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        The shadows of the underworld call your name.

        The rise and fall of empires, the vengeance of leaders

        Lost in a game of life and death, mercy becomes obsolete

        Survivors are left to destruction in search of hope in desolation.
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      She was the only one who could keep me in check, but when I was captured and tortured, that all went away.

      

      Now, I’m going to kill them. Every last one. I’ll scorch the sky with fire and smoke, the smell of blood and death will hang heavy in the air. All around me, the screams of vampires in pain will blend with the clash of metal and bone, as the roar of the fight between the living and the dead rages.

      

      They thought my brother was bad. They didn’t know I was far worse.

      

      All vampires were marked for extinction.
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      The smell of smoke and dust coated my nose, eliminating one of my senses as I crawled across the burnt ground.

      Bodies were strewn across the landscape, blood soaked into the dirt creating crimson mud pockets.

      Dragging myself further, I climbed over corpses as I surveyed the area looking for her.

      They had her. I was going to eliminate them all, even if it killed me in the process.

      The fucking bloodsuckers ambushed me. Some of their decapitated heads laid on the ground beside me along with human bodies. I roared as I tried to put weight on my knee, then foot. Sharp pain shot up my thigh as I looked down to see the bone piercing through my flesh, exposed on the outside of my shin.

      A compound fracture. Fuck.

      “Inés!” I gritted through the pain. Another step and I fell over someone’s dismembered limb, falling onto my back with a groan.

      Dust kicked up and I stared into the greyish white smoke filled skies. The smell of burnt flesh, excrements and spilled innards were dulled by the combination of everything around us.

      I should have seen it coming.

      I did, but not until it was too late.

      The crunching of boot steps stole my attention. I quickly turned to my stomach to give myself a better position while hiding behind two corpses piled on top of one another. The dead eyes of the vampire on top stares at me, it’s fangs a reminder of war at stake.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are. I can practically feel your heart racing from here. It was always going to come to this Vik, wasn’t it?” he cackled and the hair on the back of my neck rose.

      There wasn’t enough room for two madmen in this world and I won’t be the one eliminated.

    

  







            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    




      Vikram

      “Two on the left and five on the right,” Rhett whispered under his breath when he made it back to our location.

      We hid under the brush since the evening, waiting for the sun to descend to watch the bloodsuckers from Clan Shaye move to their positions. We overheard rumors about this meeting the week prior when we accidentally stumbled about a group of them during one of our supply runs.

      Angel sat beside me, her breathing even and steady, hidden in the tall grass. She knew as well as all of us, that we needed to keep cover until the time was right. A few abandoned cars littered the field, blocking us from their view. We made sure to stay downwind, in case their heightened sense of smell picked up our location.

      Clan Shaye was dwindling. If the frequency in which they were hit were anything to go by, I would even venture to assume they were the smallest and weakest clan out there. We had to make sure to keep them that way. We didn’t need them running over on our territory when we butted up against theirs.

      “They’re coming back to the main building, into a room,” Carson observed.

      “I wonder what they’re meeting about,” Amir pondered aloud.

      “Probably discussing how they’ll collect more of us for their damn dinner tables.”

      Rhett slapped Carson in the chest. “Hey, that’s what we’re here for, right? They’ll never make it to our compound or find out about it. We make sure we take them out where they stand and leave their bodies crucified as an example for any of their other members that dare to think they’ll come after us.”

      “Easier said than done. You know how that shit goes. Hell, we just lost Zi and Rowan in the last attack.”

      A somber silence descended upon us.

      “You guys need to shut your trap,” Carlos growled. “I’m going to make it home. I have a wife and kid that depends on me. Don’t get your minds in the wrong headspace. We’re going to go in, kill the bloodsuckers and come home. The way we always do.”

      Carlos was the most serious in the group. Ever since he knocked up Lydia, he was never the same. Why anyone wanted to make a family during these times, I would never understand. It was hard enough trying to survive as an adult. Why would anyone subject their children to this?

      Black Hollow organized six soldiers for this particular mission. All of which were known to lead individual groups on supply runs. It was a heavy risk Dean, Black Hollow’s command in chief, took when he sent us out. If the mission went according to plan, we’d only have to take out seven vampires we’ve observed thus far. The only problem was, we weren’t entirely sure if more were coming or if this was it. We had to move fast.

      Two clicks of my tongue, and everyone’s head perked up. Angel’s tail wagged in anticipation. I signaled with my fingers for them to split, half to the left and half to the right. Angel was instructed to remain on the ground level to alert us in case there was an ambush we didn’t know about. We were currently hidden behind a rusted out old farm truck. With nods, the men went into action. All dressed in dark colors, we kept our bodies low enough to the ground, behind the tall weeds.

      The closer we got to the run down building, the more we could hear their voices carry in the wind.

      “What would you have us do? Continue to patrol this desolate area while Corrus and Disaris flank us from the side? We’re fucking dwindling.”

      I looked to my comrades and signaled for them to converge around the bushes to the east side of the building.

      “Don’t you think I know that? It’s why we’ve been trying to turn as many humans as we can,” the second vampire snarled. “Have you guys scoured the south?”

      My hackles rose. Black Hollow made sure to keep bloodsuckers from running into our main compound. Though the buildings above ground looked like huts among decimated rubble, our main living quarters were caves beneath it. We first discovered the caverns accidentally when the ground crumbled below one of the buildings, taking the bricks with it into the sinkhole.

      “There’s nothing out there. We’ve scoured the southwest with no luck. The humans have probably gathered closer to the center of their resistance region. We sent a team out a few months back and ran into Disaris warriors. They have a claim over the area. We were outnumbered.”

      The other team was cornering around the west wall by the entrance. Carson nodded in my direction and I signaled for my men to enter through the back.

      From their voices, it didn’t seem like any more vampires had joined them. Why they were out this far for a simple meeting didn’t make any sense but that wasn’t my problem. The problem right now was the fact that this particular building was located beyond their territory bridging over to human lands.

      “We need to rally an attack on Disaris before they increase in numbers,” the first bloodsucker instructed.

      “We need to turn more vampires.”

      “Rumors of a blood farm have made its way over here. I heard Letos is up to something.”

      We climbed the steps every time they spoke to further hide the sound of our footfalls.

      Then, something crashed onto a wooden table, echoing into the two story building.

      “We’re going in circles! We can’t do crap until we increase our numbers. Xander and Arlo, you need to get—”

      Team one crashed through the door and let off gunfire as team two came in from behind. Black Hollow had accumulated a decent amount of weaponry during our supply runs but we didn’t use it lightly.

      This was one of those occasions where it was necessary.

      Two vampires went down with the spray of bullets to the head, followed by a stab to the chest and slice across the throat. The two other vampires dodged the bullets while some of us were occupied and grabbed the team members with guns. I leaped and rolled out of the way, pulling the pin of a grenade with my teeth.

      “Echo! Echo red!” I yelled.

      Amir brandished a knife and stabbed the first vampire in the back, forcing him to let go of Carson.

      Rhett swung his axe and lobbed off the head of the other vampire that managed to grab our gun. The final vampire stared at us incredulously as each team member barreled down the stairs, leaving him standing alone in the middle of the room.

      I chucked the grenade and ran, slamming my shoulder through the window, shattering the glass and jumping out the window. I knew from reconnaissance that there was a bush below this wall and had strategically chosen it as my escape.

      Halfway down the building, it exploded into flames, shattering the rest of the windows and blowing out the metal doors.

      I landed with a groan, some of the branches scratching my face.

      “Come on, Vik!” Rhett yelled as Angel came running to my location, whining.

      Cursing under my breath, I crawled from the bush and got on my feet, running to meet the rest of the guys. I noted that we had one gun left with Carson after Carlos lost his. Observing our surroundings, Carson led us back into the woods and out of sight as we took the long way back to Black Hollow’s topside with another successful mission under our belt.

      “Fuck, I didn’t think you were going to make it out, Vik,” Rhett admitted.

      “You know that shit is on a timer, make sure you don’t cut it so close,” Carlos snapped. “We don’t need to lose another one, especially when that person is our main medic.”

      I ran a hand over the back of my neck, working out the cramps from the fall.

      “I had it. Trust me, guys,” I told them with confidence.

      They shook their heads and we all laughed as we trekked through the dark woods to the south. The flames from the building flickered and illuminated the shadows in a hellish dance as the heat from the fire dissipated with every step we took away from the location.

      Let the other vampires see what it meant to mess with humans. Their remains would make for the perfect example of any other Clan Shaye that dared to venture too far into human territory.

      Though the world was now dominated by the elite after a virus spread, those not infected lived in pockets throughout the lands. Most of us congregated and claimed the farthest western corner. I didn’t know how the other people made it on vampire territory or if they made it all. For all we knew, we were the last ones standing which further reiterated why we needed to make a defensive show of force.

      We parked our vehicle a few miles out, not wanting to give our position away. The fallen leaves of autumn made way for softer footfalls as we continued to slowly walk in the darkness. The trees were tighter here, forcing us to weave around them individually instead of in pairs.

      It came before we could see or hear it.

      Rhett’s scream rented the air, stopping us in our tracks.

      “Was that Rhett?” Amir asked, frantic.

      “What the fuck just happened? Where is he?” Carson had his gun up, scanning our surroundings.

      The sound of a wet thud landed a few feet away from us, rolling until Rhett’s lifeless eyes stared back at us, his mouth agape.

      “Fuck!”

      Carson let off a few shots in the direction the head was thrown from. The rest of us weaved behind the trees, keeping our weapons at the ready.

      “You thought it was that easy? A simple explosion? Little did you know you made it a beacon, humans,” came a guttural feminine voice.

      Did we miss one?

      “Kudos for taking out the scum I was tasked with.” A tall, dark skinned female vampire appeared from behind the shadows with the eyes of a predator. “Less for me to do. Though now you’ve cleared my night. You owe me some entertainment, humans.”

      She screeched before she jumped and landed against the tree right beside me. I leaped away and threw a dagger I had hidden in a breast pocket. She quickly dodged and came at me. With immediate action, my eyes scanned the ground and I grabbed a fallen log, pitching it upward.

      It hit her in the shoulder and she growled before disappearing.

      Carlos’ roar could be heard echoing in the woods but we couldn’t place his exact location.

      “Where the fuck is he?”

      He screamed again and we all moved in the direction of the sound. By the time I made it, Carson changed out his magazine and fired a few more rounds into the back of the vampire, landing her on top of Carlos. Amir jumped on top of her the moment the gun stopped, grabbed her hair and jerked her neck back, slamming his blade into her throat. She gurgles but laughed as she grabbed his head and threw him over her shoulder against a tree.

      With the branch still in my grasp, I gripped it with both hands and swung at her head like a bat with a wet crunch, knocking her to her side.

      Amir finished her off with a blade to the chest, right in the heart. Angel growled as she grasped onto the vampire’s arm, shaking her head in a frenzy. Amir cut off her head with his blade and we all stood there with heaving breaths.

      Carlos coughed and gurgled, pulling our attention away from the dead vampire. I quickly make my way to his side and assess the damage, pulling out some medical supplies from my pack strapped to my thigh. His neck was practically ripped through to his muscles, I wasn’t sure if it was from fangs or from claws.

      He placed a bloody hand on top of mine, stopping my movements.

      “S-Save it, man. Save it for someone who needs it.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I barked, refusing to believe what he was insinuating.

      “G-Get back to Lydia. Tell my wife—”

      “You fucking tell her when we drag your ass back home. Now shut up and save your energy,” I commanded.

      Standing up, I signaled to the guys and they quickly bent down to grab him beneath his arms and legs.

      “Just hang in there, man. The car isn’t that much farther.”

      “Keep breathing Carlos. We were supposed to have drinks tonight, remember? We got a bottle of booze with our names on it back home.”

      None of us spoke anymore as we quickly jogged through the woods with Carlos in tow. Gently placing him in the back passenger seat, we pulled our vehicle back onto the road to bring us home.

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “What happened?”

      “Get out the fucking way. We need to get to the infirmary,” I growled.

      A feminine sob broke through the topside crowd’s mumbles and I grimaced. I didn’t know Lydia would be waiting for him up here. She should have been below ground with her child.

      “Carlos? Oh my god, Carlos!” she cried out.

      Guilt hit me in the chest like a serrated dagger. I should have saved him. But we had better equipment and supplies back in Black Hollow. We drove quickly. We still had time.

      “Move!” I yelled again, trying my best not to knock Lydia aside too harshly. Time was of the essence, he was losing too much blood!

      Our settlement had a small medic hut topside and a full fledged infirmary below ground. I didn’t think Carlos could take the jostling to move him below.

      Eric came out of the medic hut with wide eyes and ran back in to prepare for our arrival. The men and I carried Carlos and carefully placed him on the metal cot.

      He groaned in pain and his eyes were beginning to flutter. Shit, he was going to lose consciousness. I rubbed his sternum aggressively to give him noxious stimuli.

      “Open your eyes. Stay awake for us. Come on, Carlos!”

      He groaned again as his head lolled and my heart began to race once more. We were losing him. The material we wrapped around his neck was soaked through with blood, the original color lost and unknown.

      “Get out of my way! Unwrap his neck,” the other medic instructed.

      Angel tried to stay by my side but there was too much commotion and activity going on in the hut.

      I quickly did as commanded but the moment his head lifelessly lolled to the side, my heart stopped. His skin was cooling. Shoving the metal table, I roar and grab the side of my head.

      Another scream pierced the air as Lydia fell to the ground at the entryway of the hut on her knees. Some of the guys ran to help her up but I was too lost in my own guilt, my throat closing up from losing another one. Angel howled, adding the day’s song of sorrow.

      In this wretched world, we needed to regain a stronghold before we became food for the enemy. Some were recently seen snatching any of the women who were topside foraging through the woods to increase their clan numbers. Families were broken, lives were lost and hope dwindled as survivors had to adapt to the quick changes thrown at us.

      We couldn’t let it keep happening.

      Living in defense wasn’t going to be enough. It was time to take action. It was time to be the ones on the offense.

      I barged out of the hut and took the path toward the outlying line of trees northwest to one of the more secluded entrances into Black Hollow. I couldn’t be around anyone right now. Each death fractured my patience and my hope, releasing a part of me I didn’t recognize.

      Lydia’s cries of sorrow echoed in the air and through the trees as I walked passed them, hoping to drown her out. I could hear Angel’s little footfalls follow me but my mind was too lost in everything that happened, replaying the scene again and again as if accusing me of things I could have possibly done better.

      Our former resistance had sent out a large number to battle with Clan Corrus in the past, with hundreds of casualties on both sides. Black Hollow was supposed to be a new start. Of course, not everyone chose to follow but we had to make our way in this world even if it meant we had to leave a few behind. We didn’t need Corrus to follow us back to our main base. There were too many lives at stake.

      And yet, we couldn’t seem to stop death from following us, no matter how divided we became.

      I couldn’t take it. I couldn’t face the rest of the people knowing that we lost another one. I walked past the entrance to Black Hollow and continued into the thick of the woods and didn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      

  




Inés

      I stood atop the hillside with my arms wrapped around myself, watching as the snow from the nearby mountains slowly slid from the top of the mountain down the trench we had created over the years.

      The cool breeze picked up, slapping my dark hair in front of my face annoyingly. Pushing the strands back, I let out a sigh. These were the moments of solitude I sought out when thoughts about this wretched world and what the future might mean for us got to me.

      I had to stop myself from continuing depressive thoughts. The clear air and beautiful scenery did just that.

      There was a reason why Black Hollow was hidden for so long from threats. Besides our main compound being below ground, the caverns’ expanse was intricately connected by multiple tunnels we had dug out over the years, making room for the increase in population over time. The huts topside left nothing to the imagination, making the enemy believe that it was just a couple of families trying to make it alive in the open.

      We were completely self reliant, depending on the elements like the snow covered mountains I was staring at the moment. The man made trench led the water downward toward a reservoir we had in the main communal cavern. It took us a few years to collect enough material and create a water turbine, but we did it and life became better and better for us.

      “Inés, what are you doing out here?” a familiar voice called out.

      I looked over my shoulder to find Beau, one of the younger men who had recently been recruited into part of the resistance fighter groups.

      “Just clearing my mind.”

      He looked at me with interest. It made my skin crawl with unease. Men as young as sixteen started pursuing women of their choosing in our community. Our cultural mindset was one that encouraged the repopulation of the human race out of the necessity of survival.

      But at thirty six, I couldn’t find any attraction to such a young man, one that was barely cresting into seventeen.

      “You know I’m good at lending an ear, Inés, if you need one.”

      “I know, Beau. Thank you. But I’m okay now,” I replied softly with a smile before turning and walking past him, back to the exit hatch just behind the hillside.

      He followed closely behind me but I paid him no mind. Once we made it back to the hatch, I turned and slowly descended down the metal rung ladder, letting him be the one to close the door after he made it inside behind me.

      The climb down took endurance. A straight vertical tunnel shrouded in darkness for at least five minutes. The closer we got to the bottom, the more soft illumination peeked beneath the placement of our feet.

      My arm and thigh muscles burned every time I took this path, but the peace of mind that followed was always worth it.

      “Inés? What are you doing over here?” Blanca’s voice was shaky after being startled by our presence. She had a basket in her hand full of freshly picked vegetables. Some dirt could still be seen on the roots of a few.

      “Hey, Blanca. Um, just gathering some seeds and herbs topside.” I knew my lie was weak.

      She tilted her head with curiosity but kept her smile. “Oh, okay. Were the ones down here not to your liking?”

      Beau scoffed under his breath as he walked past us both, tipping his head in greeting in Blanca’s direction. Her eyes followed him. She was a few years younger than me and more than happy to continue to populate the world with children from multiple fathers.

      I couldn’t judge her for it. She was living the life we were given to the fullest.

      I was also grateful that it took her focus away from me.

      “He’s grown up to be such a fine young man,” she whispered.

      “Yeah…”

      She turned to look back at me with a sparkle in her eyes and leaned in conspiratorially. “Let’s see if he can resist me when he catches me bathing the next time.”

      She winked, laughed and went on her with a sashay of her hips.

      Shaking my head at her nonsense, I took the opposite direction that led me to the main storage tunnels. The walls were jagged despite our best efforts to smooth down the sharpest edges in case the children found their way this far. Over the years, the ground had worn down enough to become level like the dirt roadways above ground.

      A few of the workers currently resupplying our stores waved when they saw me. I waved back, my mind still on our future.

      I was one of the few who hadn’t taken a spouse. Rumors of spinsterhood were whispered around the women, many of them looking at me with judgment in their eyes as if I sided with the vampires over the simple fact that I haven’t popped out children to their liking.

      After about thirty minutes and a few caverns later, I swore I could hear someone calling out my name. Turning, I looked everywhere for the origin of the voice.

      “—Inés!” it came again from the left of me. I snapped my head in the direction to see a young girl running in my direction.

      Not just any young girl, my niece.

      “Aunty Inés! Mi Papa!” she cried out and my heart sped up.

      I ran toward her as she jumped into my arms, face wet with tears. I fell to my knees and rocked her slowly, rubbing her back as she buried her grief stricken face into my shoulder and sobbed.

      My heart cracked and my soul felt like it was crying out with her despite me gritting my teeth down.

      Another one.

      Another life.

      The community looked at us on the ground with sad eyes. It was always a possibility when the men went out on their missions. The only thing a person could hope for was that it wasn’t their turn to lose a loved one.

      “Lola? Has anyone seen Lola? Lola, Mija, where are you?” my sister’s voice cried out in fear.

      I quickly got to my feet with Lola in my arms and ran toward her. Her face was splotchy and red, her eyes hollow as she made her way through the crowd toward me.

      “I got her, Lydia. She’s okay. I got her,” I comforted as she began to sob with her arms wrapped around us both, with Lola in the middle.

      “C-Carlos—”

      “I know… I know.” I needed to do something. This couldn’t be what was destined for the women of this place. “Where’s Emmanuel?”

      My sister had another child, a teenage boy. Where was he while his family grieved below ground?

      Lydia covered her face with her hands and choked out another sob. “I-I couldn’t look at him. Not like that. That was not Carlos. The blood on the bandage is enough to haunt me forever. Emmanuel told me he would make sure his Papa was rightfully seen to the afterlife.” She lifted her eyes to me with an expression of pure guilt. What did she have to feel guilty about? “I’m a horrible mother. It should be me out there!”

      Her cries of anguish tore at everyone around us. Some of the women turned their faces away, escorting their children to different locations while some of the men looked upon us both with silent pity.

      After consoling my sister and Lola for the next thirty minutes, reminding her that she had no control over the situation, I escorted her back to her home.

      “It doesn’t even feel real,” she admitted, holding Lola’s little hand tightly in hers. She looked over her shoulder at me and I clenched my jaw. “Maybe this is all just a nightmare and Carlos will be home tomorrow with a big smile on his face.”

      Lola sniffled and I cracked some more. I turned and ran out of her home, letting the breeze dry the hot tears on my own cheeks.

      Every community member in Black Hollow was subject to post traumatic stress. It naturally came with surviving this world. Emotional scars outweighed the physical ones as we tried our best to carry on after the fallen.

      “I’m so sorry, Inés. Please give your sister my condolences,” one of my neighbors softly called out.

      I nodded and kept my head down as I made my way from the main living quarters on the southside to the communal marketplace located at the center of our cavern system.

      The community had utilized the biggest cavern space for a small trade center where one could buy food, materials collected from topside and anything else their hearts desired. Though we had farms down here available to everyone, not everyone had the skill of cooking and understanding how certain ingredients worked well with one another.

      Skills like those were passed down from generation to generation.

      Wiping my eyes, I put on a brave face and walked over to one of the food tents.

      “Hey, Inés, what are you feeling for today?” Gavin asked as he leaned forward on his forearms. Gavin was a stockier middle aged man with a face full of wrinkles. His friendly aura called everyone to his stands as the scent of his homemade meals called to those who were close enough to smell it.

      Small vents were punctured in the ceiling sporadically within the cave system, leading it topside in random locations. It allowed for the heat from the fires to dissipate when the cooks prepared food for the day.

      “Hey Gavin. I’ll just take one of your usuals.”

      He gave me a bright smile and put a little bit of soup into a bowl for me. I gave him a smile back as I took it, reaching into my pocket.

      “It’s on the house, Inés, you don’t have to worry about me. I’m more worried about you.”

      I almost choked on the potato in the soup. Coughing into my hands, I quickly finish it off despite scalding my tongue and hand the bowl back to him.

      “Thanks, Gavin. But I’ll be alright,” I assured him. “We have to be.”

      When he reached to grab the bowl, he purposely covered my fingers with his.

      “You don’t have to be in this world alone, Inés. You know that, right?”

      My eyes welled with tears again over the loss of Carlos and how Emmanuel was taking it. I shook my head with a smile and left Gavin silently, refusing to acknowledge his last statement.

      I made my way back to the southwestern corner of the cavern, passed my sister’s place to my own. Our homes were crudely constructed two to three partition roomed shacks with curtains for doors.

      Sitting on my cot, I stared at my walls as my hand fingered my necklace. The only thing I had left from our parents was a locket with a picture I had drawn in it. It took years of accumulating natural ingredients to make the paint. Lydia told me I was crazy when I first started the project, but little did she know it was one of the things that kept me sane when I was trying to wrap my mind around the fact that we had become orphans after the battle with Clan Corrus.

      Both our parents were part of the resistance, both of them casualties on the same fateful day. I opened up the locket and stared at their smiling faces. It was a crude drawing, far from doing them justice but with enough similarities that caused me mixed emotions—Sadness that they were no longer with us and a bittersweet happiness because of the time we had spent together, learning survival skills.

      My vision blurred again and it pissed me off. I wiped the tears away with the back of my hand before they could fall.

      “Get a hold of yourself, Inés,” I told myself.

      This was not the time for tears. We were in the middle of a war. I would let myself fully grieve for all that was lost when it was over.

      “Would Mama y Papa be proud of me right now?” I asked myself under my breath. I felt guilty for living my life day to day without a purpose. I mean, I couldn’t even accept a spouse to help make babies, for crying out loud.

      I humorlessly laughed and got back to my feet, snapping the locket closed and hiding it beneath my shirt.

      I couldn’t stay here. I needed to occupy my time, take my mind off things. Silently, I made my way through the north tunnels to the cave that housed our reservoir from the melting ice from the mountaintops. It was cooler here as the water continuously ran through another man made trench that led to the oceans in the east.

      The roughly made water turbines churned with a hum as I stared. It was what initially led me to the north east exit the first time. My curiosity over the origins of our water gave me courage to leave Black Hollow and explore.

      I smiled thinking of the peaceful scenery. But my quiet sanctuary was quickly ended when other residents made their way into the room from the adjoining communicable baths and laundry area. Most of the residents were women and I was reminded of my yearning for a better purpose in this life.

      I wasn’t made to be satisfied just waiting for the men to come home. I needed to do something more.

      With spontaneity, I quickly turned and made my way out the eastern tunnels with a determination to make my needs known in the strategy room.
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      Vik

      The fires burned upward toward the sky, smoke billowing in its wake.

      We couldn’t leave dead bodies about, the scent of blood was too strong and would lead our enemies to us. Burying the dead beneath the ground didn’t always work either, though some still chose to see their loved ones peacefully toward the afterlife in that way.

      For Carlos? He deserved a warrior’s burial beneath the embers. The men and I quietly stood around the pyre. Carlo’s oldest and only son stood in front of us, his head held high as we all watched one of the main topside guards light the branches. It quickly caught and soon roared, crackling as branches broke and became consumed.

      We made sure to burn the body a few miles away from the huts, in case a gust of wind came through, spreading it faster than we could control. It wouldn’t do to char our topside huts down all for the sake of a single burial.

      Each hand made hut on top of the ground was made with wood and each crack had been filled with pitch to prevent water seepage. The roofs were all made with vines and were pretty water tight except for in a torrential downpour which almost never happened here.

      Emmanuel quietly sniffed as he wiped his eyes with his sleeve and continued to look forward, making sure his father’s body was completely charred to the bone.

      When the pyre began to crumble, I watched as one of the guys leaned down and whispered something to the kid. He nodded his head and was led back toward the entrance to Black Hollow located deep within the woods.

      The setup of the Black Hollow was pretty complex. After the hole that led us to the underground caverns, we discovered it connected to a southern exit point that was once an old bunker created out of steel and cement. An old engraving of the word hope sat above the latch of the door. I rubbed the depression of the letters every time I entered with hope that one day this war would be over for good.

      Guards constantly patrolled the outskirts of the area with guns and ammo in shifts of teams of two. Six men in total overlooked the topside in various locations throughout the day and switched out a couple of hours before sunset.

      If our first line of defense were to slowly fall, we created two more exits for the guards to make their way underground and set off the bell warning system below.  Each exit provided us enough time to migrate the community or run to get weapons and prepare for intrusion if our first line of defense was breached.

      As I made my way to the southern entrance in the woods, I reminded myself that each community member had had at least one to two trainings on how to operate a weapon, be it a gun or blade. Children as young as ten, like Emmanual, knew how to defend themselves long enough for help to arrive.

      “Carlos was a good guy,” Amir said under his breath behind me.

      “I know.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      My shoulders tensed up. “The hell it was. It always is. It’s my job to keep people alive, yet it seems all I ever do is lose ‘em.”

      “Be real, Vik. You kept him alive long enough to make it back.”

      I stopped and turned to him. “You ever wonder if he would have been alive if I would have just treated him there? I’m probably the one who signed his death sentence by deciding to bring him back!”

      Amir shook his head and stepped forward, leaning in with a scowl. “If we stayed there to patch up his wound, who knows what other bloodsucker might have come upon us. Then we’d all be dead. What good would that do, Vik?”

      “Maybe I should sacrifice myself for him. It would have been preferable because now, he’s left a wife and two kids behind. Me? No one would care if I was gone,” I snapped, angry at the fact that I didn’t think of it sooner.

      It should have been me on that table, not Carlos, not a man who had people waiting for him back home.

      Amir took another step forward until we were toe to toe. “You need to keep your head straight, Vik. Stop thinking like this.” He grabbed my shoulders and I knocked his hands off me. His eyes darkened. “Stop being fucking selfish!”

      I scoffed aloud. “How the hell am I being selfish by wanting to die in his place?”

      He laughed humorlessly. “Because, you asshole, it would take us down a medic! We don’t have enough here, especially not ones that can fight and come on the missions. You really want to take away that asset from our resistance just because you feel bad that Carlos became another casualty? The repercussions of losing you would be a whole lot bigger.”

      I turned around, refusing to listen to any more. “Medics are a dime a dozen. Easily trained. That’s fucking bullshit,” I spat as continued to make my way south, until I hit the special marker made of charred earth and rocks to look like a random burial and leaned down to open the hidden hatchet door.

      “Medics are, Vik, but not doctors.”

      My body froze for a second. I shook my head and refused to delve deeper into what he was insinuating. It was a past I wanted to leave behind.

      I made my way downstairs. The musty smell of old cement with no fresh air flow hit me in the face the moment I made it to solid ground.

      As if she was waiting for me, Angel’s little footsteps could be heard barreling my way. I crouched down and prepared for her to jump all over me. She licked my face and gave me a warm greeting that made my heart want to burst. I didn’t want her topside while the body was burning. I didn’t need her hurt from any distractions I might have had.

      She whined and let out little yips, voicing her displeasure over me leaving her down here.

      “I’m sorry girl. You know how it is. I can’t lose you. I need you safe with the others while I get some stuff done. You forgive me, right?” I scratched behind her ears and she jumped once more as I straightened back up.

      “Angel!” a feminine voice cried out frantically. “Angel! Where did you go? Oh, you little devil, you!”

      “I saw him run that way,” another feminine voice chimed in as she walked, looking over her shoulder.

      Angel yelped and the woman jumped, placing her hand on her heart.

      “Aye! Angel, where have you—” her sentence cut off when I gave her a sheepish look.

      Angel was a great dog out on missions, but outside of that? I knew she could be a handful with her pent up energy.

      “I’m so sorry, I didn’t see you there. I, um, I just need to tell Vanessa that I found Angel.” She reached over to grab Angel but the dog refused to budge, whining at my leg.

      I pat her head in reassurance. “There’s no need. Angel’s mine.”

      The woman’s eyes widened as she flicked her gaze from the dog to me and back again. A new feeling hit me in the chest. I had been assigned to so many missions, many of the residents didn’t even recognize me.

      It was a sobering thought.

      “I’m sorry, I haven’t introduced myself. My name is Inés.” She stuck her dainty little hand out and I hesitantly lifted mine to take it.

      My scarred, weathered hands were a stark contrast against hers and it reminded me of the fact of why I didn’t need to attach myself to anyone.

      I cleared my throat. “Vikram. Vik, for short.”

      I watched as her face broke into a soft, yet sad, smile before she nodded.

      “Vik. I’m glad Angel didn’t get lost. I don’t know—”

      “There you are! Oh, you little scoundrel, running away from me like that!” Vanessa was huffing and puffing as she leaned against her knees, bent over, to try and catch her breath. “I swear she’s not like this usually, Vik. She must have known you were back because she took off like a bat out of hell and I lost sight of her.”

      I chuckled. “It’s alright, Vanessa. Thank you for looking out for her. She’s not used to me being gone long.”

      It was luck that had me stumbling upon a little pup in the middle of the woods left all alone. Now, fully grown, she was bigger than most domesticated dogs I had seen. I was confident that she was part wolf, it was the only explanation for her mannerisms, her smarts and her size. She had been trained to become an asset to our supply runs and vampire hunts.

      “Tell me about it,” she laughed as she straightened back up with her hands on her hip. “It’s why I had to ask for some reinforcements. Poor Inés here was minding her own business when I dragged her along with me to find the mutt. I know how important she is to you.”

      “Thank you,” I told them both before dipping my head and walking away. Angel heeled right at my side with each step I took deeper into the caverns.

      I waved a few of the residents as I walked by, some of the kids calling out Angel’s name. She was a superstar here. The children loved her. They were also scared for her every time we went out on missions.

      “Angel!” one of the kids yelled out.

      “Girl, you’re more popular than I am around here. How did that happen?” I asked her under my breath, scratching her ear.

      She huffed in answer and I laughed.

      That was when the adult whispers started. I should be used to it by now, but I wasn’t.

      “Hey, did you hear about what happened to the group that went out?” one of the men mumbled.

      “Yeah I heard, five men went out and only four came back. Did you hear what happened the last time?”

      “No, what?”

      I tried to drown them out but my guilt made the walls close in again. I gritted my teeth and continued to put one foot forward in front of the other without giving anyone a glance.

      “...seven left and two lucky bastards returned. But sadly, one of them had to be put down like a fucking dog because he was bitten”

      “No shit?”

      “Yeah, the other was Jake. Remember that guy? He lives three houses down from me.”

      “The one with a missing arm?”

      Flashbacks of the team running for their lives during a mission gone bad flitted behind my eyes. My head felt tight, my body hot, as my mind replayed the bloodsuckers attacking us one by one like prey. We were given false information and paid dearly for it. I gritted my teeth to the point where my jaw audibly popped.

      The whispers continued to others like wildfire. People started talking about all the missions and the fact that we never came back with full numbers. Didn’t they realize how bad the world truly was out there? No, they couldn’t while they stayed safely beneath the ground, letting others fight their battles.

      Peace was paid with sacrifice and if they would just put their own asses on the line every once in a while, they wouldn’t be whispering like they were now as I walked by with Angel.

      “Doesn’t he feel guilty?” was the last thing that floated to my ears before I turned and grabbed the fool by the scruff of his shirt, bringing him nose to nose with me.

      Angel growled and I signaled her to stand down.

      “I was the one who sewed him up and listened to his screams as he cried out for his wife and children,” I snarled then took a moment to wipe the sweat from my forehead.

      My increasing anger wasn’t helping my body temperature. I felt like their words were burning me alive.

      “Look, man. Calm down. What’s your problem?”

      “What’s my problem?” I looked directly into all the faces of those who had whispered about me. “He was strong and well trained, they all were, and the vampires went through them like a hurricane. Carlos’ time for fighting is over and he was one of our best fighters. Now, his family sits depressed and praying to a god that doesn't exist. How can any of us protect his children or work for his family if not to continuously put ourselves on the line so that assholes like you can have a better and safer life down in these caves?”

      I shoved the asshole into another man, uncaring of what they thought of me and stomped away catching a glimpse of Inés behind the crowd looking in my direction.

      “We do our part down here to keep things running!” he yelled out after me, attitude lacing his voice.

      I stopped and fisted my hands at my sides.

      “Something is going to change in this war. Things can’t continue like this.”

      His response was immediate. “Then stop fucking losing them. I thought you were a medic. A fucking doctor or some shit. Aren’t you supposed to be saving people?”

      I looked over my shoulder with a face full of fury for the people who dared to speak this out loud as well as to myself who still carried the guilt over our recent loss. “There will never be any peace until you stop breathing. The bloodsuckers will make sure of it. So, I suggest you shut your fucking coward’s mouth and let those who know what they’re doing, continue with the cause.”
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      “Control yourself, Vik. I’m not going to warn you again.”

      Dean, the commander in chief of Black Hollow glared at me from where he sat. The large wooden table separated us in the strategy room. If we were any closer, I would have punched him in the face. He didn’t understand the odds out there, he didn’t understand why we needed to change tactics in order to get the upper hand.

      I leaned into the table. “What I’m proposing here is something we need to consider quickly and put into effect for the sake of everyone in Black Hollow.”

      “Vik, sit your ass down,” Ozzy gritted out. He sat beside Dean with his arms crossed. Second to Dean, he was also the man who trained every new recruit in our human resistance and deemed this worthy enough to fight for the cause topside. No one wanted to cross Ozzy. His skills would kill you before you could even decide your next move.

      Dean ran into Ozzy a couple of years back while on a supply run. Ozzy was single handedly leading a good number of people away from their last compound when their leader became questionable with the choice of meal source.

      I glared at him as I slowly sat back down into my chair. We needed to get on the offensive before the bloodsuckers found us out. How long were we willing to live day by day on the defensive. When was it time for humans to rise again so that we may allow the children to live in a world where they didn’t have to fear becoming the next vampire meal or part of their blood farms?

      Rumors of those have risen in the past few months. The Letos clan name always accompanied the rumors and that was what made it worse. If that crazy clan won the vampire wars, the world would be doomed to nothing but ashes and blood.

      “We need to recruit more men into our ranks. If we decide to go forth with your plan Vik, we need more soldiers at home that can protect the rest of the community while we’re out there starting our own wars.” Dean rested his elbows on the table, covering his mouth, staring at me intently.

      Ozzy looked contemplative in my direction but didn’t add any opinions. Silence descended upon the entire room and my skin prickled. What were they suggesting?

      “Okay. So what do you need me to do?” I threw out, unable to continue the staring game without feeling my fury simmer. Were they messing with me? Humoring me only to pull the rug from under me?

      “You want this done? You’re going to have to lead it,” Ozzy instructed.

      “I’m not the main trainer here—”

      Ozzy stood up from his seat, screeching the chair across the floor loudly before he leaned toward me with his palms flat against the table. It was an imposing position and he knew it.

      “You came up with this bright idea, you execute it. If by the end of it all you are able to create a big enough force for us to use as offense, then maybe I’ll consider assisting you on strategy planning. But as of now, it's easy to talk out of your ass with ideas and propositions. I’m not going to take direction from someone who doesn’t fucking know what they’re doing. So prove to me that you do and then we’ll talk again.”

      Ozzy didn’t wait for my answer and Dean didn’t stop him when he abruptly left the strategy room. A couple of the guys followed before Dean himself stood up.

      I glared at the exit long after Ozzy left. Did he think this was a fucking joke? My mind swirled with different emotions but the main one that made me stand up with everyone else was determination. When the bloodsuckers come picking us off one by one, they’ll realize their mistake today.

      Carson slapped my chest with the back of his hand before flicking his head to tell us to get out of here.

      I nodded reluctantly and followed him out. Once we exited the west tunnel, I voiced my thoughts.

      “Carson, this shit—”

      “Vik. Stop. We’ve all heard you. Numerous times, numerous days. If Dean and Ozzy haven't done anything by now, you know the majority isn’t going to listen. They run this place. You know that. But that right there, was an opening, an opportunity they allotted you. The question is, what are you going to do about it?”

      I knew what he was saying, but I wasn’t an instructor. I didn’t know the first thing about teaching anyone how to defend themselves. It came down to innate instinct and the will to survive. That wasn’t teachable, that required life experience.

      And that was the problem with the people who stayed behind. They lacked the experience. They didn’t allot themselves that opportunity, instead, choosing the safety of remaining underground while the soldiers battled topside.

      Amir caught up with us a few minutes later, slapping us both on the shoulder in greeting.

      Carson stopped walking and turned to look at me. “You want this, Vik? Shit or get off the pot.”

      “I’m just a fucking medic,” I admitted with guilt. People died around me. I had no business leading teams.

      “So what?” Amir added. “You gonna do it? You taking up Ozzy’s challenge?”

      Fuck, there really was no way around it.

      “I guess I have to.” This was going to be a shit show, I could already feel it.

      Amir threw his arm around my shoulder, chuckling in brotherly affection. “The first thing I would suggest is getting to know the community and letting them get to know you. Else, who the hell would follow a stranger?”

      How long had I been involved in this community? I honestly lost track. But Amir was right. I didn’t know over half the people here, choosing instead to go out on whatever run or mission the leaders threw at us because we didn’t have enough medics.

      “How the hell am I supposed to do that?” I questioned them both.

      “Fuck if I know,” Amir laughed.

      “Maybe you should sit out the next mission. Force yourself to mingle,” Carson suggested.

      I stared at his serious face. “The same way you do?” He didn’t. The asshole was as much of a recluse as I was.

      “This ain't about me. You’re the one that wanted change. Shit or get off the pot, Vik,” he reiterated.

      “Get back here!” a feminine voice range out, breaking into our conversation.

      Angel jumped on me the moment the girl reached us. Amir removed his arm and petted Angel affectionately.

      “Hey, girl,” I cooed, pushing her back down to all four paws. “She got away from you again huh?”

      “It’s as if she knows your precise location at all times. I’m surprised she doesn’t speak to you telepathically at this point,” Vanessa pointed out.

      Right then, I knew how I was going to get on the community’s good side.

      “Vanessa, thanks for watching Angel again. Truly.”

      “Of course! She’s lovely to be around. Popular with the children and the elders. No one would ever guess that she went with you guys on these dangerous missions. She’s such a nice dog at home,” she said lovingly.

      Carson watched her every move intently with a blank expression, his eyes never straying from her lips. Amir gave me a look letting me know that he noticed the same thing.

      I stifled a laugh. This guy was smitten. Vanessa kept on rambling about Angel and I let her without interruption. When she finally took a breather, I injected myself.

      “You’re right. I need to give Angel a break sometime. I think I’m going to sit out the next supply run and reacclimate myself back to Black Hollow. It’s time for me to take a small break anyway after…”

      My mood became somber. Vanessa’s eyes softened and she placed her hand on my shoulder in understanding.

      “You don’t have to explain to me. We all know what you guys go through. We go through it too in our own way, though not all of us were as close to him as you guys were.” She then addressed us all. “You guys hungry? I can whip up something back at my home. Give you guys a good meal. It’s the least I can do when you guys are always putting yourself on the line to keep us safe.”

      Amir’s stomach growled and I snickered. Carson’s expression didn’t change but he never took his eyes off her. Instead of answering, his nostrils began to flare as his glare bored into where her hand was still touching my shoulder.

      Vanessa let out an almost inaudible exhale as she quickly removed her hand.

      “Yeah, that would be nice. Thank you,” I told her.

      Carson was right. I needed to mingle. Vanessa was the only person I really talked to when I was back home. She was the first person to approach me upon my arrival and gushed over Angel, the first pet dog they had seen in a while.

      She gave us a beaming smile before turning on her heel. “Come on guys, it’s about time for mid meal anyway.”

      The three of us followed her past the southern exit and through the next west tunnel that led to the main living quarters. The boys and I didn’t have homes by each other but it didn’t matter when we spent most of our time topside.

      Angel ran ahead of us and followed Vanessa like she knew she was in for something delicious. I needed to take my own dog’s advice and relax.

      Some people gave us a nod in greeting while most of them ignored us, going about their everyday. When Vanessa made it to her home, I realized how small it was, especially when three grown men were packed inside.

      “Wipe that stupid look off your face, Vik. You guys aren’t leaving here without a full stomach so sit your asses down and I’ll let you know when food is done,” she instructed firmly.

      Carson grimaced as he did as she commanded. Her bed was big enough for one person to lay on. With all three of our asses sitting on it, Amir was right on the edge beside the floor.

      “Fuck, I’m going to need to go on the next supply run for some fucking chairs or something,” Amir complained as his knees popped when tried to scoot himself more onto the thin mattress.

      Vanessa laughed musically. “Quit being babies. You’re not going to sit that long. I already had some vegetables chopped. Give me a few minutes.”

      She tossed the end of a carrot over her shoulder and Angel quickly jumped to grab it out of mid air. They were in tuned to one another.

      I whistled and Angel immediately came to my side. “Give her some room, girl. Stop begging for scraps.”

      “Oh, she’s not a bother. She helps reduce my trash if anything.”

      “Shouldn’t it be used for compost instead?” Carson finally chimed in. We all looked at him curiously.

      What did he know about gardening? He was just as bad as the rest of us, choosing every mission that comes his way.

      “Do you farm, Carson?” Vanessa asked softly. She casted a shy gaze his way and Carson proceeded to clear his throat.

      “I used to.”

      She slowly smiled while she added her ingredients into a pot. Carson abruptly stood up and we leaned away from him, watching with confusion as he made his way over to her side and grabbed her pot for her.

      “Here, let me help you with that,” he said with a weird tone to his voice.

      “Oh… th-thank you.” The moment her face flushed, the atmosphere of the room became awkward.

      “Maybe we should leave,” Amir offered, whispering under his breath.

      Maybe. “I thought you were hungry?”

      “Fuck, not that hungry. I don’t need my balls blue watching these two interact. Come on, let's go.”

      He was right. Carson deserved this. “Hey Vanessa, I just remembered something I had to do. Carson, you stay here and enjoy the meal. Amir needs to help me with something.”

      Carson didn’t acknowledge us and he didn’t need to. We quickly exited the house with Angel trotting behind us.

      “He’s going to get his ass in trouble,” Amir stated.

      We made our way through one of the northern tunnels, toward the communal caverns. It was easier finding a quick on the go meal here anyway.

      “How so?” I asked as we began walking toward one of the food stalls.

      Amir sighed and my ears perked, making me turn to look at him. “I just don’t want another Carlos caper,” he admitted sadly.

      My guilt slammed into me again. In a world where death was around every corner, was it truly fair of us to expect our brothers in arms to keep themselves single for the sake of not leaving broken families behind?

      We all deserved to live our lives too like the rest of the residents, didn’t we? I swallowed the heavy lump in my throat and quickly turned toward the more aromatic food stall, inadvertently running into a small body.

      “Shit, sorry, I didn’t see—” My sentence was cut off when I realized it wasn’t a child I ran into, but a woman. Food stained her entire front, molding her shirt against her body in ways that shouldn’t be legal. “Fuck.”

      Her dark head was hung and she sighed dejectedly before looking up. It was the woman from before. Inés.

      Her pupils dilated and my mouth went dry. Her top was so see through, I could almost discern the dark nipples that peeked through. Clearing my throat, I chastised myself and quickly removed my top to help soak up the soup that had plastered hers.

      She scrunched her face in confusion and I realized how stupid this looked. Angel chose that exact moment to rescue me from my stupidity. She began licking some of the soup that stained her pants and Inés began laughing.

      “Stop that, you silly dog.” She crouched down and caressed the Angel’s head. “I’m sorry girl. I don’t blame ya. Gavin’s recipes are the best. If I were a dog, I’d do the same.”

      “You’d lick food off someone’s pants?” I chuckled, trying to lighten the mood. Shaking my shirt out, I looked it over and grimaced at the thought of putting it back on. Shoving it into my back pocket, I stared at her interacting with Angel.

      She looked at me from the corner of her eye, continuing to pet Angel who unabashedly begged for more attention, her tail wacking my leg in rhythmic movements.

      “I’d use every opportunity that presented itself to me. It’s how we’ve all survived, hasn’t it?” She stood up and used two of her fingers to peel her shirt from her chest, taking away the best view I had all day.

      Amir had already disappeared some time ago. I didn’t even see him leave. “I’m Vik, by the way.”

      Her eyes sparkled with interest and I felt a lump form in my throat. “Yes, I remember.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck, wracking my brain over what normal conversation was supposed to be like. I was rusty and it showed. “Er… You said Gavin had the best recipes. Which stall is his?”

      She softly smiled and shot her hand out, grabbing my shirt. I blinked a few times, perplexed. That was, until she put it on, with her arms still inside. In quick movements, her arms finally poked through the sleeves, one hand holding her soaked top. How did she do that?

      She took a step forward, shoved her shirt into my back pocket and quickly turned on her heel.

      “Well, come on. Don’t just stand there. You owe me another bowl.”
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      “Repeat that again, slowly,” I instructed her.

      I sat on the top of one of the wooden tables beside her, people watching as we both enjoyed our mid day meal.

      “He was an asshole. I told him I wanted to train and he blatantly refused me without reason,” she scoffed. “He didn’t need to say a reason, I guess. We both knew exactly what he was thinking.”

      I frowned as I took another bite of food, chewing slowly and mulling over everything she was telling me.

      I didn’t know how our conversation strayed this way but I’m glad it did. Inés was telling me that she approached Ozzy some time ago about wanting to join the teams that went topside. He refused her. Why? Wasn’t he the one who threw the challenge at me to increase our numbers? What was I missing? Was he setting me up to fail?

      “What do you mean?” I needed her to spell it out for me because I wasn’t connecting the dots.

      She wiped her mouth with the bottom of my shirt and I quirked my lips. She stifled a laugh before her face turned serious again.

      “Come on, you know what it's like here for us.”

      “No,” I told her. “I really don’t. Explain.”

      She stared at me for a few moments and the bustle of everything around us turned into soft noise as my entire being focused on the woman beside me. The short trance was broken by Angel’s tail thumping against the table leg.

      “I guess you wouldn’t know. You’re always out there, fighting for us. Vik…” She let out a deep sigh before continuing and it made me frown. “Life for a woman in Black Hollow means one thing. We’re expected to help increase the population and it makes sense. We need to keep hope alive, especially when not all of our people come back after missions.”

      She took a hard swallow and my skin prickled. What exactly has she heard about me? Fuck, this guilt made me feel like my skin was melting off, exposing all my failures and flaws to the people around me. Suddenly, I wasn’t so hungry anymore. I jumped off the table and placed my bowl on the ground much to Angel’s excitement.

      I watched her tail rapidly beat side to side as I shoved my hands in my pocket.

      “Did I say something wrong?” Inés asked quietly.

      “Nah, it's nothing.” I needed to redirect the conversation away from the topic of loss. “I guess I just never realized what it was like for you guys here. You’re right. I’m always topside. But I have no choice, you understand? I’m one of the few medics here. They need me. We would probably lose more people than—”

      Her soft hand on my wrist stopped my self deprecating thoughts before it spiraled into a black hole of no return.

      “We’ve all had losses, Vik. It's inevitable. That’s why I wanted to add myself to the team. If I could just do something to help, you know? I know I’m not formally trained. I know I could possibly be a weak link, but I couldn’t sit back and do nothing. I’m not made to just take things as they are, to become a broodmare for this place. I mean, no offense to the girls that embrace the life. Safety should be everyone’s motivation. But it’s just not me. I have too much to give, too much in me to stand aside like that.”

      I looked at her soberly. “Inés, there’s nothing wrong with wanting a normal life.”

      She slammed her bowl on the table and jumped down. “I know that! Don’t you think I know that? Yet when I watch my sister Lydia slowly wither away from her grief, I can’t help but pull back even further from all that.”

      I cringed and physically took a step back as if she dealt me a blow to the gut with a serrated blade. “Shit.”

      “What? Why are you acting like that?”

      “Nothing. I’m sorry, alright? You don’t fucking realize how sorry I am every time I lose someone. The fucking medic that can’t keep his teammates alive. The guilt tortures me enough. I don’t need—Fuck, you know what? It’s my fault. I’ll just put it out there and clear the air. I should have fucking done more. I should have—”

      “Vik, stop. What is wrong with you? What are you talking about?”

      “I’m not made to lead anyone. Who the fuck am I kidding, Inés? You want to get trained? You’re looking at the asshole who’s been given the position,” I said sarcastically, raising my arms up to the sides.

      “Wait, what?”

      I laughed humorlessly. She couldn’t even comprehend it either. I knew Ozzy was setting me up. He was trying to teach me something, show me that the people of Black Hollow would never follow someone they didn’t know. I get it. I fucking get it. Lesson learned. I needed to keep my mouth shut at the strategy meetings. Leave the important decisions to those that knew what they were doing.

      Inés’ eyes turned steely before she straightened her back and crossed her arms. “So, it’s you who I’m supposed to be speaking to? Good. Teach me to fight. I want to be on a team.”

      Was she kidding me? “Hell no, Inés. You don’t need to go out there. You don’t need to come across the massacres and newly turned vampires who want nothing but to drain you dry. You don’t deserve that kind of life.”

      “Who the hell are you to tell me what I do or don’t deserve. I said, I wanted to train.”

      Angel began to whine, feeling the tension sizzling between us.

      “Look, don’t take this the wrong way, but the shit that happens out there?” I pointed randomly behind me. “It’s not for the weak. I was tasked to increase our military ranks and you wouldn’t be the first person I would wish to recruit. Let the ones with nothing to lose go out there so that people like you who have a whole future ahead of you stay here and keep the hope alive.”

      The words left my mouth before I realized that I was repeating everything she initially said she didn’t want to be. So much for building any sort of public relations with the people because the first person I finally tried to get to know probably hated my guts for putting her in a metaphorical place she already told me she didn’t want to be in.

      “La Concha de tu Madre, motherfucker! I am no one’s broodmare. In fact,” she took a step forward and pointed right at my chest. “I don’t need you to fucking train me for shit. I’ll find my own way on a team without your damn help.”

      She stomped away and didn’t look back, leaving me to watch her hips sway angrily beneath my shirt. I ran my hand down my face and groaned to the ceiling. I felt stifled being down here. This was why I couldn’t stay home long. This shit.

      Grabbing the bowls, I brought them both back to the food stall it belonged to. The owner gave me an intent look as he took them from my hand.

      “What the fuck at you looking at?” I snapped, my residual irritation at what happened leaking into my voice without meaning to.

      “You’re an idiot.”

      I lifted my lip in a snarl.

      He shook his head and chuckled tauntingly. “Do you know how many men have tried to tame that woman? Of course, you don’t. You’re always out galavanting topside. And as much as I appreciate the resistance’s efforts to keep us safe, you all sometimes forget one thing. Life down here moves on. The human need for community and family units continues on. It hits the women first. It's why they seek protectors for their future children. Us men? We’re oblivious until we’re shown exactly what we’re missing. What’s life without hope? Without purpose? Because fighting up there?” He pointed up. “It never ends. So what are you left with? A continuous cycle of fucked up shit. You kill one vamp, you kill ten, they just make more. Where does that leave us? If life is going to be fucked up, it’s best to live it to the fullest and that means intentionally pursing some sort of semblance of happiness.”

      “What the fuck does your rambling have to do with her?” Maybe I was too pissed to see it. I zoned out half the time this old guy was speaking.

      He turned back around after rinsing the bowls and leaned across the stall counter on his forearms. “Look. If you want to choose a life of fighting, go for it. A good handful of us have had our eye on Inés without her giving a passing glance. But your ass comes down here with a dog and she sits to eat with you. I haven’t seen that woman sit to eat with anyone other than her sister. You wanna live topside? What the hell is wrong with doing that with a woman by your side? One that is obviously willing to fight beside you, asking you to train her.”

      I shook my head. This was nonsense. “She won't last up there. That would be a loss to the community. I’m tired of fucking losses.”

      “You need to shove that self pity right up your ass because it is not you to decide what kind of sacrifices people are willing to make with themselves. She wants to train. Let her fucking train. She wants to go out there and fight bloodsuckers, let her do it. Because if that woman made the decision to never have a family regardless of yours? Then what difference would your stupid idea of a heroic stance make in the end? I’ll tell you. It makes no fucking difference at all.”

      I hated to admit it but the man’s words stuck to my head all the way to the communal laundry area as I sat there, scrubbing Inés’ shirt until my hands felt raw from the homemade soap they had down here.

      How many other people felt the same way as Inés? If I wanted change to happen for Black Hollow, I needed to include everyone who was willing, not just picking and choosing who I thought had the best probability of survival topside in hand to hand combat.

      A soft feminine scoff came behind me as Angel popped her head up from her resting position on the ground beside me with her tail wagging. I looked over my shoulder to find Inés with her arms folded, my shirt in one of her hands.

      “If you're done, I need to wash something.” Her voice was laced with attitude and my mind cycled through everything the food vendor threw at me after she abruptly left.

      “Give it to me,” I told her, sticking my hand out for the shirt. I was already doing laundry, might as well wash that one too.

      “I can do my own.”

      I quirked up an eyebrow and dramatically turned my head to look at the wet feminine shirt in my hand. “You saying this belongs to me?”

      “I don’t shame anyone for what they enjoy wearing.” She tried for seriousness and attitude, but it came off comical.

      Angel barked a few times as if to laugh right before I let out a laugh of my own. Inés dropped her arms and stifled her own little chuckle.

      “Give me the damn shirt, woman.” I grabbed it out of her hand before she realized I did.

      “Hey!”

      I slapped her clean shirt into her hand and began to scrub mine, doing my best to agitate the fabric in order to get the soup stains out.

      “Look,” I probably said too sternly, but my mind was already on a roll so I didn’t stop to doubt myself. “I’ll train you. I need to start gathering more people anyway. The best thing for this community is to get into the mindset of offense instead of defense. It’s the only way we can get a leg up on the shitshow out there.”

      “You will?” she said excitedly.

      I hid the smile that grew on my face. I wondered if Amir would assist me. It wasn’t like he had anything else better to do. Carson still hadn’t been seen since we left him at Vanessa’s house.

      I scrubbed the shirt a few more times before twisting the fabric to extract the water. “That’s what I said, didn’t I? Do you have any experience with a weapon?”

      “I’ll learn whatever I need to learn.”

      I liked her zest and determination but images of what she would look like with her gut torn open and innards strewn about the ground with lifeless eyes kept me in focus on the mission.

      “Spread the word, Inés. Whoever is interested needs to meet me in the armory in the next two days. That’ll give people a day to think it over and allow the serious ones to make their decision.”

      I got to my feet and threw my wet shirt over my naked shoulder before turning to look at her.

      “I’m ready now.”

      “You’re ready now,” I repeated. How badly did she want to go out and die? “What about your sister? Your niece and nephew?”

      “What about them?” she countered.

      I tilted my head, a little befuddled. “She’s still mourning. You going to just leave her?”

      “You saying she’s not strong enough without a man? She knew exactly what she was getting into when she got with Carlos and she did it anyway. As much as his loss guts her, my sister is strong, she has to be, for her children. Just like I have to be strong, going out there fighting to make sure my niece and nephew have a better world to look forward to.”

      I rubbed my stubbled chin at her rationalization. It was admirable. But heroism didn’t guarantee returning back alive. In many ways, it could make a person more reckless.
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      Standing in the armory, Amir whistled at the number of people who decided to show up for training.

      “This is sad,” I deadpanned.

      He chuckled. “You expected any less? Why do you think Ozzy gave you the task? He was trying to give your ego a beating without needing to be there to do it.”

      I glared at Amir over my shoulder. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, bud.”

      He chuckled and clasped his hands behind his head. “You’re welcome. Come on, you at least got this many to show up.”

      Inés did what she was asked to do after I kept declining her insistence of starting her training early. As eager as she was, there was a small level of uncomfortability with being alone with her. Her fire both called to me and made me defensive.

      I hadn’t considered a woman since my late wife. Inés was igniting something I didn’t think I was ready for.

      It’s been a while since I came this way. Before we changed our burial patterns, a lot of our loss were buried behind a fence a mile out from Black Hollow. It wasn’t anything fancy. A giant hole was dug up about seven to eight feet deep before we dumped the masses of corpses. I stood here now, alone, staring at what was once loose dirt, now overgrown to match the surroundings. The fence we created around the plot was subtle. We didn’t want to alert the bloodsuckers to its purpose. Hidden under the foliage that invaded the area lay a stone for remembrance.

      My family's name was on that list. As were so many others. I bowed my head for a moment to remember Katherine. I would give almost anything to see her again but I refused to bury her in a giant hole with the others. Instead, she was buried somewhere farther away from this area. Maybe she was one of the lucky ones. The world hadn’t gotten any better since her departure. Maybe what they said was true, after death there was a place where there was finally peace. Soon enough it would be my time to find out, but not today. Not yet.

      It had been a couple years since I lost Katherine but I never forgot her, even though I pretended I was over her nothing could ever make the pain go away. I had to let it go.

      I shouldn’t even be thinking of Inés, I was a broken man. A doctor who was broken. No medicines this world had to offer could fix me.

      “Alright men, gather round. Who here has experience with a long range rifle and or bows?” I asked, refusing to let myself dwell on the past.

      A few of the people mumbled a yes and a few others mumbled that they’ve held a bow but had never used one in real life.

      “I’ve experience with a rifle,” came a familiar feminine voice. Inés stood off to the side with her arms crossed, partially hidden behind a few of the men. She was in cargo pants today and boots. I couldn’t help but be pulled to her confidence as she bore her eyes into mine before flicking it behind me to our weapon supply.

      “Alright, we’ll start from the beginning. Hand to hand sparring for the rest of the day. Tomorrow we go topside within the woods, rotating in small groups with rifles. Remember that the bloodsuckers are not stopped by bullets. All of your skills will have to be put into play in order to survive a fight with a vampire. In order to make sure of a kill, you’re going to have to aim for head decapitation.”

      “What about Disaris? I’ve heard horror tales about their regeneration rates,” someone asks with panic in their voice.

      “Then you cut off all their limbs and separate them,” Amir answers calmly. “They’re not immortal. Death is possible. You just have to figure out what their weaknesses are and exploit them. If you’re unsure as to which clan a bloodsucker belongs to, then give them all you got. Impale their hearts, take off their heads and separate their limbs. It’s a war zone out there, don’t turn your backs on anything you think might be dead. You need to make sure they are.”

      “Why are we even in a war to begin with?” someone mumbles in the back.

      Didn’t they understand? We all had to work to keep this place safe. If Clan Shaye or even Disaris happened upon one of our entrances, this entire underground compound would be destined for a bloodbath.

      “Who said that?” I barked.

      No one answered.

      I paced in front of the group slowly, staring each and everyone one of them in the eye.

      “Get it into your head, right now. Understanding why we’re at war will not change the fact that we are. It won't stop the bloodsuckers from plucking us off one by one for food or entertainment. Vampires are out to kill, out to establish their dominance in a world that never belonged to them. It is our job to put them where they belong, dead and buried. It's the only way to protect not only our lives, but our future. We need to do what has to be done in order to retake this world and give our children any sort of chance in living normal lives.”

      “Almost sounds like you prepared this little speech of yours,” Amir snickered under his breath.

      I glared at him before returning my sights on the people before me. “Training starts now. You and you, you're up first to spar. Show me what you got.”

      Most of the established resistance fighters had honed their bodies for warfare. We trained tirelessly with pushups, sit ups and pull ups and a lot of jogging and made sure to further develop our hand to hand techniques with short weapons and without. Our skills had to be crisp, we needed to be ready at all times to fight to the death.

      Boys were allowed to volunteer at the age of thirteen and were taken and put through rigorous training. We were at war and they needed to know and be prepared. These guys in front of me right now, had me running my hand down my face in frustration. Though they all showed up for the call, their hearts weren’t into it. I was beginning to feel like this was all a mistake.

      That was, until I watched Inés moments later take down an opponent bigger than her out of sheer will and refusal to give up. Her skills were lacking but her desire was strong. I admired it—from afar. I couldn’t show any sort of favoritism.

      Beau came up behind me and tapped on my shoulder. “I have a message from Dean. He’s calling a meeting in the next thirty minutes, says it's of grave importance.”

      Amir, who stood beside me, nodded his head and hollered to the other people who looked like they needed a break anyway. Their forms had gotten sloppy in the past hour. Everyone let out a relieved groan at their dismissal—everyone except one woman.

      She stayed until the last man left, and only then did she turn to leave without a word.

      Beau led us both westward toward the strategy room. Dean, Ozzy, Carson and the rest of the men were already there.

      “So glad you could join us men. I was starting to think we’d somehow gained two more casualties for some odd reason,” Dean smirked.

      “They were training the new recruits, Dean,” Ozzy interjected. He was expressionless, without a care in the world.

      “I see, I see. We have more important matters to discuss. Your little training sessions are going to have to wait, Vik.”

      Keeping my thoughts to myself, I sat down at the table across from him while Amir sat beside me.

      Dean leaned in and his countenance changed, making my body tense. “One of our scouts discovered a location in the middle of the woods, southwest from here. It would seem there’s a hole in the ground, one that looks to have been made years ago. Our scout didn’t have enough time to stay and investigate since he ran across a rogue vampire. He was forced to leave the location and get the vampire off his track before returning back to the compound.”

      I knew where this was going and judging by the way his eyes flicked to both Amir and I, I knew who he was addressing. Carson quietly sat in the corner, intently listening. He was aware of where this was going as well as his fingers softly drummed on the table, waiting for Dean to get to the point.

      “There’s a good chance there may be supplies hidden within. We can’t pass it up. Who knows what might be of use there, what might help strengthen us. We need a volunteer to go and investigate the hole and report back to us what they find.” Dean leaned back and placed his elbows on the arms of the chair, clasping his hands in front of his face.

      The room was quiet and tense. Ozzy stared at the table with a frown on his face while the rest of us all looked at one another. We were barely given any reprieve since our return. With Carson courting Vanessa, that only left me and Amir. The other crew was sent out the moment we returned to scour the south for nearby threats.

      We had one more crew of five. Since they weren’t at this meeting with us right now, I could only assume they were sent out on another task as well. Crossing my arms, I leaned back in my chair and scrutinized both Dean and Ozzy. The corner of Dean’s lip curled into a slight smirk while Ozzy continued to glare at me. I still didn’t understand why he was so pissed when I literally only did what he assigned to me.

      Perhaps it was because his assignment didn’t deter me like it was supposed to.

      “I’ll go,” I blurted out, tired of the tension in the room.

      Dean nodded with a smile. “Good. You’ll be sent out the next morning when the sun rises to reduce the chance of running into bloodsuckers.”

      His response was immediate, as if he anticipated my answer. I narrowed my eyes in suspicion but didn’t say anything else.

      “Well, gentlemen, that’s it for the meeting. Get some rest. You’ll need it,” Ozzy instructed before getting to his feet and leaving before everyone else with Dean following soon after.

      “They planned that shit,” Amir mumbled.

      “I know.”

      “I’ll meet you guys before the sun crests the horizon,” Carson threw out before lightly slamming his hand on the table and pushing himself to stand.

      “You want to leave Vanessa so soon?” I asked.

      He looked over his shoulder without expression. “It’s the life we’ve vowed to live. She understands this. She’s not naive to what happens out there. It’s why I’ve waited so long. But my life couldn’t just revolve around killing vampires. I needed to do something for myself too. Losing Carlos made me realize my life was slowly being thrown away to the wind. I’m not going down like that. I’m not letting her slip away.”

      As Carson exited the room, I sat there for a few moments thinking about what he said. It reflected what the food merchant talked about. This was beginning to become a theme. I couldn’t afford that. I couldn’t afford letting another life attach to me when I was having a hard enough time keeping the lives around me alive when we were out on missions.

      Luckily this was just a scouting trip. A little recon. A little recovery. It should be quick and easy.

      “Come on man, let's head back and get some sleep,” Amir reminded me.

      “Yeah. You’re right.”

      The moment we exited out of the strategy room, we made our way through the west tunnels.

      Vanessa was already there, her arms wrapped around Carson in a tight embrace as Angel made her way to me in a sprint, jumping upon impact. I laughed and scratched behind her ears. Angel would have to be enough for me. I was lucky to even have her in my life.

      “Hey, girl,” I cooed. “Let’s go home.”
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      Amir and I headed to the southern exit with Carson behind us. Angel trotted beside me happily, eager to go topside and explore.

      The figure standing at the southern exit stopped me in my tracks. Angel ran up to her and yipped happily. She stretched her hand down to run it through her fur while staring directly at me.

      “I’m coming with you,” Inés stated matter-of-factly.

      I suppressed a grin. “Yeah?”

      She nodded as Angel came back to my side, tongue lolling out the side of her mouth.

      “I’m sorry to tell you, you’re not ready.” Amir covered his laughter with a cough and I continued. “We’ll be doing some more training when we get back—”

      “Not ready for a scouting mission? You’re talking out of your ass.”

      Amir coughed again, but this time joined in with Carson. Angel yipped as if to add to all the noise.

      “Maybe I am, but you’re still not going,” I told her.

      She stared daggers into me as I walked past her with Angel in tow, heading toward the metal rung ladder that leads to the top.

      The men didn’t say a word as we all proceeded to climb up until the light of the community disappeared, closing us in darkness until my hand hit the top of the metal latch, tracing the word hope before finding the handle and pushing the latch open, bathing us in the early morning light.

      With the directions ingrained into our minds from the quick meeting we had with the scout, we quietly made our way toward the woods, our weapons strapped onto our backs and legs.

      It took a few days walk until we approached the location. My mind was whirling with thoughts of what we might find and if any vampires have come across and rummaged through it to spite us. Hopefully, we would find something that might give us the upper hand in this war.

      “What do you think, Vik? Weapons? Food stores?” Amir asked from behind.

      “We’re about to find out,” I reply. With my usual team with me, we were guaranteed to return back with a good success rate. The sun crested higher in the sky as we made our way through the wooded maze.

      My comrades and my faithful companion, Angel, and I walked through the trees in silence, the crunch of the leaves under foot was soft in comparison to the buzzing of insects around us.

      Angel was the best dog in the world—the best friend in the world as well. She had gotten me through losing Katherine, a time when I felt like I was losing myself in the process of grief over my late wife. During that time, I occupied my mind with training her through commands and experience to fight vampires with use of her teeth and claws—a perfect combination of both power and intelligence.

      The moment the thought of Katherine entered my mind was the moment memories forced their way back.

      “Lay low,” he whispered. We all nodded in acknowledgement as we stealthily made our way deep into enemy territory.

      Suddenly, someone sneezed and everyone froze in place. My heart raced as Angel tried her best to stifle her whine, laying low beside me.

      Command signaled us to fall back and we immediately did as instructed. We should have known it was too late. With their heightened sense of hearing, our enemies already detected our location.

      The first one appeared out of the darkness, then another and another. One of our men let off a few shots and instantly all our guns went off. But they were useless.

      The bloodsuckers came in droves, knocking our weapons from our hands, forcing us into hand to hand. Blood sprayed as hearts were pierced through chest cavities and heads were lobbed off with our short range blades. Lucas roared as he shoved his shoulder into the closest vampire, taking him down to the ground to grapple.

      As good as our training was proving to be at the moment, it didn’t negate the fact that they were stronger.

      Dutton tackled one of the vampires to the ground, throwing his fists into its face with audible crunches as blood spewed against his. I watched as he quickly got to his feet and dragged the body away from the scene until out of nowhere, a group of vampires pounced on him and began to feed.

      His screams echoed into the night and seared itself into my soul as I threw my blade in their direction, knocking one of the bloodsuckers off. Angel leaped and took down another as her jaws clamped down around one of their necks. Dutton begged for someone to save him, for someone to jump in and help but then his screams were cut short. My mind slowly descended into hopelessness as I listened to my best friend begin to gurgle.

      As much as I wanted to save him, it was too late. I couldn’t chance any of us becoming the next victim when we needed to keep as much of the resistance alive to fight another day as possible.

      “Fall back!” I commanded.

      We retreated back the way we came, some of us dispersing into different directions with the intention of meeting everyone back at point A, our rendezvous point. I weaved through the trees with Angel swiftly by my side. The farther away we were from the scene of the battle, the faster she ran ahead of me in silence.

      My mind and heart raced as I mentally did a count of who was left in my area at the time of the ambush. We had lost two men and were down to three. Katherine, Lucas and myself.

      Soon enough, Lucas appeared a few feet away and we both ran in the same direction together.

      “Shit!” Lucas spit out the moment a random vampire appeared. It didn’t seem like this one was part of the last swarm. His demeanor was different as he slowly walked toward us.

      Lucas was our strongest and biggest comrade in our current group. He looked at me and Katherine and grinned. “You two go, I can take care of this asshole.”

      I was caught at a crossroads. We didn’t need another man down but I had to get my wife to safety. Lucas removed his long blade from his back and smiled menacingly at the enemy.

      Lucas’ next words solidified his decision as well as my own.

      “Lets go asswipe!” he challenged and the vampire hissed in response. The moment Lucas ran toward the vampire, distracting him, we made our escape.

      We never saw or heard from him again.

      As we closed in on the rendezvous location, Angel let out a whine and huff. I slowed my run to a jog until Angel turned and ran around Katherine with a whimper. That was when I realized the horror of what happened during the ambush.

      She was bitten.

      A million thoughts and possibilities ran through my mind as I turned and doubled back to get to her. How did I not notice her falling behind me so far? She was limping—the injury on her left leg. When I made it to her location, with the strength she still harbored, she pushed me away.

      “What are you doing?” I barked. “We need to get to the spot! We need to get you help!”

      “Stay away from me, Vik!”

      “NO. We’re going to make it back,” I bit out.

      We were a couple of miles out from the rendezvous point and about ten miles from Black Hollow. With much persistence, Katherine agreed to throw her arm around me and let me help take some of the weight off her injured leg.

      By the time we covered the next mile, her normally mocha skin was looking pallid.

      “When we make it back, we can’t tell anyone,” I prompted, huffing as her weight became heavier and heavier. Sweat dripped down the side of my temples but I gritted my teeth and kept moving forward.

      “We can’t hide it forever, Vik. Someone is going to know. Someone is going to ask why I didn’t go to the doctor,” she rebutted. She visibly winced every time she put her weight down on her left leg. With a last minute decision, I led us out of the woods and onto a smoother dirt path to reduce the amount of uneven terrain.

      Any hope I harbored wavered when she stumbled and fell to her knees, taking me with her. Quickly, I rummaged through my pockets for my medical supplies and pulled up her left pant leg. The wound was red, raw, and angry. The flesh was torn to shreds as if she kicked the vampire off mid bite.

      Pulling one of my bandanas out of my back pocket, I used it as a bandage, tying it firmly around her wound to staunch the bleeding.

      “They won’t find out,” I said with false confidence.

      “Vik—”

      “Katherine! We’re making it back. You, me and Angel.”

      Our relationship started a couple of years back but they were the best years I had experienced in a world gone to shit. She became the love of my life quickly, taking over every part of my soul with her smiles and her willingness to put up with a stubborn jackass like me—a man who deserved nothing.

      We made it back to the rendezvous point and collected one of the vehicles we left behind to ride back to Black Hollow. Ten miles turned into a short ten minutes as we pulled the vehicle behind some shrubbery to camouflage it.

      Hints of the huts topside were visible from where we parked but I couldn’t bring myself to take us all the way. Gently easing Katherine out of the vehicle, we both slid down the side and rested quietly. I held her in my arms while the sun's brilliant rays continued to kiss and warm our cold skin as it peeked through the leaves overhead. We weren’t deep into the surrounding woods but deep enough to have a small semblance of privacy.

      Katherine grabbed my hand until her knuckles lightened. How terrified must she be at this moment over what was soon to come. She, as well as I, knew what being a member of the resistance meant and the hazards. We sat there on the ground for a while with her head on my chest dreaming of a world that didn’t exist. Of growing old together and of us having children.

      I gently grabbed her chin and tilted her head up for a soft kiss. Fear and lust intermingled as my hand began to creep under her shirt and explore her body, skin to skin. She mirrored the same desperate need as she leaned up and removed the fabric between us. I caressed her breast as she pulled my head down, silently asking me to stimulate her in other ways. I covered her nipple with my mouth, sucking and nipping, eliciting a delicious whimper from my wife.

      She lifted my head with her hands and stared at me with eyes full of tears and fears we both shared. We both knew this would be the last time we would have together. No one could stop the inevitable.

      “Make love to me one last time, my love,” she whispered with a shaky voice.

      I slid us both down sideways, gently laying her onto the leaves beneath us. Slowly removing her boots for her, I carefully removed her pants without disturbing her wound too much. I watched as she arched her back, begging me to unite with her. I slid my tongue up the inside of her thigh until I made it between her legs. She moaned as I feasted and I felt like I was the one dying. Her hand slid behind my head, threading through my hair as she forced my face closer to her pussy. I did as commanded and drank from the nectar of the gods, digging my nails into her thighs while she stifled a cry of pleasure.

      Her sweet release was a taste I would never forget. With one last teasing lick up to her clit, I climbed over her, unfastening my pants, letting my hard cock spring free. I let my shaft rub against her wet pussy as I slammed my mouth onto hers, letting her get drunk from tasting herself.

      With primal need, we both got lost in one another as my hips grinded down against her swollen clit. Her lips traveled across my jaw and to my ear, nibbling on the lobe as I pulled my hips back and pushed inside of her. Her legs automatically wrapped around me, pulling me deeper.

      I pulled back to look at her, interlocking our hands on either side of her head.

      “Don’t ever forget me,” her voice cracked. A tear ran down her temple and it tore my heart in two.

      I couldn’t take it. I didn’t want to believe it or think about it. My hips pounded into her with a desperation I never knew. I rotated my hips deeper inside of her as her moans of pleasure got louder and louder, driving me to my own satisfying release.

      “Fuck,” I groaned.

      My dick pulsated torturously while I implanted my seed inside of her dripping pussy, our union out in the open for all to see. My body went limp on top of her, and she let out a soft chuckle. She rubbed the back of my head and whispered, “I love you, Vik.”

      The cracks of my heart could probably be heard behind enemy lines. “I love you, too,” I croaked.

      After a short period of peace, my mind was spinning. There was no cure, this was it. Shifting my body off and to the side of her, I kissed her again, holding her hand. Her lips were as soft as rose petals and I could have drowned in her brown eyes forever. We were both still panting from our tryst, but if these were our final moments together we would make them memorable.

      She suddenly giggled, confusing me.

      “Hope and Faith,” she said bluntly.

      “What?”

      “They are the twin girls I dream of at night when you’re asleep,” she explained, caressing the side of my face. “They have your eyes and nose but everything else is me.”

      I leaned up on my elbow and listened to her explain her dreams. It was bittersweet.

      “I could vividly see them growing up, playing and running into our arms…” she trailed off, sniffling and wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “Let’s get dressed.”

      We both quietly redressed. A not so subtle shiver ran through her body and I stopped my movements, staring at her. The change was starting. She was my wife, but according to this world, it wasn't meant to be. We were at war and one person could jeopardize our victory.

      Against my heart’s wishes, my mind shut down and I went into resistance fighter mode. Her lips trembled as I cradled her face and planted one last kiss on her lips, then her forehead. “I love you.”

      I swiftly pulled out my handgun and shot her in the head.

      She dropped to the ground and my body fell into a crouch. I sobbed into my hands angrily at what this blasted world had forced me to do.

      She was gone, but she died as a human.

      Burying my sorrow, my mind was clear enough to grab her corpse and toss her over my shoulder. I carried her for miles to the place where we first made love. Dropping her body onto the ground, I winced and grimaced but told myself that it was only the husk left after her soul had departed.

      Falling to my knees, I began to dig with my hands, clawing at the ground, letting out all my frustrations and anger. Time became hazy and the next thing I knew, I was climbing out of the ground, rolling her body into the hole.

      A few rebar rods were scattered nearby, part of the supplies we had stashed away from Black Hollow. I couldn’t chance her surviving the headshot wound. Disaris was known to heal quickly and I wasn’t sure which clan bit her. With grim determination, I grabbed one of the metal spikes and drove it through her heart, cracking her ribs.

      Maybe it was wrong of me to not bury her where we usually placed our loved ones and children. That was a different hole closer to Black Hollow.

      Katherine deserved more. She was my everything. We had fought valiantly but we were losing the war to those bloodsucking bastards as evidenced by the resistance constantly burying our dead. And now, I had to bury my sweet Katherine, my warrior, the one woman who matched me in every way.

      A life stolen by a single bite.

      Dropping to my knees once more, I laboriously began to shove the dirt over her. Halfway through, I wasn’t sure if it was sweat or tears that ran down my face but my eyes burned as if there were coals inside of them. Every time my arm moved forward, the hand carved wooden band around my wrist representing our union reminded me of my loss.

      The other band was buried with her.
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      The ground rumbled and we all dove down. I placed my finger to my lips, signaling to Angel to remain quiet. After a few moments, I signaled to the other men and we low-crawled on our stomachs until we could get a better view of what just happened. We couldn’t chance getting captured, the number of resistance fighters was at an all time low. We couldn’t afford to lose any more on a simple scouting and retrieval mission.

      With Angel low crawling by my side, disturbed dirt came into view. I lifted my head up just enough to witness a sinkhole in the ground.

      Slowly getting to my feet, I looked around us to make sure there weren’t any surprises hiding in our midst. The location was far enough from enemy territory to curb my suspicion that this was a laid out booby trap. Plus, vampires were too cocky to think that way, always choosing instead to take us head on in battles.

      The other men followed my lead and got to their feet. We crept slowly to the sinkhole and looked down.

      “What the hell happened?” Amir asked.

      “Looks like the ground collapsed by itself,” I supplied.

      “Sinkhole. How often does that happen around here?” Carson was right. What were the odds? It was how we came about Black Hollow, but to find another sinkhole?

      “Where do you think it leads?” Amir questioned again, crouching down to try and get a better look.

      “Only one way to find out.” I jumped down and gave a low whistle for Angel to follow. She leapt into my arms and I pulled one of our solar powered flashlights out of my back pocket. I turned it on while grabbing one of my shorter blades in my hand before illuminating our way down what looked like a man made tunnel.

      “How far do you think this goes?” Carson whispered.

      “Fuck if I know.” Slowly we kept moving forward, taking careful steps, making sure not to add too much noise. Without any knowledge of what lay ahead, we kept moving until we came to a fork in the tunnel.

      “This shit is like an underground maze. Which way we going?” Carson asked as he faced behind us to cover our backs.

      Moving my flashlight between both tunnels, I observed that one looked more used while the other showed signs of overgrown vegetation. Angel paced back and forth, lifting her nose up to sniff the air.

      The ceiling of these tunnels was high enough for us to stand straight with a few feet to spare. Who was using these tunnels and for what purpose?

      Randomly choosing a direction, I called Angel back to my side. “Angel, let’s go this way.” I flicked my head to the right and the guys followed my lead. We entered the right tunnel slowly, my flashlight only bright enough to illuminate a few feet ahead of us.

      These were probably vampire tunnels, it would be the only explanation since they see better in the darkness than humans did. If that was the case, we were all in trouble. Vampire tunnels this far into human resistance territory to the west?

      After about thirty minutes, Angel stopped and the hairs on the back of her neck rose.

      “What the fuck was that?” Amir whispered. “Do you hear it?”

      We all slowed our breathing and listened intently. I watched as Angel’s ears flicked back and forth. Taking a few steps forward, the subtle sound became louder and louder until we could finally make out that it was a voice.

      “Help me…,” it came again.

      “Sounds like a fucking trap if I ever heard one,” Carson growled.

      “It’s not like we can just turn around. Might as well see this tunnel to the end,” I told him. The healer in me couldn’t turn back. The call for help pulled at my soul as if it was a marionette and I was a puppet on its strings.

      The light in my hand landed on a moving object and I quickly swung the flashlight back to the area to illuminate it. It was a man, leaning against the dirt wall. Moving my light down, we all saw that he had been severely injured, the smell of blood and wet dirt going up our noses. His leg was severely broken and disfigured. A man-made tourniquet, made from his belt, was tied around his thigh to slow the blood loss. His blonde hair was darkened by grime and blood until it hid the original color. His blue eyes stared at us weakly as he slowly lifted up an arm in our direction. There was no telling how long he had been here suffering. For one thing, he didn’t smell of rot or necrosis. I couldn’t smell infection either—not yet.

      “What's your name, soldier?” Carson asked, coming to stand beside me.

      “I’m Curtis, and I have been here since the motherfucking vampires jumped me. I hid here, hoping they wouldn't find me,” he coughed and it looked like it took all his energy out of him. He wiped his face and looked at both me and Angel. “Honestly, now that you guys are here, I may just live to tell this story after all.”

      We all chuckled softly.

      “Well, it's your lucky day you old tough son of a bitch, my name is Vik and I'm going to get you out of here.”

      I crouched down and grabbed him beneath his arm, lifting him onto my shoulder. I grunted under his partial dead weight but gritted my teeth through it. We all continued to walk back down the tunnel with Angel trotting ahead of us. She made for a good alarm system, her ears picking up any possible threats around us.

      This is going to be a long walk. This guy smelled like shit and was heavy as fuck but I didn’t say anything. The crunching of pebbles and dirt beneath my boot was lightly echoing in the tunnel from the extra weight. We walked for an indeterminate amount of time, I had lost track when my thigh muscles began to ache fiercely.

      When Angel stopped, we all did. Her ears perked and she silently remained still, staring into the darkness of the tunnel ahead. The hairs on her back stood up and a low rumbling grow emitted from her. Something was there. I slowly slid our new companion down to his feet.

      “Shit,” Amir cursed.

      “Isn’t it always the way?” Carson deadpanned.

      “Can you fight Curtis? I know you’re hurt but we’re going to need some kind of backup if my assumptions are correct.” He looked at me curiously. “There are vampires headed this way.”

      “Shit,” he said nervously. “I can lean up against the wall or be at your back.”

      This wasn’t looking good. His eyes bored into mine, full of unrestrained fear. He knew he would be of no help, he was only going to be a hindrance if he wanted to make it out of here alive.

      I was going to make sure that none of us died today.

      Just then, three bloodsuckers emerged from the shadows. Each and every one of them had distinctive red tinged hair, revealing their clan.

      Fucking Letos.

      Angel lowered her front and growled loudly. We got into fighting positions, pulling out our weapons and aiming directly at them. Angel began to bark and I let her. There was no point in hiding in silence now. This was going to be a showdown.

      The first one glared with both hate and hunger. “The idiocy of humankind never ceases to surprise me. Do you all have no self preservation?”

      The second broke out into a menacing grin. “Apparently not. They willingly walked into their own tombs down here. Every one of you will die, starting with that noisy fleabag of a disgusting beast.”

      We weren’t going to make it easy for them. No one was turning today even if it meant a fight to the death. They better be ready for hell.

      The third vampire slowly began to circle us. A female with eyes full of bloodlust. She was the first to leap at us. Angel dodge and snapped her jaws in the air, missing the vampire’s body. I slammed her head with the butt of my rifle as the rest joined the fray.

      Both Amir and Carson dealt heavy blows with their blades while Curtis was nowhere to be seen. Angel bit down on one of the bloodsucker’s leg, shaking her head viciously. The sound of flesh on flesh and grunts echoed in the tunnel. One of the bloodsuckers leaped at me again and I rolled on the ground, throwing my rifle aside and pulling out my blade to slice into his stomach from below. Blood sprayed onto my face as I crawled, turned and got back to my feet in a ready position with my blade before me.

      The female vampire let out an inhuman growl as she slowly straightened and turned to look at me with rage.

      “Tsk, tsk. If you wanted to play with blood, human, you best not bet against one that consumes it,” he taunted as he came at me again faster than before.

      I jumped to the left but wasn’t able to dodge his claws slicing through my shoulder. Hissing, I turned and swiped the blade upwards, cutting into her neck, but the wound was superficial. Angel jumped toward us but the vampire twisted around and landed a hard kick into her ribs, sending her flying against the tunnel walls with a loud yelp.

      Curtis finally came into view as he crawled over to her location. At least he was good for something. Hearing my dog hurt, fueled my growing anger.

      On all fours, the vampire leaped and grabbed a hold of my neck in a tight grip, threatening to close off my windpipe. She lifted me off my feet into the air and I struggled to pull in breath. Just then, Angel leaped and tore into her waist making her cry out in pain.

      A blade flew in the air and went through the side of her neck to the hilt, throwing her off balance just enough to loosen his hold. I coughed and flexed my abs, bringing my legs up to wrap around her head and twist, taking us both down to the ground. I wrapped my arm around her outstretched one and jerked until the loud sound of a crunch filled my ears. With a smile I elbowed her face and knocked her out.

      Vampires were far stronger than us but that didn't matter. We wouldn’t go quietly into the dark night. With all of the deaths I had witnessed in my thirty-four years of life it was them that should be afraid. My morality slowly slipped through my fingertips as I pressed my thumbs into her neck wound, then slammed my hand on the back of the hilt, burying the blade into the ground beneath her as she laid sideways.

      Another vampire made their way in my direction with Amir on his tail. I got to my feet, crouched down before he reached me and landed a hard kick between his legs. The bloodsucker fell over, covering his crotch with his hands.

      “Kick them in the nuts!” I yelled out, instructing my newfound comrade of their weakness—what seemed to be their only weakness. It was an idiotic move on my part as they now knew what we had planned and avoided the nut shots—well, everyone except the one laying in the dirt in pain. Angel bit his face and jerked her head back, ripping off a piece of his nose. He cried out in agony, shooting his hand out to grab her but she skittered away just far enough, turned and aimed her next bite right between his legs.

      I trained her well.

      The vampire screamed as he punched Angel in the head but it didn’t dislodge her, only made her bite down further and jerk her head left and right with a menacing growl. When he was finally able to dislodge her, she ran back to my side as he fell to his knees.

      “Vik! Watch out!” Carson called out.

      I turned around to see what he was talking about but was too late when one of the bloodsuckers climbed the walls, crawled in my direction and scored a punch straight into my face, breaking my nose. Blood sprayed and dripped into my mouth as I tried to regain my bearings. Angel barked and snarled as Amir grabbed the vampire’s shirt and pulled him off the wall.

      I staggered a moment when Angel was kicked again, harder than the first time. Carson lodged his blade into the bloodsucker’s pec but it didn’t take him down as the bloodsucker landed a blow into jaw, sending him careening into the wall. With only two vampires left alive, we were still out matched at this point.

      One of the bloodsuckers went for Curtis, purposefully aiming for his weak leg. The vampire grabbed hold of his limb and threw him against Carson, knocking him back down.

      Grasping his leg, Curtis heaved a painful breath. “Fucking vampire cheap shotting son of a bitch!”

      The remaining two vampires surrounded us, laughing maniacally and sending a chill up my spine. I looked around for a strategic plan of escape but our backs were now to an exit point. I didn’t realize our fight moved us in a different direction, further away from the hole we came through.

      “I have an idea,” I whispered to my comrades beneath my breath. “It may kill us or it may save us, but anything is better than being food.”

      I removed my extra handgun and slowly backed away from our enemies. Angel barked as they hissed back at her. Amir was in front of Carson who was assisting Curtis to stay on his feet. With a last minute decision, I shot the ceiling several times, emptying my magazine and causing the ceiling of the tunnel to break and collapse.

      “Run!” I yelled, moving beside Carson to help bear Curtis’ weight from the other side.

      The roar of rocks and debris falling behind us drowned out the screams of the vampires as dust filled the air and our lungs. More of the ceiling collapsed than I could have anticipated and we all dove right before the entire section of the tunnel completely caved in, sealing the tunnel forever.

      My shoulder throbbed in pain, hurting like hell and I could barely breathe because of the cloud of dirt that surrounded us. I coughed several times like Curtis did when we initially found him. Even my poor dog was now coated in a dust of brown and sneezing. We were a little worse for wear, but we were alive. And we needed to move.

      I wasn’t entirely sure if that collapsed tunnel killed the vampires but it did buy us valuable time that we were not going to waste.

      “Look, you old coot,” I started. “We have to get moving before those Leto's catch back up to us. I know those stupid bloodsucking cocksuckers are pissed.”

      I was tired and this mission trip was a bust. We hadn’t yet made it to the destination when this distraction came along.

      “They sucked your cock? That had to be interesting,” Curtis chuckled and began coughing once more.

      “I can leave you here, asshole, or we can get moving. Which one ya wanna do?” I asked him jokingly, making light of this fucked up situation.

      “I’m about to leave your ass here for the vamps,” Carson growled as he got to his feet and dusted himself off with a scowl. There was a cut beneath his eye caked in dirt.

      “Let's go,” Curtis answered. “And just because you saved my ass doesn't make you special. My ass has been saved by a lot of people.” Upon his next hacking cough, I noticed blood in his mucus.

      The medic in me overtook my priorities.

      “We need to get you back, immediately. Let's go buttercup.” I instructed. The probability he was bleeding internally from the fall was high, but I kept my thoughts to myself as my medical instincts and training heightened. His breathing became more and more labored with each step we took away from the tunnels and into the thick of the woods. Angel watched our back, whining every so often, while we continued walking at a snail's pace.

      Curtis was beginning to become more lethargic and everyone around him noticed. Carson rolled his shoulders and glared at him, indecisive about offering him help again.

      With the attitude he’s been giving us, I didn’t blame him. But we couldn’t just leave the guy for dead here, not when we just fought to keep the bastard alive. I didn’t forget the fact that he looked over Angel when she was first hit.

      Internally sighing at what I had to do once more, I lifted him onto my unhurt shoulder and began to carry him. He continued coughing next to my face. I could feel mucus falling onto my shoulder after every one of his coughs.

      “Look, bastard, you aren't allowed to die,” I growled. “Not after all we have gone through together.”

      The sun’s rays peeked through the branches and leaves, highlighting us every so often with its warmth. How were those vampires out and about during the day? We hadn’t come across too many Letos on this side of the world, but rumors about their common physical traits were whispered among human settlements enough that it was impossible to miss.

      Could this clan actually have the ability to walk in daylight and we just didn’t know it?

      Curtis groaned when my foot dipped into lower terrain, jostling him on my shoulder.

      “Listen, Brother, let’s get you up out of here.” I pointed up to the sky. “We are only a few miles away from food, a nice bath and sleep. There’s still plenty of sun in the sky.”

      “Yeah, not too much further,” Amir added.

      “I hoped to see the outside again before it was my time,” Curtis coughed.

      We weren't too far from camp, I would not let him die like all the others had. We were just going to have to explain to Dean that the mission was a wash. A life was more important than supplies. With every step closer to camp, I knew Curtis was beginning to lose the battle. My body ached after carrying this two-hundred pound man for several miles but I tried my best to keep him talking.

      “So, what's your favorite type of woman? What can't you wait to do when you get back to camp?”

      Before he could drum up a response, his body went limp and he was unresponsive. I cursed under my breath.

      “We got to move faster, he’s out!” I told the other guys. We all increased our speed and Angel ran ahead of us barking a few times. “Stay with us, Curtis!”

      The moment we saw the huts come into view, we all got a second wind.

      “Is that Vik?” came a voice from our camp.

      “Who’s that on his shoulder? Didn’t he go out with two?”

      My chest was aching with how hard I was breathing. I wasn’t going to make it to the medical hut. I stopped in my tracks and lowered him as best I could. Amir and Carson were at my side assisting him onto the ground.

      “Help! Get the other medic!” I called out. “He isn't breathing!”

      I needed my tools, I needed them now! The supplies I had on my person wasn’t going to be enough for this damage. Angel barked, calling for help from the camp, alerting the other members of the resistance.

      Finally a few people were running our way.

      “Did you guys run into vampires out there?” one resident asked.

      “What the hell happened? Who is this guy?” another one of the residents questioned, but I couldn’t listen to them. My mind was solely focused on Curtis and the minutes clicking by since his last intake of breath.

      “I can save him. I can save him,” I repeated under my breath as I tore open his shirt and clasped my hands together over his sternum, shoving my body weight down in a rhythmic pattern.

      Every so often, I stopped, tilted his head up, pressed his nose shut and blew air into his lungs to assist with bringing breath back into him.

      I could hear the buzz of a small gathering around us, watching as I continuously checked his pulse and continued my movements. A few more pumps, breath into his mouth and I checked his pulse again. But there was nothing.

      Hopelessness tore at my soul as guilt filtered through my veins and pores, consuming me in a darkness that was always on the brink of my sanity. I beat the ground with my fists until pain shot through my flesh and up my arm as my knuckles busted open from the repeated beating. When one of the onlookers placed his hand on my shoulder in a show of comfort, it only added to the weight I already felt on my shoulders. The weight I carried with every death that happened under my watch. Comfort was an impossibility.

      Dead body after dead bodies—blood stained my hands.

      I should have been faster. I should have ran faster. I should have gotten him back to camp sooner instead of messing around and bantering. We wasted precious time, time we couldn’t afford. It was my fault, it always was. If it wasn’t for me, he would still be alive. I couldn’t save him. What kind of medic was I? Why do people continue to die no matter how hard I try? What the fuck am I good for?

      I was no doctor, I was a curse.

      Unable to take it anymore, I got to my feet and ran, leaving the community behind me, covered in blood. The only sound I could hear was my racing heartbeat behind my ears and the sound of Angel trotting behind me loyally. Hot tears ran down my face as I entered the tree line to get away from Black Hollow. Everything became too much, I couldn’t face them. Not like this.

      “Vik!” Inés’ voice softly echoed behind me but it only made my feet move faster.

      Comfort was obsolete. I didn’t deserve any, never again. How could she understand what I felt, how my soul was ripped from me piece by piece each time I lost someone, each time I failed the community. My head felt tight, my body was wound up like a bow. I stopped moving and punched the closest tree with both hands as bark flew like shrapnel. Each time the bark cracked with an audible crunch, it only spurred me on. Again and again, I slammed my fist into the trunk, lost in a haze I didn’t know I was in… until hands grabbed my shoulders and forcefully pulled me back.

      I turned around, my hands slippery and warm from the dripping in blood. I held both of them up in a daze, showing her my exact mental state and silently begging her to stay away from me before she lost her life too by being around me.

      My hands slowly dropped to my sides as the blood continuously dripped onto the ground. I was numb. The pain no longer registered. The only thing I saw, the only thing my mind could grasp onto in the moment were Inés’ piercing dark eyes staring back at me.

      Was that a hint of compassion? Was she blind to everything that was happening around her? To everything that was me?

      “Please, stop,” she begged, grasping my wrists in her little hands. “It wasn’t your fault. It was the vampires, the enemy. You can't save the world, Vik, no matter how hard you try.”

      My body wasn’t my own anymore. These wet cheeks belonged to someone else. I was dissociating, I knew it. As more hot tears ran down my face, her eyes began to mist in reaction. I didn’t deserve it.

      Don't weep for me, weep for that poor bastard I didn't save. Just like all the others. I'm a doctor. My job is to save people and again it was too little, too late.

      Calmly, I stared at her face. “I'm done trying to save people, maybe I should kill. The days of these hands trying to save others is over. Now, I know what they were truly meant for: to bring death.”

      Turning away from her shocked expression, I walked back to the camp and went into my bag and grabbed strips of linen for my hands. I wrapped them up and silently made my way to the southern entrance and descended into Black Hollow with the mission to go into the armory. Angel howled and whined since I left her topside but I was hyper focused on my task.

      “Hey man, are you alright?” came a voice in the background but it didn’t fully register. It sounded like a buzz, white noise. It all did. Looking at the wall of weapons, I quickly grabbed what I needed and slung a gun around my back.

      “Vik.”

      I grabbed my knife I placed in its holster. They killed one of us too many, it was time to repay the favor.

      “Vik,” came the feminine voice again but I scowled and angrily walked back to the southern exit and ascended the metal run ladder back topside. Angel’s tag wagged as her tongue lolled out the side, excited to see me return. She followed behind me as I made my way into the woods.

      “If you are going, I will go with you. It isn't good for you to be going alone,” Inés called out from somewhere behind me.

      I looked over my shoulder but didn’t stop moving forward. She had a gun with her and knives.

      Angel huffed. I chose to ignore them both. “It's your funeral. If something happens, I can't save you.”

      She grabbed her knife, swinging it around her hand in a circular motion, grabbing it with the opposite hand and placing it back into its holster. “I think I can manage.”

      Angel, my faithful dog, caught up to me and rubbed her head against my leg. I couldn’t stop her. She was a grown woman. She knew the risks. As we continued to walk together, I realized we made a small ragtag group as much as I didn’t want one.

      My first destination was the Dsaris territory.

      We walked the night away. The sun was only a few hours from rising, the trees and ground all looked the same but I knew which direction we were going. I didn't speak a word. My mind’s only thought was on vengeance. I was tired of watching people die.

      It was their turn to die. It didn’t matter what clan they were from. Bloodsuckers were bloodsuckers. It was their turn to live in fear.

      All of a sudden, the crunch of leaves echoed softly between the trees around us. Angel began to bark and I hushed her. I watched quietly as Inés turned her head around, looking for any signs of unwanted company when she was hit with a large object and knocked out, face first onto the ground. I quickly upholstered my gun only to be hit from behind in the head as well. The searing pain was sharp at the back of my skull, throbbing in tune to my pulse. Laying in the dirt, my face was turned to the side enough for me to see blood streaming down Inés’ face.

      Angel’s bark immediately turned into a pained yelp, making me grit my teeth to hold onto consciousness.

      They better not hurt my fucking dog, was the last thought I had when darkness finally overtook me.
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      I awoke to a piercing pain in my neck. A mouth latched on and pulled my blood, making me lightheaded as I tried to gather my senses and become aware of my surroundings.

      “I’m so hungry and you taste so good,” a feminine voice moaned against my skin. I jerked away but found that my hands were tied behind my back and my body was on an uncovered mattress.

      “I love it when they fight, makes my pussy wet just thinking about hunting you down,” she cooed.

      Blinking a few times, the hanging light fixture in this room is dimmed by the dust that coats the bulb.

      It took a few moments before my eyes adjusted to the dimmed illumination in this dank room. How the hell did I get here?

      The figure moved and stole my attention. I zoomed my sights in on her and forced my eyes to focus.

      She wore a dark mask beneath red colored goggles with her hair neatly pulled back into a bun. Her voice was distorted when she chuckled at my attention. It sounded robotic and eerie. She sashayed around the room slowly, taunting me with her hourglass figure but she reeked of death.

      The woods. Angel. Inés. What happened?

      I needed to find them. She must have seen the determination in my eyes because she hissed and leaped at me, grabbing the scruff of my shirt and pulling me up from the bed. It wasn’t the first time I had been captured by a bloodsucker, but the first time with a bloodsucking bitch. Her other hand grabbed my face, claws digging into my skin, piercing the side of my flesh. Letting go of my shirt, she lifted the bottom of her mask again to seductively lick the small drop of blood that rolled down my neck.

      I jerked my face away from her grip and she chuckled at my glare.

      “You are a strong one,” she whispered.

      She shot out her hand and ran a finger across my chest, up to my face. I bucked again, trying to get free of the chains around my hands behind me but there was no use. She had me and she knew it. My eyes flicked over her shoulder and noticed the table behind her. In the dim light, I could see that it was filled with all manner of instruments.

      The side of her face crinkled into what I assumed was a grin behind her mask. She wanted me to see them. Wanted me to anticipate what was to come. There were several knives and what seemed to be a hammer. Distracted, she grabbed my face aggressively and brought it to hers. She perused my face slowly while her grip increasingly tightened to the point of pain.

      “No, no, no. We can't have you peeking too much before the fun begins,” she giggled sinisterly while grabbing my dick in her firm grip with her other hand.

      I choked but grimaced and held in the reaction. It was probably what she wanted from me.

      “You aren't hard but you are a big boy, aren't you?” she purred, leaning in closer with her face until her mask was against my cheek. “Let's just see how big.”

      With one hard pull, she busted the fastening of my pants, giving her looser access to my dick. As if the restraints on my arms didn’t make me vulnerable enough. This wasn’t exactly how I wanted my day to start on my killing rampage.

      “Just kill me! What are you waiting for?” I screamed. I had no idea what she wanted with me and why I was still alive. “Where is my crew? Where is my dog?”

      Something sparkled within her and mine narrowed in suspicion. “All in good time, you sexy human, all in good time,” she chuckled.

      Soft footsteps could be heard outside of this strange room I had been placed in. A few moments later, a loud thud shook the door.

      “Come in, my assistant,” she instructed, looking over her shoulder.

      It was almost as if the very floor shook when the largest vampire I had ever seen walked in. His unkempt hair was long. His muscles rippled through his shirt with every move he made in my direction.

      I stared at her again and then him. Nothing about them indicated what clan they were from. The only clan that stood out were Clan Letos with their red tinged hair. But the other vampires? They all looked the same.

      “This is a friend of mine,” she grinned with her eyes. “I only use the best to get what we need out of our captives.”

      The best.

      He was her torturer.

      The large vampire lifted his lip in a snarl, exposing his fangs with threat while he circled me like a predator. I could practically feel and smell his rank hot breath on my neck. When his hands reached toward me, I quickly scuttled against the wall.

      This was my chance. I jumped off the bed and planted my feet on the floor and began to run. Both masculine and feminine laughter echoed in the room right before he grabbed the back of my shirt and slammed my head on the cement floor. I groaned, realizing I didn’t make it far. Slowly she walked over as my skull throbbed with a familiar pain and stood over me, looming.

      Bent over at the waist, she leaned down and gave me another seductive purr. “Now, don't go being a bad boy. We have so much fun to have together.”

      The light behind her casted an ominous shadow to her features, making her look like a demon in female form.

      Gritting through the pain, I turned over to crawl away when something sharp pierced the flesh of my back, stopping my movements. The male vampire growled in delight when he stomped on my leg with excessive force one at a time making me scream out in agony. The crunch of bone told me he probably shattered them. The excruciating pain shot all the way up into my spine. This room, this building, must have been far from others because despite my screams, there was no help to be found.

      I had to stay composed. Despite the severe pain in my legs, the sensation told me that my nerves were still intact enough to feel them. Nothing was numb as of yet. They were still salvageable. I just had to survive this.

      Another kick to the stomach and I writhed in pain on the floor, squirming, trying to crawl as best as I could. The bloodsucking bitch whistled, delighted. It was a tune I heard before, something that niggled the back of my memories but amidst the pain I couldn't quite place it.

      “Now, my love, do you remember how we break strong stallions?” she asked calmly.

      I could hear them whispering but couldn't make out what was said. My legs throbbed and each minute shift I made sent sharp pain up the back of my thighs. Just when I put pressure onto my knees for another crawl, the male vampire jumped on my back, his large hand holding my head down against the floor.

      “What the fuck are you doing? Let me go!” I struggled as best I could with the strength I had left but I couldn’t shift enough beneath his weight as he continued to pin me to the ground. Without warning, a devilish chuckle escaped him as he unfastened his pants and shifted the fabric between us until they were slid down. He then grabbed the back of mine and exposed me.

      My heart raced uncontrollably. “No! God, no!”

      But it was no use.

      “I like it when my bitches squirm," he laughed maniacally.
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        * * *

      

      It felt like I was dying. Shouldn’t dying be more numb? I should take my own life and spare myself the misery.

      The woman stood and watched with pleasure as I contorted in pain on the ground where I continued to lay. She began to clap while she slowly walked toward me. The sound of her heels hitting the concrete floor, taunting my existence as I pondered how I would kill myself before they get any sort of information out of me.

      I tried but failed to hold in the tears. I didn’t want to show weakness when I still had to fight. I couldn’t believe this was happening and yet it did and still was. The vampires had captured me and now I was being turned into their own personal toy.

      I lifted my head and slammed it into the floor. I lifted it again and continued to beat my skull as hard as I could, trying with all of the strength I had left to knock myself out. I didn’t want to give them the pleasure of witnessing my suffering, of eliciting my screams. He walked over to my prone form and stood above me with his legs on either side of me. He rubbed my blood soaked scalp with his fingers before threading his hand in my hair, fisting it and jerking my head back until his other hand encircled my throat.

      Shifting all my weight into his one hand, choking me, he brought my face to his, demanding my full attention.

      “I like this bitch. I’ll have a lot of fun with him,” he laughed as he dropped my body to the floor.

      I groaned upon impact, my body given no time for recovery between their tortures. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched helplessly as he made his way toward the woman.

      She grabbed his dick hanging out of his unfastened pants and stroked. Blood coated her hands as she brought it up to her mouth for a seductive lick.

      “Not yet,” she breathed. Walking over toward me, she grabbed my shirt, lifted me effortlessly and threw me onto the mattress, face down. I bounced, but not enough, the springs weaker than my legs at the moment. My face throbbed from the fall.

      She laid down beside me with her arm outstretched, that fucking mask of hers covering the bottom portion of her face. Her goggles showed me my own pitiful reflection.

      “Maybe I should take a look at that,” she whispered like a lover, running her hand to my ass and laughing musically. Her taunts angered me but what could I do? I was still restrained and helpless, weak from the injury to my legs.

      She trailed her hand back to my front, teasing my soft dick and bringing her hand up in front of my face. There was fresh wet blood on her fingers, glistening under the dim illumination of the bulb that still hung overhead.

      “I guess you’ll need to be stitched up, or would you rather let it heal on its own.”

      As if she truly cared. Who was she kidding? She enjoyed every minute of my suffering.

      I couldn't breathe, I couldn't speak, all I could do was try to keep my eyes from shedding any more tears. Coughing several times from the internal injuries, she abruptly got up, and shoved me unceremoniously on the ground. With one swift kick, her strength pushed me onto my back. The pain from my ass was excruciating, it hurt to move. I laid there trying to catch my breath and even my air intake when she slowly came and stood over me again, the way she seems to love to do.

      “Now that I have your attention, I’m going to have your dick whenever I please or my lover will stick his dick in you. Do you understand? He doesn’t usually discriminate what kind of hole he sinks his big cock in, isn't that right my love?”

      I groaned and shifted to my side to relieve some of the pain and watched her while she lifted the bottom of her mask and kissed the beast beside her. With a guttural growl, he lifted her up against the wall and lowered his pants to let his dick free. She quickly grabbed his cock and lined it up between her legs. I was forced to listen to the moans of pleasure while I lied here in agony.

      “Yes, fuck me!”

      Her cries of pleasure filled the room while the constant thumping against the wall made my head hurt worse than when I initially slammed it into the cement floor. Their ravenous sounds and squealing only made my pain worse with auditory torment. I needed to get out of here. I looked around while they were preoccupied for anything I could use to fight back and escape. There had to be a way.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that the door to this hell hole was left slightly ajar. My breathing quickened but I forced myself to inhale and exhale through my mouth. While they fucked like beasts, I crawled inch by excruciating inch toward the door. Heaven knows where it would lead but at least it would get me the fuck away from these two maniacs.

      When I got the chance, I was going to make sure that asshole died first, then the woman.

      She then let out a loud, disgusting groan. “Fuck, that’s why I keep you around.”

      He groaned soon after. It wasn’t long before they both noticed me crawling and began taunting me, aiming to kill all hope I had left.

      “Keep going, you are nearly there. Do you want to know what's on the other side of that door?” the woman grinned as her companion let her feet back onto the ground. Her pussy was glistening from here. “More vampires that would just love to suck you dry. Now, I think you should be punished for being a bad boy,” she said gleefully as she made her way over to where I had crawled.

      She slapped me across the back with a metal strip; I didn’t see her grab it. I screamed out in pain as she whipped me again and again. Somewhere around the fifth strike, my body went numb and my mind threatened to lose consciousness.

      And I did.

      I was startled awake by being doused with dirty water, making me sputter for breath.

      “Wake up, handsome. We’re just beginning to have fun. I know you aren't ready to leave already. We have so much more planned for you.” Her mask kept her hidden away from me. Those goggles taunted me by showing me my own terrified expression time and time again.

      This was it, this was how I was going to die. On the ground like a pathetic victim at the hands of two ruthless bloodsuckers.

      I was bleeding slowly from different wounds and crevices. I felt the warm blood pooling beneath me as I laid there and took a sharp inhale from the new wounds she inflicted upon me.

      Bored of my agony, she went back into her lover’s arms and they began to nip at each other's necks while I laid on the floor in agony.

      I was in a nightmare, one I couldn't wake up from. I was surrounded, in the middle of enemy territory for all I knew, held captive by a psychopathic woman and a horny giant. I closed my eyes and begged for mercy with my cheek against the floor, begging to the gods because as hard as I tried to convince myself this was a nightmare and I needed to wake up, I couldn’t—it was very much real.
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      I was unsure when I blacked out or when the torture had stopped but her sinister laugh brought me back to consciousness jarringly.

      “Your wounds were stitched while I gave you a little something for pain.”

      My eyes were still foggy. I felt groggy, completely unable to focus my vision or my mind. I shook my head trying to regain my composure. Was he with her? Was today going to be like yesterday? I could feel the stitches pushing into my ass.

      Whatever metal wire she used for the stitches, she didn’t bother to cut the ends. I could actively feel them scraping against my skin with every subtle movement, causing undue discomfort. It was probably her plan, after all. Of course, it would be. Torture disguised as pseudo help. My eyes scanned the room, taking in my surroundings, my prison.

      The other captor wasn’t present and my body sagged with a little bit of relief, as much as I could, hanging from the ceiling. She sensed I was looking for her companion and let out a tsk.

      “Don't worry, my little toy. My lover isn't here today, you are stuck with me.” She chuckled under her breath as she sat on the mattress, crossed her legs elegantly and crossed her arms. “I almost forgot to mention that my name is Abyzou. I’ve been blamed for many things I haven't done but you, my little toy, I can be blamed for everything I do.”

      I grimaced as I shifted my wrists to try and shift weight on the other side of my wrist. She got off the bed and pulled up another chair and sat in front of me crossing her legs and placing her hand under her chin.

      “You see the people I torture deserve it and it’s fun,” she explained calmly.

      Fun for a bloodsucker. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to play with your food?”

      She laughed musically, got up from her chair and circled me with her nails scoring my exposed skin, leaving shivers and goosebumps in their wake. When she let out a sadistic laugh, the hair on my skin rose at attention, fully aware of the predator in our midst.

      Fear. Fear coursed through me. I was truly afraid to die.

      I had fought vampires and killed them with my bare hands and never felt what I felt at that moment.

      I stopped staring at her masked face as she vacated her seat and went about the room. Her slow movements were precise, unhurried, and terrifying while the sounds of tools clanking echoed in the background.

      What the fuck is she going to do to me now?

      She hummed as she looked over her shoulder, waiting for my attention. Like the fool I was, I lifted my head and gave it to her. She held a set of pliers and the only expression I could see were the crinkles around her eyes that made me assume she was smiling. She would be the only one enjoying this.

      She made her way back over to me and I flinched back then grimaced from the stitches on my ass and wounds when my muscles tensed. She quickly removed my boots, randomly tossing them aside, and jerked my pants off my body, leaving me naked from the waist down. The chill in the room left goosebumps along my skin as I was forced to wait for her next move.

      She hummed with pleasure as she crouched down and grabbed my large toe with her grip. My eyes widened as my mind began to play out all the worst case scenarios. She dug her nails into my flesh and used the pliers to grip the end of my nail, jerking her hand and successfully tearing it out of the toe bed.

      “Ahhhh!” My throat was hoarse from the scream that escaped me. Pure agony laced up my leg, adding to the dulling ache that was already present. I couldn’t hold it in, no matter how much of a soldier I was trained to be in this desolate world.

      “That’s it. That’s a good little toy,” she purred, pressing her fingernail into the empty toe bed. Grinding my teeth down to hold in another scream, it felt like my jaw was about to pop out of socket from the pressure I was applying. I didn’t want to give her the pleasure of my agony. It was exactly what she wanted. The torture she applied to me was not only physical but very much mental.

      She wanted to break me down.

      She wanted me to transform into nothing but a vessel of pain for her pleasure.

      Not long after the second toenail was removed, the darkness drifted in and out, drowning me and teasing me with just enough awareness to play companionship to the mental anguish that I was being put through.

      I prayed my mind would float away to escape the pain. But prayers were obsolete here.

      I hissed as she pulled the third toenail out from the same foot. I was surprised my flesh hadn’t gone numb from survival mode. Shock was what it was referred to. But my body refused to give me relief.

      In and out I drifted. I thought of the day Katherine and I married one another, tying our union the only way we knew how. In a world where hope was dying, we found comfort in one another, in claiming each other to the world in front of witnesses. Each day we looked into each other’s eyes, never thinking we would ever be apart.

      But things change.

      Things always change.

      It was my fault she had died. She died because I didn't protect her. I buried the only love I ever knew with my own two hands but I would be seeing her soon. This bloodsucking bitch would see to that.

      Abyzou, as she called herself, tilted her head back in maniacal laughter, losing complete control over herself.

      She chuckled louder as she grabbed my other foot, pausing for a moment to give me a false sense of hope. She jerked the toenail with all of her might, making me finally scream out in pain once more as blood continued to drip onto the concrete floor.

      She stopped and lifted the bottom of her mask and began sucking on my toe. I closed my eyes, trying to will myself to have control over the pain only to hiss when her tongue scraped across my open flesh wound, inadvertently causing my dick to harden. My body’s reaction both confused me and pissed me off but it caught her attention.

      “So, my pet, you enjoy the pain.” Her voice had a flirtatious purr at the end.

      I hated it. I hated everything about her. I kept my eyes closed, willing the pain to subside, refusing to look her in the eye. It didn’t matter, of course.

      She continued talking. “For that, you deserve a bit of pleasure.”

      I choked when she grabbed my dick with a firm grip, stroking it once and then swirling her tongue around the crown and tip. With the never ending hours of torture, this little bit of pleasure felt enhanced, my dick was hypersensitive and an involuntary moan escaped me despite the pain of my body threatening to consume me.

      “Like that, did you? I bet you did. What would you do to be a good little toy, hmm? Do you deserve more pleasure? Shall I give it to you?” She chuckled and sighed as my eyes fluttered open with my head tilted back, staring at the bare ceiling. I breathed slowly through my nose, telling my body to lose tension because all the tension was doing was making me hurt more. “Mmm. Let’s see what you taste like, shall we?”

      Before I could refuse or struggle, she enveloped my entire dick in her hot mouth, taking it down her throat. I wanted to fight her but the pleasure she pulled from my hard dick drove me into madness—what I was already slowly succumbing to. Her hand vigorously rubbed the shaft again and again while she sucked without mercy. I held back my moans as best as I could, but with one deep plunge into the back of her throat, I could no longer hold back. Her nails dug into the skin of my ass, raking across my skin and drawing blood while she sucked and licked until precum coated her tongue.

      She licked her lips and stopped her tortures for a moment. “Now, we’re getting somewhere, little pet.”

      I struggled against the chains, rattling them overhead. I wanted her to stop but did I really? My body seemed to have other plans as my cock continued to stand at attention, pointing directly at her. These mind games would be the death of me. Pain. Pleasure. Pain. I didn’t know what to expect and that was the truly terrifying part of it all.

      She chuckled at my inner turmoil, fanning the flames by leaning in and covering my cock once more. With a final hard suck, her hand gripped my shaft and rubbed it expertly until I released my seed down her throat. She hummed in approval as she continued sucking, taking everything I gave her, everything she coerced out of me. I moaned while she laughed, tickled by how easily her toy did what she wanted despite the pain. She bobbed her head and pulled away, her eyes glistening with something I couldn’t name. Whatever it was, there was nothing good behind it.

      “You enjoyed that. I like a toy that plays back.”

      “What's your game?” I barked out, knowing full well what her game was. But as the darkness faded in and out after she took my energy from me, my mind wasn’t thinking clearly.

      She was driving me mad with her sick little games. She was succeeding. Fuck her.

      My eyes fluttered for a few moments as I fought consciousness. I watched as she pulled up her mask just enough to whistle.

      Warm blood ran down my wrists, making them slip around the chains but not enough for me to remove my hands from my restraints. How long had I been here? One day? Two? It was all beginning to blur. The room didn’t allot for any sunlight to penetrate, making it that much harder to determine the course of time.

      Just when I was catching my breath and letting my body slump into relaxation, she quickly grabbed the next toe and ripped another nail away from the nail bed.

      “Ahhh!”

      “That’s it.”

      I coughed as the pain intensified. Each lull she puts me in only makes the next torture session worse. Pain. Pleasure. Pain. She grabbed another nail and yanked it away causing me to soil myself. Piss sprayed in her direction, some of it landing on her.

      I inwardly laughed as my body spasmed from the pain of my urine touching my wounds.

      “It shoots in more ways than one,”I chuckled through my tears.

      “You want to be bad? You want to make this worse for yourself?” she sneered as she walked over to one of the tables to wipe herself. “I understand. Not all stallions are easily broken.”

      She turned and with inhuman speed, came toward me and threw a punch between my legs. The agonizing pain shot through my entire body. I couldn't breathe or move. My bladder had been shocked with the pure force of the punch, dribbling more piss onto the floor as I choked a breath.

      My body could no longer handle the stress and it gave way to the darkness that threatened my vision for the past few minutes. I gladly welcomed it and blacked out.

      “Ahhh!” Searing pain on another one of my toes jarred me back into consciousness.

      She squealed with excitement, giddy over the fact that she brought me back to her torture chamber. She was relentless. I wasn’t sure if I had any more toenails for her to pull by this point. How wrong I was when she pulled another, making me roar in pain. Hot tears mingled with sweat coated my face. I was out of breath as my heart continued to pound against my chest.

      “Don't cry, the fun is still only beginning.” With a small reprieve, she walked over to the table, placed the pliers down and sashayed toward the only exit door. The creak of the hinge made me blink a few times. I needed to scan the surroundings, understand what was out there and what my chances of escape were. I needed to see…

      “Bring it in,” she commanded.

      The moment I heard barking in the distance, my heart stalled. It was Angel, she was alive! More tears tracked down my cheeks for my faithful companion. I thought for sure she was dead but here I was, proven wrong. Why did they let her live? Immediately, all the worst case scenarios ran through my mind and a renewed sense of energy came forth. I needed to save Angel. I needed to get her out of here, out of this torture chamber.

      I watched in panic as they dragged her in by the scruff of her neck. She jerked her head left and right, trying to bite them but they overpowered her. One of her bites got close enough to piss her captor off. He kicked her in the ribs and punched her head but it didn’t stop her from fighting for her life.

      I needed to fight for mine. If not for me, then for Angel. She needed me.

      When they were close enough, the vampire holding her threw her in my direction with a yelp as she flew against the wall. She let out a sad whimper as she got back onto her feet, shaking her head. That was when she tilted her nose in the air, sniffing, catching my scent.

      “I take it you two know each other?” Abyzou chuckled teasingly. She knew damn well, Angel was my dog. “Let's see how faithful you two are to each other. After all, it's a dog eat dog world.”

      She walked over to me and the hair on the back of Angel’s back rose as she growled in warning, scooting herself as close to the wall as she could. Abyzou made a kiss noise as she continued to come toward me, pulling the chair beside me so she could step up onto it.

      “Hello, Toy,” she purred as she reached up and unfastened the chains around my wrists, dropping my body onto the floor with a thud. Every one of my bones ached and the old leg injuries from the first day began to throb once more.

      Angel, ignoring the predator in the room, jumped into my arms and began to lick my face in joy of our reunion. I cried. I couldn’t hold back my emotions anymore. Angel had been with me through the best and worst of my life and now this. I held her tightly in my arms.

      If she was alive, maybe so was Inés. I held onto that hope as motivation to stay alive through this living hell.

      The door slammed and we both looked in that direction. The bloodsucking bitch had locked us both in here. I could still hear the jingle of the keys as she whistled a tune and walked away.

      I gritted my teeth, sweating profusely from the pain in my legs, crawling over to her tools. Grabbing the side of the table, I pulled myself up and slowly attempted to put weight on my feet. With a harsh exhale, I ignored the pain and looked over the top of the table. Screwdrivers, a hammer and knives scattered across the top. After a few moments of feeling through the items, I removed the chains from my wrists and grabbed some of the tools, slowly bringing it over to where she discarded my cargo pants.

      Once the pain became a numbing constant, my mind took stock of my movements determining that the fractures in my shin weren’t as bad as I initially thought. My movements became more fluid, albeit still slow, as I bent down with a grimace to grab my pants. Leaning against the wall, I stared down at my body. My legs were badly swollen and discolored. Dropping the tools onto the floor, I used my hand to rub the bruised places and the bone still felt intact, none of it tearing through my flesh as my mind made me believe during the worst part of my delirium.

      I could do this. I could escape. The fractures weren’t bad. Lifting my leg, I grimaced as I slowly and painfully shoved them through the pant leg one at a time. Once they were on, I left them unfastened and bent down to grab the tools I dropped earlier, placing my newly acquired weapons into my pockets. Straightening, I searched around for my boots. They were on the other side of the room much to my dismay. I took a few tentative steps but fell when a sharp pain hit me out of the blue.

      I couldn’t give up. Not now. Not when I was this close and unchained. Come on, Vik! She’s probably still alive, waiting for you to rescue her. Who knows what kind of shit they put her through? I looked over to Angel. I didn’t see any major wounds beneath her fur. Good. We would both make it out, but I needed the stability of my boots. Pulling myself across the floor, I crawled over to them.

      Along the way, Angel playfully began to lick my feet.

      She was probably trying to help me heal my wounds with her tongue. It was what dog’s usually did to theirs. She was such a good and loyal dog. My heart was saddened to see her look a bit emaciated since the last time we were together. There was a desperation in her movements. With the weapons we accumulated, we should be able to stand a chance against that sadistic bitch. A constant thought kept niggling in the back of my mind as I continued to crawl, then get onto my knees.

      Why the fuck did they give me back my dog?

      Angel licks quickly turned into little nips, making me hiss. I jerk my leg in reaction, shooing her away. She quickly came back with more enthusiasm, until finally, she bit into one of my toes.

      “No!” I yelled out. “Bad dog, Angel. What the fuck is wrong with you?” I was tired, and this new pain irritated me. Her pants and lolling tongue went from playful to a sudden change. She sniffed and sniffed, her eyes losing their playfulness as she began to snarl and growl at me.

      Shit.

      This was why they tossed her in with me.

      Angel began to circle me slowly like the predator she was. She stalked my every movement as her domestication fell away moment by moment. She became feral as her mouth began to drool.

      I was no longer her master in her eyes, I was food and she was starving.

      I was going to kill Abyzou when I got out of here. I was going to make her suffer the way she made me, the way she turned Angel on me.

      I armed myself with both knives. I had no choice but to protect myself. She was right.

      “Let's see how faithful you two are to each other. After all, it's a dog eat dog world.”
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      Angel’s prowl turned into a lunge as she dove at me. I automatically let go of my new weapons as I caught her body. I couldn't kill my best friend.

      “Angel!”

      She couldn’t hear me. She was lost in her hunger, the primal side of her taking over. I continued to try talking to her to calm her down but it was to no avail. She scratched and snapped her jaws in my face, at my body as I twisted and turned to dodge her teeth. As we wrestled for dominance, I was able to get a hold of her around her neck, trying to pull her back. I squeezed her neck tightly, one of my hands grasped onto the scruff.

      “Angel! It's me, little girl. Please stop. I don't want to hurt you, you’re my baby. I can't lose you, please stop,” I begged, my heart aching at what we’ve succumbed to.

      She continued to try and claw, jerking her head left and right. I applied more pressure onto the chokehold I had on her until finally, her fighting died down. I didn’t want to kill her. I just needed her to pass out until I could figure out what to do from here.

      Gently laying her down onto the floor, I watched as her legs twitched a bit, letting me know she was still alive. I had to act as fast. Moving to the opposite wall where the chain was attached, I wrapped a few feet of it around my hand, pulled it out of the pulley that was hanging from the ceiling beam and came back to Angel’s form. I wrapped the chain around her neck and used the screwdriver to lock the links around her neck tightly, to keep her from escaping.

      Moving myself away in case she woke and lunged, I recollected the weapons I dropped and leaned my back against another wall, breathing deeply. This was a shit show. They did this to us. Those bloodsuckers turned us against one another. If physical torture wasn’t enough, they almost successfully broke my mind with this move.

      When Angel regained consciousness, she was angrily barking and snapping her jaws, pulling with all of her might to break the chain. Any hint of the puppy I had raised to adulthood was gone in an instant—The instant our instincts for survival took over. She was a beast without emotion, one solely relying on instincts. It broke my heart watching her desperately try to get to her meal—me.

      A few minutes went by with me drifting in and out of consciousness from exhaustion when the bloodsucking bitch reentered the room.

      “So sweet, you managed to save her and yourself,” Abyzou began to clap, mocking me. “The little mut has some fight, doesn't she? I knew I liked her the moment I caught you three. Do you want to know about your little bitch we caught with you?”

      Inés. She was still alive. I bowed my head and said a silent prayer to the gods. Please keep her safe. Please don't let them torture her the way they are torturing me.

      The demon walked over to Angel who was, at this point, frothing at the mouth from all her snarls and growls and barks. Abyzou stuck a needle in her neck, causing her to immediately go limp. Angel laid there unconscious but breathing as her chest slowly rose and fell.

      “You’ve outsmarted me, human. I’m not happy about that at all. Luckily for you, I know how you humans think and I know exactly what needs to happen now,” she chuckled sinisterly.

      “It's your turn,” she spat as she leaped to my side of the wall and stuck me with a needle. She moved so quickly, so inhumanly, that my eyes didn’t catch her movements at all, not until it was too late.

      The room began to spin and my stomach turned in knots until I was overtaken by a closing darkness in my vision. I didn’t know how long I was out but my head was woozy when I regained consciousness.

      My body had fallen over to the side, laying on something hard and digging into my flesh. The joints of my shoulder ached as I tried to push myself back up to sitting. That was when the excruciating pain hit. I couldn’t move from my position. I was strapped to the thin mattress.

      Fuck.

      From freedom of movement, back to chained captivity. My little toy. Her voice haunted my mind even when she wasn’t present. That was what I was. Just a toy to push and pull, to kick over into the brink of madness.

      Sharp pain hit me again and my eyes jerked to my toes. Each toe was oozing pus, a tell tale sign of infection setting in. They were discolored in an ugly shade of purple. Each one of my toes now throbbed as if each of them had their own little heartbeat.

      Was I to die of my blood being poisoned instead of torture? I didn’t know which was worse.

      She laughed from somewhere in the room, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I didn’t feel her presence. That in itself was scary.

      “Welcome back, my little toy. Looks like you may have an issue going on with your… procedure.”

      The sound of metal against metal made me jerk my head back but I couldn’t turn it enough to fully see what she was doing. She had to be by her table of instruments again. It wasn’t until she circled back around me that I saw her rolling a scalpel from finger to finger. The metal glinted against the hanging light that somehow had gotten brighter since I was passed out.

      “We may have to amputate,” she said, leaning in to stare at my toes.

      I shook my head. Nothing was ever simple with her. Nothing was ever what came out of her mouth. I didn’t know what else she had planned for me but it wasn’t a simple amputation.

      “Please,” I begged. My will to live was stronger than my will to die at the moment. “Please, I will do whatever you want. Please, just stop.”

      I’m so tired…

      My body was getting weaker from no food or water for several days in addition to all of the torture. I wasn't sure how much longer I would make it.

      Maybe you should just let her amputate you. Maybe more infection would set in quicker and she’ll relieve you from this little game she’s playing by causing you to die faster.

      I let out an audible breath and closed my eyes. Even if I made it out, what shape would I be in to save Inés?

      Vik, it's time to let go. Your wife is waiting for you on the other side and I know the place has to be better than this one.

      My body relaxed. There was a strange peace that washed over me once my mind made its decision. I was prepared to die. The world no longer needed a doctor who couldn’t keep people alive anyway.

      If I found a way to escape, I would kill her. But the likelihood of that was slim to none at this point. Either way, it ends now.

      She walked over to the mattress so was in full view. I didn’t hear her take off her clothes, or anything else as my mind began to let go of reality.

      My captor leaned in, staring into my eyes. What did she see? Did she see the broken man I had become? Or was I still the stallion she needed to break?

      “I told you if you were a good boy, I would be nice. You, my toy, are going to be here for a long time.” Her eyes crinkled behind her mask. “Did you like your dick inside of my mouth? Do you want me to take your mind off your pathetic existence? All you have to do is beg for it.”

      The synapses in my brain weren’t firing correctly. Was she propositioning me? Didn’t she derive more of her pleasures from my pain? Fuck her. “Hell no! Let me go so I can kill you, stupid bitch!”

      Her eyes sparkled as she straightened up, showcasing her naked breasts. “What a pity. And we were doing so well together, you and I. If you don't want to play with me then I’ll find someone else to play with and I know just the person…”

      Why was she telling me this? Was it someone I knew? It had to be. Shit. Inés.

      “Leave her out of this, you hear me!” I screamed

      Abyzou left the room whistling that same familiar tune, leaving me to my screams and threats to take her head. A few moments after her departure, two unfamiliar vampires came in. A new fire grew within me. That bloodsucking bitch got on my last nerve. I struggled and pulled at my restraints. I probably looked like Angel during her last moments, foaming at the mouth from hate, hunger, and fury.

      The two vampires wrestled me until one of them pinned me down while the other was jerking at my chains. I continued to struggle until it felt like the restraints around my wrists loosened. It didn’t make any sense. Did he just free me? I didn’t have time to contemplate the why’s, the moment my arms were free, I swung at the closest bloodsucker, landing a hard crunch right in his fucking face.

      He fell over to the side while the other vampire elbowed me in the face so hard, the momentum of the hit rolled off the mattress and onto the concrete floor in a heap. It knocked the air out of me. I fought to catch my breath when the vampires stood over me menacingly.

      “Fucking filth,” one of the vampire’s spat, blood landing on the side of my face.

      “Animals,” the other one mumbled as they both left the room and slammed the door shut. In my haze, I didn't hear them lock it. Taking sharp breaths in and out, I listened keenly to their fading footsteps then struggled to get on hands and knees, crawling quickly toward the exit door.

      Live or die. This shit ends now.

      Groaning under my breath, I brought myself to my feet and grabbed onto the handle.
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      Inés

      Days. Nights. They all blended together. There was no light here, not in hell.

      I don’t know how long I had been chained, but my arms had lost blood long ago. There was nothing but prickles and numbness. I wasn’t sure if I could move my fingers. The only sounds that accompanied my residence here in this dark room were the sounds of screams from an unknown origin and the strange noises I couldn’t identify that kept me company at the odd hours.

      We were captured by the vampires. I didn’t know how far they carted us, I didn’t know where this place was located or which Clan they came from. My mind told me they had to be either from Clan Shaye or Disaris because of our territories butting up against each other.

      But I heard male voices. Wasn’t there a rumor that most Disaris members were women warriors?

      I didn’t know anymore. My mind was in a haze of hunger and pain. I wondered how Vik was and if he was still alive or if they only kept me. What did they do to Angel? Or did they leave her behind to mourn the loss of her owner?

      Vik. I was only trying to keep him from succumbing to the darkness. He didn’t need to be alone. If I hadn’t gone with him, would he be here right now in my place? What if I was the only one stupid enough to get captured?

      Dammit. Maybe Vik was right all along. I wasn’t ready.

      Light filtered into the room when the door to my prison slowly creaked open. A strange figure entered, shadowed by the light behind their back. My eyes took quite a while to focus from sitting in the darkness for so long. The only thing that stood out was the silhouette of goggles and mask. The voice sounded muffled but it was definitely female.

      “Hello, human.”

      If I didn’t assume she was a vampire before, this just solidified my theory.

      “I have something for you. We let you live…for our pleasure.”

      This bitch thinks they will torture me and I will give them our secrets? I would die first before I tell them anything about our home base.

      I was ready to be tortured. Wasn’t it always going to come to this? Hanging for days on end only to be pushed to the brink of breaking all for whatever nefarious reasons they had. Too bad for them, I wouldn’t break—they wouldn’t break me.

      Two more vampires entered behind her, both coming toward me. I struggled with what little energy I had left, rattling my chains until they grabbed both of my arms, unrestrained me and dragged me out of the room. My heels scraped across the concrete ground, no matter how I tried to bend my knees to stop their movements, I didn’t have enough energy to fight off two vampires pulling me. They followed the woman as she walked up the long damp hallway. It smelled of mold down here. We had to be underground somewhere. The smell of earth permeated the walls as well as the stench of old blood and death.

      How many people had been kept and tortured here? Were places like this scattered around human territory and we just never knew it? I couldn’t let them know about Black Hallow. I couldn’t let them get to my sister and her children.

      I began to wonder if they captured Vik and tortured him as well. Did they break him? Were they bringing me in to make sure what he was telling them was true? I couldn’t see him doing it. I couldn’t see a man like Vik selling us out like that.

      Did that mean he was dead?

      My mind wouldn’t stop spinning. They dragged me down the hall even though I tried to throw my weight down only for them to grab me and lift me again. When we finally reached the end of the hall, the woman behind the goggles pushed an old gray, steel door open with a creak.

      Great, so they came to get me from one room just to throw me in another. Was this an upgrade or downgrade, I wonder?

      The two vampires continued to drag me across the threshold. This particular room was large, dingy and grimy. I couldn’t compare it to the darkroom they kept me in, since I couldn’t see the dimensions or what else was in there. But I couldn’t help feeling that this was a downgrade nonetheless.

      An old, dirty mattress on the floor sat in the corner of the room. They tossed me like a rag doll in the middle. My arms were still tingling with pinpricks from my blood trying to rush back through my limbs. It was beyond annoying. Pushing myself up onto my hands, I sat and surveyed the rest of the room.  There was a table with tools on top of it. The floor around me was dirty and stained with dried blood.

      A torture room.

      I looked up and saw chains hanging through a pulley system that was suspended from one of the ceiling beams.

      A shifting sound had me startled and I jumped, turning on my ass and looking behind me. There, on the ground, was a large familiar lump in a fetal position. Vik. He was lying on the floor, his body looked beyond beaten.

      I choked as I tried to make my voice work. “Vik? Vik is that you? Vik, are you okay?”

      Please be alive. Please be alive. I can’t do this without you. I can’t do this alone!

      He coughed a few times before he answered. “I'm fine.”

      He didn’t sound fine. He didn’t look fine. This was only the beginning, wasn’t it? And I was next. Whatever they did to poor Vik. I was next.

      The woman chuckled softly. I had forgotten she was still there, standing quietly. She flicked her head and the two other vampires grabbed me again, tossing me onto the mattress. I fought with all my might as they pinned me down like an animal, wrapping my wrists with chains.

      “No! Not again!” I couldn’t be restrained! My arms were only starting to feel part of my body again.

      I inwardly sobbed as they maneuvered my body with their strength until both of my arms were tied to the wall the bed was up against.

      “No! Vik! Help me, please!” I begged and pleaded. I screamed out so someone could hear me, if there were anyone else in this wretched place.

      Vik coughed and remained in his fetal position, refusing to look in my direction.

      I struggled, kicked and squirmed, trying to pull my hands from the chained restraints but all it did was tighten itself around my flesh further, pulling at my skin uncomfortably.

      “Such fire in your veins. I like that. You will be fun to break,” the woman purred.

      I glared daggers at her, memorizing her form as much as I could in case I escaped and needed to come back and exact my vengeance on the bitch.

      Her face was covered, but I would remember everything else about her from the way she talked to the way she walked. She made slow deliberate steps toward me, avoiding Vik on the floor as if he didn’t exist. When she made it to the mattress, she rubbed my face with her hand. I jerked my head away, refusing to let her get what she wanted easily.

      “Boys, would you go get my companion. Has he returned yet?”

      Her friend? Who were these two fuckers then?

      One of the men answered. “He has just arrived with a few others.”

      My eyes widened at the implication. More vampires to come and torture. How many did they need for one woman and a man left broken in the fetal position?

      “I see. Get them all here. There is still much fun to be had with these two. The more the merrier.”

      The moment the words left her mouth was the moment the floor began to rumble. What was happening? A quake? Was something happening above ground over this place? A few moments later, a giant vampire unlike anything I had ever seen ducked through the doorway and grinned, showcasing his fangs. He wore a white tank top that was tight against his torso, revealing his muscular physique. Long hair moved behind him while he walked over to where we were, never taking his eyes off me. His eyes were tinted red and they blazed with a hunger I didn’t want to know anything about.

      His stare scared me. I didn’t want to be eaten alive. I hoped they killed me first.

      He made his way to the woman with the mask.

      “You remember the fun you had with him, don’t you?” she asked calmly, pointing to Vik on the floor. “We have another toy, just for you.”

      She pointed her finger in my direction and I flinched back. What did that giant vampire do to Vik? Was I going to end up cathartic on the floor by the end of it too?

      A husky growl emitted from his chest as his face broke into a sinister smile. I scooted as far back as I could, against the cold wall but it wasn’t far enough.

      He made his way to my bedside and I trembled in fear. As much as I didn’t want to show weakness in front of them, I was trapped. This was it for us. The rest of our  days were to be spent in torture at a vampire’s pleasure.

      I shut my eyes and covered my head with my arms as if it would do anything to protect me. The sound of his belt jingling as he unfastened my pants made me sob quietly against the dirty mattress as I pushed my forehead against it. I didn’t want to see what was going to happen. Hindsight, that room of darkness was a blessing. I couldn’t see anything. I couldn’t see this coming.

      When the woman vampire laughed, my skin broke out into goosebumps.

      “Look at me, pathetic human,” he demanded. But I couldn’t. My body was frozen as I made myself into a smaller ball.

      “Weak thing, isn’t she? Maybe she won’t be so fun after all. Pity,” the woman spat out as if she was disgusted.

      “Ahhh!” The first crack of the belt against my back was the worst one because it took me by surprise. Thwap! Thwap! Again and again, the belt came down, each time my body tensing and waiting for the next blow.

      A few more whips and it felt like my back was being filleted open. My fear grew even more then. Blood, in a room full of vampires? This was the end for me. When the whipping stopped, so did my breath. My head snapped up and I watched with wide eyes as he removed his pants and the largest dick I had ever seen sprung loose.

      I cringed and pressed my legs tightly together and pushed my head against the mattress again with my hands covering the back of my head.

      Please. Please. Please, no.

      When the mattress dipped, my body shook in fearful anticipation. His finger rubbed the side of my face as he chuckled in a grizzly voice. Suddenly, a hand grabbed my hair and jerked my head back, forcing me to look into his eyes.

      “You’ve got some fight left in you, human,” he stated matter of factly.

      “Ines!” Vik’s voice rasped.

      “I’m not done with you yet, little toy. Let’s not bother the other two,” the female vampire hissed as she brought down a weapon onto his back in a loud thump, slamming his head against the concrete floor.

      “Ines. Please think of something else, we have to survive,” Vik gritted out and hot tears began to soak the mattress beneath me.

      I didn’t know if we could. Vik called my name out again when the woman began to torture him.

      My scalp was tingling from my hair being pulled from its follicles. Vik was fighting to the end, and so should I.

      “You need to keep your eyes on me, Human. You’re my toy, right now,” he growled.

      I screamed as he stabbed his large finger into my back wound, digging it into the flesh and bringing it to his mouth for a taste.

      He moaned and did it again in another wound. The pain was so intense, I began to soil myself on the mattress.

      They both laughed and taunted me for my weakness as I continued to sob in humiliation.

      “Please, I'm begging you to let her go!” Vik pleaded through a hoarse voice.

      My captor slapped me across the face so hard, I could taste the blood inside of my mouth. I sobbed and he slapped me again and again. Every sound I made caused him to laugh louder. Finally, after a few more hits to the face, he shoved my head back into the mattress for a few seconds, suffocating me against the fabric.

      The mattress shook as he left me there. The woman walked over with a sashay to her hips until she came to the edge of the bed. She leaned over, lifted the bottom of her mask and licked the blood that was dripping out the edge of my lip.

      I jerked my head and scooted back, rattling my chains. It was the only thing I could do. Control the few inches I had access to.

      “I love the way you taste, little human. I might keep you around for a little bit because of it.”

      I watched helplessly as she walked and stood over Vik with her legs on either side of his body on the ground.

      “Do you have feelings for this one? Is that why you cry out for her? Is that why you beg so well for her life? interesting.” She leaned in and punched the back of his head. “Don't worry, human, we’ll be back soon.”

      “Her blood has my cock raging. I need to bury myself in your pussy,” the giant vampire growled. The woman rubbed his face and grabbed the back of his hair, pulling him down toward her.

      “Oh baby, you know how I love feeling that cock of yours inside of me,” she giggled as he grabbed her, lifted her up and carried her from the room.

      The minute the door closed, I screamed uncontrollably. The hopelessness of our situation tore at my very soul. I just wanted to die. I lifted my eyes up toward the ceiling and begged for the gods to take me. This couldn’t be what was meant to happen to us.

      Would this be how we lived the rest of my days? I called for death and screamed for it. I couldn't breathe. I didn't want to not anymore.

      “Please! If there is anyone listening, let me die!”
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      Vik

      Inés. I needed to save her. I needed to get us both out of here.

      I torturously crawled over to her and pulled myself over the mattress. We were the only ones left. The only ones. We needed each other's strength.

      “Inés. Inés, I’m so sorry,” I croaked. It was all my fault. She should have never followed me out into the woods. She should have never…

      Another scream tore from her and it felt as if it seeped under my own flesh, ripping it out. Both of our souls were scarred. Both of us put through more than any human body should be able to take, yet here we were, still alive. Why?

      I scooted close to her and lifted a hand to wipe away her tears. Cradling her face, I stared into the eyes of a woman who wanted nothing more than to end her existence. I was there just moments ago, wasn’t I? If they didn’t throw Inés in here, I might have found a way to take my own life. But now that I knew she was still alive, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. She needed me.

      I scooted again and cradled her head against my chest, letting her cry against me, letting her use whatever strength I had left for herself. Her sobs were so heart wrenching, it shook us both on the dirty mattress.

      “I'm sorry for what happened to you, I’m sorry for what happened to me,” I mumbled against her hair. Taking a deep breath, I wrapped my arms around her, noticing my own wounds as I embraced her tightly.

      “Listen to me, we’ll survive this, you hear me? We won’t let them break us. We’re getting out of here one way or another,” I stated confidently before taking a stuttering breath to hold back my own tears. “And I plan to make all of them suffer.”

      Though I didn't see any way we could, I had to believe it. We were the only people we knew that were here in this torture house. The worst they could do to us was turn us into one of them, but they wouldn’t dare. Not after what they did. They knew their lives would be in danger if they gave us that much power to fight back. I’m sure memories didn’t disappear because of transformation.

      Inés hissed when I adjusted my embrace and I grimaced. Her back was full of wounds, her skin torn.

      They did this to her because she decided to come with me. This was all my fault. I was going to make them all pay.

      I rocked her and hummed until her sobs died down. Once she slowly drifted off to sleep, I slipped her body down onto the bed to give her a more comfortable position. Her arms wouldn’t allow it, but she was too tired at this point to notice their awkward angle.

      I leaned my back against the wall, sitting on the bed, staring at the door anxiously waiting for what was to come. Scenarios began to run through my mind. Most of them ending in bloodshed and vengeance. It was a hope I had to hold onto. The hate would fuel my survival.

      My head felt like it was detaching from my body as I leaned back against the wall. Shadows in the corners began to play with me as they ebbed and flowed back and forth as if alive.

      An unfamiliar masculine voice spoke up from the darkness. “It's either kill or be killed.”

      Blinking a few times, I stared into the corner but the shadows stopped moving. I was losing my mind. I had to be.

      My body was more drained than I anticipated because I didn’t realize when my eyes closed or when I dozed off. The sound of the door creaking open, jerked me awake and my head was pounding from the lack of rest as my eyes tried to adjust to what was happening around me.

      “Seems you’re the only two left to play with. Don’t get too comfortable,” one of the male vampires sneered before shutting the door again.

      Screams, screams everywhere. It was the only symphony in the background. It took me a few moments before I realized the loudest of the screams belonged to me as I wailed to the heavens over what their statement insinuated.

      Angel. Angel’s gone. She was gone.

      I wept for my friend, my companion, my child—I wept for us all.

      “Vik,” came Inés' cracked voice as her chains softly rattled in the background. “Vik, I'm so sorry.”

      Inés wept for me but I didn’t want her fucking sympathy. I wanted my dog back.

      The disembodied voice came again. “Friend, I'm recon, sent to help you two. We have to wait to make our move. My name is Ares, like the god of war.

      The voice floated to me but sounded muffled. I lifted my hands and all I could see was red—my palms coated in blood. They always were. Everywhere I turned, someone I cared about died. My face fell into my blood soaked hands as I let out another sob of anguish. These hands bring nothing but death and misery.

      I was a monster. They turned me into a monster that turned against his own. If that was what they wanted, then fine. I would become the monster they wished me to be.

      I was a doctor. Now, I am a doctor of death.

      In that moment of clarity, my humanity flew away like a bird scattering into the skies. I cared for nothing but to bring death. I chuckled darkly behind my hands. After all, that's what I was good at. Maybe it was meant to be. Maybe it was meant for me to be here because it took everything that had happened thus far, for me to find my true purpose.

      To kill them all.

      A new calm fell over me as I pulled my crimson hands away from my face.

      “Vik? Vik, are you okay?”

      A hum. All the voices were a hum.

      “Ares, are you with us? We have to take these bastards down,” I stated flatly.

      The darkness moved again as if it was alive behind the figure. I slowly turned to look at him and he nodded his head. Good.

      Now, to find out how to kill them.

      “Vik, please tell me you're ok,” Inés asked again.

      “I'm fine,” I barked back.

      The door creaked open at that very moment and the bastard vampires made their appearance again inside my cell. They entered with grins on their faces as if they had been waiting on this moment. I could see it in their eyes they were pleased with this new form of mental torture.

      Before I could remove myself from where I sat, with inhuman speed, they grabbed me and threw me against the wall and chained my arms behind me, forcing me into a seated position. I kicked and threw my head back, slamming it into one of the vampires. I grinned as he growled and slammed my head onto the concrete floor, stunning me. My fight quickly died down from my exhaustion. I let them restrain me, keeping their focus here and not on Inés.

      My stomach cramped from the never ending hunger that tormented me in the quiet moments. It had been days since I ate and my body was beginning to weaken more than I would like it to in order for me to break out of this hellhole.

      As if on cue, the head bloodsucking bitch entered the room, whistling the same song over and over again. Whatever her mind games were, I was onto her. Angel was my last straw. She wouldn’t affect me anymore. The Vik she captured was dead and something else was in his place.

      Kill or be killed, I repeated in my mind.

      She walked around me seductively. “I have a friend that I have been dying for you to meet,” she cooed.

      I glared at her.

      She placed her gloved hands over her goggles, pretending she couldn't see me. “It's right here,” she giggled as she reached behind her back and pulled out her scalpel.

      “Please, don't hurt him.” Inés pleaded on my behalf.

      The bitch ignored her and continued rambling. “Those toes of yours are quite infected, little toy. They need to be lanced or we may have to amputate them.”

      Despite my feet constantly throbbing, I learned to ignore it. My entire body ached, weakened from not being fed but my eyes continued to watch attentively while she made her way toward me with her scalpel.

      I kept my face stoic as she crouched down, tilted her head and grabbed one of my feet toward her. I ground my teeth together as she slowly and meticulously sliced the side of my toe open one by one, squeezing the limb and letting the infection ooze out onto the concrete ground, emitting a foul odor in the air.

      The more she squeezed the more the pain subsided. I was thankful but silent. My toes slowly bled out until the infection thinned and only blood dripped onto the ground.

      One of the vampires in the back gagged and she hissed for him to shut up.

      Who knew what kind of trick this was? Maybe she was going to stab me after pretending to help. The one thing I was sure of was that this vampire was out of her mind and got off on my pain. I refused to scream out and give her what she wanted.

      Abruptly she stood up and snapped her gloved fingers. Her two assistants came forward, grabbed me and dragged me back to the middle of the room and attached my restraints to the chain looped through the pulley once again. They lifted me into the air until my toes barely reached the floor, my arms high above my head.

      The familiarity of the situation dulled the impact of fear they were obviously trying to produce. They needed new torture techniques at this point.

      I kept my glare on her, the leader of this pathetic group of vampires. She sashayed toward me and traced her hand around my stomach, circling my hanging form.

      “Someone looks very hungry. Are you famished, my toy?” she teased, peering at my face from behind me. She ran her fingers slowly from my stomach up to my face.

      I jerked my head away, dislodging her touch. She laughed at my reaction. She knew I wouldn’t beg her for food.

      “Tsk. Tsk. So stubborn. But that’s what has been keeping you alive, hasn’t it?” she cooed in approval.

      “Bitch, just kill me!” I roared in her face. I couldn't take it anymore. I was ready for death, ready to take her with me.

      “No, no, no, it won’t be that easy for you, little toy.” She lifted her mask just enough to lick the side of my face before she and her stupid assistants made their way to the exit. Before she left, she looked over her shoulder and flipped the light off, drowning us both in complete darkness, slamming the door shut behind her.

      “Vik, listen to me. I'm right here with you,” Inés comforted. “We have each other and no matter what we can do this together. Vik, stay with me…” Inés was partially sobbing, partially trying to put on a brave face as if her words were trying to convince herself.

      A few moments of silence later, she began to sing to me in her soft voice but my mind was already slipping into delirium once again. Soon the room began to move and I could no longer hear anything at all.

      Soon, the darkness began to play tricks on my mind. I could see objects moving and disembodied voices around me, ones I knew weren’t there. The longer my sense of sight was taken from me, the more my mind turned on me. I closed my eyes and attempted to think of happier things, more tangible things I could grasp onto to keep me grounded—to keep me from tipping over the precarious edge I was on.

      Numerous images flicked through my mind, making me dizzy until one settled and refused to move.  My wife appeared before me… walking slowly, the rebar bar sticking from her chest.

      Hurt, anguish, regret and guilt laced at my being. “Get away from me!” I screamed out.

      The dirt hole I dug myself in, the hole my mind found itself in was too slippery and there were no grips. There was no escape from this hell. I was aware and unaware at all at once as my mind slipped into the realm of insanity.

      “So, this is how much I meant to you? You couldn't even save me,” she accused.

      Her finger pointed to the metal bar sticking out of her chest cavity while she stared lifelessly into my eyes. Suddenly, her lifeless eyes morphed into anger as tears tracked down her cheeks.

      “How could you let this happen?” Katherine yelled as she forcefully removed the rod from her chest and walked toward me. I was stunned, paralyzed by my guilt. When she was nearly toe to toe, I forced my eyes open to find nothing there but the same darkness the vampires left us in.

      My heart raced as if I ran a thousand miles. My chest ached from the overexertion and the residual guilt the vision gave me. I was in hell, I had to be. Why else would Katherine say those things to me? There was no way I was still alive.

      Time passed by excruciatingly slowly as every shadow in my mind darkened into black pits of torment. Things I should have done. Things I shouldn’t have done. The consequences of my actions and inactions. They all tormented me as I hung here. Screams of the past, screams in the present, screams from wives who lost their husbands after missions. All the noise around me was far too loud and I was unsure if they were real or if my mind was continuously pushing me into a state of madness.

      One particular voice rose above the rest while I found myself lost in chaos.

      “Vik you have to stay strong. We are all we have, Vik,” Inés quietly sobbed.

      My arms were losing blood and I welcomed the pricks of pain that traveled down my limbs. I felt hollow with no feeling, no hope, there was nothing that could save me. I was alone.

      I didn’t know how much time passed when Abyzou re-entered along with the giant vampire from the first day. Her lover. His presence brought true terror to my very existence.

      His face slowly grinned while he stared at me, then Inés, with delight.
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      One thing good that came from the last torture session was the simple fact that they unrestrained us and left us with a jug of water. By my calculations, we had been captured for close to a week, much to my mind’s disagreement. Why else would they finally give us something to keep us alive?

      We still didn’t know what their plans were but at this point, it didn’t matter. After feeding the water Inés and slowly drinking some for myself, we were able to ration out enough water for another day.

      I removed my shirt to help clean her up as much as I could. Ripping off a piece of the fabric, I tied it around my toes to close off the wound to the elements before shoving my feet back into my boots. We huddled beside each other for long silent moments, letting the water churn in our guts as our bodies greedily took it in.

      A headache was starting to form and I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to keep my mind stable enough to be there for Inés. Whatever that was worth.

      “Vik, I’m glad you’re here with me. I mean, I’m not glad we’re here but you know…” Inés whispered against me.

      I chuckled at the stupidity of the circumstances, but I knew exactly what she meant. I didn’t think I could have made it this long if she wasn’t here with me. “I've got you and you got me,” I told her.

      She laid her head on my chest and I wrapped my arm around her.

      As she drifted off to sleep, my mind ran through all the possible escape plans.

      Ares whispered to me and I turned my head to look at him. Emerging from a dark corner he gave me an unhinged smile and stretched out his hand. I frowned, uncertain of what was happening.

      “Trust me,” he whispered.

      When turned his hand up and opened it, there were vials of what looked like blood. How did he get these?

      “Drink this one,” he whispered, pointing to the smallest of the batch.

      I reached out slowly, careful not to jostle Inés, and grabbed the vials. I blinked and Ares was gone. How did he do that?

      A disembodied voice floated beside me. “It’s almost time for them to come back, get ready…”

      How did he know that? I quickly drank the smallest vial. It tasted metallic, like blood.

      “Vik?” Inés called, waking up at that exact moment.

      I hid the vials in my boots and behind me right before the door to our torture chamber opened with a creak.

      Something inside of me grew, something that was uncomfortable and much more terrifying than the giant vampire that left us in the current state we were in.

      It was hope.

      “Get your asses up, you filthy humans!” one of the captors called out as he made his way toward us.

      We didn’t move. I held onto Inés tighter as she trembled in my arms.

      “How cute. Too bad you won’t live long enough,” the other one taunted and laughed.

      “I said, get your asses up!” The first one lunged and grabbed my hair, pulling me up, clattering the vials behind me.

      Their eyes widened and Inés scooted back from it as if proximity would make her guilty by association. The tension in the room became thick.

      “What do we have here?” the second vampire questioned as he slapped Inés, knocking her sideways.

      “Leave her the fuck alone!” I roared.

      “You hiding this from us? This looks like blood. Where did you get this?”

      I didn’t know how to answer. How do I explain the figure that slips in and out of the shadows? Did I even want to?

      The vampire popped open the lid and sniffed. “Smells like blood. Is it yours? All the blood in this stupid place drives me to hunger. That bitch barely lets us go feed. Guess it’s my lucky day,” he chuckled as he threw the contents of the vile to the back of his throat.

      I watched with morbid fascination as he began to choke and sputter, falling to the ground, convulsing.

      “What the fuck?” the vampire holding me screeched. Distracted, his fingers loosened around my hair and I quickly bent my knees and brought my boot closer to my hand. Grabbing the other vile, I slammed it into his face, the glass piercing his eye, popping it.

      He dropped me as he screamed in anguish. I didn’t know what kind of blood it was but it wasn’t human.

      Inés screamed but quickly slammed her hand over her mouth to muffle the sound as her wide eyes took in the two vampire’s bodies on the ground.

      “I got your back brother,” Ares’ disembodied voice cheered from the corners of the room. began to cheer.

      Scrambling, I ran to the table and rummaged through all the instruments there. Hope was infecting my very being as I scoured the contents for a weapon to get us out of here. Of course they wouldn’t leave anything good behind.

      “Vik!” Inés hissed. I looked over my shoulder to see her patting down the dead bodies and pulling out a few knives from their pockets. I ran over to her and patted down the other vampire.

      This was our one shot and we had to take it. We were escaping this shit hole today.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood up when a familiar whistle and footsteps came up the hall.

      “Inés, this is it,” I told her. Her eyes turned steely and determined, the woman I met back in Black Hollow was back. Hope coursed through both of us as we firmly gripped our weapons in our hands.

      I still had one vile of blood left in my boot. We should be able to take her on.

      I moved to stand behind the door and signaled to Inés to keep her attention. Inés nodded in understanding, hiding her blade behind her.

      “What happened here? Tsk. Naughty little humans—”

      Inés threw the knife directly at the bitch, landing it deep in her chest. The bloodsucker looked down in shock, then fury.

      When she grabbed the hilt to pull it out, I came from behind the door with my own knife at her neck.

      She gasped in delight, confusing me. “Vik, you’re making my pussy wet.”

      The way she said my name made my head twitch. It was too familiar. Something niggled in the back of my mind but all I could concentrate on was pressing the blade into her flesh.

      She slammed her head back into my forehead and I groaned. Inés screamed as she leaped up and clawed at Abyzou’s face, successfully pulling off her mask and ripping her goggles off.

      “I will kill you!” Inés screeched as they both grappled on the ground, fighting for dominance.

      Shaking my head, I pulled the last vile from my boot and lunged. I grabbed Abyzou’s hair, jerking her head back and shoved the vile down her throat, breaking it inside her mouth.

      When she began to choke and twist in my grasp, I stumbled back at the face that stared back at me.

      It took a moment for my mind to comprehend what had just happened because I couldn’t be seeing what I was seeing. Abyzou—Katherine—fell to the side, convulsing as the blood poisoned her.

      I stumbled back, until I hit the wall, sliding down onto my ass. “Katherine,” I whispered.

      “Vik!” Inés cried out as she ran toward me, blocking my view of our main tormentor.

      It felt as if all air left my body. I couldn't breathe.

      My own sweet wife, Katherine. But why? How could she allow herself to become this? How long had she been this way? I buried her…

      I roared and screamed, my mind fragmenting beyond my control. Inés cried out and called to me but I couldn’t answer. I was lost in the torment of my mind. Strong arms wrapped around me and I struggled to be released but she refused to let me go. Instead, she held onto me tighter, sobbing into my chest, calling my name again and again.

      “Vik, come back to me. Please, come back,” Inés sobbed and I slammed my head against the wall behind me, trying to knock sense back.

      She wasn’t Katherine anymore. She was a monster. One that created the monster that was growing within me.

      She made me into this.

      I reminded myself of the hate that grew within since the beginning of our torture. After everything she put me through, after everything she dared to put Inés through. I gritted my teeth and used my hate as a lifeline to ground myself.

      I wrapped my arms around Inés, breathing her in, telling myself that she was the only one that mattered now. She was the only one who held onto me just as tightly to survive this hell.

      I took a deep breath in and out, rubbing Inés’ back, letting her know I was still here with her.

      So I hadn't stopped the change. After a bar through the chest and burying her, she was still reborn into this wretched animal. I let out a maniacal laugh and Inés tensed in my arms.

      Not only was I not good at keeping people alive, I sucked at keeping people dead.

      “Fuck this,” I whispered. “Fuck this!” I roared.

      Inés jerked her head back and looked at me curiously with apprehension.

      Humanity was thrown out the window somewhere during my torture. It felt good to take her life, to take the lives of these bloodsucking scum.

      Katherine was reborn but so was I. She turned me into a reaper and it was time to collect for all the wrong they had done to me—to Inés. To Angel.

      I tapped Inés and she moved out of my way. Slowly I made my way to where my former life lay on the ground, with lifeless eyes. I kicked her with my boot and she didn’t move. Dejavu set in and madness flirted around the edges of my mind once again.

      Looking around quietly, I made my way to her mask and goggles, crouching down to pick them both up. Turning them in my hands, I chuckled under my breath.

      How simple was it to separate oneself from reality behind a curtain?

      The world was going to know exactly what was bred here.

      “Inés,” I called out as I straightened back up.

      “Yes?” she answered hesitantly.

      “It’s time for the Reaper to go home.”
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      Ines

      Reaper?

      What the hell was going on with Vik? He kept looking around and mumbling to himself, laughing out of place. It was probably from lack of food. I was going crazy too, from hunger.

      Pero, this isn’t the same and you know it Inés.

      I shook the doubt in my mind as we patted down the woman’s body for extra weapons.

      Vik stood up with a wide grin and machete in his hand. “Inés, take her clothes off and put them on. Especially her shoes.”

      I nodded and did as he commanded, quickly divesting the dead vampire of her clothes. She was a bit taller than me but I would make it work. Once I finished lacing my boots, I ran to the corner and grabbed the jug of water, sloshing the contents as I made it back to him.

      He was staring out the door, so I tapped him to let him know I was ready to go. When he turned to look at me, I was startled and almost fell back. He was wearing her goggles and mask. My heart raced at what this could possibly mean but  I didn’t voice my concerns. We were going to get out of here together. That was all that mattered.

      Sticking our head out the door, we scanned left and right in case there were any other guards around us. There were none. We walked up the hall slowly, making sure our footfalls didn’t make too much noise. There were cement walls in between several doors leading to who knows where. Blood covered most of them and I wondered which one was mine.

      Vik took several turns and so far, we hadn’t run into any more vampires or humans.

      Maybe this Katherine had set all of this in motion just for him. It seemed personal. And the way he whispered her name after he saw her face…

      A pang of something hit me. Mal contigo—what’s wrong with you, girl? You’re not possibly jealous over that perra?

      Was I? No, this feeling was something else. I hated her. I hated the fact that she put us through this.

      Vik tapped my legs as we both held ourselves closer to the wall. “Keep close,” he instructed. I nodded even though he was still facing forward and not looking at me.

      This was the Vik I hadn’t seen. The one that trained us at Black Hollow. The one I wanted to follow into battle. I chuckled inwardly.

      Be careful what you ask for, Inés.

      Each step was one closer to freedom. Where was the damn exit to this place? I was a bit groggy but I made sure to follow tightly behind him. Vik was still shirtless and I winced at the slow healing wounds that were on his skin. There was no time for pity, though.

      I was still wondering how Vik came about those vials and what was in it when he took another turn down another corridor. Whatever was in those vials, whatever blood that was could be a turning point for the war between humans and vampires.

      “Vik,” I whispered.

      We walked for almost an hour and my legs were getting fatigued.

      “Vik, what was in those vials?” I asked finally.

      He stopped and turned to look at me. The goggles and mask he wore were creepy. I knew it wasn’t her but my heart raced as if it was. My body tensed as if I needed to brace myself for what was to come.

      Vik raised his arm slowly and I flinched. When his warm palm landed on my shoulder, my body took a few moments before it sagged in relief. He pulled me into a tight embrace and whispered against my ear.

      “Animal blood.”

      I pulled back and stared at him. “How do you know that?”

      “Because they live off human blood. What other blood could it be? The probability of other vampire blood doing what it did to them in there is low. It had to be animal blood.”

      His voice cracked at the end and my eyes widened. He didn’t mean…

      He quickly turned back around to lead us out of this crazy place. After a few moments, my steps became slower and slower, my breathing labored.

      “We have to move. I know you're tired, exhausted, but we don't have time to rest. I promise you more are coming and the reaper is going to collect.”

      This cabrón, this fucker, was talking nonsense. What was up with this Reaper thing? I was too scared to ask. I just wanted to get out of here.

      Suddenly, the sound of a door could be heard opening and shutting up ahead. The hair on my body stood up as my hands began to shake, grasping onto Vik’s waistband.

      Vik stopped and looked around. He placed his hand back and tapped me. He said something under his breath but I couldn’t hear it because of the mask.

      Footsteps echoed and I trembled.

      Vik turned toward me and lowered his voice against my cheek. “Get ready to fight, Inés. Can you do that for me?”

      I shut my eyes and let the tears fall. “I’m scared. I don’t want to go through that again.”

      He caressed my face with his hand and tilted my face up. “We won’t. I promise you. I’ll keep you safe. Don’t die on me, Inés. We do this together.”

      I stared into his goggles and my own fearful eyes stared back at me. He was right. I needed to find that woman again, the one who followed this man into the woods hell bent on being his backup when no one else would. I needed to show him that I wasn’t a liability and that I could help keep us alive too.

      Remembering how it felt to scratch that perra’s face off in my fury ignited a fire within me. I could do this. We could do this. We were getting out of here alive, together.

      Together.

      I needed him. And for once, I was okay with needing someone. If it had to be anyone, I was glad it was Vik.

      I bit my bottom lip and his thumb pulled it out from between my teeth. My breath stuttered as I casted my eyes down and grabbed the hilt of the knife I pulled from that bitch’s chest.

      Vik nodded as he twisted the machete in his hand and turned around to face what was coming.

      I watched as Vik’s body relaxed, letting out a breath. How was he so calm, so confident? I admired him more in this moment.

      “Get ready,” he said.

      I bit my lip and gripped the hilt of my blade harder. My hands were getting clammy but I couldn’t mess up. I couldn’t let us down. I peered around his shoulder and saw two vampires coming our way.

      “You get behind us. Inés cover our backs,” he instructed.

      My eyes widened. Who was he talking to? Who was Ares? I looked behind me and saw no one. Did I hear him wrong?

      “You there!” one of the vampires called out as they both started running toward us.

      Vik roared as he ran toward them. I followed behind.

      “Human!” they called out but the first vampire quickly gurgled in his own blood as Vik leaped and swung his machete across his neck.

      Blood sprayed across Vik’s face and goggles, but he didn’t stop. The other vampire hissed as he dashed toward him. I screamed in fear for Vik and threw my blade. It landed on his shoulder, knocking him back enough for Vik to bring down the machete on his skull, splitting it in half down toward his eyes.

      Vik pulled back with a wet sound and slammed the blade down again, taking the vampire to the ground. I ran toward him and pulled my knife out of his shoulder, stabbing it in his chest and neck. It was the only weapon I had and I wasn’t about to lose it in this little skirmish.

      As I stood there catching my breath, Vik seemed to be in a trance. He swung his blade down like a butcher, dismembering the vampire’s limbs and finally his head, coating the ground crimson in his wake.

      Time stood still as I watched Vik slowly straighten and point the tip of the machete on the floor, leaning into it. He was calm. Too calm.

      “You motherfuckers have always wanted to bring death to humans well… death sent me to collect, I am the reaper of souls and your soul is mine,” he snarled, his chest glistening from the blood that splattered on him.

      Whatever was happening to Vik, whoever this Reaper he claimed to be, I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.

      “Vik,” I whispered.

      He calmly turned to look at me, his goggles dripping in blood.

      I audibly gulped but continued to tell him what was on my mind. “Y-you should take his clothes,” I said, pointing at the vampire that was still intact.

      Vik chuckled then threw his head back and laughed maniacally.

      “You’re a smart one, Inés. I forgot about that,” he said as if we were having a conversation about the weather. I patted down the dismembered vampire as Vik disrobed the other one.

      I found a few things I could use and shoved them into my pockets. When I turned around, Vik was already fully clothed. He walked over to me and placed a gentle hand on my shoulder before disrobing the second vampire and grabbing his detached head.

      “What are you doing?” I asked frantically.

      Vik chuckled as he threw the head into a makeshift bag made from the dead vampire’s shirt. “Souvenir.”

      My mouth dropped open, watching as blood began to soak through the bag. Vik began to whistle the same eerie tune as the perra did as he made his way to the other vampire and began hacking at his neck. He collected the second head into the same back and slung it over his shoulder.

      “Why are you taking their heads?” my voice shook.

      “How else does the Reaper collect, Inés?” he laughed as if I told him the funniest joke and began walking again. “We should be close. Let’s keep going.”

      I blinked a few times and then looked over the dead bodies on the ground. This experience had changed us both, for better or worse.

      We came to a ladder that led us upward to a hatch. Was this place underground this whole time? It explained the smell of damp earth that permeated the walls.

      Vik began climbing and I followed. The blood dripping from the bag still slung on his shoulders hit me on the cheek and I scowled. Was he really going to keep those heads with us?

      When Vik pushed open the hatch, bright sunlight streamed into the hole, temporarily blinding us. Fresh air gave us renewed energy as we both ascended the ladder faster until we made it out the other side.

      It wasn’t until we pulled our bodies onto the topside that we realized how cold it was.

      “How in the world…?” Why was it so cold?

      Our faces were hit with a breeze of arctic air and my entire body shivered. Looking up, I realized we were by a wall of ice and snow.

      Did we lose that much track of time? Have the seasons changed that dramatically? But snow? I don’t remember ever seeing snow around Black Hollow.

      “We’re close to Shaye territory,” Vik informed me.

      I whipped my head and looked at him. He was staring out into the horizon, lost in his mind.

      “How do you know?”

      “The mountains. We’re next to Lashrose Rise.”

      “Lashrose Rise?” I had never heard of the place.

      He slowly turned to look at me. “It’s either that or we’re by Disaris territory. Nonetheless, we are far, far away from home,” he explained calmly.

      At that moment, I saw Vik in a different light. He was more traveled than I was, knew more about the different territories and the differentiation of climates. Who was I trying to fool by following him, making him think I would be an asset?

      I shivered again when another ice cold breeze hit me.

      “Are you going to be okay, Inés?”

      My teeth clattered against each other but I nodded my head anyway. We had no other choice but to be okay if we wanted to make it back home.

      “We better move before the sun goes down taking away the little heat we do have.”

      Heat? Heat? What heat? He was out of his damn mind.

      He must have been reading my facial expression because he chuckled and came closer to me, pulling me in for a warm hug. I was grateful and snuggled against his chest.

      “Give me a minute,” he mumbled as he gently pushed me away. I stood there quietly watching him in confusion. I was cold. I wanted his warmth back.

      He chuckled, staring at me as his hands quickly converted the bag into something that could be tied behind his back.

      I stood in awe. He was so innovative. This brilliant person standing before me could have been lost to what we were subjected to down there. Tears burned my eyes and then froze when they streamed down my cheeks.

      I owed it to Vik. I needed to make sure I brought him back as whole as he could be. Black Hollow desperately needed a man like him, one that was willing to sacrifice his life for another—for a life as worthless as mine.

      “Are you just going to stand there? Come on,” he teased as he grabbed my hand and pulled me forward.

      Something cracked inside of me, metaphorical walls began to crumble as I gripped his hand in mine and followed closely beside him to conserve our warmth as we traveled together.
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      We had made it out of the proverbial pot and into the fire. Wearing only a thin pair of pants and a long sleeve shirt, I couldn’t battle the arctic winter that we have now come face to face with.

      Vik calmly marched forward, carrying a damn bag of heads and wearing the mask of that psychopath while calling himself the reaper. Though I was wondering if he was himself anymore, I wondered the same thing about myself. They really did a number on us and maybe this was his way of moving on but he was turning into someone I didn't even know anymore. I was someone I didn’t even know anymore.

      I was becoming clingy, someone I never thought I would be. But with Vik, it just felt right. We both needed each other.

      “You doing okay?” he asked again. He was always asking, always putting my needs above his own.

      “Yeah,” I softly answered, trying to keep my body as small as possible to conserve warmth.

      The sun was quickly fading, dropping the temperatures even lower and causing me to shiver uncontrollably.

      “Inés, hold on. I know you're cold and exhausted. Hell, I am too, but there is our saving grace right there,” he said pointing up ahead with my hand still in his.

      “You see that? there's a small opening in that mountain front. We can use that for shelter tonight. Ares and I will gather some firewood and we will be okay for the night.”

      That name again. Maybe it was my hunger. Maybe it was the cold, but I was getting irritated with not knowing what the hell was going on.

      “Who the fuck is Ares?” I asked, completely perplexed. There was no one here but us.

      He laughed and I scrunched my face into a scowl. He lifted both our hands and ran it across the wrinkle between my brow. “I will explain that later.  I met him…down there. He helped us escape. Now let's get to that opening before you freeze.”

      We increased our pace and the mountain face seemed to only get further away with each step I took. My eyes were becoming heavier but at least I wasn't as cold as I was before with my blood pumping in my veins. Soon the white of the snow seemed to be wavering. I shook my head a few times, attempting to get control of my senses when blackness overtook me.

      I was awakened by heat against my back and something heavy across my waist.

      I tried to lift my head up. “Wha—”

      “Shh…” Vik’s voice relaxed me as I lowered my head back down. He shuffled behind me until his warmth was to my front. I opened my eyes to see Vik’s face staring back at me.

      He took off the googles and the mask. I was grateful. I missed him.

      “Don't move too fast. You took quite a spill back there. Welcome back,” he said with a smile and I felt my face flush. “That pace was too much for you. You blacked out.”

      How did he not? We were both starved, both tortured. How did he remain so strong after all that?

      “How.. How long have I been out for, Vik?” I looked around the cave to see a fire and something cooking above it in a spit. The smell was delectable and my mouth automatically watered. I couldn't remember the last time I had been fed anything.

      “Too long,” he whispered, pushing my hair away from my eyes. I stared at him then, truly stared at him.

      When did I find my heart being pulled in his direction? Was it because of what we went through together or was there always something that simmered beneath the surface? Or was it the way he touched me so gently in moments like these, in moments where I needed it the most.

      “Not for too long, but long enough for us to carry you and get a fire started and kill a rabbit.”

      We?

      “It’s nearly ready to eat,” His voice was calm and unreadable. Who did he keep talking about? There was still no one here but us.

      That you know of. Maybe the other person is hiding in the cave.

      My paranoia began to intensify. Maybe it wasn’t Vik who was going crazy. Maybe it was me. Maybe I wasn’t able to see what was right in front of me.

      Words were lodged in my throat and my stomach grumbled. My face flamed as I covered my belly and looked away.

      Vik grabbed my chin and forced me to look at him again. “It’s okay. We’re both hungry. Come on, let’s eat.”

      The phantom sensation of his fingers on my chin remained long after he left me to get up and walk to the fire.

      Inwardly groaning, I pushed myself up to sit and rubbed my head. Taking a deep breath, I got to my feet and made my way toward the fire as well. There was a nice warmth within the vicinity and I put my hands up toward the flame to warm them up.

      Vik grabbed another stick and peeled some of the meat off with it then handed it to me.

      “Thank you.” He must have been starving but chose to feed me first.

      The moment the smell came close to my nose, I lost all sense and shoved the hot meat into my mouth, burning it. Fanning my face and blinking back tears, I chewed quickly and moved the food around with my tongue so that it wouldn’t burn one single location inside of my mouth.

      By the time I swallowed, tears were streaming down my face from the self torture I just inflicted.

      Vik laughed as he slowly peeled some of the meat of his own stick and nibbled on it.

      “What are you laughing at?” I huffed, still embarrassed but putting on a brave front.

      “You,” he said bluntly.

      I scrunched my face and asked for more food. He obliged while still chuckling. Instead of tearing off the meat, he brought out his knife, wiped it against his clothes and proceeded to slice off a bigger piece for me.

      “Don’t forget to blow on it this time.”

      I almost choked at his statement and it only made him laugh again. As mad as I was, I began to laugh too, happy that we were both able to still do that.

      We ate in silence for the rest of the time. I couldn’t believe we did it. We were free.

      “What are you thinking about so hard over there?” he asked.

      I looked up at him. “We’re free, Vik. We’re really free.”

      His face quickly morphed from calm and serene to something blank and eerie. What did I say?

      “We’re not free until they’re all dead, Inés.”

      And like that, he finished the rest of the meat on his stick and stood up, putting the half eaten food back on the spit and walking away.

      “Vik, I—”

      “Reaper. My name is Reaper. Ares told you that already.”

      The last bit of food I chewed felt like a lump in my throat as I swallowed it down. When I turned to look at him, he had the goggles and mask back on. An eerie chill ran down my spine.

      It was as if he was two different people now.

      “Vik, are you okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” he replied bluntly.

      Why wouldn’t he be? I wasn’t okay, but I didn’t know how to voice it to him without the possibility of him taking offense and leaving me here on the mountain to die alone. I know I shouldn’t think that way, but it was a deeply rooted fear after what we went through. For the first few days, I thought I was being tortured alone. I thought  I was going to die alone.

      I couldn’t risk losing Vik now, so I kept quiet.

      He sat on the ground, facing the entrance of the cave, sliding his blade across the stone in front of him again and again in silence.

      The repetitive noise was driving me crazy. I wanted to help him. I wanted to get him out of this weird trance he was in. I stood up and took a few steps toward him..

      “Vik, talk to me.”

      Silence.

      “Vik—”

      I screamed when he leaped at me, pinning me to the ground.

      My chest heaved as I stared at my reflection in his goggles. The flames danced and obscured the image, wavering it with its dark dance.

      “I told you, Vik isn’t here anymore,” he quietly stated as he ran his knuckles, still holding his blade, across my forehead, pushing my hair out of my eyes.

      Like caught prey, I stared at him, unsure of how to move, unsure of what would set him off.

      “I-I’m sorry.” What else could I say? I wasn’t even sure what set him off to begin with.

      “You shouldn’t be, sweet. But they will be, just you wait and see. I’ll kill them for you, Inés.”

      My breath stuttered.

      He laid on top of me a few more moments before he removed himself and went back to sharpening his blades.

      I continued to lay there on my back, trying to catch my breath and understand what just happened.

      “Get some rest, Inny. Your body needs it.”

      I blinked a few times and quietly got up to go back to the makeshift resting area I woke up in. There were dead leaves and moss in a small patch. I sat down and ran a hand down my face to try and collect myself.

      “They won't hurt you anymore. Go to sleep.”

      Biting the bottom of my lip, I held back tears of frustration and confusion as I did as he bade and closed my eyes.

      Sleep came faster than I anticipated, my limbs feeling heavy as I floated somewhere in dreamscape.

      It was her face I saw. The woman he called Katherine. She was laughing in my face as she pulled my arm out of socket and I cried out in pain but the sound was muffled. No one heard me. No one was there to save me. I was utterly alone and the helplessness I felt threatened to drown me.

      I jerked my body and struggled, trying to get away from her claws when someone heavy pinned me down.

      It was suddenly warm. Too warm to be true. We were surrounded by snow, weren’t we? I felt like I was on fire!

      “Inés. Sweet. Come back to me.”

      His voice against my ear sparked a not so distant memory, one where I told him the same thing.

      I cried in my dream. I screamed out and called his name.

      “Inés,” he whispered against my face and suddenly my eyes snapped open. Vik was there with his mask and I screamed.

      He slapped his hand over my mouth and my eyes widened in fear.

      “You’re not there anymore, Inés. I killed them all. Don’t you remember? I killed them. I killed them to get you out. To keep you safe. You’re out of there. We escaped,” he rambled, slowly removing his hand once he knew I wasn’t going to scream anymore.

      We stared at each other and I told myself that it was just Vik behind the mask. The man who comforted me while we were both being tortured. The man who held me when it felt like I was breaking into pieces.

      What was wrong with me? So what if he wants to wear the stupid thing? Maybe he was trying to find some sort of semblance of comfort too. Who was I to judge?

      Vik rolled off me and returned to his position behind me. I turned to my side away from him with my arm under my head. Were these nightmares always going to plague me now?

      I tossed and turned on our makeshift cot. I couldn’t go back to sleep, too afraid of what I would see behind my eyes. Groaning, I got up and wrapped my arms around myself as I walked toward the entrance.

      “What are you doing?” Vik barked out.

      “Getting some fresh air,” I spat. What was his problem? Couldn’t I walk around a bit?

      “...the fucking blood. I feel it stitching. The itch. Always itching. Fucking Ares…”

      Ignoring his mumbling to himself, I stood a few feet from the entrance and stared out at the snow.

      It was amazing how much different the climate was here compared to our home, Black Hollow. Though our community was mostly underground, the snow didn’t reach us even when the seasons changed.

      The sound of a sharpening blade echoed throughout the cave again, grating on my nerves and making me grind my teeth.

      How much did a few blades need to be sharpened when we haven’t used it since killing the vampires? My eyes darted around the cave to see where he hid the decapitated heads he brought with us. I still didn’t understand it, but it wasn’t hurting anyone so I continued to ignore it.

      I wonder how long it took before it started to stink…

      Grind. Grind. Grind. The sound made my head twitch, reminding me of the dark room they kept me in. I couldn’t see anything. I was forced to hear whatever was around me, the sound of screams, the sound of torture…

      “Vik!”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Dammit, Vik!”

      This time he growled but I was ready for him. I quickly turned around and spat exactly what was on my mind. “I get it we were tortured but you can't let it change you! Snap out of it!”

      He bolted upright, gripping his blade in his right hand. His posture was relaxed but his voice was anything but. There was a hidden menace beneath the calm. “I was a doctor and my hands are covered in the blood of those I failed to save.”

      He held both hands up and began to look at them front and back, front and back.

      “But now I know their true purpose is to take life, not to save it. Like I told you before, Vik isn’t here anymore.” He stared at me for a few moments through his goggles, then took a deep breath, turning his face in the direction of where he kept the bag of heads.

      “I am the reaper. Your friend died in that dungeon and I was reborn into what I was always meant to be. An executioner.”

      A chill, not from the snow, swept through me.

      The beautiful snow remnants slowly began to make their way inside of the cave behind me. I shivered but didn’t take my eyes off Vik who stood there motionless, his hand still gripped to his blade as if it had become a part of him—an extension of his limb.

      Finally, Vik moved to a pile of wood in the corner and added more to our dying fire. He sat with his back against the far wall, facing me and the entrance. If he wanted to be alone, fine. I would leave him alone to whatever madness that was taking over him.

      I grimly went back to our little cot area and laid down, facing away from him, determined to have my own alone time too.

      It was stupid really, since we both shared one cave and were only a few feet away from each other. But the stupidity of the situation refused to get through both our hard heads.

      I dozed off despite how hard I tried to fight it. The only reason I knew I did was because I was awakened by the sound of birds chirping outside and the sun’s rays peeking through the entrance.

      Had an entire night truly gone by that fast? I moved into a sitting position and stretched, hearing some of my bones pop.

      If I had to choose between a stone floor and the flat beds we had back home, I'd still choose my old bed.

      I looked over my shoulder to see those damn goggles staring at me.

      “Good morning,” I said as an olive branch for whatever happened between us last night.

      He nodded in response and got to his feet. “It’s time to move.”

      “Okay.”

      Vik grabbed his bag of heads and tied it around his torso like a backpack, then placed his short blade into his pocket and grabbed his machete with his other hand.

      I made sure to pat myself down, noting where my blades were and followed behind him. The moment we exited the cave, a blast of icy air hit us and chapped my lips and face almost instantly.

      I braced myself for the walk that was coming. I was glad that Vik remembered to tell me to grab that perra’s boots before we escaped. I didn’t know how his toes were able to handle this extreme weather.

      Maybe he couldn’t feel his toes anymore…

      I kept it in the back of my mind and told myself to check up on it the next time we stopped.

      Without warning, a loud noise was coming toward us at a fast pace. The crunching of branches and thuds that hit the ground made my heart race as I pulled out my knife and got into a defensive position. Vik did the same with his machete in hand.

      Snow showered on all sides as a beast camouflage behind it grunted and growled. When it was a few feet away, Vik pushed me behind him before handing me his short knife. I didn’t know how good I was with double wielding but if Vik believed in me, so did I.

      He unstrapped his bag, dropping it to the ground right as the beast roared.

      “Can’t go home without a little action now, can we? Ares, watch Inés.”

      He couldn’t be losing his mind right now, not when we needed to fight!

      “Vik! There is no one here but me. Please, come back to me. Vik, I need your head on straight.”

      The silhouette of the beast barreled toward us. It opened its jaws and Vik leapt to action, swinging his machete up and slicing its face.

      I stood in horror at its massive white frame covered in fur with a doglike head. It attacked on all fours but its growl was more menacing than any wolf I had ever seen. Vik’s movements were precise and lethal as he fought his way and grabbed onto its fur on the side. The beast shook and got on its hind legs but Vik didn’t let go. Instead he used the opportunity to climb onto its back, straddling it between his legs as he brought his machete down on its head.

      The beast roared and it took me out of the temporary paralysis I was in. I screamed and ran toward it, slicing against its large clawed paws, making it throw its head back in pain. Its large black nose stood out against the snow like a bullseye as it brought its front legs back down onto the ground in front of me with a thundering crash.

      “The cave must have been its home or something!” I cried out to Vik who was still riding the beast on his back, bringing the blade down again and again. But with each swing, the beast jerked its head, making him miss his target.

      “Nothing we can do about that now!” he yelled back.

      I slashed at its face and it opened its jaws and tried to take a bite out of mine. Good thing I jumped back in time, landing my ass on the snow.

      Another thud landed nearby and I lifted my head to see Vik groaning and getting back to his feet.

      “Vik!” I gasped.

      “I told you, my name is Reaper and the faster you get that through your thick skull the better. Just get ready, you two, it's coming.”

      The beast growled menacingly, its eyes as red as coals of fires, or maybe it was from the blood that was dripping into it. It bared its teeth and opened its large maw.

      Despite Vik’s mask hiding his face, his body posture was calm as he stood there at the ready with his machete in both hands. What was wrong with him? He looked utterly excited for what was to come.

      There was a good possibility we were going to die here.

      Vik ran toward the beast like a wild man and slid under the monster's legs right as it closed its jaws, missing him by a few inches. I watched in utter amazement as Vik cut its back leg with the machete.

      The monster roared out in pain before slapping a large paw at Vik who continued to defend himself with the machete in both hands. The beast was strong but not smart. Right as the beast reared back in preparation for another hit, Vik grabbed the machete and stabbed the beast in the chest before it could make it down. With a cry, the beast slapped him, dislodging both Vik and the machete, and threw him against a nearby tree as it fell onto its side.

      I threw one of the blades but it skidded off the beast’s fur, clanking against a rock. Vik coughed and got onto his hands and knees as the beast also got back up and ran toward him with primal rage.

      “No!” I cried out, inadvertently drawing the beast’s attention toward me. He sniffed the air, letting out clouds of exhales before changing direction toward me.

      I held my last knife tightly, ready to fight or die trying. At least I would die a free woman, I told myself. The beast reared up and I screamed as I shot my hand out, stabbing it in the front while Vik came from behind with his machete again, slicing through its back.

      The beast fell to the ground and we both kept stabbing away in case it decided to get back up. When the beast finally stopped moving, we both fell to the ground beside it, catching our breaths.

      I turned to see Vik holding onto his ribs and I quickly crawled over to him to make sure he was alright.

      His breathing was labored but he was still alive and so was the beast when I casted my gaze back toward its form. Helping Vik to his feet, he took a deep, groaning breath before grabbing the bag of heads he tossed aside.

      I watched in confusion as he began to tie it again.

      “What are you doing? Just leave it! You don’t need to drag those heads around, Vik!”

      “You don’t know what I need,” he growled, getting into my face.

      I took a step back with my hands up, palms facing out, letting him have this one thing he couldn’t seem to let go of.

      He then took the time to tie it around himself even though it made him grimace in pain. I scowled at him quietly as he walked over to the beast and pulled his machete out of its back. The monster roared again before closing its eyes.

      “Inés,” Vik yelled out all of a sudden, making my heart race. I firmly grabbed the hilt of my blade and ran toward him. “It has Aries!”

      What?

      He was actively fighting the beast, opening its slacked jaws widely, yelling for whoever this Ares was. I was both disturbed and mortified. I placed my blade inside my pocket, grabbed him around his midsection and pulled him back before the beast decided to wake back up.

      Vik struggled and lunged toward the beast calling out for Ares and tears flowed down my cheeks. My poor Vik. His mind. His poor mind. He lost it.

      Suddenly, the beast growled and snapped its jaws. I jerked Vik back until we both tumbled onto the snow a few feet away.

      “Vik, there is no one there! Stop, he will kill you!”

      “Ares! I'm here, I will save you my friend!”
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      Vik

      What was wrong with her? My friend was being mauled right in front of me! And she wanted me to just stand back and watch it happen?

      Ares cried out in pain as the creature bit into him with a loud crunch. I roared in fury, trying to get to him but was held back by strong arms.

      “Let me go! Inés he’s dying!”

      I didn’t see her fist flying until it slammed into my face, stunning me. Falling to my knee, I moved my jaw to make sure it wasn’t broken, pissed.

      “I told you to let me go!” I growled.

      Her beautiful face was furious and right up against mine in challenge. “Vik, there is no one there, cabrón! You’re hallucinating.”

      What was she saying? Why was she spewing these lies to me? Why was she trying to confuse me?

      She screamed in frustration through gritted teeth and I tilted my head. “But you know what? If you want to get eaten, then do it! Go right ahead!” Ines yelled, her face red with fury.

      “I told you my name is Reaper,” I gritted out as I slowly made my way toward the beast and swung my machete down again. That creature thought I would allow it to live and kill my friend? Aries coughed up blood before he gave me a thumbs up, then slowly closing his eyes and giving in to his wounds.

      I roared and swung my blade again and again, spraying blood on my mask and face.

      I  began to hack at its neck faster and harder. Inés was screaming at me but it took a moment for her voice to come through clearly as my mind waded through a red haze.

      “Vik, that's enough! It's finished, you can stop now!”

      Mercy was a comfort we could not afford. Those monsters showed us no mercy, so why the fuck would I?

      “Vik, please…”

      “Stop! Can’t you see I’m mourning another loss? Another life taken in association with me!” I slapped the side of my head in frustration, roaring to the skies.

      “Vik!”

      “Another life lost. The bloodsuckers couldn’t stop, could they? They created a monster that still took lives, still lost lives.”

      I fell to my knees and hung my head in my hands. I screamed at the injustice of it all. Ares didn’t deserve to die, not after he helped us escape that hell hole.”

      My ribs ached as I began rocking. The cold seeped into my shins and then the rest of my body.

      Let it.

      Let it take me from the outside because I was already numb from the inside.

      It was her warmth I felt first, then her arms. What was wrong with her? Why did she want to be tainted by me? The darkness I carried affected everyone, killed everyone around me.

      I shoved her away but she stubbornly returned.

      “I’m not letting you go, Vik. You promised me we would make it back home. We are going home!” she told me firmly against my back and her warmth began to combat the chill.

      Inés had that effect on me. In the darkest of moments where my sanity threatened to leave, she anchored me back to reality. She reminded me of why I needed to keep fighting.

      “Inés…” I choked out, still in grief over Ares’ death.

      “Shhh… I got you. It’ll be okay. Just come back to me,” she pleaded.

      I let the tears fall and wiped my cheeks with the back of my hand before they could freeze over from this cold. Taking a deep breath in and out, I raised my head and looked at her.

      She stared back at me with worry in her brow but not condemnation as I would have assumed. I had not been the best of company since we escaped the dungeon, my mind fracturing upon simple triggers, but yet she steadily remained by my side.

      I saw her differently then. The blood splatters on the goggles couldn’t distort the truth that was right in front of me.

      I needed her, just as much as she needed me and she knew it. I was the only one too blind to see it.

      She cradled my face and a new source of heat burned within me. I jerked my face away not wanting to confront it just yet and got to my feet.

      Clearing my throat, I made sure all our weapons were retrieved and that the bag on my back was still secure.

      In silence, we began walking in the direction of home using the position of the sun as our compass. The cold whipped against our exposed skin but we wouldn’t be able to survive another night like last night, not without shelter.

      I didn’t need Inés to hate me, so I grabbed her hand as I led her away from Lashrose Rise’s mountain face back to warmer climates. Hours passed before we could feel the dramatic change of temperature enough for us to stop huddling together so tightly as we walked.

      The walk was grueling and we had to take multiple breaks to rest our feet. Luckily we didn’t run into any more beasts. Our bodies were too exhausted to fight off another one. The food we ate during our stay at the cave kept us motivated and moving.

      This mask helped me remember what I endured for those months and my new purpose. The bag of skulls on my back was a constant reminder that what had tried to kill us was no match for what I had become. The Reaper.

      Resting on a boulder, letting the sun’s rays warm us from above, I turned to look at Inés.

      “You doing alright over there?” I asked.

      I watched as she tilted her head and rubbed the back of her neck. “Yeah, I can hang in there. Are you doing alright? Your feet—”

      “Is fine,” I cut her off, taking my eyes off her. She didn’t need to remind me about what I constantly felt. Though the bloodsucking bitch drained my infection out once or twice, the throbbing pain was still there. I would need to keep it cleaned out and drained when we got back to Black Hollow. Toenails grew back, but necrotic tissue, not so much.

      I stood up and groaned. My ribs ached, but a tight wrap and rest would help that. Feelings of hope and a better tomorrow coursed through me.

      “Come on,” I told her, sticking my palm out for her to take.

      She bit her lip the way she always did and then smiled. It made my cock jump for the first time in what felt like forever. The simple joy on her face, knowing we were close to home, was enough for me.

      She grabbed my hand and I pulled her up off the boulder she was sitting on.

      “The farther we get away from that damn mountain, the better,” she mumbled.

      I chuckled and gave her hand a squeeze.

      “We shouldn’t be far from home.”

      “How can you tell?” she asked curiously.

      I looked over my shoulder and smirked at her. “When you go on enough missions, you learn a thing or two.”

      We weaved through densely packed woods and listened to the soft crunch of leaves beneath our feet.

      “Well, I would have more experience if you would have just let me join you all on a mission.”

      My mind flashed back to the Letos vampires we ran into in the mines. Thoughts of them putting their filthy hands on Inés made my blood boil. I was going to take the heads of all vampires that dared to cross me.

      “You won’t be joining on any missions,” I confidently told her.

      She stopped and pulled me back by our interlocking hands. “What the hell do you mean by that?”

      I stared at her through my goggles for a few moments. I refused to see her battered and broken again. Never again. “You’re not fucking going on any missions against bloodsuckers. That’s what I said.”

      “How the hell are you going to stop me when we get back home. Teams constantly go out. You’re not the only one who controls the groups, Vik.”

      Vik. Always Vik.

      Vik was weak.

      I jerked her hand and pulled her until her body hit my chest. Her eyes widened and her cheeks changed to a pinker tinge, drawing my eyes to them.

      “I’m the one who keeps you alive. Remember that,” I whisper, caught in everything that was Inés. I watched curiously as she bit her lip again, a tell tale sign of her nervousness around me. Good. She should be nervous. I didn’t control Reaper when he wanted to show up. He controlled me. I was merely a vessel for his death dealing.

      “We kept each other alive, Vik.”

      I scowled. She needed to understand that Vik was dead. He died in those dungeons.

      “Inés, what did I tell you?”

      “You’ve told me a lot of crazy shit, cabrón, most of it crazy. So what exactly are you talking about?” she spat.

      I recognized the fact that her ire and attitude came out the more comfortable she was with me. I warmed me from the inside but the simple fact that her stupidity could get her killed, infuriated me.

      “The Reaper keeps you alive. You need to start listening.”

      She grabbed my mask and pulled it down to her face. “Vik, if you talk about that reaper shit, one more time—”

      I growled and quickly grabbed both of her hands and locked them behind her. My heavy breathing fogged up my goggles as I continued to glare at her behind the mask.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she gasped.

      I transferred both her wrists to one hand as I removed the bottom mask, hanging it from one side.

      Her eyes darted to my mouth and I gave in, slamming my lips on hers. She fought—initially. Soon, her struggles ceased and my restraint on her loosened. She wrapped her arms around me and pulled me closer.

      A sexual tension between had been brewing beneath the surface, disguised as our need for survival, our need to keep each other alive. I had to admit that even during my fury and emotions of hatred over what happened to us, my dick twitched when she was around and huddled close to me.

      I was forever removed from society and humanity after what happened. And so was she. No one would be able to understand what we went through, not that I cared. They didn’t need to. I just needed her to not hate me. I just needed Inés to feel what I was feeling—because that was enough.

      Our tongues danced and dueled as our breaths got caught in one another. That was, until she abruptly pulled back and turned her face away.

      “What are we doing, right now?” she breathed.

      “Whatever the fuck we want, Inés. And right now I want you.” I grabbed her chin and forced her face back to me, landing my lips on her again.

      She whimpered and my dick strained against my pants. I needed this. I needed to feel alive again and only Inés was able to bring that out of me. The darkness threatened to consume me but she was the sliver of light I held onto.

      She pushed away again and I growled. “We need to get back to camp. We need to make sure you’re checked out and you’re okay,” she whispered.

      She quickly removed her arms around me and I mourned the loss of her body next to mine. Anger pumped through my veins as I watched her quickly walk ahead of me, determined to put a distance between us.

      I chuckled and refastened my mask over my face.

      She could think she had the power to get away from me. But I knew better. Her soul and mine were bound together through suffering and things beyond human comprehension.

      The Reaper was going to make sure she understood that she would never be rid of me, not in this lifetime.
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      Inés

      I just wanted to get back to Black Hollow and wash all the bad memories away.

      I didn’t understand what Vik was doing to me. I didn’t understand why I craved him the way I did when he kissed me.

      After going through everything we did, how could our bodies still want that? Shouldn’t we be scarred? Shouldn’t we not want it anymore?

      As much as I tried to convince myself of that logic, my nipples were still hard behind the fabric of my shirt as I walked. Goosebumps still pebbled my skin when I thought about the way his mouth expertly moved against mine.

      I wanted to cry. It didn’t make any sense.

      I didn’t deserve any pleasure, not after getting us captured because of my stupid decisions.

      Vik quickly caught up and walked beside me, grabbing my hand in his once more. Electricity flowed through my arm, one that was more shocking than when blood tried to return after our captors freed us from our restraints.

      He restrained you too. Just like them.

      But it was different, wasn’t it? My body didn't react the way I thought it would. It didn’t make me flash back for some reason. Was it because I knew he wouldn’t hurt me? He had done nothing but see to me, putting my needs above his own, rescuing me when I thought all hope was lost.

      My face flamed and I darted my eyes everywhere but on him even though his presence was domineering, even though his presence did nothing but call to me.

      “We should be only about five miles out from this point,” he stated, cutting through the silence.

      I looked at him and didn’t know what to say.

      He noticed the shift in my mood and gave my hand a firm squeeze as we increased our pace through the trees and onto what looked like man made dirt roads.

      I was panting by this point, but I tried not to show it. Of course, Vik was too observant.

      “We’re going to take another rest break in the next ten minutes. Let’s find a more covered location.”

      “Okay.”

      I followed behind him, thinking about all the food that was back home and Gavin’s food. My stomach growled and Vik chuckled.

      “Come on, let’s get off the road and go to the right,” he said, flicking his head back toward the trees.

      We crossed old train tracks and followed it through the parted woods. It was hard to imagine what life was like before vampires. Where did people take trains to, I wonder? Did it allow them to move between the territories?

      Were there even territories back then or did we all just live in peace with one another?

      “Do you ever think of what life was before all this?” I asked out loud.

      Vik firmly held onto my hand as he helped me over the side of the tracks on a downward slope toward the trees.

      “We’ll rest here, but not for long. We’re too close to home to stop now.”

      “I understand,” I replied as I slowly slid down a tree and fanned myself. I was missing the cool air right about now. All this walking and over exertion of our muscles was making me sweat.

      Who knew about a week or whatever of torture would dwindle your muscles this badly.

      Vik handed me the jug we took from our torture room. He has melted some of the snow, filling it up before we left. There were bloodstains on the outside of it but I was too thirsty to care at the moment.

      Opening the cap, I tilted my head back and took a few gulps, some of the water running down my chin. I wiped it off and handed Vik the jug. He took it and grabbed my hand pulling my wet fingers into his mouth, leaving mine agape at his bold actions.

      “Don’t want to waste any water. Who knows when we’ll get any more.”

      I watched as he took his mask off from one side and took a few gulps down, his Adam’s apple bobbing with every swallow.

      I pressed my legs together and stared off in the direction of the abandoned tracks.

      “They said large machines were able to transport an infinite number of passengers and supplies to different parts of the world,” he blankly stated out of the blue.

      “Where did you hear that? Who said that?” I asked curiously, moving onto my knees and leaning into him. I wanted to hear about another life. I was tired of this one. I wanted to take my mind off everything that had happened to us.

      He turned to look at me, his mask still hanging from the side, giving me a good view of his smirk. Vik had the fullest lips against tanned skin. The days we spent underground had lightened him but I could already see life coming back the longer we spent time outdoors. Did he see the same sallow, hollow look in my eyes when he looked at me? I must look like a mess. I face flushed at the thought of him stealing a kiss from me.

      Was it wrong of me to wonder if he would do it again?

      “Old stories. Some passed down, some found in partially intact books. It’s said there are actual images, photographs, of trains loaded with people.”

      “I wonder where everyone went in such high numbers,” I pondered.

      “We’ll never know because those machines haven’t worked since the dawn of our new age,” he sighed.

      “The age of vampires.”

      “The age of when the virus transformed some of us into soulless bloodsuckers, yes.”

      The conversation turned sour quickly, and I brought my knees up to rest my arms and head on.

      “Don’t get too comfortable. We got about five more minutes until we head back toward Black Hollow.”

      “How do you have this much energy? With your injuries at that,” I asked, perplexed.

      He turned to me and smiled. “I got something I need to protect and bring back home. Come on, up you go.”

      He got to his feet, dusted his pants off and pulled his mask back over his face. I sighed and did the same, stretching my back and arms in the process.

      Vik watched me silently and it was a little unnerving and embarrassing all at once. I felt every grime on my skin and couldn’t wait to wash it all off.

      We trekked silently, hand in hand as if we were afraid we’d be taken back to separate rooms for torture again.

      When the sight of hut roofs came into view, my heart began to pound.

      “Is that—” I choked.

      “Come on.”

      Vik pulled me as our steps turned into jogs. We did it. We made it back. We had fought side by side and escaped endless torture, but we made it. Figures up ahead began to notice us. Some ran back to alert the others while the few renaming topside went into their huts and brought out weapons.

      “It’s us! Wait!” I called out, trying to calm them.

      Vik’s steps slowed to the point where it felt like he was pulling me back where our hands were still connected. Didn’t he think to take off that stupid mask? It was probably why the community was being wary of us. He looked like a man about to destroy the camp, not one returning to it.

      “Inés? Inés, is that you?” came a young, masculine voice. I recognized it after he called my name out again. It was Beau.

      He ran toward us with a rifle in his hand. When was he stationed topside security? Have we really been gone that long?

      “We’ve been looking everywhere for you! You disappeared without a trace. Since we couldn’t find…” he trailed off as he stared at Vik. His jovial face fell into one of distrust. “Since we couldn’t find Vik or his dog, we figured he was with you. Who is this guy, Inés?”

      Beau made to step between us but Vik shoved him in the shoulder. I cursed under my breath at the impression he was making upon our return. They’re going to ostracize us at this point. He was acting too hostile.

      I lifted my hands up between them to separate them.

      “Beau, stop. This is Vik. This. Is. Vik,” I tried.

      “Vik is dead,” Vik replied much to my dismay.

      “Then who the fuck are you and what are you doing with Inés?” Beau growled, grabbing my arm and trying to pull me away from him. Other community members were getting closer, some of them listening to the conversation with wary eyes as their steps slowed. “Inés, did you bring a fucking bloodsucker here?” he accused.

      “What? No—”

      “All bloodsuckers are predestined for death by my hands. I am the Reaper and if you don’t take your fucking hands off her, it will be your blood next I come to collect.”

      Oh, hell.

      “Stop! It’s Vik. Trust me, guys, please. Just, let us settle in. We’ve been through a lot. Please,” I begged, mentally exhausted from all this power play between the men.

      “Vik? Is that really you?” someone else called out. It was a familiar face. One I had seen around Vik before our capture. “Vik? It’s Amir. What the hell happened to you out there?”

      Vik didn’t answer. His silence made the tension in the air thicker and everyone's unease rose.

      “W-we need a medical check up,” I stated, trying to dull the awkwardness. I grabbed Vik’s hand and pulled him beside me. Beau stared at our interlocking fingers with pure hate.

      “What happened to you guys? We sent out search parties but your trail ended somewhere along the southeastern woods.” It was Carson. Vanessa’s crush. He boldly stepped in front of the crowd with his large arms crossed, staring at Vik and waiting for an answer.

      “That’s just it, isn’t it. We don’t fucking know what happened. One minute we were trekking between the trees, the next we wake up in a fucking dungeon of torture by some bloodsuckers!” Vik snarled.

      I thought they were comrades. Why was he acting like this all of a sudden?

      Carson’s and Amir’s nostrils flared at his admission. They both looked at each other as if silent communication was being done.

      “How do we know you’re not infected?” someone cried out.

      “Maybe we need to send you right the fuck back where you came from!” another person joined in.

      The crowd began mumbling amongst themselves and goosebumps rose on my skin. My hand felt clammy and I was beginning to think we no longer had a home. That was, until an unfamiliar voice cut through the crowd, silencing them.

      “I haven’t run across many men with that name. How do we know you’re not just using it as a cover up, the same way you’re using that mask of yours, hmm?”

      Vik growled beside me.

      When the stranger emerged, I was taken aback. Darting my gaze between Vik and the stranger, a new sensation of fear crept up. They looked alike. In fact, I would dare say they were related. They sported the same tan and nose.

      The stranger’s face broke into an eerie smile that crinkled a forehead that was partially covered with very similar goggles to Vik’s. What was going on here?

      “Vikram. It’s been a long time.”

      “What are you doing here?” Vik barked out aggressively. In fact, the last time I saw him this angry was back when we were being tortured.

      I tried to pull him back but instead, he pulled me behind him in a protective gesture.

      “I do believe the question should be, what are you doing looking bedraggled and dragging an innocent woman around, Vikram.”

      Vik lunged and pulled me with him while a couple of friends held him back. His face was a mere inches away from who I think is a relative. The stranger wasn’t phased. In fact, he looked like he expected the reaction.

      What happened between these two?

      “You know nothing about me!” Vik growled, jerking his body to try and lunge again while refusing to let go of my hand.

      The stranger leaned in with a menacing smile, one that bordered on insane. “On the contrary, Brother. I know more than you think.”

      That was when everything exploded.

    

  







            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    




      Vik

      I was going to kill him. Where the fuck was Eric, our topside medic? He dared to show his face back up after everything that had happened, after the way our family broke apart.

      My fist landed on his face and he laughed, grabbing my neck and flipping me onto my side. We grappled on the ground, landing knees into ribs and knocking air out of our lungs as we both clawed and tried to gain dominance.

      Multiple hands grabbed us and pulled us apart as I landed one last kick to Leonard’s smirking face, spraying blood onto the person next to him. Voices came at us left and right, trying to distract me. But I refused to take my eyes off the asshole.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” someone shouted.

      “Vik, get a hold of yourself!”

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      “Vik, please,” Inés whispered and I jerked my head back to look for her. Shit, I left her alone. Alone with these maniacs who brought in a wolf into our den. When I finally caught sight of her, she was rubbing her face and it made me burn. Who hit her? Who the fuck touched her?

      I shoved my way through the crowd and cradled her face, tilting it up. A light bruise was forming on her beautiful skin, right beneath her cheek.

      “You fucker—” I roared but was cut off with her hand on mine.

      “Vik, please. Stop. Please.”

      I saw red. Everyone around me was destined to die for touching her. I promised to protect her and this shit happens?

      “Vik, get a hold of yourself, man. You’re the fucker that hit her!” Carson gritted out.

      What? How was that possible? I wasn’t—

      “Vik, come back to me,” she whispered and I locked my jaw, gritting my teeth behind my mask.

      Fury vibrated through me as I tried to contain my emotion. It didn’t help that my brother glared at me with nefarious intent while plastering a smile on his face. I watched as he wiped the blood off his nose with the back of his hand.

      I must have lost grip on my machete when we began using fists. It also seemed my bag had detached somewhere. I didn’t like how vulnerable that made me feel. Quickly scrambling, I grabbed the bag of heads and one of the guys had my machete in his grip.

      “Well, now that things are settled and we see that it's you, Vik, what seems to be the problem hmm? I was told someone needed a medical check up. Lucky for you, it seems the good doctor is in,” he taunted.

      I slowly turned to look over my shoulder, seeing red again. In fact, I was envisioning his head joining the ones in my bag.

      “Vik, you need to get checked out, in case your wounds get infected,” Inés whispered behind me, grabbing my hand.

      “He’s not touching me!”

      She pulled me until her body was flush with mine, trying to calm my rage. And it did. For a little bit. But my brother wasn’t one to be trusted. His meticulous and calculated mind was a danger to everyone here.

      Never had I seen a better doctor. And never had I seen one be able to use those exact skills to kill someone.

      The family thought that finding a wife would calm his psychotic and obsessive tendencies but all it did was make him take her with him as they both left the last settlement we shared together.

      Since then I haven’t heard or seen from him. I assumed they both died. The same way he probably assumed about me.

      “You need your wounds seen to,” Inés hissed, her own irritation ramping up from this interaction. I was sure she felt it too. The darkness that lingered around Leonard.

      “Not by him,” I said with finality.

      “Ugh! Fine! Would you just stop it already? Get out of my way, everyone!”  Inés growled as she pulled my arm and dragged me behind her, parting the crowd.

      “Inés, where are you going?” one of the younger men called out, the one that greeted us with a rifle. I didn’t like him. Didn’t like the way he looked at her.

      “To the damn medic hut!”

      Amir and Carson followed a few feet behind us as we entered the hut and Inés confidently pulled the gurney out.

      “I don’t need that,” I told her.

      She turned to me with the most fire I had ever seen in her eyes. “I’ve had enough of you, cabrón. We’ve been walking for days to get back home and this is how you act? You want us to get kicked out before we can even see a bath or hot meal? What the hell is wrong with you, Vik? What the hell was that out there?”

      “Why the fuck are you mad at me? That asshole out there is up to something and I’m not going to turn a blind eye. Not when I know what I know.”

      With her dainty little hands, she shoved me onto the gurney and almost threw me off the other side of it. She pinned me down and snarled in my face.

      “Just shut up, Vik. Let me do my best to see to your wounds since apparently you think you don’t need a doctor and think you can doctor yourself.”

      I was pissed that my dick twitched at her attitude, but I let her slowly remove my clothes.

      One of the guys cleared their throat and I glared at him. Amir quickly looked to the side and Carson’s lip twitched as he tried his best to keep his face firm with his arms crossed, blocking the entrance to the hut preventing anyone else from peering in.

      “You better listen to the little lady, Vik. She’ll probably gut you if you don’t,” Carson snickered.

      “Maybe he likes it. His dick is about to slap her in the fa—” Amir’s sentence was cut off by Carson slapping him with the back of his hand.

      “Shut up,” I spat out and the guys snickered again. That was, until she removed my shoes.

      Carson’s eyes widened and Amir quickly turned his back to us. The humiliation that ran through me cut like a fresh wound. I barely felt my toes as Inés hissed when she saw them.

      Ignoring them all, I blanked out my mind and turned away from them, catching some of the mask beneath my face.

      “Vik…”

      “Just get it over with. I’ll guide you.”

      My mind turned calculated and removed. I dissociated from myself. I had to. This was a form of torture in itself as I calmly told Inés exactly how to irrigate my wounds, adding the herbal salve we have and then bandaging them up. The superficial wounds that were only a few skin layers deep would heal and probably leave me with scars, not that it mattered.

      Her gentle hand on my skin made my eyes burn with emotion I refuse to acknowledge. Taking deep breaths in and out, I cleared my vision and turned onto my stomach, keeping my face turned away from the guys.

      Inés held back a sob and I gritted my teeth.

      “Get the pliers, tweezer and the smaller bolt cutters,” I instructed.

      “I-I don’t think I can—”

      “Inés,” I choked. “Inny, It has to be you.”

      She whimpered as she placed her hand on my upper back. I closed my eyes and soaked in her warmth, thinking of anything but what was about to happen. My mind floated elsewhere in a land bathed in blood as my mouth continued to instruct her step by step on what she needed to do. The pinches and sharp pricks of pain on my ass pulled me from my daydream now and again but I was able to fill my mind with thoughts of hate and retribution long enough for Inés to finish pulling out the last stitch.

      She sniffed. “The wound is rubbed raw.”

      “I’ll get cleaned up when we head down into Black Hollow,” I told her emotionlessly.

      She looked at me with tear filled eyes and I ignored it. I was glad I had the goggles to hide behind. She didn’t need to see the pain. I didn’t need the pity. Sitting up slowly, I grimaced as I hopped off the gurney and re-donned my pants and boots without tying them. Letting out a stuttering breath behind the mask once the worst of the pain subsided, I grabbed Inny’s hand and pulled her toward the exit.

      “Vik, before you leave, I need to tell you something,” Carson started.

      “What?” I snapped. I was tired of all these delays. We could have been underground by now.

      “Excuse me men, it seems you’re blocking the entrance to my workspace. Move out of the way for me, would you?”

      Carson’s eyes sharpened but did as my brother asked. I didn’t like the power he was displaying.

      Amir looked between us both but didn’t say a word, following Carson.

      “There we are. Seems your little nurse patched you up, hmm?”

      “What the fuck do you want, Leonard.”

      My brother sneered and shoved his face into mine. “The Leonard you knew is dead, Brother. There only be Otis here. Since your little disappearance I stumbled upon this encampment as luck would have it. It was a good thing they were in need of a doctor since I just happened to know enough to contribute to good ‘ol Black Hollow.” He smiled but there was no light in his eyes. “Rumor has it, the last one had a problem keeping people alive.”

      I lunged but both Carson and Amir blocked me.

      “Come on. Leave the doctor to his hut. We need to talk,” Amir cut in before sharply looking at my Brother, Otis, and looking away.

      Carson glared at Otis before making room for me to drag Inny out of there. I didn’t like the aura he left behind. I needed to find out why he was he, why he sought me out. Of all the human camps out there, why this one? It wasn’t like huts were that appealing to a man who apparently had survived this long topside.

      Without his wife.

      I didn’t miss the fact that he was here alone and that there was a wildness behind his eyes that weren’t there before.

      Carson and Amir walked with us side by side but of course, our return underground wouldn’t be that easy.

      “Inés!” the young man from earlier called out.

      We all turned to see him stiffly holding his weapon as he looked between all of us with suspicion.

      “Inés, let me help you settle in,” he continued.

      If he keeps talking, I would help him lose his damn arms so he wouldn’t be able to wave his little weapon around thinking he was a big man.

      “Thank you, but I’m going to have to decline,” she answered boldly.

      Good girl.

      I squeezed her hand to return her attention to me and continued to pull her along toward the southern ground entrance.

      “Vik, things have changed—”

      I cut Amir off. “It’s Reaper now. And hand me my weapon.”

      Amir did as I commanded but I didn’t miss the way the men looked at me curiously.

      “Whatever. Look. Things have changed. More people have joined us and residency has been switched around to accommodate the increase.”

      I frowned as I pulled the hatch to open the door, waiting for them to continue to catch me up. Their voices droned in the back the moment the old engraving of the word hope stared at me. I rubbed the depression of the letters and punched the metal door.

      “Vik! What the fuck?”

      “Hope is obsolete! These lies we tell ourselves. The lies we tell the people!”

      Inny rubbed my arm and I groaned in frustration as visions of our tortures played behind my eyelids. The darkness, the blood, the wounds, the smell of infection and her stupid whistling.

      My heart raced as the cogwheels of my mind took another turn.

      Otis whistled the same fucking tune.

      What did this mean? WHAT DID THIS MEAN?
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      With thoughts racing through my head, I descended the metal rung ladder, calling for Inés to stay beside me. She did as commanded and the other two followed after her.

      When my feet landed on solid ground, a pang of homesickness hit me. The familiar smell, the familiar tunnels. Tears sprung forth but I blinked it away before Inés made it to my side.

      “It feels surreal, doesn’t it?” she said beside me.

      I nodded as Carson maneuvered around us and led us down the western tunnel.

      “I’ll go find Dean and let them know your back. They’ll move some people around and we’ll get you another residency. Do you need anything in the meantime?”

      I didn’t like all this change while I was still coming to terms with my fucking brother being here… being their medic at that.

      “Some fabrics to dry ourselves, please? And a change of clothes if you can. For me and Vik,” Inés answered.

      “Yeah, you got it. You guys headed to the community baths? Maybe give me a few so I can… move some people around. Reduce the stress. And don’t worry about washing that,” he said, tipping his head to indicate the clothes we scavenged from the corpses back at the dungeons. “We’ll burn em for you. Glad to have you back Vik. It’s been… different since you were gone.”

      “Wait,” I blurted out.

      Amir stopped and turned to look at me.

      “Take this to them. Tell them the time has come and there’s no stopping it. They can’t have ‘em. I want the skulls back.” I shoved the bag into his chest and he quickly made room, holding the bloody back away from his body.

      “This shit stinks like the fucking dead.”

      I chuckled. “Tell them the Reaper isn’t done. Not by a long shot.”

      With that, Amir broke off in a different direction with a disgusted look on his face as he held the bag as far as possible.

      “I wonder what he meant by that? Give him a few…” Inés mumbled to herself.

      “It doesn’t fucking matter,” I told her.

      We calmly made our way across the caverns that held the living quarters. Children ran about, screaming and playing with each other as adults cleaned their homes or put their wet laundry out to dry. Many of them gave us skeptical looks but none of them approached us.

      Good.

      Some of the young men patrolled the area with side arms, casting furtive glances our way. Until the kid from topside walked by and glared in my direction.

      I didn’t trust him. He was up to something. He couldn't take his eyes off our combined hands and the hairs on the back of my neck stood.

      “Hey, man,” he said as he came over to us. I pushed Inny behind me. He didn’t need to look at her. He had no reason to. “Hey, sorry about what happened out there. We have to be careful, you understand. Where were you guys taken again?”

      This question was fed to him. I bet Otis was behind it.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I answered, cutting off any further communication.

      He took a step up to me, standing toe to toe. The fucker was about the same height as he sneered at me.

      “I’m gonna find out if you kidnapped Inés and set this shit up. And when I get proof that you did, I’m gonna kill you myself and burn you into ashes like the rest of the bloodsuckers.”

      “Not if I kill you first,” I deadpanned.

      “Vik, come on, let’s go,” Inny pulled me away from the asshole and he was lucky she did. This entire place made me see red.

      “You’re going to pay for taking what was mine,” he finished before turning back around with a smile. “Nothing to see here, guys, just welcoming them back and making sure they settle in okay.”

      The other guards nodded their heads and patted his back as he looked over his shoulder one last time before exiting the living caverns.

      I pulled Inny away from the area. I couldn’t deal with the people here. Not yet. Everyone was on my suspicion list, especially Otis.

      Did he have anything to do with our capture? Why would he know the same tune? Was it a signal of some sort? If it was, does that mean there are spies hidden in Black Hollow we didn’t know about?

      The timing of his appearance and the simple fact that he found my location without this location being obvious at all through sight was a red flag.

      And how did he convince Black Hollow to take him in as one of the primary medics? Hell, he called himself the doctor in front of everyone and no one contradicted him or argued which only solidified my thought. It was a position of power beside the Commander in Chief and his second.

      “Looks like a good time to be here,” Inny says, breaking my line of thinking.

      I looked around to see what she was talking about and saw that the rest of the people in the communal bathing caverns left upon our arrival. Good. Let them be wary of me. They should be.

      “Vik, we need to get you cleaned up, even though we just bandaged you. I’ll bandage you again when your friends come back,” Inés mumbled.

      I nodded in agreement and let her lead me to one of the raised rocks along the side of the cavern. I watched quietly as Inés went to grab one of the buckets and fill it with clean water from our reservoir.

      “You’ll need to sit near that trench over there,” she pointed. There were three that broke off from the main reservoir cavern just east of this one. I chose the closest one and sat on the edge.

      Inés brought the bucket beside us and placed it on the ground near our feet. In my seated position my head was to her chest while she stood there staring down at me curiously.

      “You’re going to have to take that off sometime, you know?” she whispered, bringing her hand up to my shoulder and lightly touching the side of the mask with her right hand.

      I wasn’t ready to let go. I wasn’t ready to face Black Hollow as half the man I once was.

      “Vik…”

      I didn’t answer. Black Hollow didn’t feel like home anymore. It felt like another place I was held within. Another place we had to use to rest for a while.

      “Here’s some towels and fabrics you guys can use to dry off. I grabbed some clothes from some of the residents who were willing to donate. It should fit you both relatively well. You’re out of luck for boots though,” came Carson’s voice from the eastern cavern.

      I didn’t move a muscle. I carefully watched as he walked up to Inés and handed the items to her.

      She smiled beautifully at him. As if we didn’t just escape from a hellhole where our minds, body and soul were being forcefully torn from ourselves. As if we didn’t just battle beasts and snow to get back to this place.

      How did she stay so calm? How was she not raging from the inside for retribution and blood? Because that was all I could think about. That was all my hands itched to do since making it back—that and I wanted to wring my brother’s neck and find out all his dirty little secrets. He was on a secret mission. He had to be.

      “Thank you. I didn’t catch your name?”

      “Carson. Vik and I were part of the same team. Speaking of—Vik, I spoke with Dean and Ozzy. They want to talk with you when you get the chance. Amir is still filling them in about your wounds. But your story is yours to tell. They’ll have to take it up with you if they want the details.” His eyes became steely and his jaw visibly clenched. “Whatever you decide, bro. Know that we’re still part of the same team.”

      He nodded without waiting for my response and turned to leave. Inés waited a few moments after the sound of his footsteps disappeared before carefully placing the items on a different raised rock formation and then returning to stand in front of me.

      I didn’t know how tense my body was until her hands returned to my shoulders and they visibly relaxed. It was as if I was constantly in a fight or flight mode, even around people who were my comrades, people I trusted to have my back no matter what.

      I didn’t like this change in me. But I didn’t know what to do about it. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath in. My ears zoned in on all the noises in the cavern, which was predominantly the sound of water flowing from the reservoir. Voices could be heard in the far distance from the living quarters but it was far enough to not put me on edge.

      It was her fingers that pulled me from getting lost within myself. She gently held my jaw and removed the mask. I let out a stuttering breath. Inés had seen me at my worst and seen me when I lost myself to the darkness. I didn’t understand why she was willing to stand by my side the way she did.

      Or were you forcing her by your side?

      I should. She was the only anchor I had to this world anymore. The only anchor I had to humanity.

      My goggles were next. I felt naked without them, despite having not put on my shirt since her medical inspection.

      She grabbed one of the pieces of fabric and used her teeth to rip it into a rag size, dipping it into the bucket and began washing my face.

      My chest hurt from how gentle she was. Didn’t she understand that she could be as rough as she wanted? After all the shit we had been through…

      “Stop.”

      My eyes snapped to hers.

      “Stop what?” I asked.

      “You’re so lost in your thoughts, sometimes I feel like I might lose you forever.”

      I scowled. “I’m not going anywhere. There’s still too much to be done. Too many heads I need to collect.”

      “Vik! Cabrón, can you just relax for one fucking minute?”

      I smirked, about to tell her exactly what I had planned. But the moment I opened my mouth, she dove in and kissed me, effectively stunning me into silence.

      It was slow. Deliberate. Distracting.

      When she pulled away, she proceeded to wash my face and then my shoulders. I couldn’t stop wanting another taste but she firmly held me in place as she cleansed around my wounds, making sure to go over it a few times with fresh water as she rinsed out the dirt in the trench I was sitting on.

      “Inés—”

      “Don’t Vik. I’m tired of thinking about it. I just want to put it behind us, you know? Let me do this for you. I need it. I want to take care of you the way you took care of me. It’s time I returned the favor.”

      She poured the buck of water over my head, letting the bulk of it combine with the water flowing down the trench. I shook my head and ran my hand down my face to clear the excess droplets.

      She laughed. It was a raw and beautiful laugh. One I never heard from her before.

      “You look like a drowned rat,” she sputtered, failing at hiding another laugh that burst out of her.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. You need a damn hair cut.”

      I turned around and splashed some of the water at her face and she squealed. I did it again as she tried to dodge the oncoming water but failed. She looked beautiful happy.

      When she turned around and bared her teeth at me, I grabbed her by the waist and pulled her onto my lap, slamming my mouth on her the way I wanted to since she removed her lips from me.
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      Something had changed between us.

      We weren’t just bonding because of our circumstance but intertwining our souls as we realized how short life truly was.

      My hands roamed her wet shirt and she shivered.

      With the rag still in her hand, she attempted to wash my back as our mouths fought for dominance in a dance we had never truly partnered up on.

      I had stolen kisses, yes. But this? She was as hungry for me as I was for her.

      I stood up and cradled her face, tilting it up so that she couldn’t pull away from me. Her hand frantically unfastened my pants and I groaned when my hard cock hit the cavern air.

      She shoved them down and I quickly kicked off my boots without looking, tossing them aside to let my pants fully be removed. When I pulled back for air, her eyes shone as she quickly divested herself of her top, letting her breasts spill free.

      My mouth was dry as I watched her slowly remove the clothes from her lower half, bending over until her face was mere inches from the tip of my dick. She blew on it and my cock jumped. Somehow with the rag still in her hand, she leaned behind me and rinsed the fabric once more, bringing it to my hips and slowly began washing everywhere but my dick.

      It was torturous as she breathed heavily around it but never gave me any reprieve. I groaned and covered my face with my hand, tilting my head up to the cavern ceiling. I didn’t want to see what she was doing. My mind was supplying me with enough images of her bent over and taking every inch of my dick inside of her warm pussy.

      When another bucket of water hit my midsection, I growled and dropped my head to look at her. She smirked mischievously as she filled the bucket once more and poured it all over her naked self. She dropped the bucket with a loud clatter and began rubbing herself with the same rag she used to wash me. Her movements were hypnotizing, my eyes unable to be pulled away from her every motion as she swirled her hand around her breast and then slowly made her way south to the top of her mound.

      She pulled back every time she came close, washing her inner thighs and ass but never where I wanted her hands to go.

      After about five minutes of voyeuring, I couldn’t take it anymore. My dick was weeping, hoping she would give me a show. I grabbed the front of her neck and pulled her toward me, lightly biting her bottom lip and sucking it while my other hand stole the rag from her.

      She let out a harsh exhale as my tongue swept across the indentations of my bite, soothing it.

      Staring at her intently, I leaned over and rinsed the rag without taking my eyes off her or her delectable body that was calling to me.

      I sat back on the edge of the trench and crooked my finger in a come hither motion. She bit her bottom lip nervously, but did as I commanded and stepped between my open legs, my cock up against her belly button.

      “You’re going to have to take a little step back for me, sweet. You’ve been a dirty girl and I plan to make sure you’re clean,” I told her.

      Her pupils dilated as she took a small step back, my dick still touching her skin. Precum beaded on the top, drawing a glistening line down as if to warn her of what was to come.

      When I brought the rag between her legs, she gasped and jolted. I grabbed her hip and pulled her toward me as I began massaging and washing her clit thoroughly.

      “Do you like that? Do you like being a dirty girl for me?” I breathed.

      “Y-yes.”

      “What if I told you, you were bad for not asking me to do this for you first? You should have let me clean you, Inés. You should have let me take care of you.”

      “I’m s-sor—”

      My thumb began to circle her clit as I used the rag to wash the lower part of her. Her hands shot out to my shoulders to keep herself steady as she leaned into me, panting.

      I licked up the droplet of water that teased between her breast, continuing my ministrations at the apex of her legs. When she moaned, I stopped, nipping at her hard nipple and leaning over to rinse the rag in the trench again.

      She purposely brushed her breast against my naked chest, trying to entice me back sooner but I made her wait. She needed to understand that she wasn’t in control at this moment. I was. She wanted pleasure and only I had the power to give it to her, no one else.

      Inés needed to understand that she belonged to me, mind, body and soul. The same way they tried to steal it from us, I was going to give it back. When the rag came back to her pussy, it glided much more smoothly. She was wet with her own arousal during her wait for my return.

      I chuckled against her breast, rubbing my face along her soft skin and sucking it enough to leave a mark. It was a primal need, one that cropped up as she trembled against me.

      “Inés…”

      “Y-yes?”

      “I need to wash my dick again. Would you be a good girl and do that for me?”

      She nodded and tried to grab the rag but I moved it away from her reach, watching the way her chest rose and fell from her breathing.

      “Uh-uh. I’m going to need you to get down on your knees and wash my dick with your mouth, sweet. Make sure it’s real clean…”

      She slowly got to her knees one at a time and my cock jumped in excitement, the veins protruding from how much blood loss my brain was having.

      Fuck, just look at her.

      With her delicate little hands on my thighs, she leaned in. I threw the rag on the edge of the trench and laced my fingers into her hair, guiding her directly to my dick. When her hot mouth enveloped the head and licked my slit, my whole body twitched.

      “Fuck. You’re killing me. Take me down your throat, sweet. Make me happy.”

      She hummed as she took me deeper, sending another jolt through my body.

      “Fuck yes. Just like that.”

      I pulled her head back until her lips were at my very tip as if she was kissing it. When she pulled back a little more, precum was strung from her lips and my cock, making me want to roll my eyes back from the sight.

      When she looked up at me beautifully for direction, I wanted to cum all over her face but I held back. This was the kind of torture I welcomed. Only with Inés.

      “Be a good girl and grab my cock to make sure the underside is clean.”

      She licked up the cum around her lips and I held her head in place, not letting her move.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You didn’t answer me,” I told her.

      “Yes?”

      I chuckled. “You’re going to have to do better than that, dirty girl. Tell Reaper you want him to feed you. You want that, don’t you? You like the way I taste?”

      “Y-yes.” Her eyes were lost in a haze of lust. I must have hit something in her she never knew existed because she was willing to do whatever I wanted to make me happy.

      Gods knew I would do the same. I would do anything for her.

      I put a finger under her chin and tilted her head up to look at me. She did, unsure of what I was trying to command.

      I leaned in and kissed her slowly and thoroughly, tasting myself on her lips and tangling our tongues in a private ballet.

      When I pulled back, her lips were swollen and red, her face was flush. I guided her back to my dick and she made sure to lick the underside of my shaft, swallowing me down when she made it to the tip.

      Her hot mouth made me reminisce about our time in the cave and snow. The fires kept us just warm enough to not freeze. Without each other’s body heat, we would have frozen to death. It was the moment her body called to mine. The way her curves fit perfected against me. The way my cock snuggled between her asscheeks as if it knew it found home.

      “Fuck, get up here,” I commanded. I should have fucked her then, the way I wanted to, but it would have been too raw, too brutal. The demons that swam in my mind then would have chewed her up and spit out nothing but a carcass.

      When she climbed up on my lap, I grabbed her hips and aimed my dick at her hot pussy.

      “You ready for me, sweet? Because there’s no going back after this.”

      “I need you, Vik. I need you so bad,” she admitted.

      My own heart picked up pace as I slowly entered her inch by torturous fucking inch. She was tighter than my fist could ever make as I gritted my teeth. Her little claws dug into my shoulder as she whimpered and wriggled, making it harder for me to hold back.

      “You’re being such a good girl, choking my cock. Look at how well you take me.”

      She looked down between us and bit her bottom lip. Her juices were dripping down to my balls as I forced her the rest of the way until I buried myself in her to the hilt. We both groaned as she wrapped her arms around me, burying her face at the crook of my neck.

      With my hands supporting her ass, I got to my feet and made my way to the closest wall. Pressing her back into it, I began to pull out and plunge back in.

      She gasped, running her nails into my scalp. “Harder, please,” she begged and I lost it.

      The sound of flesh on flesh became louder as I pounded into her like my life depended on it. Her pussy was drenched as I continued to thrust and push her up higher against the wall so I could cover her hard nipples with my mouth, sucking and pulling on it, listening to her moan and writhe.

      I snaked one of my hands from below and dipped a pinky into her ass as I continued to pound into her. Her tight ring of muscle clamped down and my dick jumped inside of her making her whimper.

      Pulling my pinky finger out, my thumb made its way into her pussy alongside my cock, teasing her as I continued to thrust into heaven.

      When her pussy started fluttering, my thumb worked faster, assisting my cock to throw her over the edge. Suddenly, she threw her head back and cried out in ecstasy as I clamped my mouth onto the curve of her breast and sucked hard at the exact same time I buried myself deeply and spilled inside of her.

      Our combined juices ran down my wrist but I didn’t stop thrusting. Not when she was reacting so beautifully to our union and chanting my name as if I was a God among mortals.

      This. This was all I needed in this world. The rest of it could burn to the ground for all I cared.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “So what are you saying?” Dean asked again, frowning as he tried to take in the information I was passing.

      “Animal blood hurts them. There could be no other conclusion from what I witnessed,” I told him again.

      “This could turn the tides of the war. This would finally be our leg up against the bloodsuckers,” Ozzy interjected.

      “How do I know you’re not giving me false intel?” Dean threw out, staring at me intently.

      “Why the fuck would I do that?”

      “You were gone a long time, Vik. How do I know they didn’t turn you on their side as a human spy in our camp?”

      He had to be kidding me. After all the shit Inés and I went through to get back to this fucking place.

      Just then, the last voice I wanted to hear joined our conversation.

      “It’s an honest question, Brother. Why don’t you just answer the man, hmm? Wouldn’t that be the easy solution?”

      “Why the fuck is he here?” I barked out, unable to contain my rolling emotions. My goggles and mask were back on but my tone of voice couldn’t be mistaken.

      “Why so angry, Brother? It’s not because you're hiding something, is it? It would be a shame if it were true.”

      “If what was true,” I gritted out, my hands balled into fists.

      Otis walked around the table and stood beside Dean who had his arms crossed, still staring at me.

      “If you were planted here by one of the clans, of course. Who could possibly escape the clutches of bloodsuckers once they’ve captured you? You’d either become one of their blood banks or you’d be turned. And since you’re not the latter… perhaps you’ve become one of their little toys.”

      The moment the term left his lips, I leaped. Chairs clattered and men barked out commands that no one followed. My fists landed on Otis thick skull, my knuckles throbbing when I would hit his goggles. But it didn’t stop me. No. This was the moment I waited for. I was going to put his head on a spike and made sure no one doubted me ever again.

      They let a snake inside our den, seeing him as a comrade. I was going to show them the truth. I was going to cut the snake off by the head and save everyone here from his lies.

      “Get the fuck off him!”

      “What the hell is going on with you Vik?”

      “What kind of poison did they put into you?”

      “Shit, you know one of the clans can make zombies out of humans. They follow their every command. I just bet you—”

      Arms came around my neck and pulled me off as Otis cackled on the ground, his teeth stained crimson with blood.

      When the barrel of a gun was pressed against my head I stopped struggling, panting and glaring at the pathetic excuse for kin.

      “You make one more move and I blow your fucking brains out right here in front of everyone. We wouldn’t be able to save her skull then. Not the way you do with your fucking bloodsucking souvenirs back at your residence. I told you I would kill you, asshole. You should have never taken her from me.” Beau, the young fucker from topside, hissed into my ear under his breath so no one could hear him.

      “I think they got him. I think he’s one of them,” one of the residents in the room spat out.

      A familiar voice rang in my head and my skin prickled. “They’re going to torture you. Get out while you can.”

      Ares?

      “We can’t fucking trust him. Why else would he cover his face like that? He’s about to turn and he doesn’t want us to know!”

      “Throw him in the prisons,” Dean ordered and I saw red.

      Get the fuck out now! Ares shouted in my head.

      I quickly twisted, shot my arm between his hold and elbowed Beau in the face, knocking him to the ground.

      Two more men jumped on top of me as I struggled to get away, kicking one in the crotch and kneeing the other in the neck. Crawling on the ground, another fucker landed on top of me and knocked the wind out of my chest.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Carson called out.

      “Why weren’t we informed of this meeting?” Amir sneered, suspicion lacing his tone.

      “Because you fuckers were part of his team. We couldn't trust you not to take up his side for that simple fact. You need to face that he’s not the man that left here. For all we fucking know, he chose to leave and side with the enemy!” Ozzy’s theory ignited murmurs all around the room and I knew it was over. They would never take anything I said seriously once he threw out that assumption.

      “Throw him in the fucking prison until we can interrogate him,” Dean ordered again and I roared.

      Three men grabbed me and dragged me out of the strategy room. I snapped my jaws in their directions though they couldn’t see me behind my mask.

      “If the bloodsuckers don’t get here first, I’m going to kill you all! You’ll pay and beg for mercy when I collect all your fucking heads!” I shouted, following it with a maniacal laugh.

      They were all dead, they just didn’t know it yet.
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        * * *

      

      

  




Inés

      I didn’t like being away from Vik this long, but he told me last night that he needed to speak with the commander of Black Hollow. I had to trust that he knew what he was doing. Despite him being unstable, he was a good man. One that would sacrifice his own life to save me.

      Amir returned with a bag of skulls without a word, shaking his head as he left us to settle in. Vik slowly found spikes to put them all on and leaned them against the wall. With all the shit we had gone through to get back home, I ignored it and let him have his souvenirs.

      I cleaned up the home they assigned to us as best as I could. There weren’t enough for each of us individually but we didn’t mind sharing, not after…

      My face flushed as I remembered the way he cleaned me again, forcing me to bend over the trench as he fucked me from behind, pulling my hair and making me whisper his name, making me tell him how bad I was and how much I needed to be disciplined for getting myself so dirty.

      My hands found their way to my clit as I swirled and hummed, thinking about the way Vik’s hands roamed my body, worshiping me, making me feel alive again.

      “Inés, what are you doing?”

      I shrieked as I jumped back with my hand on my chest. Beau’s eyes zoned in on my fingers that were still wet. Embarrassingly I put them behind my back as if it would help make me look less guilty than I already felt.

      His nostrils flared as his look turned into a glare.

      “I’m going to make things right. Just you wait and see.” It was all he said as he left the doorway, letting the curtain fall back in place.

      How long was he standing there?

      Why was he still trying to court me when there had been an increase in women in Black Hollow?

      I was glad that my newly found paranoia made me strap multiple blades on my person beneath my clothing.

      Groaning in frustration, I went back to fold the blankets they provided for us and place them on the foot of the mattress on the floor. My face flushed again, thinking about how Vik ravaged me all night, refusing to let me sleep. His cum was still dripping from my pussy when I woke up to him already gone.

      I couldn’t take this anymore. I was not just addicted to Vik, I needed him to make me feel secure. I felt safe around him. I knew he had my back. These new people here… Beau included, put me on edge.

      I decided to go find Vik for myself to make sure he was alright.

      Smoothing down my clothes, I left our home and made my way toward the center communal market place to see if I could get some food for him on the way.

      “Inés,” Gavin breathed and I blinked a few times before turning to look at him.

      It felt like yesterday when he was calling me to grab some of his soup but it also felt like a lifetime ago.

      It was surreal now, looking at him again, from the same position I always did when I would come down here to buy one of his meals.

      “Inés, it’s so good to have you back home,” he said with a soft smile. He had aged since I was taken. The salt and pepper of his hair was more pronounced.

      I knew it was him who sent food to our door the moment we established residence here. I didn’t question the messenger who delivered it, but thanked him profusely and both Vik and I renourished our bodies with a hot home cooked meal.

      “I’m glad that knucklehead did what he was supposed to do,” he continued.

      I frowned. “What?”

      “The one with the mask.”

      Vik? When did they speak?

      Right as the thought crossed my mind, screaming and growling could be heard as a few large men dragged someone behind them.

      It was Vik!

      “What the hell is going on?” I called out, running toward him.

      Beau appeared out of nowhere, his lip bloodied and stepping in my way as he stared down at me. “You stay right fucking there. That asshole traitor is going where he belongs.”

      Vik laughed like he had lost his mind, scaring the residents around us.

      “Just you all wait. Ares and I will burn this fucking place down for what you’re doing!” He laughed again and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.

      Ares. He had lost it, again. His mind was playing tricks on him to help him cope with the madness.

      Trying to push my way past Beau, I was blocked once more but by a different body. Vik’s brother.

      “Where do you think you’re going, dearie? Little pets like you should stay where they are safe, hmm? No reason to play with the insane. Let sleeping dogs lie where they should—in their cages.”

      “What? Get the hell away from me, cabrón! I need to get to Vik. He needs me! He needs—”

      The doctor let out an eerie laugh that felt like shards against my skin as he leaned in with a devilish smile, the light from above glinting against his goggles on top of his head.

      “The man needs you like a hole in the head. In fact,” he leaned in some more until his nose almost touched mine. “I have much better use for you, my pet.”

      My eyes widened at his insinuation and my mind flashed back to the torture chamber. I screamed bloody murder, slapping my hands on the side of my face as I tried to dislodge the images in my head. Blood. Darkness. My body trembled as my skin replayed the way my flesh would part under my captors punishment.

      “Get the fuck away from me! Leave me alone!” I screamed.

      “What the hell did you say to her?” Beau growled.

      The doctor chuckled and mumbled something as new arms came around me and helped me back up. It was Gavin.

      “Get the fuck out of here. Don’t you think she’s been terrorized enough? You got your prisoner. Let her mind fucking settle, you animals!”

      “Tsk. Tsk. Tsk. So the dogs bark, trying to protect what they think belongs to them. You boys have much to learn in this lifetime.” The moment Vik’s brother whistled the familiar tune and walked away was the moment I screamed out in terror again as images of the bloodsucking bitch’s face came into view as if she was really there, smiling down at me in anticipation of my suffering.
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      Vik

      “I’m going to kill you all!” I roared as I paced back and forth behind the door. A guard stared at me with fear from the window slit and I bared my teeth at him.

      “Give it a few minutes. I’ll get us out of here,” Ares said, but I couldn’t listen to him, not when my only thoughts were of Inés and her screams as they dragged me away.

      “Fuck!” I slammed my shoulder against the door and screamed again despite the pain that radiated through my bones. This prison cell was crudely dug out, the walls still jagged on all sides including the ceiling. The only thing perfected formed was around the metal door that kept me in.

      “He’s fucking gone insane!” I heard from the other side as Ares laughed from one of the shadowed corners.

      “Maybe he’s changing! They were right!” One of the guards belted out.

      “Fuck, how did we not see it coming? He looked like a lunatic walking topside. We should have known,” the second guard followed up.

      I snaked my finger through the small bars on the window of the door and glared at them with my goggles pulled up to my forehead. At this point, it was no surprise I shared a bloodline with the other lunatic they let in their homes.

      “Why don’t you come in here and find out the truth for yourself, you cowards,” I growled. The simple fact that they allowed the younger soldiers to guard told me they truly didn’t know what kind of threat I could be.

      The younger guards leaned away and took a few steps back with their rifles in hand, visibly shaking.

      “Stay away from me!” the youngest one warned.

      I snarled menacingly. “On the contrary, you all should have stayed away from me.”

      None of them realized they all signed their death warrants when they touched me—when they touched Inés.

      One of the guards backed up, fell and ran down the hall. The other one leaned against the opposite wall and stared at me with wide eyes. They were green, too green. That was the problem with this place. They were more than willing to train the men at fourteen, fifteen, sixteen but none of them were willing to create more groups for us to go on the offense in this world in order to get a better leg up on the war against the bloodsuckers.

      It limits humans to these simple pockets, making us living targets if any one of them discovered our location.

      Fuck this. This was no longer my home. Not after the way they treated me and Inés, not after they took in someone like Otis and believed him over me.

      “Can’t trust ‘em,” Ares spat out.

      “I fucking know that!” I snarled, imagining all the ways I would peel their skin from their muscles and snapped their tendons. They were all going to die. They were all dead already.

      Just then, the sound of footsteps became louder and louder as I continued to stare out the little window.

      It was the glint of the goggles I saw first before the figure. Kicking the door, I stepped away, unwilling to look at the bastard while I was caged.

      I turned my back to the door the moment his voice floated through.

      “We find ourselves in quite a predicament, Brother. It tickled my curiosity as to how it came to be this way. You, a pet, and me, a Master.”

      “You are no one’s master,” I growled, refusing to look at him.

      “Well, dearie. I’m not the one in there, you see.” He laughed maniacally until he suddenly didn’t. The air shifted.

      I looked over my shoulder, past Ares, and keened in on the window of the door.

      That was when the explosion shook the ground, knocking me onto the floor. Both my brother and Ares were gone by the time I shook my head to clear it from the ringing in my ears.

      Muffled screams could be heard in the distance as I brought myself back to my feet, making my way toward the door to see if I could get a glimpse at what was happening.

      Slowly the ringing faded enough for me to start focusing on everything around me. Were we being attacked? They should have listened to me!

      “Death comes to all of us,” Ares whispered as his voice dissipated into the background.

      “Death is going to come to everyone in this fucking place if they don’t get me out of here!” I yelled.

      “Shut up, would you!” came Amir’s voice. “Carson, get the fucking keys!”

      “Fuck, I’m getting ‘em! How long do we have until the next one goes off?”

      “Dammit, I think about ten minutes.”

      “Shit.”

      The jingle of keys gets louder as Carson leaps over a passed out body on the ground and makes his way to the door.

      “These fuckers have a million keys to nowhere,” he grumbled as the tried one after the other on the door.

      Amir pointing his rifle behind Carson, watching his back as he finally found the right key after inserting at least seven.

      “Where’s Inés? Have you seen Inés?” I frantically asked, heart pounding out of my chest. She was all that mattered! They better not have thrown her in another cell. I marked them all with individualized tortures for separating us. I was going to start with Dean, and then Ozzy. Beau was going to hang out for the bloodsuckers with his throat slit.

      I would save my bastard brother for last.

      “She’s fine. She’s fine. We stashed her away. They tried to take her but we were able to convince them that we were the changing of the guard.”

      “Stop fucking lying to him, man. He’s frothing at the mouth. Look at him.” Amir looked me directly in the eye. “She’s not fine, man. Yeah, they tried to take her, but she was calling out your name like she was calling for a savior man. She’s mentally breaking, screaming. We had to stash her away from them so they couldn’t hear her sobs. She needs you. I don’t know what the fuck happened between you two when you were captured, but that woman is tied to you.”

      When the door clicked, I shoved my shoulder into it, inadvertently hitting Carson with the metal but there wasn’t any time. I needed to get to her.

      I ran out and quickly made my way to the passed out body on the floor and grabbed his weapon. Pulling my goggles down, I looked over my shoulder to the guys. “Take me to her, now!”

      The next bomb went off and debris from the cave ceiling dusted us. We coughed as we made our way through the tunnel and away from the main areas.

      “Left!” Carson called out and we followed tightly behind him.

      I wasn’t familiar with this side of the caverns but I trusted my men. At least for now.

      “Take the southern route, I’ll take the left and distract anyone who might be following us. I’ll meet you guys back around topside from a different exit. Vik, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” he smirked and I did the same behind my mask.

      Flicking my head up in acknowledgement of what he truly meant, I tapped his shoulder and bade him farewell as I continued to follow Carson through tighter tunnels.

      “When the fuck were these here?” I asked, crouching down.

      “They made it when you guys went missing. They were planning on making a new escape route in case something found Black Hollow out. But once the new doctor came, so did his advice on having cells in case there were enemies behind our lines. He convinced Dean and Otis of necessary torture chambers, stating that bloodsuckers knew of nothing else.”

      My fury boiled. He had to have been working with Katherine. There was no other possible explanation for the timing of all this.

      “What the hell were you guys planning to do once you broke me out?” I had to know. I needed to know if I could still trust him after all this or find out if this was all a ploy for something nefarious.

      “Fucker, what the hell do you think? I ain’t got time for this shit and you know it. I stashed Inés with Vanessa. We’re breaking out of this place. Black Hollow is a thing of the past. They’re stuck in their own ways and it will be their downfall. I’m not about to be part of that. I sure as hell not going to let Vanessa and our unborn child be a part of that.”

      Fuck. He made himself a little family. While I was gone, life moved on in Black Hollow.

      I wanted to be able to do that for Inés. I wanted to keep her safe and give her the hope she deserved in this God forsaken world of ours.

      In order to do that, we needed to eliminate all threats… and that included Black Hollow and my bastard brother.

      Soon, the tunnels forced us to crawl on our stomachs in order to make it through. After about ten minutes the tunnels opened up enough for Carson to turn himself around and shoot his foot out against the end, popping a wooden door open and bathing us in blinding light as dust coated our throats and faces once more.

      Fanning his face, Carson turned and elbow crawled to the other side while I followed suit. When we got back to our feet, I could hear the cries.

      “Where is he? Why are you keeping me here? I need to get to him. Let me go!” Inés cried out in distress. The sound of her voice felt like a serrated knife to my heart, worse than any of the tortures I had been put through.

      “Inés!” I called out, running toward her voice.

      It was a small disheveled shack hidden behind the cusps of trees. She screeched and I ran faster, holding onto the rifle tightly.

      “Fuck, wait up. Let me warn—” Carson’s sentence was cut off when the door slammed open with a loud crash and a wet-faced Inés frantically looked around as if she was running for her life. The moment she saw me, she sprinted in my direction.

      Quickly strapped the gun around my back, we collided in a tangle of limbs, each of us checking the other over to make sure we were okay.

      “Vik! What did they do to you? Where the hell did they take you?” she sobbed.

      “It doesn’t fucking matter anymore,” I whispered as I slammed my mouth on hers, needing her to give me a taste of the most important life I thought I had lost.

      “Guys. It’s not over yet. We’re only about a mile out from Black Hollow on the southern side. They’ll be on our trails soon enough,” Carson warned, his arms wrapped around Vanessa.

      I pulled back from Inés, caressing her delicate face, wiping her tears away with my thumb before turning to look at him. “Then we bring down a rain of fire. We get them before they can get us.”

      A chill swept through us with a harsh breeze and I could have sworn I heard Ares’ voice whisper…

      Kill them all.
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      Amir came in from the southwest after a few minutes, forehead sweating with intel about how teams were being rounded up to go on the defense down below.

      “I’m going back in,” I told them.

      “Well, you’ll probably need more gunfire if that’s the case. There’s too many guards, though, Vik. You’re better off leaving Black Hollow and starting somewhere else,” Amir instructed.

      “And if they followed me and Inés? If they chased you all down in association with me? What then?”

      Carson leaned in and snarled, “Then we handle shit as it comes, Vik.”

      “They won’t stop. Not with Otis whispering in their ears.”

      We all stood quietly then, weighing our options.

      “We station somewhere else for the time being.”

      “I refuse to take defense when offense has always been the fucking answer! It’s what I’ve been saying this whole fucking time!” I yelled.

      “Vik, we are three fucking men, two women and an unborn child. What the fuck can we do against a compound of a few hundred, huh? Get your fucking head on straight!”

      I shoved his shoulder and came head to head. Amir held us both apart.

      “The moment they come for your fucking child, you’d react differently. Hell, they’re probably coming for it now and you’ll get caught with your pants down. Is that what you want, Carson? To wait until it’s too late?”

      I could see the thoughts rolling through his mind as he considered my words carefully.

      “I’m scared,” Vanessa whispered, and that was all it took for Carson’s nostrils to flare and his eyes to glint with determination.

      “Lucky for your punk ass, we’ve been slowly hoarding weapons.”

      I lifted my brows and removed half of my mask so they could see the smile breaking across my face.

      “Where are they?” I asked.

      “You’ll see. Follow me,” he commanded and we all did, trekking another mile or so away from Black Hollow and the topside huts until we came about a very familiar grave marker.

      Katherine’s.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” I barked, pulling my rifle from my back and pointing it directly at Carson and Amir.

      They threw their hands up, palms facing out, glaring at me.

      “Put that shit down, Vik. I’m not going to tell you again.”

      “This hole showed up a few years ago and we’ve been storing supplies on this hill since, burying it one by one. We figured nothing was out here. Our communal graves are on the opposite side. What the hell are you talking about, Vik? What is up with you? You’re going to have to tell us what happened so we can fucking understand all this insanity.” Amir looked genuine in his talk.

      Carson continued to glare stoically, but that was always his strength—not letting anyone know what he was thinking.

      How could they have known? How could any of them know this was where I buried her? The only story they heard was that I was the only one who made it back from that mission. Me and Angel, that was.

      Putting the gun down, I pulled up my goggles and stared at them intently.

      “It was Katherine’s grave.”

      “What?”

      “What are you saying?”

      Inés shuddered beside me, hiding her face away from our companions.

      “We were captured. I was on a mission to take out the closest clan. But we were intercepted, captures and the next thing I knew, I woke up in a torture chamber.”

      “Fucking hell.”

      “Shit.”

      Vanessa gasped and buried her face into Carson’s chest.

      “Turns out, I was captured and tortured by my own fucking dead wife who couldn’t just stay dead.”

      Inés pulled back and took a step away from me, eyes full of betrayal. It pissed me off she would look at me that way. How the hell was I to know it would happen that way?

      “Don’t fucking look at me like that, Inés. Don’t you fucking dare. I was in those chambers with you!” I growled.

      “Y-You’re fucking wife? You mean to tell me, this was personal all along and I just so happened to get caught in the crossfires?”

      I let out a maniacally laugh then. This was all fucking insane. Not only did I have to cope with the guilt, betrayal and post traumatic stress of what happened to us, now I had to deal with this.

      I was never meant to be in a relationship. The universe was telling me to my face at this very instant that I was never meant to be loved.

      “Inés, be real. Why the fuck would he set himself up to get tortured? That’s just stupid,” Amir whispered.

      “I-I don’t know. I don’t know anything apparently,” she whimpered, wrapping her arms around herself.

      I grabbed her by the shoulders firmly and Carson almost jumped at me if it wasn’t for Vanessa holding him back. Amir gripped his gun tightly in my periphery but I focused on Inés.

      “I’ve killed for you, Inés. Do not forget it. I had nothing to do with that bloodsucking bitch and her decisions. I impaled her and buried her with my own fucking hands when she was bit, never to look back.”

      The cogwheels of my mind clicked a few more times. There was one other person who knew about her.

      I pulled Inés against my chest and stared deep into her eyes.

      “Even if you think about getting rid of me, you better think again, Inés. You’ve buried yourself under my skin and in my soul too deeply for me to let go. I would haunt you to the ends of this earth if I had to.”

      Her lip trembled as her eyes began to tear up.

      “I-I’m sorry. It’s just—”

      I slammed my lips on her and fisted her hair, preventing her from pulling away.

      “It’s just you are no longer one person, Inés. You are the other half of me. You’re going to have to accept it because right now? I’m about to burn the world down for you.”
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      Another bomb brought out two of the teams topside. We strategically placed ourselves and our boogie traps around a specific location we needed to herd them to.

      Our assumptions of which team they would send out were correct. It included every single asshole that condemned me in their prisons.

      Including that knucklehead Beau.

      We watched through our binoculars as the first team crossed the tree line. Two minutes in and they tripped the wire we set up, exploding the ground. Blood splattered and screams echoed as smoke filtered through the branches and into the sky.

      We swiftly moved and made our way to the second location.

      Amir wasn’t agreeable in taking them all down. So we planted hysteria to drive the women and children out from Black Hollow and onto the topside huts. It was the best I could do with the mood I was in. Gavin worked with Amir in making sure the innocent were safely moved to a second location Ozzy had been working on. Leadership didn’t know that their secrets were being siphoned by some of the small groups that formed once Otis came into command.

      There were many who didn’t agree with my brother’s ways. Maybe who were able to see the downfall he was leading them into.

      We told Gavin to wait until the first team hit our traps, creating a distraction, before moving people through the far western tunnels alongside the trenches and reservoir water.

      Rumor had it, Ozzy was planning to create a second community toward the oceanside without Dean’s knowledge. He played off his loyalty well when we were around, but secretly, division was already brewing among the resistance.

      I threw two fingers in the air to signal to Amir on the opposite hillside. The second resistance team was being sent out westward. On cue, Amir threw a smoke bomb and made his way around the perimeter with the camouflage, taking a few of them out before he made it to this side of the hill.

      Carson then took up the opposite side and took out two more of their unit, leaving a couple of them behind once the smoke dissipated.

      Now, it was my turn. With my goggles down and my mask covering my face, I stealthily made my way toward the remaining group.

      But it seemed, as usual, luck was not on my side as something inhuman cut me off and took down the remaining two soldiers.

      “Shit.”

      “Bloodsuckers!” Carson called out.

      But it was too late. Our human versus human battle quickly turned into something else as vampires landing blows and threw our bodies against nearby trees.

      One of the timed bombs went off, filling the area once more with smoke and debris as rocks and dirt went flying every which way.

      “Seems we made it just in time, James. Looks like a buffet spread. Smell the delicious scent of blood in the air,” one of the bloodsuckers taunted.

      “Those asshole Disaris think they can get the step on us? It’s a good thing some of their humans from their alliance are double crossing bastards.”

      Gunshots fired off from a different direction and I rolled on the ground behind some of the dead bodies and aimed my rifle at them.

      “Take those bloodsuckers down!” one of the residents of Black Hollow cried out.

      “All this fucking smoke and bombing are catching the wrong attention,” another one answered as he threw his blade and missed. The closest vampire leaped and landed on top of him, quickly tearing out his throat.

      I took advantage of the distraction and let off a shot, hitting the vampire right in the neck, knocking him aside with a hiss.

      “You want to fucking play, human? Then let’s fucking play!” I crawled away toward the tree line but he cut me off, landing right in front of me and grabbing me by the back of the shirt. Before I knew it, I was thrown into the air and landed on my back on top of some of the corpses lying on the ground.

      An arrow flew in the air and hit him straight in the heart, knocking him backward as Carson ran over and pulled me away from view by the underarms. I quickly turned and got to my feet, following right behind him as we dove for cover behind one of the nearby bushes.

      “What the fuck? You can’t take a few simple humans down? This is exactly why Clan Shaye is dying and why you need us from Clan Letos to watch your fucking back.”

      “Keep your mouth shut, you redheaded scum!”

      “It’s not what your Governor Duradel said last night when his dick was in my mouth” the redhead vampire said with snark.

      When did the vampires start creating alliances? And from what they said, humans were in on it too.

      Fuck. Otis.

      “Fuck, let’s just pick these roaches so we can go back. There’s nothing worth salvaging here. They’re all pretty much blown up and worthless.”

      “We were assigned to bring one back, you idiots,” the redhead barked out.

      A bolt shot out from an unknown direction and it sliced straight threw the back of her neck, protruding out her front. She gurgled as she fell to her knees.

      “Fuck!” the other bloodsucker shouted as he quickly ran in the direction where the shot came from.

      “We attack him from both sides. You flank the left and I’ll flank his right. On two,” I told him, using my fingers as our counter.

      “I hear you assholes closing in!” the bloodsucker yelled out as he twisted around right as another one appeared behind me, tackling me into the ground. Without warning, an unknown bomb went off beside us ringing our skulls as we all slammed our heads on the ground from the force of the impact.

      The smell of smoke and dust coated my nose, eliminating one of my senses as I crawled across the burnt ground. Everything in the vicinity was taken out by the blast, embers and flames lingering on some of the dead grass.

      Bodies were strewn across the landscape, blood soaked into the dirt creating crimson mud pockets from pools of blood collected by the dead bodies, decimated from the explosion.

      My head was pounding, my ears were still ringing as I forced myself to move and dragged myself further across the ground. I climbed over nearby corpses as I surveyed the area looking for her. I didn’t know how far the blast impacted. We had stashed away Vanessa and Inés beyond back at the hidden shack. At this point, since they knew about our attack, I had to assume they knew about the women.

      They had her. I was going to eliminate them all, even if it killed me in the process.

      The fucking bloodsuckers ambushed me. They knew we were there. They were waiting for us all along. Was this another plan laid out by Katherine even upon her final death?

      Some of the bloodsuckers decapitated heads laid on the ground beside me along with human bodies. The explosion destroyed their bodies, leaving barely anything discernible behind. We must have been just far enough for it not to turn us into ground meat.

      I roared as I tried to put weight on my knee, then foot. Sharp pain shot up my thigh as I looked down to see the bone piercing through my flesh, exposed on the outside of my shin.

      A compound fracture. Fuck.

      “Inés!” I gritted through the pain. Another step and I fell over someone’s dismembered limb, falling onto my back with a groan. Where the fuck was Carson and Amir?

      Dust kicked up and I stared into the greyish white smoke filled skies. The smell of burnt flesh, excrements and spilled innards were dulled by the combination of everything around us.

      I should have seen it coming.

      I did, but not until it was too late.

      The crunching of boot steps stole my attention. I quickly turned to my stomach to give myself a better position while hiding behind two corpses piled on top of one another. The dead eyes of the vampire on top stares at me, it’s fangs a reminder of war at stake.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are. I can practically feel your heart racing from here. It was always going to come to this Vik, wasn’t it?” he cackled and the hair on the back of my neck rose.

      There wasn’t enough room for two madmen in this world and I won’t be the one eliminated.
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      Otis kicked one of the decapitated heads until it rolled in my direction.

      “Vik, Vik, Vik. You sorely disappoint me time and time again. Don't you know that my enemy's enemy is my friend? You see, the new age calls for a change of ideals,” he rambled. “In order to survive this world, one must rearrange the order of things.”

      He chuckled as he kicked a dismembered limb out of his way. My sights darted around me, trying to see if I could find Carson or Amir’s body anywhere, but I didn’t.

      “These vampires carry quite an interesting set of traits, don’t you think Vik? And to think, some of us even go as far as to create secret deals with the bloodsuckers.”

      I caught sight of a rifle beneath one of the corpses about three feet to my left. I immediately began shifting movement in that direction slowly.

      Otis leaned down and lifted the hair on someone's detached scalp, bringing it to his nose to inhale.

      “Yes. The world needs a man like me. I have a calling, Vik. Despite what our parents believed, despite what you believed, you all knew it to be true. It was what drove me in my obsession—my mission.”

      With my elbows, I pulled myself until I was an arm’s breath away from the rifle, but it would involve me exposing my position if I were to grab it. I listened to Otis drone on, allowing the sound of his voice to give me the coordinates of his location.

      This thing between us was going to end. This bloodline was always bound for destruction.

      “You see, Vik, unlike you, I’m willing to get my hands dirty. You have to in order to play the game wisely, in order to get things right. The last compound I experimented in ran out of pets, you see. Oh, and Vik. If only you knew the offer that came to my bunker’s doorsteps,” he laughed maniacally, kicking another decapitated head.

      “You’ve lost your mind a long time ago, Leonard. I’m not surprised Ruby left you,” I pointed out, knowing it would hit him where it hurt. She was the only thing that mattered to him. The only thing that broke through his obsession.

      I guess we were more alike than I realized.

      “You dare bring up her name? You know nothing! She betrayed me. Left me! And now, I was going to make sure the consequences of her actions will be felt around the world,” he snarled as he grabbed a detached leg and threw it to the right of me.

      I remained quiet. I shifted my sight to the small hand grenade on the dead body in front of me. This would have to do.

      Grabbing it, I pulled the pin and threw it as far as I could, hissing when it shifted my wound the wrong way.

      “You’re playing games, Vik. I can smell your fear from here. You and I both know that the age of vampires is coming to a close. The rise of men is here. Men like you and I. Men that see things for what they are—the truth about humanity.”

      The bomb went off and I dove for the rifle, rolling sideways as Otis dove in a different direction, taking cover. He cackled as we both caught our breath and the dust died down.

      “Ah, this. This was what I was missing, you see. Only you, Brother. Only you would play the same game I would. If only Katherine would have played the board better, she’d still be here.”

      I saw red. He just admitted they were in cahoots this entire time.

      Pushing myself up to my knee, grinding my jaw as I made it to my feet, I leaned on my good leg and brought the rifle up, looking through the scope.

      He lay there, with his arms behind his head in between the corpse of a bloodsucker and the corpse of a human, whistling the same taunting tune Katherine did in that damn underground dungeon.

      I let out a shot right beside his head, but he didn’t flinch. Instead, he turned to his side holding his head up with his hand, elbow against the ground.

      “Vik, Vik, Vik. One thing you’ve always underestimated about me was my determination to finish. Seems I’ve come to acquire something very special in my dealings with the other side.”

      “I always knew you’d be a traitor to humanity,” I snarled.

      He barked out a laugh. “And yet here you stand, one accused of the very same. Brother, if anyone is a traitor, it’s you.”

      He wasn’t making any sense. I always fought for the people, fought for the resistance. Did my best to keep people alive despite the statistics. It wasn’t until Katherine that I turned my back on the lies here.

      “You truly are blind, aren’t you?” he taunted again.

      “What are you talking about? I can see you just fine through this scope. Try me, Leonard.”

      He shot to his feet in an instant, his face contorted in fury. “Leonard died the moment that bitch Ruby left him to rot, pining over something that was never real to begin with.”

      “Then you and I have something else in common,” I said as I let out another shot, right for his fucking head. He rolled away and kicked one of the dead bodies in his place. The bullet landed with a thud as he got to his feet and leaped in my direction, knocking the gun out of my hand, taking us both down to the ground.

      “Ahhh!” I screamed as his knee hit my right shin, right at my compound fracture. I clawed his face as he grinned widely down at me with a wildness in his eyes.

      “You would have made the perfect subject, Vik. You and Katherine. She was a failure, but you? Oh, you turned out better than I had hoped.”

      I punched him in the jaw and he grabbed me around the neck, throwing me to the side. One of the dead bodies fell on us as we continued to grapple on the ground. A shot rang out in the air but whizzed by our heads as we refused to let each other go.

      Biting onto his shoulder, I punched his balls making him wheeze and fall over away from me.

      “Vik!” came Carson’s voice.

      “Shit, I think they ended up over there!” Amir’s voice followed.

      Otis was still rolling on the ground as I pushed myself up to my feet once more with more difficulty than the last time.

      “You should have stayed where you were, Leonard,” I gritted out, dragging my leg behind me. I leaned over one of the piles of bodies and pulled the hilt of a midsized knife from one of the corpses. The smell of old blood was overpowering as I wiped the blade against my pants.

      I took another step closer to him as he rolled onto his front, groaning in pain. Bringing up my blade, I swung it down only to stab through his forearm as he used it to shield himself as he slowly got to his feet.

      “You didn’t think it would be that easy, would you, little brother?”

      He cackled as he pulled something from his pocket and stabbed me in the hip. It was a syringe with the longest fucking needle known to man.

      I hissed, pulled the blade out, roaring and plunging the blade into his bicep as another shot rang out and pierced his abdomen, crimson blooming faster than any natural flower. Leonard’s eyes widened as he lost his grip on the syringe and fell to the ground, face first.

      “Fuck!” Carson called out.

      “Who took the shot?” Amir asked.

      I fell to my knees beside my brother as I grabbed the metal syringe and pulled it out. I couldn’t tell what the contents were because the barrel was empty. Tossing it aside, I groaned as I fell on top of my brother, fatigued from the constant pain of my fracture.

      Multiple footsteps came running toward me but my body was running out of energy.

      Turning my head to the side, my vision blurred in and out until the closest person finally came into focus. Like the vision of an angel, the red haze of the fires behind her on the trees made her hair glow as if she was of another world.

      “Vik! Don’t you fucking die on me, Vik!” Inés cried out. She had a rifle in her hand as she fell to her knees beside me. Didn’t she know that she deserved more than a man whose life brought nothing but destruction in his wake?

      She did, but you claimed her anyway, Ares’ voice floated in my mind. You’ve always been an asshole like that.

      I chuckled, finally realizing the extent of my insanity.

      She cradled my face, pulling me onto her lap, her falling tears wetting my face. I closed my eyes and let out a harsh exhale, glad knowing she was alright.

      “Where the hell is Vanessa?” Carson barked out, fury lacing his tone.

      “She was watching my back when I took aim. She’s behind the trees, safe. I made sure she was safe,” she whispered, running her fingers through my hair, pushing it out of my face.

      Oh, how the tables have turned.

      She leaned in and placed her lips on my forehead. My mind and body was battling to stay awake, battling as it tried to decipher every emotion that ran through me.

      “Vik, you asshole. You’re no longer one person anymore. You are the other half of me. You’re going to have to accept it because right now? I just about burned the world down to get back to you. I shot your own fucking brother to bring you back to me.”
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      Five months later - Inés

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I yelled.

      “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m building a damn house.”

      We made our new home a few miles from the western beaches. Carson decided to settle another mile out from us, while Amir told us he needed to find another purpose in life. I think he just couldn’t handle all the sex that was happening around him constantly.

      “A house… for a cat? Why can’t the cat just live inside with us?”

      He turned to look at me as if I lost my mind when the truth was, he had lost his mind the moment we relocated and came across a lost kitten in the woods, stuck in the brushes.

      He named her Angel. He claimed that was why she came to him when it was all done. When Black Hollow was no more. We heard from some vagabonds we crossed that Clan Shay and Letos took over the territory much to Clan Disaris’ dismay.

      Not that it mattered to us anymore. It took me weeks to convince Vik to leave that life behind, the one that took him away from my arms. We were given a second chance at life, and I wasn’t going to pass it up.

      We left his brother amongst the corpses as Carson and Amir carried Vik’s body to a safer location to tend to his wound and splint his fracture. They created makeshift crutches for him until we came across an abandoned town on our travels where we found metal ones for him to use.

      It took him a few more weeks until he was willing to part from the mask—his ex wife’s mask. It took much convincing in the middle of the night that I needed access to his mouth without being hindered by an old beat up piece of cloth.

      “I’m tired of this shit, Vik,” I complained, touching his mask.

      “You shouldn’t be,” he snarked.

      I tore off his mask and he growled but I cut it off by licking him across the lips. His breath stuttered as I caressed his face, then climbed to sit on top of it.

      “I need a doctor to give me a check up. Do you happen to know of any?” I whispered as I lowered my naked pussy onto his face.

      He groaned, grabbing my ass roughly and pulling it closer to his mouth so that he could get a taste.

      The other men were sleeping about five feet away, the fires of our camp having died a few hours ago. We were able to scavenge some tents from the abandoned stores, so it provided us with a small semblance of privacy for perfect moments like these when we stopped for the night.

      “Why do you need a checkup? Have you been bad? Have you been doing naughty things to this pussy here?” he asked as his tongue swiped up to my clit, swirling and sucking it into his mouth.

      I gasped and leaned over his head with my hands against the ground, trying not to suffocate him.

      He was doing wicked things with his tongue as he pretended to ‘check out’ my troubles.

      “It’s been feeling, I don’t know… empty. What should I do, doctor?” I whined softly as he dove his tongue inside of me, flicking it up against my g spot.

      “You know I take payment before I can see you,” he mouthed against my skin.

      I bit my bottom lip, savoring all the pleasurable sensations he was giving me. “What kind of payment would that be? I don’t have much,” I panted.

      “I’m going to need you to feed me, sweet. Then I’m going to need to feed this naughty little pussy of yours with what it’s been craving. It’s the only cure, you see.”

      I moaned when he kneaded my ass and brought me to the edge of ecstasy. My body trembled as he pulled back and teased my clit, only to bring me back to the edge again when he plunged his tongue inside.

      With his leg still healing, we’ve had to become a little more creative with our affections—it required me to to take control and be on top despite loving the way he used to dominate me. Vik was a dirty bastard and I loved it.

      Suddenly, I was pushed over the precipice and I cried out, slapping my hand over my mouth to stifle the sound. I continued to whimper against my palm and grind my pussy on his face as he feasted on everything I gave him with gusto.

      “Fuck, you taste good. That’s it, sweet. Cum on my face like the good girl I know you can be. You don’t want to make the doctor mad.”

      I wriggled my hips, riding the wave of my climax until it died down. Vik nipped my clit and I squealed before crawling down his body, kissing his chest and licking the topside of his hard shaft.

      Precum beaded across the top of his tip and I greedily took it into my mouth, humming in approval at his arousal to our foreplay. His hand threaded through my hair, shoving my face down until his dick went to the back of my throat, making me gag and making him groan in satisfaction.

      “Don’t play too much, sweet. I still need to give you your medicine,” he hissed.

      I pulled back and twisted my head across the crown of his cock, licking the underside of it playfully.

      “Yes, doctor.”

      “Now be a good girl and let me fill that emptiness you have.”

      I nodded my head and climbed up, straddling him, pointing his dick right at my wet pussy. His hands gripped my hips harshly, slamming me down on top of his cock without warning. I mewled as I fell forward, laying my face against his chest as I grinded my hips against his, selfishly seeking my pleasure again as the hairs on his crotch tickled my clit perfectly.

      “You dirty, bad girl. I’m the one that should be giving your dosage, not you.”

      “I can’t help it,” I whined, grinding against him harder.

      “Fucking hell, turn around.”

      I did as he asked, facing away from him and leaning against the ground with my hands, thrusting against him. The sound of our flesh slapping one another could be heard echoing throughout our little camp.

      “Fucking hell, you two,” came Amir’s tortured voice.

      Carson’s and Vanessa’s tent was filled with the sounds of sex as they added to the symphony of the night with us.

      Vik grabbed my hips and slammed me down again and again aggressively, chasing his own release.

      I straightened up and ran a hand between my legs, teasing our union with my touches as well as my clit until I came again with a cry, my pussy fluttering around his hard cock.

      He cursed as he slammed my hips down harder a few more times, then burying himself to the hilt, spilling inside of me and leaking between us to wet the sheet beneath us.

      I leaned forward, continuing to grind until my sensitive pussy couldn’t take it anymore, until his dick slowly died down and slipped out of me.

      Sighing with satisfaction, I turned and laid down beside him, snuggling against his chest, catching my breath as the insects sung us to sleep.

      “What are you thinking about over there? My cock in your pussy?”

      I gasped in offense at his vulgar talk, even though he was onto me. I could feel my face flush as he chuckled and put his project down.

      He sat down on a nearby stump and crooked his finger my way. “Get over here, Inés.”

      “Why?”

      His eyes turned steely as he crooked his finger again. “Are you being a bad girl, refusing me?”

      I bit my lip as my pussy clenched from anticipation.

      “Get over here and sit on my lap, like a good girl.”

      I slowly made my way in his direction and sat down on his lap, wrapping my arm around his shoulder. His leg was healing well, according to him, the pain having subsided tremendously with me playing nurse to his wounds.

      Payment was made in sex of course.

      “Do I make you happy, Inés?”

      I was taken aback by his sudden question. “Of course, you do. Why would you ask that?”

      He leaned in and kissed the crook of my neck, teasing and nibbling against my skin.

      “The shadows that follow me, don't leave me in the daylight,” he admitted.

      We both occasionally had our nightmares, jerking awake in a sweat thinking we were still back in the underground dungeons. We would automatically reach out to make sure the other was there. Sometimes our hands would be intertwined until our minds allowed us back to sleep again, knowing we were always connected.

      Whatever Otis injected him with hasn’t fully manifested itself. But there were changes happening within Vik. Changes I couldn’t explain. Sometimes in the middle of the night, his body temperature would fall so low, I thought he was dead until he took his next breath and turned over. And his wounds began to heal faster than they should be, at least in my mind.

      “It isn’t only your shadows that follow you, Vik. You have my heart. I’m always there with you, beside you.” I grabbed one of his hands and laced our fingers together, bringing it up for both of us to see.

      “You are the other half of me…” I told him.

      He nuzzled against my neck and whispered, “You are the other half of me.”

      When I lowered our hands, I placed it on my stomach and kissed his forehead. “I love all the shattered pieces of you because they fit perfectly against the shattered pieces of mine.” Tears burned in my eyes as I finally told him the secret I had been keeping for the past month. “And now, we have the glue that makes us whole.”

      “What? What are you—” he pulled back and looked at me, then looked at my stomach. Emotions of fear morphed into incredulousness and then uncertainty.

      “Inés,” he choked out, and the tears in my eyes fell. “I don’t deserve you. I bring nothing but—”

      I kissed him to shut him up. His lips trembled against mine, true fear running through him.

      “You bring me nothing but what I never thought possible, Vik. You gave us a future. I love you more than anything in this world and now, our love is manifested in the flesh.”

      He let out a stuttering breath, as he hid his face against the crook of my neck.

      “I vow to you, with everything I have in me, that this world would be brought to its knees before I let anything happen to you two.”

      My heart skipped a beat. Because with Vik, it wasn’t just words. I only prayed that nothing would push him to that brink again because the world wasn’t ready for a man like the Reaper.
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