemper smile against my skin, and he pressed against me, teasing my entrance with his presence without fully entering me. “I’m trying to savor this, and you’re making it difficult to go slow.”

      But that was the problem, I didn’t want him to go slow. The empire was ending, and we didn’t know how much time we had. I wanted him now. I wanted to know that I’d get to experience all of my men before this fucked up world ripped them from my shaking fingers.

      “Then don’t,” I replied while arching my back, pushing on him with my hips. My movements earned me a guttural growl from his throat. My heated words, combined with the way my body instinctively responded to him, forced Kemper to meet my challenge. He didn’t waste a second more and slowly slid inside of me.

      The way our bodies clashed in perfect rhythm was bliss. He sucked on my neck, growling against my skin in a primal way I hadn’t expected from the kind and blushing Kemper I first met. I used to think he was the shy type but later learned that he had words that could make my blood boil, and now that we were joined, his teasing lips on mine were doing all the talking without saying a word.

      He started to move faster and faster, pounding into me with an intensity that had me buzzing. Each kiss, each driving thrust was perfection. I met his tempo while gazing into his blue eyes, savoring every single ounce of this moment. I knew that, despite an unknown future, I’d always have this—I’d always have him.

      I bit my lip as he reached down to tease my clit, and he slowed his pace. “I love it when you bite your lip,” he said distractedly. “Makes me think of how your mouth would look wrapped around my cock.”

      His words were like throwing gas on a flame, taking his already skilled fingers to entirely new heights. “You like it when I talk to you like that, don’t you?” he teased. He wasn’t wrong. It was one of the things I liked most about my physical relationship with Kemper. His husky words could bring me to my knees. “You feel so good, Ash.” He was still circling my nub with his thumb, applying the perfect amount of pressure to make me squirm. His deep thrusts never once stopped, and the rhythm our bodies kept was intense.

      “I’m so close,” I cried out, not caring that the tent was far from soundproof. I was too gone. My body felt lost to the sensations, rational thought fled my brain, and the only thing I could do was feel Kemper.

      “Come for me, Ash,” Kemper commanded. “Let me see you fall apart beneath me.”

      His words and movements coaxed my climax out of me. Pleasure consumed every cell in my body. And after three more thrusts, Kemper followed me into bliss with his own orgasm.

      “Kemper,” I said while wrapping my legs around his hips to keep him in place. He was growing soft inside of me, but I wasn’t quite ready to let go. I wanted to hold on to this moment forever, claim it and think of us for as long as I could.

      “Yeah, Ash?” he asked before kissing my collarbone.

      “This was perfect,” I replied. Perfection was something he craved, and although it was something we struggled through, I wanted him to know that this was precisely how I’d imagined it.

      “Yeah,” Kemper began before brushing a strand of hair off my face. He was gazing lovingly into my eyes when he continued, “it was.”
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      Kemper and I spent most of our morning together cuddling and chatting about our dreams for the future. It felt nice to pretend like we could plan for our lives together. It was well into the afternoon before we were ready to emerge from the tent. My body felt relaxed yet tender from our time together. I was surprised that no one bothered us but thankful too. Taking a few hours to escape into our love gave me the resolve I needed to dive into the day and approach all the problems we faced with a clear head.

      I was headed towards the campfire when I saw Jacob. He was wearing a knowing smirk stretched so broad that it made me blush. “The just fucked looks good on you,” his mindspeak said. He didn’t even bother ripping it from his ears despite Jules’ gags and Thurst’s shiver of discomfort. I loved the public display of affection. I’d spent my entire life hiding my feelings for another, so having men that were so open about their love and attraction to me was addicting.

      I still patted Jacob on the shoulder with a laugh. "Where are the others?" I asked. Thurst put a pot of water over the fire before responding.

      "They went back to Dormas to look for a few more supplies. I had a small fever last night, probably from all this Deadlands water. He thinks there might be a fever-reducing serum at the abandoned clinic still.”

      Memories of my time at the camp with Lilly filtered through my mind. I quickly started scrounging the wooded area we were staying in, looking for the plant I knew would be just as effective. “What are you looking for?” Kemper asked.

      “Willow, meadowsweet, or cramp bark. It helps with fevers and inflammation,” I answered distractedly. From the corner of my eye, I saw a proud grin cover his expression as he searched with me. Soon, I found a cluster of meadowsweet and brought it back towards the fire. It was abundant in the area.

      I pulled the boiling water from the fire and poured some into a cup, then I removed the makeshift tea strainer I found from an abandoned home a week ago and put the herb in it before pouring the boiling water over it. “Let it cool, then drink it all. If you need more, let me know,” I said before handing the cup to Thurst with a small smile.

      Jacob had been watching me, and his mindspeak spoke up. “Damn, I love this woman.”

      My eyes flickered to Jules, and I half expected her to roll her eyes or make a quip about my abilities, but she looked introspective. “Could you teach me about that?” she finally asked while getting up to get a better look at the leftover herbs in my hands. “Could be good to know.”

      “Yeah,” I replied in shock. Jules and I had slowly become friends, but she’d never outright asked for my help with anything. It made me bloom with an appreciation for Lilly once more. She had taught me a lot during my time in the Deadlands, and I desperately wanted to know how she was doing.

      “Don’t look so surprised. I like learning,” Jules replied while rolling her eyes before heading back to her seat beside Tallis.

      Once we were all settled around the campfire, I watched Thurst with trepidation. I was dying to know what had happened to Hope. I could feel my concern for her burning in the back of my throat, but instead of asking, I went a different direction.

      “Do you know anyone from the Water Scavengers? I asked while sliding forward on my seat. Jacob was sitting beside me, rubbing little circles of reassurance on my lower back. “That’s actually where I learned how to do that. A woman named Lilly was a healer there and taught me.”

      I knew I was clutching for whatever lead I could get. Thurst gave me a quizzical stare before glancing at Tallis like this conversation was unexpected. "I'm very familiar with that tribe. We were on a supply run last week, and some of them had been captured."

      At that, Tallis jerked his head up to stare at Thurst. "What do you mean captured?"

      Thurst frowned. "I don't know what they're doing with them, but the last of Cavil's guards have been rounding up Scavengers and taking them. It’s...it’s what happened to Hope. Rumor has it that they're searching for someone. We were camped by the Dormas river when five of them overtook Bowden and me. They’re targeting children and anyone that’s a Water tribe. They...they beat us within an inch of our life. We passed out, and when we woke up, she was gone."

      Jacob’s mindspeak immediately blurted out Payne’s name. Word must have gotten out that Payne was the answer to the cure and that he was staying with Chief Aarav in the Water tribe. Did that mean they had Payne already? Despair clawed at my chest when I thought of a helpless Hope and Payne being poked and prodded by Cavil’s men.

      "Thurst,” I began as tears filled my eyes. “I’m so sorry about Hope. We have to get her back. Did you see Chief Aarav?" I asked.

      "I can't remember his name, but I did see a chief taken into custody a few days ago while we were hunting in the woods. There were women with him, but I didn't recognize Mia in the group. It was crowded though, and we were trying to get out of there as quickly as possible, so there's a chance she was with them, too." Jules immediately stood up in action, locking her knife into the waistband of her pants before grabbing Tallis’ hand.

      "Where did you see them?" Jules asked. Once again, I admired the friendship she and Mia had developed during our time here. One moment Jules was trying to ignore us, and the next she was on a mission. I also stood, wordlessly providing her solidarity as I moved beside her. Tallis simply shook his head, like he wouldn't allow himself to hope. Luckily for him, Jules had enough determination for all of us.

      "It was just outside of Lythe. They’re holding all of them there."

      "We were just in Lythe. Passed through it to get here. It's nothing," I replied. I felt like what little lead we were holding onto had just disappeared. Kemper was standing outside the circle, all calm serenity from our morning together had fled his rigid stance. I looked at his lean figure, watching as he worked through the problem.

      "Not many people know this," Thurst began, "but Lythe has an entire underground city. You can only access it through one point, but hundreds of people have been living there for years. That's where we saw the Scavengers taken."

      "Could you take us to this underground city?" The moment my question left my lips, Jules yanked Tallis into a standing position. I watched her stroke his chest before looking at Thurst.

      "I could," Thurst replied before coughing, "but it would be a mission that would certainly end in death. We can’t go, Ash.”

      I would've laughed, but Jules beat me to it. "I don't know if you've noticed, but we're all going to die. We need to get there, we're looking for the same person Cavil's men were looking for. And if they have the Eastern chief? Then I'm willing to bet they have Mia, too. Or she's nearby. From what little I saw, that chief wouldn't let her out of his sight for a moment. We need you to take us." Tallis winced at Jules’ little speech, and I felt bad that Tallis was struggling so much with his self-worth. He had this lost look in his eyes as he stared about the empty empire. A few weeks ago, I’d accidentally walked in on Jules whispering frantically to Tallis that he hadn’t failed his people. It was ruining him to know his people were gone, and I knew that this was the only way to get them back.

      Bowden and Thurst exchanged uneasy glances. "I don’t feel comfortable with you going. I’ve already lost...Hope..." Bowden said as he choked on his words.

      “If Hope is there, we can bring her back,” I replied. I felt it in my gut that they were there, and I wanted nothing more than to storm this so-called underground city and get my people back. The two Scavengers exchanged one more glance, unconvinced that we would be successful. Finally, it was Tallis who spoke up.

      “We’re going to get our people back,” he said, an air of finality that forced all the authority he had left through us all. “That’s an order.”

      Bowden and Thurst let out sighs before responding, “Yes, Chief.” Despite it all, their loyalty ran deep.
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      Once the others got back from Dormas without the fever-reducing medicine Thurst needed, we made quick work of explaining to them what the plan was. Both Thurst and Bowden did their best to describe to us what the underground city of Lythe was like, as well as explain how the entry worked, but there were still many unknowns. The most significant complication was that their information was obsolete if the people of Lythe were under a new rule.

      At the edge, the upper portion of Lythe was a tunnel system. According to Bowden, you had to pay a hefty price to get in. We didn't have much, and the Dormas gold mines had been completely stripped bare of all resources in the short time that Cavil was in charge. Luckily, Jules had some of her mother's jewelry buried in the backyard of the old Black estate. She admitted that she put it there to hide it from me.

      I loved her like a sister, but she was an odd girl.

      It wasn't much, but desperate times meant that people were more desperate to take what they could. Jules assured us that it would get us in. I didn’t know much about jewelry, but I trusted she did.

      I passed the time in the late afternoon with Huxley. We went off in the thick of the Deadlands to spar a bit and warm up my tired muscles. It almost felt like before. When life was a waiting game, and I was using Huxley as a human punching bag to work through my frustrations. But it wasn’t the same. There wasn’t as much anger in my punches. The enemy was dead, I supposed. And now the threat lingering over me was no longer a breathing, living thing. It was a disease. It was destruction.

      “Your form has gotten better,” Huxley gritted out. The moment we mentioned storming Lythe to save his ex-girlfriend, Mia, I expected him to go into one of his overprotective moods and try to keep me here. I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was wary of him. I wouldn’t put it past Huxley to tie me to a tree while the others did all the work. He was determined to keep me safe.

      “I’ve been practicing,” I replied before jabbing at him once more. He was angry, yes. Furious beads of sweat still traveled down his skin as he dove from my hits and blocked his face. But he didn’t shut down like before. He didn’t slip into his manic need to protect us all, and I wasn’t sure what that meant. “You gonna freak out on me, Hux?” I asked before lifting my foot up to connect it with his side. I was too slow, though. He caught it mid-air and held me there.

      “What do you mean?” he asked before sliding his hands up my calf as he moved closer. And when the tips of his fingers connected with my thigh, I bent at the knee to wrap my leg around him all while he held me steady.

      “Lythe will be dangerous. I’m just curious if I should worry about you doing something reckless. Or if you’re going to have an episode.” I kept my voice light so it didn’t sound like an insult. I genuinely did want to know how he was handling it.

      Huxley let out a sigh before using his free hand to cup my cheek. His rough thumb brushed along my plump lip. “I haven’t had an episode in a while, Ash.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I like seeing you like this more than I don’t like the thought of you being in trouble, I suppose.”

      He leaned down to hover his mouth above mine. I breathed in his minty breath. “Seeing me like what?” I asked.

      “Seeing you grab life by the balls, little Walker.” Huxley closed the distance between us in a sweet kiss, molding his lips to mine with longing strokes that held an edge of desperation. The sweeping movements of his tongue made me want to drink him in, completely give in to the all-consuming fire that was Huxley.

      With my leg still wrapped around his waist, I moved my body like the waves on the beaches of Ethros, crashing into him, pulling back just to give in to his pull again. My heart was still racing from our sparring, and my tired muscles heightened the entire experience. It was like we were working on our reserves, giving one another the last bits of ourselves as we fought with our kiss.

      His dick was hard and thick, pulsing against his pants while grinding against me as I ached to wrap my other leg around him. He held me steady, using one hand to clutch my thigh firmly against his waist and the other at my neck. He was keeping me stable as he sucked on my bottom lip. Pride surged within me, and I liked that this was Huxley’s new way of coping with his incessant need to protect those that he loved.

      I’d happily let him use me up till there was nothing left.

      I groaned when his hand snaked up to grab my ass. My trousers were too restricting. I wanted to be bare to him. “You keep making noises like that, I’ll have to take you right here, little Walker,” he said before bending over to bite my shoulder, marking me with his sharp teeth as I groaned once more, this time with more enthusiasm. I wanted him to follow through on his threat.

      “How long do we have before we leave?” he asked before letting my leg down, only to swoop me up into his arms to cradle me in his chest.

      “An hour. Maybe a little longer,” I replied as he went deeper into the woods, keeping his eyes, the color of juniper, on me.

      “Good. I think I could use the distraction.”

      He found an area with soft grass, hidden by the lush, white forest. He laid me down before slipping his fingers through the loops of my pants and tugging them over my hips. “Now,” he began before pausing to stare at my creamy skin and trembling legs. I was shaky with my need for him. His eyes flashed to mine before he continued, “Just because I’m not going to fight it, doesn’t mean I’m not going to have some rules for you.” I quickly removed my shirt and bra then lifted up on my elbows to look at him as he tossed my pants off to the side.

      “Rules?” I asked. He reached behind his head to tug his grey, cotton shirt off then frantically removed his pants before lying down beside me.

      “Rule one.” He wrapped his leg around me before drawing me closer. I could feel his hardness. “You stay by my side at all times. And if you can’t be at my side, then you stick to one of the other guys. I want eyes always on you.” He peered deep into my hooded gaze to punctuate his point, and I saw a hint of fear there. I knew he was pushing his demons away.

      “I can do that,” I said before jetting my hips forward and placing one of my legs between his, our bodies like a complex knot.

      “Rule two,” he then said before kissing me. This time, his kiss was harsher. We were a mess of colliding intentions, teeth nipping for blood and assurance that everything would be okay. I gasped while pouring my faith into him. He abruptly pulled me away. “You better tell me if you feel scared or uncertain at any time. I need you to be honest with me. I need you to tell me what’s on your mind, even if it means looking weak.”

      That would be a hard rule to follow. Last night was evidence of how difficult I found speaking my piece. I couldn’t tell him everything because the truth was that I was scared. Everything about this mission was terrifying. But fear was a healthy emotion. It didn’t help to speak about it or dwell on it.

      Instead of answering, I wrapped my hand around his neck and pulled him even closer. I looked him in the eye before kissing him once more. But this time, he didn’t respond. He forced his lips into a firm line, refusing to part at my attempt at distracting him.

      I pulled back. “I’m scared, Hux. But it doesn’t do me any good. I was scared when I killed Cavil. I was scared when I left Stonewell Manor. Fear is normal, but I’m scared that if I tell you when I’m feeling it, it’ll just make you spiral.”

      He rewarded me with another smoldering kiss. “As long as you’re honest about what’s going on in that beautiful mind of yours, I can keep my demons away. I’d rather know you’re feeling scared than have to worry about you being reckless.”

      Huxley then removed his leg from around me and pushed me onto my back. He straddled my hips before grabbing my hands and pressing them into the grass at my head. “What’s the next rule?” I asked as heat flooded me. I could feel wetness painting my inner thighs as he leaned forward to once again nip at my lips.

      “The final rule,” Huxley growled over my skin before positioning himself at my entrance. I felt him bump against me, teasing me with that fullness I knew he could deliver, without fully granting me the pleasure I desired. I watched him pause. I knew he was trying to work through the words. Before, everything was hot but playful. Speaking out loud about his fears and desires was never Huxley’s strong suit. I wanted to beg him to fuck me here in the Deadlands. I was aching for him. Aching for his body, for his words. But Huxley was the type to get spooked easily. And since Patrick wasn’t here to do the talking for him, I’d have to wait.

      I merely stared at him, watching each conflicting feeling cross his features. I watched in patient silence, allowing him to come to terms with his needs in his own time.

      Finally, he spoke. “You have to survive, Ash. ’Cause I have lots of plans for us. Lots of time to make up for. I want a lifetime of this,” he said, and I had to stop the moisture gathering in my eyelids from spilling over. I didn’t want him to see me cry.

      “I will,” I whispered, for once feeling like the speechless one in the relationship. At my promise, he rocked into me, and we spent the rest of the hour kissing the edge of eternity.
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      “We should probably park outside of the city,” Cyler said. We all had loaded up into our transport at sunset and were headed towards Lythe. A somber mood had taken over us. I quietly watched the sky turn a deep navy blue, and shimmers of the Deadlands’ green toxic wave were kissing the air with their bright hue. I was surprised to find that, somehow, the world looked beautiful just then. The swirls of colors, showing our land in a swirl of stillness and color.

      I glanced down at my black cargo pants while pinching my thigh. Cyler was sitting beside me, his shoulders tense with authority over what we were about to do. He grabbed my hand to stop me from clenching myself. After offering me a reassuring squeeze, he turned his attention to the conversation going on in the transport.

      “Why?” Jules asked.

      “Transports are rare right now. It’ll draw too much attention to us,” Maverick explained. He wasn’t wrong. People were hoarding resources and fighting each other for food, which meant that a working transport wouldn’t last five minutes in a populated city, especially unattended. It was why we rarely stopped when we were checking for survivors.

      “Remember,” Bowden began. He wore an uneasy expression. Thurst had stayed behind because his fever kept coming back. I made him more tea before we left him to rest in his tent. “The entrance to underground Lythe is at the clinic. Whatever you do, don’t introduce yourself as the Dormas Leadership Council. You’ll be eaten alive. Just say you’re coming to town to shop. They’ll probably pat you down and ask you some questions.”

      Kemper bristled. “So I’m guessing I should leave the explosive device I made in the car?”

      Bowden rolled his eyes, obviously unamused. “Probably would be a good idea.” His voice was dripping with sarcasm.

      “So what if what’s left of Cavil’s guard has taken over?” I asked. “What’s the protocol then?”

      Bowden gave me a frown. “If they’ve taken over, then we’ll be captured. End of protocol.”

      A heavy silence filled the transport. Jacob’s mindspeak said what we were all thinking. “Well hell. That sounds just fantastic.”

      We didn’t really know much about the city, aside from what little Thurst and Bowden could provide us with. We were operating on the hope that it was where Mia and Chief Aarav were taken. I didn’t know if I wanted to find Mistress Stonewell, Payne and Hope. If they were with Cavil’s men, then there was no telling what sort of things they had to endure. I struggled between wanting to find them as quickly as possible and wanting them to be safe. We were going off of hearsay, and once again I found myself feeling frustrated about the lack of information and answers.

      “People that live in Lythe are different. They’re survivalists to the core. They rarely leave their underground city and are naturally suspicious of anyone they come into contact with,” Bowden added again while running his fingers over his scalp and biting his lip. I tried to imagine what this underground city looked like. How could people possibly survive there? I spent a lifetime indoors at Stonewell Manor but still went outside weekly to run errands. I thought I would go crazy if I had to spend my entire life without the feel of the sun on my face.

      I turned my attention to Kemper. He was staring out the window as Bowden spoke, and I could sense that he didn't like that we didn't have a plan going into this. He was methodical. Systematic. He looked at every single side of a problem and approached it after examining each and every variable. In some ways, Maverick was the same. He liked knowing everything. He prided himself on being the smartest man in the room. I looked at Mav and smiled when I saw him checking and double checking the first aid kit we’d packed a few hours before leaving. I had given him a crash course in herbs, and he seemed eager to learn. It felt terrific to be able to teach him some of what I’d learned in the Deadlands.

      Kemper groaned. “I don’t like not having a solid plan. Should we send a couple people in to scout first, that way we aren’t risking all of us in one go?” he asked.

      Luckily, Jules and I responded at the same time, “No. Absolutely not.”

      There was no way in Ethros I was letting us split up again. I wasn’t about to risk letting my men get captured. We were doing this together. Since my night with Cavil, I learned that we didn’t always need a plan. There was something to be said for a person's instincts. I had faith that I could claw myself out of a situation if necessary—or kill my way out of it.

      Cyler squeezed my hand once more in solidarity. I was worried that he and Maverick were too weak still from the death pill to fight, but we didn't have many options. I knew that I needed him with us. No man left behind. We were stronger together.

      We parked in the cover of trees and exited the transport. All of us went quiet as we looked around on high alert. I flashed a glance at Tallis and smiled when I saw his familiar fierce expression. He and Jules had disappeared for a few hours earlier, and he reappeared looking more like his old self. "Lead the way, brother," he said to Bowden before grabbing Jules’ hand and walking south. Cyler wrapped his arm around me like this was a casual date and not a rescue mission.

      "You look nice, Babe," he said, bumping his hip against mine flirtatiously. I smiled. He was trying to calm my nerves, and it was working.

      "Are we on a date right now? I feel like I should have worn a dress," I joked before patting the pocket where Jules' necklace was sitting. I just hoped that it was enough for access to the underground city. Maybe Kemper should bring the bomb. If they were a group of survivalists, maybe they’d appreciate it more than Jules’ necklace. I'd been checking that it was still there all throughout the drive. It was our ticket to Mia—to Payne.

      "Romantic stroll through the woods? Why the hell not? I mean, you get hot romps in the Deadlands with Huxley, so it seems only fair," Cyler replied with a smirk. I glanced up at his expression, the moonlight and toxic gas in the air illuminating the woods just enough to see his playful smile. He wasn't jealous, well, not completely jealous. He was teasing me.

      I opened my mouth to reply, but Jules interrupted. "We're almost there. Pay attention for fuck's sake."

      Bowden pushed aside some thick bushes, revealing the abandoned city of Lythe just a little further up a makeshift path. The state of Lythe didn't surprise me. I wasn't sure if it was because I was desensitized to destruction, or if it was because I’d already seen it a couple of days ago when we passed through. Boards covered every window, and some buildings were burned to the ground. Rotting corpses lined the streets, and I had to put my hand over my nose and mouth to cover the stench. To the untrained eye, this looked like an abandoned city.

      It was genius, really, hiding the real civilization beneath the surface.

      I looked around at our group. No one seemed too distraught by their surroundings. The road was narrow, so we filed down to two at a time, and a gust of wind billowed up, kicking up the stench of death and sand with it. Jacob gagged at the smell. I just kept going.

      Bowden led the way and kept looking over his shoulder at us in a way that was a little too suspicious for my liking. "How much farther?" Cyler asked beside me. I sensed that he was feeling the same unease that I was.

      "Not much," Bowden replied, his voice bubbling up with unspoken tension. Huxley surged forward to closer inspect him as I looked at the Scavenger's trembling hands. He then stopped in the middle of the road and turned to face us. I couldn’t tell if the sad expression on his face was because he was nervous about going to the city or if it was something else. I didn't peg Bowden as the type to get anxious. Emotional, maybe. Devoted for sure. But not nervous. My instincts were telling me to run, but my feet remained rooted to the spot. “I’m so sorry, Tallis,” Bowden said while holding his hands up. “I had to.”

      Huxley grabbed the back of his neck, causing our group to erupt into chaos. Tallis immediately stalked closer, fists clenched, ready to defend Bowden. That blind devotion was understandable, but the unease in my stomach was making all of this difficult to swallow.

      "Get your hands off him, Hux," Jules warned while eying Tallis. "Now isn't the time."

      "Not until he tells me why he's sweating so much that his shirt is drenched and his hands are trembling. What do you mean you’re sorry?" Huxley sneered just in time for Tallis' fist to connect with Huxley's jaw. He'd been looking for a way to get out his pent up frustrations over everything, and Huxley gave him the perfect opportunity to feel like he could defend his people.

      Cyler let go of my hand to pull Huxley away, and to my surprise, Bowden tackled Tallis, a sob breaking through his pursed lips. "Stop," Bowden growled as Cyler wrapped his arms around Huxley like a bear hug. Jacob, Kemper, Maverick, and Patrick were ready to dive in, all of them standing in front of me with arms flexed. "He's right," Bowden choked out.

      All at once, we turned our attention to him. Tallis got out from under him and gave his friend a deep scowl. "What do you mean he's right?"

      The moment that question left Tallis' lips, arms circled around me, pinning my arms down and drawing me into a chest and large stomach. "Let go of me!" I screamed just as everyone turned around to see what was happening.

      The person holding me smelled like sewage, and I thrashed my body to try and break free of their hold until the barrel of Heat was placed at my temple. "You sure are pretty," a low, raspy voice growled in an accent I knew came from the Southern tip of the empire.

      "Let her go," Huxley replied while taking a step closer, holding his hands up like he was approaching a wild infected Walker. I couldn't twist my body enough to see who was behind me, but based on the murderous looks in the guys' eyes, I sensed that this wasn't good. Another voice spoke to my right, and I turned just enough to stare at who it was.

      "I wouldn't do anything rash, boys. We've got a deal to complete." I looked at the man approaching. He was wearing all leather and boots with a heel, but it did nothing to help his height. He was probably at my shoulder level. I noticed that he was cradling a blanket in his arms and headed for Bowden. He wore a wide smile, showing off his toothless grin and thin lips. His beard was long, and I noticed a small hand reaching up for the wiry hairs of his beard. "Well done, Scavenger." He handed the bundle to Bowden, and I watched the tall, muscular Scavenger crumble in relief.

      Hope. They had Hope. Grateful tears slid down my cheeks, and I nearly sobbed along with him. He looked her over, cupped her cheeks, and I heard the sound of a childish giggle from the blankets. He quickly clutched her to his chest, and with one sad look at me, started running like his life depended on it.

      I wasn't even mad. And if in his shoes, I'd give up anyone or anything to get my child back. Tallis and Jules took one second to watch his retreating back before sprinting off after him.

      "Jules!" Cyler yelled angrily. He couldn't blame her because she was chasing after her family.

      The short man chuckled. "Let them go. I have no need of Scavengers. Got plenty of them in the city." I turned my attention back to the man and nearly fainted when I saw that he was wearing a guard uniform. It had splatters of blood on it, but Cavil’s crest was still proudly on his chest.

      "Who are you?" Cyler asked as the man holding me gripped me tighter, squeezing me so hard I knew I'd have bruises in the morning.

      "We're no one. A little bit of the Old Guard. Some Elites. A few members of the Resistance. Some would even call us the new empire," the shorter man said. "You can call me Lenny," he then added.

      "Lenny, wanna explain to me why you have Heat aimed at my woman?" Cyler asked. I noticed Jacob spinning his mindspeak in his fingers, likely not trusting himself to put it in and give up his thoughts.

      "Well. I've heard lots about the Dormas men. I know how strong you are. I’m not a stupid man," he said while holding his hands up. "We just need your cooperation. When we ran into those two Scavengers by the creek, we knew they’d bring you to us."

      “What do you need from us?” Kemper asked while taking another step closer.

      "Finding the boy that Cavil was searching for. Payne? We captured a few Scavengers that leaked he was last seen with you. We heard he has the cure."

      "Why do you want the cure?" Maverick asked. I noticed how he watched the scene before him, gauging everything that was happening before speaking. But I also knew that a person's intentions were important to him—hell, it was important to all of us.

      Lenny threw his head back like the question was ludicrous. "Same reason everyone else wants it, you dumb fuck. I want to fucking live."

      Maverick pulled a knife from the waistband of his belt, and I swallowed. The man holding me started gripping me tighter. “Let her go, and I’ll make your death quick,” Cyler said with a growl.

      “Come with us, and we won’t snap her neck while you watch,” Lenny replied. His tongue jetted out to lick a bead of sweat that had collected there. He looked feral and like he would have zero qualms about ending my life.

      I watched the silent communication between my men, and I urged them with my eyes to go with Lenny and his thug. We wanted in the underground city anyways, right? This was a good thing. Hope was safe, and we now had a one-way ticket to where Mia and Chief Aarav were.

      Maverick must have realized the same thing because it was he who answered for the group. “Fine. But if anything happens to her, I’ll chop your dick off.”

      Every man within a fifty-mile radius cringed at that visual. “Deal,” Lenny grumbled in response before leading our group towards Lythe.
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      The underground city of Lythe smelled like sulfur. Every time I breathed in the scent, my lungs wanted to scream. The moment Lenny and his goon forced us into the elevator, it felt like a sheen of filth coated my skin. We descended what felt like ten stories down below the surface of the city, and when the doors opened, I let out a choking cough. Lenny rolled his eyes at me like he wasn’t amused by my reaction to his prized city.

      My first impression was that this underground city wasn’t sanitary. Sewage lined the crowded entrance, and once we were shoved into a great room, I let out a gasp in shock. I’d never seen so many people in one place.

      Hell, it had been a while since I’d seen so many people alive.

      “Gotta scan you for X,” Lenny said before pushing me into a tube with a scanner attached. “We don’t want that shit spreading around our safe haven!” As I stood in the tube, the infrared rays trailed up and down my body then blinked green when it determined I wasn’t sick. One by one, the rest of my men followed suit as the people of Lythe watched us in silence. It was like a ghost town filled with people.

      The underground city was just a large cavern with tall ceilings. Tents and people were set up all around the great room and well into a hallway that had more citizens lying around. Once Cyler was scanned, he went to stand beside me while Lenny’s man kept Heat pointed at my back.

      “This place reminds me of the gold mines, but more disgusting,” he said under his breath. Each inhale made me want to gasp for air, but the more I gasped, the more the stench of this place made me sick to my stomach. It was making me dizzy, too.

      “How do people survive down here?” I asked. It was almost a blessing that Jules had run off. We’d have to listen to her complaining about the stench the entire time. It wasn’t right, all these people living in filth. It was worse than the Zone.

      “How do people live up there?” the beefy man guarding me asked while nodding towards the ceiling of the cavernous tunnels. He had a point. I guess nowhere was habitable at the moment. At what point would we start to prioritize the quality of someone’s life over just...living?

      Jacob wasn’t handling the claustrophobic city as it reminded him of the sewage drain he fell down after being attacked in Ethros. After he was scanned, Lenny told him to file in beside Cyler. I ignored the threatening barrel of Heat at my back and reached around Cyler to grab Jacob’s hand, noting that he didn’t trust himself to put his mindspeak back in.

      I took advantage of our time there to take in the room, observing everyone and looking for how strong of a guard presence there was but didn’t find anyone. There didn’t seem to be any class system down here. I noted Walker tags, purple fetter scars, and heads of white hair scattered around the cavern. It all blended together in a mass of humanity. There was a sense of community here that I hadn’t seen before. No one was fighting or even speaking as they stared at us. It felt like a quiet—and hopeless—existence. Ahead of us, a young boy was bringing an old Scavenger a bucket of water.

      “They’re all so quiet,” I whispered. “They seem to work well together.”

      Lenny must have overheard me because he then spoke. “You just need one commonality, miss. Survival bonds us. Anger keeps us going. We have strong hearts...and stomachs.”

      Cyler watched the room also, and I knew that he was thinking the same thing as me. Although they had Heat, they didn’t have many guards. We could overtake them if necessary. Right now we were just playing along to gather intel and find the Scavengers Lenny and his man had captured.

      Once Huxley passed the X scanner, they guided us to the middle of the room. “Everyone!” Lenny yelled through the cavernous room, his booming voice echoing off the walls. “We are one step closer to finding the boy with the cure. We’ve been searching for every Scavenger in the empire, and it has led us to a good lead. Soon we will all have the cure!”

      There were a few polite claps, but something felt off. It was like everyone was in a daze, not really present as Lenny boasted. I looked around and noticed how still they were, like lifeless bodies with a pulse. Something was seriously wrong, and Lenny seemed manic. No one really respected his authority or his cause. It looked like they didn’t really care about anything.

      He led us down the makeshift tunnels, and all of us watched in stunned silence, not sure how to take in everything before us. “So what was your plan?” Cyler asked, looking around at everyone with the same intensity as me. I knew that as a natural leader, he was taking mental stock of the living conditions, aligning his standards to his devoted leadership team, already making plans to save the people of Lythe.

      “We found a Scavenger a few weeks back that gave us a good lead. We know she knows where the cure holder is. We can’t get her to talk, but I have a feeling you’ll be able to get her to sing. Found out from another Scavenger that she used to live in Dormas and knew you. It was only a matter of time. You’ll get her to talk.”

      “And if we don’t?” Huxley asked. I still couldn’t shake the feeling like something was off about all of this. They didn’t seem normal; it was like they’d been drugged or something. I glanced at Maverick, and he kept sniffing the air like something was wrong. Suddenly, his eyes went wide like he’d realized something.

      Lenny replied while his man shoved me. “Then we rip the information from her skull. I’m not afraid to do what’s necessary.” The dark cavern was lit with green flames that flickered with intensity, shifting at the air whenever we walked by.

      I swallowed. What if this man went on a killing spree? We turned down another hall which was much more crowded. We were practically on top of one another, shoved against the slick walls of the cavern as we followed Lenny, who was the only man that didn’t have to hunch. Jacob grunted and grabbed my hand—I could feel each tremble through his body. I didn’t offer for him to stay in the more massive tunnel, though. I knew he wouldn’t, and I definitely didn’t want any of my men out of sight.

      “Here’s where we keep prisoners,” Lenny said, a proud boast in his tone that had me feeling sick. Huxley was at the front of our group and saw the Scavenger with supposed information about Payne. I knew it was bad the moment he screamed.

      “Let her out of that fucking hole right now before I kill you both,” he growled. I shoved my way forward past Patrick and Maverick to see.

      “You don’t get to make demands, traitor. I’m the one with fucking Heat,” Lenny boomed. The other guy, currently holding Heat on us was just swaying, watching us with a lazy grin. I maneuvered around them to see who was in the prison and gasped.

      There, crouched in a hole barely big enough for a child, let alone a grown woman, was Mia. I nearly choked on the bile rising in my throat. She looked sickly and scarily thin. Her sunken cheeks gave her beautiful face a haunted expression. “Maverick!” I yelled, not knowing what else to say. She needed medical attention, now.

      Lenny rolled his eyes as he stepped between the door and us. “Back up. We’re going to get the information from her. She knows where the cure is. We’re gonna bleed the boy dry!” he screamed, spit gathering on his lips. He sounded absolutely insane. “You know this bitch? Aha!” He started clapping, the smacking sound filling the small space. He was rocking back and forth with glee, stomping his feet on the ground as he whispered to himself, “Let’s get her out of here and play. I found a fun way to make her talk.”

      He reached in his pocket for a key, and the moment Huxley saw the tool for Mia’s freedom in his grasp, he lunged for Lenny and immediately started landing punch after punch to his scruffy face.

      Lenny’s goon lifted Heat to my skull, causing a frenzy to erupt in the crowded space. Jacob yelped and tried to yank me back. Maverick shoved past Patrick to intervene. But it was too late. Time slowed, and his pudgy finger pressed on the trigger. The last thought I had was how much I loved these men.

      He engaged the weapon, and I closed my eyes, prepared to die.

      But nothing happened. He clicked it again. Nothing. I was still breathing in the stench of the air, but now I was even dizzier, my thoughts felt slow. Cyler growled. “You’re so fucking lucky you’re holding a dud.” At that, all my men overtook Lenny and his goon. Huxley was still landing punches while Patrick and Jacob tackled the other guy, ripping the weapon from his hands. Within seconds they were pulling Mia out of the hole and were shoving the two of them back in it, firmly locking the door in place as blood poured from Lenny’s mouth.

      I started to sway, not quite sure what was wrong with me. I fell to my knees to get a better look at Mia. She wasn’t awake, but she was alive.

      “Mia?” I called out while stroking her white hair out of her eyes as the guys caught their breath. She started to wake up, but I could see the fog in her eyes. I could easily wrap my fingers around her arm. What did they do to her? Where was Chief Aarav?

      “Agrio?” she croaked out.

      “I’m here,” I said with a whisper as tears rolled down my cheeks. How many times would I have to watch those I love kiss the brink of death? She wore her suffering like a cloak that wouldn’t keep her warm. She looked like she should have died long ago. Around me, my men were cursing and moving out of the cramped tunnel.

      “’Bout time you got here. Almost died before I could give you a clue,” she whispered.

      “What clue?”

      “That frigid bitch,” she started coughing, like a laugh got caught in her throat. Instead of a chuckle escaping her chapped lips, it was sickness that poured out of her. “Stonewell. She has the boy. Told me to tell you 88982. She said you’d get it.”

      I went still. That didn’t make sense. I didn’t understand what she meant. I stalled while staring at Mia, watching as she slipped into further disappointment at my lack of a reaction. She’d been holding on to tell me this, and I had no fucking clue what it meant.

      I listened as the noises faded and a shrill scream met my ears, was it me? Everything felt so distant. A hand landed on my shoulder as I turned around to face Patrick. “Come here, Ash. Let Maverick do his thing.” I stood up and somehow managed to find Jacob’s hand just as Huxley was knocked out—by Cyler. Huxley was in his overprotective mode and was itching to open the hole and continue to beat Lenny to death. Huxley had scratches running down his cheeks from his fight with Lenny and a good bruise forming on his face from Cyler. I winced. Even though I knew there was no deterring Huxley when he got in that headspace, knocking him out still felt a bit excessive.

      Cyler shrugged. “Can’t kill him yet. Need to get intel.”

      “Will he be okay?” I asked Patrick while looking at Huxley.

      “Hux?” Patrick said with a chuckle, though it was a dark tone. “He’s been hit way harder. He’s fine.” Hux might have gotten better about losing himself to his episodes, but some things never changed. He couldn’t get past his devotion to those he cared about.

      While Maverick looked Mia over, I took stock of my other men. Their eyes seemed heavy, and Patrick was leaning against a wall while clutching his stomach. It was like we were all sick.

      Maverick picked Mia up and cradled her in his arms while storming out of the small tunnel, nearly tripping over Huxley in the process. “We have to get out of the caves. The air is poisoned. That's why everyone was so complacent back there. Everyone, grab a body, and we’ll do shifts to get everyone out.”

      “Fuck,” Cyler said while grabbing his head. “The tunnel sickness. Had it in the mines, too. There are at least a hundred people in here.”

      Maverick cradled Mia while heading back towards the main room. “We’ll get them out. We’ll save them all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      It took the guys four grueling hours to carry everyone out of Lythe. I watched in horror as they moved men, women, and children on their backs up the elevator. Each time they’d get back to the top, they’d gasp for air like they’d been holding their breath.

      Maverick found an old building above ground and was setting up people there. He said it would take a while for the poison to leave their systems. Tunnel fever came from some of the natural gasses trapped in the caverns underground. It was like a potent opioid, causing mania, delirium and mostly apathy. It was such a downer that people didn’t care what they were doing, they just existed.

      The guys alternated going down into the caverns, working as quickly as possible while taking breaks. Once they got dizzy, they switched shifts and laid down to rest. By the end of it, all of them were dripping with sweat, their limbs shaky. “What happens with long term exposure?” I asked.

      “Weaker people die, but it just acts like a long-term high. You don’t think. Don’t feel. It’s probably why Lenny thought he was in charge down there. He got the manic side effects and went crazy. Plus, if he was often leaving to gather more Scavengers, he wasn’t having nearly as much pumped into his system.

      The underground city of Lythe was coordinated by anarchy. There was no real leader. No real governing body. Lenny and his goon were just a couple of guys that had their ear to the ground, knew of rumors, and took things into their own hands.

      The guys refused to let me help rescue the people down there, so I stayed by Mia. She had a broken arm. We couldn’t tell how long it had been snapped, but Maverick said it was healing wrong, which meant it had been a couple of weeks. On top of that, food rations were sparse. It appeared that they’d only given her the bare minimum of nutrients to keep her breathing, and nothing more.

      “How do you get food?” Cyler asked while adjusting his belt. He’d been addressing one of the Lythe citizens. The first men to be pulled from the cavern started to wake up from the waking sleep they were in and frantically asked questions. Some of them had been down there for months and had no idea what was happening. I loved watching Cyler approach the problem that was Lythe. Some of the people living here recognized him, some even were previous citizens of Dormas and were eager to follow his lead. Soon, we had a central station set up in an abandoned building, and the tents set up down below were now scattered around above ground Lythe.

      “I don’t remember. I think there were rations down below? It’s all a bit hazy. I know we ate, but…”

      “One of the guys handed out food every morning,” a woman explained while cradling her head in her hand. She reached over to vomit in a nearby bucket then wiped her lips before turning back to Cyler. “It’s like he knew what was happening to us but didn’t care,” she whispered. “He just kept bringing in more Scavengers, and I was too...tired...to think anything of it.”

      “Can you make him stop moaning?” Cyler growled at another man. Lenny was moaning in the corner. Alone. No one bothered to help him. We debated long and hard about bringing him back to the surface. When Huxley woke back up, he voted to leave him down there to starve to death, but Cyler vetoed that. He seemed convinced that Lenny had more information.

      To keep Huxley from beating Lenny’s skull in, he and Patrick went to find Tallis, Jules, Thurst, and Bowden to explain everything that had happened. Mia wasn’t entirely out of the woods yet, and I knew that Tallis would want to see her.

      I scraped my nails along my scalp while trying to make sense of the numbers Mia told me. I had left her bedside thirty minutes ago, determined to sit down and think about the mysterious code she spouted off at me when we had first found her. Was it a delirious musing? Or did it have merit? 88982.

      “You okay?” Patrick asked as he settled beside me. Jacob hadn’t left my side since the moment we got here. And when Cyler told a few men to go scout food supplies, my broody leader looked like he was itching to go but stayed behind with me instead.

      “I don’t understand what Mia was talking about. She said Mistress Stonewell wanted me to know this sequence of numbers. What does it even mean?” I cradled my head in my hand and felt a sob rise up my throat, threatening to make me feel helpless again. “Mistress Stonewell has Payne, but where?”

      Patrick rubbed my back as Cyler yelled at a kid to clean out a makeshift pantry. He also ordered a coughing man to go to quarantine, and when he was informed that there was no quarantine, he let out an exasperated sigh. He was in his element.

      “I’m sure she went into hiding when shit went down. Word got out that the cure was pumping in his veins. She might be a bitch, but she’s not an idiot. She left a code for you to find her. So think about it. We can figure it out,” Patrick replied.

      Just as I let out another huff, Kemper plopped down at the bench across from me and handed me a piece of paper and a pencil. Sliding it across to me, he gave me a small smile before saying, “Sometimes it helps to write it out?”

      I slowly dragged the lead of the pencil along the tan paper, digging so deep that it almost tore.

      88982.

      What could I possibly know about a code?

      I kept tracing over the numbers while trying to rack my brain. “It's not coordinates,” Kemper said while staring at the page in front of me. Was it a cryptogram? That didn’t seem likely because what word started with two of the same letter? I felt helpless and angry. Nothing seemed right, and how could a sequence of numbers have so much damn power over me?

      I stood up and marched over to a writhing Lenny, despite the low warnings from my men. “Does this mean anything to you?” I asked while thrusting the paper towards him. If he was so determined to find Payne, now was his chance. Maybe he overheard something else from Mia? He scrunched his bruised and battered face in confusion while studying the five numbers like they could somehow cure X and all of the empire’s problems. After a few moments of mindless staring, he directed his gaze back at Cyler, who was pacing the room with a scowl.

      “Fuck off. Get me some water, and I’ll talk,” he mumbled.

      I wanted to choke him to death on the spot, but instead, I settled on kicking him in the balls. “Answer me,” I insisted as he cried out in pain and cursed me. People were watching, but I didn’t care.

      After a few minutes of whining and composing himself, he sighed before drawing his attention back to the paper. “I don’t know what this means. It looks like a code?” I chewed on my bottom lip, mulling over his words while thinking up everything I knew about the Stonewells. A code.

      A code.

      A code.

      Holy shit. I knew what these numbers were.

      “Kemper!” I called out while running my fingers over the paper like it could somehow magically take me to where I needed to go. Within an instant, he was at my side, stroking my arm while wearing a concerned expression. “I know what this means. There’s a safe at Stonewell Manor in Master Stonewell’s old office. I was never allowed to touch it, but I know where it is. I bet this is a code to the safe.”

      Kemper smiled before giving me a side hug. “That’s my girl. Always so smart.” Cyler caught my excited expression and excused himself from the group of men eagerly taking orders.

      “What put that smile on your face? Got some good news for me, Babe?” he asked with a little half smile before crossing his arms over his chest.

      “The numbers Mia told me? It’s a code to the Stonewell safe. If we could make it to Stonewell Manor, I bet it’ll lead us to Payne.” This had to be it. Mistress Stonewell always made a big deal about not touching the safe. I wasn’t even allowed to clean it. It was a mystery I’d long ago forgotten about.

      “When can we leave?” I asked eagerly. If I had my way, I’d already be in a transport headed to Galla. Between finding this underground city of people and this clue, it felt like I could finally breathe in fresh air. I started tapping my foot, contemplating pacing. The moment I knew what this meant, my body wanted to start running. It was like the safe at Stonewell Manor was a magnet pulling me towards it.

      "Patrick and Huxley are still looking for Tallis and Jules. Mia still needs to wake up, and I'm going to set up a few systems here so that people have a better chance of surviving." The moment those words escaped Cyler Black’s lips, I could feel my body slip into despair. We didn't have time. We needed to hurry up and find Payne so that we could find a cure.

      Cyler must've seen my obvious disappointment because he put a hand on my shoulder before speaking again. "Babe, two days is not going to end us. We have to be smart about this. There's still resistance groups in Galla, and we need to be settled before we can go. I know you're anxious to see Payne, but we need to trust that Mistress Stonewell is taking good care of him and that he is safe."

      That was the thing, I didn't trust that he was safe with Mistress Stonewell. She had no survival skills and no sense of loyalty to anyone but herself. She was selfish and ignorant to the world; the only quality of hers that could lend a hand to her survival was the fact that she was mean. Cruel. But that wasn't enough when you were in charge of safeguarding a little boy, especially when that little boy held the key to the cure.

      "One day," I argued. If anyone could make it happen, I knew that it was Cyler. He frowned before glancing at Mia, who was still in the corner with Maverick. He kept checking her pulse and feeding her water. Getting her rehydrated was at the top of the priority list. I hated that I was so callous to her illness now, but I was looking at the bigger picture. I trusted that Maverick would bring her back to health, just like I trusted that I needed to find Payne. I needed to save my men.

      Cyler let out a long and low sigh before answering me. "I'll try my best, Babe. But we have to be smart about this. What if we led some of the leftover guards to Payne? I'm not making any decisions until we find Jules and Tallis and all sit down and discuss this together." Frustration was bubbling up in my chest, and I knew that I had no right to feel the way that I felt. Cyler was being reasonable, he was being smart. But no matter what I tried, I still felt anxious and helpless. Now that I knew what it was like to act and do, I couldn't stand to sit around.

      Kemper was the one that spoke next, his tone gentler than my tough leader. "Why don't you go sit with Mia for a little bit? The sooner she's out of the woods, the sooner we will be able to leave."

      I bit my lip and struggled to find that compassion I knew was deep within me. I loved Mia. She was one of my first friends when I moved here to Dormas. I wanted to feel settled and help her, but death made me see the world differently. I saw Mia’s sacrifice as something that needed to be treasured. She fought for her life because she knew that she had a role to play in saving Payne. Her suffering would be for nothing if we didn't get to him in time.

      But I feared saying these thoughts out loud. The guys were already worried that I'd lost too much of myself to the violence of Cavil and Ethros. So instead, I nodded and shuffled my way over to Mia, where I knew there was nothing I could do but hold her hand.

      The moment I was by Maverick’s side at her bed, he grabbed my hand and lifted it up to place a tender kiss on my skin. I felt shockwaves of love and compassion flow through me, and I borrowed his selfless views of caring for others for a little bit. I did love Mia, I just loved humanity more. I was at war with myself, at war with wanting to save the world but also wanting to do things the right way. It made me feel naïve and foolish for feeling so brash about everything.

      "Her blood sugar is low, I'm afraid to give her too much water, and she's too weak to eat. They have no sugar here, or I would give her droplets of sugar water to at least stabilize her glucose levels," Maverick said before placing a hand on his chin as if considering all the options.

      I closed my eyes and decided to focus on one problem at a time. "On our way in, I saw an apple orchard. It's getting colder, but I bet there are a few apples left, assuming looters haven't taken them all. If I got some, we could make her some juice. Then maybe get some sugar in her system until she could eat?" I offered while staring at her frail frame.

      Maverick turned to look at me with appreciation. I liked that we could bond over this. I found myself wondering how Lilly was doing. The old woman that taught me medicine and about the human body was good to me. Maverick would've loved her.

      "I can also look for some beehives. They're popular in this area, some honey would do her good too." I reached over to feel her pulse and nearly gasped when I saw how slow it was. Mia quite literally would have starved to death in that cave. Anger flared within me, and the need for justice once again came to a head. Lenny deserved to die even though it wasn't my place to decide.

      "Do you think you could get some?" Maverick asked, his voice gaining enthusiasm with each word. I could feel him vibrating with the need to act, similar to the way I felt with the need to go rescue Payne. Looking at Mia now, I felt terrible for ever wanting to leave. Cyler was right, we needed to get her out of the woods first.

      "Yes. If I had some help." I looked over my shoulder at Kemper, remembering the time he and I went to an apple orchard outside of Dormas for a picnic. I remember the tension between us, the desire to act on our impulses. I remembered the thoughtfulness and care he put into our date. "I'll take Kemper with me, and we’ll be back as soon as possible."

      Maverick gave me a brief hug, and I noticed how he breathed in my scent as it grounded him. "You amaze me, Ash." His whisper over my skin felt like zaps of electricity.
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      Kemper and I were heading back from the apple orchard with barely enough bounty to make a difference, but it was still a welcomed distraction from everything. It felt good to feel useful. I found myself whispering over and over again the steps that would lead me to Payne.

      Find Tallis and Jules.

      Get Mia better.

      Go to Galla and open the Stonewell safe.

      I was compartmentalizing, breaking up the obstacles in our way into manageable bites that felt easier to swallow. We walked briskly back toward the entrance of the underground city, keeping an eye and ear out for anyone else. “Think this will be enough?” Kemper asked.

      “No. But it’s better than nothing. Once her glucose levels are up, she’ll be able to eat more,” I replied while thinking once again about Lilly. Was she with Payne, too? She loved the little boy; it wouldn’t surprise me if she put up with Linda Stonewell to keep him safe.

      I paused to breathe in the fresh air just outside where Cyler had everyone setting up camp. Kemper saw me stalling and moved up to stand beside me. “We’re so close,” I whispered while fixating on the cracked, sandy pavement at my feet. Happiness was a flighty emotion. It felt like fragile wings fluttering in my stomach. But Kemper was like a giant exhale, lifting those wings up and making me feel like I could fly with a big enough sigh.

      “We will get there in time, Ash. I know this is hard, but we can do it, I promise. Look at all those people still alive,” he said while gesturing off in the distance. “I was starting to wonder if anyone was left.”

      I followed his gaze and stared at the moving bodies in the distance. More tents had been set up. He was right. There were still survivors, still good people who would later go on to rebuild the empire. It was empowering.

      We started walking towards the city, and I had to smile at the significant change in conditions. Cyler Black and the other leaders of Dormas had been here three hours, and already the main walkway was cleared. People were shuffling about, happy to have direction and systems. “Cyler wastes no time,” I mused out loud as a young girl walked by holding tattered blankets with holes in the fabric.

      In the main room where Maverick was watching Mia, I made quick work of making juice. Huxley and Patrick weren’t back yet, and I was worried about them, Tallis, and Jules.

      “No word from the others?” I asked while stroking Mia’s hair. Despite it being hot underground, she felt cold to the touch.

      “Patrick returned an hour ago, but Huxley isn’t back yet. They split up to cover more ground,” Maverick answered.

      That residual, wing-clipping fear shot through me. It was slightly irrational to worry. Despite recent events, I knew in my gut that my men were more than capable of taking care of themselves. Huxley was like me, he needed to feel like he was doing something, and I had a feeling that he wouldn’t return until Jules and Tallis were reunited with Mia.

      Maverick held the cup up to Mia’s lips and put some of the sugar mixture in her mouth. I watched in appreciation as he handled her with care and compassion. It was one of the many things that I loved about Mav. And now that I had some experience working in a clinic, I realized more than ever the toll it had on a person to feel so responsible for and empathetic towards the world. It took a certain level of sacrifice to pour your soul into the survival of others, and the light in Maverick seemed to overflow from his fingers.

      “How’s her heart rate?” I asked in a low voice as more people fluttered by, carrying various supplies. Cyler was working on taking inventory of what everyone had and seeing what he needed to get.

      “Still slow, but it’s getting better. She’s got bruising I’m worried about, but I can’t do much for the pain. A woman told me she fought Lenny when he brought her in.” I gently slid closer to her and lifted up the tattered shirt that smelled like piss to inspect her bruising. Sure enough, deep purple spots littered her side and stomach. Anger like a fist balled up in my chest, and I wanted to let Huxley loose on Lenny once more. What was it with men thinking that, to save the majority, you had to sacrifice those you deemed unnecessary or less than?

      “Can you get me some sponges and warm water? I’m going to wash her and find some new clothes,” I said before reaching across the table for some scissors. Maverick paused at my instructions, then a small smile lifted the corner of his mouth.

      “Yeah, let me get that. And when this is done? I want to talk about everything you learned in the Deadlands,” he said with warm pride. I glanced at him and noticed how his chest puffed out as he watched me. I’d be lying if I didn’t say that it made me feel good. He disappeared for a moment, and I made quick work of tying a piece of rope to the wall and putting a small blanket over it to give us a semblance of privacy. It had holes in the fabric and was so threadbare that it was practically see-through, but it seemed the most clean out everything available.

      Then I took a rusted pair of scissors and quickly cut her dress, knowing that the stained and tattered fabric wasn’t salvageable and it would hurt her too much to try and ease it over her shoulders. I was careful not to poke her with the dull blade as I struggled to slice through the ruffled shirt, but eventually, I got it off. I took a moment to look at more of her injuries and lightly pressed on her ribs. She’d need it wrapped, but I wasn’t sure if we had fabric available to bind her.

      Maverick returned with water and a bar of soap. He ripped the edge of his shirt as a rag. Then, I made quick work of cutting her pants off and taking note of the bruises on her thighs, like someone had…

      Oh my God. There were marks that looked like fingers digging into her thighs. Like someone had tried to pry them...apart. I choked on a sob, thankful for this selfless woman and her determination to help connect us with Payne. Maverick heard my cries and directed his eyes to what I was staring at. He didn’t say a word, but once I glanced back at him, I knew that we had come to the same conclusion.

      “I need to tell Cyler. Lenny has to die,” Maverick said in a cold voice. There was a time that he refused to end a life. He was once against Heat and sinking to the level of those that had wronged the empire, but not anymore.

      “Go. I’ll wash her,” I whispered before gently dipping the makeshift rag in soapy water and running it over her body. I moved slowly, careful not to press on her injuries. I also worked efficiently, not sure if she would wake up and be triggered by my touch. Once she was mostly clean, I watched her move, a slight moan escaping her lips. Maverick was still talking with Cyler, so the moment her brown eyes fluttered open I reached for the juice and held it to her lips.

      “Here, drink,” I offered while holding the cup to her lips. She noticed that she was naked and immediately moved to cover herself. “Shh,” I soothed, trying to ease the panic in her eyes. “It’s me, Agrio.”

      I watched her trembling fingers try and cover her body and quickly removed my own shirt to slip over her. I sat in nothing but a bra while easing the fabric over her narrow shoulders. The moment my shirt covered her body she sighed in relief. “Thanks,” she mumbled in that clipped accent I loved. She then tried to sit up, but I pressed on her shoulder lightly, keeping her in place.

      “You’re really bruised, nearly starved to death, and weak. Lie down. I’ll protect you.” Mia cracked a smile and grabbed my hand, lightly squeezing it before replying in a hoarse voice.

      “You’ve gotten strong, Agrio,” she said. While she held onto me, I wanted to ask her about the trauma, the pain. But all I could do was stare at her and feel guilty for wanting to leave her behind and find Payne. That was a version of myself that terrified me. Where had my empathy gone?

      “You’re stronger,” I whispered.

      “Not in the ways that count.” She closed her eyes for a moment before opening them again. “Please tell me you know what those numbers mean,” she pleaded with cold eyes and a frown.

      “Yes. I do. Once we get you back on your feet, we’re going,” I assured her with a smile. She clung to life for that message. I understood her need to make sure it meant something.

      “What the fuck are you waiting for?” Mia asked before clutching her side. I quickly took the blanket hanging in the room and cut strips of fabric.

      “We are going to spend the day regrouping then leave tomorrow,” I said with a huff as I tied the ends of each strip of the fabric together. Once it was ready, I went to Mia and eased her into a sitting position. It took us a moment. Mia struck me as the type to handle pain easily, so each grunt and whimper had me on high alert.

      “Regroup?” she scoffed through gritted teeth as I tied the fabric together. I could feel eyes on my naked back, but I didn’t care. “You need to go.”

      I smiled. She sounded like I did when I first figured out the code was to the safe. But Kemper's calming presence and this feeling useful had me thinking clearly.

      “We’ll leave in the morning, don’t you worry,” I answered her with a small smile. Mia’s determination and grit was admirable. She was all the things I wished I was. “Until then, why don’t you let me take care of you for a moment, huh?”

      “How is it that you have my woman out of her clothes?” a gruff voice asked from behind me, and I warmed when I recognized who it was. Huxley. Turning around, I bit back a grin as he reached behind his head to remove his shirt. Each dip and groove in his skin had both Mia and me appreciating the sight before us. He handed it to me with a smirk, knowing full well the effect he had on us.

      “I’m suddenly feeling better,” Mia coughed. And I quickly shoved the tan shirt that smelled like Huxley on before easing her back to lie down.

      “Hey now,” I joked. “He’s mine now, Mia.” I didn’t feel jealous in the slightest, but this hint of normalcy—joking with a friend—was like a drug to me. I ate it up and enjoyed the buzz of feeling carefree, if just for a moment.

      “I know, I know. I’ve got my own man now to worry about. If he’s still alive,” she said in a dark tone before shaking away whatever thoughts were plaguing her. I remembered Chief Aarav.

      “What happened to him?” I asked in a soft voice.

      Mia looked on the verge of tears, and I wondered if I shouldn’t press her. “He escaped when Lenny captured me. Told me he’d come to rescue me but never showed up. It’s the not knowing that kills me.”

      I placed my hand on hers and squeezed, feeling myself well up with tears at her confession. I knew all too well how it felt not to know. I lived that hell for months while Jacob, Maverick, and Cyler were gone.

      A shrill voice echoed from the entrance, and I turned around to see Jules bounding through the door. “Where is she?” Jules asked, drawing my attention there. She was stomping forward, covered in dust while scowling at anyone who dared to look at her the wrong way. A brooding Tallis was following close behind, but I didn’t see any sign of Bowden and Thurst. I didn’t blame them for not wanting to come back to the place that captured Hope.

      Jules practically shoved me aside and collapsed on the floor at Mia’s feet. “You crazy woman! How many times are you going to nearly die?” she asked while I stroked Mia’s hair. I watched as Tallis bent over to kiss his adopted sister on the forehead before straightening to look at me.

      “Is she okay?” he asked.

      “She can talk, you know,” Mia grunted as Jules placed a hand over her ribs that I had bandaged. “I’m fine. Starved to death and bruised to all hell.”

      I noted how she specifically didn’t mention the bruises on her inner thighs and the way she panicked when she realized she was naked. “And dehydrated,” Maverick added while walking up. He was carrying more water and gently handed it to Mia before turning to address Tallis. “Glad to see you’re back. You’re needed in the temporary prison quarters. Cyler and her capturer are there,” my loving doctor said in a dark tone while eyeing Mia with sympathy.

      “You gonna kill the rat bastard?” Mia asked as Tallis flexed his muscles.

      “Yes,” Maverick replied instantly. I sensed Huxley tensing beside me, could hear the hiss of breath escaping his lips at Maverick’s answer. We all knew it had to be severe in order for my compassionate man to accept death like it was nothing.

      “Good,” Mia whispered. We all watched as she gazed off in the distance; the only sign that she was distressed was in the way her body trembled ever so slightly. “Tallis?” she asked before taking a sip of water then closing her eyes. “Make him suffer.”

      With those three words, Tallis gave a sad nod and prepared to go. But surprisingly, Jules stood and placed a hand on his chest. We all watched their silent conversation. The compassion in Jules’ eyes as she nodded once, an unspoken agreement between them both.

      “I’ll take care of it,” she whispered, and I saw Tallis relax a little as if he were thankful to be spared for inflicting violence. Maybe the fierce leader didn’t like bloodshed after all.
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      Lenny died a gruesome death. Or at least, that’s what I’d come to assume. It sounded excruciating.

      Lenny screamed so loudly that everyone could hear his suffering. Even when his voice went hoarse, the haunting torture filled the space. Huxley went with Jules, likely to help her end his life. For once, Huxley’s vengeful and protective nature wasn’t a bad thing. I was desensitized to death, yes, but the screams coming from just outside the city made my skin crawl.

      It made me wonder. Did Cavil cry? I couldn’t remember.

      If there were doubts about Cyler and the rest of the leadership council strolling in and taking over, the people of Lythe were convinced now. They were naturally suspicious when they first woke up from the tunnel poison, and we couldn’t blame them. The entire empire was built by leaders pretending to have their people’s best interests at heart.

      However, Lenny’s death solidified their loyalty to Cyler and his men, making me wonder what other terrible things Lenny did while the people of Lythe were under the influence of the tunnel poison. They cooperated with enthusiasm, and by nightfall, not a single person whispered a word against us. They were excited to have direction but also fearful of going against us. It was a delicate balance, leadership. Fear and compassion spearheaded Cyler's reign, and soon everyone had a job and a purpose.

      After everyone was settled with a purpose for the evening, our team met up in the main room where Mia was. All of us surrounded her as she finally ate a few bites of crackers. She had to eat slowly so as not to get sick. Jules had showered since the confrontation with Lenny and was now holding Mia’s hand. Jules kept staring at her affectionately, and the redness in Jules’ eyes made me wonder if she knew now the details of what had happened to our sweet friend. But none of us talked about it. Mia made it very clear that it was a subject not to be broached.

      “I’m not comfortable leaving Mia,” Jules said with a frown. If Mia weren’t in so much pain, I’m sure she would’ve rolled her eyes or served us a quick quip about how she was more than capable of taking care of herself. But the fact that she didn’t showed just how tired and weak she was.

      “I agree. I think you and Tallis need to stay here,” Cyler replied. He looked tired while standing to my left, arms crossed at his chest. His wide stance and fierce expression didn’t hide the exhaustion in his eyes.

      I glanced over at Tallis, who was sitting cross-legged on the floor to my right, near Jules. I wish I understood him more. The quiet way he observed the room was entirely unlike the fierce leader I once knew. He seemed like the type to take charge and care for his people stoically and wisely. But he was a mere ghost of that man now. “What about the people here?“ Tallis asked.

      Cyler let out a low, gravel-filled sigh before responding. “This is the first civilization I’ve seen since Cavil’s death. I’m trusting you to protect them—lead them—while we are gone.”

      Tallis thrust his fingers through his long white hair before bending over to cup his face in his hands. Jules watched him with compassion, and her hand reached out and gently grabbed his knee with a reassuring squeeze before he finally spoke. “I don’t think I can do this,” Tallis said. His voice was muffled as he spoke into the palm of his hands.

      Suddenly, it was as if we all felt like we were intruding on a private moment. I knew that Tallis felt some sort of guilt over the loss of his people, but I didn’t realize how deep this disappointment went. It made me wonder if Cyler was experiencing the same regret regarding his people. Did he feel like he had failed them?

      As if to answer my unspoken question, Cyler moved forward and crouched beside the Scavenger Chief. I felt a hand on my back and sighed when I realized it was Patrick offering me wordless comfort. His strong fingers massaged the knots in my shoulders as Cyler spoke.

      “I haven’t slept since leaving Dormas,” Cyler admitted. I could hear the emotion in his deep tone, and it broke my heart. I had been so wrapped up in my own loss that I hadn’t thought about everything they were enduring. Dormas was his father’s legacy, and now it was gone. “Every time I try to close my eyes, all I see is all the people I failed.”

      Tallis choked back his emotions, but I noticed the way his back shook as if the sobs were stuck in his chest. “Everyone is gone. Thurst and Bowden refused to come with me. What kind of leader am I if I have no one to lead? I failed them. We failed them,” he sobbed.

      Cyler stood up and clutched his chest. There was a painful twist in his expression as he watched Tallis break down, his guilt a reflection of his own regrets. It was as if those words had physically wounded him. He gave me a sideways glance as if stealing a bit of strength from my gaze. “From what I can tell, these people need us. You’re a good leader. Don’t take the blame for a crumbling empire. The only way we will survive this is if we rebuild. And along the way, maybe you’ll find some of your people. Focus on standing back up, Scavenger Chief.”

      Our entire group went quiet after that. We stood there for what felt like hours while staring at Mia’s moving chest. Each breath gave us comfort that she was okay. In a lot of ways, she represented the empire. Despite fighting for her life, she was still here. She was still breathing. There was hope that she would get better, as would the empire.

      “We will leave by transport in the morning,” Cyler finally added before stomping off outside towards a makeshift bedroom he had prepared for the evening in the back of the abandoned building we had set up as the command center.

      Turning around, I gave Patrick an appreciative smile. He pulled his hand back and nodded once, already knowing what I had planned to do. Cyler Black was a strong man, and I knew that he was more than capable of motivating the masses. But right now, I sensed that he needed someone to have faith in him, too. After briefly looking around the room at my other men, I followed after Cyler, determined to soothe the pain he hid from the world.
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        * * *

      

      There was a door covering the room Cyler made for us. I smiled at the thoughtful pallet on the floor, cushioned with extra blankets, a detail he probably explicitly made for me. He knew my back had been bothering me from sleeping on the ground and in the transport for the last two weeks. “Cy?” I called out to him. He was sitting on a chair in the corner of the room, a single beam of light shining down on him, casting shadows along the angles of his strong face.

      “Babe,” he called back. His voice was strained with emotion, and it made my heart sink a bit deeper into my chest. “How’d I know you’d follow me in here?” he asked with a smile before patting his knee. I sauntered over to him and sat on his lap. The moment our skin connected, he shifted my legs and cradled me to his chest. It wasn’t the most comfortable position, but I reveled in being held close.

      “I see the way you carry the empire on your shoulders. You told Tallis all the things you’re trying to convince yourself of,” I whispered before placing a gentle kiss on his neck that made him shiver in response. I breathed in his cinnamon scent before speaking again. “I’ve been so focused on myself I didn’t even really have time to consider how Dormas would affect you. I’m sorry.”

      Cyler dipped his face and placed a tender kiss on my lips that lingered only a breath. When he pulled away, Cyler stared intensely into my eyes before speaking again. “Seeing you think about yourself is sexy, Babe. I wasn’t really in a place to talk about my feelings. For all my talk of telling you not to rush head first into action, I’m doing the same damn thing. I saw these people here, saw their conditions, and dived in. Like it could possibly make up for the fact that I abandoned my father’s legacy.” His eyes dipped like he couldn’t bear to look me in the eye at that confession.

      “You didn’t abandon them, Cy,” I promised, keeping my voice steady as I got up to reposition my body. Straddling his hips, I sunk down before cupping his cheeks in my hands, forcing him to stare back at me. “You did the best you could, given the circumstances. You’re going to save the damn empire, Cyler Black. You’re gonna lead the masses. We just have to get settled and deal with the cure first.”

      Cyler leaned forward and kissed me again, pressing his lips to mine with such passion that I almost couldn’t feel the soft tears trailing down his cheeks. It broke me to feel his pain. So I did the only thing I knew to do, I kissed him so hard that he wouldn’t feel anything but my body and my love. Moaning into his mouth, I shifted my hips forward, preening when I felt his hard erection straining against his pants. Trailing my fingers down his shirt, I gripped the bottom of the tattered cotton fabric and inched it up, breaking our kiss only to remove the material that kept us separated.

      He deepened the kiss once my lips fastened themselves back to his, licking my bottom lip as if asking if he could taste me. It was sweet and sensual but demanding, too. Parting my lips, he then sucked on my mouth, gnawing at my plump flesh like it was a tasty treat. “Babe, you’re the best thing to ever happen to me,” he said in a breathless tone before grabbing the collar of Huxley’s shirt I was still wearing, and ripping it down the center. I smiled.

      “Huxley’s going to be pissed that you ruined his shirt,” I said while reaching behind me to unclasp my bra. Cyler kept his hands on my hips to steady me while I gazed into his dark eyes, which were no longer full of sadness.

      “Huxley can fuck off,” Cyler growled in response, his words taking on a possessive tone that made me hum in appreciation. I wanted our group dynamic to work—more than anything—but there was something to be said for being uncontrollably desired.

      The moment my breasts were free, Cyler’s hands flew to grab them, pinching my nipples as he dove in for another kiss. I could feel myself getting hot with each stroke of his tongue and move of his fingers. “Cyler,” I pleaded while grinding against him for relief. It wasn’t enough. I needed more.

      Without having to ask, Cyler stood up. I wrapped my thighs around his waist, determined to keep contact with his body. I didn’t want an inch to separate us for even a second. He carried me to the pallet on the floor then laid us both down. The moment my back hit the mattress, I arched my hips, wordlessly begging him to take my trousers off.

      “You’re so beautiful, Babe,” he said, his voice reverent as he eased my pants off my trembling legs with precision. I felt his rough fingers scrape along my thighs, lingering just outside my pussy before slinking them down further. Once my pants were gone, he tore my panties from my body with one fell swoop, baring me entirely to him as I lie on the pallet.

      “Mine, for now. Tell me you’re just mine for a minute, Babe. I need to feel like I own your body and heart for a little while,” he pleaded while kissing a trail up my legs all the way to my stomach. Looking up at me, he paused before licking my breast.

      “I’m yours, Cyler Black. I’m completely yours,” I said in a whisper, and he rewarded me with a flick of his tongue and careful kneading of my breasts. I wrapped my legs around his hips, guiding him closer to my entrance as he seared another kiss to my lips. He tasted like crisp mint.

      I loved this man. I loved the way our bodies seemed to fit perfectly. I loved how instinctually we acted, like kissing him was as natural as breathing. Darting my tongue out, I devoured Cyler Black with everything I had, arching up once more to encourage him to fill me up.

      While holding himself up with one hand, he led his index finger down to my core and ran a line up my slit, smiling against my lips in satisfaction when he felt how wet I was.

      “You’re so ready for me,” he whispered in awe before guiding the head of his cock against me then pressing inside, moving with such control and steadiness I almost clawed him to death for more. It felt like exquisite torture, waiting for him to pump into me with the intensity I craved. “Fuck, you’re so damn tight, Babe,” he said with a moan as if it felt so good that it hurt.

      I jolted up before begging him to move faster. “Harder, Cy,” I coaxed before biting my lip. He leaned down to kiss my lips while keeping the rest of his body impossibly still inside of me. It wasn’t enough. I needed more. Harder. Faster.

      “More, Cy,” I pleaded again while writhing beneath him.

      “Ask me again,” he ordered between kisses, grinning against my pout like this teasing torture was the best thing to ever happen to him.

      I wrapped my hands around his back and clawed at his skin, showing him how much more I wanted to feel him—to show him how much I craved the wild sides of him. “More,” I hissed. The hiss he let out tasted decadent, and he flexed as I scraped a sharp nail down his spine. I never thought I’d ever be so brazen in the bedroom, given my limited experience, but that was the thing about Cyler Black. From the day he met me back at Stonewell Manor, he changed me. Molded me into a version of myself that didn’t hide behind shy smiles and polite societal norms.

      Cyler Black didn’t just give me my wings. He gave me claws, too.

      I didn’t have to beg again. Cyler thrust in a way that felt equally harsh and perfect. My teeth were rattling from the force of it. I took every damn drop of his guilt and grief, drank it up like it was the only thing that could make us whole again. I met each of his movements while crying out, not caring if the entire damn city could hear me.

      We went like that for so long that I didn’t know where my body ended and his began. We moved like two people hanging on for dear life, knowing that at any moment, our grip could slip; at any moment, we could be like the rest of the empire and die.

      But tonight? We were alive. Very, very, alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “Surprised you’re up early,” Jules said while rolling her eyes. I adjusted the tight, black trousers I was wearing while looking at her. I was sore, each step reminding me of the night I shared with Cyler. I chewed on my swollen lip while cocking my eyebrow.

      “What does that mean?” I asked. We were loading up the transport just outside Lythe entrance with what little supplies we could pull together. Mia wasn’t stable, but both she and Jules insisted that we continue on our quest for Payne.

      “Girl, I’m half traumatized, half disgusted, and a pinch curious about the animal sounds coming from your room with Cyler last night,” Jules said with a shiver before tossing a box of rations in the transport. She placed her hands on her hips and looked me up and down with a smirk. I felt my cheeks heat and wanted nothing more than to hide. Jules and I had an unlikely relationship, and I used the term “relationship” loosely. It was more of a truce.

      But regardless the name for whatever it was we were, it didn’t mean I was comfortable talking about the incredible sex I had with her brother the night before. “Um, sorry,” I offered with a grimace. I wasn’t really sorry.

      I felt hands on my hips from behind and lips on the back of my neck. “I like you wearing your hair up like this,” a warm voice whispered over my skin. The straightening serum Jules put in my hair back at Madam B’s brothel had officially worn off, and I wasn’t willing to fight with my curls. They had come back with a vengeance. I turned around to face Maverick, who was eyeing me with appreciation. “Gives me better access to the sensitive skin on your neck,” he practically growled.

      I was almost lost in the moment, the ominous travel ahead of us nearly forgotten as I lifted up on my toes to kiss Maverick, but a shrill shriek stopped us. “Disgusting! For the love of Dormas, please stop!” Jules yelled while throwing her hands up. With a light chuckle, Maverick winked at me before brushing his thumb along my neck, where I knew there was a mark from where Cyler nipped at my skin the night before.

      “Mia’s asking for you,” he whispered. “The others have already said goodbye. We’ll meet you at the transport in fifteen.”

      Walking back to the makeshift command center, I used the three minutes of solitude to study myself. Everything felt like a whirlwind. Every second since killing Cavil was filled with extreme highs and lows. When I opened the door to the building, I was surprised to see people already up and moving for the day.

      People pushed past me as they cleaned the room and organized supplies with Tallis giving off commands towards the back wall. I took a moment to admire the fierce leader in his element. He seemed once again at ease, leading with that wise, charismatic way I was drawn to when we met.

      Our eyes met for a moment, and I watched his expression twist into something that looked somewhere between amusement and peace. He didn’t cross the short distance to say goodbye to me. The state of the empire meant that goodbyes had a permanence about them that was too depressing to meet head-on. We never had the sort of relationship that meant tear-filled goodbyes. So instead, he nodded once then continued picking up where Cyler left off, building what little of the community he could into something that I hoped would one day survive.

      “Agrio,” Mia said with a grin as I made my way over to her. “We’ve got to stop saying goodbye like this.” I grinned at her. “The last time we said goodbye, I was in a wheelchair. Now I’m on bed rest eating baked beans like it was a gourmet meal.”

      Once closer to her, I knelt down and placed my hand over hers. “Next time I see you, you’ll be chasing everyone around and keeping people on their toes. The end of the world hasn’t been very kind to you. But you’re a fighter, huh?”

      Mia took another bite of beans and choked them down, gnawing on the metal spoon like it was made of cake. I would kill for some cake right about now. “That’s me. Strong as an ox. Cunning as a fox. And when I’m not dying of starvation and stab wounds, I’m pretty lethal, you know.”

      I smiled and squeezed her hand before pulling away. “Keep an eye on Jules, will you? She can be a bit reckless. Tallis has been a good influence on her, but sometimes I wonder if she’s lost herself to all this...violence.” I looked up just as two men started practicing throwing knives. Tallis was teaching them about the proper angle.

      “Nah, you’re wrong,” Mia began while eyeing the men with speculation. She twitched when one of them threw the sharp blade at the wall. I wondered if she was itching to get up and teach them how it was really done. My friend could throw circles around even the best. “Jules found herself in the violence. Tallis balances her. He kills when he has to but prefers peace. She forces him to let go of his guilt; he reins her in. They won’t need me.” She looked up at the concrete ceiling of the room like it held all the secrets of the empire. I patiently watched, knowing that my time to say goodbye would soon come to an end.

      “Can you do me a favor?” Mia asked in a soft voice, and for the first time since knowing her, I heard a vulnerability in her tone that made me pause.

      “Of course,” I replied.

      She let out a huff of air like the words pained her to say. “That Chief? Aarav. If you see him, can you tell him...I’m sorry? He’ll know what that means.” She wiped moisture from her eyes and caught me staring at her with pity. “The asshole is probably dead by now. But just in case…”

      “If I see him, I’ll tell him,” I promised before standing. “See you soon, Mia.”

      She smiled. “Promises, promises.”

      When I got back outside, all my men were standing outside the transport. Patrick was leaning against the hood of it, arms crossed as he watched me approach. Huxley was standing by Jules, giving her some last minute instructions, probably something bossy along the lines of “don’t be stupid.”

      Cyler and Maverick stopped talking to stare at me as Kemper checked over the solar panels on the roof of the transport. They looked determined and stunning. I swallowed, trying to wet my parched throat at the sight of them.

      Jacob’s mindspeak blurted out a sweet sentiment that caught me off guard but warmed me all the same. “I love her. I really fucking love her.”

      Everyone stopped, and I walked up to him, feeling weighed down by the tasks ahead of us, but also excited to feel purposeful and ready to meet the end of the empire with a fist. Once in front of Jacob, I cupped his cheek and leaned in close. “I love you too,” I whispered before lightly kissing his lips and pulling away.

      “You all ready?” I asked, gauging each of their reactions, waiting for one of them to say it was too dangerous, or that I should stay behind where it was safe. Luckily, none of them did. We’d come a long way now. We were finally an equal unit.

      “Let’s save Payne,” Patrick said with a steel voice.

      “Let’s save the world,” Maverick added.

      Yeah, let’s save the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      We’d spent a lot of time in the transport over the last few weeks, so we were used to cramming into the bench seats, but by the second day of travel, I was started to get irritable. It was uncomfortable but better than walking. I sat between Jacob and Kemper and kept staring across from me at Cyler. I had my legs draped over Kemper’s lap, and he was rubbing little circles on my knee with his thumb. “How are we on fuel?” Kemper asked Cyler. We’d packed light so we could store fuel pods on the roof. Kemper rigged them to run on solar power so we didn’t have to stop for gas since most power stations were abandoned and empty.

      “We’re doing good. Might have to stop soon and switch fuel cells.”

      “I love you in dresses, but damn, Ash, these trousers are clinging to your thighs, and I think you should wear them more often,” Jacob’s mindspeak blurted out flirtatiously. Since we’d been confined to the transport, his mindspeak would occasionally go off with quips like that, most of them talking about how damn beautiful I was.

      “God, I want you so bad,” he said again.

      At first, the guys didn’t bother asking him to take out his mindspeak. The device was a part of our new normal, and over the last couple weeks, we’d gotten used to his blatant honesty and lack of control. It was refreshing and, most of the time, made us laugh. Not to mention, it was a welcome distraction from the leveled towns and roaming Walkers outside the transport. “I love you like a brother, but can you please, for the love of Dormas, take your mindspeak out?” Cyler begged while rubbing his temples. I flashed Cyler a cheeky grin.

      “Why? Is it hard to hear me talk about Ash? The entire city of Lythe had to hear her moans a couple nights ago. Pretty sure Huxley almost killed anyone with ears,” Jacob said before ripping out his mindspeak and giving me an apologetic smile. I could feel the blush creeping up my chest and cheeks as I looked around the transport, taking in everyone’s heated expressions.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, though I wasn’t feeling very sorry at all. My night with Cyler Black was incredible. Our bodies worked in beautiful ways. It was everything I’d ever imagined. Cyler was attentive but wild and passionate. He took care of me while pushing me to my limits. My body flushed at the thought of it, and I had to swallow back the lust.

      “Don’t be,” Patrick replied eagerly before giving Jacob a stern look. “Hell, I’d listen again.” I glanced at the playful Patrick just as he shifted in his seat. It was hard to see in the crowded transport, but I caught a glimpse of a growing erection straining against his pants. He grunted.

      “You all are incorrigible. We’re on a rescue mission, and all you can think about is sex,” I joked. It was all I could think about, too. Maverick was resting his head against the transport window while staring at me, a heated look in his dark eyes that made me squeeze my thighs together. He looked like he wanted to eat me up, and in my current state, I’d let him.

      It had been a while since we’d been able to travel alone. Usually, Tallis and Jules were with us. Now that it was finally just my men and me, everything felt more...tense...than before.

      “Fuck, make her stop looking at me like that,” Mav said while closing his eyes. He lifted the rubber band on his wrist and snapped it. It was like he wanted to snap himself out of the haze we were all feeling. I immediately was brought back to our time at the Dormas Clinic, and all playfulness fled my body. I didn’t want Maverick’s attraction to me to be something he felt he needed to be punished for. He’d been beating himself up his entire life. We were young, in love. We didn’t have to feel bad for wanting each other just because the empire decided to fall apart.

      “I want you too,” I whispered. My voice was soft, but the transport went so quiet that you could hear the shift in the air. Each breath felt like palpable tension, and we were suffocating on it. “If you touched me? I’d be wet. I’m dripping for each of you,” I coughed out, stumbling over my words. I wasn’t entirely confident. Though I was more experienced now and had the confidence I’d always been lacking, it didn’t mean that I was comfortable being so...brazen. My time at Madam B’s brothel had changed me, but I was still new to this—to us.

      “You are trying to kill me, little Walker,” Huxley hissed out, his eyes zeroing in on my chest, which was moving up and down in slow, steady movements. I was trying to heave in as much air as possible, but it still didn’t feel like my lungs were expanding. I rubbed my legs together on Kemper's lap and went still when I felt his hardness there. I debated on moving away to give him space but, at the last second, decided to rub against him again. And again.

      He gasped. “What a fucking way to go,” Kemper added to Huxley’s declaration before grabbing my thigh. “I can help you with that, by the way. My woman shouldn’t be left wanting.” Breathing was hard. Thinking was harder. All I could do was act. All I could do was grab Kemper’s hand and guide him up my thigh, leading him towards the spot that craved his touch.

      “Oh hell,” Patrick growled before leaning to stare at me from across the transport. Running hands through his short, dirty blond hair, Kemper bit his lip as he cupped me over my jeans, jerking my hips open for better access. I nearly fell out of my seat at the movement, but Jacob wrapped his arms around my middle to keep me still. Jacob started kissing my neck, tracing swirls of skin with his tongue until his teeth were nipping at my jawline.

      “Yes,” I whispered as Kemper started rubbing me over my trousers, making me a panting puddle of need in the fast-moving transport. I captured all of their attention, and I had to will my eyes to stay open so that I could see each and every one of their expressions. I wanted to save their hungry stares and lock it away in my heart.

      The friction was restrictive but still caused a dull ripple of a sensual thrill to travel up my spine. I wanted to ease these tight pants over my hips and grant Kemper access to me. I wanted his strong fingers stroking my clit.

      “That’s it! Stop the transport,” Jacob’s mindspeak said. We need to switch the fuel cells,” he said before reaching across the dash to put in a new destination. “See that abandoned farmhouse? We’re stopping,” his mindspeak added. I watched him adjust his pants while staring hungrily at me.

      Cyler laughed. “Sure that’s safe? Could be Walkers.”

      Jacob’s mindspeak replied. “I’ll do a fucking sweep.”

      Everything was so heightened that I wasn’t sure what the deal was. Around me, everyone else seemed to know what was up with Jacob’s erratic behavior, but I was just worried that I had done something wrong. “Don’t give me that look, beautiful,” his mindspeak said. “I just think if I don’t get inside of you this very moment, I’m going to explode.”

      More fire bloomed within me as the transport came to a stop. The guys filtered out one by one. Huxley and Cyler went to inspect the house while Maverick and Patrick helped Kemper unlatch the heavy fuel cells from the roof to switch them out. Jacob swept me up, bridal style, and carried me to the abandoned farmhouse. It had a wraparound porch, white chipped wood, and green shutters. He toted me up the steps as I wrapped my arms around his neck. “This is crazy. You’re really going to stop the transport for...sex?” I asked with a laugh. He set me down and pressed me against a post holding up the roof.

      “He-hell yesss...I-I am,” he said. My mouth dropped open in shock at his stuttered words, laced heavily with lust. He then pressed his lips to mine, stroking his velvet tongue in tandem with me as footsteps approached nearby.

      “Jacob?” Huxley called. I expected him to break our kiss, but still his lips didn’t part from mine. His mindspeak answered.

      “Yes?”

      “Place is clear. Even laid out a blanket for you. I’m not sure if this will make your constant thoughts about Ash worse or better but…”

      Jacob didn’t give him a chance to finish that sentence. He broke our kiss and pulled away with a devilish grin before picking me up again and carrying me past the chuckling group of guys as he went. The moment we passed the door, he kicked it closed and started looking around.

      “This isn’t good enough for my girl,” his mindspeak said.

      I grabbed his cheek and turned his gaze back on me. “It’s perfect,” I whispered back.

      “Thank fuck.”

      He spotted a nearby kitchen table and walked me over to it then kissed me deeply while running his hands up and down my legs as his mindspeak continued to ramble. “You know how many times I watched you cook in our kitchen, imagining sitting you up on that table and eating you out?” He unbuttoned my pants and shoved them over my shaking thighs. “I bet if I touched your pussy, it would be dripping.” His fingers grazed the outside of my underwear, and he smiled. “You’re so wet. I can feel your heat, Ash.” Hooking his fingers behind the band of the material, he then pulled them down with the rest of my clothes.

      The moment my pants and panties were gone, he extracted himself from me to undress, moving so fast that I couldn’t even take in the time to appreciate the show of having his body revealed to me. “You sure don’t waste a single second,” I observed before taking my shirt off.

      “Time is a luxury we don’t have. I don’t want to waste this, Ash.” He stalked closer while grabbing himself. “Part those legs for me a bit wider,” his mindspeak instructed. I was so caught up in the moment that I did exactly as he said. We once joked that the mindspeak would be a hindrance in our intimate moments, but in actuality, his steamy commands and the hard line of his mouth was making everything electric.

      He stood between my legs then brushed my hair out of my face before leaning in for a kiss once more, this time his lips crawled over mine in a leisurely pace, contradicting his sense of urgency. “So soft,” his mindspeak said. His teeth idled on my bottom lip, slowly sinking into them before tugging it. He then swept his warm tongue over mine, and I was consumed with the taste of vanilla. “This mouth is mine,” his mindspeak affirmed. Once again, the monotone voice was making the moment more intense. Hearing his reactions to me live-time emboldened me to scoot closer on the table and press against his hardness.

      The moment our hot flesh touched, he reached up to rip out his mindspeak just before it let out a string of curses and a final, “Better take this thing out before I completely lose control.” I smiled against his lips and arched my back as he set the device on the table beside me.

      Cupping my cheeks, he looked into my eyes and mouthed “okay?”

      I nodded. With my permission, Jacob then moved his hands to grip my hips and sunk inside of me, letting out an appreciative hiss in the process. My lips parted, and my eyes widened. I felt so full.

      Wrapping my arms around his back, I held him as close as possible to me, so that I could feel every last inch of his skin on mine. Droplets of sweat coated our skin as we moved, and each thrust had the old table creaking and shifting towards the wall. We peered deep into each other’s eyes as he pushed in and out, steady and hard.

      Pleasure like an earthquake deep within me started building and building. With a gasp, ecstasy started to shoot from my solar plexus to every single cell in my body. There was nothing I could do but ride out the long, steady wave of bliss until I was thoroughly spent. And just before I relaxed on his shoulder, he finished, too. I gave him a lazy smile as his lips parted and eyes squeezed shut. He was so handsome, and so mine.

      Jacob cleaned me up and cared for me like a gentleman. He cuddled me close on a blanket on the ground, without his mindspeak. We just traced our fingers along the grooves in each other's skin until the transport was ready. What we did was wild and reckless. We didn’t really have the time, and it’s pretty dangerous for random romps in farmhouses.

      But I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Everyone was waiting with wide grins of approval when we got out of the house. Naturally, Patrick even cheered. I glanced at Jacob to see his expression and was overjoyed to see the charming, confident ladies’ man I knew before Ethros. He had an extra swagger to his walk that wasn’t there before.

      Kemper triple checked the fuel cells, and we all got inside the transport to leave. Jacob reached for his mindspeak, but Cyler grabbed his wrist. “Sorry, Brother. I love you, but there’s no way in hell I’m going to listen to you talk about how good you fucked our girl for the next six hours.”

      We all laughed as Jacob put it in anyway. The first thing his mindspeak said made a blush travel all the way from my head to my feet. “Next time, I want to taste her.”
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      Crunch.

      Metal bent and groaned in anger. One minute we were all chatting and laughing. Our spirits were high with hope at seeing Payne in a couple of hours. I remembered looking at Cyler before the Transport jerked to the right with a harsh jolt and started rolling. It all happened so fast that I couldn’t breathe. I tumbled around the transport while trying to orient myself. I wasn’t buckled and immediately hit the ceiling with my head. My teeth rattled as we spun, I clenched every muscle in my body, and I was sure my palms were bloody from my nails digging into them. My knee hit something hard, and I screamed. We were still tumbling.

      A pair of arms wrapped around my waist, and I was pulled into Jacob’s muscular chest. “Hold on!” Patrick screamed as Cyler worked the control panel, trying his best to steady the transport, but it was too late. We were rolling, the hovering mechanism spasming on the dirt road, as rocks flew around us. I glanced outside while a rolling need to vomit hit me in the gut. The empire tipped on its side outside our window, and we were helpless to stop it.

      I wanted to scream. Could feel the urge simmering in my chest, but I was gritting my teeth so hard that I didn't. I was clamping my jaw down like it was the only thing keeping me from losing my internal organs. I could feel pressure blooming on my body from where Jacob was gripping me hard. I sucked in as much air as I could just as the transport nose-dived into the dirt. The force knocked me out of Jacob’s arms and sent me flying into Huxley, who was sitting across from him. My chest collided with his and my head hit the window behind him with a crack.

      I didn’t fade out of consciousness—it was a snap. A breaking sensation that left me seeing nothing but black.
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        * * *

      

      “Please wake up, baby. Please, please. Open those beautiful eyes of yours,” a voice cried out. I was being cradled against a muscular chest. I could tell that I was shaking, but it wasn’t my muscles trembling from the stress and pain. Whoever was holding me trembled. I heard crying. Sobbing. Despair like a vice wrapped around my neck. I bet I could choke on the pain.

      “Mmm,” I moaned. I felt jostled and took inventory of my body. I was sore, but my head was what felt the worst. There was a severe pounding in my skull that made it feel like I could crack open my mind and spill out all the bad things I’d done at the feet of whoever was cradling me.

      “MAVERICK!” someone yelled. I could hear the intensity of his words, feel the desperation. Another body slid behind me, but I couldn’t open my eyes just yet. “She’s moaning,” the voice said in a whisper.

      “Don’t let her move, the impact could have broken her neck. How much did you move her?”

      “I didn’t,” the voice holding me said. It was deep and gravely. My brain swam through my memories, and I realized that it was Huxley. “She landed in my lap when we crashed into the dirt.”

      “Ash, can you...you hear me?” Maverick asked. His voice was garbled somehow. It sounded wet like he was speaking with water in his mouth or swimming underwater. I still couldn’t see, but the visual confused me. What was wrong with Maverick?

      “I’m okay,” I choked out, checking my voice and continuing to take inventory of my spine and shoulders. I rolled my neck, shifting my face so that I could nuzzle Huxley. “I’m tired,” I said, feeling myself falling asleep. I knew it wasn’t the right time to sleep, but exhaustion was pulling me under. I felt safe in Huxley’s arms and couldn’t connect my care for what was happening with my need to rest. “Just a few minutes,” I mumbled while slipping back to sleep.

      “No, no, stay awake, little Walker,” Huxley cried out. He sounded snotty, and I felt a large, fat tear land on my cheek. “Stay here. Stay with me.” I willed my eyes to open, and the sight I saw nearly broke me. Huxley’s eyes were red, and tears filled his green eyes. I lifted my hand up and cupped his cheek. I’d never seen him so vulnerable or emotional.

      “I’m okay, Hux,” I offered before sitting up completely. Tiredness was still tempting me to give up and sleep, but seeing him so distraught had me pushing through. I rolled my neck and winced when I felt how stiff it was. That was definitely going to hurt for a while. Huxley still cradled me in his lap, my legs were over his, and I blinked a few times to clear my vision as Maverick came into view. I gasped at the sight.

      Blood flowed from his nose and dripped off of his lips. I quickly moved to remove my sweater to wipe it, but Huxley kept me still. “Let him check you over," Huxley growled. “Don’t move until we know you won’t cause further damage.” I knew I was okay, but since Hux was so upset, I let Maverick inspect my injuries if only to make them feel better.

      I looked around the transport as Maverick checked me over. Everything kept going in and out of focus. I looked behind Maverick and gasped when I saw Jacob hunched over. "Jacob?!" I cried out, but Maverick answered my unspoken question.

      "He's fine. He's knocked out but will probably wake up soon," Maverick answered.

      "God, I hope so, he's leaning on my shoulder. Fucker is heavy as hell," Kemper growled, and I blinked twice to see his frame. He was clutching his stomach with one hand and holding Jacob up with the other.

      I let out a sigh of relief. "Kemp?" I asked.

      "Yeah, sweetheart?"

      "You okay?"

      "Now that you're up, I am."

      A groan to my right gathered my attention, and I turned to look at Cyler. He was moaning and letting out little whimpers of pain. I gasped when my vision cleared enough for me to see that his arm was bent at an odd angle. "Don't look, Ash. He broke it. Not something you wanna see."

      Bile rose up my throat with a vengeance. "Is he okay?" I asked while tearing my eyes from the white bone peeking out from his flesh. It was gruesome, and there was so much blood that it dripped to the floor of the transport in fat, wet drops. He groaned in pain, and Maverick stopped fussing over me to turn and look at him.

      "I gotta help him. Stay here," Maverick said to me just as Cyler tried to garble some nonsense about sticking with me. Selfless bastard.

      I turned to glance at Patrick and let out a sigh of relief when I saw that he was in one piece, just frowning at all of us and glancing outside, obviously on high alert. "Patrick?" I asked, just to double check.

      "I'm fine. Just making sure no one approaches us. I don't know what caused the crash, and if it was someone, then I want to be ready. The veins in his arms were thudding with adrenaline, and I watched his fists clench and unclench. Huxley finally tore his red-rimmed eyes from me and started looking too while clutching me even tighter to his chest, like the threat would rip me from his arms if he didn't pay close attention. I watched him transition from mourning lover to an overprotective episode as I'd never seen before. His face went hard as stone while Cyler cried out in pain. Maverick had wiped up his bloody nose and was peeling Cyler's jacket off of him.

      Patrick eyed Huxley with concern before going back to observing outside with trepidation. “We’re vulnerable here. We need to get out and run,” he said.

      “The door is jammed shut, I already tried,” Maverick replied. Huxley gently pushed me onto Patrick’s lap before taking off his shirt. He started wrapping his fist in the cloth and twisted his torso to face the large window behind him, already cracked from the impact. I squeezed my eyes shut as he wound back, every muscle in his back rippling with control and strength. The next thing I heard was the crunching of glass and a quick grunt.

      Opening my eyes, I watched as he kicked out the remaining glass before unwrapping his hand. A shard of glass broke through the improvised glove, and I leaned forward to ease it out of his knuckle, wincing when he grunted from the pain. “I’ll get out first. Hand me a knife or something,” he said while outstretching his hand. Kemper handed over the only weapon he had, a knife that was the length of my forearm, with jagged edges. “Fuck, that looks like it hurt,” Kemper cursed. Huxley put his shirt back on after holstering the knife in his pants, then leaned forward to plant a smoldering kiss on my lips. “I’m going to do a perimeter check, then I want Patrick to help ease you out of the window.”

      “Okay,” I whispered, my head pounding too hard for loud sounds.

      It took some strategic maneuvering to get Huxley’s large body out of the window, but he moved efficiently. The moment he was out, Jacob sat up with a jolt, finally waking up. He rubbed his head, blinking a few times as his mindspeak provided an amusing commentary. “Oh my God, what the fuck happened? Okay. Legs? Check. Dick? Yep. Still there. Arms, stiff, but check. Head? Fuck, what is that goddamn pounding?” He started looking around the transport, but it was obvious he was struggling to see. “Ash? Ash! Ash, are you okay?” His mindspeak was moving in rapid succession, barely keeping up with the questions he was firing off.

      “I’m okay,” I whispered as Patrick stroked my hair. He was still looking outside, but neither of us could see Huxley as he did a perimeter check. Jacob sighed and reached out to grab my knee.

      “Thank goodness,” his mindspeak said.

      “Can you get off me now?” Kemper pleaded. Jacob reeled back as if just realizing he was halfway in Kemper’s lap. If everything weren’t so dire, I would have laughed.

      They shifted, but there wasn’t really much room for them to move. When the transport took a nosedive, the front half of it crunched on impact. Thankfully, the only thing that got trapped when the transport collided with the ground was Cyler’s arm. We were confined to the back half. Cyler groaned as Maverick tried setting his arm. “He’s going to need a healing pod,” Maverick said with sadness.

      “There was a hospital in Galla about an hour’s walk from Stonewell Manor. Assuming it hasn’t been destroyed, we could take him there,” I said as hope bled through my words. Everything in the empire was destroyed. The healing pod was bulky and awkward to move, so I doubted anyone stole it unless they had a crane. But there was still a good chance that it was no longer functioning, or that the clinic was leveled during the riots.

      “We’re about a three hour walk from Galla,” Kemper said while looking at his tablet. Huxley poked his head through the missing window.

      “All clear.”

      Sighing in relief, I squeezed Patrick’s hand, which was propped on my thigh. I then worked my way through the window, moving feet first as my head pounded. Huxley grabbed me on the outside, and the twins eased me out of the window with care. The moment my feet landed on dirt, I stretched my stiff muscles and helped Huxley get everyone else out of the transport. Cyler was the most difficult to move. Every jolt of his body had him screaming out in pain. I nearly vomited at the sight of his crushed arm, his bone and tendons pushed through the skin in a sickening display.

      He crumbled to the ground in agony the moment he was out of the transport, and Maverick looked at his arm, keeping it held up to prevent more dust and debris from getting in it. “We need to move fast. The longer it’s exposed, the more chance he has of infection.”

      “Plus it fucking hurts,” Cyler grit out. I immediately went to his non-injured arm and helped steady him, his large frame nearly knocking me to the ground when he went limp. This was so bad. We were still far from Galla, and there was no way we’d get there in time, not to mention that without the safety of the transport, we’d be exposed to Walkers and resistance groups.

      Kemper immediately pulled me away with a gentle tug and took my spot to help hold Cyler up. “Do you know how to get to Galla from here?” Jacob’s mindspeak asked Kemper.

      “Yes. Walk east,” Kemper replied with a grunt. We’d all have to take turns supporting Cyler as we traveled to Galla.

      “Make a circle around Cyler and Ash,” Huxley instructed while pulling Heat from his waist. My men created a wall of muscle around us.

      And we walked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Every step hurt. My head was pounding as the sun beat down on my back. Although it was cooler from the change in seasons, it was still unbearable, and my skin started to burn. My salty sweat traveled down my cheek and landed on my lip. I kept sticking out my tongue to taste it as it was the only relief my dry throat could have.

      “Fuck!” Cyler groaned while bumping into me once again. He had been swaying the last hour, barely keeping steady.

      “Huxley,” I called out, concern lacing my words like poison. Cyler wasn’t going to make it much longer. We’d been walking for hours, way more than the three we originally thought it would take us to get to Galla. “Cyler needs someone to help prop him up, I’m not strong enough,” I said through gritted teeth while wrapping my arm around Cy’s waist. The guys were so focused on keeping their eyes out for looters and infected Walkers that they’d almost missed how miserable Cyler was. Despite my best efforts, his knees hit the dirt with a smack, causing the rest of the guys to jump into action.

      Maverick propped Cyler up on his right side, and Patrick joined him on the left. Both of them carried Cyler, who was grunting while keeping his arm close to his chest, crying out when Patrick bumped into it.

      “Shit, sorry man,” Patrick apologized. “Let’s sit down for a minute.”

      “We don’t have time,” Maverick said while continuing to hoist Cyler up into a standing position. This was a shit storm. Oh fuck, we wouldn’t get him to a healing pod in time—that is if we had a healing pod to use.

      Although we crashed in the expansive, sandy desert, we were now in the bordering woods surrounding Galla. We were close, I think. We’d found the train tracks leading to the city and were following it east. The sun was beginning to set, and I knew that once it was dark, we’d have a less likely chance of keeping Cyler alive through the night.

      I looked at my strong man, biting my lip hard to stop the tears from falling. His shirt was soaked with blood, and I couldn’t breathe. It was like a weight was on my chest. “What’s that noise?” Jacob’s mindspeak said while turning to look off to the left. I followed his gaze and peered at the dimmed sky. The trees in the distance were shifting, but it was hard to hear anything over Cyler’s cries and moans of pain.

      “Shhh,” Huxley said while standing to join Jacob in the clearing. They both stood at attention with their fists clenched. They watched the distance with trained eyes. Something felt off; there was a stiffness in the air that had every hair on my neck standing on edge. And then, chaos erupted.

      Something slammed into my back, knocking me to the ground. My tongue was coated with dirt as I felt teeth on my neck and heard a snarl in my ear. The smell of death filled my nose as I cried out, shifting my body to get out from underneath whatever was on top of me. I gripped the blades of grass and yanked my body forward as frantic yells and wheezing filled the air. Soon, the dense mass of weight was pulled from my body. And I stood up, orienting myself while placing my fists at my face.

      The scene before me was chaos. Cyler was on the ground, passed out and bleeding in the grass. Maverick was fighting an infected Walker. Huxley had Heat out, the weapon stolen from Lenny’s man. Kemper had managed to fix it before we left. Hux aimed at the Walker, but they were moving too much to get a clear shot. Another Walker was stalking closer, his head bent at an odd angle as bursting boils on his arms oozed puss and dark blood. “Watch out!” I screamed just in time for Huxley to turn around and aim Heat at the wandering Walker. These men were more aggressive than others, mindlessly clawing at the world, their nails like infected knives. One prick could kill us all. Huxley aimed and fired, making the Walker’s body erupt into nothing but dust and decay, coating our bodies with the sandy remains.

      Shit. My men couldn’t get close. Kemper and I were the only ones immune. I grabbed the knife from my boot and ran towards Maverick as the same Walker that had attacked me kept pulling back and leaning forward to punch him. He was still too close for Huxley to get a clear shot. Kemper surged towards him, yanking Maverick out of the way before hitting the Walker in the jaw. I launched myself at the Walker’s back before he could go back to fighting Maverick, and wrapped my arms around his neck, dragging the blade along his jugular with one skilled swipe. All those lessons with Huxley had paid off.

      The infected Walker collapsed, and I fell with him. Maverick took a step back, staggering a bit as he wiped the blood from his lip.

      Not his blood.

      The Walker’s dark blood.

      I stood up and looked around, the infected blood covering my skin and clothes. “Everyone stand back!” I screamed. “Maverick we need to find a stream. Now. We have to wash that off of you.”

      “It’s...it’s too late,” Maverick stuttered while staring at his fingers, like the boils from X would suddenly start appearing.

      “It’s not too late. Kemper, find me a stream. We have five minutes to wash off. Now!” I screamed, working everyone into action. Jacob rushed forward to pick up Cyler and drag his heavy body away from the puddle of blood collecting in the grass from the dead Walker. Kemper scrolled through his tablet then looked up.

      “We have to run. Follow me.”

      I glanced at Maverick, giving him a steely look of determination before nodding once. At my slight movement, Kemper took off. I pounded my feet into the dirt, my lungs bursting from the adrenaline and fear as I chased after Kemper. He weaved through the woods with skill and ease, using his tablet as a guide.

      “Right!” Kemper yelled.

      We eased right.

      “Forward ten meters!” he screamed even louder, his lean, long legs straining as he chased the source of water. I could hear the stream in the distance. We were so close. So fucking close.

      Hold on, Maverick.

      We ran until there was nothing left of us. And the moment we saw the stream, we each stripped out of our outfits and plunged into the water, submerging our naked bodies completely. I knew I was immune, but I couldn’t risk getting the infected blood on anyone else.

      Please work. Please, please work.

      The river was lazy, but at the riverbed, the force of the water was incredibly strong. I dug my feet into the bottom, curling my toes on the rocks as Maverick stood in front of me. He scrubbed at his skin with frantic movements, using the gritty sand as an exfoliant to get the remains off of him. I emerged from the water and gasped for air before going back under. I grabbed sand and ran it along his body, making sure every inch of skin was clear.

      Sometime during my frantic scrubbing, Maverick went still. We were both underwater, and I watched as his face slipped into something that looked a little too much like acceptance. Cupping my cheeks, he guided us both to break the water's surface. And the moment I gasped for air, he crashed his lips to mine.

      I wasn't sure when I started sobbing into his mouth, but my chest rattled with the sadness I felt. Maverick saved me from the Walker that had caught us off guard, and would likely start showing signs of X soon. He cupped the back of my head, crashing our bodies together, and I wrapped my arms around his neck to deepen the kiss, our bodies moving like water against one another.

      "Don't cry," he pleaded against my lips. I could feel the pain between us. He started stroking my spine, kissing me so deeply, so hard that I felt like we were the same person. He pulled away for a brief moment to rest his forehead against mine. "I'm gonna be okay," he promised. But how could he know for sure? We were on a hunt for Payne, but even then there was no guarantee that his blood would hold the secrets to the cure. We were going off blind hope.

      "I'm so scared," I sobbed. I wasn't sure where Kemper was because all I could look at was Maverick. I felt like I was already losing him, and the boils hadn't even begun to form on his skin. I took in his red hair and haggard expression. I gazed into his brown eyes like they were never-ending. I clutched his arms, digging my nails into his skin like it would keep him here with me. "I would be lost without you. We need to find Payne. We don't have time.” Maverick picked me up, wrapping my legs around his waist as he kissed me and walked us out of the water.

      On the riverbank, Kemper stood with a frown. Naked and dripping with water, the three of us shook, our trembling limbs cold from the breeze hitting our skin. "Ash!" Huxley yelled. A light rustling through the trees and bushes drew my attention towards the east, and soon my fearless protector appeared.

      “Cyler’s not doing well. And now we need to move faster than before,” Huxley said while eyeing Maverick in somber trepidation.

      He didn’t have to say it out loud. We were all thinking it. It was only a matter of time before Maverick started showing symptoms of Influenza X. I closed my eyes for a breath, resolving to keep strong and push the worries I felt out of my mind. Huxley took off his shirt and tossed it at me, then reached in his backpack for some boxers and a spare pair of pants. “Get dressed. We will carry Cyler if we have to. I want to be in Galla within the hour. I hope you’re ready to run.”
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      I never thought I’d be so happy to see Galla. The tall buildings once flashing with advertisements and lights were now ruined. It was dark by the time we crept into town undetected. The guys took turns carrying Cyler’s limp body while Maverick hung back away from the group, too scared to potentially infect everyone.

      The metropolis which was once booming with the Elite was now scarce. We only saw a couple of people, but they ran and hid the moment the six of us came into view. We didn’t run into any more Walkers, but there was a graveyard at the edge of Galla near the Walker Zone. We could smell the death the moment we got downwind of it. The stench made me gag and even woke up Cyler from his feverish delirium. Bodies were piled high, rotted corpses covered in boils and blood stained the ground. We circled around it, keeping away from the rot and decay. It was a sight I never wanted to see again. Everyone was dying. Everyone was killing each other.

      “This is awful,” I murmured as we passed, regretting speaking the moment the words left my lips. I’d been holding my breath, and the moment I opened my mouth to speak, it was like death coated my tongue with its rancid stench.

      Although we were exhausted, we continued to move quickly while keeping our eyes open for danger. I knew where the nearest hospital was, and prayed that it was still standing, despite the crumbled buildings and boarded up windows surrounding us. The Stonewells had taken me there when I was a little girl after Josiah dared me to climb a tree and I fell. I remembered feeling fascinated by the technology there. At the time, it was a painful experience, but now I felt relief that I even knew where it was.

      The chill in the air kept wafting the smell of death towards us, making me nauseous. The moment my eyes connected with the hospital, I started sprinting towards it, praying that the healing pod would still be there.

      The only reason I didn’t wrench open the door and storm into the seemingly abandoned hospital was because Jacob intercepted and stopped me. “Let me check it out first. Make sure there’s no squatters or Walkers,” his mindspeak said while gripping my arm to pull me back. He was right, but I was still frustrated to have to wait any longer. Time was of the essence. We had to save Cyler then find Payne so that we could save…

      Maverick.

      I turned to look back at him, noticing how his steps were staggered. I couldn’t tell if he was weak from the sprinting we just did for the last hour to get here or if he was feeling the beginning stages of X. “I’ll only be a minute,” Jacob assured me before slipping inside the dark building. Kemper quickly followed after him.

      It took all of ten minutes for them to inspect the hospital, but the entire time, it felt like I was holding my breath. Now that Maverick had been exposed to X, I worried that the rest of my men would succumb to the same fate. Cyler groaned, and I turned around to stare at him. His shirt was completely soaked with blood, as were the rest of my men. Pulling Huxley’s shirt down so that it covered more of my ass, I walked closer to him and inspected the bleeding wound. If there weren’t a functioning healing pod here, he would undoubtedly die.

      Kemper poked his head out of the door and whistled at us. Looking side to side, he then motioned us in. I helped Huxley guide a feverish Cyler to the door while Patrick ignited a lighter to illuminate the space inside. Inside, Kemper was working with the power box, likely trying to find a generator while Maverick made quick work of searching for the healing pod. Luckily, healing pods were large and weighed too much to be stolen, so it was still plugged in over in the corner.

      It looked like a giant tube, and Mav raised the lid before gasping. After setting Cyler on the floor, Huxley and I ran over to him to see what had caused that reaction.

      There, in the healing pod, was a skeleton of decay. Maggots were eating at the poor person’s skin, and you could even see the victim’s broken leg that he was trying to heal. I gagged, bile rising up my throat as I tried to back away. The stench filled the room almost immediately, like the healing pod had covered up the smell, but now that it was released, we all were suffering.

      Kemper managed to flip a switch, turning on the generators and illuminating the room with fluorescent light. We all used whatever we could to cover our noses and mouths while taking in the place. The shelves were mostly empty, and the equipment on the tables was covered with dust, but for the most part, everything was still here.

      “I’ll move the body,” Maverick said with a frown. It was so decomposed that he had to take bits and pieces of its limbs, placing it in a nearby box before pushing it out of the building. Kemper sprayed the healing pod down with disinfectant he found under the sink before wiping it down. Once it was clean, Huxley and Patrick picked up Cyler and placed him in the pod, lowering the lid with finality before switching it on.

      Healing pods were meant for broken bones and easy fixes. It could cure cancer, but couldn’t cure Influenza X. And now that I knew that X was a fabrication of Lackley, I figured that it was intentional. Why create a disease meant to wipe out the world's population if it could be easily cured?

      “It’ll take about an hour for his arm to heal.” Maverick’s voice seemed far away, and I spun around to see where he was. He was inching towards a glass room.

      “What are you doing?” I asked as he placed his hand on a door, opened it, and closed himself in. The others seemed to know what he was doing and slumped in defeat. “What’s happening?” I could hear my voice growing shriller.

      Maverick started working on the desk and pressed a button, activating an intercom in the center. “It’s a quarantine room. Used for people infected with X.” He then moved towards me as I pounded on the glass, unwilling to accept what I knew was necessary. He held up his palm, and I gasped at the blister forming there. It was a dark purple color, already swelling with what I knew would be a bursting, feverish sore.

      “But I’m immune!” I screamed at him. He didn’t have to go through this alone. No one should ever have to do this alone. I didn’t know how much time I had, and I didn’t want to waste a second away from him.

      “You know where the safe is. You know what to do. Find Payne and bring him here. I’m going to write down the instructions for extracting the DNA code from his blood for the cure.” He didn’t have to say why. I knew how the virus worked in stages. One of the first things to go was a person's mind. I leaned forward to press my lips against the glass, hot tears flowing from my eyes as I sobbed. He was right. I had a mission. It wasn’t just about saving the empire anymore.

      I was going to save Maverick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Every bone in my body ached. I had never run so fast in my entire life. I had tunnel vision, and the end of that tunnel was Stonewell Manor. Luckily for me, the other guys kept their eyes out for looters and infected Walkers. I was too busy keeping my eye on the prize, the prize being my old home and Payne.

      Kemper stayed behind with Maverick and Cyler to keep watch. Cyler would be healed in another hour, but the process made a person very weak for a few hours. I was eager for Cyler to wake up. Huxley was terrific at keeping the group on track during a crisis situation, but I needed Cyler’s no-bullshit leadership abilities to bring me back down from the terrified high I was feeling.

      We didn’t talk about the dangers we faced. Nor did we mention the gigantic cloud of doom hanging over our heads. There wasn’t time for breakdowns and emotional talks about our feelings. There wasn’t time to cope. Huxley gave me thirty seconds to compose myself, and we were off.

      It was the hardest thing I’d ever done, leaving Maverick behind in the clinic. With everything I had, I hoped that the safe didn’t lead to another clue. Time was of the essence, and we did not have time to travel all over the empire in search of a boy that would save the love of my life.

      “Ash, look out, movement to the left,” Huxley said while grabbing my wrist. We paused at the corner of a building and watched as a mother and her young child scurried by. Once they were out of sight, we started running again.

      With every step that increased the distance between Maverick and me, it felt like my soul was being ripped in half. It wasn’t a clean cut, either. It was a jagged tear that left barbed strips of me on the street as I ran. Although I wanted nothing more than to swallow my grief and choke on it, I kept moving. It was a thirty-minute run from the clinic to the house, and for the first time in my life, I found myself sighing in relief at the site of the metal door. I never thought Stonewall Manor would be a symbol of hope and comfort for me.

      With shaky, exhausted legs, I tripped up the stairs leading to the front door and placed my hand on the thumbprint scanner. It took a moment, but the door unlocked with ease. Josiah never changed the locks. It was like he was always waiting for me to come home. Memories hit me like a ton of bricks, elevating my already depressed state to a feeling that was going to overflow into tears.

      Huxley gently pushed me aside and entered the home first. He checked to see if it was empty and then nodded when he saw that everything looked untouched. When I stepped inside, I nearly gasped at how things hadn’t changed. Aside from dust covering the furniture, it looked like no one had been here since Josiah was taken by Cavil’s men. “It looks the same,” I whispered in awe. It was like walking through a time capsule.

      The Stonewells had the best security money and influence could buy. There were metal barricades to keep anyone out, and a failsafe lock on the windows in case of an outbreak. The air that was pumped through the vents was even tested for toxins.

      The guys filtered in behind me, and it occurred to me just then that they’d never seen this home, never seen where I grew up. “Home sweet home,” my shaky voice said on a sigh as I made my way to Master Stonewell’s office. There was a musty scent in the home that felt foreign to me, and hot air hit me in the face as I moved. The generators were working, illuminating the formal sitting room with light as I passed by it.

      “His office with the safe is this way,” I explained while heading down the hallway. Everything looked the same, untouched. The portrait of the Stonewells was still on the wall, and I paused to stare at it, smiling at the boyish smirk Josiah wore before stroking the frame. I could feel my guys’ eyes on my back, could sense that they weren’t sure what to say or how to act. It was my first time being here since Josiah’s death, and even I didn’t know how I felt about being here again. I struggled between nostalgia and hope, but also a deep, crippling sadness that wouldn’t go away.

      Master Stonewell’s office had been untouched since his death. Josiah once told me that he wasn’t sure he could fill his shoes, so I steered clear of the dark, dusty room because it was a reminder of the burdens piled on his back. But now, I knew the full story. And I wondered if Josiah couldn’t come here because it reminded him that he killed who he thought was his father.

      The desk was dusty and full of papers thrown carelessly along the top of it. An empty whiskey glass was on a coaster near the side table, near a chair that was facing the outside window, now sealed shut with a metal shutter.

      I trailed my fingers along the dusty desk until I got to the oddly shaped statue that looked like a teardrop suspended in air. I’d seen Master Stonewell do this a dozen times, but it still felt wrong even now to touch something that had been ingrained in me as a child not to touch. My hand gripped the round base of the statue, and the room shook as a portrait of Mistress Stonewell on the wall slid up and disappeared into the ceiling, revealing a safe that was about six feet tall and three feet wide.

      “That's a fucking huge safe,” Jacob’s mindspeak said, breaking the silence of the room.

      “I never knew what was inside of it,” I said with a frown before gliding towards it. I had written down the numbers on a scrap of paper in my pocket to ensure that I didn’t forget them, but I had the five digits memorized now. A keypad appeared at the side of the safe’s door, and I made quick work of keying it in.

      8...8...9...8...2

      With the last number, a clicking sound filled the room, and Jacob’s mindspeak spoke once more. “Anyone else think this is creepy as fuck?” he asked, and I turned around just in time to catch Huxley elbow him in the chest.

      I inhaled the stale air of Stonewell Manor and grabbed the handle, opening it while silently praying for something to finally work in our favor. I’d half expected a letter from Mistress Stonewell describing their location, or maybe even leftover Heat from Master Stonewell’s collection. But I didn’t expect to find a staircase leading below the manor.

      “I’ll go first,” Huxley said before passing me. He smelled like sweat and rust. I nodded before filing in behind him, Patrick and Jacob headed up the rear. “Did you know this was down here?” Huxley asked while descending the stairs. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead.

      “No, I didn’t.” It made sense though. Since the plague, wealthy families became obsessed with the idea of the end of the world. They suped up their homes and built fortified bunkers. The Stonewells were always ahead of the trends, and if survival was trending, then they’d have the best damn bomb shelter in town.

      “This is creepy as fuck. God, it looks like the sewer,” Jacob’s mindspeak said, and though the tone was even, I sensed the energy of fear rolling off his back.

      “It’s okay. This was where Mistress Stonewell wanted us to go,” I offered.

      “The same Mistress Stonewell that was fucking Emperor Lackley? Not sure I’m willing to trust her,” Patrick muttered under his breath. The staircase wound around, and we followed it down. The moment Huxley’s boot hit the concrete floor, the room illuminated with more light, and a bright humming sound echoed around us.

      I had to adjust my eyes to the stark brightness of the room. It had a certain moldy smell, and there was heavy machinery lining the walls. In the corner, I’d noticed a living area fitted exactly like the sitting room upstairs in the central part of the home. A small kitchen was opposite it, and a line of beds filled the center of the room.

      “About time you showed up,” Mistress Stonewell said. Her voice echoed around the room, and I spun around to greet her, ignoring the fact that it didn’t quite sound like her. It seemed like it was coming from a speaker above us.

      “Oh fuck, this is like a nightmare I had once,” Jacob’s mindspeak said.

      “If you’re wondering where I am, I’m dead,” her voice said, deadpan. A screen dropped down in the corner, revealing a projected image of Mistress Stonewell. She looked prim as ever, her hair twisted in a fancy bun and her lipstick applied with precision. It was a far cry from the Scavenger-assimilated woman I saw just a few weeks ago. I bit my knuckle, wondering why on earth she would bring us all the way out here if she were dead.

      Oh, no. Payne.

      “When the riots broke out, word filtered back to me that Payne was the last remaining puzzle piece to the cure. I knew then that he must be protected at all costs. She picked up a washcloth and started washing her face of the makeup she was wearing, focusing on her lips first. “My husband was terrified of dying. He thought he was so smart, had every backup plan in existence at his disposal. But death waits for no one, Ash. Remember that.”

      She dipped the cloth in water before continuing. We listened to the sounds of the water sloshing around her bowl. And when she wiped at her cheek, I let out an audible gasp. There, on her face, were the beginning stages of X. Dark boils the color purple covered her skin. “Linda,” I whispered.

      “As you can see, it’s too late for me. Contracted X while bringing Payne here. It’s a right nasty disease. Everything...hurts. I know you probably feel no sympathy for me, Ash. But I take comfort in knowing that I will see my Josiah soon.”

      A pang of distress rocked through me. How much more could my heart handle? A light in the far corner turned on, and the wall lifted up, revealing what looked like a more intricate healing pod. “My husband bought a time capsule. The idea was, should any of us catch the disease, we could freeze ourselves until a proper cure was found.”

      I took small steps towards the pod. “Where is Payne?” I asked, knowing she couldn’t answer me.

      “I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t contemplate saving myself. But alas, we only have one. And considering I don’t know how long it will take for you to find us—or if you ever will—I wanted to safeguard the cure. I placed Payne in the time capsule. He is safe. It’s kind of like sleeping. He’s completely preserved, doesn’t even know what's happening. He doesn’t even know I’m dead.”

      I walked towards the pod and sighed in relief when I saw his boyish features in the small glass window. “When he’s old enough, tell him about Josiah, Ash. Tell him about...me.” Her voice had cracked, the tone full of emotion. It was jarring to hear. Linda Stonewell was always composed. “I don’t want to be forgotten. At the end of this, that’s what I fear most. There’s no one left to really remember me except you. And I don’t think I gave you too many good memories to remember me by.”

      She went silent, and I snapped my attention back to her. All the makeup covering her face was cleared now. Her skin was pale with a yellowish hue aside from the dark circles covering her skin. She stared at the camera for a long, memorable moment, taking in the severity of the situation while closing her eyes to compose herself. I watched in fascination. Linda Stonewell was not kind to me, but she found redemption in the end. “Good luck, Ash. You served my family well,” she whispered as more tears fell down her cheeks. Her fingers reached up to turn off the camera, but she paused as if thinking about one more thing.

      “And, Ash?” she said with a sob. “Josiah’s old violin is still in his room. I know we stopped allowing him to play long ago, but I think Payne would enjoy learning the instrument. When things settle, can you give it to him?”

      She nodded as if realizing the camera wouldn’t be able to answer her back. “Thank you,” she whispered one last time, and with that, the video feed cut and the time capsule started humming. I took a step away from the pod and watched as the door lifted up and a fog fell in icy cool waves onto the floor. A hand on my shoulder pulled me back as another icy blast of air hit me in the face.

      “Have you ever seen something like this?” I asked Patrick who had stepped in front of me like somehow this pod was going to start shooting Heat at all of us. Payne was hooked up to so many wires and monitors that I didn’t know where to look first.

      “I’ve heard of them but never actually seen one in action. They’re very expensive and somewhat temperamental. Some of them can cause permanent memory loss.”

      A cough filled the air, and Huxley surged forward to check on Payne. “You okay, kid?” he asked. I followed after him, sidestepping an overprotective Patrick.

      “Payne?” I could have sobbed at the sight of his pale skin. His lips had turned blue, and his breathing was so shallow that he looked dead. For a moment, I doubted Mistress Stonewell and this technology. What if we hurt Payne? What if he never woke back up?

      “Maybe we should call Maverick?” Patrick asked, but his voice faded. “I don’t know what the protocol is for this sort of thing. What if there’s some special way we’re supposed to wake him up?”

      “We don’t know if Maverick is able to talk right now,” Huxley replied in a dark tone. He lifted his hand up and brushed Payne’s blond hair out of his eyes. It made my heart swell to see Huxley care for the boy so tenderly. They had a lot of bonding time back when we were stationed in the Deadlands, and Hux was just as relieved as I was to see that he was okay.

      I refused to think of Maverick as anything but okay. I grabbed the tablet Kemper slipped into Jacob’s backpack and called them. Maverick answered on the second ring. He looked clammy, and his lips were pale. “Did you find him?” he asked. His voice was still the same, but he blinked a few times as if to force himself to focus.

      “I did. Mistress Stonewell put him in a time capsule. The door opened, but he’s not waking up. Is there something we’re supposed to do?”

      Maverick let out a sigh. “It could take up to twenty-four hours for him to wake up fully. The time capsule works by hooking them up to an IV that gives the patient a twenty-four hour serum that freezes cell production and the organs’ processes. It’ll take at least a day for all of that to get out of his system.”

      “Fuck, we just can’t get a break,” Jacob’s mindspeak said. I took a moment to look Maverick in the eye, committing to memory the warm way he appraised me.

      “Can I take a blood sample now?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      “It’s tainted with the serum. We’ll have to wait the full twenty-four hours. Payne will wake up, and when he does, you can get started with the vaccine.”

      “I think you mean to say you will get started,” I choked out. My throat felt like it was closing up. Every piece of me was aching to hold Maverick. He looked down at the floor before looking back up at me.

      “Cyler’s waking up and asking for you. Why don’t you have Huxley watch over Payne and come back?” I heard the plea in his words. He wanted me there while he still had his sanity. I couldn’t breathe. I wanted nothing more than to spend every waking second wrapped up in Maverick’s arms.

      I swallowed down my emotion, hating myself for being so vulnerable. The only way we’d survive this was if we kept our heads on straight and didn’t give in to all the fear that kept getting tossed at us. “Okay. I’ll be there soon. I love you, Mav.”

      “I love you, too, Ash.”

      When the call ended, I looked to Huxley who was standing with his legs spread apart and his arms over his chest, watching Payne like it was his job. I saw the way he carried his emotions in his shoulders, the tension seeping from every damn muscle as he looked over the sleeping boy. Like all of them, he cared for his makeshift family. He was just as worried as I was. “You going to be okay here?” I asked.

      “I’ll keep him safe. You go see Maverick and Cyler. I’ll bring him to you when he wakes up. We’ll see you soon.”

      I sure hoped so. Time was something we just didn’t have.
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      I was physically exhausted from the day. My legs were a shaky mess by the time we made it back to the clinic where Maverick, Cyler, and Kemper were. It felt like the weight of the day was sitting on my chest.

      My entire body seemed to give out from the exhaustion of the day. Everything that had happened was crashing into me, and it was hard to stand up. I couldn't remember the last time I ate, and running all over the empire, trying to save my men and Payne, was finally catching up to me. Not to mention, I’d endured a severe accident and had fought off an infected Walker.

      When I walked through the door, I noticed that everything had been cleaned up. Kemper made quick work of fixing what equipment was left and making the space usable. My eyes immediately went to the quarantine room, where Maverick was sitting on the floor, his eyes closed as he slept. I watched his chest move up and down in shallow breaths. My eyes grazed over him, and it didn’t seem like more boils had formed in our short time away. But his skin looked almost green, dark circles were under his eyes, and each breath was low and slow.

      "Babe?" a voice croaked. I turned my attention to the healing pod. Cyler was sitting on the floor with his back resting against it. His long legs were thrust out in front of him, and he was cradling his now healed arm while rocking. One of the downfalls of using a healing pod was that it left residual pain for a couple of hours afterward. He looked good though, despite the bloodstains covering his shirt.

      I swayed as I walked, knowing that if I didn't eat and drink water soon, I would be in no better position to help than Maverick. Slinking down to my knees, I wrapped my arms around Cyler and squeezed him tight as the other guys started helping Kemper with the last bit of cleaning. "I was so worried about you," I said in a soft tone while resting my head on his shoulder. Cyler grunted while propping his arm up on my shoulder. We held each other there for a moment, and all the unspoken tension just lingered between us.

      After a while of just sitting together, I twisted to look into his deep, brown eyes. "How is he?" I asked, not sure that I wanted to hear the answer.

      Cyler swallowed before answering. "I'm not sure. When I woke up, he was asleep. Kemper filled me in, though."

      Every case of X was different. Some lost their mind quicker than others. Some lost their ability to stay awake. Some got boils faster than others, and some died almost instantly. It scared me, not knowing what kind Maverick would have. We still had twenty hours before Payne would wake up and the time capsule serum would be out of his system.

      Cyler stared at the glass door of the quarantine room with trepidation. “I’m going to try to be strong for you, Babe. But I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared shitless right now.” He trembled before squeezing my shoulder once more.

      “You don’t have to be strong for everyone all the time, Cyler Black,” I whispered.

      “Neither do you,” he replied. I closed my mouth and stared at the quarantine door with him, watching the steady rise and fall of Maverick’s chest as he slept. After a while, I turned to face Kemper who was working on a small, handheld machine he found in a locked cabinet.

      "Did Maverick write down the instructions?" I asked.

      Kemper gently set down the machine before lacing his fingers together and staring at me. "He did. I'm trying to make sure all the machines we need are working. I might have to run out tomorrow to find some more materials. For the most part, we have everything we need. I just need a couple more things.”

      Jacob’s mindspeak immediately broke through the tense conversation. "Make me a list, and I’ll go out tonight."

      Patrick interrupted as well. "I'll go with him." We were all eager to feel like we had something to do. The waiting game was getting to us.

      I'd be lying if I said it didn't terrify me for all of us to split up, but I knew we had to work in tandem to get everything we needed. “Maverick assured me that it’s a fairly simple process,” Kemper choked out. “It’s a good thing he’s had time to research while we were searching for Payne. I don’t understand all of it, but the machines do most of the work. Once we have his blood sample, the machine will know what to look for and will extract it.”

      I was thankful that we had the Galla clinic and that Maverick had the foresight to research beforehand. I swayed once again and rested my forehead on Cyler’s shoulder. "When was the last time you ate anything?" he asked.

      "I don't know. I feel weak, but it's the least of our worries right now."

      Kemper must've heard our conversation, because he stopped working to rifle through his backpack. Within moments he was stalking towards me and handing me a canteen of the Deadlands water and a protein bar. The liquid burned while going down; we had sourced it from a river deeper in the Deadlands than usual. I could taste the tangy acid on my tongue, but I still drink all of it.

      "Eat. You won't be able to help if you pass out." Cyler’s words were gruff, and I sensed that he was on edge. All of my men cared so deeply for one another, and not knowing if Maverick was going to survive was getting to us.

      I slowly ate the protein bar while threading my fingers through Cyler’s hand. Kemper had a list made up and, within minutes, had sent Jacob and Patrick on their way.

      "Maverick’s awake," Kemper said after a while. I stood up after squeezing Cyler’s hand and went to the quarantine door.

      "Maverick, let me in," I said before banging on the glass. I didn't worry about catching the infection, I was immune after all. And I'd be damned if I let him go through this alone. I stared at the look of indecision on his face and found myself thinking how odd it was that we’d come full circle. I couldn't help but remember being in the Dormas clinic with him when we first met, easing that Walker woman to her death with grace and compassion. Maverick cared so deeply for humanity, but if this was his last night alive, I was going to make sure that he was given the same courtesy.

      Maverick’s movements were slow as he stood. I could see the way his muscles were weak as he pulled himself up and staggered towards the control panel. He gave me one look, and I saw the indecisiveness in his face. I could tell that he didn't want me to see him this way, but his love for me overruled that fleeting insecurity in the end. He loved me too much to not spend whatever time he could with me.

      Once the door opened, I quickly went inside and allowed him to shut it. There was a boil on his arm that had started to bleed, but I didn't care. I ran to him and wrapped my arms around his waist, making him cough at the force of it.

      "How do you feel?" I asked. I guided him to a chair in the corner and helped him sit down. I was about to go back to the door and asked Kemper for more water, but he wrapped his fingers around my wrist before pulling me to his lap. He cradled me, pressing his feverish skin against my neck as he moaned.

      "You're really here, right?" he asked. I could hear the cracks in his voice as he spoke, and it broke my heart.

      "I'm really here, Maverick. Tell me what I can do."

      It was killing me, seeing this disease claim him like this. I wished that I could just wake Payne up and get the ball rolling on this cure. There was so much that hung in the air. What if his blood didn't work? What if the instructions weren't clear? What if we didn't get him the cure in time?

      "Just stay right here with me," he said. "Don't leave me. Tell me a story."

      He rocked a little back-and-forth, and I felt his blistered lips touch my skin. We were sweaty, exhausted, and he was covered in blisters that were starting to bleed, but I let his sickness seep into my clothes. I didn't care. Love didn't crave perfection. It desired the connection.

      "You want to hear a story?" I asked. It was an odd request, and I found myself filtering through my memories as a child. Nothing seemed to measure up. It was almost like my life began when I moved to Dormas. Every cherished thought, every meaningful interaction happened after I met my men.

      “You’ve been a part of all my best stories, Maverick. Sometimes I wonder if my life began when I moved to Dormas.”

      Maverick gave me a soft smile. “All my favorite stories began when you moved to Dormas, too,” he whispered. “I wish I had one of your chocolate cakes right now,” he added while licking his lips.

      “Once we’re out of this hell hole, I’ll make you all the chocolate cake you can eat. I’ve been craving chocolate,” I replied wistfully. “That’s one pleasant memory. Josiah used to sneak me little chocolates when I was a girl. I developed quite the sweet tooth.”

      Maverick moved my legs a little bit so that he could reach into his pocket. I heard the crinkling of a wrapper, and he pulled out a tiny peppermint. "I don't have chocolate."

      He placed the peppermint in my palm, and I laughed. That was the difference between my men and Josiah. My men wanted to give me what little they had. The empire was ending, but they were worried about still finding little luxuries to sneak into my palm. Hell, Maverick was dying, and he was still finding little ways to treat me. "I want to give you a lifetime of chocolates, Ash," he said. My heart was breaking. "Can you tell Cyler to go to the door? I want to tell him something," Maverick then said. His words had started to slur, and I wondered how long he would be coherent. It seemed like the disease was taking his mind faster than the rest of his body. The boils on his skin were still at bay, but the fever was making him delirious. I quickly got up and pressed the button for the speaker, beckoning Cyler closer.

      Cyler went to the glass and slid down it, resting his back against the door while looking over his shoulder. "You okay brother?" he asked softly. His voice was full of emotion, and I saw unshed tears in his black eyes.

      "I don't know," Maverick replied. I adjusted the settings on the intercom to pick up his soft voice.

      "This is such a shitty deal," Cyler whispered. He wasn't wrong. Nothing about this was fair. Why was the most compassionate man who dedicated his life to saving others suffering such a gruesome fate? I hated thinking that he was already dead, but the odds were stacked against us. I walked back over to Maverick, and he pulled me to his chest. It was a weak movement, but I gingerly sunk into his comforting embrace. Maverick let out a choking cough and covered his mouth. I noticed when he pulled his hand away that there was blood staining his palm. I quickly grabbed a nearby napkin for him to wipe it.

      "When you see Jules, will you tell her that I'm proud of her?" At his seemingly harmless request, it felt like someone had just taken a knife and drove it through my chest. He was preparing for his death.

      Kemper stopped working in the distance, and I saw him move to sit next to Cyler. Kemper propped his arm on Cyler’s shoulder. "Don't talk like that, Maverick. We're gonna get the cure done. You're gonna be okay," Cy said, his voice nearly a whisper.

      Maverick chuckled. "I thought I was supposed to be the optimistic one in our group," he said. "You're the realist."

      "And you're too good for this stupid shit," Cyler grumbled.

      "When you see Ash, can you tell her I loved her?"

      His voice seemed far away. I pressed a hand to his forehead as he closed his eyes. He was burning so hot it was uncomfortable to touch his skin. "I'm right here, Maverick," I soothed. Maverick grabbed hold of me tighter, as if making sure I really was.

      "I love you so much. I don't have adequate words to express just how much you mean to me. I'm not sure if it's the disease talking, or if I really just can't put into words how much I deeply love you." It felt like he was talking in confused circles. The disease was working fast.

      I cupped both his cheeks just as I heard Cyler let out a sob. It wasn't fair. This family had already lost both their parents and had given their lives to their people.

      Maverick's head started to roll like it was too hard for his neck to hold it up. I quickly got off of his lap and helped him to a nearby pallet I found in the corner of the room. Carefully tucking him into the scratchy blankets, I kissed him on the cheek before sliding under the blanket next to him. I was so thankful that I had immunity to X. I didn't know how I would've survived if I wasn't able to comfort him like this. I wrapped my arms around his waist, and he flinched in pain, drawing my attention to his abdomen. After a quick inspection, I noticed that more of the sores were starting to form there. "Maverick you have to hang on." I glanced at the clock. Fourteen hours. He just had to survive a little more than fourteen hours.

      I wasn't exactly sure when we fell asleep. His raspy breath was alarming, but my body was too exhausted. I closed my eyes while clutching his hot body and prayed that he was strong enough to make it through the night.
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      “Ash, wake up,” a voice said through the intercom. My entire body felt like it was on fire. It felt like my skin was burning as beads of sweat traveled down my spine.

      When I opened my eyes, I gasped at Maverick. X boils had spread all over his body, and I scooted away when I realized that some were starting to burst. “Ash, are you okay?” I looked at the glass partition. Cyler was standing there with Jacob, Kemper, and Patrick.

      “Yeah,” I replied in a sleepy voice before stretching. I was so sore from running all day yesterday and sleeping on a thin pallet. “What time is it?” I got up to grab a washcloth and started wiping my body. Once some of the blood splatters were gone, I got another cloth and started washing Maverick off, trying my best to avoid the painful blisters.

      “Payne should be waking up any minute now. You slept for a while. How’s Maverick?” Cyler had his forehead pressed against the glass, and I could tell that it was killing him not to be in here with his brother.

      “His blisters are worse. And his fever is critical. Do we have anything to help with the pain?” I asked.

      Kemper started digging through a box nearby and pulled out a vial and syringe. Within seconds, he was passing it through a compartment under the door. I grabbed it and made quick work of filling it up with the pain killer. Easing over to him, I hovered the needle over a vein in his forearm, and the moment I injected the needle into his skin, chaos erupted. Maverick’s eyes slammed open, and he shot up into a seated position. I gasped as he clasped his hand around my neck, squeezing so tightly that a dark pressure began to build in my skull.

      Kemper fumbled with the door, and I held my hand up to stop him. It was already bad enough that I was in here, risking contamination. The more the door opened, the more opportunities blood had to get on the others. I looked at Maverick before placing a hand on his chest. Cyler came over the intercom once more. “It’s Ash, Maverick. You’re hurting her.”

      Mav swayed as his grip loosened some, and I sucked in air the moment I could. His hand was still there, though, and could cut off my air at any second. I looked Maverick in the eye and saw the exact moment clarity started to break through his flushed face. He completely loosened his grip before crashing me to his chest in a hug. He tried to speak, but only a whisper could come out. “I’m sorry.”

      Since he attacked before I could finish administering the pain medicine, I pushed the last bit of medicine into his body before yanking the syringe out of his arm. Maverick sobbed into my hair before falling asleep, and I eased his body back down to the pallet.

      “Ash, you need to sterilize and get out of there. We don’t know if Maverick is going to be an aggressive walker,” Cyler said. It sounded like his throat was closing in on himself as he spoke, emotion bubbling up through his chest.

      I walked over to the glass and placed my palm against it. Patrick put his hand on the other side, aligning his fingers with mine. “I’m not leaving him alone.” There was no way in hell I’d leave him in this stupid quarantine room by himself. “He won’t hurt me,” I said with certainty.

      I watched all of their expressions slip into varying forms of pity as they stared at me. I knew what they were all thinking. It was risky. “Maverick wouldn’t want you in a vulnerable position that could get you hurt,” Kemper said in a no-nonsense tone.

      “I don’t want you getting hurt, and I don’t think I could handle storming in there and defending you against Maverick, Babe,” Cyler said.

      I knew I was being stubborn. Staying with a temperamental person suffering from X was reckless. They moved in a mindless haze and attacked without reason. “He’s not at that point yet. He stopped just now, and I startled him mid-sleep with a needle. I’ve seen Jacob wake up throwing punches because I giggled.”

      “Shit, Ash. I thought we weren’t going to mention that,” his mindspeak said, making all of us grin a bit. Jacob pressed his forehead against the glass. “I don’t think I could handle it if you got hurt.”

      I let out a huff of air, which fogged up the glass. Using my blood-stained sleeve, I wiped it clear before speaking again. “I promise to leave before it gets to that point. If he starts showing any signs of aggression, I’ll get out of here as soon as possible,” I eventually promised. I could understand their point, and deep down, I knew that Maverick wouldn’t want me to be in any sort of danger, especially if that danger was him.

      “Thank you, Babe,” Cyler said. Patrick blew me a kiss, and Jacob glanced at Maverick.

      “We’re gonna finish the prep for when Payne gets here. We’re going to make sure that we have everything ready according to Maverick’s instructions,” Kemper said before going back to work wiping down countertops. I knew that they had been ready hours ago. Hell, the clinic looked better now than it did before the riots. They were making sure to cover all the bases during this critical waiting game we were playing.

      I glanced over at the shower in the corner. It was one used in labs in case of emergency, but I was so covered in grime and soot that I didn’t care that it didn’t have a door. The only people here were my men, and I was anxious to get clean. Keeping my back to the door, I stripped from my shirt and pants, then slowly removed my bra and underwear. With every layer of clothing gone, it seemed like another pound of emotions was lifted from my shoulders. I could feel my guys’ eyes on my back. And when I looked down the drain, I saw Maverick’s blood.

      I covered my hand over my mouth and sobbed. My chest was shaking as I poured the hopelessness I felt into my palm. Everything hurt. My heart. My brain. My muscles and soul. I could feel the loss of the last few months like a ton of bricks, and nothing could ease the pain.

      “Ash,” a whispered prayer said. Soon, two blistered arms wrapped around me as I shook. Maverick.

      “You should be resting,” I said before turning around. I nuzzled his neck as his clothes got soaked.

      “I’m...ok. The pain meds…” I knew what he wanted to say and nodded. The pain medicine was working at least. Just a little longer. I worked the buttons on his shirt. It wasn’t a sexual act. I just wanted to wash his feverish body. I turned the temperature to cool and helped him out of his pants, tossing the drenched fabric to the side before grabbing a nearby washcloth.

      “Love you,” he gritted out through clenched teeth.

      “I love you, too,” I replied. I ran the cloth over his arms with tenderness, gently washing the multiple blisters covering his body. There were so many I couldn’t count them. Some were oozing, but his skin wasn’t nearly as feverish. That was the thing about X, the symptoms were what made a person’s last days so torturous. The best way to make a person’s passing easier was to manage the fever as best you could and keep the infected blisters clean.

      He hugged me, and I dropped the washcloth. We stood there like a shaking mess in the freezing water as his skin cooled off. “You’re going to be okay,” I promised, though I didn’t honestly know if he would.

      The compartment under the door opened, and I turned to see that Kemper had slid a fresh change of clothes and two towels under it. I quickly went to it and helped Maverick get dressed, watching as his eyes flickered in and out of awareness. It was hard, watching such a vibrant and compassionate man slip into that state of nothing. That was the worst part of Influenza X, it claimed the mind long before it claimed the body.

      Once Maverick was lying down on the pallet, I made my way over to the glass door and started pacing. I kept glancing at the entrance to the clinic, waiting for Payne and Huxley to walk through. I knew that Huxley would get him here as quickly as possible.

      “You hungry?” Cyler asked over the intercom. My stomach was in knots, and I wasn’t sure I could actually stomach anything, but knowing the guys would shove nourishment down my throat if I didn’t say yes made me nod my head anyway.

      A protein bar was slipped under the compartment for me, and I opened the wrapper to eat. “Should we try to give Maverick something?” I asked before glancing over at his sleeping form.

      “Probably not,” Kemper said while flipping through a tattered notebook. “Once we have the cure, we don’t want anything in his stomach that could counteract it. It says here to keep his sores clean to slow the spread of infection, which you’ve already done.”

      “Does it say anything else?” I asked. This I could do.

      “Just that he needs to be hydrated.”

      Cyler slid a canteen full of water under the door, and I walked it over to Maverick. Using my hand, I propped his head up and tilted the edge of the drink into his mouth. He swallowed a few sips but started coughing, so I stopped.

      After wiping his lips clean and checking his sores for puss, I went back to the glass door and paced again. “How is the cure going to work?” I asked Kemper. Knowledge made me feel empowered, and I wanted to soak up all the information.

      Kemper set down the notebook and pointed at a machine in front of him. “This is supposed to extract the immunity from Payne’s blood. I put the sample in here, and it’ll pick out the sequence.” Kemper then walked across the room to a larger machine mounted on the wall. “This machine will develop fourteen different vaccines. There are apparently multiple formulas that will have various odds of success. Just because we have the cure in Payne’s blood, there’s still different variables. Maverick wrote down which ones would probably have more likelihood to work, so we’ll just have to...try them all.”

      That sounded dangerous. “What if he has a bad reaction to one?” I asked.

      “We don’t really have time for tests, Ash,” Cyler whispered. He already knew the dangers. Already knew that this could very well be a hopeless cause.

      “We’ll go according to probability. Start with the one calculated to be the most accurate and work from there. It’s all we can do.”

      I paced the floors more. Maybe knowledge wasn’t power.
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      The door to the clinic slammed open, and Huxley rushed in while carrying a sleepy Payne. He was awake, but his eyes were drooped, and his body seemed lethargic. I pressed both my palms to the door, aching to be as close as possible to Payne. I gasped when Huxley laid him down on the table, and Kemper made quick work of extracting his blood.

      "Is Payne okay?" I asked Huxley. I was standing so close that my breath was fogging up the glass, and I wiped it away with the sleeve of my ratty shirt in annoyance.

      "He's a little weak, but I think that's normal," Huxley replied before walking over to me. He placed his hand against the glass before flipping his gaze to Maverick.

      "How is he?" Huxley asked. I turned my gaze back to Maverick and took in his sleeping form. His breathing had increased rapidly.

      Turning back to Huxley, I answered him. "He's not doing very well. You got here just in time," I said.

      Kemper quickly drew blood from a sleepy Payne. He put the vial into the first machine and set the timer as Patrick picked up Payne and eased him over to a nearby couch to rest some more. "It'll take fifteen minutes," Kemper said before cursing.

      Cyler was standing nearby and kept clenching and unclenching his fists. I watched Payne on the couch as he rolled over and folded in on himself in the fetal position. I wanted to go to the young boy and offer him support. It'd been so long since I'd seen him. Despite how pale he looked and the fact that he was much skinnier than the last time we saw one another, he was okay. You had to take the little victories when you could.

      Jacob was standing near the second machine, arms crossed over his chest while Patrick tried to give Payne more water. I realized then how efficiently our little team worked. We were a well-oiled machine, finding what needed to be done and acting on it. It was hard to stand there just waiting, so I went back to Maverick to track his fever. Since our cold shower, it had gone down some, but he was a raging inferno now. It almost hurt to touch him.

      When I pulled my hand back, he let out a hiss. It was almost like me touching him had soothed him somehow. So, while Kemper waited for the machine, I reached out and grabbed his hand.

      "How much longer?" Cyler asked. His voice cracked over the intercom.

      "Five minutes," Kemper said.

      In an instant, Maverick shot up in bed. I was jostled for a moment and put a little bit of space between us while staring at him. "Maverick?" I asked. I looked in his eyes and didn't see the man I loved. He was completely empty. "Maverick, it's me," I said. I couldn't tell if he was going to start being aggressive again. But I was surprised when he stood up and started staggering around the room. He walked into the wall and banged his head against it before turning around and walking the other distance. He was a Roamer. Walkers got their name because of the mindless way they roamed the streets when they were infected. The virus made his motor skills go hazy. It's how the disease spread so quickly. Their boils would burst as they walked through crowded places, infecting anyone their blood touched.

      The others saw him wandering, and I watched their expressions slip into hopelessness. It wouldn't be long now.

      How could we possibly be so close yet feel so far from the cure? My entire life had been leading up to this moment. Influenza X had claimed my family. It destroyed the empire. It stole Cyler, Maverick, and Jules’ parents from them. It waged wars. It ruined families. I couldn't believe that we had, so far, lost so much, and still, Influenza X was clinging to the last bit of love that I had and was trying to tarnish it in a last ditch effort of claiming everything I cared about.

      "It's done!" Kemper said. I watched how his fingers trembled when he removed the samples from the machine. Kemp fast walked over to the secondary machine and carefully placed each one in its designated spot. Holding the notebook up that Maverick had filled out, he started putting in gene sequences, carefully pressing each button while checking it over.

      Jacob stood behind him, and his mindspeak started listing off the different numbers he was pressing as if to double check that it was correct. All of us were silent, listening to them work as Maverick paced the room. I felt a hand on my hip as I stared out the glass door, and soon I was spun around and slammed into the partition. From the corner of my eye, I noticed that the loud noise had forced Payne to wake up from his daze.

      Maverick's breath smelled sickly, it floated over my body as he gave me an empty stare. He trailed his hands up my body, leaving trails of blood as he tilted his head to the side. I knew he wasn't seeing me. It was an X delusion, and I couldn't help but wonder what he was seeing behind that brilliant mind of his.

      "Hold on just a little longer, Ash," Patrick said. He was right on the other side of the door, ready to open it should Maverick try anything. So far, Mav just seemed out of it. He wasn't necessarily aggressive, but he had me pressed against the glass, his entire body leaning against mine as he breathed down my neck.

      "It's almost done!" Kemper yelled. I squeezed my eyes shut, imagining him running his hands through his blond hair and the apple orchard where we shared our first date. I imagined Maverick and me in the clinic, working side-by-side as he studied the cure. I thought of the tree house as I looked at Cyler. I thought about the showers in Ethros with Huxley. I imagined sitting in Black Manor with Patrick. I clung to each moment with my men as Maverick pressed his bloody forehead against mine.

      "Just a little bit longer, Maverick. Hang on just a little bit longer," I said. One of his blisters burst, causing a splatter of blood to cover my face. I felt it on my lips, and my lashes stuck together from the gore. “Almost there, Maverick.”

      From the corner of my eye, I watched Kemper tap his foot while staring frantically at the machine. “One more minute!” he screamed.

      I lifted up my hand and stroked Maverick’s cheek, keeping my eye on him as his chest grumbled with a growl. He swayed as I whispered reassuring words to him. “It’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay,” I cooed.

      Maverick sunk to his knees and placed his head against my stomach. Blood smeared along my shirt as he nuzzled me. “Kemper!” I screamed as a pounding on the glass door echoed around me.

      Cyler was there, watching Maverick as he sunk entirely to the floor. I crouched down and watched the door as Kemper sprinted forward while holding a syringe. The moment it was passed to me through the compartment, I picked up the needle and shoved it into his forearm and pushed the liquid into his arm. Once the syringe was empty, I pulled the needle from his vein and watched the steady movement of his chest going up and down. “Did it work?” I asked in a shrill voice while spinning around to look at the others. “When will we know that it works?!”

      A thudding sound on the ground drew my attention back to Maverick, and I watched in horror as he thrashed. “Maverick!” I screamed. His body seized as he rolled over onto the carpet, blood spilling from his mouth as he coughed. “What do I do?” I asked as I tried to hold him down, but it was no use.

      Cyler was yelling through the intercom at me to back away, but I couldn’t. I refused to leave Maverick like this. His body finally stopped convulsing, and I watched as every muscle in his body relaxed. He almost looked lifeless.

      I checked his pulse. “His heart is faint, but he’s still alive. What if we take him to the time capsule while we test out the other cures?” I was already lifting him up by the armpit, prepared to drag him all the way to Stonewell Manor.

      “I’ve already thought of that. We’d need more of the time capsule serum, and all of it was used for Payne.”

      I sobbed as Maverick tried to breathe. This couldn’t be it. The cure had to work. What the fuck were we doing if, at the end of it all, we still ended up at some morbid conclusion? “No, no, no,” I sobbed while pressing my cheek to his chest. I listened to the steady, slow, beat of his heart and ignored the smell of filth, blood, and sickness on his body. I just wanted to hold him, just wanted to be here.

      “It could still work,” Cyler said. I glanced at the glass partition where his fist was clenched. “We don’t know how long the cure takes. Let’s wait.”

      I nodded and continued to lie down on Maverick, letting the tears from my eyes wash away the blood as I sobbed.
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      I felt a wet washcloth rubbing along my skin the next morning. I was struggling to open my eyes and greet the new day. It was like my soul was heavy, and I couldn’t break myself away from the exhaustion and overwhelming emotions fighting to bring me back under.

      I creeped an eye open and stared at the gentle hand washing my skin with warm water. I then opened my other eye and twisted up to look at who went into the quarantine room to care for me, but then quickly squeezed them shut to try and prepare myself for the pain of knowing Maverick didn’t survive.

      I took a few steadying breaths and clenched my fists. I knew I was close to heartbreak. But when I opened them again, I nearly gasped at the sight I saw. Maverick was washing me. “Good morning, Ash,” he said in a soothing voice as he reached for my cheek and brushed the coarse rag against my lip.

      “Is this a dream?” I asked. I couldn’t believe that this was happening. Maverick was okay. We did it. We found the cure. My eyes roamed over his skin, noting the faded blotches and scabs from the sores.

      He reached for my hands and pulled me to a sitting position before gently guiding me to my feet. Pulling me over to the shower, he stripped me of my clothes and set me under the spray. I gaped at him, feeling a blend of thankfulness and disbelief. “This is real,” he replied while washing my hair. “I woke up about seven hours ago. You were pretty exhausted, so we decided to let you sleep. It gave me some time to get cleaned up and get some strength back.”

      He ran the cloth over my skin, taking care to wash every inch of my body. “You should have woken me up!” I exclaimed.

      “We tried,” Maverick answered before dropping lower to wash my inner thighs. “But you really were out of it. You’ve had a traumatic few days, Ash. I would have let you sleep longer, but it was killing me to see you sleeping while covered in my blood.”

      I scoffed. “I’ve had a traumatic couple of days? Y-you were dying, Mav,” I stuttered. He stood back up, and splatters of water covered his shirt, soaking the fabric which was clinging to his chest. I shut off the water and headed to the sink where a toothbrush and toothpaste were waiting for me. I didn’t bother drying off. Droplets of water traveled down my skin as I cleaned my teeth and stared at Maverick in the reflection of the mirror. “It’s really you, right? This isn’t some dream?” I asked before spitting toothpaste into the basin and spinning around to face him.

      He smiled at my naked body and clutched me to his chest. I shivered at the way his lips touched my ear as he whispered. “It’s real, I’m here.”

      I let out a sigh then lifted up to kiss Maverick. I was still partly shocked at how lucky we were. I poured my fears of losing him into his mouth and started unbuttoning his shirt, tracing my fingers down his scarred and scabbed skin as he went to unbuckle his belt. “I knew you were there the whole time,” he whispered against my lips before stepping out of his pants and guiding me to the tile wall. “It was strange. Like there was a wall between reality and the illness. But I always knew you were there,” he croaked.

      I wrapped my leg around his waist and rubbed our bodies together. “Where is everyone?” I asked before wrapping my arms around his back. Our movements were frantic, like we couldn’t get close enough or feel enough. We’d come so close to losing one another that I needed to prove to myself that he was actually here.

      “Back at Stonewell Manor coming up with a plan for mass production,” he replied before lacing our lips together once more. He tugged on my lip with his sharp teeth as I whimpered. Everything felt so vibrant.

      “Should we go?” I asked. I’d been so consumed with saving Maverick that I hadn’t really been helping them. I needed to hug Cyler and laugh with Patrick. I missed them. We all needed to celebrate together.

      “First, I need you,” Maverick whispered while dragging his nails along my scalp. Within an instant, his mouth was back on mine. He picked me up and grabbed my other leg. I was braced between him and the wall and his hard erection slipped easily inside me.

      “Yes,” I moaned as he bounced me up and down, in and out. It was hard to believe that he was on his deathbed just hours ago. “This cure works fast,” I said with a grunt as he nipped at my neck.

      “Luckily for me,” Maverick replied before pulling me off the wall and guiding me to a table. After sitting me down on the cool metal, he pulled me closer and continued to thrust in and out of me. “You feel so perfect. Never ever taking this for granted,” he cooed while lifting his hand to tease my nub with his thumb. I thrashed against him and let him fill me up. I was overwhelmed by the emotions of the last few days but still thankful for this time with him.

      Each stroke of his thumb was timed perfectly with his thrusts. He pounded me harder while holding me still on the table. I nearly rolled my head back from the sensations. “So beautiful,” he whispered. “You saved me, Ash.”

      I grinned just as he flicked my clit. “Technically, Kemper saved you. I just administered the medicine.”

      “True, but I’d prefer to not be thinking about Kemper right now,” Maverick replied, deadpan. I started to laugh, but it felt hollow. I was still in shock and feeling desperate to appreciate this moment, especially since just moments before, we weren’t so sure he would survive.

      “Fair enough,” I said as he continued to pump into me. I carefully traced lines down his back, dodging the raised, healing wounds. I briefly wondered if they would scar, as some of them were pretty deep. He pressed his forehead against mine and went still. We both just sat there, connected but unmoving. I allowed him to fill me up and took comfort in that he was really here—really okay.

      “You scared me, Mav,” I said in a whimper. “When are we going to stop with the near-death experiences, huh?”

      He chuckled then started moving in and out again, his pace leisurely and slow, like he wanted to make this last as long as possible. “I solemnly swear to try and not die ever again,” he replied cheekily.

      This sex was completely unlike anything I’d ever had before. It was slow but intense. It was a connection our bodies craved like none other, a passion that couldn’t be disrupted. But even more so, it was like our souls were holding hands, reassuring one another that it wasn’t over—yet.

      His thumb was massaging me to my peak as he drove in and out, in and out. I felt myself quiver as he kissed my neck. My orgasm was like an explosion of relief. Every muscle in my body contracted and relaxed. He sighed as I went limp in his arms, then he started pushing harder and faster. With his lips parted in ecstasy and a quick grunt, he came in an instant. His eyes burned into mine with each jerk of his body. It was perfection.

      “I love you, Maverick,” I whispered, not really knowing what else to say. It seemed love was enough just then.

      “I love you too, Ash.”
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      I had to take a moment to center myself when I walked through the front door of Stonewell Manor. In all my years of living there, I’d never seen it so alive and happy. Maverick had his hand at my lower back when we walked in, and everyone whooped and cheered the second they saw us. Huxley was in the formal sitting room with his feet propped up on the table. I knew that if Mistress Stonewell were here, she’d have a fit and give him a lecture about table manners.

      Cyler was scrolling through his tablet when he looked up to stare at me. And Jacob was rounding the corner wearing my old apron and licking a chocolate covered spoon. He paused mid-step, and his mindspeak broke out, “Do you think they’ll notice that I’ve been eating the batter?” He then cursed and waltzed up to me. “Happy we’re all together. Tonight we’re celebrating,” his mindspeak said before he tapped the chocolate covered spoon on my nose. I used my finger to wipe it off, and Maverick grabbed my hand. Within an instant, he was licking the batter from my fingertip, swirling his velvet tongue around it to get every decadent drop.

      “Hey, there are children here,” Patrick scolded, and I drew my attention to the corner of the room where they were playing cards. The moment I saw Payne, my entire body seemed to light up. He still looked pale and thin, but he jumped off the table and eagerly ran to me. I wrapped my arms around him as a sob shook in my chest.

      “I was so worried about you,” I said before crouching down to meet him eye to eye.

      “Mistress Stonewell was really nice, Ash. She even gave me chocolate from her purse. Pa-Patrick told me what happened. I’m going to miss her,” he stuttered while hot tears welled up in his eyes. I felt so sorry for him. The poor boy had experienced so much loss. We all had.

      “She cared for you a ton.” I ruffled his hair and made a mental note to give him the violin once things had calmed down.

      “And I know about my momma,” he added in a darker tone. I was then brought back to the memory of me promising to bring Dominique back to him. Would he hate me for not fulfilling my promise? “Mistress Stonewell said she died to keep me safe,” he choked out. The room had gone completely still, and I silently thanked Linda for that private mercy. I wasn’t sure Payne was old enough to comprehend exactly who his mother was and what her involvement in Influenza X was. Payne was safe because he had the cure running through his veins, but that didn’t necessarily mean that extremists wouldn’t want revenge. For now, we’d keep the explanation to a minimum then give him the entire story once things had settled.

      “I’m sure you’re feeling a lot of things, Payne. And if you want to talk about it, we’re all here for you. We’re your family now, and I promise you aren’t alone. You’ll never be alone,” I said in a steel voice as he wrapped his arms back around me and held me close. After a few more moments, he guided me over to the table where he was playing cards with Patrick and then sat in my lap while playing. It felt so good to see him giggling with my friend, and for the first time in ages, I felt at home. I’d come full circle.
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        * * *

      

      I shoveled more food into my mouth while laughing at Jacob’s mindspeak commentary regarding my moans. We would really need to get his mindspeak filter adapted since Payne was going to be a permanent fixture in our lives. I hadn’t precisely asked my men if they were okay with adopting the boy, but watching us all interact like a family was making my heart swell. It just felt right. Some things were predestined and some things you couldn’t ignore. Payne was family.

      “So how quickly can we get this to the masses?” Kemper asked. He’d been working on mechanical design for mass producing the cure. It would take a few days to get it built and running, but pretty soon, we’d have enough medicine for everyone.

      “I figure if we get out a signal telling everyone to go to Galla for the cure, they will come in waves,” Cyler said.

      I chewed on the end of my fork while contemplating it. “What if we included the instructions and gene sequence for the cure in the signal? Some people can’t walk here in less than seven days. Most places have clinics of their own and could start manufacturing the cure there. And I like the idea of setting a precedence that the cure is for all. No more class systems.”

      Cyler beamed at me, and I found myself nearly laughing at the idea of me talking about eradicating the class system while eating dinner Jacob made at Stonewell Manor. We were all sitting around the table as Payne shoveled mouthfuls of potatoes into his mouth.

      “Excellent idea, Babe,” Cyler said with a grin.

      “And we need to send volunteer scouts out to the Deadlands,” I added. People with the cure. Most of them don’t have tablets or reception. We want to get the word and resources out,” I added.

      Kemper grinned while flipping to the next page and making a checklist of items. “Anything else, Ash?” he asked. It felt so good to feel a part of their group. They were proficient leaders, and I was now a part of that.

      “Can we also say that there will be a meeting at the end of two months to discuss government? All leaders or people interested in rebuilding the empire are invited to attend,” I said. This was a slightly trickier aspect of rebuilding things.

      Cyler turned to the others while gauging their reaction. “Do you think we should try to have a summit? Start nominations for leadership and go from there?”

      “We’re going to have to rebuild. And we’ll need some guidance. I think it’ll be a good idea, but we should make it for three months. Just to make sure everyone has enough time to recover and get the word out there. It’ll also give us time to get some voting systems in place. We want this to be a democracy, right? No more elitist birthrights or vaccine-related segregation,” Kemper said while writing down more items on his list.

      “Okay. Let's do it,” Cyler said before reaching across the table to grab my hand. He squeezed it, and I looked around at my men, feeling a thankfulness seep into my bones. This was it. We’d finally done it. We’d survived.

      “Anything else?” Maverick asked while playing with the food on his plate.

      Patrick stood up and placed his hands over Payne’s ears. “Well, I for one am exhausted and would love to rest. With Ash. But not really rest. I know the concept of taking turns is a bit juvenile, but I’d say it’s my turn with our fiance, wouldn't you say?” He blushed while giving me a sheepish grin.

      I blanched. “Fiance, huh?” I asked while standing to put my hands on my hips. “Last I checked, none of you have asked me to get married.”

      “We haven’t? I could have sworn one of us took care of that,” Kemper replied with a chuckle.

      “Somewhere between the torture and kidnapping and almost dying, right?” I asked.

      Jacob’s mindspeak started blurting out insults, and Patrick cupped Payne’s ears tighter. “What have I told all of you about the art of wooing a woman! You can’t just joke around. We have to each get down on one knee while wearing suits. And we need to release doves or some shit. Are ring stores even open during the end of the empire?” I could see the anxiety of a perfect proposal crossing his features, and I nearly laughed.

      “Yes,” I said, even though there hadn’t been a question. “When I first left Stonewell Manor, I never imagined I’d fall in love with myself, let alone, six other men. I love all of you. I want to get married—once things settle down, of course.”

      Kemper switched over to the next sheet of paper and started scribbling more notes. “So in like a week? I think we could get a ceremony set up by then. Mia might not be well enough to travel, though.”

      I cracked up while Huxley stared at me. His hungry gaze made every cell in my body snap to attention. “Oh no, no, no,” Patrick said before removing his hands from a confused Payne and speed walking over to me. “Don’t be giving her bedroom eyes. I know you want to name it and claim it, but it’s my turn, Huxley.”

      I laughed. Maybe some would feel like a passed around doll, but I just felt incredibly lucky. Huxley growled at his twin, and I wrapped my hand around Patrick’s bicep. “Guess I’m going to bed,” I said with a giggle.

      “Have fun!” Jacob’s mindspeak said. “Our boy is growing up. Should we take a commemorative photo?”

      Huxley slapped Jacob upside the head, and the last thing I heard was them bickering as I fast walked upstairs.
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      “So uh, where were we?” Patrick asked while leaning against the open bedroom door. The weight of his body made it shut, and he nearly fell to the ground before trying to open it again. Then, once he realized we were both inside the room, he closed it.

      I watched in amusement, and though I tried to make each experience unique with my men, I couldn’t help but giggle about my first time with Hux, where he almost set the entire building on fire, literally and figuratively. Patrick’s face went stark white when I giggled at the memory, and I watched as his anxiety peaked. “I know this was presumptuous of me. You’ve had a hard few days—hell—a hard few months. If you just want to cuddle in bed and kiss some, I will completely respect that. I love you, there's no time frame we have to work on…”

      He was rambling, and I loved him more for it. I took a step closer, a wry grin on my face as I tilted my head to the side. I observed the thudding pulse in his neck while wondering what his skin tasted like. “Remember a while ago? You told me that this”—I gestured between us—“didn’t feel wrong?”

      I closed my eyes and sighed at the memory of him testing all my boundaries back in Black Manor. Patrick was the least sexually experienced out of the group, but he was one of the first ones to challenge that there was more between us than we originally intended. “Yeah,” he said while swallowing.

      I slowly lifted my hand up to undo the top button of my shirt. And then the second. And then the third. I kept walking until the shirt was shed from my shoulders. I wasn’t wearing a bra. Mine had been too destroyed from all the gore, which meant I was nothing but pebbled peaks waiting for him. “So tell me, Patrick. How does this feel?” I’d never in my life felt so wanton. I reached for his hand then guided it to my breasts. Encouraging him to squeeze with my own grip, I sighed when he took heavy handfuls and kneaded them.

      “This feels so perfect,” he murmured in a reverent tone. Like he couldn’t believe he was really here, really touching me.

      I brought my hands down to my stretchy pants and pulled them down to my ankles and stepped out of each leg, one by one. Once the material was discarded, I parted my legs then reached for Patrick's hand to guide him there. “How about this, Patrick? How does this feel?” I asked just as he slipped a finger inside of me.

      “You’re so wet for me. It’s…” He grunted when I shivered against his palm. “It’s right. It’s so, so right.” He pulled out and started stroking my clit, moving with frantic friction as he slid up and down. I grinded against his finger while whimpering. Yeah, this felt damn right.

      I quickly moved to pull his shirt off before lifting up on my toes to kiss him. The second our lips collided, he pulled his dancing finger from my slick heat and quickly removed his pants. I could feel him smiling against my lips, in true Patrick fashion. He was always playful, always fun and making sure the burdens were less for everyone else. I had a feeling that sex with him would ultimately reflect his personality, and after the heaviness of the last few months, I was looking forward to having fun and laughing with him.

      The moment he was naked, I tried to pull away to get a look at the thickness I could feel pressing against my stomach. But he pulled my attention away. “Ashleigh,” he began in mock shock. “Were you just trying to take a look at my dick?” He started laughing then hoisted me up bridal style before tossing me on the bed with an oomph.

      A giggle escaped my lips, and I watched as Patrick sauntered back to the door, his plump ass the only thing I could see. And I’d like to add, it was an incredibly fine one. In an instant, he spun around and faced me, dancing to music that wasn’t playing while making this rippling move with his body. His dancing put every muscle in his torso on display, and I wanted nothing more than to drag my tongue up and down each dip and groove. “If you wanted to see it, you just had to ask, Ash,” he added before lunging for the guest bed I was on and bouncing beside me. I couldn’t help but laugh as he pinned me down and started tickling my ribs. I was stuck between his muscular thighs, writhing against him during his relentless attack.

      “Am I seducing you yet?” he asked in a teasing tone before leaning forward to kiss my neck.

      “Definitely,” I chuckled. I arched my back to brush my breasts against his chest before maneuvering a leg over him to knock him off of me. His back hit the mattress with a thud, and I watched in awe at the way his teeth sunk into his bottom lip at the sight of me. His breathing was labored. His hand moved lower to stroke his…

      Oh God, his cock was huge. I was too busy watching his muscular body dancing to notice before, but now that I was staring right at it, I couldn’t stop. I didn’t want to get a measuring tape out and compare my men against one another, but I found myself gaping at him in shock. “Are you sure that’s going to fit?” I asked with a swallow.

      His initial reaction was to look concerned. “I’ll make sure you’re plenty ready for me,” he whispered. I let out a sigh of relief, and his chest bloomed with pride. Men. I might not have much experience with them, but the rumors about being proud of their dicks were definitely proving to be true.

      I took over, pumping his hardness with an eager up and down movement while licking my lips. He felt so thick. I could feel his pulse through the bulging veins trailing up and down it. He jolted up when I brushed along the head, rubbing along the underside of it with the tip of my thumb. “Shit, I’m not going to last very long if you keep doing that,” Patrick replied while squeezing his eyes shut.

      I wanted to keep stroking him but also didn’t want this to be over before we could start. So instead, I lay down on my back and beckoned him closer. He looked at me for a moment before dipping between my thighs for a taste. “Already so wet,” he said in awe before licking up and down my slit with fervor. I could feel his delight in the grumbles he pressed against me, each vibration sent me soaring higher and higher until I was nothing more than a melted bundle of sensations at the mercy of his mouth.

      I cried out, worried that the others would hear, but not really caring. “Can I do this again? How is it that you taste better than chocolate cake?” Patrick asked before wiping his mouth off on the sheets and climbing up towards me. He sunk between my parted thighs, and I took a moment just to appreciate his charming smile and bright teeth. His green eyes appraised me with equal enthusiasm, and I felt my heart warm with happiness. I wanted this all. I wanted him more than anything.

      Patrick eased inside of me slowly, and I felt myself stretch at his invasion. I surged with electric awareness, but it didn’t hurt. My body accommodated his size like we were made for one another. “This feels so damn good,” he whispered over my skin. He was holding his breath, like the air in his chest was too much.

      “Breathe,” I chided before pushing closer to take him deeper. “So, so good,” I writhed before grabbing his hips and pushing up and down, showing him the motion I wanted. He took the cue with ease and started following my lead, rocking into me as he hissed out in pleasure.

      He moved slowly at first, then faster. Then he was pounding into me so hard that the bed shook, and all I could feel was him bumping that sweet spot deep within me, calling forward another orgasm.

      And then we were falling apart, splitting at the seams. Crashing and climbing then crashing again with his name on my lips and a satisfied sigh escaping his chest. “How’d that feel, Patrick?” I asked while squeezing him tighter for one last jolt of pleasure.

      “Damn perfect, Mrs. Black.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Five months later

      

      

      

      The leveled ground where the new Black Manor was soon to be built didn’t seem like an appropriate wedding venue for the newly elected president of the empire, but it’s what I wanted. So, Cyler told every newly elected official to trek to the outer corner of the empire for our outdoor wedding in a long forgotten town. Dormas was just as ruined as before. Ironically, we’d been living at Stonewell Manor, now called Black Manor. But I had hoped to rebuild this place and relocate. Cyler promised me that, at the very least, he’d build a beautiful retreat here for us to go to.

      “Will you stay still? I don’t know why you wouldn’t let me put more straightening serum in your hair. How do you even deal with these curls?” Jules asked in exasperation before twisting my crazy mane into an intricate updo with spirals cascading in waves down by my face.

      “The guys like it curly,” I replied with a shrug. Jules looked beautiful; she wore all white, which was customary for the family of the wedding party. Beside her, Mia was chomping on her lip and tugging at her stark white skirt I managed to get her into. I spent more time doing her hair than I did worrying about my own mostly because, after months of searching, Cyler finally found a clue that led to her man.

      A knock on the door drew my attention, and I tried to keep a calm face when I asked Mia to answer it. She rolled her eyes while twirling her knife before opening the door with a casual, “What do you want?”

      “You.”

      I spun around, not really caring that it was intrusive or presumptuous of me to watch. As expected, Mia did the unexpected. She slapped the poor man as hard as she could.

      “Atta girl,” Jules whispered.

      “You? That's the line you come up with after having me worried sick for months?!” She started speaking in a rapid procession of her native language before Chief Aarav nodded at me then yanked her outside the tent and shut the hanging partition. Her ranting was cut off, and I wasn’t sure if it was because he finally kissed her speechless or if she ran away. Either way, I knew he’d catch up to her. He lost her once and wouldn’t be doing that again any time soon.

      “I thought people were supposed to be giving you gifts. It’s your wedding after all,” Jules said while rolling her eyes. She was brushing some powder onto my cheeks, making them look rosy.

      “Your brothers are the gift, believe me,” I replied.

      “Gross,” Jules replied before digging in her bag. She yanked out a leather satchel and tossed it in my lap before leaning against the vanity. She watched me open it and pull out six rings. “Tallis makes jewelry. I know setting up artisans hasn’t been a priority, so you haven’t really been worried about getting them rings, but I had these customized for you.” She reached into the pile and grabbed two that looked very similar. “These are for Maverick and Cyler. I’d been holding on to Dad’s old wedding ring. Had it melted and turned into rings for both of them.” I choked on a sob as I took in the meaningfulness of her statement. “I picked a wooden ring for Kemper because of his grandfather’s love of woodwork.” She ran her thumb along the groove then dropped it into the bag.

      She picked up another pair of rings that looked similar but had stark differences. Both were jade green, but one was much lighter, and the other had darker tones. “These are for the twins, I’m sure you can guess which is for which. Their mother had green eyes, too. I hope one day they tell you more about her. She was an excellent baker, actually.” She sniffled.

      The last ring was sterling silver and looked delicate but still masculine. “My mother always loved Jacob. She adopted him as a babe. I would have given him part of my father’s ring, but Jacob shared a special connection with my mother. This is a piece of her jewelry I had sized and changed to fit his personality.”

      I stared at Jules with my mouth hanging open in shock as I took in everything she was saying. “This is the most thoughtful gift…” I began. Jules loved these guys, even if she was left out of a lot of their life; they still shared a special bond that meant a lot to her. They’d grown closer over the last few months, especially now that Tallis was a Deadlands representative for the new world order and lived in Galla with us.

      “Please don’t get all emotional on me. I don’t do feelings well, and I just finished your makeup.”

      I chuckled at her bluntness and was taken back to the first day we met. Who would have known that my entire happy ending started because of her? “Thank you, Jules. I’m so...I’m so thankful for you,” I stuttered before blotting at my face.

      “Yeah, yeah. Let’s go get this show on the road before people start to think I’m killing you again in here.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’d never attended a wedding before, so I didn’t exactly know what to expect. I wore a scarlet red trumpet gown that trailed in the dirt behind me as I walked. Everyone sat on blankets on the ground as I walked to my guys, who each gave me loving looks as I approached them. Hope was bouncing on Thurst’s lap in the crowd, and Mia whooped as I walked, making everyone chuckle.

      At the end of my walk, my guys positioned themselves in a circle around me, and I took a moment to stare at each of them. Cyler in his black suit. Huxley with his dark eyes full of hunger. Jacob with his mindspeak out, because I was sure his thoughts weren’t appropriate for crowds. Patrick wearing a grey suit with a red tie, matching my dress perfectly, while Kemper wore all navy with a white flower in his pocket. They all, also, were wearing rings of vibrant flowers around their necks. It was beautiful.

      “To accept the marriage rights, each must ask for her hand and anoint her with her flower and a kiss,” Tallis said from outside the circle.

      Naturally, Cyler stepped forward first. It seemed fitting that the man who I met first, the man who saved me, would be the first to become my husband.

      “One of the greatest pleasures in my life has been watching you grow into this strong, capable woman that demands love and respect. I want to watch your journey of greatness for the rest of our lives. I want to protect you. Care for you. And mostly, I want to kiss you all the damn time. Will you have me as your husband?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I whispered before leaning forward to kiss his lips. He groaned against me as the crowd cheered. I wanted nothing more than to linger and celebrate in this circle just for us forever, but eventually, he pulled away. He removed a ring of flowers from around his neck and placed it on me. “I love you,” I said.

      “Love you too, Babe,” he replied before going back to his position in the circle.

      Jacob moved next, and I noticed that he didn’t put his mindspeak in. I took in his anxious expression and worried for a moment that he left it behind. I almost twisted to ask Jules to grab it, but he pulled me to him and whispered so low that only I could hear.

      “L-love...you. Al-always. Love you, always.” I nearly cried at how his face was scrunched up in concentration at his declaration. I wrapped my arms around his neck and whispered yes what felt like a million times in his ears before crashing my lips to his. Wet tears left streaks of emotion down his face, and I kissed them all away while he placed the ring of flowers around my neck before he pulled away and joined the others in the circle.

      Patrick was next. He started dancing towards me, shaking his hips while singing one of those nursery rhymes he was determined to teach me. He didn’t care that others were laughing, he only had eyes for me. “I love making you laugh, Ash. I wanna do that all the time. I want to take every damn burden off your back and make sure you live your best life. I love everything about you. I’m supposed to be the twin that’s good at words, but all I can think about is how much I’m just ready for you to be my wife already so we can get this happily ever after started.”

      I laughed then said in a loud voice, “Yes, Patrick.”

      He kissed me tenderly and slowly before whispering over me. “Don’t want to give them too much of a show.” He then placed his red flowers around my neck and fist pumped the air while walking back.

      Kemper was next. Naturally, he had a folded sheet of paper ready and pulled it out, prepared to read the thoughtful words with precision; I wouldn’t have expected anything else.

      “Ashleigh, I never thought I’d be lucky enough to find a love so pure, so wonderful. You’re kind, you’re thoughtful. You make me feel invincible and call me on my shit. You have the most empathy of anyone I’ve ever met, and when I’m with you, I truly want to be the best version of myself.” I smiled at the sweet sentiment. “But more than that,” Kemper added, “you make me let go. Of my expectations of myself. Of perfection. You help me enjoy the journey and learn from the mistakes. You take the pressure off because I know that, at the end of the day, you’ll always love me, and for that gift, I could never say thank you enough. I love you. I’ll always love you. You’re the imperfectly perfect woman for this perfectly imperfect man.”

      “Yes,” I whispered before wrapping my arms around him for a kiss. He dived in, lapping me up with his tongue before growling into my mouth, audience be damned.

      We kissed, and kissed, and kissed for an embarrassingly long amount of time before, somewhere in the crowd, someone shouted, “Come on, we’re ready to eat already!” I pulled away with a laugh before quickly putting his flowers over my head and watching him adjust his pants as he walked back to the circle. The other guys were patting him on the back, and I had to roll my eyes.

      Maverick came to me next. “Ash,” he said with a sigh, “I’ve struggled with what to say to you because, again, I just feel my words aren’t enough. You’ve saved me in so many ways, and I am so thankful to have you by my side for the rest of my life. I love you. I’ll always cherish you. I’ll make sure you’re happy and keep you safe. I’ll encourage your dreams, cry for your pain. I’ll even laugh at Patrick’s jokes if it makes you happy,” he teased.

      “Hey!” Patrick exclaimed.

      “Yes,” I replied. “A thousand yesses.”

      Maverick leaned forward and left a smoldering kiss on my forehead in reverence before dropping a sweet kiss to my lips that I felt travel through my entire body. When we pulled apart, he placed his flowers around my neck before returning to his spot in the circle.

      Last, but certainly not least, Huxley strutted towards me. It seemed fitting that he would be the last to solidify this union. He was the last to trust me after all.

      “Ash,” he began with a grin. “You wanna marry me?” he asked. A bright grin broke out on my face. Ah, Huxley. The man of few words.

      “Yes, you big idiot,” I said back, making everyone laugh. He stormed over to me then cupped my cheeks. Leaning forward, he whispered into my ears.

      “I love you so much, Ash. I’ll love you now and forever.” He then kissed me deeply while picking me up to spin me around. The crowd cheered as I nipped at his bottom lip, and when he set me down, I made quick work of adjusting my dress and accepting the flowers around him.

      The next part of the ceremony was to hand out the rings. It was a last minute addition, so I surprised them by working around the circle and giving them out. I briefly explained to Maverick and Cyler what Jules had created for them, and watched as they mouthed teary thanks at her from across the ceremony.

      The last part was something my guys and I planned but hadn't told anyone about. On the front row, Payne was sitting cross-legged on a blanket, staring in awe at everything in front of him. I was surprised at how well he behaved during the ceremony. We broke the circle, and I walked over before crouching lower to be eye level. “Hey, big guy, I need you for this part,” I said before holding out my hand for him to take. We all walked back towards the center of the ceremony, and I bent low to ask Payne the question I’d been dying to ask.

      “Payne, you know we all love you very much, right?” I asked.

      He eagerly nodded in response before blurting out. “I know you love me ’cause you make me cake,” he replied proudly. Everyone laughed, and I had to bite my tongue to hold back my own chuckle.

      “How would you feel about officially being a member of our family, a...Black?” I asked. For some reason, I was nervous about this. What if Payne didn’t want to be a part of this? I’d respect him and help him find a home that he felt comfortable in, but I really wanted him to feel comfortable with us.

      He glanced at Hope in Bowden’s lap then back at me. “Like how Uncle Thurst and Uncle Bowden made Hope their family?” he asked.

      “Exactly like that, kid,” Huxley answered for me.

      Payne took a long look around the circle, his grin growing as he landed on everyone. “Okay. Let's be a family,” he finally said before jumping up and down. At his answer, we all joined for a big group hug, and I never had in my life felt more complete.

      I had my men. I had Payne. I had dreams for the future and an appreciation for the past. I was finally free.
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