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The year is 2124, and the world's population has been divided into two groups: infected and non-infected. Race, ethnicity, and nationality no longer matter.

When a medical mishap leaves noninfected, Cara Rodriguez, a single mother to an infected son, her life is forever altered. Her son can't live in the noninfected world, and infected clans won't accept Cara in theirs. After her only support dies under suspicious circumstances, Cara goes to Mate Match seeking an infected mate to protect them. Will Mate Match be their salvation or the biggest mistake of her life? Ready. Set. Go! It's time for a mate run.
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Chapter One

Cara


[image: image]


The lights flashed in a dizzying blur. Noise surrounded me. The scent of disinfectant irritated my nose. The pinch of the IV drip in my right arm was a nagging ache. A tight pressure squeezed my left hand.

“Hang in there, baby. You can do this. I love you.” Terry, my heart, my soulmate.

Pain ripped me in two. I screamed with the agony of it. With the lessening of the pain, mental clarity returned. The baby. I was in labor. It was too early.

Doctors and hospital personnel tossed out medical jargon as they wheeled my gurney to the operating room. Bright light seared my retinas, and I closed my eyes against the glare. 

“Her BP is dropping!”

“She’s hemorrhaging!”

“I need blood, stat!”

“Sir, you can’t come back here!”

A plastic mask was slapped over my face, covering my nose and mouth. My eyes pinwheeled as panic fought with lethargy.  

“She’s flatlining!”

“God damn it! Where’s that blood?”

The beeps and alarms of multiple machines followed me into the darkness...

⬥⬥⬥⬥⬥

I moaned as awareness gradually returned. My body ached as though I’d been tumbled in a commercial dryer with large rocks. I was so cold, my teeth chattered. 

“I’m here, baby. Let me get you a blanket.” His voice moved further away as Terry spoke to someone else. “She’s cold. Her teeth are chattering.”

“Ms. Rodriguez, how do you feel?” a man asked.

“C-cold. Hurt.”

“It’s the anesthesia wearing off. I’ll give you something for the pain,” he said.

I sighed in relief as the weight of a warm blanket settled on me. There was something I was forgetting. Something important. The thought drifted away as the medicine took me under.

⬥⬥⬥⬥⬥

I stirred, shifting uncomfortably. My body felt strangely flat. Slowly, my eyes opened. I was in a hospital room. As I sleepily glanced around, my eyes fell on a dark head asleep on the mattress next to my hip. I ran my fingers through his curly hair. 

After a few seconds, Terry stirred and sat up with a yawn. “You’re awake.”

“What happened?” I asked, my memory hazy.

“I almost lost you and the baby. Don’t do that again,” Terry grumbled, his deep brown eyes as somber as I’d ever seen. There was no hint of my mischievous, devil-may-care, lover.  

He picked up my hand and kissed the honey-brown skin of my fingers over the knuckles. Then he cradled it between his own against his heart. Eyes narrowed and brows furrowed, he confessed, “I was so scared. They wouldn’t let me in there. They wouldn’t tell me what was happening. This wasn’t how this delivery was supposed to go down.”

We’d booked a birthing suite with a birthing pool in a nearby private delivery center. We had several sessions with the midwife, learning about water births. It cost more than the insurance covered, but Terry and I wanted to get as close to the home birth experience as possible.

Curly dark brown hair fell over a prominent forehead, highlighting dark brown eyes with dark circles beneath them. Terry’s golden complexion appeared wan. Even exhausted, his chiseled features were too handsome for his own good. Between his looks and charm, Terry could have any woman he wanted. Occasionally, it still amazed me that he’d chosen me. 

“How’s the baby?” I asked. My voice came out sounding hoarse, and my mouth felt like sandpaper.

“They have him in the NICU unit. He’s so small. There’s all of these monitors attached to his little body,” he said, his eyes glimmering with unshed tears.

All thoughts of water vanished as my heart clenched. My baby was in the neonatal intensive care unit. “Is he okay?”

Terry frowned even as he gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. “The nurse says his condition is to be expected, all things considered. They won’t let me hold him. They say his lungs haven’t fully developed.” 

Sighing, I placed my hand over my stomach in a protective gesture that had become a habit in the last seven months. Poor baby. I’d been so careful upon learning I was carrying. I’d eaten the right foods, exercised faithfully, and followed all of my doctor’s instructions to deliver a healthy baby boy. All of that caution and care had been ruined in a single moment by a drunk driver.

I glanced at the IV drip in my arm and the multitude of monitors attached to me. “Can you call the nurse? I need to use the bathroom.”

“I’ll go to the nurse’s station and let them know you’re awake. I need coffee. While they’re assisting you, I’ll run down to the cafeteria,” he said.

From the rumpled state of his clothes and the new growth on his face, Terry had been with me the entire time. “How long have I been out?”

He paused at the door. “Over twelve hours. They’ve kept you pretty well medicated.”

Terry waited for me to say something else. When I kept silent, he left the hospital room.

Instead of the maternity ward, where each bed was sectioned off by partitions and curtains, I’d been placed in a private room. Government-subsidized health insurance only went so far. Individuals who could afford premium health insurance receive the same level of care as everyone else but in more luxurious surroundings. My job as a teacher afforded me a decent level of coverage but nothing of this nature. 

The nurse who entered the room was a plus-sized female with short blonde hair. Her facial features were naturally wholesome and very pretty. Although her expression was pleasant, her eyes were guarded and reserved. “Your husband said you want to use the bathroom?”

Terry was my fiancé, but I didn’t correct her assumption. “Yes, please.”

“That should be okay. We needed to get you up and moving soon. Let me disconnect some of this equipment. How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Tired,” I answered.

“That’s to be expected. You went through an ordeal. It’s going to take your body time to recover.” She removed monitors from my chest and temples and unhooked the clip on my finger.

As she helped me to stand, I asked, “When can I see my baby?”

“After we get you back into bed, I’ll turn on the monitor,” she promised.

“Thank you.”

With the nurse walking beside me and leaning heavily on the IV pole, I eventually made my way into the bathroom and onto the toilet. Emptying my bladder was a relief. Not having the strength to stand on my own, I had to call the nurse to assist me. Embarrassed warmth heated my cheeks as I washed my hands. Exhaustion washed over me in a wave as I climbed into bed. 

The nurse plumped my pillow and smoothed the covers over me, making sure I was comfortable. “You want to sit up?” she asked.

“Please.” The incision on my stomach twinged as my body changed position.  

“I’ll have breakfast brought in. You’ve only had the intravenous drip for hydration. I imagine you must be getting hungry. You haven’t eaten in over twenty-four hours,” she said.

Twenty-four hours. A full day had passed since I entered the hospital. I set the disturbing thought aside to deal with later. “I’m thirsty. If you have it, I’d love a glass of apple juice.” The thought of food made nausea rise. Absently, I rubbed the dull ache of my chest.

Noting the gesture, the nurse asked, “Are you in pain?”

I thought about it and nodded. “Honestly, my body is one big ache.”

“On a scale of one to ten, how severe would you rate the pain?” she asked.

I took inventory. “Three, maybe four. Enough to know it hurts but not enough to scream for meds, if you know what I mean.”

The nurse nodded, her gaze sympathetic. “That’s the damage you sustained during the car accident. Between the accident and the C-section, you’re going to be feeling its effects for some time. I’ll request food and something light for your stomach. Eat even if you don’t feel like it. You need to regain your strength.”

I nodded, thinking of my baby. “Will the pain medication hurt the baby when my milk comes in?”

“Let’s focus on getting you better before worrying about anything else, okay?” She smiled, but once again, it didn’t reach her eyes. Her behavior worried me, but then she did something with the television remote. My beautiful baby boy appeared on the screen. 

“Be back in a few,” she said, but I barely heard her.

My baby was so tiny my heart squeezed. Tabs were attached to his small chest and a breathing tube was in his nose. A pink and blue striped cap covered his little head and a too-large diaper swamped his lower body. His body was dark pink and wrinkled. He was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. My arms ached to hold him.

Terry arrived with a large cup of coffee, just ahead of the hospital staff with my breakfast. He motioned to the screen, a big proud grin on his face. “There’s my son, Terencio.”

My laugh came out breathy as my bruised ribs protested. “We are not naming our son after you. It would be too confusing.”

The hospital worker set the covered dish on top of the lap tray and rolled it into position across my legs. A carton of apple juice with an attached straw was set next to it. Alongside it was a bottle of water. 

“Every male in my family has had some form of the name, going back to my great-grandfather. You wouldn’t want to break tradition, would you?” The teasing glint in his eyes made me smile.

The hospital worker set a piece of paper and one of those half pencils with no eraser next to the food dish. “These are your dinner selections. Mark them off and I’ll collect the form when I collect your dishes.” She flicked a graceful white hand in the direction of the side table. “The jug is filled with ice chips. If you need anything else, press the call button.”

“Thank you,” I said to her retreating back as she hustled out of the door. The purple material of her scrubs made a slight swishing sound as she walked. 

I sipped on my juice and forced down a container of yogurt as we argued good-naturedly over what to name our son. It was a discussion we’d had many times over the last few months, ever since learning it was a boy. 

“We need to push up the wedding,” Terry said. “I know you wanted something grand and formal, but we can do it later. Right now, it’s more important to make sure you and the baby are covered under my insurance.” 

Terry had been pushing for a quick civil ceremony from the time I agreed to marry him. I’d been holding out for my dream wedding. It didn’t have to be large, but I was determined to wear a white gown. Every bride deserved to feel like a princess on her day. I’d been slowly saving up the money to purchase the dress I’d fallen in love with.

“Between your injuries and the baby’s care, the bills are bound to be astronomical,” he continued as if I needed the reminder.

“Were you hurt in the car crash?” Other than appearing like he needed a good night’s sleep and moving a little slowly, he seemed to be okay.

“Banged and bruised. You and the baby got the brunt of it,” he assured me.

“We can move—” I broke off as a brief knock sounded on the door before it was pushed open. Two men in white lab coats walked in. The first was tall and slender while the second one was shorter and stockier. Entering behind them was an olive-toned woman with straight black hair and another dark-skinned man with closely cropped black hair, both dressed in business suits that screamed lawyer. They all wore grim expressions. With all of the medical equipment, the small hospital room immediately became crowded.

What the hell? I exchanged a glance with Terry.

“Ms. Rodriguez, my name is Dr. Adams. I’m the head of Obstetrics. This is my colleague, Dr. Phillips. He’s the neonatologist assigned to your son. How are you feeling? You gave us quite the scare,” Dr. Adams said.

I set my fork down and pushed the tray to the side. Terry had stood when the door opened and now stepped closer to the bed to lay a hand on my shoulder. 

“I’m told I’ll live, thanks to the quick response of the EMTs and the actions of this hospital. Thank you,” I told them, despite the butterflies fluttering in my stomach. My gaze bounced from person to person. 

At my words, some of the tension left the room. Their expressions were still grim, but they no longer held themselves so stiffly, as though expecting Terry and I to attack. 

“The trauma you suffered during the accident forced us to act quickly to save you and your son. Unfortunately, mistakes were made,” Dr. Adams said.

My breath caught. Did something happen to the baby? Is that what this is about? I’d yet to see my son in person. Now that I thought about it, no one had offered to wheel me to the NICU to see him. I glanced at the monitor again, this time searching for injuries. So many scenarios ran through my mind, it strangled my vocal chords. 

“Mistakes? What kind of mistakes?” Terry asked in a hard voice. The hand resting on my shoulder tightened to a point just short of pain. Fortunately, he stood on my uninjured side, close to the window. 

Dr. Adams stepped forward, as though accepting responsibility. “The wrong blood was administered. We recognized the error almost immediately and were able to take preventative measures. However...”

“However? Doctor, what are you saying?” I asked, my voice trembling.

“It wasn’t in time to save your son. He’s one of the infected,” Dr. Adam’s said.

“That’s actually a good thing,” Dr. Phillips said.

“How can my son being one of the infected be a good thing?” Terry snarled. He was so angry, his face and neck turned a dull red. 

“The virus strengthened his immune system and gave him a boost that made the difference between life and death. If your wife hadn’t accidentally been given the wrong blood, I’m not sure your son would have made it,” Dr. Phillips said, glancing at me as though ensuring I understood the ramifications of his statement. 

“Am I also infected?” I asked, my voice quiet. It didn’t really matter to me if I was. I clearly remembered voices shouting that they were losing me. They’d saved our lives with their quick actions. 

“No, we got you vaccinated before the virus could take hold,” Dr. Adams assured me.

I glanced at Terry, who’d removed his hand from my shoulder when I asked the question. He appeared only slightly mollified. 

“Can you vaccinate my son?” Terry asked.

The two doctors exchanged looks. 

“Your son isn’t out of danger yet. Doing so might tip the scales against him,” Dr. Phillips said.

“But it can be done,” Terry said at the same time that I asked, “You mean he might die?” 

“There is a distinct possibility,” Dr. Phillips admitted.

“Do it,” Terry ordered.

“No! Are you crazy? Didn’t you hear him? It might kill the baby,” I shrieked, whirling on my fiancé. The move caused pain to streak through my body, but I was too shocked to pay much attention.

“Our son is a freak,” Terry shouted, fists clenched by his side. “They did it. They need to fix this.”

“Even if it means his life?” I asked, unable to believe what I was hearing.

Terry lifted my hand and gripped it in his as he appealed to me. “Cara, what kind of life will he have? The infected are little more than animals.”

I snatched my hand free of his, hissing. “This is our son you’re talking about.”

“I know.” His words were grim. Terry’s expression displayed no remorse. The bastard meant every word he’d spoken. 

This couldn’t be happening to me. To us. I turned to the doctors. “Can he be vaccinated later, when he’s stronger?”

Dr. Phillips was already shaking his head. “The virus has already spread throughout his body, affecting all of his internal organs. Even if we administered the vaccination right at this moment, there’s only the slimmest chance it would work. More likely, the attempt would place unnecessary strain on his heart.”

“I’m willing to risk it,” Terry said. 

“I’m not,” I said fiercely. I knew Terry had issues with the infected, but I had no idea his bigotry was this ingrained. 

Dr. Phillips glanced at the hospital’s lawyers, who nodded and sighed. “We will abide by whatever decision you two make.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and gave Terry a hard stare. “My son. My decision. We’re not married, and the birth certificate hasn’t been signed.” Which meant currently, Terry had no legal rights. Thank God for small mercies. 

Terry retreated a step, putting space between us. “If you do this, the wedding is off. Cara, be reasonable. We’re both young and healthy. We can have more children.”

His words slashed like knives against my already battered heart. My breathing became so short, I was in danger of hyperventilating. Reaching for my left hand, I took off my engagement ring and held it out to him. 

Terry took it with obvious reluctance and slid it into his pocket. His eyes begged me to reconsider. “If you change your mind, you know where I’ll be.” 

Ignoring the tears sliding down my cheeks, I told him in as firm a voice as I could manage, “I won’t.”

The love of my life nodded and walked out of the hospital room without a backward glance. 
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Chapter Two

Cara


[image: image]


“That’s it for today, class. Enjoy your weekend and stay out of trouble,” I told the twenty faces staring at me through the dual video monitors.

“Bye, Ms. Rodriguez,” they chimed as a group. One by one, their little faces winked out. 

I ended the session and glanced down at the massive lump of brindle colored fur under my feet. “Let me check my email, and then we can go for a walk.”

At the “w” word, Cujo’s ears perked up. The thickly muscled Bullmastiff rolled onto his stomach, his expression alert. 

I logged into my email. There was a new notification from the legal firm representing my financial interests. I quickly opened it, cautioning myself not to get my hopes up. 

Dear Ms. Rodriguez,

We regret to inform you...

I closed my eyes. Damn it! What was wrong with these people? Why was it so hard to get one of them to help? I quickly skimmed the clan’s response–the same blah, blah, blah as the others– and jumped to the bottom of the email.

As stated in our previous correspondence, this was the last infected clan in the eastern territory. We can continue our search in the western territory. However, it’s not an option we advise. Based upon the information we’ve gathered, the clans out west are lawless, and we’ve heard substantiated rumors of female abuse and subjugation. 

If you are determined to continue this path, we strongly encourage you to consider the Mate Match Agency. Once again, we’ve added their website and contact information in the correspondence.

Respectfully yours,

T. S. Sanders Law Group

Before I could type a response, Jock came barreling into the room. “Momma, I done. We go outside now?” 

Cujo came out from under my desk and treated Jock to a face full of love licks, which caused my son to giggle like a loon. 

“Did you power down the tablet and store it in its cubby?” I asked, watching the two play.

“Yes,” he said with a roll of his eyes. No four-year-old should be able to look that annoyed.

I withheld a smile. No sense encouraging him. He was precocious enough. “Fine. Let me power down the computer and put on my shoes.”

He bounced in place with impatience for the three minutes it took me to do so. Cujo ran in circles around him, barking. Then Cujo ran to the door, came back and barked at me as though saying, “Hurry up.” It was clear they’d both been cooped up inside for too long, despite our morning walk. 

As I stomped my foot into the second athletic shoe, Jock and Cujo ran to the door. The noise the two made while waiting for me to remove the large, wood drop bar and the reinforced locks made me cringe. As soon as the door was open, Jock charged outside. The dog raced by his side. Joaquin lived for the outdoors. It was getting harder and harder to keep him contained inside of the motorhome. 

I gave a wary nod to a few neighbors sitting outside, enjoying the weather before the snow and ice set in. The smell of smoking meat filled the air. Bruno must have gone hunting and was prepping the meat for storage. As usual, whenever I was present, the men stared. The few women there ignored me. My father, God rest his soul, had served with these men while on the police force and considered them good friends. I tried to think of them as honorary uncles, but the truth was they made me uneasy. 

Fortunately, both the dog and boy stayed close. Cujo, as our protector, and Jock because he’d learned the hard way that not all adults were nice. As one of the infected, his survival instincts were finely honed. Because of his young age, he couldn’t articulate why a person gave him bad vibes. He simply called them “bad” people. Unfortunately, our small settlement was full of people he considered bad. One of the many reasons I had the law firm searching for a place we could call home. 

I propped the rifle against the side of the motorhome as I engaged all of the locks and set the alarm. We wouldn’t go far, but my father had drilled safety precautions into me. I picked up the weapon and gave my son a nod. Jock ran straight for the rope playground my father and a couple of the men had built. He climbed and swung from one platform to the other like a modern day Tarzan while I stood sentry and watched over him. 

The dog sniffed around the various plants before choosing one to lift his leg and water. Mission accomplished, he continued his investigation of the area. Every so often, he’d trot over to check on Jock. The minute Cujo saw Bruno heading in my direction, he stopped what he was doing and came to stand protectively by my side.  

Bruno gave the dog a wary look and stopped close enough for the others not to overhear our conversation, but not so close as to trigger Cujo’s warning growl. “Any luck?”

I shook my head, not in a mood to discuss it. Despite the chilly fall air, the sun beamed like a heat lamp, warming all who stood beneath its rays. I lifted my face and let the warmth soothed my wind chilled face.  

Bruno edged a little closer, causing Cujo to let out a low rumble. “A pretty young thing like you should have a man in her life. Being alone like this isn’t what your father wanted for you.” 

The compliment made me uneasy. It wasn’t the words, but...I don’t know. Something in the delivery, maybe? Bruno put me in mind of an aged grizzly bear: tall, packed with fat and muscle, with a face full of wiry salt and pepper hair. He and my father had been extremely close. Since his death, Bruno had appointed himself my protector, warning off the other men in the camp. 

I shook off my unease and sighed, admitting, “This clan’s response was the same as the others.” 

A few clans offered to take my son and raise him. Said they’d give him to one of their couples who’d lost a child. Some wanted me but not Jock, stating they had more than enough men but needed women. None of the clans were willing to take both of us unless I was willing to mate with one of their many single men. 

Honestly, after my experience with Terry, a husband was the last thing I wanted. My son’s own biological father had rejected him. The last thing I wanted to do was to tie myself to another man who felt the same. I didn’t say any of this to Bruno. 

Almost as though he’d read my mind, Bruno said, “Not every man has a problem with your boy being the way he is. Quite a few of us are willing to overlook it and consider him as part of the package. I told your father that it was hard for a man alone to keep his womenfolk safe, no matter how skilled he is. He needed help. He didn’t listen, and now he’s dead.”

I gave a slow blink as my brain processed what he said. Us, himself included. Had Bruno...? Then the rest of what he said caught up, and I felt my face blanche. Was he implying my father’s death hadn’t been an accident?

Bruno reached out a hand and caught one of my golden corkscrew curls, swirling in the breeze. He ignored the way I flinched, and Cujo’s low growl.  “I’d be a good protector, and I wouldn’t make the mistake Caesar did. The boy would have a father and in addition to safety, you’d have a man to keep you warm at night. Think about it.” He gave the curl a final stroke and a light tug before walking off. 

My son came running over. “What’s wrong, mommy?”

Cujo stood in attack mode. His mouth was open, baring fangs, and his head lowered as though he might charge at any moment. I rested a hand on his head to calm him. “It’s okay. It’s all right,” I crooned to the dog. 

I glanced at the other men in the encampment, seeing the way they looked at me in a new light. Maybe staying here after my father died hadn’t been such a great idea. My need to find us a new home just became critical. 

“Nothing, baby. Let’s walk down to the river,” I told Jock, giving him a one-armed hug. We both needed to stretch our legs. 

Jock’s face lit up. “Can I run?”

“Yes. Take Cujo with you,” I said.

“Come on, Cujo,” Jock said, and the two took off running down the worn path through the trees.

“Watch out for snakes,” I called after them. I gave the same warning every day, unable to help myself. Even knowing that with his animalistic instincts and speed, it was doubtful he’d come to harm even if he did stumble across one. Besides, the two of them made so much noise the cautious creatures would feel them coming long before they got near and slithered away. 

I thought over my conversation with Bruno as I trailed behind. Was he trying to scare me, pointing out my vulnerability as a woman alone? Or was he hinting that my father’s hunting accident hadn’t been an accident at all? Bruno had been the one to find my father’s body and bring him home. I’d never questioned his version of events. Even now, I found it difficult to believe someone would kill my father just to get to me. 

After Joaquin’s birth, my life had upended. The infected couldn’t live within the city limits. It was too stressful for them. Fortunately, the hospital had paid millions for my silence about their screw-up. They couldn’t have word leaking that they’d accidentally infected a child. It would ruin their reputation and cost the hospitals billions in revenue. 

I’d called my father after Terry had walked out. I didn’t have anyone else, and the hospital wouldn’t release me unless I had someone to care for me. He’d dropped everything and driven overnight to be by my side. He’d handled the lawyers, making sure I received fair compensation. He’d purchased the motorhome for me and found the campsite. He told me my job was to focus on being a mother. He’d handle everything else.

For over four years, my father had treated me like the princess he called me. He’d been my rock, my support system, my protector. Then suddenly he was dead, making me an orphan. That had been six months ago, and I still deeply felt his loss every day.  

His death had started me thinking about the future. What would happen to Joaquin if I died? I had no other family, and sending him to Terry was not an option. The few people I still called friends lived within the city proper. They’d try their best to care for him if there was no other option, but as one of the infected, Joquain’s senses were so enhanced that living in a crowded city would be pure torture. It had suddenly became clear that I needed to become part of the infected community. They cared for their own. 

The problem was, Joaquin was infected. I wasn’t. Nor could I become infected. The rapid succession of infected blood and vaccination did something to me the doctors were still trying to figure out. If I could, I would have infected myself using Joaquin’s blood and moved to clan territory after my father’s death. I had the resources to support myself, and my money would be an asset to any clan, most of whom struggled to survive. 

I reached my son, who'd stopped and crouched at the river’s edge. “The tadpoles are bigger.”

I knelt beside him to see. “Sure are.”

“Can I swim?” he asked.

I looked at the water and the position of the sun. “Not today. There’s no school tomorrow. We’ll come back in the afternoon, and you and Cujo can get in.”

Jock and the dog splashed along the banks, getting wet and streaked with mud. Once again, I played sentry, watching out for aggressive wildlife. In addition to my rifle, I had my knife strapped to my waist. My father had ensured I was well-trained with both weapons. 

In the aftermath of the pandemic, the infected had taken over the rural areas, leaving the urban centers to the uninfected. My father and I had moved our recreational motor home into a RV camp just outside New Town city limits that had the necessary sanitation set up. Populated with war veterans and retired law enforcement like Bruno, these men were too rough to feel comfortable living in urban centers. They preferred living off the grid and away from government interference.

This deep in no man’s land, I never left home without my weapons. Those who lived within the city limits worried about two-legged predators. Out in the rural areas, we had to worry about four-legged and two-legged predators. 

“Look at me, momma,” Joaquin said.

I glanced up to see Jock hanging upside down from a tree, mere feet from where I stood. Dots of mud streaked his face and hair and splattered his clothes. Deep in thought, I hadn’t seen Jock move from the water. Some sentry I was, I thought with disgust at myself. As soon as he knew he had my attention, he began making monkey noises. 

Cujo barked and raced around the tree as though trying to find a way to get up there and join the fun. Every so often, he’d brace his forepaws against the trunk. 

“Nice. What type of monkey are you?” I asked over the noise Cujo made. 

“A howler monkey. Listen to this.” He screamed so loudly I winced, and it sent Cujo into a frenzy. 

“Good job. Did you learn that on television?” I asked.

“Uh-huh. I like animals,” Jock said.

That was the understatement of the century. If I wanted to keep Joaquin occupied, all I had to do was put on a nature show. 

Knowing what I had to do but not knowing how my son would react, I suddenly asked, “Jock, how would you like to have a daddy and other children to play with?” 

“A daddy like Pa-pop?” In his typical little boy way, he asked the question while busily scrambling from limb to limb, seemingly paying me little attention. 

“Yes.” If I were lucky enough to find a man like my father. My daddy was one of a kind. After God made him, He broke the mold. 

He stared at me, and in his eyes, I got a glimpse of the man my son would one day be. Once again, I felt that sense of inadequacy. What did I know about raising a boy to become a man? A good man with values and strength of character. A pang of loss hit my heart. I missed my father so much. I blinked rapidly to keep tears from falling.

Sensing my mood change, Cujo stopped playing and came to lean against my side. I patted his head in thanks. 

“Okay,” he agreed. He dropped from the tree, flipping midair to land on his feet. My heart almost burst out of my chest. “Race you.”

Jock took off running, Cujo by his side. I raced behind, cursing under my breath. 
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When we reached the motorhome, I had Jock strip down to his skin and used the water hose on him and the dog to wash off the worst of the mud and dirt. They thought it a fun game, both loving water so much. I believed Jock deliberately got muddy, seeing this as his reward. 

Dinner was sausages made from deer meat my father had hunted and cured and a salad of simple greens I grew in my small greenhouse. Jock loved meat and fruit. Everything else was a struggle to get him to eat.

I let him jump on the bed and run around until he finally tired himself enough to fall asleep. Jock was growing fast, and his energy levels were off the charts. Yet another reason I needed to find us a larger, more permanent home. 

The motorhome had been fine when he was a baby and less mobile. The three of us had been quite comfortable, despite only having three hundred and twenty feet of living space and one bedroom. My father had insisted we take the bedroom. He slept in the living room where the two couches opened to form one large sleeping surface. 

I’d worried it wouldn’t be comfortable enough, but he’d said, “I have a television, access to the fridge and the bathroom, and I get to protect the two most precious people in my life. What more do I need?”

Now the role of protector was my job. I slept on the sofa bed that still carried the scent of my father, rifle within easy reach. 

A knock sounded at the door, causing Cujo to come tearing out of the room, barking his head off. I glanced at the small vid screen mounted on the wall near the door. Hannah, one of the encampment’s residents, stood alone on the other side, holding a cloth-covered basket with both hands. 

“Hush, Cujo,” I ordered as I unlatched the heavy bar before undoing the locks. “Hannah,” I greeted simply.

“Cara. The boys went hunting. I brought you some bear meat to exchange for some of your veggies. I’ve a hankering for stew,” she said, holding out the basket. 

Hannah was a short, plumpish woman with large breasts, wide hips, and a small waist. The thin lips in her round leathery face rarely smiled. She had small hazel eyes, lined from years squinting in the sun, and liberally gray-streaked black hair that fell to her waist in a thick braid. She’d once been very beautiful, but life had hardened any trace of softness from her features. 

I held the door open, inviting her inside. 

She glanced at Cujo who’d quieted but still bristled with menace at my side. “Just take the basket. You can return it later.”

My gaze followed hers. I didn’t reassure her that Cujo wouldn’t bite. Nor did I tell the dog to stand down. Cujo was a trained guard dog, and my father had drilled into me the necessity of not turning him into a pet. Cujo’s wariness of the neighbors was for my safety and protection. I wouldn’t undermine all of the hard work my father had put into training him by letting him get cozy with Hannah.

I took the proffered basket. “Give me a sec.”

Taking it into the kitchen, I removed the paper-wrapped meat and set it on the counter. I opened each package, confirmed the meat was fresh, and then stored them in the freezer. Leaving one bear steak out to cook tomorrow, I cut off a small piece as a reward for Cujo. While he devoured his treat, I walked to the bedroom and stuck my head inside. 

Jock lay on the bed watching his beloved animal show. That explained why he hadn’t followed Cujo to see who was at the door.

“Jock, I’m going with Ms. Hannah to the greenhouse.”

My son grunted his acknowledgment, a habit he’d picked up from my father. Again, I felt that now familiar pang. Joaquin may favor his father in his looks, but his mannerisms and the way he articulated himself was all my dad.

Returning to the front of the camper, I took the basket, grabbed my keys and a gun, and exited the home with Cujo on my heels. I locked the vehicle before walking to where Hannah waited by the entrance to the greenhouse. 

“Thank you for the meat,” I said.

Hannah inclined her head. “You’re welcome. Your daddy, God rest his soul, would have wanted us to take care of you.”

I nodded, unlocked the door, and ushered her inside. “I have carrots, peppers, onions, and potatoes ready to pick. You may also be able to pull a few leaves of spinach. I love salads, so the pickings there are slim. In a few more weeks, the eggplant will be ready.”

“That will be fine,” Hannah said.

The greenhouse was ten feet by twelve feet, made of reclaimed plastic, glass, pvc pipes, and lumber, constructed by my father and his cronies. The mostly glass roof allowed plenty of natural light. It looked like a good, strong wind would blow it over but had withstood several winter snowstorms.

“I knew your father, back in the day when your mother was alive,” Hannah said out of the blue. 

In the midst of uprooting a carrot, I froze and glanced at her. “You did?”

Hannah nodded. “Knew Bruno, too. My man served with them both. Us women hung together. Safety in numbers, you know? Life was a constant turmoil and one never knew what the day would bring. Men who went to work didn’t always return home. It was stressful for them. Stressful for us. That kind of life-and-death struggle brings out the ugly in some people. Bruno’s one of them. He treated his wife like a punching bag.”

The knowledge Hannah had known my mother had my mouth hanging open. The mention of Bruno had me closing it with a snap. “What happened to her?” I asked, fearing the worst. There was no Mrs. Bruno in the picture now and hadn’t been for as long as I’d known him.

“We got the first one out. The second one wasn’t so lucky. He’s had a few women since then, but they were smarter than the others. They paid attention to the warning in their guts. Those that didn’t? Well, I might have warned a few of them off,” Hannah said with a knowing look at me. 

“I’m not...we’re not...” I spluttered before finally forcing out, “He gives me the creeps.”

After examining me closely, Hannah nodded slowly. “Your daddy taught you well. You should know Bruno’s made a claim on you. If I were you, I’d pack up that boy and go somewhere safe. A woman on her own can’t be too careful. Think of the boy.”

“I have been,” I said, my tone defensive. “I’ve been trying to find a clan to take us in. So far, none have been willing.”

“I don’t believe that,” Hannah scoffed. “Them men are hurtin’ for women. If you haven’t gotten the answer you want, you ain’t asking the right questions.”

I sighed deeply. “They want mates, Hannah. The last time I gave my heart to a man, he stomped on it before ripping it to shreds.”

Hannah looked at me as though I were stupid. “I ain’t say nothing about love. This is survival, and the truth is, you need a man in this world if you want to survive. You think I love them two I’m with? No. I’m fond of them, but they got something I need and I have something they want. It’s an arrangement. Each party knows that for this arrangement to continue working, we got to keep bringing what the other needs to the table. Get them rose-colored glasses off your face. Your daddy should have taught you better than that.”

Highly offended at the insult to my father, I gruffly admitted, “He did.” 

I’d still stubbornly tried to do things my way, as though I could bend this new world I found myself in to my will. 

I pondered her words as I slowly filled her basket with produce. “Finding a good man to form an arrangement with is easier said than done. How do I know he won’t be like my ex-fiancé, or worse, like Bruno? As you said, I have to think about Jock.” 

My only romantic experience had been with Terry. A man who, initially, had reminded me strongly of my father with his tenderness and caring. 

Hannah scowled. “Didn’t that fancy law firm tell you about agencies that match noninfected women with infected men? They’ve already done the research for you. How do you think we got Rachel away from Bruno? That man, once he stakes a claim on something, he don’t let go. He would have hunted Rachel to the end of the earth if we hadn’t found her a home with the infected. Once he learned she’d been “contaminated,” he left her alone.”

Her words made my blood chill. Like most children born after the worst of the pandemic and the urban wars they sparked, I’d led a very sheltered life. Intellectually, I knew about violence and discrimination, but until Jock, it had never touched me. 

I stared at Hannah with dismay and a touch of fear. “You really think he’d come after me if I left? We’re not involved. Today’s the first time he’s even hinted at being interested in me as a woman.”

Hannah ran her fingers through the soil of one of the pots. “You’re young, attractive, and you have a shitload of money.” Her gaze lifted from the dirt to pierce me with its directness. “Yeah, I think he’d chase after you and bring you back, willing or not.”

My whole life had been lived inside of city limits among the noninfected. After my mother’s death, my father had turned our home into a fortress. I'd rarely left the house unless he was with me. School had been virtually attended. He hired a woman to stay with me when work called him away. 

A typical teenager with more brains than sense, I’d thought PTSD had caused him to overreact. That all the safety precautions he’d taken were unnecessary. After all, what could happen? My first year outside of the city limits had been a reality check, and the lessons kept on coming.

“He can’t force me to be with him if I don’t want him, can he?” I asked.

Her gaze full of sympathy, Hannah said, “Men can do a whole lot if there’s no one there to stop them. Other than your father, Bruno’s the strongest man in this camp. Not many would go against him, and sad to say, the women won’t want their men interfering. They’re already worried their men will dump them to chase after you.”

That explained the looks I received from the other women and their lack of friendliness. 

“Thank you for the warning.” I didn’t want to contact a matchmaking agency, but it appeared to be my only option. After my talk with Bruno, I’d been leaning in that direction. My conversation with Hannah cemented my decision. 

I handed Hannah the basket filled with more vegetables than I’d originally intended to give her. If I had to leave, I couldn’t take the greenhouse garden with me. 

“Thank you,” she said as she accepted the basket. She turned toward the door and stopped with her hand on the doorknob. Glancing over her shoulder, she warned, “Be smart, Cara. Don’t let Bruno know how you really feel. String him along if you have to, but don’t tell anyone you’re leaving.”

I frowned. “He knows I’ve been looking for a clan to take us in.”

She waved that away. “We all know that no clan will allow one of the noninfected to live with them unless she’s mated to one of their men. If you decide to check out one of them agencies, don’t tell him. Don’t tell anyone. Just slip away during the night, and let ‘em wonder what happened to you.”

Truly worried now, I agreed. 

“Keep the dog and boy close,” she warned in a low voice that wouldn’t carry before opening the door. In a louder voice, she said, “Thank you. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you.” 

Several of the camp's male residents stood talking in what I’d come to think of as the community circle and sharing homemade beer. Bruno was one of them. The glow of firelight lent demonic features to his face. Our eyes met and I flinched. I immediately tried to cover my mistake by turning to pull the door shut behind me, twisting the knob to be sure it was secure. You never showed fear to a predator. 

Facing forward again, I forced myself to look in his direction. His gaze on me was intent and held a hint of suspicion as it bounced between Hannah and me. I gave him a brief nod of acknowledgment and rubbing my arms as though I were cold, I scurried the ten feet to my front door.  

Fortunately, Cujo wasn’t inclined to linger, having done his business earlier in the day. I held my breath until we were both safely inside. Once the bar was in place and the locks engaged, I flattened my back against the door, breathing heavily.

Didn’t I have enough problems without adding Bruno to the list? God, I missed my dad. I missed his strength, his wisdom. He’d know exactly what to do about Bruno.

I’ll never forget the day my father died. I’d been working in my greenhouse when Bruno had carried my father’s limp body into camp. I’d seen Bruno lower him from his shoulder onto one of the communal tables in the courtyard and come running. Before I could get too close, Bruno had grabbed me. “He’s dead. Hunting accident.”

I’d fought Bruno, needing to see for myself. Grady, the resident with the most medical experience, had run over with his supplies. He’d bent over my father, checked his pulse, and examined the bloody wound in his thigh. After a few tense minutes, he’d straightened and slowly shook his head. “Too late. Loss too much blood,” he’d said.

I’d screamed and fought Bruno’s hold, trying to get to my father and crying hysterically until a sharp blow to my face shocked me out of my grief.

“Get ahold of yourself. You’re scaring the boy and shaming your father,” Bruno had snapped.

Bruno’s words, more than his actions, had caused me to snap out of it. My gaze had gone to where Jock stood just outside the greenhouse, crying and scared with a howling Cujo by his side, not knowing what happened but that it was something bad. I hadn’t allowed myself the luxury of crying since. I had to be strong for my son.

The first sob caught me by surprise. I slapped a hand over my mouth to hold back the second one. Unfortunately, the tears would no longer be denied. My knees weakened, and I slid down the door until my butt touched the laminate floor. With my face buried in my knees, I let the sobs take me.

Cujo came over, snuffling my hair. He shoved his nose into my neck and whined. I hugged him close, hid my face in his fur, and cried until I was empty.Drained, I straightened and rested my head against the door, eyes closed. My breath still escaped in shudders that gradually lessened. Cujo licked the tears from my cheeks, and I used the sleeve of my t-shirt to wipe the snot running from my nose. 

“It’s okay, boy,” I said to the dog, who was still agitated. “I’m all right.” I patted his head.

He laid one large paw on my thigh, which I’d stretched out to relieve the muscle. It was as though he were saying, I’m here if you need me. 

I pushed myself up off the floor and went into the bathroom. The sight in the mirror wasn’t a pretty one. My face was red and blotchy. My normally narrow brown eyes were swollen and red. Even my nose was red. I splashed cold water onto my face and used soap to wash strands of dog hair off. Sighing, I left the bathroom. I’d needed the release, but instead of bringing me peace, my tears had left me unsettled and on edge.

I walked to every window in the small motorhome and double-checked the locks. When I finished, I cleared a space in the middle of the living room. After stripping down to the sports bra I wore beneath the now dirty t-shirt, I grabbed my knives and worked my way through the self-defense moves my father had begun teaching me when I was a child. The martial arts centered and calmed me, bringing the peace I’d sought. 

Sweaty, tired, and stiff from muscles that had lost some of their limberness, I trudged into the bathroom to take a long hot shower. My father would be ashamed if he knew how I’d neglected myself. Worse, I’d stopped teaching Jock. If I didn’t snap out of it and do it soon, the grief would either get me killed or trapped in a relationship with a man I didn’t want.
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The hour grew late but sleep eluded me. There was too much I needed to do. I walked into the combination office/eating area and took a seat on the stool. Pulling out the keyboard and locking it into place, I logged into Mate Match Agency’s website. I read all of the information on the website, including the testimonials. Then I opened another web browser and dug deeper. Just because my lawyers had recommended this one based on their customer ratings didn’t mean it was my best choice.

While the process of how Mate Match formed the matches seemed hush-hush, no one doubted the science. They had an eighty-nine-point-five percent success rate, the highest of any agency. Also, they were the only agency that specialized in matching noninfected females with infected men. So, it was Mate Match or no agency at all. That made the decision of which agency to use a no-brainer. 

“Here goes nothing.” I started the registration process. It took hours. The questions were endless. Whoever devised this form had been very thorough. Several times, I’d been forced to stop and think about what I wanted for myself, not just what I needed for Joaquin’s sake. How did I explain that while I might want the fairytale of love and happily ever after, experience had taught me it was an unrealistic expectation? That now I’d be willing to settle for a man who’d keep me and my son safe, and one who’d be a caretaker for my son should something happen to me? 

I worked my way through the form, answering as honestly as possible. The next step was a video interview. I could complete it online or come into the office. I choose online. It was faster and didn’t require me driving two hours into the city. 

The screen split into two sections. One side contained the frozen image of an attractive blonde woman. The other screen contained an image of me. I winced. Maybe I should make an effort to look attractive?

The instructions read: When you’re ready, tap play, and listen to the questions. To respond, tap the record button, look into the camera, and speak. Only your first response will be accepted. There is no delete or back button. Please note: You only have five minutes to begin before the system times out. At that time, you will be directed back to the beginning to start again. 

I checked the time on the screen. Five after eleven. I rushed into the bathroom and ran a brush through my long, curly hair. Not having time for a full make up job, I took out my concealer and tinted moisturizer and applied them along with a coat of glossy lip gloss. It wasn’t perfect, but I no longer looked like I’d spent the last hour crying my heart out. Last, I grabbed a clean, blue fitted t-shirt and shoved it over my head as I rushed back to the computer. 

Face flushed and breathing heavy, I dropped into the seat and tapped the play button. The woman began to speak. “Hello, my name is Jillian. I’ll be your interviewer. The responses you give will be shared with your potential match. After I ask the question, press the pause button and record your response. Understand? All right, let’s begin. What brought you to Mate Match? Why have you chosen a potential marriage with an infected male?”

I paused Jillian, thought a second, and tapped the red record button. “I came to Mate Match because of my son. He’s infected and needs to be among his kind. I’m doing the best I can with him but fear it’s not enough. My father recently died, leaving us alone in the world. Jock’s father walked out of his life when he discovered our son was one of the infected, so when my father died, Jock lost the only father he knew.” 

I fell silent, thought over what I said, and decided there was nothing else to add. I hit the stop button on my screen and pressed play on Jillian’s screen.

“You may be aware that there is a shortage of infected females. This does not mean that infected males are desperate enough to accept any applicant. Why should you be selected?” Jillian asked.

From the responses I’d received via the law firm, I knew that infected males could be picky as hell. I was asking a lot, but in return, I was prepared to give everything. That had to count for something. 

Pressing record, I looked directly into the camera and spoke. “I have money. More than enough to help make life a little easier for a clan. My bank account grows daily. I’m not infected, nor will I ever become infected. Any man who accepts me as a mate won’t have to worry about losing me to the virus. What I want most in life is for my son to have a safe, secure life and a family to call his. To ensure it, I’m willing to pay.”

I stared into the camera a second longer so any male watching could see how sincere I was, leaned forward, and pressed the stop button. 

Taking a deep breath, I pressed the play button again, ready for the next question. Jillian’s smiling face animated. “That’s it for this portion. The last thing we need you to do is to remove your underwear, hold it to the screen, and press the analyzer button. Please do not use a clean pair. We need a material that has been close to your body and has your scent. The fresher and stronger the scent, the better. Once this step is completed, your profile will be uploaded into the database. If a match is found, you will be notified. Thank you for trusting Mate Match Agency with your personal information.”

I sat for a moment, processing. The request didn’t surprise me. I knew how important scent was to the infected. My confusion came from wondering how scents impacted mating. Was this information I’d need to know for my son?

A glance at the screen showed white arrows on a black background, all pulsing toward the center where the word PRESS blinked. Stepping out of camera range, I shimmied off my pants and panties. Leaving the pants on the floor, I took my panties and pressed the crotch to the screen. For seconds, nothing happened. Then the whole screen lit up red. A message appeared: transfer complete.

The next link was to a printable version of the agreements I’d signed for my records. I printed a hard copy, uploaded a copy to the cloud, and saved a copy to my hard drive. Overkill? Maybe, but I believed in having backups for my backups. Knowing I’d done as much as I could for the night, I logged off the computer and dressed for bed.

It was time for bed, the time of day I dreaded. Without my father, the nights were too dark and the outside noises too scary. I’d never known the night could be so dark until we moved into the middle of nowhere. In the city, there were always lights shining. The only benefit of being out here was that I could finally see the stars. Their wondrous sight didn’t make up for the total blackness that engulfed us as every light in the encampment turned off.

I did a final check on Jock. He’d fallen asleep with his cheek on the tablet. I carefully slid the device from under him and placed it on the charger. Picking up his comforter off the floor, I spread it over my son, covering him until only his head showed. Jock was hot-natured, so I gave it an hour before the covers ended up on the floor again. After placing a light kiss on his curly brown head, I walked out of the room, closing the door behind me.

In the hallway, I bent down and switched on the night light. There was another in the bathroom, already on. The last one was in the kitchen. I flipped it on before turning off the lamp. With a knife under my pillow and the shotgun leaning within arm’s reach beside the couch, I climbed into bed. It still held the scent of my father. Or maybe it was his favorite flannel shirt I slept in every night that carried his familiar scent. More likely, it was simply my overactive imagination. Whatever the case, the thought brought me comfort.

As I lay beneath the covers, I wondered how Mate Match worked. Would I be expected to meet with my prospective matches for dates? If so, would they come to me, or would I have to travel to them? How long would the process take? Winter would arrive in another month or so, and with it, several feet of snow. I didn’t want to be trapped here in this encampment. Correction, I refused to become trapped. I added “escape plans” to my mental to-do list.  

I was placing all of my hopes onto an infected male wanting me as a mate, but what if no one was interested? According to the investigator my law firm had hired, he’d reached out to every clan leader in the eastern territory. Surely, those leaders had passed on the information to the males in their clans. Would they recognize my name and know this for the last-ditch effort it was? What if I found a match, the male brought me back to his clan, and the leader refused to accept us?

One day, one worry at a time, I reminded myself. I punched my pillow and snuggled deeper under the blankets, yawning as the long day caught up with me. “Siri, play rain sounds,” I said. As the soothing sounds of rainfall filled the room, I finally drifted off to sleep. 

⬥⬥⬥⬥⬥

“You should let me take the boy hunting,” Bruno said.

My insides froze as I heard his suggestion. It was all I could do not to bellow, “Hell no!” As Hannah had warned, I’d been playing nice and keeping a low profile. Bruno made it difficult. He turned up like a bad penny every time I exited the camper. 

“He’s too young,” I said.

“Your father took the boy with him,” he argued.

My father, who you may or may not have killed? I wondered. 

“My father was teaching him how to track, not hunt, and they didn’t stay out long or go far. Nor were weapons involved,” I said. 

I sat in a lawn chair, wrapped in an old hunting jacket of my father’s, watching Jock play. As soon as I’d settled into my chair, Bruno had left the men he’d been conversing with, brought his camp chair over, and set it next to mine. Cujo had run back to me when he saw Bruno approaching, but I’d whispered to him to guard Jock. It was difficult not to show how much Bruno’s presence disturbed me, but I gave it a valiant effort. To the others who stared, we appeared very much the couple watching over their son as he played.

“You’re coddling the boy,” Bruno said.

“The boy is only four,” I said, an edge creeping into my tone. If he called my son, “the boy” one more time, I was going to lose it. “He has plenty of time to learn how to kill an animal. He barely knows how to tie his shoelaces.”

Silence fell. I felt him staring at my profile, and it made me twitchy. 

“You gave any more thought to my proposition?” he asked. 

“Been thinking about it,” I said, not looking at him. I’d thought of nothing else.

“And?” he asked.

“Still thinking,” I said.

“About what?” he said, somewhat testily. I could hear the scowl in his voice.

I cut my eyes in his direction, before slowly turning my head. My stare was hard. “It’s a big decision. One I’m not going to jump into. My father taught me better than that.”

At the mention of my father, his frown eased and his narrowed eyes relaxed. “You’re right. You shouldn’t rush. We’re talking about the rest of your life. I can wait.”

Nodding, I withheld my sigh of relief. With the skill of a tightrope walker, I’d been toeing the line between approachable and not too encouraging. I’d taught myself not to flinch when he played with my hair, came too close, or touched me casually. I deserved an acting award for my performance. 

“When do you go to New Town again?” he asked. 

“Why? You need me to pick up something?” The whole encampment knew I traveled to the city once a quarter for medical tests. No one had ever inquired about it before, except to ask me to run errands for them. They didn’t like making the drive unless it was absolutely necessary, and like the infected, the crowded city set their nerves on edge. My father had been the same. Too many people, too much noise, and too many potential threats.

“You shouldn’t go alone. Week before, I ran off two yahoos sniffing around. This week, Tom and Jason ran off the same two guys. I don’t know what they’re after, but I don’t like the thought of you leaving camp alone,” he said. 

I glanced warily around. From my father, I’d learned that encampments like ours always had to be on the lookout for bandits and ne'er do wells. People who preyed on the weak, swooped in, and stole everything of value. They rarely bothered us. The men here had a reputation and wouldn’t hesitate to kill anyone who tried. It was one of the reasons I’d felt comfortable remaining here after my father’s death. 

“Let me know when it’s time for you to go again. I’ll ride with you,” he said.

There was no way in hell I’d let Bruno come with me, but Bruno’s expression said saying no wasn’t an option. I hesitated. If I agreed too readily, he’d know I was lying. I wasn’t known for my docile nature. Slowly, I nodded. 

He studied me. I held his gaze until he finally nodded, convinced I’d obey his decree. 

“Momma, look at me,” Joaquin called, breaking the tension.

I watched while my son performed some feat of dexterity a child his age shouldn’t be capable. “Great job, Jock,” I praised.

Jock beamed with pride and darted off to another piece of equipment, Cujo by his side.

“I noticed you putting bags in the Humvee...”

Over the past three weeks, I had gathered the must-haves of Jock and my belongings and stored them in the Hummer. I’d done it early in the morning, before sunrise. For Bruno to have seen, it meant he was watching me even closer than I thought. Fortunately, I already had an excuse prepared in case I got caught. “My father’s clothes. I’ve been forcing myself to go through them. They’re taking up unnecessary space. Next time I go into the city, I’ll drop them off at a shelter.” 

The conceited ass probably thought I was making space for him. Or at least, I hoped he did. I preferred it to him realizing the truth. 

“No need to do that. Plenty of men here that can use them. I can—” Bruno made to rise from his seat. 

“No!” Panic caused me to speak more forcefully than intended. When Bruno’s eyes narrowed, I continued. “Losing my father was hard enough. Seeing men walking around in clothes that once belonged to him...?” I broke off, unable to continue. “No,” I repeated, tugging my father’s jacket closer to me.

Noting my action, Bruno sighed and awkwardly patted my knee. “I understand,” he said, his voice oozing sympathy. “I miss him, too.”

Do you, you sick son of a bitch? Do you understand the depth of the pain you caused when you took my father away from me? It was all I could do not to scream the words at him.
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“Are we doing anything for Thanksgiving?” I asked Bruno, keeping my violent thoughts carefully hidden.

For the last few years, the residents had pulled their resources together and eaten as a unit. The men hunted and provided the meat. The women made the side dishes and desserts. There was so much food, the feast normally lasted several days. My father had been the driving force behind it. With him gone, I hadn’t heard anyone mention it. 

“Would you like that?” Bruno asked, sounding willing to please. 

“Yes.” My whole plan depended on it.

His gaze traveled to the other men, still sitting around talking. Occasionally, they glanced in our direction, but no one stared openly except the women. “I guess I can get the boys together to go hunt up some turkeys. If I do, will you bake me a pie?” he asked with a sly grin.

“Are you going to pick the blueberries?” I asked.

“Seems to me like a woman would be happy to pick a few blueberries to please her man.” His tone was bantering, but his expression was serious. I needed to tread carefully. 

“A man courting a woman should be willing to go the extra mile to gain her favor,” I countered. Let him chew on that. I was at least twenty years younger than Bruno, but he needed to know I wasn’t a pushover. If he thought he could intimidate me...

“Is that what I’m doing? Courting you?” he asked in all seriousness as if the idea had never crossed his mind. 

I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned back in my seat. “Are you saying I’m not worth the effort?” 

Just because things had gone south with Terry and every freaking infected clan on the East Coast had rejected me didn’t mean I wasn’t aware of my worth. Money aside, I was a good woman and a good mother. A man would be damned lucky to have me.  

He studied me. I stared back, eyebrow arched, waiting for his response. 

Bruno slowly nodded. “You’re right. A beautiful woman like you deserves to be courted. You’ll have those blueberries, enough for two pies. I’ll bring back a turkey for the two of us to share along with whatever else we hunt up for the camp. Maybe we can share the pie and a meal in your motorhome when the boy goes to sleep?” 

Seeing the hunger and lust in his gaze, I bit my tongue and counted to ten before responding. “We’ll see.”

Inviting Bruno into my motorhome would send a statement to the rest of the men in the camp. It indicated a level of trust I’d never give him. Anything could happen to me away from the prying eyes of others, and I would have brought it on myself. 

I began speaking of possible dishes the women could prepare for our feast and if we should decorate the rarely used picnic area. I made myself sound bubbly and excited, and had the pleasure of watching Bruno’s eyes glaze over with boredom. It took ten long minutes, but he finally excused himself. “I need to organize the men if we’re going to have this feast.”

“Oh, all right,” I said, letting a hint of disappointment creep into my tone. Not too much, though. Not only wasn’t I that good of an actress, I didn’t want Bruno to change his mind and decide to stay. 

“I’ll be looking forward to that dinner invitation,” Bruno said before strolling off. 

Keeping my expression neutral and my mouth closed was one of the hardest things I’d ever done. 

⬥⬥⬥⬥⬥

Dawn was a smear on the horizon. I sat inside my darkened motorhome, listening and watching as the men gathered for their hunt. I counted each one, making sure no one stayed behind to play sentry. A few women came out to see them off. They laughed and joked with each other, drinking the last of their hot beverages, and checking their packs and weapons. At a signal from Bruno, they slipped silently out of the camp. 

The need to move was an itch beneath my skin, but I cautioned myself to wait. The women slowly returned to their dwellings. Still, I hesitated. After another hour of careful watch, I finally moved. 

I’d already filled and locked my father’s gun safe in the Humvee with all his weapons. Hurrying as fast as I could, I loaded the last of our belongings in the cargo area, keeping below the window line as much as possible. After a final check of the motorhome to ensure I had everything, I woke Jock, dressed him quickly, and rushed him through his morning bathroom ritual. 

When he finished, I hustled him to the door. Before opening it, I cautioned, “Remember, don’t make any noise.”

He nodded solemnly. I couldn’t help one last glance. Hopefully, I’d never see this place again. I opened the door and motioned Cujo and Jock out. Cujo moved like a dark shadow. Jock looked like a little soldier with his military-styled jacket and miniature combat boots. His travel pack was slung over one shoulder, and he held his beloved tablet in his hand.

The sky was a deep pink that heralded sunrise. No one was around as we made our way quickly to the vehicle. Still, my heart hammered and my nerves twitched as I waited for someone to catch us. The morning was cold enough that our breath misted as it came out of our mouths. The sun would gradually warm the day. 

I tossed the two backpacks I toted onto the rear passenger seat. After easing the door closed, I opened the front passenger door and motioned Cujo inside. He leaped in and settled in his spot, a raised area between the two rear seats where he could stretch out. Jock climbed in behind him. I buckled him in and set his backpack on the floor between his legs within easy reach.

His door closed with a quiet snick. As I jogged around to the driver’s side, it began to rain. Not a drizzle but a sudden downpour. “Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit,” I cursed under my breath as I dove into the driver’s side. The weather forecast had said nothing about rain. Hunting in the cold and wet was miserable business. The hunters were sure to return.

Slamming the door closed, I strapped in. There wasn’t time for stealth. The engine purred to life with the touch of a button. The gas tank was full, and the electric battery was fully charged. I threw the Humvee into gear and with the headlights off, eased forward out of the narrow metal carport. My father’s Humvee was military grade, wide and low to the ground, in a faded hunter green that blended with the shadows. The oversized outdoor tires handled the rutted road like a tractor.

The dirt road leading to the highway was about three miles long and deeply forested on each side. At any time, one of the men could step out and catch me. I didn’t know what would happen if they did, but I wouldn’t put it past Bruno to shoot out a tire. If he held me in the camp against my will, no one would lift a finger to stop him.

In the time my father and I had been here, their quality of life had improved tremendously. My father was a natural leader and had spearheaded many projects. Before we’d arrived, the men had hunted and mostly sat around drinking beer. He’d gotten them to band together and make desperately needed repairs to the wood cabins. Because of him, they’d built a greenhouse that provided fresh vegetables year-round. Before us, they’d survived on meat and whatever they could forage in the forest.

The thought of what could happen if we were discovered fleeing had me pressing harder on the gas pedal. The Humvee bucked and rocked over ruts in the road. The rain turned the dirt into mud, causing me to lose traction several times. I hunched over the steering wheel, hands tightly gripping it in the ten and four o’clock position as I fought with the monster truck. My gaze constantly scanned the surrounding forest and the road behind, expecting at any moment to hear Bruno’s motorcycle come charging up behind me.

As I rounded the last curve, despite my fear I had one last pang of regret. I was abandoning the only home my son had known. It had to happen eventually, but now we truly were homeless. Living in the city wasn’t an option. I couldn’t just drive up to one of the noninfected settlements and ask to be taken in. It might be perfectly safe if I did, but more likely it would be a case of jumping out of the pan and into the fire. My lawyers and Mate Match were my only hope.

We neared the gate. The large faded sign read: Thank you for booking with Evergreen Campground. We hope you enjoyed your stay. It hadn’t occurred to me until just that moment that the gate could have been closed and locked. Then I would have been stuck. There may be another exit from the campground, but if so, I didn’t know where it was.

I stopped briefly to check for traffic–no more than a pause–before spinning out onto the asphalt road. The tension didn’t leave my shoulders until I’d been driving for fifteen minutes without pursuit. I finally risked a glance at Jock. He stared at me with wide eyes.

“You okay?” I asked.

He slowly nodded. “Pa-pop didn’t bounce like that.”

His comment startled a chuckle out of me. “No, baby, he didn’t. Momma was in a hurry.”

I flexed my fingers to ease my cramped knuckles. Despite not having the heat on, inside my father’s hunting jacket, I’d begun to sweat. Taking one hand off the steering wheel, I unzipped the stifling jacket that dwarfed my slender body. I’d gathered my hair into a high ponytail and covered it with one of my father’s caps. I couldn’t remove the cap since I’d donned it hoping to pass as a small man from a distance.

I prayed the rest of the drive passed peacefully. If not, I was prepared. Both my handgun and rifle were within easy reach. My knives were strapped to my legs in a leather sheath. Any bandit who thought I was easy prey had a surprise in store. I had no problems shooting a stranger to protect us. It was harming someone I knew that would cause me to hesitate.

Mentally, I reviewed my plans. After our appointments at the hospital, I planned to visit my lawyers and update them on my current situation. Hopefully, they could provide temporary living quarters that Jock could tolerate until I knew what was going on with Mate Match.

My next stop was Mate Match to make sure they had me in their system. Those of us in the outlying areas had to rely on satellite connections or ham radios for communications. Only the cell towers and internet connections in the cities had been repaired. The rural connections were hit or miss, and the satellite internet could be glitchy. More than likely, Mate Match had my profile and couldn’t find any takers. The men had probably recognized my name and decided to give me a hard pass. Either way, I needed to know in order to plot my next course of action.

Wriggling more comfortably into the seat, I settled into the long drive. I cracked the back window so Cujo could stick his nose out. When I thought I was close enough to the city, I turned on the radio station and listened to music on low. We had a long day ahead. If we were lucky, the worst of it was behind us.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Six

Cara
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“Momma.” The plaintive wail contained so much misery my heart clenched. 

“I know, baby,” I consoled, patting Jock’s back soothingly. “We’re almost done. Momma has only one more stop to make.”

“I can carry him for you,” Rossi offered. Rossi Omar was the legal firm’s security officer. The black suit he wore showcased a body that was lean and fit. The forty-something-year-old was former military, and it showed in the way he kept his blue-black hair closely cropped. His deep-olive, sunbaked skin and the small lines around his eyes from years of squinting into the sun revealed he was a man who spent every possible moment outdoors.

“Thank you but no. When he’s like this, he only wants me.” I carried Jock’s limp body with ease. We’d entered the concrete parking garage and were only a few feet from the Humvee. “Carrying his backpack was helpful enough.”

Veronica Robins, the firm’s legal assistant and the person my meeting had been with, rushed past me with my key fob in hand to unlock and open the passenger door. “Poor little guy. Those sessions take so much out of him.”

I placed Jock on the seat and reclined the back. “Hand me his pillow, please.”

Veronica placed the horseshoe-shaped pillow in my hand. I lifted Jock’s head and placed the child-sized travel pillow around his neck. Its black background was covered in vibrantly colored dinosaurs and had been given to us by the hospital nurses. 

Taking the backpack from Rossi, I rifled inside until my hand closed around his medicine. The chewable pills were cherry flavored, contained medicine for his migraine, and natural supplements to help him relax and fall asleep. I took out two of the pills. “Open your mouth, baby.”

“I hurt, momma.” His eyes were squeezed shut, and his poor face was pale. 

“I know, baby. It will get better soon, I promise. Suck on these.” I slid the medicine into his open mouth and smoothed his damp hair off his forehead. I hated bringing him into the sensory overload that was the city. I kissed his nose and asked in a soft voice, “Are you ready for your mask?”

Jock made a slight motion with his head that I took to mean yes. I placed the velvety sleep mask over his eyes and adjusted the attached elastic band over his head. I tested it to ensure no light slipped through. Once I was satisfied, I placed noise-canceling earphones over Jock’s ears. He reached up and flipped the button that played a combination of soothing music and white noise in his ears. 

For the last step in his recovery treatment, I placed a weighted blanket over his body. Jock sighed, clutched the blanket closer to him, and curled into his favorite sleep position. I watched for a minute to make sure the medicine took effect. Gradually the lines of strain eased from his face and his breathing deepened out into that of sleep. 

With a heavy sigh, I turned to face my two companions, shoulders slumped. “I hate how much the tests drain him. I tell myself if it saves even one child, it’s worth it.” 

“You’re very good with him,” Veronica observed. “Your father would be proud.” The much shorter woman had a trim body and a youthful face that belied the fact she was twice my age.

At one time, I believed Veronica had a thing for my dad. If she had, nothing had come of it. Daddy had said his heart died with my mother. If there were women in his life, they were the casual, let’s scratch a mutual itch type of relationships. He’d never introduced me to any of them. I’d worried that he’d been lonely without a female companion his age, but he’d assured me Jock and I were enough.

“Thanks. I try, but sometimes I wonder. He’s usually going ninety miles an hour. It’s hard seeing him so still,” I admitted.

Veronica laid a comforting hand on my arm. “Trust me. You’re great with him. Isn’t she, Rossi?”

“Absolutely,” the man said. “If you don’t need me for anything else, I’m headed back into the office.”

I smiled at him. “Thanks for your assistance.”

“Any time.” Rossi gave me a small salute and walked off. 

“Don’t worry about your motorhome. We’ll send someone to collect it. You did the right thing by getting out. I’ll have someone investigate your father’s death, but it may not come to anything,” she warned.

Shaking my head, I told her, “Don’t bother. It won’t bring Daddy back and might get someone hurt. Picking up the motorhome is enough. I don’t want anyone profiting from his death.”

“Are you sure?” Veronica asked.

“Yes. Those men tend to shoot first and ask questions of the survivors. I don’t want anyone killed on my account. You found us a safe place to stay until more permanent arrangements can be made. If things with Mate Match don’t work, having the motorhome will be a great help,” I assured her.

Veronica sighed. “I’ll make sure the retrievers I send are aware of the threat. Let me know how it goes with Mate Match. At this point, they really are your best hope. You have your new cellphone and the keys to the hotel accommodations?”

I nodded.

“Hey, maybe you’ll meet a man through Mate Match that takes one look at you, falls in love, and insists you come to live with him and his clan,” she said. 

Shaking my head at the romantic notions of my friend, I gave a tired chuckle. “One can hope.” I glanced at my watch. “If I want to catch Mate Match before they close, I need to leave now. Thanks again for all of your help.”

“That’s what we’re here for. Good luck,” she said.

“Thanks, I need it.” I got into the Humvee as Veronica walked towards the elevator. Starting the large vehicle, I backed out of the double parking spaces I’d hogged to give myself more room, tooted the horn in a final goodbye, and drove out of the parking garage. 

Cujo, who’d been quietly watching the proceedings, let out a low whine and stuck his nose between the seats.

“No time to stop now,” I told him. “I promise, when I make my next stop, I’ll let you get out and stretch your legs.”

As though he understood exactly what I’d said, Cujo once more retreated to the back seat and curled up on his comfortable dog bed. 

I navigated the traffic, ignoring the looks I received for driving an old, military-grade vehicle that used fossil fuels and electricity. Most city dwellers used mass transit or drove cute little electric vehicles that were better for the ozone. I used to be one of them with my “Save the Environment” mentality. That was before I learned how hard life could be when each day was a struggle just to survive. These people had no clue what life outside their cushy little bubble was like. 

I people-watched as I drove, seeing women my age. They stood in small groups or alone, sipping iced coffees, eyes glued to their communication devices. A few couples strolled along, gazing in windows while holding hands. My heart gave a pang. 

Once, what felt like decades ago, that had been me. I remembered the days when my biggest concern was earning my teaching degree and saving enough money to buy the perfect wedding dress. Because I’d listened to my father, I’d been savvy enough to know once the wedding was over, we still had to live. I hadn’t wanted an extravagant, costly ceremony, but by God, I was determined to walk to my groom looking and feeling like a fairytale princess.

I glanced down at my son. “I wouldn’t trade you for the world, buddy. If I could go back and change things, I wouldn’t. Everything worked out the way it was supposed to.”

Letting my mind wander and reminisce, I drove with the radio on low so as not to disturb Jock. Although with his headphones on, it was doubtful he’d hear anything. All too soon, I reached the unassuming building that housed the Mate Match Agency. A large sign with overlapping hearts and the words Mate Match hung on the side of the building. The entrance faced the street and there was a small, fenced-in parking lot on the side for customers. The gates were still open, though only a few cars were in the parking lot.

I parked near the rear of the lot and let Cujo out to do his business. Mate Match closed at seven. It was almost six. I glanced at Jock, loathed to move him but equally reluctant to leave him in the car alone. I’d only be inside a few minutes. Fifteen minutes tops. Was it worth disturbing him? The pressure of being a single parent with no one to help make the difficult decisions weighed on me.

Cujo finished doing what dogs do and came prancing back to my side. I rubbed the black mask of his droopy face as I considered my options. Decision made, I motioned for the dog to jump inside. “Cujo, guard.”

With Cujo on alert, no one would get near the car without him sounding the alarm. I grabbed the bag containing my identification and the folder containing copies of my agency registration. After tossing Cujo a treat and repeating my command to guard, I closed and locked the door, set the alarm, and hurried inside.

Just inside the mirrored, double glass doors sat a reception desk. The woman looked up as I entered, a practiced smile on her face. “Welcome to Mate Match. How may I help you?”

The receptionist was an attractive young woman who appeared to be my age. She had a round face, light brown skin, straight brown hair that fell past her shoulders, and a mouth that seemed to smile easily and often.

I set the folder down on her desk. “A few weeks ago, I completed your online registration. I wanted to make sure you received it. I haven’t been contacted, and there’s no way to verify online that I’m in your system.”

“I’ll be happy to help you with that,” she said, smiling. “What’s your name?” 

“Cara Rodriguez.”

She typed something into the computer. Seconds later, her startled gaze flew to my face and she picked up the phone. “Ms. Rodriguez is here...Yes...I’ll ask her.” Clearing her throat in what appeared to be a nervous gesture, she asked, “Ms. Rodriguez, can you verify your home address?”

“I’m in the process of relocating. For now, I’ll be staying at a hotel until permanent accommodations can be found,” I said.

“I see,” the receptionist said slowly. She repeated the information I gave into the phone. 

“Oh,” I said, as a thought occurred. The receptionist looked up, her gaze questioning. 

“I also need to give you my new telephone number. There was a...situation...in the camp where I lived and my...advisor thought it best I change numbers.” Advisor sounded less threatening than lawyer, right?

“I see,” she repeated. Her gaze lost focus as she listened to whoever was on the phone. “Where are you staying now?”

I took out the card Veronica had given me. “May I borrow a pen?”

She handed me one, and I used it to put my temporary address and new phone number on the paperwork I’d brought with me. Holding out the form and the pen, I said, “This is my new contact information. I haven’t had time to update my account. Everything is new as of today,” I explained.

I needed her to know the change was recent without going into detail. After all, what type of person complained about not being contacted when they were the one who’d moved and hadn’t left a forwarding address? Whatever you called them, I didn’t want Mate Match to think I was one. I didn’t need anything jeopardizing my chances of making a match, like a bad first impression. 

She took the pen but rejected the form. “If you’d like to use one of our terminals, you can update your information in our system while you’re here.” She pointed to an area with several mounted computer tablets.

“Oh.” I glanced at my watch, worried about Jock. “Okay, sure,” I reluctantly agreed, knowing this was important. It should only take a minute or two, right?

The terminals were off to the side in an alcove with no windows and thick, brick walls. Inwardly, I cursed. This far away from the door, would I hear Cujo if he barked? There was no other choice. I had to trust Cujo to keep Jock safe. I set down my things and logged into my account. 
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On the home page, I noticed the tab that read member status and clicked on it. It showed my account as Active. That meant they’d received and accepted my payment. I scrolled around, looking for my profile, wanting to verify the information it contained. Nothing. Not only couldn’t I view my profile, I couldn’t see any other profile.

Standing, I crossed to the counter and waited until the receptionist finished typing. “Excuse me. When I logged into my account, it says my status is Active. Why can’t I view my profile, or any profile other for that matter? I wanted to review the information posted and ensure there are no errors.”

As I spoke, the receptionist's eyes grew larger and larger until she resembled a deer in headlights. “Uh, I don’t really handle that part. I can see if one of our intake specialists is available to assist you?” Her voice rose at the end, turning her statement into a question.

“Yes, please, if one is available and I don’t have to wait,” I said, ever conscious of the clock ticking and how long I’d been away from my son.

She tapped a button on her headset. “Jillian, Ms. Rodriguez has questions about her profile.” There was a pause as she listened for a moment and then said, “Yes, I’ll let her know.” She tapped the button again to disconnect and said to me, “She’ll be with you in a moment. Excuse me. I have an incoming call.”

I stepped away from the desk to give her privacy and glanced around as I waited. The vehicles in the parking lot must belong to the staff because there were no clients waiting, unless they were in the back.

“Do you get a lot of applicants?” I asked when she finished her call, both out of curiosity and as a way to pass the time.

“A pretty decent stream, especially during the holidays. More women feeling lonely and looking for love, I guess,” she said with a shrug. Her expression said she couldn’t imagine being desperate enough to go through a matchmaking agency.

I didn’t take offense. I’d been naïve at one point in my life as well. Now I knew that there were plenty of people with no family connections who would give anything to be loved or have a safe place to call home. “Does an applicant ever get turned away?”

The receptionist seemed to squirm in her seat, as though my questions made her uncomfortable. I wasn’t asking for state secrets, was I? I just wanted an idea of how much competition I may have. Finally, she said, “It’s really best if the specialist answers your questions. I haven’t been here long and don’t want to give out the wrong information.”

“Oh, okay.” That made sense and explained her discomfort. Smiling, I asked, “Do you like working here?”

“So far so good,” she said with a grin.

Just then a door opened along the back hallway and a woman’s voice said, “Just do it.”

“But–” a man tried to object.

“But nothing. We’re running out of time. I don’t care if it isn’t your job. Consider it other duties as assigned,” the woman said, sounding exasperated.

“One day you’re going to go too far, and we’ll all be looking for new jobs,” the man warned.

“Psh, stop worrying. You can’t argue with success. Our methods work. That’s all that matters,” the woman said with a confidence that bordered on arrogance.

I glanced at the receptionist, eyebrow raised. What was that about?

She winced and appeared embarrassed. Raising her voice, she called out, “Uh, Jillian?”

“Just a sec,” Jillian bellowed, sounding annoyed.

I glanced again at my watch. I’d been here fifteen minutes already. As much as I wanted answers, if they didn’t hurry this along, I’d have to leave and call in tomorrow. “If this isn’t a good time to speak with someone, I can come back tomorrow. I have–”

“No, no, no. Don’t leave,” the receptionist said, her gray eyes almost panicked. “Jillian!” She snapped the name this time.

Jillian stuck her blonde head out of the open doorway. “What?” Her tone was equally sharp.

“Ms. Rodriguez doesn’t have time to spare. If no one’s available...” She let the words trail off, her meaning clear.

Jillian glanced past her to see me standing there, obviously ready to head out the door. She let out a deep sigh, stepped out of the room into the hallway, and straightened the very feminine pink business suit she wore. With a professional smile pasted on her face, Jillian drew closer and said, “I apologize for keeping you waiting. Trying to clear up a few business matters before closing. I hope you understand.”

Eyes narrowed, I nodded. Something about the petite blonde put me off. Maybe it was my overly suspicious nature.

When she reached the desk, Jillian asked, “Now, how can I help you? Tiff said you have questions?”

Behind her, a tall, dark-skinned man in a navy blue suit stalked out of the office, headed in the opposite direction, and walked out a door with an exit sign above. He slammed it shut so hard I was surprised the walls didn’t shake.

Jillian fought to maintain her smile even as her eyes tightened in displeasure. “You have questions?” she repeated.

So, we’re going to act like that didn’t happen? Alrighty then.

“Yes, as I explained to your receptionist, I thought I’d receive a link to my profile. Something to show it’s active in your system. I haven’t. Nor have I received the profiles of potential matches, but my account says my status is active. I just wanted an explanation,” I said.

Now Jillian’s smile took on a patronizing edge. “Oh, well that’s easy enough to explain. As stated on our website, Mate Match takes a scientific approach to matchmaking. We take all of the data our clients provide and enter it into our highly selective, very specialized computer program. It, in turn, gives us a list of potential matches based on a set of specific criteria, the details of which I’m sure you’ll find boring. If matches are found, our next step is to send a scent sample to the infected males with the highest percentage of compatibility. The rest...? Well, let’s just say after that we allow nature to take its course.”

Her answer told me absolutely nothing, and I was offended that she thought I’d find the process boring. What she meant was it was too complicated for me to understand so she wouldn’t bother. “So what you’re saying is there are no profiles for me to view?”

“No. At Mate Match, we believe the males should do the chasing.” Jillian laughed and nudged Tiff’s shoulder as if she’d just shared an inside joke.

Smiling awkwardly in an attempt not to be rude, I cast another worried glance at my watch and asked one final question. “Does my profile have a match?”

Jillian pursed her little rosebud lips. “Off the top of my head, no. If you’d like to wait while I access your file...?”

As much as I needed to know, I’d been inside too long already. “I need to go. If you don’t mind, I’ll call tomorrow. If you can tell me a good time...?”

She waved her hand. “Anytime will be fine. Customer service is our top priority.”

My eyes literally ached with my effort not to roll them. If Mate Match was so big on customer service, I wouldn’t have had to come in person to see what was going on. They had my phone number and email address. Other than the initial email saying my registration had been received, I’d heard nothing.

“Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.” I glanced at the receptionist. “Thank you for your assistance. If you’ll excuse me? It’s getting late, and I still need to check into my hotel.”

I swung my mini backpack over my right shoulder, collected my document folder, and strode towards the door. As my hand touched the release bar to push open the door, I glanced at the receptionist's desk one last time. The two women were huddled together, speaking in what appeared to be furious whispers. Tiff caught me looking and plastered on a bright smile. Eyes narrowed, I gave an abrupt nod, shoved open the door, and strode out.

This whole place had a weird vibe. If they weren’t the only dating agency that worked with the infected, I would have canceled my contract and requested a refund. Any thoughts of Mate Match were immediately forgotten as I neared the corner of the building and heard Cujo’s warning barks.

Breaking into a jog, I rounded the corner to see a man standing near my vehicle. What the hell was he doing? “Hey!” I shouted.

He turned, and it was the man in the blue suit who’d stalked out earlier. He now wore a black trench coat over his suit, left open in the front. That’s why I didn’t immediately recognize him. He held up his hands in a gesture meant to show he was harmless. “Is this your vehicle?”

I stopped and placed my hand on my knife, hidden in my jacket pocket. “Why?”

“I’ve never seen a Humvee in real life and wanted a closer look. Sorry. I didn’t realize you had a dog inside,” he said.

I gazed through the back window. Cujo stood, legs braced, giving clear warning that the intruder wasn’t to come closer. I didn’t see Jock’s head sticking up so he was hopefully still asleep.

“No, it’s okay,” I said, finally. “I’m sure you can understand my wariness at seeing a strange man around my truck.”

He lowered his hands and slid them into his coat pocket. “If you don’t mind my asking, how’d you come by such a vehicle? I’ve only seen them in old news clips about the conflict and movies.”

Cujo stopped barking when he heard my voice but still made low growling noises. Like the dog, I was equally wary. I’d seen enough horror flicks and crime shows, old and new, to know a woman couldn’t be too careful. In addition, my father had been a cop.

“It belonged to my father.”

His friendly expression faltered and one of sympathy took its place. “I’m sorry. I forgot your father recently died.”

My sense of unease increased, and I took a step in retreat. The guy hadn’t come any closer, but neither had he moved away from the Humvee. To get inside my vehicle, I’d have to pass too close to him for comfort. I glanced around. The parking lot was just as empty as before, but now it was fully dark. We stood in the shadows as the lights attached to the building didn’t reach this far. “How did you know that?”

The man held out his hands again. “Hey, whatever you’re thinking, that’s not it. I’m one of the intake specialists for Mate Match. I handle the online registrations. I entered your profile into the system. That’s how I know who you are.”

His words made sense, but his behavior kept me on guard. He kept glancing around nervously and rarely met my gaze directly. In addition, he kept switching his weight from one foot to the other. In sum, his manner set off my self-preservation instincts.

“If you’re the one who handled my account, why didn’t you come out and answer my questions earlier?” I asked.

“Jillian.” There was a world of disgust in the name. “She’s in charge and what she says goes.” He seemed to catch himself. In a different, more professional tone he explained, “Jillian prefers to handle the clients that come in person, especially for their initial visit, even if they applied online.”

“I see. Well, if you don’t mind, I’d like to leave. I still have things I need to do before I can call it a night.” I glanced pointedly at the way he stood between my vehicle and me.

“Oh, yeah. Sorry.” He moved a few paces to the left.

For the first time, I noticed a white panel van with the bright pink and red Mate Match logo on it, parked a few spaces away from mine. Had that van been here when I arrived? I didn’t think so. When he was far enough away, I started forward, hand still on my knife in case he made any sudden moves in my direction.

“Ah, I don’t suppose you’d allow me to look inside?” He’d placed his hands in his pockets and leaned against the van’s door. The pose should have appeared relaxed, but he was too tense to carry it off.

Let him close to my sleeping child? “No.”

“I understand your caution. I’m sorry. Maybe another time,” he suggested.

I pulled the key fob out of my left pocket, pointed it at the lock, and glanced down briefly to make sure my finger was on the right button. I caught a flash of movement out of my peripheral vision. A shock of pain hit my denim-clad thigh and my whole body seized. Jerking as electrical currents shot through my body, I collapsed to the hard, asphalt ground. I barely heard the click of the taser as I screamed in agony.

Cujo went berserk, one-hundred and thirty pounds of barking, snarling canine, throwing himself against the window and door. Despite the agony I felt, I dragged myself forward by my elbows, reaching Jock the only thought in my head.

The shadow of the man grew larger and longer as he came closer. “I really am sorry about this,” he said.

Another stabbing pain penetrated my thigh and the world faded to black.
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Thaddeus
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I stood in the moonlit clearing, a small distance away from the others. Close to forty infected males had gathered tonight, awaiting the Mate Match van. The van would contain the fifteen women who’d gone through the agency’s testing process and been matched with these men as potential mates. Tension filled the air as well as a primal sense of competitiveness. Only fifteen women meant quite a few men would go home empty-handed. Every man determined it wouldn’t be him.

The women had to have at least one potential match before being invited to the Mate Run. Two was preferred. Three were allowable but inadvisable. The more potential matches involved in the hunt, the greater the possible aggression between the males. 

In addition, this was the last mate run until spring. Though you couldn’t tell it tonight, winter was just around the corner. Cold weather made a man think of warm beds and a soft body to couple with during the long, cold winter nights. Registrations always increased as the season approached. 

I spotted Noah Hunter, one of the other owners, and nodded. We were both here for the same reason: to make sure things ran smoothly. No matter how civilized we acted, scratch the surface of an infected and you’d discover a primal, feral being, waiting to break free. To be infected meant to embrace your animalistic nature.

It’s one of the reasons we–my partners and I–created Mate Match. We needed noninfected women to round out our numbers. The virus infected men in higher percentages. Women hadn’t become infected until after the virus’s first mutation. With the number of infected women being significantly less than the infected population of males looking for mates, we had to develop a system to meet the need.  

Moreover, the virus did strange things to the women who survived the infection phase. Considering that the virus was developed to create male super soldiers, it’s no wonder it made them harder and more aggressive. Romancing one was tricky. It was no secret that in the animal kingdom, the females were typically the most vicious. 

Glancing around, I spotted a few others I knew as well. Jebediah Wyatt was here. I grinned, knowing he hadn’t been on the list. I guess after so many failed matings, he’d decided to take matters into his own hands and just show up. That was Jeb for you. He never gave up. 

Cyrus caught my eye and nodded. I returned his greeting even as I wondered why he was there. Cyrus had a woman, and it wasn’t his turn to babysit. 

Noah, Cyrus, Jeb, and I had served together in the military and had been lab rats in the same experiments. Those same experiments were responsible for unleashing a viral pandemic upon the world and changing it forever. We were the archetype from which all the infected were made.

My phone rang, interrupting my thought. I didn’t recognize the number but the area code was familiar, so I answered. “Young speaking.”

“Mr. Young, I don’t know if you know me, but my name is Stephen. I’m one of the intake specialists for Mate Match,” the guy said, sounding nervous.

“How did you get my number?” I asked. My connection to Mate Match wasn’t common knowledge. 

“I broke into Jillian’s office and found it. Look, I’m sorry for contacting you but she’s gone too far this time,” Stephan stated in a heated rush of anger.

“Jillian?” I asked.

“Yes! You know, I never agreed with kidnapping women, but it’s part of her method and seems to work. But this time, a young child is involved. I don’t know about you, but I’m not going to jail for anyone.”

My frown deepened the more he spoke. Separating myself from the sharp ears of the others, I moved toward the end of the parking lot where my vehicle sat. “Start from the beginning, please.”

Stephen took a deep breath. “There’s this client, Cara Rodriguez. She matched with several clan leaders, but she doesn’t live in a town like the others. Jillian sent her “retrieval specialists” out to nab her, but they kept getting run off. Today, Ms. Rodriguez walked into the office just before closing to get a status report. None of Jillian’s henchmen were around so Jillian made me snatch her. Look, I felt bad enough for tasing her, but how was I supposed to know her son was in the car sleeping?”

“You’re saying you tased this woman, leaving her child unprotected and alone?” I asked, my tone hard.

“Like I said, I didn’t know the kid was in the car. She has a big-ass guard dog. He went into attack mode the minute I got close to the vehicle and wouldn’t let up. Then she came out and saw me standing there. I never got a chance to look inside of her vehicle until after she was unconscious and in the van. I told Jillian what happened, but she told me to handle it. Bitch,” he muttered.

“Where are you now?” I asked.

“I’m still at Mate Match. I have the woman’s keys but to get near the kid, I’m going to have to tranquilize the dog,” he said. 

Now I understood the purpose of this call. Stephen wasn’t just reporting Jillian. He wanted someone in authority to tell him what to do. I didn’t blame the guy. It was a hell of a situation. “Where’s Jillian?” 

“She took the van with Ms. Rodriguez and transported her to the warehouse.”

In the background, I heard the clack of footsteps on the tile floor. The guy was pacing back and forth, clearly unnerved and agitated. “Don’t taser the animal. Do you have a tranquilizer gun for the dog?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“This is what I want you to do. Tranquilize the dog and then transport both the dog and the child in the woman’s vehicle to the warehouse. I’ll meet you there,” I said.

“By myself? That dog is huge,” Stephen said. “As soon as I open the door, he’ll go straight for my throat.”

“Then I guess you’d better move fast,” I told him and disconnected the call. 

That damn Jillian. The woman was a stereotypical scientist, logical down to the bone. If she has a conscience, I haven’t seen evidence of it. Her work was her god and proving her scientific theories was her reason for being. When it came to anything else, she had tunnel vision. I may have created the business, but it was her behavioral science program and scientific research that made it successful. Because of that, we’d given her plenty of leeway. 

Jillian prided herself on her scientific approach to matchmaking. The men were only allowed to view the videos of potential mates after their noses had determined compatibility. She said it prevented them from making decisions based on physical attractiveness. In addition, she and the other Mate Match psychologists insisted that the men’s faces not be seen during the mate run. They didn’t want women making choices–either for or against the men–based on their facial features. I didn’t like their methods but a ninety percent success rate meant I couldn’t argue the results. 

I called home. 

“What?” a voice snapped.

“We have a situation,” I said.

“What the hell did that woman do now?” he asked.

I explained the state of affairs as they stood now. 

“Her name is Cara Rodriguez?” he said.

“Yes.”

“Hold on. Let me access her file.” 

I could hear keys clicking as he typed on the computer. 

“That damn Jillian is a menace. She gives scientists a bad name. Bring the girl and her boy here,” he said.

I frowned. He was more of a recluse than me. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” he said, his tone brimming with impatience. “Short of kidnapping her, do whatever you have to do to get her here. Her case is interesting. In the meantime, I need to do further research.”

“Research on what?” I asked, but he’d already disconnected the call. I shook my head. And to think, he’d complained about Jillian. No sense arguing with him. The old man would just leave home and come do it himself. Stubborn didn’t begin to describe him.

Sighing, I slid my phone into my back pocket and glanced at my watch. The warehouse was a twenty-minute drive from the hunting grounds but over an hour’s commute from New Town. If I left now, I’d have time to go into the security room and see just what Jillian had been up to in the name of her precious research.  

They had enough staff to cover tonight if things got out of hand. I hopped into my vehicle, started the engine, and left the parking lot. At the entrance to the main road sat a faded sign. The name of the abandoned state park was no longer legible. The state government, what was left of it, didn’t care about anything outside of their precious cities. As a result, the infected had happily moved in to claim these valuable land resources.

Twenty minutes later, I parked at the rear of the warehouse and entered through a back door near the loading dock. The security room was in the nest, a room on the second floor that looked out over the warehouse. At the top of the stairs, I punched in the code and let myself in.

The surveillance room had one wall of monitors. Underneath the monitors was a desk with three computer stations. Three college-aged men sat at the desk, each one tasked with watching a different area. On several of the monitors, I could see different angles of the room containing the women. On a raised platform behind the others, a fourth man sat at a separate computer station. All four looked up when I entered.

“Who are you? What are you doing here? How did you get inside?” the older man asked as he rose to face me. The three younger men remained at their stations but watched curiously.

I raised an eyebrow at the man. He was older than me by at least a decade, a foot shorter, and outweighed me by about thirty pounds. Most of his weight was centered around his belly. “I used the security code. As to who I am, that’s privileged information.”

I started towards his computer station. He would have the security clearance to access the files I needed without using mine. 

“Now see here,” the guy blustered, trying to block my way. “You can’t just come in here—”

“I can and I did. Move.” Irritation rising, I felt my nostrils flare. I bared my teeth and knew my eyes had flashed. 

The man stumbled back. “You’re one of the infected.”

“And the man who authorizes your paychecks. Get the hell out of my way...” I glanced at his nametag. “Davis.”

The guys working at the monitors muttered to each other. The one on the right, who looked barely out of high school, said, “Excuse me, sir. Are you the agency’s owner?”

“One of them, yes,” I confirmed. 

There was excited murmuring between the three. I could have tuned in and heard every word, had I been interested. My focus was on something else. 

I pulled out the rolling office chair and sat in front of the computer terminal. When I moved the mouse, the screen woke to reveal the client profile of a woman named Cherise Golden. Davis was already logged into Mate Match’s client database. The sudden spike of fear from Davis made me hesitate, for just a second. I glanced at him. Why would the head of security need to view client profiles? He wasn’t an analyst. 

Davis cleared his throat. “Uh, I can find any information you need if you tell me what you’re looking for. My security clearance grants me access.”

“I have it.” I waited. He continued to stand there, looking over my shoulder. “You can leave now.”

The guy’s face flushed a vivid red. “Uh, yes. Sorry.” He walked to one of the extra chairs in front of the monitors and sat, still eyeing me warily. 

Dismissing Davis, I turned my attention to the computer and pulled up Cara Rodriguez’s account. As I read the details and the reports of the background checks we'd run, I could see why the old man had taken an interest. Other than her son, she appeared to have no living family. The only references she’d given had been the school at which she was employed and a legal firm. The legal firm was also listed as her secondary contact. 

Narrowing my eyes, I leaned closer. Hold up. I recognized the firm’s name. We’d gotten several calls about a legal firm sniffing around. Something about a noninfected woman seeking sanctuary and willing to pay for it, but she didn’t want to mate with any of their men. Had that been Cara? When she hadn’t gotten a favorable response, had she changed tactics? 
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Thaddeus
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Courtesy of the military, I was an excellent hacker. I wanted a deeper dive into Cara Rodriguez. I could call the old man, but he’d only tell me what he found interesting. If he said anything at all. No, it was better to research myself. I was the one who had to convince her to come with me.

I found a back door into the T. S. Sanders Law Group. For a law firm, their cybersecurity was sorely lacking. Getting in was child’s play. Not interested in anyone but Cara, I quickly found her case file and scanned through the report and the attached medical records. My scanning came to an abrupt halt when I read a familiar name: Roman Martinez Young. 

The chair made a loud squeak as I abruptly leaned back. Roman. Son of a bitch. Before I could consider the ramifications of my discovery, my phone vibrated. I eased up a hip and took the phone out of my pocket. Same number as earlier. “Young speaking.”

“Mr. Young, sir. I’m here, but I’m not sure what to do with the boy,” Stephen said.

My brows furrowed in puzzlement. “Bring him inside.”

“That’s just it, sir. He’s...well, you’ll have to see for yourself to understand what I mean. I don’t want to frighten him.”

I glanced up at the monitors and saw an old, military-grade Hummer parked near the front entrance that hadn’t been there before. I overheard one of the security guards speaking into his mike, “Jim, see who that is at the front door.”

I snapped my finger to catch the guard’s attention. When he glanced over, I motioned to the monitor and said, “He’s with me.” 

“Disregard. He’s been cleared,” the guard said. 

Into the phone, I said, “Stephen, I’ll be down in a sec.”

“Take your time. It’s not like I can go anywhere,” the guy muttered.

Disconnecting the call, I thought to myself, that guy needed to work on his attitude. In his defense, he had been put in an untenable position. Stephen didn’t have the same protections as the uninfected. If word got out to the wrong people of the crimes he’d committed tonight, he’d be calling the inside of a jail cell home for years. Jillian wouldn’t be able to protect him. 

Strange that he’d been so used to following Jillian’s lead that he’d gone against his conscience. The knowledge of how deep the scientist’s control was over her employees made me even more determined to take a deeper look into her business practices. The infected may have had legal protections that were favorable, but we still were subject to the law. We’d fought hard for our legal rights and status. I couldn’t have Jillian and her schemes undermining it. 

Aware of Davis watching my every muscle twitch, I backed out of the legal firm’s database without triggering an alarm. Then I erased every trace of what I’d done from the computer, knowing the minute I left the room Davis would be over here investigating. One of the guards called Davis’s name, distracting him. Leaning close to the keyboard, I quickly planted a tracking device inside of the computer. This would allow me to access the computer remotely and track whatever he did. The process only took seconds. 

I stood, attracting everyone’s attention. Without saying a word, I walked out. The trip through the enormous warehouse took a few minutes. When I exited the front door, Stephen paced by the Humvee. The man’s once pristine navy suit was now rumpled and disheveled. The lines in his dark skin gave his face a haggard appearance. His wary gaze snapped to mine. “Mr. Young?”

“Yeah. Show me the problem,” I said. 

Stephen pulled the fob out of his pocket and walked toward the passenger side of the vehicle. “Thank God you’re here. I spotted Jillian’s car and worried she’d see me.” Fob pointed at the door, he faltered with his finger on the unlock button. Meeting my gaze, he said, “We don’t have to tell Jillian about my part in this, do we?”

When I merely stared, he rushed on to explain. “It’s just that jobs in my field are hard to find, and none pay as much as Mate Match. As I said earlier, I don’t always agree with Jillian’s method but can’t argue with its success.”

“Open the door.” 

Stephen hesitated another moment, his gaze searching mine. Evidently sensing I wasn’t handing out reassurances, he pushed the button on the fob and opened the door. Holding it wide, Stephen stepped aside, giving me a clear view of the interior.

The scent of the dog hit me first. Then I noticed the kid. He was bundled up like a mummy, deeply asleep. I loosened the cover around his head and saw he had on headphones and a sleep mask. It all made sense. Sensory overload.

As I unwrapped him, his little boy scent rose. I froze, closing my eyes as the familiar scent hit my nostrils. It punched me in the gut. I gripped the blanket tightly and resisted the urge to rip it off and cradle the boy in my arms. Only the knowledge such an action would terrify him kept me in check. 

I unraveled him free of the blanket and caught the chemical taint of medicine. Not only had Cara bundled him, but she’d given him something to calm and help him sleep. Considering our current situation, that was good. I lifted the headphones from his ears and heard the faint sound of classical music playing. Setting them to the side, I carefully removed his mask. 

I stopped for a moment and took a good look. Joaquin was small for a four-year-old. With a head of tousled brown curls and honey skin, he was a cute little thing. I shook his shoulder. “Joaquin. Come on, buddy. You need to wake up.”

It took a few minutes but his eyelids finally lifted to reveal golden brown eyes. “Who are you?”

“I’m your father,” I told him, the beast in me staking an instant claim. 

Those sleepy brown eyes narrowed and a spark of deep intelligence lit his eyes. “Momma showed me pictures. You’re not my father.”

“That was your sperm donor. I’m going to be your daddy. Do you know what a daddy is?” I asked.

Ignoring the question, Joaquin looked around. “Where’s momma?”

“She’s inside the building. I’ll take you to her in a bit,” I assured him.

He twisted to look behind him and spotted the dog. “What’s wrong with Cujo?”

“He’s asleep.”

The kid turned narrowed, suspicious eyes on me. “He smells funny.”

Smart and observant. The boy was going to be a handful when he got older. He probably already was. Might be why his mother had diligently searched for a clan to take them in. I wasn’t going to start my life with the kid by lying to him, so I told him the truth. “Stephen gave him something to make him go to sleep, just like the medicine your mom gave you.”

The kid leaned around the seat again and took another look at his dog. He studied him for a long moment, as though assuring himself that the dog was all right. When he turned back around, he demanded, “I want my momma.”

I undid his seatbelt and held out my arms. From the look the kid shot me, you’d have thought I offered him poison. “Pa-pop said never to go with strangers.”

An unexpected laugh slipped out of me, but I managed to turn it into a cough. Getting serious, I stooped so that we were at eye level. “Look at me. Really look, using all of your senses, and then tell me I’m a stranger.”

Joaquin leaned close enough that our noses almost touched and stared intently into my eyes. I let him see me, dropping the shields that had become second nature. He inhaled so deeply his nostrils flared and his nose twitched. Reaching out a hand, he touched the corner of my eye. “Your eyes look like mine.” 

“Yes. What else?”

“We look alike,” he said, pointing to my clothes. We both had on blue jeans, athletic shoes, and a sweatshirt with a hood. Due to the infected’s high metabolism, we didn’t need anything heavier. His sweatshirt had a cartoon character I didn’t recognize.

“Good eye. What else do you see?” I asked. 

“You smell...” He trailed off. Probably didn’t know how to put into words what his senses were telling him. I doubted the kid had ever met another infected person, surrounded as he’d been by the uninfected.

“We’re the same, you and I. Your mom was looking for someone like me to help take care of you now that your Pa-pop died. She found me.”

The kid tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “Me and Cujo don’t like Bruno.”

“Yeah? What’s wrong with Bruno?” I asked.

Cara’s file had mentioned something about problems with a male neighbor. Was this who the boy was talking about? 

The little boy scowled fiercely as he said, “He smells wrong, and he has mean eyes. Pa-pop said he wanted momma, but he wasn’t gonna let him have her. I don’t know why he wants momma, but I don’t like him.” 

The child’s tone and expression were as belligerent as I’d ever seen on a four-year-old. For a minute, I forgot I was speaking with a kid who hadn’t even started school. “Does your mom like Bruno?”

Jock slowly shook his head. “Her heart beats fast and her scent gets funny whenever he gets close. And her face gets like this.” He demonstrated. His face held no hint of a smile and his eyes squinted. 

I bit back another smile. “I see what you mean.” Standing, I held out a hand. “Let’s go find your momma. She’s in a meeting right now, but I’ll take you to a room where we can watch until she’s done.”

“What about Cujo?” he asked.

“He’s safe. Cujo can stay here, and we can ask Mr. Stephen to watch over him until he wakes up,” I offered.

The kid scowled. “Cujo don’t like strangers.”

“Then we’ll crack the windows so Cujo can get air, and lock the doors so no one can get to him,” I said. 

The kid thought for a moment and nodded. “People don’t like Cujo 'cause he’s big. They might hurt him while he’s sleep.”

“We’ll make sure that doesn’t happen. Stephen, give me the keys and you can go inside. There should be a breakroom where you can wait. Ask one of the guards,” I said. 

Stephen tossed me the keys and hurried inside, glancing around nervously as though expecting Jillian to jump out and say boo. When he was gone, I looked at Joaquin. “Do you know how to start the truck?”

He nodded and pointed at the ignition button.

“Good. Start the engine and then you can lower the windows for Cujo.”

He grinned, scrambled forward, planted one knee on the center console and braced one arm on the steering wheel. Right before touching the ignition, he cast me a questioning glance. 

“Go ahead,” I encouraged.

With a teeth-baring grin, he pushed the button. The engine purred to life. 

“Do you know how to open the window?” I asked.

Joaquin happily demonstrated by jabbing one of the window controls. Predictably, the window rolled all of the way down. 

“If you leave the window open that wide, Cujo might jump out when he wakes and then we won’t find him,” I said.

“He won’t leave. He likes us. What if he needs to pee?” the boy argued.

Reasoning with a four-year-old wasn’t something I'd done before, but I forced myself not to simply put the window where I wanted it. “If you leave the window down that far, someone could get in the car and get to Cujo. It isn’t safe.”

His mouth took on a stubborn set, but after a second or two, he pushed the button again. The window slowly rose. “Like this?” he asked.

“Yes.” When he reached for another window control button, I said, “That’s good enough. Too much air and Cujo might get cold. Let’s go find your mom.”

Thankfully, the kid came without further argument. He scrambled out of the vehicle, no assistance necessary. Before I could close the door, Joaquin snatched up his backpack and slung it over one arm. As we entered the building, I took his hand and held it securely in mine. Good thing I did. The kid was so curious, I ended up almost dragging him behind me as he slowed to peer into every open door and peep around every corner. He remained quiet, which was an unexpected mercy.

The climb to the nest took so long that I was tempted to pick the kid up and tote him. His legs were short enough that he had to take two steps for each step. I curbed my impatience as best I could. Finally, we stood on the landing. I keyed in the code and ushered my charge inside. 
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My eyes shot open. The bright lights had them immediately closing again. I tried to raise my arm and could barely lift it. It felt encased in concrete. My whole body was one gigantic ache. I tried to sink into the oblivion of sleep, but an underlying sense of urgency nagged at me. Something I should know. Something I had forgotten...

Jock! His name came to me in a flash, and I jerked awake. 

Panicked, I ignored my throbbing head and slowly turned my head to the side. Nothing made sense. I was in a big white room filled with green cots. Some of the cots contained sleeping–or passed out–women like me. My heart beat a rapid tattoo. Where was I? What happened to me? 

The last thing I remembered was walking out of Mate Match to get to Jock. Jock! Once again my scattered thoughts focused. Where was my son?

It took a supreme effort, but I managed to sit up, swaying as the room spun. My eyesight went wonky and my vision blurred. I planted a hand on the cot’s metal bar and breathed slowly, waiting for my world to settle. One attempt told me standing wasn’t an option. I rolled over the edge of the cot and landed hard on the concrete floor. Head hanging low, I crawled across the cold bare floor until I reached the door. 

It took another few minutes for me to shift to sit on my butt, one shoulder propped against the door. Using all of the strength I could muster, I beat on it. “Where is my son? Give me my son,” I yelled hoarsely.

My head gave a violent throb, and I twisted to press my forehead to the cold metal of the door. My stomach lurched, and my mouth filled with saliva. Swallowing rapidly, I curled into the fetal position. Anyone entering the room would have to trip over me. I wasn’t moving from this position.

I must have passed out because when I came to again, I was back on the cot. My headache had reduced to a dull throb centered on my forehead. When I reached up to touch it, my fingers came away with dried blood and grit. The sight of it sparked my memory. 

Images flashed through my mind. Mate Match’s staff's strange behavior. Undercurrents I hadn’t understood. The man by my vehicle in the parking lot while Cujo barked his head off. My instinctive wariness despite the man’s attempt to appear friendly. 

The door opened and two men walked in carrying a woman. I shoved off the cot and stumbled my way into their path. Grabbing the first man, who appeared to be my age, I said, “Where is my son?”

He shrugged me off, and I stumbled. The second guy didn’t even glance at me as he walked by, carrying his burden. They laid the unconscious woman on the cot and turned to leave. I planted myself in their path. Even as I weaved unsteadily on my feet, I demanded, “I want my son.”

“Lady, we don’t know nothing about no kid,” the first one growled as he walked around me. I reached for him but both were able to easily avoid my grasp. 

I stumbled after them only to have the door shut in my face. Supremely angry, I banged and kicked on the door, shouting until my voice was hoarse. It was scary how weak I was. I barely made it to the cot before I collapsed.

Tears escaped. I was in a murderous rage but had to suck it in. They had my son. That meant they had control. Despite the years of hand-to-hand combat training my father had forced on me, my hands were tied. Did anyone even know Jock had been asleep in the Humvee? Had they left him there alone? My poor baby must be terrified.

I rocked back and forth, arms tightly wrapped around myself. Finally, I collapsed onto my side, eyes glued to the door. When they came in again, I’d be ready. Though my eyes grew heavy, every time they closed I forced them open again. 

The door opened several times and the whole process repeated itself. I demanded answers. The guards ignored me. Finally, one of them snapped out, “Look, lady, your kid is fine. Why don’t you just settle down?”

“Settle down? You want me to settle down? You kidnapped me and took my son. I will not settle down,” I shouted.

The older guy with the beefy body and much meaner eyes said, “You either settle down on your own, or we’ll give you something to settle you down.”

I got right in his face. “Try it.”

The younger guard grabbed the older man by the arm. “Come on. You know we’re not allowed to threaten them. We shouldn’t even be speaking with her. Don’t know about you, but I’m not ‘bout to lose my cushy job because you can’t keep your cool.”

The older guard gave me one last glare before stalking out of the room. 

The younger man, who appeared to be about my age, gazed at me with sympathetic eyes. “I promise you. Your kid is fine. That’s all I can say on the matter. Please rest. You’ll need it.”

Once again, the door shut in my face. I took out my anger on the door, kicking and pounding it with my fists. I could feel the women who were awake staring at me, but I didn’t care about them. I didn’t care about anything but getting to my son.  

Time passed. It felt like days but was probably hours. There was no way to track the time. All of my personal belongings had either been taken or left behind. The cots were now filled with women, and it had been a while since anyone had entered the room. 

The remaining women gradually stirred and came alive. As with me, there’d been bewilderment, fear, anger, and many unanswered questions. It was obvious we’d all been drugged. There were low-voiced conversations as individuals speculated on why we’d been taken, and who was behind it all. It was all white noise in my ears. 

My thoughts were a loop of worry and fear for my son. Where was he? Was he safe? Had the guard told me what he thought I wanted to hear, or had Jock also been taken? Was there another room filled with juveniles? Dear God, I should have just stayed in the camp and taken my chances with Bruno. 

Unable to stand it anymore, I shot to my feet. “I have to get out of here. I need to find my son.”

“You have a child?”

The question came from what had to be the oldest woman in the room. I barely spared her a glance as I answered, “Yes.” 

I stalked to the door and pounded on it. “Open this door, you bastards! Where’s my son?”

I’d already noticed that there was no way to open the door from the inside. There were no windows. No other exits that I’d been able to locate. Our holding cell didn’t have bars, but it was still a prison.

“Cara’s been trying to get information on her son since she roused. They won’t tell her anything except that he’s safe,” another woman said.

“Like I’d believe a bunch of kidnappers,” I said, yelling the word ‘kidnappers’ at the door.

I paced. There had to be a way out of here. I glanced at the drop ceiling. Maybe through there? But it was too high. Easily twelve feet or more. There was no way to climb up.

My thigh throbbed with each movement. The muscle was stiff and swollen, and my pants leg smelled of dry blood. My coordination was still off from the drugs and the electrical jolt I’d received. Placing my back against the wall by the door, I slid down until I sat on my butt with my knees up. The position stretched my wound, causing the throb to become a sharp pain, but it was necessary. I couldn’t afford to be immobile. 

I tuned into the conversation around me to hear a woman saying, “Whatever they want us for, they were prepared. There’s a bathroom through that door. Over in that corner is a small fridge with food and drinks. There’s even a microwave. They don’t intend to starve us.” 

The older woman asked the speaker, “You have no idea what this is about? I mean, why us? Why now? Why bring us here?”

A woman with olive skin and flowing black hair who sat huddled on her cot with her chin resting on her knees spoke up. “One of the men who grabbed me said something about an alpha wanting me.”

At her words, a short silence fell. 

“Alpha?” I asked. Infected clan leaders were sometimes called alphas. 

“You think the infected are behind this?” another woman asked, showing our thoughts were tracking along the same path.

“This has something to do with the infected?” a dark-skinned woman with braids echoed, her tone worried.

Everyone began talking at once, asking questions and expressing worry. 

The olive-skinned woman lifted her head, her features tired and worn. “I don’t know. Maybe. The guys who grabbed me were strong enough to be infected, but why would they come after me? The infected don’t like the city, and I never leave it. Who is their alpha and how would he know about me?”

Nobody had an answer. The infected knew about me because I’d sought them out. True, I’d used an intermediary, but it wouldn’t have taken much digging to discover who’d been behind the requests. 

“Did anybody here go to Mate Match?” the older woman asked. 

“I did,” I admitted. “My son is infected. I approached several reservations asking for sanctuary, but they don’t allow the noninfected residency unless you’re mated to one of them. A few offered to take my son without me, but I refused.” 

One by one, a chorus of “Me, too,” came from all of the women. Some were hesitant, as though ashamed to admit they’d sought out the services of an agency. Or maybe it was because Mate Match only dealt with infected men, which many noninfected humans considered taboo. 

“You think we were kidnapped because we signed with Mate Match?” the woman with the braids asked.

The older woman nodded. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“But why would they do something like this?” another woman asked.

Looking back, I was certain that Mate Match was behind it. It explained their strange behavior and the man's attitude. He must have been told to grab me and had been angry about it. Even the receptionist played a part. When I’d attempted to leave, she’d kept me there and warned the others they were about to lose me. 

A shrill whistle interrupted my rumination. 

“Sorry,” the older woman apologized. “Look, we’re obviously not getting out of here until they release us. I don’t like it any more than you, but there’s nothing we can do about it. I suggest we eat, hydrate, and rest so we can recover from whatever they gave us. We need to be ready for what comes next.”

There was grumbling but gradually we all complied. I needed to stay strong for my son because at the first opportunity that presented itself, I was out of here. So, I took the sandwich, chips, and water handed to me and consumed all of it. 

Eating and hydrating helped. My stomach stopped churning and my nerves settled. It made me realize that a good portion of my sickness was due to dehydration and hunger. I hadn’t eaten since lunch. 

That sent my thoughts spiraling again. Jock also hadn’t eaten. The medicine should be wearing off now. He’d be groggy and hungry when he awakened. The thought of my son being hungry and alone made the food taste like dust in my mouth, but I forced myself to get another sandwich and drink another bottle of water. 

“Now what?” a woman asked.

“Maybe we should go around the room and introduce ourselves? I’ll go first. My name is Pia. I’m a nurse. I went to Mate Match because I’m close to retirement age and thought it would be nice to have a companion for this last phase of my life.”

Pia was older than the rest of us. It showed in her maturity more so than her appearance. The scrubs pronounced her profession in the medical community. Her dark brown face was as unlined as mine, her slender body held muscles, and her black hair was a thick curly cloud around her oval face. She looked damned good for someone close to retirement.

“I’m Cherise,” the one with the long braids said. She didn’t offer any personal information and no one asked. Though she’d spoken with Pia, she didn’t seem that approachable.

“My name is Monica.” Monica was the woman who’d assisted by passing out drinks. 

One by one, we introduced ourselves. Some, like Pia, spoke a little about where they were from and why they’d gone to Mate Match. Most of the women were from New Town, but a few were from outlying areas like me. I could guess why they’d gone to Mate Match. Being a woman alone outside the protection of the city was tough. In this day and age, women needed protectors. Sometimes, like Hannah, we needed more than one. 

“Well, that killed a few minutes. What do we do now?” Lydia asked. 

“We wait. Take a nap if you need one. If our captors wanted us dead, we would be. Don’t know about you, but as long as death isn’t imminent, I can deal with just about anything else,” Pia said.

At her words, several of the women relaxed.

“I want my son,” I said. I couldn’t relax when I didn’t know where he was or what was happening to him. 

“I know, honey, but right now your son needs you to stay strong for him. We’ll get him back,” Pia said.

“How?” I asked. The need to do something was once more driving me hard. I got up and paced around the room, winding my way through cots. As I passed the door, I’d bang on it and shout, “Open the damn door. I want my son.”

“If Mate Match is behind this, they need our agreement. We can refuse to cooperate until they return him to you,” Pia said, her voice calm and soothing. 

Her words stopped me in my tracks. I glanced at all of the women in the room. “You’d do that for me?”

Several heads nodded as the women agreed. It shamed me for not believing any of them cared or would help. I’d thought it was every woman for themselves. 

“I don’t know what the hell this is about, but no matter what happens, we stick together. There’s strength in numbers,” Cheri said.

My inner turmoil lessened at this expression of solidarity. If they helped, there was a chance I’d get Jock back, sooner rather than later. My hand shook as I pressed it to my forehead. “Thank you.”

“Maybe this is some type of strange courtship ritual,” Monica said. “I applied to several matchmaking agencies. Of them all, Mate Match gave out the least information. I expected to be given a link to a website to meet potential matches, or you know, to be sent out on dates. The whole “don’t call us, we’ll call you when we have a match” routine was jarring, to say the least.”

“Yeah,” Lydia agreed. “And what was that bit about wanting my panties?”

“Weird, right?” Staci asked.

Maybe because my son was infected, I hadn’t found that part of the process strange at all. Although, I could see how they would. I forced myself to sit and relax. Like they said, who knew what would happen next? I needed to be prepared. Stressing myself out wasn’t doing me or anyone else any good. The conversation helped to pass the time and keep my mind occupied with something other than Jock. 

Pia and some of the others laid on their cots and dozed. Others conversed quietly. I took advantage of the quiet to clean up in the bathroom. I washed my face and the small knot on my forehead with soap. The gash was small but bloody. I must have face-planted onto the ground when the taser hit me. I’m surprised none of the others had mentioned the grisly wound. 

After scrounging around, I found a small, well-stocked first aid kit. I took off my jeans and cleaned the wound on my thigh, washing it with soap and treating it with antibiotic ointment. Then I washed the blood out of my jeans and wrung them out as best I could. The damp fabric was cold and uncomfortable to wear, but it was better than the metallic scent of blood. 

I almost felt back to normal. One of the benefits of having briefly been infected with the virus is that it supercharged my immune system. All the pacing I’d done had helped with the jolt my nervous system had taken from the electric charge. 

I exited the bathroom in time to see the door open, and Jillian step into the room. As she pushed it closed behind her, I heard the lock as it engaged. My vision bled red as rage filled my body. Jillian was a dead woman walking.

Women launched themselves off their cots as if the things were spring-loaded.  Everyone spoke at once. Questions were shouted. There was cursing and ranting. I stayed at the back of the group, knowing if I got within touching distance of her, it would take the combined effort of all the women to pull me off Jillian. 
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Chapter Eleven

Thaddeus
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Joaquin and I entered the security room. The guards looked up, eyes widening in surprise at the sight of the kid. As I took over Davis’s command center again, I told Joaquin, “You can look at everything, but don’t talk to anyone or touch anything, all right?”

Joaquin nodded and immediately began wandering around, much to Davis’s dismay. I could tell the technology fascinated him, but true to his word, the kid kept his hands and his questions to himself.

“One of you go get the kid some food,” I ordered absently, knowing the kid was hungry. He’d scarfed down the few snacks in his backpack and had fruitlessly turned the bag inside out, searching for more.

One of the men immediately rose to obey, leaving his station unattended.

“Now see here,” Davis blustered. “My men have important work to do. They can’t be...” At my withering stare, Davis’s complaint slowly trailed off.

“You were saying?” I asked coldly.

Davis proved he wasn’t as stupid as he appeared by not continuing to voice the objections written all over his face. The man was learning.

“Sir, Jillian has entered the room,” said one of the guards watching the monitor.

I looked up to see Jillian surrounded by angry women, her back to the door and her hands raised in a calming gesture. Her mouth moved, but there was no sound. “Put it on speaker. I want to hear what’s being said.”

The guard did as I asked. Jillian’s voice filled the room. “I’ll be happy to answer all of your questions, but I can’t do so as long as you’re yelling at me.”

Slowly the women quieted, but the air was so tense I expected one of the women to attack her at any moment. 

“I keep telling Jillian she needs to have security in there with her. One of these days, her clients are going to show her just how uncivilized women can be,” Davis muttered. Tapping his shoulder mic, Davis said, “Anderson, make sure you and Jones are ready to pull her out of there if need be. The woman’s a menace to her own safety.”

“Yes, sir,” Anderson responded into his radio mic.  

“I know you ladies want to know why you were brought here,” Jillian began.

“This has something to do with Mate Match. We figured out that part. What I want to know is why were we drugged and kidnapped?” a woman in scrubs asked. 

“And why we shouldn’t sue the hell out of your company, not to mention file charges for kidnapping. What you did is illegal.” This one had on a business suit. I’d bet money that she was a lawyer. It showed in the way she spoke and carried herself.

“You can try if you like, but you won’t succeed. Mate Match has an excellent legal staff, and the laws concerning the infected are very lenient. As for your question, Ms. Montgomery, the life of an infected isn’t always easy. The males who selected you as their mate needed to be sure you could handle whatever adversity was thrown your way,” Jillian said.

Ms. Montgomery’s eyes narrowed. “You’re saying this was a test.”

“Yes.” Jillian beamed as though her not-too-bright student had said something particularly clever. From the way the women muttered and cursed, they were seconds away from tearing her apart. 

I sent a quick text to the guys, letting them know what was happening here. No way were these women going to docilely climb into a van and let themselves be driven to God knows where. Trust and faith would have to be restored and right now, Jillian wasn’t doing too good a job of it. 

“You’ll all be happy to know you passed phase one. Now it’s time for phase two,” Jillian said, still smiling.

“I’m not doing anything until you give me my son,” Cara said.

“That’s my momma,” Jock said, looking up from his food and pointing at the monitor. The guard had grabbed him a mini-sub sandwich from the vending machine downstairs.

The woman in the scrubs—Jillian had called her Ms. Montgomery—crossed the room to stand next to Joaquin’s mother. “That goes for me, too.”

One by one, the rest of the women joined her in a show of solidarity.

From the way her mouth fell open, Jillian hadn’t been prepared for this reaction. “But your son is perfectly safe. He’s being taken care of by our staff and will join you and your mate as soon as this is over.”

I snorted. She only assumed the child was being cared for. To my knowledge, Jillian hadn’t checked on him once since she’d issued her decree to Stephen. 

“It’s over now,” Cara said. “Count me out. If this is what the infected are like, I want no part of it. We’ll manage on our own.”

“I don’t want to be associated with a man, or a company, that thinks it’s okay to take a child away from its mother. Drugging and kidnapping me was bad enough, but this is unacceptable,” Ms. Montgomery stated, crossing her arms over her chest. 

The rest of the women must have elected her to be their leader because they copied her motion exactly. I couldn’t help the grin that crossed my face. I still planned to deal with Jillian, but it looked as though these women were exacting a little payback of their own. 

Jillian’s cheerful demeanor faltered, and her expression became strained. “You can’t do this. It’s a violation of your contract.”

“Sue us,” the lawyer said.

Jillian glanced from one stony expression to another. Finally, she sighed. “If that’s the way you feel, I’ll have someone take you to your son. Please be aware if you leave now, I’ll have no choice but to cancel your contract.”

Ms. Montgomery and another woman with a multitude of plaits stepped in front of Cara. “You’re not taking her anywhere. Have him brought here where we can see it. After the events of last night, I’m sure you’ll understand why we don’t trust you.”

The one with the plaits was the woman Davis had pulled up on the computer—Cherise. I glanced at him to see him watching the monitor, an unreadable expression on his face. 

Jillian actually wrung her hands together and bit her lip. “I don’t know if I can do that. This is beyond my pay level.”

That was my cue. I pulled out my cell phone and dialed Jillian’s number.

On the monitor, Jillian’s phone rang. She lifted it, glanced at the screen, and accepted the call when she saw it was me. “Sir?”

“Ms. Moore, you appear to be under the mistaken impression that the infected, and you by association, are above the law. Child endangerment is a felony. One you committed without thought or consideration. If you think our legal team will protect you, you are sadly mistaken. Am I clear?”

Her “yes” echoed in the security room. Absently, I wondered if she heard it and knew what it meant. 

“Now if I were you, I’d lose the smugness. Those women are a heartbeat away from attacking you, and after your actions today, I’m inclined to allow it. The child will be brought to you once he has finished his meal. Something else you didn’t consider. When this evening is over, you and I will be having a long conversation.” 

“Yes, sir. I understand.” 

“No, Jillian. I don’t think you do.” I disconnected the call.

On the monitor, Jillian pressed the call-end button and glanced at Cara. “Your son is being brought to you. He should be here within the half-hour.”

Cara stared at Jillian but said nothing. A few women glanced suspiciously around the room, only now realizing that they were being watched. 

The woman named Ms. Montgomery walked over to her cot and sat. “How about you explain just what this is all about while we wait.”

One by one, the others sat and turned their attention to Jillian. All except Cara. She went and leaned against a far wall as though not trusting herself to get close to Jillian. 

“As I said, phase one was a test to see how you handle adversity. The males to whom you showed the most compatibility are all clan leaders. They had a list of requirements their potential mates needed to meet before being considered,” Jillian said, visibly relaxing. 

“I thought you said they determine compatibility by scent?” the Montgomery woman said. 

“Scent is only part of it. Personality and strength are also important. Some males want a degree of physical attractiveness in their mates. It varies from male to male,” Jillian explained.

“So, one of them could respond to my scent but reject me based on how I look?” the lawyer said.

“Yes,” Jillian said. 

“No,” I said at the same time, ignoring the looks from the others in the room.

“Wait! What? I thought once a match was made, the rest was set in stone?” another one said.

Jillian’s laugh grated on my nerves. The women had the same reaction, based on their expressions. “Where’d you get an idea like that? This isn’t a romance novel. There’s no such thing as fated mates. Just like relationships with the noninfected, you both have to work at it.”

Was she trying to sabotage the matings? I wondered. Turn the women against the men before they’d even met? We relied on those romantic notions to give us an edge. Pulling out my phone, I shot off another group text, informing the guys of this latest development. 

“What’s phase two?” the Montgomery woman all but growled. Her eyes were narrowed in what I easily identified as fury. 

“The Mate Run,” Jillian said.

The Cherise woman sucked in a sharp breath, drawing my attention to her. 

“What, pray tell, is a Mate Run?” one of the women asked.

“She intends to turn us loose and let the men hunt us,” the Cherise woman said, her tone bitter.

“What happens if they catch us?” the Montgomery woman asked.

“You’re fucked, whether you want to be or not,” the Cherise woman said.

My eyes narrowed. While we don’t operate that way, I knew of clans who did. How would a noninfected woman know about a practice that some of the clans out West participated in? I made a mental note to take a closer look at her profile. There was a mystery here. 

“Whoa! Hold up.” Jillian held up both hands. “I don’t know where you’re from, but that’s not how we operate. The Mate Match Agency doesn’t condone rape or coercion.”

“So what’s the point of this exercise?” the Montgomery woman said, her expression conveying her skepticism. 

“No coercion...?” the lawyer echoed disbelievingly.

“You kidnapped me and took my child. How is that not coercion?” Cara snarled.

Other women muttered about kidnapping being a form of coercion.

“Momma’s mad,” Joaquin commented. 

“Yeah? How can you tell?” I asked the boy.

“Her face is red. Her hands are balled like when she hits, and her mouth looks like this.” The boy flattened his mouth into a straight line.

“She hits?” I asked, not liking the sound of that.

“When her and Pa-pop practice fight,” he said. 

“Huh,” I said, my tone thoughtful. I gave his mother a considering look.  

“The hunt gives the female the opportunity to display her cunning, speed, and agility. In cases where there is more than one potential match, it gives the men the opportunity to prove which is the better male,” Jillian was saying.

“How likely are we to have more than one?” the Montgomery woman asked.

Jillian shrugged. “It depends on the demand at the time of your enrollment and the number of enrollees. We’re entering the winter season, so the demand has been particularly high.”

Again, Jillian didn’t fully answer the question. We didn’t do the run unless each client had at least two matches. I shot off another text. The list of things we needed to discuss with Jillian kept growing.

“Can we refuse?” one woman asked.

Jillian lifted one eyebrow in a manner that screamed arrogance. “You can, but your contract will be voided. You’ll lose your service fee.”

The women appeared taken aback. Did no one read their contracts? Mate Match wasn’t the most expensive matchmaking agency—we hadn’t wanted to scare anyone off with our prices—but it was steep enough to weed out the thrill seekers. Women who got off on the idea of sleeping with one of the infected with no intention of pursuing a real relationship. Being infected was hard enough. We didn’t need that shit on top of everything else. 

If we didn’t have a match for them, the customer received a full refund. If the woman met her match and either party changed their mind during the two-week trial period, half of the service fee was returned. The latter rarely happened. Jillian’s program was damned good at making viable matches. 

“What happens after the run?” the Montgomery woman asked.

“You’ll go with the victor to his home for a two-week courtship period. At the end of the trial period, either party can back out to explore other options. If you choose to remain together, both of you will be obligated to sign a marriage contract outlining the terms of the agreement,” Jillian said.

I straightened from my slouch. The two-week trial period. I’d known about it, of course, but hadn’t thought... My head whirled as ideas presented themselves. The beginnings of a plan to get Cara to come with me formed in my mind. 

“Two weeks isn’t long to make a decision that will impact the rest of our lives,” the lawyer said.

“On the contrary. We have years of research and experience that proves two weeks is long enough to determine compatibility with a mate, especially when you’re living in the same home,” Jillian said.

“While sharing a bed?” one woman asked, her expression skeptical.

“Yes,” Jillian said, holding up her hand for silence when the women began muttering angrily. “Sex is not a requirement, but neither is it forbidden. If you choose to share your body in addition to the bed, that’s up to you. Our purpose is to create a pressure cooker environment of forced togetherness. You’ll eat together, sleep together, and basically be tied together at the hips for two weeks.”

I considered my plan. Cara Rodriguez wanted a haven for her son. The old man and I could offer her one, albeit, an unconventional one, even by infected standards. If, after two weeks, she decided not to stay, I could arrange for her to meet other clan leaders. With my and the old man’s recommendations, someone would take them in. 

I glanced up to see Davis frowning at the kid. “Is there a problem, Davis?”

Davis met my gaze, his eyebrows knitted and forehead furrowed. “Did Ms. Moore really leave that child unprotected?”

My head tilted to the side as I considered him. “The short answer is yes. The long answer is the child was asleep in the vehicle when his mother was taken.”

“But she knew the woman had a child and didn’t question the child’s whereabouts?” Davis persisted. 

“No, she did not. Nor did she seem overly concerned when the child was discovered,” I said.

A flush crept up Davis’s bulldog neck to encompass his face. His lips tightened and waves of anger and disgust rolled off him. “I have children, grandchildren. You don’t treat ‘em like that. Children are to be protected at all costs.”

“No, you don’t,” I agree, my tone approving his sentiment. My estimation of Davis increased. He might just keep his job after all. 

I glanced at the kid. He’d finished eating. “You ready to go see your mom?”

He looked at the monitor and then at me. “Yes.”

“Davis, please have one of your men escort the child to his mother.” I could have done it myself, but I didn’t want to miss a moment of what was happening in that room. 

“Grant, take the boy to his mother,” Davis ordered.

One of the three guards rose and walked to the door. I told Joaquin, “Go with him.”

The boy jumped from his seat and reached for his backpack.

“You can leave it here,” I told the child.

He hesitated a moment, glancing from me to his bag.

“Your mom’s waiting,” I reminded him.

Dilemma resolved, the kid dashed over to the guard. Before they could exit, I cautioned the guard, “I believe his mother has had some type of combat training. Once she has her child, she might not be as...restrained. Be mindful.”

“Yes, sir.” The guard nodded and opened the door. The two left. 

When the door closed, Davis muttered, “I’m inclined to let the woman take a swing at her. It would serve Ms. Moore right and teach her a well-deserved lesson.”

“While I agree with you, I’d rather not have the lawsuit. If Jillian’s actions become public knowledge, it will be detrimental to Mate Match. The non-disclosure agreement only covers so much,” I said, my eyes on the monitor. 

A heated discussion brewed in the room. The women had just been informed they wouldn’t be returning to their lives until after the two-week trial period. It was another way to test how committed the client was to being matched. Were they willing to risk losing their livelihoods and possibly their homes for a chance at love?

The sound of the guard pounding loudly on the door filled the security room, interrupting the conversation. On camera, Jillian stood and walked to the door. Cara straightened and stared as though trying to see through the reinforced door. Jillian opened the door, stepped into the hallway, and pulled the door closed behind her.

I glanced at the different monitors until I found the one that covered the hallway. Grant spoke with Jillian. There were no microphones in the hallway, so I could only guess at what was being said. I grinned at the way the kid sized her up. The boy was extremely intelligent, and judging by the expression on his face, he didn’t care much for Jillian. 

Jillian glanced down at the boy, and for just a second, her expression tightened into one of distaste before she smoothed it out. She held out a hand, pasted on a fake smile, and said something to the boy.

Joaquin stared at the hand as if it was diseased and made no attempt to take it. I choked back a laugh. The kid’s onto your bullshit, Jillian, I thought. 

After a few seconds of the mini standoff, Grant nudged Joaquin in the middle of his back and said something. The boy looked back at the guard and again at Jillian before finally taking her hand. Jillian pushed open the door and led the boy inside. Grant followed her inside.
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Chapter Twelve

Cara
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As soon as I saw my son, I gave a happy cry, surged forward, and swept him up into my arms. Laughing and crying at the same time, I pressed kisses all over his face. He squirmed, giggled, and laughed, but clung to me like a spider monkey. It hurt my heart and showed more than words could say how affected he’d been by our separation. 

“You can’t run with a toddler. He’ll slow you down,” Jillian said, reminding me of her presence. 

Clutching Jock even closer, I glared at Jillian. “Listen, bitch. Don’t tell me what I can’t do. I’m doing this for my son. He goes with me, or I go home.”

What I wanted to do was plant my fist in Jillian’s face and give her the beat-down she deserved. Unfortunately, I didn’t have that luxury. Nothing about my circumstances had changed. I may have Jock but I still didn’t know where we were. I didn’t know what happened to my truck and my belongings. Someone had possession of my identification, cell phone, and cards. I was just as trapped as before.

I fought to get my temper under control. I had my son. That was the most important thing. I’d figure the rest out. Once I got my son to safety, I planned to contact my legal team and sue the hell out of Mate Match. When I got done with them—Jillian in particular—no woman would ever seek them out for their matchmaking services again.  

Jillian opened her mouth. By her expression, I could tell something snarky was getting ready to come out. Before she could let loose, her phone rang. She glanced at the screen and answered. “Yes, sir?” As Jillian listened, a gamut of expressions crossed her face.

Jillian glanced at me and then away. “Yes, Sir.” Pause. “Yes, sir.” A longer pause. “Yes, sir.” The last came out crisp, as though responding to a command. She swiped the screen to disconnect the call and stood for a few minutes, staring at the screen.

We stayed silent, waiting to see what happened next.  

Jillian took a deep breath, tucked her phone in her pocket, and then straightened her shoulders. When she spoke again, her voice and tone were cool and professional. “Due to the unique circumstances of your situation, one of your matches has expressed a willingness to forego the hunt and proceed directly to the two-week trial. Option one: You can leave with your son, which will cancel your contract. Option two: You can take your chances and run with him. Due to the hazardous nature of the terrain, I strongly advise against selecting this option. Or, option three: You can accept the offer on the table. Your choice,” Jillian said.

I narrowed my eyes and studied her closely. Jillian’s face was a mask, but her eyes burned with fury. “My son and I can go together? He’s willing to take both of us?” I asked, needing clarity.

“Yes.” Jillian’s facade slipped for a second and I saw exactly how displeased she was that I’d been given this option. Too bad, bitch. 

“Then I accept,” I said.

“We have someone waiting in the hallway to escort you to him,” Jillian said, opening the door.

I let my gaze sweep the room. “Good luck. I wish there was some way we could keep in touch. I’d like to know how things work out for the rest of you. Thanks so much for helping me get my son back.”

“My pleasure,” Pia said.

“Glad we could help. Good luck. Hope things work out for you and your son,” Monica said.

The others called out well wishes and goodbyes. 

I set Jock on his feet and held tightly to his hand. It would be a long time before I felt comfortable letting him out of my sight again. Shoulders squared, I glanced down at my son just as he looked up. “Ready, Jock?”

“Ready,” he said. 

“Let’s go.” Together, we walked out the door. 

As we entered the hallway, I heard as Jillian said, “This whole process has taken longer than anticipated. Please go now, if you need to use the restroom. We have to be at the site in the next ten minutes—” The closing door cut off the rest of what was said. 

Three guards were standing in the hallway. The one who’d entered the room with Jillian and Jock and two others standing sentry a little way down on either side of the door. Close enough to assist Jillian if necessary but not so close that they could hear what was going on inside the room. 

“If you’ll come with me...?” asked the guard who exited the room with me. He started down the hall. I remained where I was.

He was about my age or maybe a little younger, judging by the way he skirted what I’m sure was the expected uniform protocol. He wore khaki cargo pants and a blue button-down top with a security logo on the pocket, the same as the others. His face was well groomed, and though his hair was shaved military short on the sides, the top was thick and long enough to style in a flip. 

“Where are we?” I asked. “And what happened to my vehicle?”

At my question, he stopped and turned, realizing I wasn’t with him. The guard gestured with his hand, indicating the direction we should go. “This way, ma’am.”

I didn’t move. “Where are you taking me? You haven’t answered my questions.”

Jock tugged on my hand. “We’re going to see the man.”

I glanced down at him. “What man?”

Jock shrugged his shoulders. “I dunno. Him said he my daddy.”

“What the hell?” I exclaimed, too shocked to mind my language. “He said what?”

“I said you not, but him said I gonna be your daddy. How come you didn’t tell me I had a daddy and a father?” Jock asked, his small face frowning up at me. 

“I...you...” I took a deep breath to stop myself from sputtering. 

“Ma’am?” the guard said, sounding impatient.

“Wait,” I snapped. Going down into a crouch so I’d be on eye level with my son, I said to Jock, “Tell momma everything that happened.”

As he spoke, I gleaned three important pieces of information from Jock’s tale. My vehicle and belongings were here. Cujo was unconscious but otherwise okay, and this mystery man had taken care of my son. 

I stood and ruffled my son’s wildly curling hair. “Okay, let’s go meet this man of yours.”

Jock laughed. “He not mine, momma.”

I motioned to the guard. “Lead the way.”

We marched behind the guard. My head swiveled from side to side, cataloging everything as I tried to figure out where we were. The hallway was long and white. There were no pictures on the walls, no decorations. The doors were spaced sporadic, also a solid white, with no identifying signs. The floor was a shiny, glazed concrete in the color of steel gray. I could have been anywhere and nowhere from the information it provided.

Jock leaned against my side. As we walked, his gait slowed and his body weight became heavier. The anxiety meds were probably still in his system. Or it was really late. Without breaking stride, I swung him up onto my hip. He wrapped his arms around my neck and laid his head on my shoulder.

“What time is it?” I asked the guard, needing a sense of how long I’d been here. I didn’t know if it was daytime or night, the same day or the day after. 

The guard ignored me...again. The temper I’d barely gotten under control spiked dangerously. “Hey! I’m not asking for state secrets. Tell me what time it is,” I demanded.

The guard’s communication device signaled, and he answered it. The words were too garbled to understand, though I tried my best. 

“10-4,” the guard responded.

We reached a dead end. The new hallway went right and left. The guard turned right, walked down a few feet, and opened a nondescript door. “If you and your son will wait here, someone will be with you shortly.”

I planted myself right in front of him. “What. Time. Is. It? After all I’ve been through because of you people, the least you can do is tell me the time.”

He met my gaze, his expression apologetic. “We’re not allowed to speak with the clients. I could lose my job for telling you this much. Please, wait in the room and your questions will be answered.”

I stared at him. So many words ran through my mind. Words I wanted to spew. Instead, I bit my tongue and entered the room. The door closed with a quiet click. The guard remained in the hallway. I looked around. It was a small conference room. The walls, table, and chairs were a nondescript white, even in here. The only color in the room was the gray floor, the chrome on the chair legs, and the black monitor that took up a good portion of the wall. 

I examined the ceiling for cameras or listening devices but didn’t see any. That didn’t mean they weren’t there. I hadn’t noticed any in the room where we’d been held but how else had the mystery man known what Jillian was saying and doing? No clock. No communication devices. They probably brought whatever equipment they needed into the room with them when they met. 

I sat in one of the eight chairs at the table, with my back to the wall and facing the door. Rearranging Jock into a more comfortable position on my lap, I propped my feet up on the table and got comfortable. My forehead stung, my leg throbbed dully, and my whole body ached. 

Mentally, I tried to calculate how long it had been since I’d been kidnapped. I’d given Jock his anxiety meds around five. They usually made him sluggish for a good twelve hours. Whatever they’d hit me with had been fast acting but probably only kept me under for a few hours. That meant it was either very late in the same evening or early in the morning.

The chair had a swivel base, low arms, and a wide cushioned interior. I slouched so that my head rested against the back. Yawning, I rubbed my face wearily and closed my eyes against the bright lights. The glare was giving me a headache. Or perhaps it was the anger and stress. My blood pressure was probably off the charts. I centered myself and practiced deep breathing exercises in an effort to relax. 

I was in a half-doze when the atmosphere in the room changed. The air became electrified. I slowly opened my eyes. A man stood at the other end of the table. I hadn’t heard him enter the room. 

The first thing I noticed was his eyes. They burned as though lit within and focused on me like a predator. I couldn’t tell if they were brown, hazel, or something in between. The second thing I noticed was the hair. He had thick eyebrows, a heavy five o’clock shadow that extended down to his neck, and a head full of curly, medium-brown hair. His nose was a Roman blade over lips that may have been full but I couldn’t tell because of the mustache. 

He wore a black Henley that molded to a muscular chest and denim jeans secured over lean hips with a wide black belt. In terms of size, he wasn’t a big man like Bruno, but what there was of him was packed with muscles. In a match between the two of them, I knew this man would win easily and decisively. I’d never met one of the infected in person, but this man was clearly one. He was probably older than me by a good ten or more years, though it was hard to tell.

If I hadn’t had Jock on my lap, I would have stood. Self-preservation demanded it of me. But I was holding my son and didn’t want to jostle him. Neither one of us spoke. I stared at him, taking his measure, and he watched me do it. 

Jock’s backpack appeared on the table in front of the man. I hadn’t seen him move. A set of keys landed on top of it. I immediately recognized them as mine. 

“My name is Thaddeus Young. I’m one of the owners of Mate Match. I’d like to officially apologize for the treatment you’ve received at the hands of my employees. I assure you, the matter will be dealt with.” His voice was deep and commanding, and he spoke with authority.

I didn’t want an apology. I wanted revenge. Not answering, I stared at Jock’s backpack. My son’s tablet was inside. If I could get my hands on it, I’d have communication with the outside world. I could contact my legal team, report what happened to Jock and me, and hopefully get out of here.

Sighing, I let the possibility of escape go. I’d come to Mate Match for a reason. That reason was standing in front of me. Getting down to business, I asked, “Are you my match?”
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There was a brief hesitation before he responded. “I made the offer, yes.”

I noted the hesitation and narrowed my eyes. He hadn’t answered my question, and my patience with non-answers had reached its limit. I lifted my feet off the table and straightened in my seat. Easing Jock into the chair beside me, I waited a second to see if he’d wake. When he didn’t, I stood and squared off with Thaddeus. 

“I am very tired of bullshit answers. Tell me what I want to know—all of it, not just what you think I should know—or I’m out of here,” I said. 

Thaddeus briefly nodded his head, acknowledging my demand. “As the owner, my profile is not in the database as a potential match.”

I pressed my fingertips to my forehead where a vein throbbed. As patiently as I could manage, I asked, “Why did Jillian say you were one of my matches?” 

He rested a hand on the back of the chair in front of him. “What I said was that you could skip the hunt and go straight into the two-week trial with me. You seek sanctuary for your son. I’m in a position to offer it. If it doesn’t work out and you choose not to remain, I can arrange for you to meet with other men that might better suit.”

I stared at him, a thousand thoughts flitting through my mind. Maybe it was the anger. Maybe it was stress, but suddenly I’d had enough. I slashed my hand down in emphasis. “No. If I go with you, I go as your wife. No two-week trial. It’s all or nothing.”

His gaze held mine before darting to glance at Jock. “Are you sure you want to do that? The two-week trial is for your benefit, not mine. You know nothing of me, where I live, or if it would be the best environment for your son.”

I braced both hands on the table and leaned forward. “What I know is that I can’t return to the home I left because it isn’t safe. Right now, I’m not sure anywhere in the noninfected world is safe for me. It definitely isn’t what’s best for Jock. I know that I’ve reached out to every clan in the area for sanctuary and was denied. You are my last hope, but I won’t accept your offer without a guarantee. You say it’s my choice whether I stay or not. The truth is, you can withdraw the welcome mat at any time. If I go, it will be as your lawfully wed wife.”

Again his gaze flicked past me to where Jock slept peacefully. A flare of...was that possessiveness?...filled his eyes. It wasn’t sexual. I didn’t get a perv vibe from him. It was... I searched my memory before it came to me. The look he gave Jock was the same expression I’d seen on my father’s face as he’d looked at me: a mixture of pride, possession, and wonder that something like me had come from him.

“You’re the man my son mentioned. The one who took care of him while I was locked in the room,” I said. It wasn’t a question. I knew in my soul it was him.

“Yes.”

“Are you married?” I asked.

“No.”

“Is there a woman in your life? Someone who’d be angry about you bringing us home with you? If so, I’m willing to share you if she agrees. I just want my son to be safe and cared for if something happens to me, and I believe you’re the key,” I said.

He frowned. Was he insulted by my offer or the desperation my offer revealed? “There’s no woman in my life. I’ll take care of your son, whether we marry or not. Whether you stay with me or go to another clan. I’ll even put it in writing, if you like,” Thaddeus said. “Marriage isn’t necessary.”

“Thank you. I would like that in writing, and marriage is totally necessary. As you said, I don’t know you. I don’t know how trustworthy you are. What I know is that a marriage contract is legally binding. With it, you can’t keep my son and kick me out.” The more he argued that it wasn’t necessary, the more insistent I became that it was. I needed the security. I was tired of the rug being pulled out from under me. 

His eyes narrowed and his expression turned cunning. “If we do this, I want full legal rights to Joaquin. I don’t want to be his stepfather. I want to adopt him.”

“Deal,” I said.

Thaddeus straightened and frowned. “You agreed too readily.”

I sighed and gazed briefly at the ceiling in exasperation. “Adoption was always a part of my plan, if I found the right father figure for my son.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and studied me. “What makes you think I’m the right father figure?”

My eyebrow arched. “It’s simple. You’ve already done more for my son than his birth father ever did.”

My answer wiped the skepticism from his face. 

“His father didn’t deserve him,” Thaddeus muttered.

“No, he didn’t. That’s why I kicked him out of our lives,” I agreed. “Do we have a deal?”

“Not yet. You might be willing to share, but I’m not. You have at least two compatible matches out there. Once you’re my wife, I won’t let you take Joaquin and leave me for another man. I keep what’s mine,” he said. His tone sent shivers down my spine.

“Be a good father to Jock, keep us safe from Bruno, and you’ll never have to worry about me being unfaithful,” I promised.

“It’s not your fidelity I want. Your commitment to never leave is what I’m after,” he said flatly.

I blinked, not expecting his response. I tucked that piece of information away to examine later. Walking around the table, I approached him with my hand held out. “Deal.”

Thaddeus enclosed his big hand around mine and gave it a solid shake. “Deal. I’ll have my lawyers draw up the contract,” he said as he released my hand.

“No need. I have one right here.” Reaching into Jock’s backpack, I took out his tablet and powered it up. 

“You have a marriage contract with you?” Thaddeus asked, his tone one of pure disbelief.

“Yes,” I said. 

Retreating a few steps, I angled the tablet away from him and any cameras that might be watching and keyed in the password. The tablet required two-step identification. When the square appeared, I pressed my thumb to the reader. 

“Welcome, Cara,” it intoned in recognition. I disabled the audio function so my every move wouldn’t be announced. 

I could still feel Thaddeus staring at me. I glanced up. Sure enough, his eyes were narrowed and his expression said I was a puzzle he couldn’t quite decipher. 

“You realize that’s not normal, right? Women don’t just walk around with prepared marriage contracts at the tip of their fingertips,” he said.

It was my turn to narrow my eyes and frown. “Normal? Possibly not. Smart, definitely. I plan for the future I want.” I dropped my gaze to the tablet and saw it had finished its startup routine. I accessed my email account. “What’s your last name again?”

“Young.”

Typing quickly, I sent a quick reply to a previous email from my law firm. 

Thaddeus Young, Infected, owner of Mate Match Agency. If anything happens, start with him. The twenty-four-hour clock starts now.

Noting the time, ten after one in the morning, I hit send and began a mental countdown. Moving fast so he wouldn’t get suspicious, I opened the attachment with the marriage contract and downloaded it to the device. While waiting for the file ready, I logged completely out of my email account and anything else open that I didn’t want Thaddeus to access. When the file notification popped up, I opened it, scanned the contents, and passed the tablet to Thaddeus. 

He took it and read. As he did, I returned to where Jock slept in his chair, pulled out another one, and settled next to my son. Right now, Jock appeared to be my only bargaining chip with this man. It was clear he wanted my son and was willing to marry me to get him. 

The thought should have alarmed me, but like Hannah said, Thaddeus had something I needed and I had something he wanted. That meant the scales balanced. If my intuition was wrong and he turned out not to be the honorable man I thought? Well, that’s why weapons were made. 

“You can take this out,” Thaddeus said.

My attention snapped to him. He’d seated himself at the other end of the table with the tablet in front of him. He tapped his finger on the section he didn’t like.

“What?” I asked, racking my brain to see what he could possibly find objectionable. The lawyers and I had made sure the terms were very attractive.

“Keep your money. I neither need nor want it. I’ll sign the waiver, but I’m not taking money from you. If your lawyers insist, have them put it in a trust for Joaquin,” he said, scowling at me.

I sat forward and braced my forearms on the table. Hell, if we were still negotiating, I had additional terms I wanted to add to the agreement. “I will agree to your terms on one condition.”

A spark of interest backed by steely determination lit his eyes. “I’m listening.”

“I want that two-week grace period you offered to get to know you before we consummate the marriage.” Right now, the idea of sex held little interest, but I knew men felt differently. The best I could hope for is that he’d give me time to get comfortable with him before pouncing.

“Done.”

It was my turn to be suspicious. He’d agreed too readily. “Are you sure you don’t have a woman waiting for you at home?”

He studied me for a moment. “Because I can control my baser urges? Yes, I’m sure. How do you feel about more children? Joaquin is mine, but I’d eventually like to have more than just one child.”

I tapped my fingers on the table as I considered. I wasn’t opposed to the notion. I’d never liked being an only child and wanted Jock to have siblings. Terry and I had planned on having three. “How many kids are we talking about? I’m not averse to having more as long as it’s a reasonable number.” 

“Multiples run in my family. If there are no complications, I’d like you to consider two pregnancies,” he said.

“An heir and a spare? I’m amenable to that, but I’ll warn you now. If my first pregnancy results in a litter, we’ll have to renegotiate the second one,” I said, dead serious. 

For the first time since I met him, Thaddeus grinned. “We have ourselves a deal.”

He picked up the tablet and typed. I wondered if he was adding our new terms to the contract, and if so, what my lawyers would think when they read it. 

“Just so you know, there’s no divorce with the infected,” Thaddeus said casually, not looking up from the tablet. “Once we enact this contract, it’s ‘til death do we part. Again, I state for the record that you and Jock are welcome to live with me for as long as you like. I will take care of you and treat you like family. Marriage is totally unnecessary.”

“And if something happened to you, would Jock and I still be welcomed? I believe you mean what you say, but for Jock’s sake, I prefer the legal protection and status that marriage provides,” I said, my tone firm and decisive.

Thaddeus stared at me from under lowered brows. “And if you come face-to-face with your mate after we’re married? What then?”

“So sad, too bad for me,” I said flippantly. More seriously, I added, “I was infected, but I’m not one of you. This mystical mate bond you seem to be so concerned about doesn’t apply to me. If I meet a man with whom I feel a strong physical attraction, I’ll ignore it. You’re not the only one who knows how to control their baser urges.”
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Thaddeus stared for several long seconds. “If you’re sure...?”

“That’s my final answer,” I said, mimicking the contestants on the game shows I’d seen.

He typed a few more minutes and then brought me the tablet. “Read and sign.”

I took it from his outstretched hand. “We need two witnesses.”

He released the tablet and went to prop one shoulder against the nearby wall. “All in good time. Make sure you agree with the terms before we involve other people.”

Little did he know, short of prostituting myself or making blood sacrifices, I’d agree to anything if it protected Jock. I scanned the document. He’d signed away his right to all of my income, current and future earnings, and waived the lump sum settlement offered in lieu.

In addition, he’d added the following clauses: the two-week adjustment period and the additional children we’d verbally agreed on. He’d also lined out the prenup portion of the contract and wrote: NO DIVORCE. At the very end of the contract, he’d added an addendum listing Thaddeus Young as the legal father of Joaquin Rodriguez, and that Joaquin Rodriguez's legal name would now be Joaquin Young.

Using the stylus, I initial beside every change Thaddeus made except the last. I was in perfect agreement with Jock taking Thaddeus’s last name. However, the name Rodriguez was Jock’s last link to my father. Tapping the stylus against my chin, I mulled it over. Joaquin Rodriguez-Young was a mouthful. I stared blankly at the ceiling as ideas ran through my mind. Finally, I crossed out Thaddeus’s suggestion and wrote: Joaquin Rodrigo Young.

“Is this acceptable to you?” I asked, passing him the tablet.

He read and initialed, just as I had. When he reached Jock’s name, he looked up. “I like it. Has a nice flow.”

“You can call in those witnesses now,” I said, ready to get this whole thing over.

“Not just yet.” Thaddeus placed the tablet on the table and stepped into my personal space.

“What are you doing?” A hint of alarm crept into my voice even as I forced my feet not to retreat.

“Testing our compatibility. I think we should know before this goes any further. Don’t you?” He stood so close, our feet mingled together.

“Uh...” My mind blanked.

Thaddeus took his large hands, laid them on my cheeks, and slid them forward until the tips were buried in my hair. I suppressed a shiver. It had been years since I’d been touched with sexual intent by a man. His calloused hands lightly abraded my tender skin, sensitizing delicate nerve endings. I held myself perfectly still. Barely even breathed as his mouth drew closer and closer.

Just before his lips touched mine, he paused. We stared into each other’s eyes. Thaddeus was so close, his breath fanned my lips. I tried to catalog the feelings running through me. Nerves? Definitely. Anticipation? Maybe just a hint. He seemed to be waiting for something. Permission?

I leaned forward the slightest bit, showing I was an active participant in this experiment. Our lips brushed. His were firm and sure. Mine betrayed my hesitance, uncertainty, and probably my inexperience, too. I’d only ever been with Terry. One lover did not experienced make.

He brushed light kisses along my mouth, his beard gently ticking the skin. A kiss in the center. A kiss in the corner. He gently pulled my lower lip into his mouth and teased it with his teeth. Gradually, I relaxed and leaned into him, following where he led.

When he pressed his tongue against the seam of my lips, requesting entrance, I opened my mouth. It swept inside and then...

“I think we’re compatible. I’ll call for those witnesses,” Thaddeus said. There was heat in his eyes that had been previously missing when he looked at me.

I blinked at him. When had I closed my eyes? Thaddeus’ rock-hard body was fused to mine from chest to groin. He unwrapped my arms from around his neck and pried my legs free from his waist. When had I curled around him like a koala? When he stepped back, I realized my butt was on the table. I didn’t remember being lifted and moved. What the hell just happened?

I stared after him as he left the room. My face was flushed and my breath came out in small pants. Climbing down off the table, I caught myself as my knees buckled. I grabbed ahold of my chair and with one hand braced on its back and the other on the table, lowered myself into it. Only one thought circled in my mind. Thank God we’d finished negotiations before he’d addled my brain.

By the time Thaddeus returned with two guards, I had my composure. Looking at Thaddeus disrupted my breathing, so I gazed at everything but him. I’d never been so aware of a man in my life. Was it because he was one of the infected? Would my response to all infected men be the same? I hoped not.

Picking up the tablet, I pressed the Docu-Sign button. It opened another screen. With the stylus, I signed my name. A compartment slid open in the tablet. I pressed my thumb to the glass. It recorded my fingerprint and took a drop of blood. When the compartment closed and my identity was verified, I passed the tablet to Thaddeus, who did the same. Last came the two guards. One of them looked barely old enough to be a witness, but the tablet didn’t reject him. So, I guess he was okay.

“Now that we’re married, is it okay if I call you Thad? Thaddeus is a mouthful,” I said.

“Please do. Only my mother calls me by my full name,” he said.

His mother. I’d asked if he was married but hadn’t given thought to any family he might have. “Oh, is your mother living?”

“Yes. She and my father live down south in a non-infected community. I don’t see them often, but we talk frequently,” he said.

“Do you have any siblings?” I asked.

A cloud crossed his face as his expression darkened. “I had a brother.”

The topic appeared to be a sensitive one, so I didn’t ask for details. “What happens now?”

“We go home,” Thad said. 

⬥⬥⬥⬥⬥

“Cara, we’re here.”

My eyelids felt like sandbags laid on them. They were dry and gritty, and so hard to open. After a few attempts, I gave up. I’d just sleep a few more minutes. Maybe then...

“Cara, wake up!” Something touched my shoulder.

I jerked awake, fist flying. It was caught in a hard grip. 

Cujo growled.

“Momma,” Jock wailed, startled awake by my movements.

“It’s alright. It’s alright,” I soothed both boy and dog.

“I’m sorry,” I said to my new husband, who watched me like I’d attack him again.

“Good reflexes,” Thad said dryly. 

“I said I was sorry,” I snapped, embarrassed by my reaction. “Don’t touch me when I’m asleep. Call my name. I’ll wake up,” I added, removing my fist from his cupped hand and using it to rub my face.

“Did that. Didn’t work. If this is how you react to being touched, that’s going to make sleeping together difficult once our two weeks are up,” he commented.

I straightened the seat back and unbuckled the seatbelt. Both Jock and I had curled up in the front passenger seat. I didn’t remember drifting off to sleep. I knew my eyelids had gotten heavy, but I’d wanted to see where Thad was taking us. You know, in case I needed to flee in the early morning hours again.

“I’ll adjust,” I promised. “I'm just jumpy from recent events.” 

“Un-huh. I’ll let the dog out while you get Jock.” Thad opened his door and got out.

I glanced out the windshield, getting a first glimpse at my new home. The building was large, over four stories tall, not including the attic. It was made of red brick enhanced by gray stone on the partially submerged bottom floor and around the windows. The arched entrance was located on the second level. I leaned closer and stared harder through the early morning light. Were those bars on the windows? The top floor attic had three small gabled windows trimmed in red, set in a dark gray roof. Two oversized brick chimneys announced the presence of fireplaces. 

That was just the main building. On either side were two attached three-story buildings. I couldn’t begin to guess how many bedrooms there were. It was the size of a mansion but looked less like a home and more like a commercial residence. Surely Thad didn’t live here alone? 

“Where are we, momma?” Jock asked.

“Our new home,” I said, still staring dubiously. Maybe I should have heeded Thad’s warning about seeing the place I’d committed to spending our future lives in before signing on the dotted line. This place looked like movies I'd seen of haunted mental hospitals.

“It’s big,” Jock said.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Stay close. I don’t want you to get lost.” If he did, it would probably take days and an army of servants to find him. Speaking of servants, I hoped Thad didn’t expect me to keep this place clean. 

My door was snatched open. “You two planning on sitting here all day?”

Thad looked tired and grumpy. Granted, the man had been up all night. He probably wanted his bed, and we were keeping him from it.

I lifted Jock over me and set him on the ground. Swinging my legs around so that they dangled, I went to stand. Thad held out a hand to assist me. I placed mine in his and allowed him to pull me out. My muscles protested, informing me I’d been sitting long enough to become stiff.

“What is this place?” I asked, staring up at him.

“Home,” he said simply.

“You live here alone? That’s a lot of house for one man,” I said.

“No. All will be explained in due time. Let’s get inside. I want a shower and bed. Tell me what you and Jock have to have now, and we’ll get the rest later,” he said, sounding as weary as he looked.

As we walked to the rear of the Humvee, I looked around. The surrounding acreage was large and forested. Cujo ran around, marking his territory. Jock had wandered a few feet away and stared in awe, slowly spinning in a circle to take everything in. There was a brief dot of overgrown lawn directly in front of the house encased by a broken circular driveway. To the side sat a small parking lot with weeds sprouting through the cracked concrete and a few haphazardly parked vehicles. 

Thad had already unhitched his SUV. He hadn’t trusted me to follow him in mine, stating I was too tired and that he didn’t know how much of the sedative was still in my system. The combination of dark roads, unfamiliar territory, and a tired mind was a hazard even my independent nature couldn’t deny. I hadn’t protested when Thad had escorted me to the passenger side of my vehicle and loaded me inside.

I called Jock over, pulled out his rolling suitcase, and handed it to him along with his backpack. Next, I reached for my father’s two military-styled duffle bags. 

Thad brushed my hand away and grabbed them. “Anything else?”

“The box with Cujo’s kibble and food bowls,” I said, pointing. He took the box before I could reach for it. 

“Is that all?” he asked.

I saw several things I could have totted, but it looked like anything I attempted to get he’d take from me. Playing helpless wasn’t a role I was used to but in the interest of peace and goodwill, I kept my silence and let him be the gentleman.

We trudged up the stairs to the front door. Thad turned the knob and pushed one of the double doors wide open. Cujo and Jock pushed past me into the house. I went in next and moved over so that Thad could enter behind me.

The marble foyer was large with high ceilings and plenty of natural light. To the immediate right was a wide staircase with a black iron banister. The walls were white, and the floor was marble in squares of black and gray with white, gray, and blue accents. The feel was clean, cool, and sterile in the way of medical facilities without much warmth. It was aesthetically pleasing but it didn’t scream, Come in and relax.

"Look, momma. Stairs," Jock said. 

“No running off, Jock,” I said, ready to reach out and grab him. In my mind, I could already see him tumbling down the mahogany steps, even though Jock was as agile as a monkey. With the way he loved trees, he was probably plotting the many ways he’d climb over and around the banister.

“What the hell took you so long? Is this her?” A deep, masculine voice asked from the left as soon as the door shut.

I automatically glanced in the man's direction and froze.
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Chapter Fifteen

Cara
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A tingle started at the base of my spine and spread throughout my body, sensitizing every nerve ending. The fine hairs on my skin stood on end. My nipples tightened, and my core began a low throb. The closer he came, the stronger it got. What. The. Hell. 

The man was tall and leanly built. He wore baggy, gray sweatpants, worn running shoes, a loose t-shirt that had once been black but was now gray, and a matching gray hoodie. Over it all, he wore an open white lab coat. His salt and pepper hair stood up crazily all over his head like he’d run his fingers through it repeatedly. I couldn’t tell if the scruff on his square jaw was a five o’clock shadow, or if he was just lax with his grooming. His skin was the pale pink of a man who rarely saw the sun. Square-framed glasses sat on a long, narrow nose, giving his features a studious air. A broad forehead topped fierce burnished gold eyes under thick black eyebrows. 

“It took as long as it took. We’re here now. Cara, this grumpy old man is Doctor Samuel Robertson. Sam, this is my wife, Cara, and her son, Jock,” Thad said.   

“Hello,” I croaked.

Dr. Robertson looked at me, and our eyes met. The world disappeared. I swear the ground shook. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. I didn’t even blink. 

His nostrils flared as he inhaled deeply. Taking in my scent? His pupils dilated right before he narrowed his eyes, and his face flushed red. His body stiffened like his fight-or-flight instinct had kicked in. 

I swear I grew lightheaded and may have even swayed. Slowly, I shook my head. No, this was not happening. Whatever this was. Not. Happening.

Abruptly, he was gone. Dr. Robertson turned on his heel and soundlessly strode off in the direction he’d come. I blinked as though coming out of a dream. 

“Don’t mind him. The man’s a certified genius but doesn’t have a mannerable bone in his body. Fortunately, he spends the majority of his time in his basement lab. You’ll rarely see him. Come on. Our quarters are upstairs,” Thad said as he took my arm. 

I drew in a shaky breath. This was not good. Not good at all.

Mistaking my inhale for a sigh, Thad said, “Once we eat, you can spend the rest of the day resting. The last twenty-four hours haven’t exactly been restful, for either one of us.”

Jock took off towards the stairs, Cujo by his side. With one hand on the rail and dragging his suitcase behind him, Jock ran up the stairs as fast as his short legs could carry him. 

“Slow down,” Thad ordered as we followed behind more slowly.

Totally off-kilter, I stumbled my way up the stairs, with one hand on the stairwell and Thad holding my arm. Don’t think, Cara. Don’t talk. Just walk and breathe.  

On the landing, Jock abandoned his suitcase, ran to the railing, knelt, and peered down. Cujo stuck his large black muzzle through the rails, sniffed, and wagged his tail. They didn’t seem to feel how creepy this place was.

When we reached the top, I noticed three arched openings: one to the right, another to the left, and one that led straight back. Thad took the one to the right, calling out over his shoulder, “Jock. Cujo. Come.” He never slowed his long strides, confident they'd obey.

I heard the click of dog nails on the floor and the tennis-shod feet of a four-year-old scrambling to catch up. About ten feet down, Thad stopped by a door on the left. Lifting the panel cover, he pressed his thumb to the biometric scanner and then his right eye. The panel beeped and turned green. 

The high-tech security snapped me out of my daze. “What is this place? And don’t tell me home. Homes don’t have this level of security.”

Thad glanced at me as the lock opened with a snick. “This place began its life as a state mental institution before the military took it over about ninety years ago.”

Pushed the door open, he stepped inside and held it open for the rest of us. Cujo and Jock entered first, and I trailed behind. “It doesn’t look like any military base I’ve seen,” I said.

He quirked an eyebrow. “Have you seen any?”

“In person? No, but I’ve seen plenty on television,” I said, glancing around. 

We’d entered a modest living room. The walls were painted a neutral tan, neither too beige nor too brown. The long couch was covered in a rich, brown microfiber material with colorful accent pillows in the same material. There was an oversized leather recliner—also brown—and a mansized television mounted on the wall. Other than a few lamps and standard wall hangings you’d find in any hotel, the room was bare of any personalization. It was also so clean I’d have sworn housekeeping just left.

“This wasn’t your traditional military base. You won’t find it on any map or website,” Thad said. He followed me deeper inside and allowed the door to shut behind him. “There are two bedrooms and two bathrooms. I use the second bedroom as an office, but I can move my things out and convert it into a bedroom for Jock. In the meantime, you two can use my room. I’ll take the couch.”

He set my bags on the floor. “I need a shower and coffee, in that order. Feel free to make yourself at home.”

“I wouldn’t mind a cup of coffee myself. If you have a coffeemaker, I’ll make coffee while you shower. As long as it’s not too fancy,” I added.

“Fancy breaks too easy. It’s a simple brew basket with a carafe. Add water and coffee, then push the button and wait until it finishes brewing,” he said, heading for a door I assumed contained the bedroom. 

“Simple, I can handle,” I said.

“Thanks. The kitchen’s over there. I’ll be out in a few.” Thad opened the bedroom door, entered the room with his same efficient swiftness, and closed the door behind him.

I looked at my son who was exploring, and the dog who sat looking at me, his tail rhythmically thumping on the wood floor. “I guess we’re home.” 

In the small, narrow kitchen, I found the coffeemaker and supplies easily enough. Thaddeus was scarily organized. A result of his military training or a personality trait? I’d find out soon enough.

I deliberately kept my thoughts away from the person I’d just met and the reaction he’d garnered. He lingered there at the edge of my mind like a spider, just waiting to spring. I was not so gullible and refused to fall into its trap. I’d married Thad, even knowing he wasn’t my perfect match. I intended to honor my vows, no matter how much my hormones objected to and questioned my decision.

Thad and this creepy place were my life now. The quicker I got settled, the better for both Jock and me. As the coffee brewed, I stepped into the living room. Jock was playing with Cujo, trying to get the dog to wrestle with him. A foolish endeavor since the dog was easily twice Jock’s size and more than double his weight. Cujo had a long-suffering look on his face.

“Jock, leave the dog alone. You haven’t studied today. Pull out your tablet and complete your reading assignments. I don’t want you falling behind,” I ordered, the teacher in me coming to the forefront.

Casting a sad look in my direction, Jock got up and crossed over to his book bag.

“When you’re done, I’ll take you and Cujo outside. We can look around,” I said, hoping to entice him.

“Can we go to the river?” Jock asked.

“What river?” I said.

“The one I seen. Thad says he gonna take me fishing and I can swim,” Jock said. I could see the promise excited him.

This time of year, the water would be too cold for swimming. I doubted Thad had said Jock could swim.

“If it’s not too far, I’ll see if we can find it,” I promised.

I enjoyed the water as much as my son. Its constantly changing moods fascinated and relaxed me. Spending time on the riverbank had been a favorite pastime of ours at our old location. The thought we could have something like that here eased some of my inner tension. Maybe Thad would also allow me to have a greenhouse. That would go a long way toward making me feel at home.

I explored the rest of the apartment. The second bathroom was family-sized with a tub and a double sink. It looked unused. The second bedroom contained a massive desk with a sophisticated computer setup. Large windows looked out over the side of the property. The glass must have some sort of glare-resistant glaze because while it let in plenty of sunlight, there was no heat. I noted the closet but didn’t look inside.

The only other thing in the room was an extremely long, oversized couch. The thing was big enough that I glanced at the door, wondering how he’d got it inside. From its worn condition, it looked like Thad made good use of it. This must be what Thad meant when he said he’d take the couch. The one in the living room, pretty though it was, didn’t look comfortable enough for a man Thad's size.

A yawn caught me by surprise. I needed that coffee now. Despite what Thad thought, I couldn’t afford to spend the rest of the day lounging around. Lounging led to dozing and if I slept all day, I’d be up all night. I left the office and headed for the kitchen.

I stopped in its opening. Thad stood at the counter, filling the room with the scents of fresh soap and warm man. His feet were bare. He wore a pair of military cargo pants that hung low on his hips and hadn’t put on a shirt. His back was broad, his waist narrow, and the indent of his spine emphasized his muscles. Dear Lord, did the man have muscles.

I must have made some sort of sound because he turned, and I got a glimpse of his front. His pecs, shoulders, and biceps were clearly defined. Thad had a fine layer of chestnut-colored hair that narrowed and thinned as it flowed over his chest and down his abdomen. I let my gaze follow the trail over what was easily a six-pack of muscles to where it narrowed around his belly button and lower. Thad had zipped but not buttoned his pants. I swallowed hard.

“See something you like?” Thad asked, sounding amused.

“What?” I asked absently. Was it normal to look at a man and wonder what his package looked like? If it was as large as the rest of him? I never had before.

“Eyes up, sweetheart, unless you’re waiving that two-week grace period. I haven’t had sex in a long time, so it won’t bother me any to forego it,” Thad said.

That snapped my gaze up to meet his. His eyes danced with humor and heat. I felt a flush crawl up my neck to my face. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to ogle you,” I mumbled.

He came forward and placed a possessive hand on my hip. “Ogle me as much as you want. I plan to return the favor. Just realize that with the ogling comes consequences.” He placed his other hand on my waist and pulled me forward. My body flushed with his, and I felt his physical reaction to my blatant staring.

“Oh,” I gasped.

His mouth covered mine in a leisurely kiss. Liquid warmth seeped into my blood like heated honey, and I leaned into his body, relaxing my weight on him. It was a good kiss. A great kiss, even, but lacked the punch of the first one.

Thad ended the kiss and after a soft pat on my butt, left me to pull two coffee cups from the cabinet. “How do you like your coffee?”

“Black is fine,” I said.

He took the glass pot off the burner, poured two cups, and handed one to me. “While you rest, I’ll take Jock outside. He’s been cooped up for a while. I’m sure he has energy to burn.”

“I don’t want to rest. What I’d like to do is unpack our things and get settled, and then take Jock outside to explore. If I leave the apartment, am I going to be locked out?” I asked.

“I’ll add you and Jock to the security. Are you sure you don’t want to take a nap?” he asked.

“Positive. If I do, I’ll be up all night. I can always go to bed early,” I told him. “Where’d you put my keys?”

He took a sip of his coffee, gazing at me over its rim. “Why?”

“So I can get the rest of our things,” I said.

“I told you I’d get them. If you want them now, I’ll go down as soon as I drink this and finish dressing,” he said.

I stared at him, my eyes narrowing. “And when you’re done, you’ll give me my keys?”

Thad held my gaze. “You can have them once the two weeks are up.”

I smirked, amusement creeping in. “What? You don’t trust me?”

He arched his eyebrow as he took another sip of coffee. “Let’s just say I’m the cautious type.”
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Chapter Sixteen

Sam
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I stormed into my lab and slammed my fist down on a nearby table, causing the test tubes to jump. I needed to think, and this sanctuary is where I did it best. I punched in the ‘restrict entry’ code and paced the large space. My lab took up the entire basement level. Most of it was open except for a few massive support pillars. There were supply rooms and rarely used offices, as well. 

He’d married her. God damn it! Normally, I wouldn’t care, other than the inconvenience of having a female underfoot. I didn’t like people in general, and women and children I found particularly annoying. But this woman...

I needed answers. I’d read her Match Mate profile and discovered that while her son was infected, she wasn’t. I’d wanted to meet her and see how being given the vaccine so quickly after being infected had affected her. I’d wondered if there was something in her or the boy’s blood I could use to further my research. My reaction to her changed everything. 

As always, I turned to science. It never let me down. I went into the Mate Match system and pulled up Cara’s DNA profile. Jillian liked to boast about how effective her behavioral analysis program was at matching potential mates but without my DNA compatibility test, her analysis was nothing more than a scientific guess. 

I did something I'd never done. I added Thad’s DNA and mine and tested it against Cara’s. While the computer program worked its magic, I paced the lab. I’d never had or wanted a woman of my own. Other than scratching the occasional sexual itch with like-minded women, I had no use for them. My work was my passion. Being secluded meant I’d yet to come in contact with a woman who tempted me to change my mind or behavior. 

The computer beeped, and I went to examine the results. I sank heavily on the stool. Son of a bitch. Son of a fucking bitch. This changed everything.

I don’t know how long I sat, lost in my thoughts when I heard the panel beep and the door open. Only one person had the bypass code. It was good he’d sought me out. We needed to talk, and our conversation needed to be held away from her. 

He stalked in, as surly as ever. There was a reason the two of us got along so well. We both had the same temperament. Thad hid his better. “What the hell was that about?” he demanded, coming toward me with angry, determined strides. 

“You married her,” I shot back, feeling my temper stir.

“You said, and I quote, ‘short of kidnapping her, do whatever you have to do to get her here,’” Thad said. “Those were her terms.”

As he threw my words back at me, I ran an agitated hand through my hair. God damn it. I had told him that. “That’s before I knew...”

Thad planted his hands on his hips and narrowed his eyes. “Before you knew what?” he snapped.

I gestured toward the computer. “She’s mine.”

He stiffened. “No.”

I read him the results. “Ninety-seven point nine percent match. I’ve never seen a percentage that high.”

Thad braced his hands on the countertop and leaned forward. “I don’t care what the results say. You can’t have her. You’ll only piss her off. Then she’ll leave and take the boy with her. I won’t have it.”

Slowly, I stood and slid my hands into my lab coat’s pockets so he couldn’t see that they were clenched. “You know it doesn’t work that way. With that high rate of compatibility, we won’t be able to stay away from each other, even if we tried. I tested her against you, too. The test said–”

He slashed out with his hand, cutting me off. “I don’t care what it said. I’m not giving her up. Roman was her blood donor.”

I stared at Thad. “Shit!” I exclaimed, slowly sinking into my seat. “Are you sure?”

“I hacked into her hospital records. There’s no doubt about it. I’ve already adopted the boy,” Thad said. 

“Of course,” I agreed, nodding my head. In his place, I’d have done the same. “Does she know?”

Thad shook his head. “I didn’t tell her. She’s the one who insisted on marriage. I told her even without it, she and the boy would always have a home with me. Cara isn’t the trusting sort. Even after I offered to put my offer of sanctuary in writing, she insisted on marriage. The idea of a legally binding marriage contract made her feel secure. Since I wanted the boy, I gave in to her demands.”

I scrubbed at my chin with my hand, feeling the stubble there. “What are we going to do?”

Thad sighed deeply. “Lay the whole thing out for Cara and let her decide. I won’t simply let you have her. Until she put the notion in my head, I hadn’t realized I wanted a family. Not after Sara. Now that the possibility has presented itself, I won’t let you snatch it away from me. Besides, what kind of mate would you be? You spend ninety percent of your time locked away in this lab. No woman would put up with that type of neglect.”

“Not to mention the boy. You know how I feel about kids,” I said.

“Right now, her primary concern is Jock. She’s more concerned about providing him a stable and secure home than she is for herself. Once she’s settled and feels safe, that may change,” Thad said.

“You’re saying she needs both of us,” I said, unable to argue with anything he’d said. 

“I think,” Thad said slowly, “that if we handle this just right, we can both have what we want and still give Cara what she and the boy need.”

I considered Thad’s words. At heart, I was a selfish bastard. Could I do as he suggested? Did I have a choice? “You talk to her and explain everything. I’m willing to let her decide. You know if she comes to me before her bond with you is secure, it will lessen her attraction to you,” I warned, feeling it only fair. 

Thad cursed. “I promised her two weeks to get to know me before consummating our marriage.”

I frowned. “I won’t promise to stay away from her. Don’t think I can, but I will promise not to touch her.” It would be hard. The sexual chemistry between us was strong, but I’d manage somehow.

He rubbed the back of his neck. “If we want to keep her, we both have to figure out a way to incorporate the two of them into our lives. Having a wife is going to severely fuck with our routine.”

Sighing, I agreed. Truer words had never been spoken. 
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Chapter Seventeen

Thad
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I slid soundlessly into my quarters and closed the door. The dog came trotting up. He didn’t wag his tail in greeting, but neither did he growl so I counted it a win. The boy was asleep on the couch. He lay on his back in a boneless sprawl. Cara must have enforced naptime after I left. The child had been hyper, even after I’d taken him outside to burn off the excess energy. His scent still held the slightest medicine taint, letting me know the drugs he’d taken weren’t completely out of his system. 

I didn’t see my wife anywhere, but I heard voices.

“Just say the word and we’ll lay a lawsuit on Mate Match that will shut them down for good,” a female voice said.

I eased open the partially closed bedroom door. Cara sat in the armchair, looking out over the yard. The door leading to the fire escape was propped open, and she sat half in the room and half out with her feet propped up on the rail. A side table held her phone, on speaker mode, a tall glass of water, and a plate with the remains of her lunch. 

“You don’t think that would be awkward, considering I just married the owner?” Cara said dryly.

“Hell no! He should be held accountable, too. What if something had happened to Jock? He’s a phenomenal kid, but he’s still a four-year-old. There’s only so much a guard dog can do. No, they need to pay for what they did,” the woman said.

I propped a shoulder against the doorjamb and shamelessly listened in on their conversation. After all, it concerned me.

“Look, you know I’m all about vengeance, and I agree someone should pay for the hell I went through. I just don’t think shutting them down is the way to go. It would hurt the clients, and that’s not what I want.”

“What do you want?” the woman demanded.

“To find Jillian alone somewhere where we won’t be interrupted and beat the living shit out of her,” my wife growled. 

I felt my left eyebrow creep up even as my lips curled with amusement. Blood thirsty little thing. Moving closer, I noted she’d showered and changed into something more comfortable. Her curly hair was gathered into a high ponytail on top of her head, and the pink polish on her toenails glistened in the sun.

“That’s assault. My firm is good, but we’re not defense attorneys,” the woman on the phone said once she finished laughing. “I’m glad you’re all right. I about shit my pants when I saw your message. What’s your new address? I need to know where to have your motorhome delivered.”

“I don’t know. I fell asleep on the drive. I can’t even tell you what town I’m in. Can you use the locator only on my phone to track me?” Cara asked. “Thad’s not here to answer questions, and I don’t feel comfortable going through his things.”

Even if she had, Cara would find nothing identifying this place or its address. It’s not like we got physical mail or had business cards. 

“Cara, are you sure about this? You know we would have found a home for you and Jock. You not only tied yourself to this man, but you gave him parental rights over Jock. Just say the word, and I can intercept the filing,” the woman said.

“Do you have some superpower I’m not aware of? We uploaded the contracts directly to the courthouse and received an acknowledgment. There’s no intercepting anything,” Cara said with a chuckle.

“Fine. I’ll file an annulment. You haven’t consummated the marriage yet. You’d been drugged. I can clearly prove you weren’t in your right mind and therefore not legally competent,” the woman said.

I couldn’t stop the low growl that came out of my throat. Hadn’t even been married twenty-four hours and already people were trying to take her away from me. Cara spun around, almost falling out of the chair. Her eyes were round with surprise.

“Veronica, got to go. Thad’s here,” Cara said, never taking her eyes off my angry face.

“Put him on the phone. I want to speak to him,” the woman demanded.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Cara said slowly. She snatched up the phone, thumb hovering over the end call button.

“Give me the phone, Cara.” I held my hand out for the device as I stalked toward her. 

“Put him on the phone, Cara.”

With both of us demanding to speak with each other, Cara reluctantly passed the phone to me. 

I took it off speaker, pressed the phone to my ear, and barked, “What?”

“Cara may think she’s all alone in the world, but she’s not. She’s not just a client. She’s a friend. I don’t know what your game is, but I’ll be watching,” Veronica said, the threat in her tone clear.

My eyes held steady with my wife’s, who almost vibrated with worry, I took a deep breath. I didn’t care about this woman’s feelings, but Cara did. Because of that, I squelched my first response so as not to alienate her friend. “You have my lawyer’s contact information. Feel free to reach out.”

“I will.” She hung up on me.

Muttering curses in my head, I pulled the phone from my ear and tossed it onto the bed. 

“She’s worried,” Cara explained, talking fast and wringing her hands. “Veronica never really liked the idea of me registering for Mate Match, though others in her firm did.”

“We need to talk,” I said, putting the other woman out of my mind. 

Cara stiffened and her eyes narrowed. “Conversations that begin with those words never bode well.”

I picked up the chair, brought it into the bedroom, and turned it to face the bed. “Have a seat,” I said, motioning to the bed. 

Cara walked to the king-size bed and sat on the edge of the mattress, her eyes examining me as though attempting to read my mind. “What’s this about?”

I sat in the chair, leaned forward, and rested my forearms on my splayed thighs. “Remember when I told you that you had two compatible matches?”

She straightened her shoulders and sort of leaned her torso back, increasing the distance between us. “Yes...” she drawled, her expression wary.

“I was just informed that you have three,” I said flatly. 

Several expressions crossed her face before Cara relaxed. “Is that all? I already told you I wasn’t interested. I married you. That’s not going to change, no matter who Jillian thinks is a suitable match.”

I shook my head. “It’s not that simple. Sam is also a match. A strong one.”
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Chapter Eighteen

Cara
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My whole body flushed with warmth. Had Thad noticed my reaction to Sam? I dug my fingers into the bedspread to keep from launching myself off the bed. It took a few seconds for me to gain control of my vocal cords. “Please explain what that means. Somehow, I don’t think you're talking about a simple compatibility test based on our personalities.”

He gazed steadily at me. “You studied biology in college, right?”

“Yes.” My answer was hesitant, thrown by the non sequitur. What did my college courses have to do with the subject at hand?

“You know about pheromones,” Thad said.

“It causes sexual attraction in humans and animals. What most people refer to as sexual chemistry is really pheromones,” I said.

Thad nodded. “Pheromones can either attract or repel. It stimulates sexual desire on a hormonal level and plays a role in fertility. For the noninfected, it’s simple. The more pheromones a man puts out, the greater the number of women who find him sexually appealing. For the infected, it’s a little more complicated. Remember, we’re not entirely human. We were infected with strands of DNA from several animals. Each of those animals has its own pheromones and laws of attraction. That’s why we require clients to submit a pair of worn panties. Sam created a program that measures the response of the male and female pheromones to each other and spits out the results in probabilities. The higher the percentage, the greater potential that a bond will form between both parties.”

“And that conception can occur if the two mate,” I added. He was speaking in terms of biological imperatives. Because the infected were mostly human, I hadn’t given much thought to how being infected affected their reproduction. I figured their human genes would dominate the animal ones.

Thad gave an abrupt nod. “Yes.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and tapped my foot. “You said Sam was a strong potential. How high was the percentage?” 

“Ninety-seven point nine,” he said.

I swallowed hard. That explained my extreme physical reaction to him. “And the others?”

“Forty-eight point six and sixty-seven point eight, respectively,” Thad said. 

I rubbed the part of my chest where my heart thudded rapidly. It was all I could do to keep my breathing even. I didn’t want Thad to know how agitated I was.  “What about you? There’s chemistry between us. That wouldn’t happen if we weren’t compatible. What’s our percentage?”

“Don’t know. Don’t care. Does it matter?” he asked.

“Yes. No. I don’t know.” Throwing up my hands, I sprang from my perch on the edge of the mattress, needing to move. 

The room was sparsely furnished, giving me plenty of room to pace. It held a king-size bed with two matching nightstands on either side of the bed, a chest of drawers, and an armchair. Minimalism at its finest. The bed had been made with military precision, and the only thing out of place in the entire room were the two duffels I’d thrown in front of the closet, waiting to be unpacked. 

“I don’t like this,” I muttered. Thad and I were legally married. Thad had adopted Jock. Jock’s safety and future were secured. That was supposed to be the end of it.

“There’s more,” Thad said.

“Of course there is,” I muttered, rubbing the back of my neck. Why the hell didn’t things in my life ever work out the way it was supposed to?

“Sam’s a good guy, but he’s not mate material. He’s a workaholic. He can hole up for days and weeks at a time in his lab when he’s working on a project, forgetting to eat and barely drinking enough to function. Having a mate won’t change that. He’s antisocial, barely holds a conversation on a good day, and he doesn’t like kids,” Thad said.

I walked to the window and rested my forehead on the glass, staring outside. My body was so tense I felt a headache coming on. My mate was antisocial and hated kids. Lovely. “Does he have any good qualities? Never mind. Don’t answer that. It doesn’t matter. Sexual attraction is a choice. One I choose not to act on.”

“It’s not that simple.”

I whirled to face him, hands on my hips. “Of course it is. I rule my body. It doesn’t control me.”

Thad stood and fully turned to face me. “If he were someone you only saw on occasion, your plan might work, but he lives here. You’ll see him day in and day out.”

“Ugh! You just said he spends most of his time in his lab,” I argued. “This is a huge place. I’m sure we can avoid each other.”

“That’s just it. You’re his mate. He’s not going to avoid you. He’ll seek you out. Sam won’t have any choice in the matter. Neither will you,” Thad said in his calm, logical tone.

Reaching up, I gripped my hair and pulled. “What are you saying? You want me to go to him, be with him?”

Thad crossed over, caught my hands in his, and removed them from my hair. Holding my hands so I couldn’t pull away, he said, “I’m saying the choice is yours, but eventually, nature will take its course between you two. I know it. Sam knows it. You need to realize it, too.”

I tugged on my hands. Thad refused to release me. I took a deep breath and forced my emotions to settle so I could think logically about the matter. “How does this thing with Sam affect us?”

Thad pulled me back over to the bed and urged me to sit. Once I did, he sat in the chair facing me again. This time he sat close enough that our knees almost touched. “It doesn’t. You’re my wife. Jock is my son. Eventually, we’ll have those children we agreed upon.”

“And Sam? Where does he fit into all of this?” I asked.

“That’s up to you. Take him as a lover, if you must, but don’t give him your heart. He’ll only break it. Sam might grow to care for you, but you’ll never be more important to him than his work. I don’t want you to get hurt, try to leave, and take Jock with you. That’s not happening. 

Staring at him, I mentally debated for all of one second before asking the one question I should have asked earlier. “Why is Jock so important to you? It’s not because you can’t have biological children of your own. If that were the case, you wouldn’t have made it part of our agreement.”

The corner of his mouth lifted in a smirk, though his eyes remained serious. “You sure you want the answer to that question? We’re married now. Jock is legally mine. It’s too late for regrets.” 

I wasn’t sure why, but I got a strong feeling that Thad was teasing me. Or maybe testing me was the better word. “Yes, I’m sure.”

“He’s mine,” Thad said. 

“I already know you consider him yours,” I said, waving that away. “You said that before. That doesn’t tell me why.”

“I mean, biologically speaking, Jock is mine,” Thad said, a wealth of patience in his tone.

I blinked at him. “That’s not possible. Terry is his biological father.”

“Terry was his biological father. The blood you were mistakenly given belonged to my brother, Roman. My identical twin brother. When it infected the fetus, it changed Jock on a genetic level. Roman and I share the same DNA, so...”

“Genetically speaking, you’re Jock’s biological father,” I finished for him.

⬥⬥⬥⬥⬥

I threw the softball for Cujo and kicked the soccer ball for Jock. Both males ran off in different directions, chasing their respective balls. As I watched them play, I slid my hands into my jacket pockets and rocked on my heels. In the week that we’d been here, Jock, Cujo, and I had explored every bit of this property. Originally, Thad had escorted us but as the days progressed, the demands of his job had left us to our own devices. 

Living here had been an adjustment in more than one way. Because of the security risk, I hadn’t been able to continue teaching my online class. The loss of salary wouldn’t hurt me, but I’d miss the job all the same. Interacting with students kept my mind sharp and kept me from feeling isolated. Jock also had to be unenrolled from his virtual school, so I’d taken over his homeschooling. Thad had promised the internet blockage would be temporary, allowing him time to place the appropriate safeguards on our devices. 

Of Sam, I’d seen no sign. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about him being my mate. Thad didn’t seem bothered by the idea of sharing me with another man, but all I saw was a threat to the security my marriage to Thad afforded Jock and me. This place was safe. Thanks to Thad, Jock was protected. I’d do whatever it took to ensure things stayed this way.

My nape tingled and a chill ran down my spine. I felt his presence before I saw him. Instinctively, I stiffened and stared blindly at my son. I was certain he’d been actively avoiding me. Thad’s tour had taken Jock and me all over the residence. We’d seen every area except the ones claimed by Sam as his domain and never once run into the man. 

Sam came even with me and stopped within touching distance. I glimpsed him in my peripheral vision but refused to look at him directly. I definitely didn’t speak. Sam had sought me out for a reason. He could initiate conversation.

“You’re doing a good job with him,” Sam said.

Eyes widening, I glanced at him in surprise and froze. Holy shit! This was not the ghostly pale, disheveled man I’d met before. Somewhere between then and now, he’d been exposed to the sun. His deathly pale skin now had a healthy golden glow. Even his bushy eyebrows had been tamed. 

His hair had been professionally trimmed. It tapered on the sides and back, and the top was casually swept back. His salt-and-pepper beard was now a stylish goatee. Gone were the baggy sweats and in their place were form-fitting black jeans and a blueish-gray, waffle-weave, long-sleeve Henley that skimmed a well-toned chest. He still wore athletic shoes but somehow made them look stylish. Gone was the nerd and in its place was a Gentlemen’s Quarterly cover model.  

“What?” I asked blankly. 

“The boy,” he repeated. “You’re doing a good job. It’s not easy for a woman to raise a boy. It’s even more difficult to raise an infected child, yet you do it well. You don’t coddle him or try to smother his nature. You allow him to run wild while keeping him on a loosely held leash. I know infected mothers that don’t handle their children half as well.”

Flattery warred with wariness. Did he really mean it? Or was this a ruse to get close? “Thank you.”

His gaze met mine and those fierce golden eyes lasered into me. “I owe you an apology. My behavior when we met was rude. I’m sorry. I was caught off guard. Did Thad explain my reaction to you?”

I nodded, unable to speak.

“It’s no excuse, of course, but I am sorry for making you uncomfortable.” He turned fully to face me. “I’m not going to ask for your thoughts on the matter. You don’t know me. You barely know Thad. I’m here to offer you a job.”

I blinked and frowned. “A job?” I echoed.

“You were a teacher, which means you’re good at documentation. You have a background in science. That makes you more qualified than anyone I know to be my assistant. You living here makes it convenient,” he said.

“Your assistant,” I repeated slowly, probably sounding like an imbecile.

“I can work faster if I have someone competent taking notes. You’re homeschooling the boy. I can be flexible with your hours until he’s set up in virtual school again.” Sam turned to look at Jock. “If you don’t want to leave him alone, both Thad and I can set up workstations in our labs where he’ll be out of the way but still supervised.”  

I let my gaze follow his to Jock. Jock noticed Sam standing next to me and waved. Even Cujo, who was normally by my side the minute a man other than my father was near, ignored Sam. “How much is the pay?”

“Negotiable. I don’t want to discuss salary until you see what the work entails.”

Fair enough. I didn’t need the money, but it was the type of question you asked when an unexpected job offer presented itself. “Do you need an answer now?”

Sam faced me again. “No.”

We stared at each other. The tension thrummed between us, so strong it was almost tangible. 

He reached for my cheek, giving me plenty of time to step away. I stood frozen, ordering my feet to move but unable to force them to obey. His calloused hand cupped my face, and he stroked the skin with his thumb. “I’ll probably make a shitty mate, but I’m not giving up my claim on you. You should know that now.”

Within my pockets, I balled my hands into fists. “You only have a claim if I allow it.”

He smiled, a flash of white teeth. It took his debonair looks and amped them up to devastatingly handsome. “Careful. You don’t want me to take that as a challenge.”

I stared defiantly at him, lips pressed firmly together. 

Sam gave my cheek a final stroke and walked off without a backward glance. 
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Chapter Nineteen

Cara
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I allowed Jock and Cujo to play until the shadows were long and the deepening chill caused me to shiver. Cujo collapsed at my feet, panting and happy. Jock picked up his soccer ball and ran over. His face flushed, and his hair matted to his scalp, he smelled like a sweaty boy. His grin was huge. “That was fun!”

“Time to go inside,” I said, herding them both toward the door. 

Cujo stood, stretched his long body, then snatched up his ball and trotted for the door. Jock kicked his soccer ball toward the entrance, racing to chase it whenever the ball went off course. I trailed behind, thoughts centered on the coming night and what I planned to do.

The front door was rarely locked, or so I’d believed. What I learned is that Thad had installed a facial recognition program that automatically unlocked the door. The lock gave a discreet click as I reached for the handle. As usual, Jock and Cujo pushed past me and raced up the stairs. 

“Get your pajamas. It’s bath time,” I called after him, taking the stairs at a slower pace.

“Okay,” Jock shouted back as he disappeared around the corner headed toward our quarters.

I shook my head. That child did everything at one hundred miles per hour. He loved this house—the size of it, the many nooks and crannies, and the acreage on which it sat. I thought going from a motorhome to this mansion would overwhelm him. Instead, Jock thrived on the added space and light. I was slowly adjusting. I still thought the place looked more like a hospital than a home, but it was growing on me. 

Thad had entered Jock into the security system, so he had already entered our quarters when I arrived at the door. I scanned myself in, and a frowning Jock met me at the entrance. “Where is Daddy?”

For a second, I paused. When had Thad, a man my son had known for less than a week, become Daddy in Jock’s mind? 

Apparently, I took too long to answer because Jock demanded this time, “Where is Daddy?”

“Thad had a meeting, Jock. He’ll be home when it’s over,” I said.

Jock’s frown eased, and he smiled and nodded. “Daddy talks on the screen with his friends. I’m ready for my bath,” he said, holding up his sleep clothes. He turned and darted toward the bathroom in the master bedroom.

I closed the door, made sure it was secure, and went to draw Jock’s bath water. “No splashing. I don’t want water all over the floor.”

He’d lined up his toy dinosaurs on the edge of the tub and was pulling off his dirty clothes. “Okay.”

The clothes and shoes landed in a pile, and Jock all but dove into the tub. Rolling my eyes, I turned off the spigot. “I said no splashing.”

He grinned. “It was just a little splash.”

Shaking my head, I laid out his towel, washcloth, and body wash. “When you’re done bathing, let the water out of the tub and throw your dirty clothes into the hamper.”

Jock took one of the dinosaurs and made noises as he dive-bombed it into the water. Sighing, I left the bathroom and started dinner.

Each day, Thad took Jock off for a few hours of bonding time. During those hours, I’d worked like a fiend to settle us in. I wanted Jock to feel at home, and maybe there was a small part of me that wanted to remind Thad that he was a family man now. He’d taken to being a father like a duck to water. However, I wasn’t feeling much like a wife. I planned to change that tonight.

The next hour was busy with our regular nighttime routine. Jock visibly drooped by dinnertime. He climbed up on the bar stool and stared at me through drowsy eyes. I set the plates on the counter and settled beside him to eat. He fell asleep before finishing his food. I scooped him up and tucked him in bed.

I’d been teaching Jock to clean up behind himself but understood that he was only four. There were still things I had to do. I cleaned the kitchen and bathroom, tucking everything back in its proper place the way I knew Thad liked. 

When Thad walked in the door close to nine, I’d showered, washed my hair, and shaved my legs. My skin had been lotioned until it was satiny soft, and I sat on the couch dressed in my bathrobe, a towel wrapped around my damp hair, watching television. 

“Food’s in the microwave,” I said by way of greeting.

“Thanks. Where’s Jock?” Thad asked, detouring into the kitchen. 

“Jock’s knocked out. He was so exhausted, I think a bomb could go off and he wouldn’t stir,” I said.

I hoped he continued sleeping deeply until morning. I had plans for tonight that didn’t include a curious four-year-old.

“Oh,” Thad said, sounding disappointed. 

“How was your meeting?” I asked, hoping I sounded interested and wifely.

Thad slid me a glance as he removed his heated food from the microwave. “You really want to know?”

“Yes. You know, you haven’t told me much about your role here. I know you handle the security and work with computers. That’s about it. Oh, and you’re part owner of Mate Match,” I said.

Thad grabbed a fork and stood at the counter to eat. “It went fine. It was with the other owners of Mate Match. It was an after-action report on the last Mate Run.”

I couldn’t stop the grimace that crossed my face. “I hope you do something about Jillian.”

He grinned around a bite of food. “It was discussed.”

“Well, if you need any ideas, I’ve got plenty,” I offered. 

Thad grunted and continued eating. I didn’t know if that was an agreement or not. 

I stood and sauntered closer to the kitchen. His eyes scanned my body, taking in the length of leg revealed by the short cotton robe. I pulled the towel from my hair and casually pressed it to the ends of my hair, very conscious of Thad’s heated gaze on me. This was the first time I’d appeared before him in any sort of state of undress.

He pinned me with his eyes. “You want something. What is it?”

Okay, we were going with the direct approach. I dropped the subtle seduction and told it to him straight. “I want to waive the two-week adjustment period, beginning tonight.”

Thad lowered his fork to the plate and planted his hands on the countertop. “Why?”

I shoved my hands in my pockets and faced off with my husband. “I thought having a marriage license would make me feel more secure. It hasn’t. You’re great with Jock. I just...I don’t feel much like a wife.”

He frowned at me and crossed his arms over his chest. “What do you feel like?”

I struggled to put into words what I felt. “Like an inconvenience? No, that’s not it. It’s... Look, I know you married me to get Jock. At the time—”

“Is that what you think? That you somehow forced me to marry you so that I could get my hands on my son?” Thad asked, sounding incredulous. 

“Well, yeah. I wanted marriage. You wanted Jock. We struck a deal.” I may have been drugged and traumatized by the events of that night, but on this, I was pretty clear.

Thad pursed his lips in a manner that meant he was displeased.

“What?” I demanded.

Thad sighed. “When you know me better, you’ll know that I don’t do anything I don’t want to do. Where is Jock?”

Frowning in confusion, I gestured toward the master bedroom. “In bed.”

“Hold that thought,” Thad said. He finished the last few bites of food on his plate, rinsed it, and stuck the dirty dishes in the dishwasher. Then he strode toward the bedroom door. 

What was he doing?

He entered the room and exited a minute later, toting a sleeping Jock. Cujo trotted at his side. Silently, I trailed behind him to watch. 

Thad opened the second bedroom door and went inside, leaving the door open. I stopped in the doorway. Sometime in the last few days, the room had been transformed. Gone were the couch and desk. In its place was a full-sized bed, a nightstand with a lamp, a small dresser, and what looked like a handcrafted toy box made of wood. It was so new it still smelled like freshly cut pine. 

He’d found navy blue bedding with dinosaurs on it and matching curtains. The few belongings of Jock that I’d managed to grab were arranged in the room, along with a few additional items. There were pegs on the wall for his jackets and a small bench with racks for Jock’s shoes. I couldn’t have designed a better room if I tried.

Thad laid Jock in the bed and covered him. Jock shifted, sighed, and snuggled down. As Thad straightened, he pointed at Cujo. “Up.”

“Oh, I don’t allow—” Thad shot me a look that silenced me mid-thought. Alrighty then. Apparently, Cujo was now allowed on the bed. 

The dog obediently hopped onto the mattress and made himself comfortable. Cujo glanced at me and quickly averted his gaze. He knew he wasn’t supposed to be up there. 

Thad walked into the bathroom and soon a soft glow illuminated. He’d bought Jock a nightlight. As he headed for the bedroom door where I still stood, I stepped back to give him room. “When did you do all of this?” I asked.

“I put the bed up last night. The rest was done once you and Jock were in bed for the night,” he said.

“Thank you. I’m sure Jock will love it.” There was no way my son knew what Thad had done. He’d have said something otherwise. Jock didn’t keep secrets. 

Thad motioned to the television. “You done?”

“Yes,” I said, ignoring the butterflies fluttering in my belly. I’d asked for more. It appeared I was going to get it. I slid my hands back inside my robe’s pockets to hide my nervousness. Terry had been my first and only lover.

Thad crossed over to the security panel by the front door. In short order, the television was off, and the lights dimmed to what he called nightglow. Nightglow was a barely there light that allowed you to make out shadows but not see anything in real detail. Then he armed the alarm. I wasn’t sure why, since this facility was as secure as any fortress I could imagine. 

While I waited for my eyes to adjust, Thad walked to the bedroom and pushed the door open. “After you,” he said, motioning with his hand. 

My stomach jumped, and I mentally told it to settle down. I asked for this. I just hadn’t expected it to be so nerve-racking. I walked into the bedroom, crossed to the bed, and stood there waiting. 

Thad did that thing that men do. He reached over his head, grabbed the neck of his shirt, and pulled it off. My gaze instantly dropped to the hardcore muscles on display. 

“Keep looking at me like that and I may have to forego that shower I want,” he said.

My gaze jerked to his face. In his eyes, I saw heat and amusement. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. I like the way you look at me. Get comfortable. I’ll only be a minute.” He walked into the bathroom and closed the door.

I blew out a breath. Do I wait on the bed or in the chair? Or should I stand at the window? The ridiculousness of my thoughts made me laugh at myself, easing much of my tension. Climbing onto the bed, I got under the covers and scooted over to the far side. Thad struck me as the type who would want to sleep closest to the door.

The moment I stopped moving, my thoughts slid to Sam, and I felt my body react. Damn it. Being strongly attracted to two men was messing with my equilibrium. 

How had Hannah managed it? I wished I could call her for advice. She’d probably tell me to figure out what I wanted, lay out the terms, and come to an agreement with both men so that everyone knew where they stood. She definitely wouldn’t approve of my current ‘bury my head in the sand and hope the problem goes away’ approach.

The bathroom door opened, and a billow of steam rushed out. Thad stepped into the bedroom wearing a white towel loosely secured around his waist. He busily toweled his hair dry with another and smelled like man and soap. All thoughts of Hannah and Sam immediately fled from my mind as my mouth dried.

Holy shit! Thad had an amazing body. 
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Chapter Twenty

Cara
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“I’d planned to approach the subject of us sharing a bed tonight,” Thad said.

It was tough, but I managed to tear my gaze away from his abs. “You had?”

“Yes.” He tossed the hand towel on top of the dresser. “During a normal two-week trial, the couples share a bed. They share everything. It’s like a trial-run marriage with sex being optional. Due to our special circumstances, that hasn’t been an option for us until now.”

“Special circumstances?” I repeated blankly.

“Jock. To my knowledge, no other client has had a child,” he explained. Thad casually tugged on the towel and let it drop to the floor. 

My gaze automatically dropped, and my mouth may have sagged open. Holy moly. Long legs, thickly muscled thighs, and a package that made it clear Terry had still been a boy greeted my gaze. Thad was only half-aroused, but the longer I stared, the longer and thicker his cock got. 

“Like what you see?” he asked.

I glanced at him before my gaze helplessly returned to the object of its fascination. “Honestly, I’m a little intimidated.”

Thad gave a husky chuckle. “Don’t worry, it won’t hurt...much. I’ll make sure any pain you do feel is buried in so much pleasure, you’ll barely notice it. Strip.”

I untied the bathrobe and let it fall from my shoulders. Underneath, all I wore was a tiny pair of bikini panties. 

“Come here,” he commanded.

With Thad issuing orders, I didn’t have time to be nervous. Obeying his commands seemed to be instinctive. I crawled to the edge of the mattress closest to where Thad waited and stood. My nipples tightened into taut buds, partially due to the coolness of the room, but mostly because of his avid gaze. Arousal had me adding an extra sway to my hips as I walked to him.

Thad placed his hands on my bare waist and lightly stroked the skin of my stomach. “Are you sure you want this? If you’re not ready, we can see if sharing a bed makes you feel more like a wife.”

The fact that he offered me an out when I could feel the proof of his desire pressing against my stomach melted my insides. I placed my hands on his chest and slowly slid them up to drape around his neck. “I’m sure. A little nervous because I’ve only done this with one other man, but I don’t want to wait.”

He pulled me closer, sliding his hands down to cup my ass. “Don’t worry. I’ll be gentle...this time.” His mouth covered any response I might have made.

The kiss was deep and passionate. Nothing tentative about it. The man kissed me as though he’d been starved. I responded in kind. While he squeezed and massaged my butt, I ran my hands over all of those fabulous muscles I’d fantasized about. 

I pulled my mouth away to drag in a deep breath. Not one to be denied, Thad kissed his way across my cheek to focus on my neck. Gasping, I dropped my heavy head back, giving him free access. I groaned when he scraped my skin with his teeth before suckling deeply. That was going to leave a mark. I dug my nails into his waist at the slight pain.

Thad lifted his head and his eyes seemed to burn. “Up.” 

With his hands on my waist, he lifted me. I wrapped my legs around his hips and my arms around his neck. He crossed to the bed, planted one knee on the mattress, and lowered me onto my back. Scooting down, he focused his amorous attention on my breasts. I gasped, groaned, and generally lost my mind as he sucked, tugged, and pinched my nipples until they were so sensitive, I couldn’t stand it anymore. 

I grasped Thad by his hair and pulled his head away. “No more. They’re too sensitive.”

Grunting, he worked his way down my stomach to my core. My panties were quickly dealt with, no obstacle at all. Then his mouth was on my sex, licking and sucking. He played with my clit and finger-fucked me in tandem with what his clever tongue did. I thrashed on the bed, trying my best to be quiet. Finally, I snatched a pillow and stuffed it over my mouth. 

An orgasm seized me. I clamped my thighs around Thad’s head as my neck arched in a silent scream. Thad snatched the pillow from my face. “Watch.”

He shifted so that his heavy hips flattened mine to the mattress. Thad lifted one of my legs, opening me wide. With his free hand, he took his erection and fed it to my opening. “Watch,” he commanded again.

Slowly, he pushed inside. The stretch was delicious. I felt every hard inch of him. I didn’t know which was better, the sight of his body joining with mine or the feel of him deep inside of me. When our hips were flushed, Thad flipped his hair out of his face and stared at me. “Okay?”

“Yes.”

“Hold on,” he ordered. 

I gripped his shoulders as he braced on his elbows above me. He ground his hips in circles, barely thrusting, but still managing to hit all of my hot spots. “Oh,” I gasped. “That feels amazing.”

“Wrap your legs around my waist.” His forehead was inches above mine, and the intensity with which he stared into my eyes should have made me feel uncomfortable. Instead, it made me feel incredibly wanted and needed.

I lifted my legs and curled them around his waist, locking my feet at the small of his back. This gave Thad the liberty to move as he pleased. 

“Brace yourself,” he ordered. Then he began to thrust. First with long, slow glides of his cock, gradually escalating in both speed and force. Thad lowered his head alongside mine, breathing heavily in my ear as his lower body pounded into mine. I arched, angling my hips to take him even deeper, and we both groaned as the pleasure intensified. 

Panting, nails digging into his muscled back, I gasped, “I can’t...I need...”

Thad reached between our bodies and thrummed my clit with his thumb. It didn’t take long before another orgasm pulsed, deep in my belly. I clawed his back and sank my teeth into his bicep to keep from screaming. Thad slid his hand under my shoulder, holding me close to him as he stiffened and bucked above me. A long, low groan escaped from his lips as he came.

Shuddering, totally spent, I lay limp as a noodle beneath him. There were no words. Tomorrow, I might worry about how much of myself I’d just exposed, but right now, I could barely keep my eyes open. Turning my head so that my nose was buried in Thad’s neck, I let sleep take me. 
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Chapter Twenty-One

Sam
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Like a caged lion, I paced my barren quarters, skin crawling with need. For the first time since being infected, my animal DNA felt tangible. As though there was an animal inside of me fighting to escape, and if it got loose, it would hunt its mate. Finding my bedroom too confining, I stalked out into the much more open space of the lab.

Speaking with Cara, being close to her, and touching her soft skin had stirred the mating instinct I’d fought to keep locked down this last week. I couldn’t work. I couldn’t sleep. Damn near couldn’t think about anything but her. With her feisty spirit and caring heart, she challenged me in a way no woman ever had. 

I’d been trying to give Thad a chance to bond with her first, even though every selfish bone in my body rebelled against the notion. Unfortunately, I hadn’t been able to stay away. The job offer was legit. In addition to giving Cara something to do, it would allow proximity a chance to work its magic. She could get to know me and hopefully give me a chance to change my first negative impression. I’d have the opportunity to observe and learn her as more than a woman scheduled to share my bed.  

Other men might think I was crazy for not taking what was mine. If I pushed hard enough, Cara would come to me. The extreme physical attraction between us would give her no choice. But what then? The truth was, I needed Thad. I knew what a lousy mate I’d make. If I didn’t want to run Cara off, I needed a buffer. Someone who could step in when I fucked up and smooth the waters. Did I want to share my mate with another man? Hell no, but I was intelligent enough to recognize the necessity of it.

Besides, even if I’d convinced Thad to remove himself from the equation, Cara wouldn’t have been able to stay away from him. Thad was also a strong DNA match for her—over eighty percent. He may have fooled himself into believing he married her for the boy, but I think part of him recognized what she was to him, the same way I did. 

After all of these years, I had a mate. For the first time in my life, I imagined what it would be like to have a woman for something other than sex. Someone to converse with. Someone with whom to share my discoveries and that was truly interested and not merely trying to ingratiate themselves for what I could do for them or their clan. Learning her habits as she learned mine. More importantly, for the first time, having a life that was more than work, work, and more work. 

If I wanted that with Cara, I had to make a few changes, beginning with my personal quarters. I walked to the bedroom and stood in the doorway. Thad had tried for years to get me to take one of the apartments upstairs before finally giving up. Because I spent so much time in my lab, I’d converted one of the basement offices into a bedroom. It held a bed, a small chair I sat in to remove my shoes, and an attached half bath with a sink and commode. For bathing, I used the hazmat shower in the lab intended for chemical accidents. There were no windows, which suited my needs since I frequently worked odd hours and fell asleep when I could no longer keep my eyes open. My life was my lab. I didn’t need more than the basics. 

Cara, however, would want more. She’d want a home. A living space suitable for a mate, and the boy would need his own bedroom in our quarters. I’d thought at first that when Cara was with me, the boy could stay with Thad, but having covertly observed the two of them together, that was no longer an option. The boy might be building an attachment to Thad, but his mother was his rock. He wouldn’t willingly part from her for any length of time. Nor would Cara allow it, especially not after the stunt that fool Jillian had pulled.

I had to establish new quarters, one suitable for a family, and I needed to spend time with the boy. Probably should start using his name, too, instead of referring to him as the boy. I’d been as friendly as I knew how to be whenever our paths crossed, so with him, at least, I was off to a good start.

For a moment, I faltered. Was having Cara in my life worth the upheaval it would cause? I’d gone this long without a woman muddying the waters. Maybe I could...

Even as I thought about it, my cock throbbed. The rush of need I felt simply touching her cheek returned. My mind might fight the inevitable, but my body knew what it wanted. Now the question was, what would I give up to have her? 

The sad truth was that I had no clue how to create a home for Cara and her son. You couldn’t give someone something you’d never had. I’d spent the majority of my life in government-funded institutional learning facilities. I’d been snatched from home at an early age once my off-the-charts Intelligence Quota had been discovered. My mother, unable to deal with me, had turned me over without complaint, saying it was in my best interest.

I snatched my mind away from depressing thoughts of the past. If I’d learned anything during my formative years, it was that family was overrated. Or, that's what I’d convinced myself. Now that the opportunity to have my own had dropped into my lap, I wasn’t sure of my conclusion. 

Smelling blood, I looked down and cursed. I’d scratched so hard at the skin of my forearms that I’d clawed through the cotton and broken the skin. Cursing again, I stalked into the bathroom, washed the blood off my arms, and changed into jogging clothes. Taking the elevator to the first floor, I walked through the empty hallways until I found a side door. 

My skin crawled with the need for relief. My cock strained against the confinement of the boxer briefs I wore. Jacking off only made it worse. The only thing that seemed to work was running myself into exhaustion. 

I burst outside and ran, the cold air doing nothing to cool me down. It was going to be another long night.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

Thad
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I snapped awake, instantly alert as the door creaked open. My battle-ready tenseness dissipated when I recognized Jock. He came charging through the door and stopped in shock when he saw me. “Where’s momma?” he blurted out.

Propping up on one elbow, I told him in a firm tone, “Go back outside, close the door, and knock.” 

Behind me, Cara lay wrapped like a human burrito. Last night, I’d learned two things about my new wife: she wasn’t a cuddler and she hogged the covers. The single sheet she’d left for me draped low on my hips, preserving my modesty, such as it was.

Jock stared, his lower lip jutting out mulishly. “I want momma.”

“Jock, when a door is closed, you knock and ask permission to enter. You don’t just barge in. Now go back out, close the door, and knock,” I repeated. 

I felt Cara stir awake beside me and tense when she recognized Jock was in the bedroom with us. Reaching behind me, I laid a cautioning hand on her hip. I didn’t want her interfering. This time Jock had simply awakened me. Next time, he might interrupt something more intimate. 

Dragging his feet, Jock trudged to the door. Opening it, he stepped outside and pulled it closed behind him.

I sat up intending to get out of bed and pull on a pair of sleep pants. Knowing I’d slept with his mother was one thing. Knowing I’d done so naked was a little too much for a kid his age.

Cara wriggled, trying to free herself from the cocoon she’d made.

“Stay here,” I told her. Before I could throw back the sheet, Jock knocked again and shoved open the door, almost in the same motion. His mouth opened to speak, but I cut him off. “Close the door and try again. You didn’t wait for me to say, ‘Come in.’”

Jock sighed heavily and closed the door. 

The moment it closed, I jumped out of bed, snatched a pair of sleep pants out of the drawer, and put them on. Cara had freed herself and sat with the bedspread clutched to her bare breasts. “I need to get up,” she whisper-shouted. 

I tossed her one of my t-shirts, and she hurriedly pulled it over her head. Her mass of tangled curls went flying everywhere. She wasn’t a bad sight to wake up to in the morning, even with cold in the corner of one eye and whisker burns on her cheek. 

“Stay there,” I insisted as Jock knocked on the door again. “Who is it?” I called out.

“Jock,” he shouted.

“Jock, who?” I asked as I climbed back into bed. In a lower tone, I said, “He needs to get used to seeing us together.”

Jock giggled. “It’s me, Daddy.”

“Oh. Why didn’t you say so? Come in,” I ordered.

A laughing Jock ran into the bedroom, Cujo on his heels. He stopped when he saw his mother. “Why is Daddy in your bed?”

Cara darted a worried glance at me but said evenly enough, “Good morning, Jock. You didn’t say good morning.”

“Good morning, momma,” he dutifully said.

“Thad and I are married. Married people share beds,” Cara said, answering Jock’s question.

“How come now not before?” he asked, his puzzlement clear. 

I remembered Jock had never known his father. Seeing his mother in bed with a man was new. “I wanted you to have a bed first. Now that you do, it’s time for me to sleep in mine again,” I explained. 

In the way of children everywhere, Jock changed the subject to what he really wanted. “Me and Cujo want to eat.”

For the second time in minutes, I flipped the sheet back and stood. “I’ll feed you and let Cujo out. Let’s go so your mom can get dressed.”

Jock and Cujo ran out of the bedroom, leaving the door open. 

“This wasn’t the morning after I anticipated,” I told my wife, no longer in name only. I’d envisioned slow morning sex and time spent cuddling before starting our day.

Cara’s face turned a rosy shade as she shoved her hair out of her face. “I can’t believe I fell asleep naked. I totally forgot about Jock.”

I winked at her. “Since Jock is your whole reason for being, I’ll take that as a compliment.” I put on shoes and left to give her privacy. 

Cujo sat patiently by the door. Jock had already climbed up on the bar seat and waited for his food. 

“Put your shoes on, and let’s take Cujo out. Then you can eat.”

Jock hopped down and dashed into his bedroom. When he came back, he’d paired athletic shoes with his superhero pajamas. “Ready.”

Rather than disrupt Cara by using the emergency exit in our room, I took Cujo and Jock out of our quarters, down through the lobby, and out the front door. I stood on the stoop watching while Cujo sniffed around and finally found a place to do his business. Jock chatted beside me. If finding his parents in bed together bothered him, he showed no signs of it. 

“Can we go to the lake? I don’t got no school work. Momma said,” Jock asked, his little face pleading.

“I don’t have,” I corrected. 

“You don’t got what?” he asked, his expression puzzled.

Withholding a smile, I said, “Not I don’t got. It’s I don’t have. Say it.”

Since his mother frequently corrected his speech, Jock obediently said, “I don’t have schoolwork.” 

“Good boy,” I praised. “If your mother says it’s okay.”

“Her say it’s okay.”

Not trusting the little boy not to play one of us against the other to get what he wanted, I said, “I’ll ask to be sure.” 

Noticing Cujo had finished his bathroom break and was now sniffing around, I whistled for him to come. I opened the door and allowed Jock and Cujo to enter before me. The two raced up the stairs, Jock laughing and Cujo barking, leaving me to trail behind. When I entered our quarters, Cujo ate kibble from his dog bowl and Jock sat at the barstool.

“Daddy, Momma’s making pancakes. I like pancakes,” Jock said.

“Me, too,” I told him. “You didn’t have to do this. I would have fed them.”

Cara shrugged. “I’m up. You took them out, saving me the trouble. I need to eat, too.”

I rubbed my jaw. “If you got this, I’ll be out in a minute.”

“Take your time. Bacon is in the oven. I’ll scramble the eggs when you come out so they don’t get cold,” she said, busily stirring the pancake batter in the bowl.

I wanted to kiss her, to give her a more personal good morning than the one I’d managed so far. If I wanted kisses, I first needed to do something about this morning breath. “All right.” 

I rushed through my morning routine, wanting to get back to my wife’s side, and returned wearing a pair of fatigues and a fitted t-shirt. I loved the way Cara’s eyes lingered over my body before returning to the stove. Before I could utter the sexy comment on the tip of my lips, there was a knock at the door.

Cara turned a puzzled expression toward me. “Is that someone at the door?”

“Yeah,” I muttered, knowing who it was. 

I went to the door and found Sam standing there clutching a handful of weeds. His eyes were wild, and sweat coated his body. He looked like he’d run miles. Pheromones filled the hallway, and tension was in the set of his shoulders and the lines around his eyes. Clearly, the old man was barely holding on by a thread. 

“Where’s Cara?” he demanded. 

Stepping aside, I widened the opening and invited him in.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Cara
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The minute I heard his voice my body reacted. My fight-or-flight reflex kicked in. The problem was, I didn’t know if I wanted to run to Sam or away from him. My brain said away but my body said get to him as quickly as possible. The two opposing needs left me trembling and confused.

I smelled him before I saw him. He stepped into the kitchen opening, sweaty, rumpled, and totally lickable. Backing into the corner of the small narrow kitchen, I swallowed hard and gripped the countertop behind me so I didn’t do something stupid, like lunge for him.

“Here.” He shoved a handful of wildflowers at me. “I got these for you.”

Hesitantly, I stepped forward and took the bunch. No one had ever given me flowers. That the first time would be from this man floored me. “Thank you,” I said, my voice thick.

“Hey, Sam. Momma, the pancake smokin’,” Jock said.

“Shit!” I tossed the flowers onto the countertop and spun, spatula in hand to rescue the pancake. 

“Momma’s cookin' breakfast. You eatin' with us, Sam?” Jock asked.

“If your momma doesn’t mind. I haven’t eaten yet,” Sam said.

“Her no mind. Her likes cookin',” Jock said.

“She likes cooking,” I automatically corrected.

Jock sighed. “That’s what I said.”

Sam came further into the small kitchen and leaned a hip against the countertop. “Don’t say yes because of the kid. I can eat in my quarters. I know I make you uncomfortable.”

I glanced at him as I poured the batter into the skillet. He was so close I could see the flecks of color in his eyes. His gaze on me was that of a starving man facing a buffet of his favorite foods, just out of reach. I didn’t know if it was his words or the flowers he’d given me, but I heard myself saying, “Stay. There’s more than enough food.”

Sam shifted and somehow the distance between us shrank even more. “You sure?”

I stared at the pancake, urging it to bubble so I could flip it. To give my hands something to do, I gathered the wildflowers, stuck them in a glass, and added water. “I don’t say things I don’t mean, and I don’t like repeating myself.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught his slow grin. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll remember that.”

Damn it, the man had a southern drawl when he relaxed his guard. Who was this charming man and where was the gruff creature I’d met when I arrived? I needed him back. This version was too irresistible. “Wash up and have a seat,” I said, needing him to move. 

Sam scrubbed up at the kitchen sink behind me. I glanced at Thad to see what his reaction to this was. Thad tilted his head in Sam’s direction and nodded in approval. No help there.

Frowning, I turned back to the food. We’d consummated our marriage last night. Shouldn’t Thad be feeling possessive? Territorial even? Terry hadn’t liked guys staring at me. He’d almost gotten into a fight once because he’d returned from the bathroom and found me talking to a fellow moviegoer. Yes, the guy had been flirting but had toned it down when I’d flashed my engagement ring.

“Do you need help?” Sam asked.

“Can you cook?” I questioned. My father could, but I’d met plenty of men who couldn’t, like Terry.

“Yes. Thad and I provide for ourselves when the clans aren’t around. Speaking of clans, Thad, the next group should be here on Monday. You mind if Cara helps me set up for their arrival?” Sam asked.

Thad pressed something on his watch. “Is it time already? I don’t mind, as long as Cara agrees.”

I plated the pancakes and set them on the bar in front of Thad and Jock. “A clan is coming here, to stay?” I asked.

“Not the whole clan. Just those families within the clan who need medical assistance. I doctor them and in return, they see to Thad and my needs,” Sam said.

I opened the oven and reached for the potholders. Sam nudged me out of the way, reached in, and removed the pan. “Where do you want this?”

“Over here,” I said, moving hastily. He’d grabbed that pan with his bare hands. Granted, the oven had been on warm, but the pan was still hotter than I could handle.  

Sam set it down and flexed his fingers. Without thinking about it first, I took his hand in mine and examined it. It was a little red but not burned. “Why didn’t you use the potholders?”

I glanced up and our faces were in kissing distance. My breath caught. Sam’s expression turned hard and hungry, his gaze on my parted lips.  

“Momma, can I have syrup?” Jock asked, breaking the moment. 

I dropped Sam’s hand as though it had burnt me and turned blindly for the cabinet. 

“I got it,” Sam said. His front pressed against my back as he reached around me. His scent, his heat, and his hard muscles surrounded me, and for what felt like an eternity, his hard cock pressed into my ass before he moved away. 

I heard Jock’s thanks as I stood stock still, focusing on my breathing. Sam was aroused, and the knowledge sent a streak of desire flashing through me. My nipples were hard and my panties were damp. The lust I felt had beads of sweat breaking out on my forehead. No matter how satisfied I’d been by Thad’s lovemaking last night, it hadn’t dampened any of my sexual attraction to Sam.

Thad had warned it wouldn’t. Now I forced myself to face it and deal with it. Instead of fighting my desire for Sam, maybe I should look for ways to ensure that my chemistry with both men enhanced my security instead of endangering it. It was something to think about, which I did while cracking three extra eggs into the bowl and scrambling them. 

Sam finally left the kitchen and sat at the bar. Having the wide countertop between us helped. Thad handed Sam a plate and eating utensils and began passing him the food. Sam filled his plate to the brim. Good thing I’d made plenty of pancakes.

I set the bowl of scrambled eggs down and walked around to take my seat. Thad and Sam scooted over so that I could slide onto the stool between them. Another shiver shook me and goose bumps rose on my arms. Space at the counter was limited, and both men’s thighs pressed tightly against me. This close to both of them, it was difficult to determine which man stirred my libido more.

I piled food on my plate, ignoring my reaction to them both. Is this what Hannah’s life was like? I wondered. More than ever, I regretted not asking about her personal life when I had the chance, no matter how rude it might have been. On the other hand, Hannah’s husbands weren’t infected. While the three had displayed the longtime familiarity of lovers, there’d been none of the sizzling attraction that I felt for these two. 

“Tell me more about the clans. What needs to be done before they arrive? What type of medical help do they need?” I asked before stuffing the bite of pancake I’d forked into my mouth. 

“We’ll go through the quarters where they’ll stay and make sure they’re stocked. Simple stuff like toilet paper in the bathrooms, clean sheets on the beds, towels in the linen cabinets, and no dust, spider webs, or bugs in the rooms. They’ll bring with them any other comforts they need to make their stay homey,” Sam said.

The men had already demolished the majority of the food on their plates, eggs included. Even Jock, Mr. Picky Eater himself, had nearly cleaned his plate. Thad finished his last few bites and stood, plate in hand. “Anyone want coffee?” 

Mentally, I cursed. The coffee I’d put on to brew had finished percolating, but with Sam’s arrival, I’d forgotten about it. “Please,” I said.

“I’d like a cup,” Sam said. 

Thad brought me a cup of coffee with a splash of cream and sugar added, the way I like to drink it in the mornings, before returning to the pot. 

“Thanks,” I said.

As Thad poured two more cups, he said, “I’ll take Jock into town with me today for a grocery run. We usually make sure the communal kitchen pantry is stocked. The women will cook all of the meals and leave enough stored to last us until the next group arrives. Then the cycle continues. The men will take care of the grounds and any repairs to the facility. Some will hunt for meat, usually deer, and stock the freezer. During the growing seasons, they plant, tend, or harvest the gardens. The women canned all the vegetables harvested and take the excess back to their clans. Our bartering system works for the benefit of everyone.” 

I’d wondered who worked the large garden—farm, really—that I’d seen. Thad had only mentioned it in passing and at the time, I hadn’t been curious enough to ask. I turned to Sam. “I thought you were a researcher? Is this what you meant when you said you needed an assistant? You need a medical assistant to help with your patients?”

Sam accepted the coffee cup Thad handed him and took a sip, eyeing me over the rim. He drank it black, like Thad. “My job is classified. Are you accepting the job offer I made?”

I frowned as I reminded Sam, “Jock still has school, and I won’t agree to your job offer until I know what’s required of me. Are you saying I have to sign a non-disclosure agreement before you’ll tell me?” 

Sam grinned. “Maybe.”

“I upgraded the encryption on both of your electronic devices. Jock can return to his former virtual school, or he can join the one for infected children,” Thad said, inserting himself into the conversation. 

“I didn’t know infected children had separate schools,” I said. When the time had come for me to enroll Jock in preschool, no one had mentioned it. 

“Not all do,” Sam said. “In some areas, all children attend the same virtual schools based on age and grade level. In other areas—those not as friendly or tolerant of infected children—wherever possible, they have their own.”

I bit my lower lip and glanced at Jock. Although he was only four, Jock was highly intelligent. He frequently became bored with the instruction given by his preschool teacher. I did what I could to supplement it and keep his mind engaged. Honestly, I’d kept Jock enrolled for the social interaction with other children his age, not because of how much he’d learned.

“What do you think I should do? Jock’s more advanced than anyone in his class. I’ve discussed it with his teacher, but she has a curriculum she needs to follow. Jock’s already in their advanced class. Do you think infected teachers will keep him more engaged?” I asked Thad. 

Strangely, consulting Thad didn’t feel weird at all. I’d begun to think of him as Jock’s father and my co-partner in parenting.  

“When the clan arrives, you can ask some of the other mothers their opinion of the school. If it helps, I can put you in contact with the administrator,” Thad said, leaving the decision up to me.

Sam laid a hand on my thigh, gaining my attention. It was entirely too close to the part of me that longed for him to fill me. “You didn’t answer my question about the job or about helping me today.”

I took another bite of food and then sipped my coffee, giving myself time to think. 

He stroked my thigh with his thumb, and I fought not to show how much his touch affected me. The gleam in his eyes said he knew. Thad watched closely, also awaiting my response.

Did they think I’d say no? The whole point of my being here was to integrate myself into infected society. If things didn’t work here, I had nowhere else to go. 

I set down the coffee cup. “I’ll help set up for the clan’s visit and play physician’s assistant to your doctor while they’re here. Anything else?” I shrugged a shoulder. “Let’s just see how this plays out and go from there.”

“That works for me,” Thad said. “Sam?”

Sam gave my thigh a squeeze and removed his hand. “It’s a start. I’ll take it.”

“Jock, go get dressed, buddy. We’ve got stuff to do,” Thad said.

“We go to the lake?” Jock asked.

“Maybe. First, we’ll go to the store. If you behave, we’ll walk down to the lake and let Cujo run,” Thad said. 

The dog looked up when he heard his name. He’d finished his food and lay stretched out on the floor on the living room rug.

I made to rise. “I didn’t lay out Jock’s clothes. Let me–”

“He can do it,” Thad said. 

I paused on the edge of my seat. “Oh, but–”

Again, he cut me off. “Jock’s a big boy. You have his clothes organized in the drawer. All he has to do is reach in and grab an outfit. No matching required. If he needs help, he’ll ask. Won’t you, Jock?”

Jock, who’d stood silently, waiting to see which way the conversation would go, nodded his head. “I a big boy. I can dress myself,” he said proudly.

“I’m a big boy,” I corrected automatically.

“Momma, you not a boy. You’re a girl,” Jock said, giggling.

I didn’t bother correcting him. One look told me Jock was in a playful mood and had deliberately misunderstood my meaning. Sighing, I said, “Go get dressed so you can go with Thad.”

“Okay.” Jock ran into his bedroom, excited to be doing something other than schoolwork.

Thad cleared the countertop and stacked the dishes in the dishwasher while I finished my breakfast. Sam sat sipping his coffee, staring at me. Fortunately, I hadn’t placed a lot of food on my plate or his intense regard would have made me nervous. Even so, I felt a sense of relief when I ate the last bite and set down my fork.

As I took my last sip of coffee, I asked Sam, “When do you want to start?”

“The sooner, the better,” Sam said. 

I glanced down at my outfit. “Are we going outside? Do I need to wear something warmer or bring my coat?” 

A cold front had come through and outside definitely required more than the lightweight sweat suit I wore. 

Sam’s gaze drifted slowly over my body. When his gaze met mine again, the heat in them had rekindled. “You look good.”

That didn’t really answer my question, but I decided not to push. “All right. Give me a minute, and I’ll be ready to go.”

I slide off the stool. As my feet hit the floor, my hips bumped the chair, almost knocking it over. 

Sam leaned over and caught it, his arms almost embracing me. “Careful.” 

“Thanks,” I mumbled and skittered sideways, avoiding his touch.

I walked into the bedroom and closed the door behind me, conscious of Sam’s gaze like a physical caress. I’d barely taken two steps away from the door when it opened again. Thad entered the bedroom and closed the door. The expression on his face said he wanted something. 

“Come here,” he said softly.

I stepped forward. He wrapped an arm around my waist and tugged me closer. “I didn’t get a chance to greet you properly this morning.”

Thad lowered his mouth to mine, and the kiss he planted on me left me breathless. When it ended, I leaned against him, waiting for my knees to strengthen. “Good morning to you, too,” I said breathily when I could speak. Then I laughed softly. “I was so mortified when I realized Jock was in the room with us.”

Thad massaged my nape with one large hand. “Tonight, we’ll lock the door. Thank you for inviting Sam to eat with us. He spends too much time alone. While you’re together today, if the need to fuck becomes too intense, don’t fight it. You’ll both be the better for it.”

I shoved out of his hold and frowned at him. “I don’t understand you. We consummated our marriage last night. How can you be so blasé about this?”

Thad closed the distance between us and placed his hands on my shoulders. “I’m not being blasé, simply realistic. Why fight the inevitable? Whether you fuck Sam or not, it doesn’t change us. I told you, you’re mine and I keep what belongs to me. The problem is the noninfected think in terms of monogamy. The infected don’t have that luxury. Why do you think we formed Mate Match? There’s not enough infected females to go around. We had to adapt. We’d rather share a woman than have her raped or kidnapped. In a perfect world, of course, I’d rather keep you to myself, but that’s not our world.”

I sighed heavily and looked over his shoulder at the door. I could almost see Sam sitting there waiting.

“Look,” Thad said, capturing my attention. “I’m not telling you to fuck Sam. I’m saying if you do give into the chemistry that simmers between you two whenever you’re in proximity to each other, don’t feel guilty. You may be fine fighting it, but honestly, I’m not sure how much longer Sam is going to last. The next time your monogamous sensibilities raise their head, keep that in mind.”

I stiffened. “Are you saying Sam will force the issue if I wait too long to decide?”

Thad rolled his eyes. “No. Sam isn’t the type to force a woman and if he tried, he knows I’d kill him.”

I rubbed my forehead in confusion. “Then what are you saying?”

He took a step back and stared me directly into my eyes so there would be no misunderstanding. “I’m saying it’s physically uncomfortable, downright painful, to be as aroused as Sam is and not have any relief. Jacking himself off will only make it worse. Sure, when the clan arrives he can seek out one of their women. They always make themselves available to us, but is that something you want him to do?”

Thad kissed my forehead, grabbed his jacket and wallet, and left the bedroom. 

I stood frozen, shocked at the homicidal urge that had overcome me at the thought of either man with another woman. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four

Sam
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I walked into the kitchen to refill my coffee cup and give them privacy. Still, I heard every word as though there was no wall between us. When Thad exited the bedroom, I sat at the bar, thinking over what I’d heard.

“Thank you,” I told him sincerely. 

While he hadn’t lied, he’d definitely misled Cara. Infected men, depending on the animal characteristics they developed, could be more territorial than the noninfected. However, the severe lack of available women had led to forced behavior modification. We’d learned to tap into the protective side of our nature and put the safety and wellbeing of our women above our possessive alpha male tendencies. 

Thad grunted his acknowledgement. “Jock, let’s go, buddy!”

The boy came running out of the bedroom. His shirt and pants didn’t match. He’d taken the top from one sweat suit and matched it with the bottoms of another. His socks were a different color all together. Neither Thad nor I said a word. Learning independence was more important than color coordination. Jock could figure the coordination thing out once he learned his colors.

They walked out the door, taking the dog with them. I continued to wait. My balls were still blue with need, but the knowledge that I’d be spending the day with my mate calmed its intensity. 

The bedroom door opened again and out stepped Cara. “I’m ready.” Her tone was subdued and her manner somber. I didn’t like it one bit. 

Setting my coffee cup on the countertop, I stood. Cara walked straight to the door and opened it. I quickened my steps and met her in the entryway. She didn’t even flinch when I placed my hand on her lower back. It was as if she hadn’t noticed. Her breath didn’t catch, her heartbeat didn’t spike, and her scent didn’t increase with arousal. One glance at her face showed she was deeply immersed in her thoughts.

No, I didn’t like this at all. The one advantage I’d always had was Cara’s awareness of me. Even when she was antagonistic, I knew her focus was completely on me. The man in me wanted to poke, annoy, and aggravate. Anything to be the center of her attention. The scientist said to wait, observe, and learn. My mission in seeking her out was to become better acquainted with Cara and let her become familiar with me. She wouldn’t relax her guard if I started deliberately provoking at her. 

Counseling myself to use patience, I nevertheless used her distracted state to move closer to her as we walked toward the guest wing at the rear of the building. I slid my hand from the small of her back to her waist and pulled her into me so that our sides brushed with each step. I didn’t know whether to be happy or annoyed when she allowed it.

“How many families are you expecting?” Cara asked.

“About five,” I said, mentally calculating.

“How often do they come?” she asked.

“Some come once a quarter. Others, every six months. It depends on the treatments and if there are any complications.”

We stopped in front of the large supply room. I opened the door and rolled out the cart. With Cara’s assistance, I filled it with rolls of toilet paper, boxes of tissues, and toiletries. The majority of the stock was bulk supplies leftover from when this was a secret military medical facility. 

The quarters were little more than oversized hotel rooms with two queen-sized beds, an ensuite bathroom, and a desk. The rooms were primarily for sleeping. Any free time the families had was spent in the communal areas, which included a living room, kitchen, and dining room. 

Adding the toiletries to the rooms didn’t take long. Cara remained mostly quiet as we worked, responding only when spoken to. I wasn’t a talker, so other than comments about the room, I kept silent as well. 

We were finishing the final room when Cara spoke again. “Is it always married couples who come? Or are some of the women single?” 

I glanced at her. Cara’s expression was neutral, but I’d caught a hint of something in her tone. “It depends on who is available. Sometimes it’s close family members. Others, it’s a family friend. It’s whoever the clans can spare to act as escort and caretaker.”

She met my gaze, her expression changing to one of puzzlement. “How old are your patients? For some reason, I thought you were expecting children.”

I tilted my head. “Their ages vary. If you want to know more about what I do, I can take you down to the lab. It’s easier to show you than to explain. That’s where we’ll spend the majority of our time when they arrive.”

“Yes, please.”

We returned the empty supply cart to the storeroom. I led Cara to the elevator and pushed the down button. The car arrived swiftly. I punched in the security access code and the car descended. Within seconds, we were exiting on the basement level. “Welcome to my research lab.”

“Thad didn’t show me this area. He said the lab takes up the whole bottom floor?” Cara said. She turned her head from side-to-side, taking in the computer equipment, microscopes, test tubes and beakers. 

“He wouldn’t. I don’t allow anyone down here who isn’t authorized. The information here is classified,” I said, ushering her forward. 

The room was a sea of white: white walls, white surfaces, and white and chrome equipment. It was an open expanse with high ceilings and bright overhead lights. There were enough workstations for ten scientists. 

“When Thad said you spent most of your time in the lab, this isn’t what I envisioned. I’ve never seen a medical lab like this,” she said.

I stared at her. “I have medical equipment I use for my experiments, but I’m no medical doctor.”

A frown formed between her eyes as she stared at me in puzzlement. “Thad introduced you as Doctor Samuel Robertson.”  

Finally, she was showing an interest in me, the man. A small smile creased my cheeks. “I’m many things, but primarily a geneticist. I have doctorate degrees in several practices.” 

Cara glanced around the room again, taking in all of the equipment. “So when you said you needed an assistant, you were talking about a research assistant, not a medical one?”

“Of course. Your scientific background makes you perfect for the job,” I said. 

Cara walked around my space, examining the equipment. She had her hands clasped behind her back like a child preventing herself from touching anything. Surprisingly, I wouldn’t have been upset if she did. I kept my distance, extremely aware of my empty bed a few short yards away. I could take her in there, strip her naked, and be inside her in—

“You know, I never wanted to be a teacher. I applied for my teaching certificate because it was best for Jock. My favorite classes in school were always the Labs.” Cara turned to face me, waving her hands to encompass the room. “I’m not sure what all this is or what you do with it, but I’ll take that job offer. I want to learn, and I get the feeling you’re the one who can teach me.”

Every muscle in my body locked as I fought a surge of triumph. Oh, I’d teach her, all right. I’d teach her everything she wanted to know, but business first. “How much do you know about TS391?”

Her face scrunched in a confused frown at what she probably thought was a change of topic. “What we were taught in school. The virus was the result of our government experimenting with human and animal DNA, trying to create a super soldier. It escaped the lab, mutated, and now they can’t put the genie back in the lamp.”

It was a simplified version of events, but it was enough. “Come with me,” I told her. 

“Where are we going?” Cara asked as she joined me.

“There’s something you need to see.” I walked over to a security panel on an empty wall. Lifting the cover, I pressed my thumb to the scanner and then my left eye. The computer beeped its acceptance, and the wall slid open to reveal a hidden elevator.

Cara’s eyes grew wide, but she didn’t ask any of the questions I could see brimming in her eyes as she stepped in after me. On the interior panel, I punched in a six-digit code, waited a second, and tapped in another four-digit code. The door closed, and the elevator began its descent.

The car moved silently and swiftly, taking us deep below the earth. Cara’s gaze never left mine, her expression one of deep curiosity. There was no sign of fear. More importantly, I didn’t sense any of the unease or distrust she usually displayed when I was near. 

When the car stopped, I held out a hand. Cara glanced at it before slowly extending hers. I entwined our fingers together. “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Be sure,” I warned. “Once you cross this road, there’s no going back. You won’t be able to leave here, go somewhere else, and live with the knowledge of what’s behind this door. We can’t allow it.”

She squeezed my hand. “I’ll be honest. Jock and I have nowhere else to go. That’s why this thing between us scares me. What if I give into it and it blows up in my face? I can’t jeopardize our security for sex.”

I stepped closer to her until our fronts brushed. “There’s more than chemistry between us. We have the opportunity to build something special. If it blows up, we pick our way through the debris and rebuild. I won’t let you leave. Neither will Thad and not just because of Jock. I see the way he looks at you. Face it, sweetheart, you’re stuck with us.”

Cara licked her bottom lip, and I focused in on the tip of that pink tongue. “How...?” She swallowed hard before continuing. “How do you see this working? The three of us, I mean, because I’m not giving up Thad. I don’t think I could,” she clarified.

I slowly moved her until she was boxed against the wall. Lifting our linked hands above her head, I cradled her cheek with my free one. “I’ll leave the logistics of us up to you. Agreeing to work with me is a start. We’ll figure out the rest.”

I shifted my hand so that I cupped her neck and raised her face for my kiss. Cara stared at me, her eyes slowly heating as her breathing grew choppy. “I won’t take you right now. You aren’t ready. I just want a taste.”

“A taste?” she repeated.

“A really, deep taste,” I murmured against her lips. I stayed just a breath away, savoring the moment. There was only one first kiss. I planned to make it memorable. 

Slowly, oh so slowly, I pressed my mouth to hers. I brushed kisses against her lips, easing into it. Cara sighed in pleasure and her body relaxed. She raised her free hand and stroked it through my hair. I growled and pressed closer, letting her feel my need.

Cara opened her mouth, and accepting her silent invitation, I thrust my tongue inside. Big mistake. Her taste exploded in my senses, and the leash on my control slipped. Devouring her mouth hungrily, I crowded her against the wall, dominating her body with mine.

Cara didn’t passively take it. She gave as good as she got. Her nails dug into my shoulders. Her hips rocked against mine, her damp heat scorching my cock. She made little needy sounds in her throat. 

I gripped her thigh, opening her cradle for a better fit as I ground into her. I was a hairsbreadth from erupting when the alarm blared. I released Cara and spun to face the threat, reaching for my nonexistent weapon. My brain caught up with my instincts, and I jumped for control panel. “Shit!”

I punched in the code, hoping I caught it before the computer sent out a security breach alert to Thad and the others. When the blaring stopped, I punched the door release. As it glided open, I stood, breathing hard and fighting for control. When I felt like I could look at her without jumping on her, I turned to face Cara.

She sagged against the wall, panting, eyes dazed. Cara looked so damned sexy I wanted to pounce. I resisted. “We need to exit the elevator before the alarm sounds again.”

“What?” she asked.

I motioned toward the open door. “Come. I can’t touch you right now. I promised not to fuck you and if I get too close, I’ll break my word. You’re going to have to walk out of here on your own.” 
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I collapsed against the elevator wall, palms flat on the slick metal surface. My heart beat so fast I could barely catch my breath. I’d been a fool. Thad had warned me. My physical reaction to Sam had predicted it. Still, I hadn’t believed it due to pure stubbornness on my part. No hormone-driven directive was going to control me. No, I was the master of my fate; the captain of my soul. 

Dear God, was I wrong. My first hint had been my rabid reaction to the idea of Sam with other women. But that kiss... That kiss was the clincher. I’d been wrong. Oh, so very wrong. About everything. 

“What?” I asked dazedly, realizing Sam had spoken. 

He motioned toward the now-open elevator doors. “Come. I can’t touch you right now. I promised not to fuck you, and if I get too close, I’ll break my word. You’re going to have to walk out of here on your own.” 

The word “fuck” and the associated imagery made me shiver. My skin felt stretched too tight. My core throbbed and clenched in need. Last night, Thad had given me a taste of just how good sex could be, and now my body wanted more. If this was how Sam had been feeling, I owed him a big apology. 

Gathering every ounce of determination I possessed, I shoved off the wall and wobbled my way to Sam. He’d remained in the open doorway, preventing the elevator doors from closing. Soon another alarm would sound if we didn’t hurry and exit. 

The closer I came, the more details I noticed. He'd clenched his jaw, and his features were harsh with restraint. The front of his joggers tented with his erection, and precum dampened the material. Though it strained every bit of his control, Sam was trying his best to give me time to adapt and adjust. 

I gently place my hand on his cheek—my first time touching him voluntarily. His gaze snapped to mine, and the gold of his irises almost seemed to glow. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you and Thad. I’m sorry my disbelief caused you pain.” I stroked his tight lips with my thumb. “I’m still not ready for sex, but I think, with a little encouragement, I could be convinced to indulge in a little foreplay.”

Sam’s eyes blazed even brighter. He reached for my waist and slid his hand under my shirt to touch skin. “I’m listening.”

Stepping even closer to him, I slid my hand into the hair I’d been wanting to touch ever since I’d seen the new him. I stroked the short ends, used my nails to lightly scratch his scalp, and felt the tension slowly leave his body at the caress. “Right now, you have a mystery to show me. Then you need a shower.”

He stiffened and jerked away. I advanced as he retreated so that our bodies pressed together again. Leaning up, I grabbed his shoulders and whispered into his ear, “While I love the earthy, manly scent of you, I want to suck your cock, and for that, I insist you be clean. It’s my only requirement. If you want to fuck my mouth and come down my throat, I’m game as long as you smell like soap and taste like a man.”

Sam actually shuddered. He caught me in a bear hug and buried his face in my neck. I wrapped my arms around his neck and returned his embrace. We stayed like that for a long time. Finally, he released me and captured my face with both hands. “Don’t say shit like that to me when I’m on edge.”

I smiled, and it felt wicked. “I figured you should know, seeing as how we’re in the negotiation stage of our relationship.”

He tilted his head to the side. “Is that what we’re doing? Negotiating?”

I shrugged. “Logistics. Negotiating. Same thing. Different words.”

Sam moved his hands from my face to my ass and pulled my hips against his. “Let me make sure I’m on track. Right now, I can touch you, kiss you, lick your pussy, and make you come. I can even stick my dick in your mouth, as long as it's clean. What I can’t do is fuck your pussy or ass until you say so.”

I leaned back and stared at him, a frown on my face. “No ass fucking, ever. We don’t even joke about it.”

The smile started in his eyes and spread to his lips. “Are you sure? You have two mates. Aren’t you curious? One of us in your ass while the other fucks your pussy? I’m told once you get used to it, you’ll grow to love it.”

“Not just no, but hell no. I don’t care what other infected couples get up to in their bedrooms, but we’re not doing that shit. No ass fucking. No mate swapping or sharing, and if I catch one of those women putting their hands on you or Thad, they’ll be pulling back a nub.” My declaration was heated and fierce, the light of battle in my eyes. 

Sam hugged me to him while his body shook with laughter. I waited with my eyebrow raised, not seeing the joke. The elevator gave a warning beep. Sam lifted me off my feet and toted me out of the opening so the doors could close, still laughing. I’m glad one of us found this amusing. 

He kissed my frowning lips and rested his forehead against mine. “When Thad first told me about you, I told him short of kidnapping you, do whatever it took to bring you here. I understand now why he came back married. You’re a force to be reckoned with when you want to be.”

This was new information for me. “Why did you want me here? I thought you discovered we were mates after I arrived.” If Thad had known about Sam, he’d have said something.

His entire demeanor changed. Sam set me down and stepped away. “That brings us to the reason for this excursion.” 

Sam took hold of my arm and led me down the corridor. We walked past a space that looked like it had been a security station in a former life. There was a waist-high wall in stone gray with a stark white countertop ledge. On the other side, the tops of the display monitors were visible. 

We stopped before a massive set of gray doors that looked like they could withstand a grenade launcher. What the hell was this place? Curiosity and dread had me forgetting my arousal. 

Sam punched in another series of codes in the panel placed strategically to the right of the door on the wall. The massive doors slowly swung inward. As the gap grew larger, I felt like there should have been an accompanying horror movie-styled creaking/grinding sound effect, but the doors were silent. 

My inner tension was almost unbearable. Thad had warned me I didn’t know what I was asking for when I demanded to stay with him. Sam had said that once I saw the secrets behind these doors, I could never leave. The gravity of what I’d committed myself to landed squarely on my shoulders. This revelation wouldn’t only affect me. It would affect Jock, too. Had I made a mistake?

The doors stood wide open, yet Sam remained motionless, staring at me. “It’s not too late to change your mind. You can live here in blissful ignorance. Thad and I will understand. The secrets we carry aren’t for the faint of heart. At times, they’re a heavy burden to bear.”

But would it be blissful, I wondered, having this huge secret kept from me? I wanted to be deeply integrated into Sam and Thad’s lives. I couldn’t do that if I buried my head in the sand and pretended this level that didn’t exist. Squaring my shoulders and lifting my chin, I ignored the trepidation I felt and said, “I’m ready.”

Sam just watched me. After a moment, I realized if I wanted to know more, I had to take the initiative and step on my own. He wouldn’t lead me. Not this time.

I walked through the opening and several feet down the corridor before my momentum slowed. Lining either side of the wide hallway were what could only be described as cells. The fronts of the cells were made of glass. Inside each cell was a bed, a desk, a wall-mounted television, and a half-glass block wall that partially hid a toilet and shower. A freestanding sink with a wall-mounted mirror sat just outside the bathing area. 

I continued walking, counting. Each of the ten cells was the same. White walls, blue floors, and wood furniture, as though someone had attempted to make the sterile space homey. I wasn’t good with measurements, but I’d estimate each cell was no larger than the size of a small master bedroom. There was a large trunk at the end of each bed for personal belongings. A small area contained wall shelves for storage and a hanging rack for clothes with the empty hangers still present. There were no doors, no privacy whatsoever. The style was prison cell meets college dorm.

“What is this place?” I asked.

“This is where the test subjects were kept while the military scientists tried to create the ultimate super soldier,” Sam said.

I glanced around with new eyes. Not prison cells, then, but quarantine rooms. The men here had been lab rats. Their every movement studied and observed. Though the cameras weren’t visible, I had no doubt they existed. 

“How did you and Thad come into possession of this place? I can’t see the military just handing it over, not with all the secrets it contains. Even now, I don’t think they want the truth to get out.” The public knew some of what happened back then, but much of it was still highly classified. For some records, it took an act of Congress and Presidential approval to declassify. I’m sure TS391 qualified.  

“The infected own this because we took it over. Once we realized what the military, with our government’s approval, planned to do with us once the experiment proved successful, there was no other option,” Sam said, his tone grim. 

I looked at him, the dots connecting in my head. Sam’s multiple degrees, his genius-level I.Q., and his obsessive work habits, all added up to one conclusion. “Sam, were you one of the scientists who worked on this project?”

His expression became one of self-disgust. “I was the head scientist. The genius that created TS391. Without me, the infected wouldn’t exist.”

I stared at him, my mind blank. 

When I didn’t say anything, Sam came to stand before me, his movements cautious. His expression was stoic, as though he expected me to rail at him. “Did you hear what I said? I’m responsible for millions of deaths. I created the virus that changed the world as we know it.”

In his voice, I heard guilt and shame. I didn’t blame Sam, but it was clear he blamed himself and expected me to do the same. Well, I wasn’t going to indulge him. “Didn’t I read that TS391 stands for test subject number three hundred and ninety-one? Meaning, that’s how many men they experimented on before they were finally successful?”

“Yes.”

“I know enough about science to know those kinds of numbers take years, perhaps decades, to accumulate.” I did the mental math. “You couldn’t have been more than eighteen when TS391 was created.”

“I was sixteen, a child prodigy raised by the government,” he admitted. 

I goggled. “You joined the military at sixteen?”

Sam frowned. “I was never a soldier. The government paid for my schooling and in return, I worked for them. Anything and everything I wanted to study, any degree I wanted to earn, Uncle Sam footed the bill.”

Mind blown, I forced myself to get back on topic. “My point is, they’d been working on this project long before you were born. They were never going to give up. If you want to blame anyone, blame the power-hungry men that took advantage of a kid and got him to do their bidding.” 
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Sam said nothing in response to my defense of him. Mindsets that firmly entrenched didn’t change overnight. I had time to work on him. I continued down the long corridor until I came to a multi-bed examination room. “Just how large is this place?”

“The original hospital was built in 1890. Over the years, they added several wings. By the time the government took over, only the three wings you see now remained. The subterranean levels hadn’t been touched and were eventually expanded. Don’t come down here alone. This place is a rabbit warren, and areas were damaged in the fight. The structure is generally sound, but I don’t want you getting hurt.”

I stared at Sam as a thought occurred. “If you created the virus, how did you become infected?” There had to be extreme protection protocols in place.

“I didn’t give the soldiers any drug I hadn’t first tested on myself. I had that much of a conscience, at least,” he said, his tone wry.

I rounded on him, stepping in front of him so that I blocked his path. “Do you know how ridiculous that is? What if you had died? I hope you’re not still doing that?”

His silence was my answer. I grabbed him by the shoulders and tried to shake him. “No more. I mean it. If you’re on a suicide mission, tell me now so I won’t waste my time. I’m not going to start something with you, get attached, only to lose you. I won’t do it to myself, and I damned sure won’t let you do it to me.” I’d lost enough people in my life.

Sam caught me by the hips and dragged me into him. “Get attached? You’d let yourself love me?”

“Not if you go around endangering yourself,” I shouted, furious at what he’d done. The man had one of the most brilliant minds of the century, and he was playing Russian roulette with his life. In a much calmer voice, I continued. “I don’t know how to do casual. With me, it’s all or nothing.”

Sam caught me by the nape and planted a soft, lingering kiss. Sighing, he admitted, “I’m glad. I’ve never had someone who cared if I lived or died.” He grimaced. “Except for Thad.”

“Speaking of Thad, how does he fit into all of this?” I asked. Thad spoke of this place as though he was as tied to it as Sam.

Sam sighed. “He’s my protection. Even after all of these years, some governments would love to get their hands on me. I’ve turned down millions to work in their labs. They would think nothing of sending a team to acquire me.”

Though I had plenty of questions and concerns about his revelation, I pushed them aside to examine them later. “I’m going to take a chance and assume that the clans seeking you out are having problems with the virus? Are they looking for a way to reverse it? Also, you haven’t explained why you wanted me here.”

He motioned for us to return the way we’d come. As we walked, he spoke. “There’s still so much we don’t know about TS391. Why does it mutate? Why does it affect some one way and others another? Then there are those infected who survive the incubation and come out...wrong. Their animal DNA becomes ascendant. Their human DNA is viable but dormant.”

“You’re trying to fix them,” I guessed. “How do I fit into this?”

We reached the security doors. I waited while Sam did the same opening routine. The doors opened just as slowly as before. I still found the process creepy. Even more so now that I knew what they hid. A few seconds later, we were back in the elevator.

Sam leaned against a wall and stared at me. “You're a scientific marvel. No one has ever been transfused with infected blood and immediately given the vaccine. There’s so much we can learn from how your body responded and continues to respond. Your blood may help me develop a fix for those who react atypical to the virus.” His eyes were lit with the possibility of new scientific discoveries.

“The hospital is already doing that,” I said. I’d been told they were using my blood in hopes of creating a more reliable vaccine and had been paid handsomely for each blood sample I provided.

Sam scowled.

“What?” I asked, feeling like he knew something I didn’t.

He shook his head. “It’s not important. Thad took care of it. You’re not going back, so it’s a non-issue.”

Until today, I had every intention of returning. The research Mercy General conducted and its potential to help others made it worth any inconvenience on my part. Frowning, I said, “Thad took care of what?”

The elevator doors opened. Sam led the way into his lab and over to his desk. “I need my computer for the rest of this conversation.”

I stood a respectful distance away while Sam went through his log-on procedure. Like everything else in this place, it was on full lockdown.

“This computer is only on our private server. There is no access to the internet. The only way to hack into it is to come here, put in the access codes, and download the information,” Sam said.

His comment explained why Thad had taken our electronic devices when we’d first arrived. I’d thought he was just being paranoid, but hey, his world meant his rules. After today’s revelations, I now understood it was a serious matter indeed.

The screen lit up, and Sam typed on his keyboard. A report of some kind popped up on the monitor. At the top of the page was my name. “What’s this?”

“The background check we run on all Mate Match clients. Once you became ours, Thad dug deeper.” Sam nudged the rolling stool with his foot. “Sit here while I get another stool.”

While I scanned the information on the screen, he rolled over another stool and settled so close to me, our thighs touched. Most of the information was the same detailed background check the school system had run during their hiring process.

“May I?” Sam asked, indicating the mouse.

I moved my hand, giving him access. Sam quickly navigated to the file he wanted. Mercy General, the names of the research doctors, and the words Confidential were on the top page.

“How did Thad get this? Did he hack into the hospital’s computer system?” I asked, slightly horrified by the notion. Privacy was a luxury most people couldn’t afford, but somehow the idea of Thad poking around in my life disturbed me.

Sam stared at me, his disapproval evident. “Yes, and it’s a good thing he did. Did you read the terms of the research agreement you signed with the Mercy General et al?”

“Of course. I’m not an idiot. I read it while the lawyers explained the legalese to me,” I said, insulted.

“Did you read the fine print on page thirty-two of the contract? The part where you allowed the hospital to sell your samples to other research facilities and entities at their discretion?” he asked, pointing at the offending section.

I read the clause I’d missed. Or maybe misunderstood was a better word. By that point, I’d pretty much been signing by rote, not understanding half of what I read. “Why is that important?”

Sam straightened and placed his hands on his thighs. “Currently, only the infected have the formula and means to create the vaccine. It’s how we’ve survived. We strictly control who has access to what to keep what occurred from happening again. They’re trying to use your blood to circumvent our safeguards. You thought they were using it for humanitarian reasons. Mostly, they were in it for the money.”

“No!” I said, vehement in my rejection. “They’re good people. They helped me tremendously, especially after my father died. Maybe other organizations would do what you’re accusing them of, but not the doctors at Mercy General.”

He clicked a few buttons, and an email file appeared on the screen. “Read it.”

I glanced and recognized the sender as one of the head research doctors. Taking over the mouse, I scrolled and scanned. Each email I read caused the sick sensation in my stomach to increase. When I reached the end of the thread, the nausea was overwhelming. I let my hand drop to my lap and stared blankly at the monitor, breathing heavily. If Dr. Oliver and his team managed to develop a viable vaccine, one of the country's top pharmaceutical companies was prepared to pay the hospital billions for the patent. It made the generous payments I’d received a mere pittance in comparison.

Sam laid his hand on mine. “Maybe some of the research staff had altruistic motives, but those at the top did not. I’m sorry.”

I pulled my hand from his and stood. “Are we done? I’m ready to go back to my quarters.” I needed to be alone to brood. Damn it. I liked them. To discover they’d only been using me...

Sam rose so fast, his chair rolled a few feet away. He wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me in for a hug. I shoved him away. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Comforting you. Isn’t that what you need right now?” he asked, looking confused.

The man was totally clueless. Did I look like I wanted a hug? “No. I need to punch something. If you don’t want that something to be you, leave me alone until I calm the hell down.” 

I strode to the elevator and jabbed the button.

Sam trailed behind me. “If it makes you feel better, Thad wiped all of their data. Unless they kept hard copies, they won’t have enough left to succeed.”

“No, it doesn’t,” I snapped.

The doors open. I stalked inside, already pressing the button for the second floor. My heart pounded. My arms were stiff by my sides as I clenched and unclenched fists. I had trusted them. I thought they had my best interest at heart. Had even considered some of them friends.

Sam reached for my hand, and I rounded on him. “Back the fuck off!”

He snatched me off my feet and slammed my back against the elevator wall. Then his mouth was on mine. The kiss was brutal. I fought Sam, slapping his shoulders and head, kicking his legs, and trying to bite his mouth. Suddenly, it was as if a switch had flipped. All the rage I felt channeled itself into angry lust.

I kissed Sam back, just as hard and just as desperate, and clawed his shoulders and back. Something ripped and tore. His clothes? Mine? Then he thrust into me. The pain and pleasure of it seized my muscles. My sex clenched, fighting his possession of me. I took a perverse, angry pleasure in knowing he had to work for it. That my body hadn’t just opened up and let him in.

Sam shoved me higher up the wall. The new angle gave him better access. He pounded into me, hard and rough, working out his own aggression. I gloried in the rawness of it, giving as good as I got. Tomorrow, there would be bruises and pain. Right now, I was high on endorphins.

Sam’s pelvic bone connected with my clit, and I saw stars. He did it again, and the top of my head blew off. My back bowed, and my limbs stiffened for long agonizing moments. My vision went black. Was it pleasure? Was it pain? The euphoria of it nearly stopped my heart.

I sagged in his arms, my body the consistency of gelatin. My forehead dropped weakly into the crook of his neck. Sam kept pounding away, chasing his release. When it came, he bit down on my shoulder and gave a low growl.

I dangled there between his hot body and the cold metal wall. My mind floated somewhere above it all. I was drunk on dopamine, endorphins, and oxytocin flooding my system. While I’d read about subspace and sex, I never thought I’d experience it.

Gradually, I came back to myself. My breathing slowed, and pain set in. My sex felt raw and swollen, and I let out a small groan.

Sam slowly straightened. “I’m sorry I was rough. The only way to work out rage is to fight or fuck.” He sounded dispassionate like a scientist, but his face was flushed, and glistening sweat covered his body and hair.

“Is this the way you plan to handle me whenever I’m angry?” I asked.

“You weren’t just angry. You were hurting and in a rage. Don’t shut me out. I find I don’t like it,” he grumbled.

“Noted.” I’d decide later whether his plan to fuck me out of my moods was a good one or bad one.
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Gingerly, I straightened and gently pushed on Sam’s chest for him to release me. I needed to see if my legs would support my weight. His sex made a wet, sucking sound as it exited my body. Sam kept his hands on my waist, ready to catch me if I fell. It was touch and go for a moment, but my knees didn’t buckle. 

I glanced over my appearance as he stepped away. My clothes weren’t as damaged as I feared. The shirt had rips and tears. The pants had a few popped seams, but overall, I wouldn’t be walking into my quarter’s looking like I’d been attacked. On the other hand, Sam was a mess. His shirt was ruined. His joggers managed to survive our encounter, but they’d never be the same. 

“You’re going to need to treat those when you shower,” I said, indicating the angry red scratches on his chest visible through the strips of fabric. There were probably matching ones on his back.

He glanced down and shrugged as though unconcerned. 

My thighs were sticky with cum. What remained of my shirt damply clung to me with a combination of both our sweat. “Now we both need a shower. I need to change before Jock sees me and thinks something is wrong.” 

Sam pushed the open door button and escorted me to my quarters. I pressed my eye to the scanner and heard the lock click. Thad had beefed up security again with the knowledge the clans were coming. Pushing down the handle, I opened the door and stepped forward. Sam moved to follow me.

I stopped in the doorway, blocking his entrance. “What are you doing?”

“Coming with you. You said we both need a shower. I agree,” he said, frowning as though the answer was evident.

Turning, I placed a hand on his chest and attempted to push him back a step. “No.”

He gave a low, disapproving rumble. “I’m really getting tired of hearing that word from your mouth.”

“Too bad. This is Thad’s territory. In here, I belong to him. I won’t disrespect him by bringing you into our shower or bed,” I said. Thad hadn’t taken me into any area deemed Sam’s during our tour. I owed him the same respect. 

Sam gave a heavy sigh. “Technically, the whole damn complex is our territory. Fine, we can go to my room. Grab a change of clothes.” 

I felt my eyebrow as it crept up, and the snarky comment just flew from my lips. “The room where you slept with other women?”  

Sam’s eyes narrowed. “You think Thad hasn’t had women in here?”

Damn it. The thought had never occurred to me. For some reason, my relationship with Thad was different. I didn’t feel the same depth of jealousy with him as I did with Sam. Annoyed with Sam and me, I walked inside and tried to shut the door in his face. 

He stuck his foot in the doorway. When I glanced back, he said, “Sweetheart, you better figure out the logistics of us real soon. I won’t go back to waiting, and I damn sure won’t be treated as an afterthought. Figure the three of us out, or Thad and I will do it for you.”

With those words, he removed his foot, turned on his heel, and stalked off. 

I went inside and slammed the door. I hated ultimatums, even if I knew he was right. However, Sam being right didn’t automatically make me wrong. This space belonged to Thad and me. We were trying to build a family. He’d opened up his life to Jock and me. I wouldn’t repay him by flaunting Sam in front of him.

Hell, maybe I was the one with the issue, I thought as I headed for the shower. Despite how determined I was to make this work, I still couldn’t wrap my brain around being in a relationship with two men. As my husband and Jock’s father, Thad deserved my loyalty. Sam had a piece of me, too, but in what capacity? 

I turned on the taps for the tub and set the water temperature as hot as I could bear. My muscles were beginning to stiffen. If I wanted to walk straight later, I needed to soak away the tenderness now.

When the antique tub was full, I took off my clothes and tossed them in the trash. I didn’t have mineral salts to put in the water, so the heat alone would have to do. A hiss escaped me as I stepped in, slowly lowering myself until the majority of my body was submerged. Gradually, the stinging heat turned to comforting warmth.

I needed a plan. My nature was too logic driven to simply go with the flow. It was why I had pushed Thad for marriage. The ‘let’s wait and see what happens’ approach drove me crazy. In this, I think Sam and I were a solid match.

Sam... I sighed. I knew he was mine on a visceral, almost soul-deep level. If we would have had sex before Thad and I did, I think I would have lost some of my physical attraction to Thad. When I thought of Thad, I thought of safety, security, and the warmth of family connection. My reaction to Sam was more volatile. He brought thoughts of sex and heat. Of two strong personalities clashing with each other. I didn’t know how to merge the two.  

I spent the rest of my soak time deep in thought. When I finally exited the tub, my skin was wrinkly, but I was no closer to a solution. I dressed in a cozy pair of mauve fleece pants that were loose on my frame. I didn’t need anything rubbing against the sensitive flesh of my inner thighs. I paired it with a fitted, long-sleeved black t-shirt with a square neckline. Warm fuzzy socks cushioned my feet. My attire screamed comfort and home. I wasn’t leaving our quarters for the rest of the day, and my choice of clothing announced it.

Hunger stirred. A glance at the clock showed it was past lunchtime. I didn’t realize I'd been in the tub that long. I went into the kitchen to make sandwiches. I didn’t know how much longer Thad would be gone. For all I knew, they could already be home and were unloading the supplies. As I made lunch, I thought over Sam’s revelations. So many, I didn’t know where to start. 

He’d never had a family. That meant Sam didn’t have experience with family dynamics. I couldn’t imagine not having parents. My mom died when I was young, but my dad had always been there. I’d grown up knowing I was his biggest priority, and because of his example, I was the same with Jock. 

Knowing Sam was the scientist who created TS391? Big. Freaking. Deal. Millions of people had died. Even more had been killed in the resulting civil unrest. In no way did I blame Sam, but I could see why he blamed himself. He was literally working himself to death, trying to make amends. I didn’t know if that was something I could change, but maybe working with him would lighten his load. 

I placed the extra sandwiches in the fridge, and in preparation for dinner, pulled out one of the many casseroles Thad has stored in the freezer. Knowing the story of how they’d come to be there lessened my pleasure in the act—my irrational jealousy raising its head again—but I wasn’t stupid enough to look a gift horse in the mouth.  

When the guys returned, I sat on the couch eating and reading a book. Jock came running into the room, full of excitement. “Momma, we saw animals. They had sheep, and chickens, and cows, and horses, and goats.”

“Really? Sounds awesome,” I said.

“Uh-huh. I got to pet them. They said I could have a rabbit, but Daddy said no,” Jock said. There was a hint of a pout in his voice, but his eyes were pleading. Did he think I’d override Thad’s decision?

“I don’t think Cujo would like having a bunny around. He might get jealous,” I explained.

Jock glanced at the dog who had come to give me his doggy greeting before heading for his food bowl. “You think?” 

“Pretty sure,” I said, struggling not to laugh. 

“Okay,” Jock said, his tone resigned.  

I glanced at Thad to share my humor. His gaze was on my clothing, clearly different from what I had on when he’d left. Though he said nothing and his face betrayed no emotion, I sensed...something. “Did you get all of the supplies put away, or do you need help?”

“We did it,” Thad said.

Again, there was something in his tone. Some sort of undercurrent. I wanted to probe further, but Jock caught my attention. “Momma, I’m hungry.”

“I made lunch for you and Daddy. The sandwiches are in the fridge. You can have one sandwich and an apple,” I said. 

“I can get it?” Jock asked.

“Yes,” I agreed, smiling when he raised a victorious fist in the air and ran off. “Wash your hands first,” I called after him, and he detoured to the bathroom. 

Normally, I wouldn’t allow him in the refrigerator, but Thad’s comment this morning made me realize I needed to let Jock become more independent. My little boy was growing up. I wouldn’t let him make his lunch but grabbing something already prepared from the kitchen? He could do that well enough. 

If I discounted the weird vibe I felt from Thad, the rest of the day passed comfortably enough. I stayed on the couch, alternating between reading and watching television. Jock ran in and out of the living room, wanting my attention with something or another. Instead of going down into his computer lab to work, Thad stayed close, fiddling with a handheld device or playing with Jock. 

Just before dinnertime, Thad stood. “Jock, grab your jacket and put on your shoes. Let’s take Cujo outside.”

“Can I bring my ball?” Jock asked.

“Yes,” Thad said.

“Don’t keep them outside for too long. Dinner is almost ready,” I said.

Thad nodded and the trio exited our apartment. 

They stayed outside for a good thirty minutes. Long enough for both boy and dog to burn off excess energy. We ate and before I knew it, bedtime was upon us. I kissed Jock and told him goodnight. It was Thad’s turn to supervise Jock’s bath. I could hear the low murmur of Thad’s voice and Jock’s occasional burst of laughter. 

The day had been long. The stress and physical strain of it had caught up to me. I stiffly rose from the couch, suppressing a groan. The heat therapy of my bath had worn off. I went into our bedroom and stretched, trying to loosen my muscles. The night wasn’t over. In some ways, it was just starting.

When Thad entered the bedroom, I sat on the bed, phone in hand, scrolling through missed text messages. Veronica had pried my address out of Thad’s lawyers and had sent a team to retrieve my motorhome. I would have told her not to bother, had I gotten the message in time. It was just as well. I would like the rest of Jock’s and my belongings, if there was anything left. The locals had probably broken in and scavenged it when I hadn’t returned.

Thad went straight into the bathroom and closed the door, barely giving me a glance, and the shower turned on shortly afterward. I finished reading the few text messages I’d received—I had very few friends and no family—and switched over to emails. There was one from the school where I’d worked, expressing regret for my resignation and a slight reprimand for the lack of notice. I shrugged. Life happens. 

There was an email from Doctor Oliver’s office at Mercy General. I opened and scanned the contents. When I finished, I sat staring at my phone. The long and short of it was due to a mechanical malfunction of the refrigeration unit where the blood was stored, all of the samples had expired. They wanted me to make an appointment, at my earliest convenience, to donate more. They apologized for the inconvenience and were willing to double my normal compensation rate if I returned in the next week. Had there been a hint of urgency in the notice, or was Sam’s revelation influencing my opinion?  
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Cara
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The bathroom door opened, and Thad stepped out in a billow of steam. His shoulder-length hair dripped water and a towel hung low on his waist, revealing his hairy chest and six-pack abdominal muscles. He headed for the dresser where his sleep pants were located. Being new to our current sleeping arrangement, I didn’t know if he normally slept clothed or whether this change was courtesy of the curious four-year-old we both knew and loved.

“Can we talk?” I asked.

Thad stopped mid-step and slowly turned to face me, his expression wary. “About...?”

“Why didn’t you tell me what Mercy General was really doing with my blood?” I asked.

The tense set of his shoulders relaxed. He turned to face me, leaned his hips against the dresser, and crossed his arms over his chest. “We were strangers. I didn’t think you’d believe me. Also, once I knew about Jock, I didn’t want to say anything that would cause you to change your mind about us. Most people take offense at someone digging around in their personal life.”

“Valid points,” I acknowledged. “If Sam hadn’t had me read it for myself, I would still be arguing with him about it. Even after seeing it with my own eyes, I find it difficult to believe.”

“Was that before or after you fucked him?” Thad asked.

“Before,” I said, my tone even. “Would you like the details?”

He cursed and averted his gaze while running a hand through his hair. “That was out of line. I’m sorry.”

I drew my knees up, clasp my hands around my shins, and rested my chin on my knees. “Since you brought it up, what are we going to do about Sam?” 

Thad’s gaze swung back to connect with mine. “We? What do you mean we?” 

“Yes, we. As in you and me. We’re the core of this family. I know you said to treat Sam like a lover, but I don’t think he’ll be content with being a side piece. He said he didn’t want to be an afterthought. So, what are we going to do about Sam? How does he fit into our family dynamic?” I asked, hoping like hell Thad had a clue because I was drawing blanks.

Thad stared at me. “He’s your mate.”

I rolled my eyes. Talk about stating the obvious. “And you’re my husband. Tell me something I don’t know.”

After another moment of silence, Thad dropped the towel and my body came alive. Damn, the man was built. My thoughts scattered as he strode to the bed with animal grace. He dropped onto the mattress next to me, and it took all of my self-control to keep my hands to myself. When I tossed the sheet over his lap, he quirked an eyebrow. 

“What? I can ogle your sexy body, or I can have a serious discussion. My brain can’t handle both at the same time,” I grumbled. Sam might have made me see stars, but my body still remembered everything Thad had done to and with me last night.

His smile, when it came, was slow and beautiful. He reached out a hand and tumbled me into his arms. I scooted closer and rested my head on his chest, heaving a small sigh of relief. I didn’t know why he was angry when it had been his idea for me to take Sam as a lover, but it felt like I’d narrowly averted a crisis. 

“We’re the core, huh? Because of Jock?” Thad asked.

I tilted my head back so I could see his face. “No, because of you. We negotiated terms and said vows. We even sealed it with blood. If you thought some stupid test was going to free you, too bad. You’re stuck with me.”

Thad stared into my eyes, gauging my sincerity. He must have found what he was looking for because he said, “Okay. What do you want to do about Sam?” 

I groaned and rested my forehead against his bulging pectoral muscle. “Not you, too. I don’t know, all right. Until today, I refused to acknowledge there could be an us when it came to Sam and me. He said he’s leaving the logistics up to me, but I don’t know what the hell to do.”

Thad scooted down on the mattress until our faces were even, reached out, and cupped my cheek. “Baby girl, I suggest you figure it out. There’s two of us but only one of you. That gives you all the power.” 

Seeing he wasn’t going to help, I changed the subject. “Dr. Oliver’s office emailed me. They want me to come in. Seems there was a malfunction with their refrigeration unit. Now the blood samples are unusable. Would you know anything about that?”

He gave a slow, wicked grin. “The problem with computerization is if someone gets past your firewall, there’s literally nothing they can’t get into.” Thad rolled me onto my back and came over me. Our sexy bits lined up with each other, and I could feel how aroused he was. “I saw the way you were moving earlier. Are you sore?”

I palmed his neck, right below the hairline as I wiggled beneath him in invitation. “I’m a little tender, but if you have something amorous in mind, don’t let that stop you.”

Thad brushed a strand of hair out of my eyes and laid his forehead on mine. “I thought you were going to tell me you were leaving me for Sam. It happens sometimes. A woman finds her mate and loses interest in the man she’s with.”

I frowned even while guiltily acknowledging to myself that under different circumstances, that might have happened with us. “Knowing that, you still encouraged me to be with him?”

Thad sighed and sounded resigned. “You and Sam coming together was inevitable. There was no sense fighting it. All I could do was try to mitigate the risk and hope for the best.”

I cupped the sides of his head and softly kissed his lips. “I haven’t figured out yet who Sam is to me, but I know exactly who you are.”

“Yeah? Who am I? Your husband? Jock’s father?” Thad’s tone was teasing, but his eyes were serious.

I stroked his eyebrow with my thumb and let the caress travel down to his cheek. “You’re safety and security. Simply put, when I think home, I think of you." 

Thad’s mouth covered mine in a deep, satisfying kiss. I felt emotional strings begin to tie my heart to his. No matter my rational reasons for entering into this marriage, my feelings were now engaged. It was scary and liberating at the same time. 

The kiss deepened and took on a hungry edge. I returned his passion with passion, arching my hips to better cradle the hot, hard length of him grinding into my core. Thad jerked away, and I gasped for breath, confused and dazed.

“You have on too many clothes. Whose shirt is this?” he said, reaching for the front of it.

“My father’s,” I said.

He released his grip, and I realized he’d intended to rip it open. Instead, he patiently undid all of the buttons and spread the material open. I sat up to peel the sleeves from my arms. I had one arm free when Thad reached under my hips, grabbed the waistband of my panties, and jerked them down my legs. The move upset my balance, and I tipped backward, landing awkwardly on my elbows.

Thad tore the side of the skimpy cotton panties and tossed the ruined fabric aside. Then he spread my thighs and looked his fill. “Your pussy is so pretty. I was too horny last night to take my time. Tonight, I plan to rectify that error.”

“I have no complaints about last night,” I murmured.

His grin was devilish and caused my heart to pitter-patter. “It was good, but I can do better. Go slower. Last longer.”

With each word, my eyes got bigger. Last night’s lovemaking flooded my mind. What did Thad plan to do that he hadn’t already?

It didn’t take long for me to find out. Thad thoroughly explored every swell, valley, nook and cranny of my body. He found erogenous zones I didn’t know I had. I orgasmed multiple times. Due to a lack of control, Thad said. His goal seemed to be to see how long he could keep me on the edge of climax without me falling over. 

After I’d come for the third time, so hard I’d seen stars, Thad kissed my panting mouth. “Don’t worry. We’ll keep working on your control until you learn not to come until you’re given permission.”

His words were outrageous, but I was too limp and satiated to properly retort.

Thad rolled me over onto my stomach. Taking the pillows, he slid them under me until my ass was at the right height. Then he mounted me. 

My pleasure-filled moan filled the air as Thad thrust into the hilt. My toes curled, and my fingers clenched the sheets. Doggy style wasn’t supposed to feel this good. It never had before.

“Not the right angle,” he muttered as he sat up, removing his weight from my back.

“Not the right...?” I echoed. What the hell was he talking about? That was his cock I felt at the back of my throat. Was he trying to go deeper? I glanced over my shoulder and frowned at him. 

“Hush. Just wait,” he ordered.

Using his knees, he splayed my legs wider. Then he gripped my lower body, dragged me closer, and brought me down on his cock as he thrust upwards. I had no control. I couldn’t move. His hands had a firm grip on my thighs as he raised me up and down like a man lifting weights. Thad manipulated my body as if I was his sex toy, and I freaking loved it. The impact of our hips joining sent shockwaves through my clit. The motion of my lower body had my nipples rubbing against the stiff sheets.

I cried. I moaned. I begged and pleaded. “Stop.” “Don’t stop.” “Deeper.” “Harder.” “Faster.” “Give me more.” “It’s too much.” Gibberish came out of my mouth as I basically lost my mind. The most powerful orgasm of all time built in my core and radiated outward. My entire body stiffened for one second, two seconds, three. Then...detonation! 

Swear to God, I think I blacked out. When I came to myself, Thad had collapsed on top of me. His moist breath sawed in and out of his chest, right into my ear. He was a complete dead weight, but I didn’t want him to move. It felt right, his twitching cock still buried inside of me while his muscular body blanketed me from head to toe. The scent of our lovemaking filled the room. 

I inhaled as deeply as my limited lung capacity would allow and relaxed. After a few minutes, Thad nuzzled the side of my face. “You all right? I think I lost you there at the end.”

“Just dandy,” I murmured, half asleep.

He rolled onto his side, taking me with him so that his body curled protectively around mine. The pillows were lost somewhere. I didn’t have the energy to find them, so I laid my head on his arm. I was almost asleep when he spoke.

“I knew I wanted you when I saw how hard you were fighting to get back to your son.”

“Yeah?” I asked around a yawn.

“Then I read your file and realized who Jock was. Roman couldn’t have picked a better mother for his child if he tried. It got me thinking about my life and lack of prodigy. I saw a way to have you and the kid and grabbed hold of the opportunity with both hands,” he said.

Waking up, I snorted and turned to face him. “Did you just rewrite our history? I seem to remember having to fight hard to get you to marry me. You were all for bringing me here, but marriage was a no-go.”

Thad reached out, snagged an arm around me, and pulled my body flush to his. “You’d just been through a traumatic experience. I didn’t want you making decisions you’d later regret. Enough of your choices had been taken from you. I didn’t want to take advantage of your vulnerability.”

“You mean my desperation,” I said with another disbelieving snort. I would have done anything to get away from Bruno, including marrying the devil himself.

“Are you sure I’m who you want? If you change your mind later, I won’t let you go,” Thad warned.

I gazed deeply into his eyes. “I grow more certain every day that we’re together. If I ever disappear from your life, know that I didn’t leave by choice.”

Thad’s eyes narrowed. “If you ever disappeared, I’d hunt the earth until I found you.”

I laid my head on his shoulder. “I’m glad we understand each other.”
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The bright sunlight streaming into our bedroom woke me. I yawned and stretched, wincing at the tender soreness of well-used muscles. It was amazing the contortions a body could manage when the endorphins were flowing.

A glance to the side revealed what I’d already sensed—the bed was empty. Thad must be up with Jock and Cujo. I hadn’t heard a thing. Sleepily, I lingered in bed, lazily half-dozing. Finally, my sense of responsibility got the better of me. I had a family to tend to, and the clans should be here today. 

I rolled out of bed and spent a few minutes stretching. It helped some but my gait was still that of a much older woman as I walked into the bathroom. I took my time in the shower, allowing the hot water to work its magic. Afterward, I studied my reflection in the mirror. I didn’t look like a woman who’d spent the night being turned inside out by her lover. There were love marks on my neck and thighs, and the skin on my face was slightly irritated, but other than that, I looked normal. 

I washed and moisturized my face, brushed my teeth, and applied enough hair product to tame my curls before sweeping it up into a high ponytail. Thinking of the women I’d potentially be meeting today, I put on eyeliner, mascara, and just a hint of eye shadow. Still me, but boosted, and hopefully not obvious I tried.

Instead of my usual hoodie and sweats, I put on a pair of stretchy jeans and paired it with a snug long-sleeved t-shirt in a green that went well with my complexion. A pair of canvas slip-ons completed my look. One final look in the mirror and I was ready to go.

As I neared the bedroom door, I heard the low murmur of male voices. I exited to find Sam seated at the breakfast counter with a cup of coffee and some type of pastry. Thad was in the kitchen washing dishes. I frowned as I realized both men had dressed better than normal. Sam wore a pair of crisp khakis and a button-down white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to just below his elbow. Thad tended to dress more formally than Sam’s daily outfit of sweats and tees, but even he’d spruced up. He’d trimmed his hair and beard, and from this angle, it looked like he’d forgone his normal t-shirt and fatigues.

I must have made some sound because both men looked over. Thad examined me from head to toe. “I thought you’d sleep longer. You didn’t get much rest last night.”

I felt my face flush at his words and the memory of just why my sleep had been interrupted. I glanced around. “Where’s Jock?”

“He wanted to hang with the clan children. One of the mothers is keeping an eye on him and Cujo,” Thad said. 

I frowned at the idea of some woman I didn’t know watching my child. Sam was suddenly before me. I almost jumped because I hadn’t seen him move, which made me frown deeper.

“Good morning. Before you ask, I was invited,” Sam said. Then he snagged an arm around my waist, pulled my body flush to his, and kissed me like he hadn’t seen me in over a year. I was breathless and aroused when it ended. “Part of our agreement,” he reminded me, though I hadn’t complained.

“What agreement?” Thad asked. He’d poured himself a cup of coffee and stood at the counter watching us.

“Relationship terms,” Sam said, his gaze holding mine as he idly stroked the skin at my waist, just below the hem of my shirt. 

I rested my forehead in the crook of his neck and inhaled deeply. The man always smelled so damned good. I let my body sink into his, trusting Sam to support my weight. 

Thad laughed, relaxed and easy. Nothing like the man who’d been in a jealous temper yesterday. “Careful. Cara drives a hard bargain.”

“Yeah,” Sam agreed, kissing my temple. “I see how you ended up married.” His lips drifted to my neck where he kissed me before murmuring in my ear, “I missed you last night. You thought any more about the logistics of us? My bed was damned cold and lonely last night.”

I lifted my head and met his gaze, feeling guilty. Other than my conversation with Thad, I hadn’t given Sam another thought. So, I asked him the same question I’d asked Thad. It was only fair. “What do you think we should do?”

Sam arched an eyebrow. “Whatever allows me to be closer to you. You’ll have to tell me what that looks like. Just don’t take too long or shut me out.”

I rose on my toes and lightly kissed his mouth. Possibly the first touch I’d ever initiated. Sam’s eyes flared with heat and his grip on my waist tightened briefly when I settled again. “I’m working on it. I asked Thad his thoughts, but he was no help,” I said, side-eying the man in question. 

Thad tilted his head to one side and gestured with his coffee cup. “One of you. Two of us. That gives you the power, babe.”

Rolling my eyes, I pushed past Sam, heading for the kitchen and coffee. “I swear, neither one of you is any help.”

Sam caught me from behind and tugged me back into an embrace. “Depends on what you need help with,” he said, rubbing his erection against my butt. He kissed my neck and released me with a pat on my ass. “Think faster.”

As I approached the breakfast bar, Thad reached into the oven. “We held breakfast for you. Wash your hands and sit at the bar. I’ll fix your plate and pour your coffee.”

“Yes, sir,” I murmured, amused at being commanded like a child. 

Thad lifted an eyebrow. “We’re not in the bedroom now. You can call me Thad.”

My gaze jumped to Sam’s even as I choked on a laugh. Sam’s gaze turned speculative, and once again, I felt my face heat. 

“Seems I have some catching up to do,” Sam said.

I groaned as both men laughed. 
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I watched the woman who was rapidly stealing my heart interact with the old man and felt not a hint of jealousy. She’d laid to rest any insecurity I might have felt last night when she’d given herself so sweetly to me and confessed I was her center. Those weren’t her exact words, but they were fucking close. She called me her home. For a woman like Cara, for whom home meant everything, it said a fucking lot.

Cara settled onto her bar stool, and I slid a plate piled high with French toast, sausage, and bacon. “Eat all of it. You don’t eat enough.”

She frowned at me as she picked up her fork. “Are you trying to fatten me up?”

“No, I want you healthy. You have two horny men sniffing at you. I need you to be able to keep up. What happens if you get pregnant?”

Cara stared at me blankly, as though the thought never crossed her mind.

“We haven’t been using protection, and I haven’t noticed you taking birth control. Unless you have something inserted vaginally,” I asked, aware that Sam was keenly interested in the conversation.

He’d sat on the stool next to her and turned so she was almost surrounded by him. “We didn’t use protection yesterday, either. I didn’t think of it,” Sam admitted.

Cara’s gaze bounced from mine to Sam’s before settling on him. “We haven’t discussed children. I know Thad wants them. It’s part of our marriage agreement. You don’t–”

“I want them,” Sam stated firmly, interrupting her. “With you, I want everything you’ll give me, including a family.”

She dropped her gaze to her plate, and I wondered what she was thinking. She didn’t leave me clueless for long. “If we’re talking about building a family together— the three of us—it’s not going to work with you down in the basement. We need to be under the same roof.” Wincing, she amended her statement. “I mean, sharing the same quarters.”

Sam and I looked at each other, communicating silently. “The attic,” I suggested.

Sam nodded. “It’s big enough. I haven’t been up there in years. No telling what condition it’s in.”

Cara’s head swiveled back and forth as though watching a tennis match. “What are you talking about?”

“The fourth floor. It’s large enough to accommodate the four of us with room to spare. We may need to knock down a few walls. The place is a rabbit warren, but it extends across the entire building,” I said.

Her eyes got wide with interest. “Can I see it? I don’t remember you taking me up there on our tour.”

I shook my head. “I wouldn’t have. We mostly use it for storage. I need to check it out and see how much work it will take to make it habitable.”

I could tell Cara wanted to drop everything and see the space now.

“Eat so we can go to the lab. People are waiting,” Sam said, nudging her plate closer before she could protest. “We can show you the space later.”

“Already? They just got here,” she said.

“And they came with a purpose in mind. The sooner we deal with them, the quicker they will leave,” Sam said, sounding like his usual asocial self. There was the grump I knew and loved. For a second there, I thought finding his mate had made him soft. Glad to see I was wrong.

I poured myself a second cup of coffee and settled on the stool to Cara’s left with my breakfast. Sam and I ate, leaving Cara no choice but to pick up her fork and do the same.

After a few minutes, I announced, “Your lawyer sent your motorhome. The keys are on the hook.” I was so attuned to her, I felt it when she stiffened and her mood soured. “What’s wrong? I thought you’d be happy to have your property returned to you, even though you don’t need it.”

She continued chewing, swallowed, and took a sip of coffee before asking, “Have you seen it?”

I met Sam’s questioning gaze and shrugged. I didn’t know what her problem was either. “No more than to tell them where to park it. Why?”

“They probably stripped it of its contents as soon as they realized I wasn’t returning,” she muttered.

Sam placed a comforting hand on her thigh. “You got the most important things when you ran, right?”

Cara sighed and played with her food, using her fork to push a piece of French toast around in the syrup. “Yes, but it was my home for four years. I’m dreading the condition I’ll find it in.”

I made up my mind, then and there, to check it out before Cara did. I didn’t tell her that, though. Instead, I said, “If it helps, the delivery guys didn’t say anything was amiss when they dropped it off. I think they would have warned me if it had been trashed.”

I hoped like hell I was right. Cara had lost enough in her young life.

She shrugged one shoulder and pushed her half-eaten plate away. “Dad’s clothes are probably gone. It’s a matter of survival, and there were men in the camp who could use them, so that I don’t mind so much. Had I stayed, I would have offered them myself. For sure, his weapons are gone. Dad had an arsenal. I took a few of his best knives, handguns, and one of the short-barrel rifles for protection but left the rest. The motorhome had a few top-of-the-line, luxury items Dad insisted on for our comfort. I’m sure those were taken. Hopefully, they didn’t throw out Jock’s toys and books,” she said, sounding resigned.

“We can get the kid more toys and books if his are gone. Stop worrying. I don’t like it,” Sam grumbled, and it put a smile on her face.

Hell, I’d make the boy some toys if it took the scent of sadness away from Cara.

Sam downed the rest of his coffee and set the cup down. “Ready?”

“Not really,” she said. She drank the rest of her coffee, finished off a slice of bacon, and picked up her cup and plate.

“Leave it. I’ll deal with the dishes,” I said, knowing Sam was ready to go. When she slid off her stool, I caught her by the waist. “You know you don’t have to do this if you don’t want. We thought since you had to give up your teaching job, this was something you’d enjoy.”

Cara gave a self-deprecating smile. “Don’t mind me. I do want to work with Sam. Actually, I’m looking forward to it. My discomfort comes from having to meet the others. I’m not sure what kind of reception I’ll get.”

I frowned. “You’re ours. It doesn’t matter what they think or how they feel. They’re guests. This is your home.”

She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me until I almost forgot why I was irritated. “Like I said, don’t mind me. I’m being stupid. I’m ready, Sam.”

Cara pulled away from me and walked to the door. I caught Sam’s eye. “You let me know if anyone makes her uncomfortable. It will be their last time coming here.”

Sam looked grim. “Agreed.”
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Chapter Thirty-One

Sam
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Cara had exited the apartment, and her sweet, high ass was sashaying down the hall by the time I caught up. Reaching around her, I push the button to call the elevator. The move left me pressed close to her back, and her scent filled my nostrils. Because I was the last to use the elevator, the doors opened immediately.

As soon as we entered, I selected the basement and before the doors closed, I had Cara caged against the elevator wall. My forearms framed her head as I planted myself solidly in front of her, leaning in close. 

I caught her private smirk as she gazed over my shoulder. “What is it with you and elevators?”

“They’re small and private,” I quipped. “Spend tonight with me.”

Cara pressed head back into the wall so that she could look up at me. Her puzzled expression matched her tone. “What?”

“Stay with me tonight. And before you asked, I moved out of the basement,” I said.

Cara’s eyes rounded with shock. “You did? When?”

I didn’t understand her astonishment. Did she think I’d continue living in my quarters after she’d said what she did? Hell, no. “Last night. I took one of the apartments on your floor and transferred my clothes and bedding. As you saw, I don’t have many personal possessions. I figured you could fix the place up any way you like.”

She bit her lower lip, and her gaze slid guiltily to the side. “You didn’t have to do that.”

Not liking her expression, I caught her by the chin and lifted her face to mine. “Yes, I did. I was too far away from you where I was. Thad gets to hold you close all night. I want the same privilege.”

Cara stared into my eyes, reading my determination and clearly debating her answer. “Okay,” she said slowly, drawing out the two syllables. 

She’d given her agreement, but I could sense her uncertainty. “What’s wrong?” I asked, not wanting there to be any hesitation on her part or coercion on mine about us spending the night together. 

Cara lowered her gaze, and her tongue darted out to moisten her lower lip.

When she didn’t immediately respond, I coaxed, “Hey. Talk to me. I can’t fix it if I don’t know what the problem is.” 

The gaze she raised to meet mine was the definition of apologetic. “We’ll need to wait until Jock is in bed for the night. Other than the night that psycho, Jillian, had me kidnapped, Jock and I have never been separated for more than a few hours.” Her eyes sparked with renewed fury and righteous indignation at the memory. 

“We can bring the boy with us,” I heard myself say, though I had intended to have Cara to myself. I didn’t need all of the fingers on one hand to count the number of times we’d been alone. We were due.

Cara stared into my eyes, and it was like the woman could read my soul. Slowly, she shook her head. “Jock has Thad now. I think we need time alone to figure us out.”

I didn’t tell her I already had us figured out. If she still had figuring to do, I was all for it as long as I was a part of the process. I kissed her as the elevator halted on the basement level, and the doors opened. “Ready?”

“Yes,” Cara said, though her eyes said otherwise.

“Trust me. You’ll be fine. Let’s go.” Taking her hand, I led her into the lab. It was time to work. 

⬥⬥⬥⬥⬥

Hours later, I silently admitted that asking Cara to work with me was the best decision I had ever made. I hadn’t been certain bringing her on was a good idea. I worked best alone, but it was the only thing I could think of to force her to spend time with me.

I reviewed her lab notes for accuracy. Not only had she captured every word I dictated, but she’d added her observations. Her notes were surprisingly insightful. In addition, Cara had a keen mind, great people skills, and an almost intuitive understanding of the way my mind worked. Something I’d never experienced with any person, in any lab, and I’d worked in quite a few. In short, she was the perfect lab assistant. 

I waited until she finished wiping down the room, sanitizing it for tomorrow’s tests. “What did you think? Is this something you can see yourself doing long term?” 

Cara nodded before I finished speaking. “Frankly, I found the whole thing fascinating. Those poor people. I had no idea the virus could cause those types of physical mutations. They don’t talk about it in the noninfected world. No wonder they kept such a close eye on Jock after he was born.”

I’d already told her the real reason they’d monitored Jock so closely, but if it made her feel better to think otherwise, I wouldn’t correct her. 

“It’s the virus, yes, but a large part of the problem is the high fever. It can cause cognitive disorders in adults. Surviving the fever without brain damage is the most important part of the transition,” I said. 

Cara frowned thoughtfully. “I didn’t have the fever, I don’t think. Everything is a blur.”

“You were heavily sedated, and the vaccine was administered almost instantaneously. That’s what makes your case so fascinating. Speaking of which, while we’re here, I’d like to draw a few vials of your blood,” I said, already gathering the needed supplies. 

Cara sighed but took an alcohol swab out of the drawer, cleaned the bend of her arm, and held it out for the needle. “I really hate feeling like a lab rat,” she grumbled.

I leaned forward and kissed her lingeringly, reveling in the freedom to do so. “Sexiest lab rat I’ve ever seen.”

I quickly filled three vials of blood and labeled them. Though my hands itched to reach for my microscope and slides, I placed them in the fridge to work with later. If I started now, I’d get enthralled by the research and work through the night. Nothing would interfere with me spending my first night alone with my mate, not even my compulsive work habits.

I turned to find Cara perched on the stool like a long-legged bird. Her body language told me she’d settled in for a cozy chat. Leaning a hip against the counter, I folded my arms across my chest and waited.

“What are you going to do with my blood?” she asked.

Frowning, I wondered if her question was simple curiosity or concern. “I told you I created and produced the vaccine being sold and distributed by the government to hospitals for essential workers in the medical field, correct?” 

Cara scrunched her face, and her nose wrinkled in disapproval. “Yes. Because it’s not being mass produced by the big pharmaceutical companies, there’s not enough of the vaccine to inoculate the general population.”  

“And there never will be, if I and the others have our way,” I said, my tone sharp.  

We’d never allow pharmaceutical companies to make enough of the vaccine to remove the threat of others becoming what we were. We had finally attained a balance of power, and we would fight to keep it. 

“Maybe you should reconsider. Think of how many lives would be saved,” she said, a glimmer of hope in her eyes. 

Too bad I had to crush it. “No.”

She scowled, her hands going to her waist in a classic sign of female outrage. “Why not? I know you feel the government owes the infected something for all the pain and trauma you’ve been through, but at some point, enough should be enough.”

I stared at her, unable to believe what I was hearing. “You think this is about revenge?”

Cara rolled her eyes. “Isn’t it?” she groused.

“Hell, no,” I growled, my voice deepening with anger. “It’s about survival. Tell me, Cara, given human nature, what will happen if the world no longer has to fear becoming infected? If the noninfected population grows so large, the infected is a small minority?”

She slowly lowered her hands to rest on her thighs and bit her lower lip as she considered my question. Finally, she admitted, “I don’t know.”

Straightening, I began to pace the small walkway between the lab tables. “I do. Extermination. You only need to look at history to see that mankind has a nasty habit of killing anything they view as different. Sure, the vaccine might spare the lives of the noninfected, but it would sign our death warrants.”

Cara appeared so distraught at the idea, that I crossed over to her and tugged her into my arms. “Look, your whole life has been that of a noninfected human. You’ve had a small taste of the discrimination the infected deal with because of Jock, but it’s not the same as being one of us.”

She pushed away from me, increasing the distance between us, and folded her arms over her chest. “Is my being noninfected going to cause problems between us?”

What the hell? I couldn’t get a handle on the way this woman’s mind worked.

“No.” Sighing, I palmed the back of my head. “I probably shouldn’t say this, but compared to Thad and me, you’re a babe.” 

When she scowled at me, I hurriedly added, “I’m not talking about age differences here. I’m referring to life experiences. Hell, even I can’t fully relate to what it was like for the soldiers initially infected with the virus because I was on the other side of the cage. Did you know at one point in the process, military leaders decided we should scrub the project because the results weren’t what they envisioned?”

Cara narrowed her eyes and slowly rose to her feet. “What do you mean, scrub?”

I tilted my head to the side, arched an eyebrow, and gave her a knowing look. “Exactly what you think. They wanted me to destroy all of the research and any evidence of the experiments we’d been doing.” 

For a brief second, she appeared to be horrified but quickly got over it as logic kicked in. The silence sat thick between us before she finally broke it. “Since that clearly didn’t happen, you must have done something to convince them otherwise.”

My smile, when it came, was grim. “By some strange miracle, the virus managed to slip past the layers of safety protocols and escape the lab, right when one of the highest-ranking generals from the Pentagon came to visit. Imagine my surprise.”

Cara stared at me, comprehension dawning. “You did it to protect the soldiers.”

I walked to the bin and threw my lab coat into the laundry, motioning for Cara to do the same. When she had, I took her arm and led her to the elevator. I could feel her eyes on me, waiting for my response. 

I glanced down at her. “Don’t make me out to be a hero, Cara. I didn’t want to see all of my hard work destroyed. I told you, I’m responsible for the death of millions.”

I pushed the button, and we stepped into the elevator as the doors slid open. As soon as they closed, Cara turned to me. “That’s why Thad and others are so loyal to you. You saved their lives.”

It was like the woman didn’t hear anything I’d said. I stared into her eyes. “Did I, Cara? Did I really, or did I merely help salvage what was left after I ruined it?”

“I think you’re a hero,” she said. 

“Don’t romanticize my actions, Cara,” I snapped. “There was nothing heroic about them.”

I didn’t like the look in Cara’s eyes. Some would call it sympathy. I called it what it was—pity. “Do you want to change clothes before dinner?”

Frowning, she glanced down at the green shirt and fitted jeans she wore. “Is something wrong with what I have on?”

“Hell no, but women are strange. You do stuff that makes no logical sense to me,” I said as I pushed the button to take us to the communal dining room on the first floor instead of her quarters.

When I turned, Cara stared anxiously at her reflection in the mirrored walls of the elevator. She brushed off nonexistent dirt and straightened invisible wrinkles on her shirt. Then she reached up and pulled her hair free of the ponytail holder. 

When she began fluffing her hair, I grabbed her hands and tugged her close. “Stop that. You look fine. I didn’t want to talk about the past so I changed the subject. Didn’t know you’d get a damn complex.”

She huffed and stared at me. “Really? You know I’m nervous about meeting the other women. Why would you even—umph?”

I tugged so that she fell against me and lowered my mouth to hers to shut her up. I kissed her until she was soft and pliant against me, all thoughts of arguing hopefully forgotten. When the kiss ended, I held her by the nape and lowered my forehead to hers. “I don’t want to fight. I don’t want to talk about the past. I don’t even want to attend this damn dinner.”

Disgruntled amusement altered her expression. “What do you want?”

“You. Me. Alone in my quarters for the night.” I pressed my rigid cock against her belly so she could feel my need. 

“You want sex?” Fortunately, she didn’t sound opposed to the idea.

“That’s part of it, sure. Mostly I want your sweet body pressed to mine all night. I want to close my eyes with you beside me and wake up with you in my arms.” I left off the “where you belong,” but from the way her eyes narrowed, she heard the unspoken part of my statement. 

Good. I’d never lie to her by saying that sharing her with another man was easy, even if that man was Thad. I was selfish enough to want my woman all to myself and realistic enough to know that demanding she leave Thad would drive her away. Not to mention the wedge it would drive between Thad and me.

Then she sighed, rested a hand on my chest, and relaxed her weight against mine. “Back at the camp where I used to live, there was an older woman in a polyamorous relationship with two men. I remember how much it shocked me when I first realized it. I even asked my father about it. He told me to mind my business. Said people did whatever it took to survive outside of the protected zones of the noninfected cities. I hadn’t been judging her. Just wondering how she managed it. Seemed like a lot of work.”

I cupped the swell of her ass, massaging lightly. Cara was such an innocent. “You could look at it that way, sure. Or you could see it as twice the safety, twice the security for not only her, but for you and Jock. Like Thad said, you hold all the cards. What you say goes. All I ask for is equal time.”

Cara gave me an impish grin as she tapped her chin thoughtfully. “I don’t know. What if you snore? What if you drool or talk in your sleep? Those might be deal breakers.”

I narrowed my eyes and cornered her against the wall, ignoring the open elevator doors behind me. “If I snore, elbow me. If I talk in my sleep, take notes. I might say something important. I tend to problem-solve while I sleep. If I drool... Well, baby, you’ll just have to deal with it, won’t you?”

Though nothing in my expression or body language showed it, it made my heart happy to know she felt comfortable enough with me to tease.

“You two planning on staying in there all night?” Thad asked from behind us. “The doors opened and closed minutes ago.”

Cara jumped and tried to pull free, but I held her firmly in place. I liked her right where she was. Since I’d thwarted her efforts, she rose on tiptoe so that she could see over my shoulder. “Don’t blame me. He has an elevator fetish.”

“Our guests are waiting,” Thad announced.

At his tone, I turned and gave him a long look. “What crawled up your ass? We’ll get there when we get there. If we’re late, they’ll start without us as they normally do.”

“In the past, we didn’t have her,” Thad said, nodding his head in Cara’s direction. “I’ve been fielding questions all damn day, from men and women.”

I stiffened, my hold on Cara relaxing as I turned to fully face Thad. “They don’t think—”

“Hell, no, and if any man did I quickly abused him of the notion,” Thad said.

“Think what?” Cara asked.

“They’re just curious as hell. They see the boy and wonder about the mother. I just don’t like being questioned. I swear, they’re like a bunch of gossiping women. The quicker we get in there, the sooner they can see for themselves,” Thad said, his annoyance clear. 

Cara stepped from around me. Thad’s gaze fell on her, and he scowled. “Why is your hair loose?”

She reached up a hand and touched her long curls. “What’s wrong with my hair? Damn it. What is wrong with you two? Stop criticizing my appearance when you know I’m nervous.”

“You’re a beautiful woman. If you don’t know that by now, you should. Pull your hair up into a ponytail. I want everyone to see you’ve been marked, in case someone gets any ideas about you being available,” Thad muttered.

She glanced at Thad and then turned to me. “Is he serious?”

“Very,” I confirmed, studying her neck. Why hadn’t I thought to leave my mark on her? I’d take care of that particular omission tonight.

“Look, do you want to spend the next week with men subtly testing the waters with you? Or do you want to make it clear to one and all that you’re not available?” Thad asked.

Cara reached back, gathered her hair into a high ponytail, and secured it with her hair tie. 
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Chapter Thirty-Two

Cara
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Although it had been upgraded several times since being installed in the nineteenth century, the elevator car was still its original compact size. With three of us inside of it, I felt hemmed in. 

“Can we go now? I’d like to see my son,” I said, pushing past Sam. 

Thad pressed the button to open the door, silently answering my question. 

Sam caught me by my ponytail, halting my forward momentum. “Are you angry?”

“No,” I said, eyes focused on the opening where Thad stood.

“You sound angry. You know I don’t like it when you’re angry,” Sam said. I could feel him studying my face.

I gave a long-suffering sigh and glanced at him over my shoulder, my expression annoyed. “I'm hungry, and I want my son. Can we please go?” 

There was no sense in explaining why I was upset. Neither man would understand. They both oozed confidence and an ‘I don’t give a damn what you think about me’ attitude. Maybe it was their military training. My father had been the same.

Thad arched an eyebrow at Sam. “If she’s not angry, preventing her from getting to Jock will make her so.” 

Sam released me, but I could feel his reluctance. 

“Moving right along,” I said, stepping into the corridor. Sam and Thad paced beside me like personal bodyguards as I stalked toward the dining hall. Their presence made me feel a little more confident, though nerves still rode me hard. Despite what the men said, these next few hours would be the truest test of whether I’d be accepted into the infected community. After so many rejections, it was difficult to believe I would. It was vital for Jock’s sake that I was. 

The double doors to the large room were propped open. Boisterous laughter rang out as people chatted lively. These people knew each other well, and from the sound of it, there were more people inside than I’d anticipated.

I reached out and grabbed both men’s hands. I felt the looks both gave me, but they didn’t reject me or belittle my need for added support. We entered the dining hall as a unit and stopped right inside the entrance, the last to arrive. 

I scanned the room. There were over thirty people inside. They were a mix of men, women, and children of varying ages and sizes. They had set up two long tables with half of the group sitting at one and the other half at the other. There were a few more people visible through the kitchen opening, finishing the last of the evening meal preparations.

As though a signal only the infected could hear sounded, every eye turned to focus on us, and the conversations abruptly ceased. Involuntarily, my grip on both men’s hands tightened under the intense scrutiny. I forced my expression not to betray just how nervous I was and hoped they couldn’t see the white-knuckled grip I had on Sam and Thad.

“Momma!” Jock shouted when he spotted me. He came barreling towards me as if I’d been gone for years instead of a few hours. Immediately, I relaxed and released both men. I braced for impact as Jock ran full speed into me, laughing as he wrapped his arms around my legs and pressed his head into my belly. If Thad hadn’t caught us, we’d have both toppled over. I returned Jock’s hug with equal fervor. 

“Momma, guess what I did today?” Jock said excitedly.

"Hmm, let me see." Gripping his shoulders, I pushed him back a step so I could examine him. Based on the amount of dirt on his clothes, he’d spent the day outside. “Drove Thad’s car?” I guessed.

He giggled. “No, silly. I hunted with the men.”

Both my eyebrows rose as my questioning gaze shifted to meet his father’s. “Really?”

Correctly interpreting my expression, Thad said, “He mostly played with the other youth while the men laid traps.”

“Oh,” I said, happy no guns had been involved. I was familiar with trap hunting, having gone with my father several times. With winter coming, it was a great way to stock up on meat and reduce the wildlife population, which could quickly get out of control.

Jock talked a mile a minute, telling me of his day's adventures. I cupped his face and listened attentively. He was so excited and happy, glowing with good health and a day spent in the fresh air and sun. At that moment, no one existed except him, and I was satisfied with my life choices that had brought us to this moment.

“You gotta meet my friends,” Jock said abruptly and turned to dash off. 

I caught him by the back of his shirt and held him in place. “Did you forget to speak?”

Obediently, Jock turned to face us again. “Hey, Sam.”

“Jock,” Sam said, nodding politely.

Jock grabbed my hand and tugged. “Let’s go, Momma.”

I let him drag me to the table where the majority of the children sat with a few of the women. 

“This my momma,” Jock said proudly.

“Hello,” I said to everyone, keeping it simple.

From their expressions, I could tell the women were curious about me but they greeted me friendly enough. It helped that I’d met two of them as they’d escorted their relatives to the lab. Before I was forced to make small talk to keep things from getting awkward, I heard Sam call my name. I looked up to see him motioning me over to the end of the other table where he and Thad sat. 

“Let’s go, Jock,” I said.

“Can I stay here?” Jock pleaded. 

When I hesitated, one of the women said, “I’ll watch him. He’s been playing with my son most of the day.” 

She was older than me, appearing to be in her late thirties or early forties. Like the other women, she wore a simple t-shirt and jeans, and her hair was pulled back into the classic ponytail. Her complexion was darker than mine, but her hair was ruler straight.  

“Thank you,” I told her. “Jock, mind your manners.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said and scrambled into the seat next to a little boy maybe a year or two older than Jock. The two immediately began conversing like lifelong friends.

I walked over to join my men, taking the empty seat they’d left between them. As soon as I settled, they delivered the food to the tables. It was served family-style, with large bowls of potatoes, greens, and corn on the cob being passed from person to person, along with platters of meat. 

During the meal, I mostly kept quiet, letting conversations wash around me. I’d tune in here and there, but they spoke of people and places unfamiliar to me. I had nothing to contribute, so I didn’t try to insert myself. As delicious and fresh as the food was, I wouldn’t totally relax until the meal was over and it was just the four of us again. 

Sometime later, I had zoned out, deep in plans and hopes for the future when Sam leaned over and murmured into my ear, “Are you ready to go?”

I glanced around, realizing the meal was coming to an end. People were already taking their empty plates and bowls to the kitchen. “Yes. Let me tell Thad.”

“I’ll take our plates to the kitchen. Are you finished?” he asked.

We both looked at my plate. I’d only eaten about half of the food. Sighing, I scooped up two final bites of meat and one of potatoes before shoving my plate in his direction. The food had been excellent, but I’d been too mentally off-balanced to relax and enjoy it.

As Sam walked away, I caught Thad’s attention by bumping his shoulder. When he gazed at me, I leaned in closer, motioning for him to lend me his ear. He obligingly tilted his head towards my upturned lips.

“Sam wants me to stay with him tonight. I told him I needed to put Jock to bed first,” I said, explaining the arrangement.

Thad’s expression turned quizzical, one eyebrow arched with the other eye half-closed. “If you want to go with Sam, go. I’ve got Jock.”

“Oh, but...” I swallowed. “It’s my night to put Jock to bed. What if he questions where I am?”

Thad pointed at where Jock sat. “He’s so tired, as soon as he has his bath he’ll be out for the rest of the night. Look at him.”

Jock sat slumped in his seat, eyes half-closed, elbow planted on the table with his head propped up on his hand. Even from this distance, I could see he was more asleep than awake.

“If he asks about you, I’ll tell him you’re with Sam and will be home in the morning,” Thad continued, a questioning lilt to his voice.

“Yes, we’ll be there for breakfast. I’ll need to shower and change for work,” I said as confirmation.

Thad shook his head, his mouth forming a crooked grin. “Take a change of clothes with you. No need for the walk of shame.”

His words gave me pause. Tonight wasn’t a tryst with Sam but hopefully the start of a beautiful relationship with my mate. I needed to adjust my thinking accordingly.

I kissed Thad on the cheek. “Thanks. See you and Jock in the morning.”

Seeing Sam approach, I stood and then bit my lip indecisively. There was movement all around us as people pitched in to clean. “Should I offer to help?”

“No,” both men said.

“Are you sure?” Even the children were helping now. I didn’t want to leave a bad impression.

Sam took me by the hand and began leading me away. “They know you’re my lab assistant. Everyone contributes something to the community as a whole and helping me find a cure is yours. Even if you offered to help, it would be declined.”

Trusting that he knew what he was talking about, I followed Sam out of the dining hall and back to our floor. As we stepped out of the elevator, I said, “Thad is going to put Jock to bed. I just need to grab a few items for in the morning, and I’ll be ready.”

I opened the door and used our joined hands to pull Sam inside after me, very conscious that the last time we’d been in this position, I’d left him on the other side of the door. That seemed so long ago.

“You’re inviting me inside,” he murmured in surprise as I closed the door behind us.

I shrugged. “Thad invited you first. I’m just following his lead. Give me a second.”

I strode into the bedroom, thoughts already shifting to what I’d need: a pair of pants, a shirt, undergarments, and clean socks for tomorrow. In addition, I grabbed my toothbrush, bath, and hair products from the bathroom. All went into a small pile on the bed. Reaching into a different drawer, I pulled out my preferred sleeping attire of leggings and an oversized t-shirt.

“What are those for?” Sam asked, standing in the doorway.

“Sleeping,” I said.

“You won’t need anything,” he said, his gaze smoldering.

“If you want me to sleep naked, you’ll have to strip it off me later. I want a shower, and it’s too early for bed.” It was a little after sunset. Jock’s bedtime was at eight. After he was in bed, I usually spent an hour reading or watching television to relax before calling it a night. “Speaking of bed, how do you unwind after work? What do you do?” I asked. Just what did Sam do at night when the workday was done?

“I work.”

I looked at him, waiting for the rest of it. “That’s it?” I finally asked.

“Cara, why do you think my bedroom was in the lab? I work until I can’t see straight, fall into bed mentally exhausted, get up in the morning, and do it again,” he explained patiently.

I frowned at the picture of himself he painted. “What about when the clans are here and you have...female companionship available?”

He crossed his arms over his chest and propped one shoulder on the doorjamb. “If sex was offered and I felt like partaking, we fucked, parted ways, and I went back to work.”

Now instead of jealousy, I felt disturbed. That was no way for anyone to live. No wonder Thad was concerned. Sam needed a keeper, or he’d work himself into an early grave. I decided that I wouldn’t allow that to happen. I smiled at him, plans swirling in my mind for the coming night.

Sam frowned and straightened. “I don’t like the way you’re looking at me.”

I found a bag and placed all my items inside for easy toting. Sam came forward and took the bag from me, tossing the strap over his shoulder.

“Do your quarters have a television?” I asked as I followed him out of the bedroom.

“All of them do. Why?” he asked, his tone wary.

“Because I’m going to teach you how to unwind,” I said.

“By watching television?” Sam said, turning to face me. Now his expression was dubious.

“Out of curiosity, have you ever watched t.v.?” I asked.

“For what purpose?” he asked blankly.

I shook my head, made a tsking sound, and patted him soothingly on the chest. “Oh, you poor deprived man. Don’t worry. I’ll show you what you’ve been missing.”
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“That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever seen,” Sam said when the movie finished.

We sat on the couch next to each other. I had my legs draped across Sam’s thigh and rested my head on his shoulder. Sam had his hand resting on my inner thigh, holding me to him. Discarded glasses and a large bowl with popcorn remains littered the coffee table where Sam had his feet propped.

I laughed. “You’re joking, right?”

He scowled at me. “No. They really expect viewers to believe they mutated the measles virus as a cure for cancer? And said virus then proceeded to destroy half the human population?”

My jaw dropped as I stared at him in disbelief. “Are you serious? Do you not see the irony?”

“What irony?” Sam asked, dead serious.

I shifted to face him more fully. “They mutated a virus to cure cancer. You mutated a virus to create super soldiers.”

He gestured dismissively. “That’s different.”

Eyes rounded, I stared at him. “Oh my god. You’re serious.”

“Of course I’m serious. I never joke about science,” Sam muttered.

“You truly don’t see the similarity? A virologist, who works for the military, seeks to find a cure for a virus that’s decimated half the human population?” I prompted.

Sam stared at me expressionless.

“Oh, come on,” I said, throwing my hands up in the air in exasperation. “Now I know you’re messing with me.”

Sam tackled me onto the couch, coming down on top of me. He braced his elbows on either side of my head and placed his face inches from mine. “Of course I noticed. I’m not a moron. It’s still a stupid movie. Who spends all of that time finding a cure only to kill himself at the end?”

“He was upset. His last connection to his family, his reason for living, was gone. Once he fulfilled his promise to his daughter, he had no reason to continue living,” I argued.

He scowled down at me. “That’s absurd. His reason for living was to find a cure.”

“Which he did,” I said.

Sam shook his head. “Viruses mutate. It’s the nature of the beast. Just because the cure worked on one of the mutants doesn’t mean it will continue to work. Each strain of the virus requires its own vaccine. A virologist would know that finding a viable vaccine was just the beginning.”

I shifted beneath him, making myself more comfortable. Sam settled into the cradle between my legs, his delicious heat pressed to my core.

Though I agreed with Sam’s analysis of the movie, I argued just to needle him. “He sent the cure with the woman and died a hero.”

The man literally growled his frustration, and I suppressed a laugh.

I loved seeing this side of him. As the movie progressed, Sam relaxed and forgot himself enough to argue with the screen whenever the main character did something he disagreed with. At one point he’d even yelled, calling the man an idiot. I’d found the whole thing highly entertaining, watching Sam more than the movie.

“He sent a vial of blood with no research notes to show how he made it and blew up the lab where it was created, destroying himself and all of his work in the process. How does that make him a hero?” Sam asked.

I stroked my fingers through his hair. “I’ll concede they could have handled the ending better. In the book, the scientist returns the mutant woman to her mate and realizes he’s the one they consider to be a monster for experimenting on them.”

Sam leaned into my caress, still frowning. “I don’t know that I like that ending any better.”

Of course not. The poor man already thought of himself as a monster for unleashing the virus upon the human population, no matter his reason for doing so.

“Can we go to bed now? I played your game. Followed your rules. It’s my turn,” Sam said.

The heat in his eyes made my body tingle. We’d showered separately earlier—his idea, not mine. There was nothing left to do but turn off the lights and the electronics and go to bed.

“I think I can be persuaded to call it a night,” I said. “Was there a particular game you wanted to play?”

Merely sitting beside Sam for hours had left my body humming softly with arousal. The same effect his proximity always had on me. Now that I was the sole focus of his attention, that hum had become a roar.

“Nope. I’m not I’m not much into games. I like to keep things simple.” He began to burrow his hand under my t-shirt.

“Really?” I asked. “So what’s the plan?”

The glint in his eyes could only be called wicked. “I’m going to get you naked, fuck you silly, and then collapse into an exhausted sleep with you beside me. When we awake in the morning, I plan to do it again.”

Sam nuzzled my neck with open mouth kisses as his hand cupped my breast.

“Sounds like...a really...good plan,” I replied breathily.

He kissed my mouth and things got hot and heavy between us fast. I clawed at his shirt, wanting skin. Suddenly, Sam jerked back, breathing heavily. “No. Not this time. This time we’re going to take our time. I’m going to kiss every inch of your body, find your hot spots, and finally learn what you taste like. Once I’m done, I plan to do it again.”

He stood and yanked me up with him. Grabbing me by the arm, he towed me toward the bedroom. I stumbled after him, mind still wrapped up in that kiss.

In the room, he quickly stripped me out of my clothes and tossed me onto the bed. Sam was on me before I finished bouncing.

“You’re not naked,” I complained. He’d taken off his shirt but left on his sweatpants.

“Not yet. I need the control. If I get naked, I’ll be in you, and I have plans for your luscious body.”

Then Sam set out to drive me out of my mind. Sex and science. The man took both very seriously. He treated my body like a particularly interesting experiment into which he’d invested money and time for the outcome.

Sam didn’t run the whole show. I got to play, too. My oral sex skills weren’t the greatest but he made me feel like an oral sexpert. Anything I didn’t know, he gladly tutored me.

When he finally entered me, Sam kept his promise. He fucked me long and hard until we both collapsed into a heap of sweaty body parts. I stayed awake long enough for him to drag the blanket over both of us, and then I fell into an exhausted sleep.

⬥⬥⬥⬥⬥

Early the next morning, I stumbled into our quarters, eyes half closed, and headed straight for the kitchen. “Coffee,” I muttered with an edge of desperation.

As expected, Thad was already in the kitchen. Like Sam, he was an early riser. I could get up with the chickens when necessary, but a morning person I wasn’t. 

Thad handed me a filled coffee mug. I took a large sip of the scalding coffee, not even wincing when it burnt my mouth.

“Did she sleep?” Thad asked Sam.

I could feel Sam watching me with the same silent amusement he’d displayed when he dragged me out of bed before dawn was even a hint in the sky. 

“We slept. Not a morning person, is she?” Sam said.

“Not that I’ve seen,” Thad said.

I took another gulp of the bitter brew and, keeping a death grip on the mug, leaned into Thad’s chest and sighed sleepily. He was so big and solid. Thad wrapped an arm around my waist and supported my weight. I let my eyes close as his heat and caffeine from the coffee flooded my system.

“Where’s Jock?” I asked.

“Still sleeping,” Thad said.

“Has Cujo been out?” I murmured, taking another sip.

“He’s out now,” Thad said.

I paused with the cup near my lips and tilted my head back to see his face. “You left him outside by himself?”

“You say that like I left our child outside alone. Cujo is fine. Several clan members are out and about. They’ll keep an eye on him. It’s not like the dog will run off and get lost,” Thad said.

“True,” I admitted. 

Previously, I’d been Cujo’s protector as much as he’d been mine. I’d kept an eye on him, afraid a wild animal would get him or one of my neighbors would put a bullet in him. Due to the clan's diligence in keeping the wildlife population under control, I hadn’t seen any dangerous animals. In fact, I felt so safe here that I’d stopped wearing my guns when outside. I still wore the knife my father had given me. Nothing would break that habit.

“You cooking breakfast?” Sam asked, taking a seat at the counter. He looked lazy and sated, courtesy of our early morning lovemaking. 

“I cooked yesterday. You cook,” Thad said.

I turned my head to look at Sam. “You know how to cook?”

“Do I look like I’m starving?” Sam asked.

Thad snorted. “He can cook just fine. It’s getting him to eat that’s the problem.”

Good to know. With two men and a growing boy, I wouldn’t have to spend my time slaving in the kitchen. Finishing the last of my coffee, I set the cup on the counter and wrapped both arms around Thad, giving him a squeeze. “I’m hungry. If the clans are already outside, do you think they cooked breakfast? There might be leftovers.”

“No sense begging for food when I can cook. They’ll think we can’t take care of our woman,” Sam grumbled. He stood and rounded the breakfast bar to enter the kitchen.

Thad used his arm around my waist to steer me out of the kitchen. “Let’s have a seat. This space isn’t big enough for the three of us. What did you do last night? Sam didn’t drag you down to the lab to work, did he?”

I smiled with genuine humor as I sat on the stool at the breakfast bar. “We watched a movie.”

“A stupid movie,” Sam muttered. He moved around the kitchen with confidence, showing this wasn’t his first time cooking in this space.

“It was a remake of a classic science-fiction movie I thought was appropriate, considering who Sam is,” I said teasingly. 

“Don’t start,” Sam said, pulling ingredients out of the fridge. “I’m trying to wipe the whole thing from my mind.”

I grinned at Thad, whose amusement gleamed in his eyes though he didn’t voice it. He settled next to me and rested a hand on my thigh. 

“Speaking of the clans, what do you plan to do with your motorhome? One of the men noticed it and asked about it,” Thad said.

The caffeine filled my veins, and I felt my lethargy lessening. I gazed at Thad in inquiry. “Nothing. You think one of them will take it off our hands? If it had been up to me, I’d have left it behind but Veronica insisted.”

“Any clan would be happy to have it,” Thad assured me.

I bit my lower lip in thought. “I need to check it out first. I don’t mind giving it away, but if it’s been trashed, I’d at least like to warn them.”

Thad tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. I hadn’t pulled it back into its customary ponytail. “We can go look after breakfast.”

“Go now,” Sam ordered. “After breakfast, we need to get to the lab. I don’t want to waste any more time than necessary.”

Thad looked at me. “You heard the man. Grab a jacket. It’s cold outside.”

Grumbling under my breath about bossy men, I trudged into the bedroom to prepare for a trip into the great outdoors. These last few days, the weather had been damp and chilly. Not the kind of weather I liked. 

As soon as the bedroom door closed behind me, I heard the murmur of male voices. I forced my feet to keep moving, though curiosity raised its head. The only way a relationship between the three of us would work was by recognizing boundaries and respecting them. Sam and Thad had been friends for a long time. If I wanted my individual relationships with each man to be respected, I had to give their friendship the same courtesy.

I’d put on thicker socks and was tying the laces on the last shoe when Thad entered the bedroom. 

“Come here,” he said, closing the door behind him.

I rose and went into his open arms. He leaned down and gave me a long, lingering kiss. “Did you enjoy yourself last night?”

Nodding, I said, “I see why you worry about Sam. Left unattended, the man would work himself into an early grave.”

“If you managed to get him to relax last night, there may be hope for him yet,” Thad said.

I took his hand and led him over to the bed to sit beside me. Bringing my knee up on the mattress between us, I rested my hands on my calf and leaned forward. “After last night, I think I have a better idea of how the three of us can work.”

Thad raised an eyebrow. “Do tell.”

“You and Sam both need your own space. I haven’t seen the quarters upstairs, but I hope it has at least four bedrooms. You, Sam, and Jock can each have your own bedrooms, and there’d be an extra room for a nursery. I’ll alternate sleeping between Sam’s and your beds,” I said. 

Thad reached for one of my hands and held it in his. “What about you? Don’t you need a space to call yours?”

Again, I shook my head. “I like sleeping with you. I worried being with Sam would feel uncomfortable, but instead, it was natural, like we’d been doing it for years.”

Thad cupped my cheek with his free hand. “I missed you warming your cold feet on my legs.”

“Don’t blame me. You put off so much heat, you’re like a furnace. You know I get cold at night,” I grumbled. “I missed you, too. I’ll be happy when we’re all living in the same space.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Thirty-Four

Cara


[image: image]


“Should we wake Jock and take him with us?” I asked as we exited the bedroom.

“Leave the boy. No sense dragging him out into the cold when you’ll only be gone a few minutes,” Sam said from the kitchen.

“Are you sure?” I asked. Jock was asleep, but he might wake up.  

“I’m sure you only have a few minutes before breakfast is done. If you’re going, you need to go,” Sam said.

“Jock will be fine. Let’s go,” Thad said, herding me to the door.

Outside of our quarters, I protested. “You said Sam didn’t like kids.”

“I also said he’d make a lousy mate. He’s proving me wrong about that. Let’s see how he does with the boy,” Thad said, motioning me towards the entryway stairs.

We walked down to the foyer. Once there, Thad turned away from the front door and headed toward the rear of the building. Despite the number of people in residence, I didn’t see anyone as we meandered the hallways. Mentally, I shifted gears, now worried about in what condition I’d find my beloved former home. I thought I’d made peace with it, but knowing I’d see it soon proved I’d only been fooling myself.

The door unlocked with a small click as soon as we got within range of the scanner. Thad pushed it open, and we exited through a faded red door. The bitterly cold wind whipped around us, snatching my breath. Tucking my ungloved hands deep into my pockets, I snuggled like a tortoise in its shell in my hoodless puffer jacket, glad I’d put on a winter cap. If fall was this cold, winter was going to be a bear. Thank God, Jock and I wouldn’t have to struggle through it alone.

We went down the short flight of stairs onto the grassy expanse. Once, it might have been a beautiful garden, but now it was full of shrubs, saplings, and overgrown weeds. My fingers itched to set it to rights. “What do you think about building a greenhouse?” I asked.

“Do I have to grow anything?” he asked.

“Not if you don’t want to. I miss my greenhouse. It’s the only thing I regret leaving behind,” I admitted.

“If you want a greenhouse, we’ll get you a greenhouse. Might not be until spring. Winter snows will arrive soon,” Thad said.

“Spring is fine,” I said. Spring would give me time to design it and plan what seedlings I wanted to plant.

“The motorhome is this way.” Thad motioned to the well-trod dirt path that led around the building to a small parking lot.

This parking lot was better maintained than the main one out front, but portions of asphalt still had small bushes and large weeds growing in the cracks. It made the ground extremely uneven, forcing me to step carefully. From here, I could see the garden and several outbuildings that most likely held a variety of gardening tools. Clan members moved around with purpose: hoeing, digging trenches, and preparing the ground for the spring planting. One of the men spotted us and called out to Thad, motioning him over.

Thad cursed. “What now?”

I buried my smile in my jacket. It amused me how grumpy both Thad and Sam were. Neither man was sociable, which suited my introverted nature just fine. “You won’t know until you go see.”

“The motorhome is right there. Wait for me. This won’t take long.” Thad pointed to a section of the parking lot where the motorhome sat in all its glory, making the surrounding vehicles look like shabby relics in comparison. No wonder the clans had inquired about it.

I started toward it, the lure of my former home more powerful than the instructions I’d been given to wait. I circled the vehicle, inspecting the exterior. Other than a few dings and scratches caused by the drive here, the vehicle appeared the same as when I left it.

When I reached my starting point, I glanced over where Thad stood, still in deep conversation. My foot tapped as I fidgeted. I glanced at my watch. We’d left Sam almost ten minutes ago. If Thad took any longer, I’d have to wait until after Sam and I finished in the lab. Then it would be time for dinner. After dinner, it would be dark, and I still hadn’t seen the upstairs space.

I cast another glance in Thad’s direction and moved closer to the motorhome’s door. As expected, someone had taken bolt cutters to the extra locks my father had installed. The remaining lock, the one installed by the manufacturer, had a keypad and the code was Jock’s birthday, a date I’d never forget.

I eased a little closer, inspecting the lock. It didn’t look as though it had been breached. Maybe I’d worried for nothing and the home hadn’t been trashed, my belongings stripped and scavenged. Hope that everything was just as I’d left it removed my last bit of hesitation.

Punching in the familiar code, I waited for the light to turn green before slowly opening the door. It didn’t smell musty from disuse. Of course, I hadn’t been gone from it long. It might feel like an eternity, especially considering all that had happened since I’d left, but it hadn’t even been a month. In addition, the delivery drivers would have aired it out.

Due to the overcast sky, the interior was shadowy. I felt for the wall switch and turned on the light. Nothing appeared out of order. Another glance at Thad showed he wasn’t any closer to ending his conversation. I wasn’t waiting any longer.

Swiftly climbing the steps, I entered the motorhome. I knew immediately that someone had been living inside. Whoever the squatter had been, they’d taken care of the place. None of the amenities had been stripped, but they wouldn’t have been if the person was using them. Leaving the door cracked for Thad to enter, I stepped further inside and began to investigate.

When I decided to run, it was difficult to choose what to take and what to leave behind. When you didn’t have much, everything felt essential. I’d focused on our immediate needs and promised myself everything else could be replaced at a later date.

One perusal of the living area revealed the trunk where my father had kept his belongings was missing. The loss saddened me, though I truly didn’t begrudge someone who needed it to have his things. Fortunately, in addition to the majority of his weapons, I’d taken a few reminders of him with me, just in case. Things like his hunting jacket, his favorite shirts, and a few hats. I’d even allowed Jock to pick a few of his belongings as keepsakes.

I opened the kitchen cabinets. All of the cookware was intact. Next, I checked the fridge and freezer. The freezer was still fully stocked with meat. I’d have Thad ask the guys to take it inside. I didn’t mind giving up the motorhome, but the clans–

“You left without saying goodbye,” a deep voice said from behind me.

My past and present collided as I violently startled. Slamming the freezer shut, I spun around, fists raised, ready to fight. “Shit, Bruno. What the hell are you doing here? How did you find me?”

I pressed a hand over my pounding heart and struggled to regain my composure. The sound of Bruno’s voice brought back all of the anxiety and desperation with which I’d fled our encampment. The difference was this time I wasn’t alone. I had Thad, Sam, and a whole garden of infected clan members within yelling distance. The reminder calmed me as nothing else could. 

“You never answered the proposal I put to you,” Bruno said conversationally. Though his tone was relaxed, I didn’t like the manic gleam in his eyes. 

His massive bulk filled the small hallway leading to the bedroom. Not easily overlooked, I briefly pondered how the delivery drivers had missed his presence. Bruno must have hidden in the bedroom to avoid detection. Silently, I thanked God that I hadn’t stumbled upon him in there. Bruno was a big, burly man, and the bedroom was a small, confined space. I wouldn’t have stood a chance against him if he decided to attack. My current position wasn’t much better, but I had more room to maneuver and a sightline to the front door. 

As usual, my fright quickly turned to anger. Careful, Cara, I cautioned myself. I didn’t know how long it would take Thad to come check on me. Yes, my father had given me extensive self-defense training, but Bruno had worked with him and had the same skills. He was also the more experienced fighter, having been at it a hell of a lot longer. Bruno may appear to be fat and out of shape, but underneath that unkempt appearance and surface blubber were hard-packed muscles. I'd seen him fight and knew he was wickedly fast. I wouldn’t challenge him unless absolutely necessary.

Sighing, I casually slid both hands into my coat pockets. My right hand gripped the handle of the knife I carried. “A lot has happened since then.”

Frowning ferociously, Bruno growled, “Like what? What could be more important than me and our future together?”

Lie with the truth, I warned myself. “I left because my lawyer called. The hospital’s legal team asked them to tell me about a research program they’d discovered. A scientist here is working on a way to reverse the virus in the infected, and they needed test subjects. Because of his age, they thought Jock would be a good fit, but I had to move fast.”

Bruno’s eyes widened. “What? That’s crazy. No way in hell can that be done.”

I spread my hands wide and shrugged. “I questioned it, too, but my lawyer assured me it was legit. The problem is, it’s an in-house research facility. Jock and I are required to live onsite. The project is so hush-hush, I had to quit my teaching job. Fortunately, due to my scientific background, I was offered a job as one of their lab assistants.”

Lowering my hand, I slowly paced the kitchen while I spoke, casually touching items on the countertop like long-lost friends. Each step inched me closer to the door. “Imagine if they succeed. Jock could be normal. We could live normal lives. I had to take a chance. It’s what my father would have advised me to do.” 

“That’s why you left in such a rush?” he asked, moving out of the darkened hallway and further into the bright kitchen. I didn’t miss the way his gaze darted to the door whenever I neared it.

I had to make him think escape was nowhere in my thoughts. “Time was of the essence. If I hadn't acted immediately, they would have moved down the list to the next person in line. My lawyer advised me to grab what I could carry. She promised to send someone for the rest of my belongings later. I’m sorry there wasn’t time to say goodbye. How’s everyone at the camp? Is my greenhouse okay?” I asked. 

Still watching me suspiciously, Bruno said, “They’re fine. Hannah harvested the rest of the vegetables and distributed them to everyone. You missed Thanksgiving. I brought back berries for the pies, and you were gone.”

I put a sad expression on my face, though I was anything but sorry. “Yeah, sorry about that. They didn’t celebrate Thanksgiving here, so Jock and I had to do without.” I changed the subject to what I really needed to know. “You never said how you found me.” 

I rested my hips against the counter within reaching distance of the knife drawer, hoping I appeared relaxed. Inside, I was strung tight as a bow, ready to react if Bruno made the slightest move in my direction. I didn’t see any weapons, but that meant nothing. At easily double my size and weight, his body was a weapon. If I had to strike, it would have to be hard and fast. I'd only have one shot.

"You'd disappeared. There was nothing in here to indicate where you'd gone. I tried tracking your electronics but hit a firewall. When they showed up to take the motorhome, I followed them on my bike. They turned in here. I kept going, parked the bike, and circled back on foot. I had to wait until everyone was inside to enter the trailer. Gaining entrance was easy. Knew the code. Saw the boy a few times with the others. Figured if I was patient, you'd come along eventually." He sounded smug and proud.

That explains why he hadn’t been seen. Damn it. Why hadn’t I considered that he might follow whoever came to pick up the home? I sighed. There was nothing I could do about it now, and frankly, I had bigger issues. 

There was so much wrong with Bruno’s statement. The way he called Jock 'the boy' annoyed me. Perhaps because I knew it was his way of depersonalizing my son. It wasn't said with the same inflection as Sam and Thad. Bruno’s held an almost imperceptible sneer, as though Jock wasn’t human and therefore not worthy of his consideration. 

Bruno knew my security code. Mentally, I cursed myself. My father had changed the code weekly. Fearful of locking myself out, I’d set the code to something I knew I’d remember, and with all the extra locks, hadn’t given it another thought. Thank God I’d been diligent about using the security bar. I hadn’t been as safe as I’d thought. 

"Wow," I muttered, realizing just how naive I'd been. 

Bruno took it as a compliment. “I’m more intelligent than people give me credit. They see my size and think I’m just a big, dumb ox.”

“I never thought that,” I said truthfully. With his shaggy hair, ruddy complexion, and mustache and beard covering the majority of his face, it was easy to underestimate Bruno. My father had taught me to look into a person’s eyes. You could tell a lot about a man if you looked deeply enough.

“My father always talked about how you were the brains behind many of the operations your teams undertook, and how you could track anyone. This place is supposed to be a secret. Before leaving New Town, I had to sign a non-disclosure agreement agreeing not to talk about or reveal our location. The minute we arrived, they confiscated our electronics. There are security cameras everywhere, and the security inside is impressive. I’m surprised you weren’t discovered.” I tried to sound impressed. What the hell was taking Thad so long? Surely, he’d noticed I was gone by now. 

“Nobody sees me unless I want them to,” Bruno bragged.

Just then, I heard a dog barking. It was Cujo, and he sounded close. Would he pick up Bruno’s scent?

Suddenly tired of this cat-and-mouse game we were playing, I said, “Why are you here, Bruno? Don’t say it’s because I didn’t give you an answer. We both know my leaving was answer enough.”
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Straightening my posture, I subtly shifted into the fight-ready stance my father taught me. With my hand once more on the military knife hilt, I unlocked the safety, freeing the four-inch, uber-sharp blade. 

Bruno scowled and seemed to puff up, trying to intimidate me with his size. “I told your daddy he was too soft with you. A woman requires a firm hand. He let you run wild, head in the sky, without a clue of what the real world is like. This is survival, girlie. You think scientists are going to fix the boy, and then you’ll what? Move back to the city on your own?” He scoffed. “You tried that before and what happened? Your daddy had to drop what he was doing and come fix the mess you made of your life.”

My temper spiked so fast, I swear fire streaked up my spine. “You know nothing of me and my life,” I snapped. 

There was no way my father said anything of the sort to Bruno. He’d praised me for telling Terry to hit the road, saying, “Any man who’d reject his child isn’t worthy of the child or the woman who bore him.” Not once had my father made Jock and me feel like a burden. He’d said multiple times that having us with him gave his life meaning.

“I know your father’s dead because of you,” Bruno bit out.

I sucked in a sharp breath. “You said my father’s death was an accident.”

Bruno waved a dismissive hand. “That part was true. His shooting was an accident. Had Caesar listened to reason, he could have gotten medical attention in time. I’d asked him again about claiming you, but he said he’d never give his daughter to the likes of me. That you and that damned animal you call a boy deserved better. I might have lost my temper and allowed him to bleed out longer than he could afford before calling for help.” The man had the nerve to shrug as if saying, Oh well. 

Suspecting the truth and having it confirmed were two different things. I felt gutted. My father could have survived his wounds but this man, his supposed friend, had let him die. All because my father had protected me from him. Rage, unlike anything I’d ever experienced before, swept over me. 

Giving a battle cry, I yanked my knife out of my pocket and charged Bruno. A furry body streaked past me with such force, it knocked me into the countertop. The large canine launched itself at Bruno with a snarl, aiming for his throat. Bruno did something that caused Cujo to let out a pained yelp and fall to the floor. 

Oh, hell no. Bruno had killed my father. I wouldn’t let him kill my dog. I ran to the rescue, stabbing wildly with my knife. Every bit of training I’d ever had flew out the window as I operated on pure rage. Bruno defensively held up his arms, protecting his face and neck. I only got in two vicious swipes before someone grabbed the wrist that held the knife and lifted me by the waist, yanking me away from Bruno. 

I fought, attempting to free myself, wanting nothing more than to see Bruno dead at my hands. Even hurt, Cujo barked, snarled, and lunged, trying to get at the man he considered a threat. Bruno cursed and fought with the strength of a bull hyped on drugs, but he was no match for the infected men surrounding him. 

I was carted outside and shoved against the side of the motorhome, my smaller body held captive by a much larger one. It didn’t stop me from struggling to be free. “Let go, damn it!”

“The sooner you calm down, the sooner I’ll release you,” Thad’s calm voice said in my ear. 

At the sound of Thad’s voice, a flip switched. The anger left in a rush, leaving me limp. It was like something inside knew I didn’t have to fight anymore. Thad was here now and everything would be fine. Feeling my surrender, Thad turned me around and hugged me tight. 

“I told you to wait,” Thad said as he buried his face in my neck. His large body shuddered. 

I dropped the knife and held on to him just as tight. “He killed my father,” I said, my voice choked with tears. 

“I heard,” Thad said. 

“Did you know he was here? Is that why you told me to wait?” I asked after I’d calmed enough to speak. 

“No. I told you to wait because I wanted to be with you in case you became upset at the condition of your home. Cujo alerted us that something was wrong,” Thad admitted.

I pulled my tear-stained face from his chest. Gazing up at Thad, I confessed, “I want him dead. He’s the reason I ran from the encampment where I lived. One of the women warned me about him. The man’s a snake. My father thought he was a good friend, and Bruno let him die. All because my father wouldn’t give me to him. You should have heard the way he spoke about Jock. Something inside of me was always uneasy whenever Bruno was near. I didn’t trust any of the men, but Bruno was the worst. Deep in my heart, I always knew that given the opportunity, Bruno would cause some deadly mishap to happen to my son.”

Thad’s eyes turned cold. “You don’t have to worry about Bruno anymore.”

“If you release him, he’s just going to keep coming after me. Especially now that he knows where I live,” I argued. 

“We’re not releasing him,” Thad assured me.

Just then, the motorhome’s door burst open. Four men dragged Bruno out of the home. He was barely conscious, bleeding, bound, and gagged. Cujo came out behind them, still snarling at Bruno like he was itching to attack. 

“What do you want us to do with him?” Tyrone, their leader asked.

“Take him down to the cells in the lab. Sam will deal with him later,” Thad said.

Cujo came and leaned against my side, tail wagging. I knelt and ran my hands all over him, praising him even as I petted him. “Good boy, Cujo. Good boy.”

He licked my face and allowed me to fuss over him before trotting off. 

Standing, I told Thad, “I don’t know if I like the idea of Bruno in our home. What if he gets free?”

The expression on Thad’s face sent a chill through me. “Don’t worry. When Sam gets his hand on the man, he’ll wish he was dead. Especially when Sam sees that blood on you. It’s been a while since he’s had a human test subject to play with.”

I guess I should have been shocked or felt sorry for Bruno, but I didn’t. As Bruno said, life was all about survival. His mistake was coming after the wrong woman. I glanced down at myself. “Don’t worry. None of it’s mine. I don’t think he was armed. Probably thought he didn’t need a weapon to handle little ole me.” 

Thad placed his arm around my shoulders, pulled me into his side, and turned in the direction of the house. “I’m sure breakfast is done and getting cold. Sam’s probably cursing about how long we’re taking.”

Adrenaline still surged through my veins, and I had a budding headache I tried desperately to ignore. Other aches and pains were making themselves known. I gave Thad more of my weight, letting his strength support me. “Bruno left a motorcycle parked somewhere in the woods. I supposed you should send someone to get it. Maybe the clans will take it and the motorhome.” 

One thing was for certain, Bruno wouldn't need it anymore. The thought made me smile. 
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Chapter Thirty-Six 

Cara
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“So we agree?” I asked.

A chorus of “Ayes” came from the twenty or so women on the video conference chat. The women in attendance were all married to leaders or were leaders of their clans. Thad had grumbled when I’d first made the request, but he’d let me take over his conference room for the monthly meetings. 

I banged the pretentious gavel Sam had given me as a joke. “We’ll make it so. Any other item of business?”

Pia spoke up. “I had three more people approach me about enrolling in our medical school.”

“How many is that now?” Marisah Solomon, one of the clan leaders asked. 

“About fifteen,” Pia said. “At this rate, we’ll soon have enough trained medical personnel for every clan to have one of their own.”

Pia was one of the women I’d met when I’d been kidnapped by Mate Match. During the Mate Run, she’d met and eventually married Jeb Wyatt. Jebb wasn’t a clan leader—too much of a loner—but he was extremely important to the infected. Pia and I had reconnected during one of Jeb’s trips here to meet with Sam and Thad. We’d been fast friends ever since.

“That’s great, Pia,” I said. “What about staff? Any luck finding other medical professionals willing to join our cause?”

Because the infected were reluctant to seek medical treatment from the noninfected, Pia had been going from clan to clan, teaching basic first aid and life-saving techniques. A few had expressed an interest in going deeper with their training. The need had been so great that she’d proposed we use this marvelous facility as a medical school. She’d spoken with me, I’d gotten with Sam, and the three of us had developed a plan. After all, our home had begun its life as a hospital. I like the idea of it returning to its roots.

Pia smiled. “I gave your man a list of names. When he finishes his background checks, he’ll let me know.”

I glanced over to where Thad sat at the computer station, monitoring the transmission and ensuring no one hacked into the meeting. He gave me a thumbs-up. 

“Are you sure the mad scientist will allow us to take over his lab?” Pia asked, a teasing grin on her face. 

The mad scientist was Pia’s nickname for Sam. Through her husband, Jeb, Pia was well aware of Sam’s past. Sam had actually grinned the first time she’d called him that, and the name had stuck. 

I shifted restlessly in my seat, taking some of the pressure off my hips. “Don’t tell him I told you, but I think he’s creating a secondary lab just so you won’t invade his.”

Pia laughed. “If that’s the case, I’d better send you a list of the equipment I want. Maybe he’ll feel guilty and buy it.”

I gave her a dubious look before bursting into laughter. Sam, feel guilty about not wanting anyone in his lab? Doubtful. As large as this place was, it had taken months of arguing for Sam to agree to open it up for more than just the quarterly clan visits. Thad hadn’t been open to the idea, either, but had agreed much faster, seeing the logic in my proposal.

“Send it to me. If you send it directly to Sam, it will disappear,” I said, making air quotes with my fingers.

Pia made a note on her tablet. “Consider it done.”

“Anything else?” I asked, glancing at each of the faces.

The women ranged from my age, mid-twenties, to Pia’s age, nearing fifty. We varied in shape, skin color, and experience but all of us brought something to the table that benefited the infected as a whole. That was our mission, and these women embraced it and me, though Pia and I were the only noninfected among us.

In the months since we’d banded together, we’d already made plenty of changes. Change number one, and the reason we’d joined together in the first place, was to change the way Mate Match recruited women. We’d left the compatibility test in place but had taken out the kidnapping. The women were given general information about their potential matches and an explanation of how the process worked. If they still wanted to proceed, they were told when and where to meet for the Mate Run. Our success rate rivaled Jillian’s, proving you didn’t have to terrorize women to have an effective program. Jillian had been furious at the change, but as the owner’s wives and victims of the woman’s shenanigans, we had more say than her.  

“I spoke with my contact. They have three packages that need relocating,” Cherise said. 

Cherise was the mate to Noah Hunter, leader of one of the largest clans in the northeast. She grew up in one of the western clans where things were vastly different. Women had little to no rights and were treated like sexual commodities. Her mother had helped Cherise escape as a teenager, and Cherise had been on the run for eight years before meeting Noah through Mate Match. Now she and Noah helped other women in her former situation.

“We have room,” Monica said, volunteering her clan. 

Monica, Pia, Cherise, Staci, Lydia, and I had been a part of the same Mate Match cohort. There had been fifteen of us that fateful night two years ago. Never had any of us imagined that our lives would be what it was now. I felt sorry for the women who hadn’t been able to adjust or found their infected matches too different to handle. They had no idea what they’d missed. 

Monica and I had reconnected over a bit of legal trouble with the doctors at Mercy General. After Thad deleted their files, Dr. Oliver and his team had thrown a hissy fit when I’d refused to come in to give them more samples. They’d threaten to sue, stating that I’d signed an agreement with them. Monica’s mate was a part of Mate Match’s legal team, and she’d joined them after they’d married. Thad had used his lawyers, not trusting my team due to a conflict of interest. 

“Thank you, Monica, but these packages have a bit more damage than normal. They need someplace private and secure to heal before joining our community,” Cherise said. “Cara?”

I glanced at my husband, tilted my head, and raised my eyebrow in question. We’d opened up our home to other infected to live here permanently but only after they’d been carefully vetted by Thad. After a second, he inclined his head.

“Send Thad the information, and he’ll give you and Noah an answer as soon as possible,” I said.

“Will do,” Cherise said. 

Pressing my hand to my swollen belly, I said, “Now, if you ladies will excuse me, this little one is sitting on my bladder.”

They laughed and one by one, began to sign off. 

Pia lagged behind. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I’m about to burst. This baby can’t get here soon enough,” I said.

Pia laughed. “Our next appointment is in two weeks. I’ll have Jeb bring me over before we deal with Jillian. Try not to push him out before then.”

“I make no promises,” I said, ready for this portion of the pregnancy to be over.

Thad was at the side of my chair, already reaching down to help lift me out of it. Using him as leverage, I slowly inched my hips to the edge of the seat and stood. I groaned as my equilibrium adjusted and gravity pulled on my belly. The baby kicked, and I swore he bounced his head on my bladder to a beat only he could hear.

“Tell the mad scientist and Jock I said hello,” Pia said.

“I will,” I promised as I shuffled out of the room as quickly as possible.

“My legs are so stiff,” I complained to Thad as I slowly hobbled with him, waiting for my joints to loosen.

“If you would have taken a break, gotten up from your seat, and walked around when I told you to, you wouldn’t be in this condition,” he grumbled.

“I didn’t think we’d be on the call this long,” I said.

Thad made a scoffing noise. “You women spend a half-hour just socializing.”

I didn’t comment because it was true. The first portion of every meeting was used to reconnect. It’s what made us so effective. We genuinely cared about each other. It was good to have female friends.

He stopped by the bathroom door. “You need help?”

“I’ll call out if I do, but I should be good,” I said.

One of the nice things about living in this facility was there were bathrooms everywhere. The one in Thad’s office was handicap accessible. The wall-mounted rails would give me the leverage I needed to pull myself up.

I closed the door in his face and quickly went about handling my business. The relief on my bladder was instantaneous. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t last. It felt like I spent the majority of my waking hours in the restroom.

When I exited the restroom, Thad waited patiently, back braced against the wall, hands folded across his chest. “Ready to return to our quarters?”

The question was grumpy. With my due date so close, neither man was comfortable with me leaving our quarters. They’d argued fiercely for me to run the meeting upstairs. I’d resisted because there were too many distractions. “Sure thing,” I agreed, giving him an impish smile.

Shaking his head, he took me by the arm again, and we continued on our way to the elevator. The car took us straight up to our quarters on the top floor and dumped us into a small foyer. Two double doors and another security panel blocked entry. There was a small, very visible security camera in the corner, situated to see anyone coming into the foyer. After the Bruno incident, Thad wasn’t taking any chances with our family’s safety. It didn’t matter that Bruno had never made it inside the building.

The clans had remodeled the top floor into a five-bedroom, three-bath penthouse with the bedrooms lining the perimeter. We’d kept the original dormer windows in each bedroom. The living area was open, containing a large living room, dining nook, and oversized kitchen. I’d asked for and gotten a huge, double-tiered kitchen island with an eating bar that I absolutely loved. They’d cut skylights into the roof to bring in natural light so the whole space was light and airy.

My favorite part was the roof terrace where Thad had built my greenhouse and created our own private garden. Jock and Cujo loved it up there. There was space for them to run and play, and Cujo had his own little plot of grass for bathroom breaks.

As soon as the door opened, Cujo came to meet us, tail wagging. I reached down and patted him on the head. Sam sat on the couch in the living room, a small body resting on his shoulder as he relaxed, watching television. Jock played with a miniature lab set at Sam’s feet.

“Have you been holding her the whole time?” Thad grumbled as soon as he spotted Sam.

Sam tried to look innocent. “She hasn’t been sleeping long.”

Thad growled and marched me over to Sam. “You’re spoiling her. Give me the baby, and you take her.”

I planted a kiss on Rosita’s temple before settling by Sam on the couch. The twelve-month-old was named after my mother. Thad scooped her up and took her into the nursery to lie in her crib.

“If she starts crying, don’t blame me,” Sam called, even as he wrapped an arm around my shoulders and hugged me close.

“I will blame you,” Thad said.

I ignored the two bickering men and asked Jock, “What are you making, Jock?”

His long curly hair falling into his face, Jock gave me a cheerful grin. “Something that goes BOOM!”

I side-eyed Sam. “Really?” I said, my voice dry.

“Relax,” Sam said. “It’s just water, vinegar, and tissue. I’ll wait another year before I let him play with real chemicals.”

Shaking my head, I said nothing. Complaining would do no good. The two had developed their relationship over the past two years and were as thick as thieves. Between Thad teaching Jock computer stuff, Sam teaching him science, and the various ‘uncles’ that had taken my son under their wings, Jock was going to be a force to be reckoned with when he got older. I’d wanted Jock to have family and community among the infected. I’d gotten my wish.

Sam laid a hand on my belly. “How are we doing today?”

About three months into our relationship, I discovered I was pregnant. We’d quickly determined that Thad was the father. Sam had fallen so in love with little Rosita that he’d insisted the next pregnancy be his. Both men had taken to fatherhood like ducks to water. So much so, my plan of alternating bedrooms had been thrown out. The three of us shared one supersized, specially-made bed that fit the three of us comfortably. When we wanted alone time as an individual or as a couple, there was another bedroom we used. The guys had begun referring to it as the sex room.

Rolling my eyes, I said, “The same as when you asked two hours ago.”

“Are you tired? Thirsty? Hungry? Need your feet rubbed?” Sam asked.

Of the two, I’d never expected Sam to be the worrywart. Thad frequently ran interference, or I’d have strangled him by now. The one time I hadn’t minded his overprotective nature was the Bruno situation. Sam had lost his shit when he learned what happened. To this day, I don’t know what Sam did to the man but from the savage enjoyment he’d expressed when he was told Bruno was his to play with, I never doubted that it was appropriately gruesome.

Just then, my stomach growled, and Sam shot to his feet. “I’ll fix lunch.”

Watching him walk into the kitchen to be joined by Thad, I sighed in happy contentment. To think, I’d struggled with the concept of having two men, but these men treated me like their queen. Asking Thad to marry me and taking a chance on Sam as my mate were two of the best decisions I’d ever made. As far as life-altering decisions with great consequences go, they ranked right up there with kicking Terry out of my life.

I sat with my head resting on the couch, eyes half closed, listening to the men I loved bickering about what to feed me for lunch. Smiling, I rested a hand on my swollen belly where Sam’s son rested beneath my heart. It was good to be loved.
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Epilogue 

Cara
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I sat on the hood of my father’s Hummer, flanked on either side by Sam and Thad. Oh, the arguments we’d had about my being here, but there was no way I’d miss Jillian getting her just rewards. When my men saw how determined I was, they eventually stopped quarreling with me and started contingency planning. Joining us in the clearing was a crowd of about fifty former Mate Match clients and their mates. This night had been a long time coming, but it was finally here.

The mood was festive as we awaited Jillian’s arrival. We women had engaged in long debates about the what, when, where, and how of an appropriate punishment for Jillian, but we’d finally come to an agreement. Everyone wanted their pound of flesh. While we couldn’t fault the results of Jillian’s outrageous methods, some of us were still traumatized by our kidnappings. Learning after the fact that we’d been safe the entire time hadn’t lessened the terror we’d felt during the event. I, more than any of the others, held a deep grudge. She’d left my baby defenseless and alone. I would never forgive Jillian for that.

The night air was warm and breezy. A half-moon hung in a cloudless sky. Happenstance, that. I’d have been happier if it were completely dark. The idea of Jillian stumbling around, tripping on roots and underbrush while low-hanging limbs slapped her in the face made my heart sing. Oh, well. I’d take whatever justice I could get.

The murmuring rose as the headlights of a lone vehicle were spotted in the distance. I watched as the vehicle drew closer, occasionally disappearing from sight on the curvy, two-lane road. Finally, it pulled into the dimly lit parking lot. I slid off the hood of the vehicle, to the disgruntlement of both my men. We walked forward to be closer to the van. Noah and Cherise, along with Jeb and Pia, came and joined us. 

The driver brought the cargo van to a halt and turned the vehicle off but left the headlights on. Both the passenger and driver’s side doors opened and two large men stepped out. The driver walked around the front of the van and both men joined us in the middle of the clearing. 

“Did you have any problems?” Noah asked.

“Not a one,” the driver said. “She didn’t suspect a thing.”

“How many darts did you use?” Pia asked. It had been her idea to use the white cargo van in a replica of the way she’d been snatched, right off the street in front of her apartment building.

“Just one,” the other guy answered. “Caught her outside of her house before she could enter.”

Pia nodded in grim satisfaction. Home meant safety, and Jillian had ruined that for her. 

“Has she roused?” Cherise asked.

The driver gave a short nod. “Heard her squirming around about ten minutes before we arrived.”

I rubbed my hands together. “Let’s get this party started.”

The men turned and walked to the rear of the van while the rest of us moved back, rejoining the semicircle of spectators. To the left, separated a short distance from the main group, were three men with their faces covered in black hoods. I could see their anticipation in the alert readiness of their stance. I’d had Sam run Jillian’s DNA through his system, and all three were her genetic match. 

Some of the women had argued against using real matches, but Pia and I had disagreed. The purpose was to give Jillian a taste of her own medicine. That meant doing to her exactly what had been done to us. If she found love as a result? Well, maybe she’d come out of this a better person. 

Thad stood behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist in a manner that helped support my belly. “You sure you don’t want to sit down? We’re parked close enough to see and hear everything that happens.”

“Oh, but...” I started to protest before I spotted Pia glaring at me. “Sure,” I reluctantly agreed.

When she’d examined me earlier today, Pia had discovered I was already two centimeters dilated and informed me that the low nagging ache in my back I’d mentioned was labor pains. I’d begged her not to tell my guys, knowing they’d tie me to a bed if necessary to keep me home tonight. She’d reluctantly agreed because she’d be near if I went into hard labor, but cautioned me not to overdo it. 

“Thank fuck,” Sam muttered.

The two hustled me back to the Hummer and lifted me onto the hood. Thad was right. No one filled the spot where we’d stood, so I still had a front-row seat to the action. 

They dragged an angry, wriggling Jillian out of the back of the van. Her hands and feet were bound, and she was gagged. She still had on the business suit and high heels she’d worn to work, but she was rumpled as hell. There was a dark spot on her cheek—a bruise from where she’d fallen?—and her blonde hair was a tangled mess.

Sam watched, his face impassive. Of the two, Sam had been the most difficult to convince to let us have our revenge. As a scientist himself, he understood Jillian because his scientific morals were also gray. However, Sam had changed, becoming more humane since I’d been in his life. 

They stood her up, and the driver supported her while the other guy cut her free. As soon as she was loose and the gag was removed, Jillian snatched her arm free and jumped away from the men as if they had cooties. She ran her hands over her body, smoothing her hair and straightening her suit. Glancing around at the crowd, Jillian straightened to her full height to appear more intimidating. Not that it did her much good. Despite her Napoleon complex, Jillian was a petite woman, and even in four-inch heels, she stood shorter than most of those gathered. 

“What is the meaning of this?” she demanded. 

“Hey, Jillian. Remember me?” I asked cheerfully, waving like a demented person. 

“Should I?” Jillian asked haughtily. 

Of course, she didn’t. To Jillian, clients were lab rats. She didn’t see us as individuals.

“Doesn’t matter. I remember you.” Spreading my arms wide in a grand gesture, I said, “Welcome to your Mate Run.”

Jillian’s jaw literally sagged in shock before she pulled herself together. “Don’t be absurd. I didn’t sign up to be matched.”

“That’s the beauty of it. We loved what you did for us so much, we didn’t want you to be left out,” Staci said.

There were several nods and words in the affirmative, supporting Staci’s statement. 

Jillian crossed her arms over her chest and tapped an angry foot. “This is madness. I refuse to participate.”

“In case you’ve forgotten, let me remind you of the rules,” Monica said, her voice gleeful. She waved a hand, indicating our three bachelors. “Those are your matches. Normally, the first man to catch you gets to spend two weeks secluded with you in a Mate Match cabin—”

“Remember, sex is optional,” another woman chimed in. I didn’t recognize the voice.

“—but, because you’re such a special person, we decided to change the rules a wee bit,” Monica continued, holding her fingers an inch apart.

Picking up the narrative, Lydia said, “We didn’t want your matches arguing over you. So, to give each of them a fighting chance, if you’re caught, you get to spend two weeks with all three of them, giving them time to woo you.”

Jillian opened her mouth to speak, but Pia spoke first. “Of course, as you know, if you make it to the other side of the creek before they catch you, you’re free to go on your merry way.” Pia glanced at the men. “I could be wrong, but I don’t think they’re going to make it easy for you. I hope you can run in those heels.”

Hands fisted at her sides, Jillian stamped her foot. “I will not participate in this farce, and you can’t make me.”

“You can run voluntarily, or...” Cherise said.

“Or what?” Jillian snapped and then screamed as Cherise shot her with a stun gun. 

The sight of Jillian jerking and twitching made me so happy that I gripped Thad’s arm to keep from jumping down and doing a happy dance. I still had scars from when I’d been stunned and landed on the hard ground. My joy in her pain made me forget all about my own.

“You shot me!” Jillian exclaimed when she regained her composure. 

“What do you think, Pia? I should be able to stun her at least two more times on low before it affects her heart, right?” Cherise asked.

“Two, possibly three, depending on how healthy she is,” Pia agreed.

“If I were you, Jillian, I’d run. At least you know which path to take,” another of the women said.

“You’re not me,” Jillian said, her tone bitchy even as she panted through her discomfort.

Cherise held up the stun gun. “What’s it going to be? Another stun or are you going to run?”

“You can take your stunner and shove it–” Jillian convulsed and dropped to her knees as Cherise stunned her.

I smothered a laugh against Thad’s arm, enjoying this entirely too much. Oh my god, seeing this was totally been worth any discomfort I suffered by not staying home.

Pia tsked. In the same condescending tone Jillian had used with us, she said, “Jillian, you’re making this harder than it needs to be. All you have to do is run. Maybe you’ll make it. Maybe you won’t. If you don’t, what’s the worst that will happen? You’ll spend two weeks being waited on hand and foot by three men. Is it really worth all of this pain?”

Jillian spewed out a string of curse words. No one moved to help her as she slowly pushed to her feet. As she stood there swaying and panting, visibly shaking, Jillian opened her mouth to say something. Based on her expression, it would have been nasty.

Sam interfered. “Jillian.” 

That’s all he said, but she whipped her head around to stare at him. I don’t know what she read in Sam’s expression, but gradually her belligerence faded, and she gave a slow nod. “Fine.”

I stared at my mate in awe. What kind of mojo did Sam have that Jillian would capitulate at a single word from him? 

“Do I still get a head start?” Jillian asked.

“Sure,” Monica said. 

Jillian reached up, gathered her long hair in a twist, and knotted it so it would be out of the way. Next, she leaned over, gripped the skirt material on either side of the split, and yanked hard. The material made a ripping sound as the seam tore. Smart woman. She was giving her legs room to run in the narrow skirt. 

Jillian did a few stretches, the kind runners did at the start of a race. With one final rotation of her neck and a bounce of her shoulders, she stared at us coldly and said, “I’m ready.” 

Obligingly, the crowd part to reveal the beginning of the park’s many walking trails. I’d never been here before tonight but had been told by the women who had that the main trail branched out into three smaller ones deeper into the woods.

Jillian looked straight ahead with an expression of grim determination. 

“On the count of five,” Monica said. “Five...four...”

The crowd joined Monica in the countdown. “Three...two...one. Go!”

Jillian took off like she’d been shot from a slingshot. She was fast and graceful, even in heels. Hmm, who knew the woman was a runner? Unfortunately for Jillian, some of the women had gotten together with their mates and strewn the center path—the only one that went all the way to the creek—with obstacles. Even if her matches gave her a ten-minute lead, they’d still catch her. 

The men in the hoods stepped forward, ready to give chase. Another countdown was given, this time by the men. Words of encouragement and support were shouted as the three took off after Jillian.

“Show’s over,” Sam said. “Time to go.”

Sam reached for me, and I went into his arms easily, allowing him to help me down. When my feet landed on the broken pavement, I kissed him. “Thank you. I know you didn’t approve of our plan, but your support means everything.”

“You’re mine. Of course, I support you,” he grumbled. “Now let’s go. My son will not be born in this parking lot.”

Laughing, I allowed the two of them to stuff me into the passenger seat. I should have known I hadn’t pulled a fast one. The men wasted no time getting out of there. Rolling my window down, I called out my goodbyes and promised to keep everyone updated as we sped out of the parking lot.

Two hours later, we pulled up in front of our home. Every five minutes, one of them asked if I was okay. I don’t know who was happier to be home, them or me. I knew my guys loved me, though they rarely said the words. That was fine. Terry had told me daily that he loved me but when it counted, his actions said differently. My guys showed me daily in thousands of ways how important I was and how necessary.

Four hours after we arrived home, little Jeremiah Mason entered the world, looking exactly like his father and screaming his head off.
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Author’s Note
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Thank you so much for purchasing and reading the final book in the Mate Match Agency series. I hoped you enjoyed it. This sub-genre is new to me as an author, but I love reading it. I started these books before the pandemic hit. The best promotion is by word of mouth. Please consider telling a friend or leaving a review. 

Mate Run: Pia (Mate Match Agency 1)

The year is 2124, and the world's population has been divided into two groups: infected and non-infected. Race, ethnicity, and nationality no longer matter. Pia Montgomery is one of the non-infected. She's dedicated the last twenty-five years of her life to the medical field as a surgical nurse. It's time for a new chapter.

She goes to the Mate Match Agency seeking a husband among the infected. Unlike others, she's not afraid of their animalistic tendencies. In fact, she admires them. However, Mate Match is no ordinary dating agency, and the infected do things differently. They hunt for their mates. Ready. Set. Go! It's time for a mate run.

Mate Run: Cherise (Mate Match Agency 2)

The year is 2124, and the world's population has been divided into two groups: infected and non-infected. Race, ethnicity, and nationality no longer matter.

Cherise Golden is one of the infected. On the run and in hiding since she was fifteen, she’s had enough of being alone. She wants a mate and a family. Someone strong who will protect her from the man hunting her. Taking a huge risk, Cherise goes to the Mate Match Agency, seeking a husband among the infected.

Noah Hunter is the leader of his clan and one of the owners of Mate Match. Noah isn’t looking for a woman. He came to keep an eye on things and make sure the males follow the rules. He didn’t expect to find an infected woman among the potentials, or to be overwhelmingly attracted to her.

If he claims her, does Noah have what it takes to keep Cherise safe? Will Cherise trust Noah long enough to give him a chance? Ready. Set. Go! It's time for a mate run. 
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Zena Wynn is a multi-published author of erotic and sensual romance in various romance subgenres: Interracial, Contemporary, Paranormal, Sci-Fi/Fantasy, and Inspirational. She writes the type of stories she loves to read—stories with great characters who, through love and determination, overcome all the challenges that come their way. Her heroes and heroines are passionately, lovingly, devoted to each other. Zena wants her characters to stick with readers long after “The End.” 

To learn more about Zena Wynn, visit her website: www.zenawynn.com. Connect with her on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/zenawynn. Or contact her by email: zenawynn@yahoo.com.

To stay up to date with future book releases, giveaways, etc., subscribe at: 
www.zenawynn.com 
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True Mates Series

*True Mates

*Mary and the Bear

*Nikolai’s Wolf

*Tameka’s Smile

*Carol’s Mate

Claiming Shayla

*Rome’s Pride

*Healing NeeCee

*Alpha in Charge

The Nina Chronicles

*Nina Chronicles 1: Nina’s Dilemma

*Nina Chronicles 2: Worth Fighting For?

*Nina Chronicles 3: Loves Many Challenges

Nina Chronicles 4: Full and Overflowing

Lycan Series

*Seduced by a Lycan

*Possessed by the Lycan

Fantasy Island Series

*Fantasy Island: Mya’s Werewolf

*Fantasy Island: Cyn’s Dragon

*Fantasy Island: Fantasy Man

*Fantasy Island: Moxie’s Vampire

*Fantasy Island: Zero Regrets

*Fantasy Island: Star Fantasy  (Co-authored with Kioni Hall)

*Fantasy Island: Star Dreams  (Co-authored with Kioni Hall)

J & M Consulting Series

Played 
Gamed
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The Question Saga

*The Question

After the Question

A Questionable Christmas

*Beyond the Breaking Point / Broken Duet

*Reyna’s Vampyr

*To Jon, With Love

*Code-Switching

The Griffin’s Woman

Romance Shorts – Reads in 2 hours or less

The Contract

*Illicit Attraction

*Trust Me Tonight

*Reclaiming Angelica

Romance Bites – Reads in 1 hour or less

Uriah’s Heart

Ryan’s Obsession

Naughty Seductions: The Naughty Student

Naughty Seductions: The Naughty Husband
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* Available in audiobook
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