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Mate Run: Pia

 In the year 2124, the world's population has been divided into two groups: infected and noninfected. Race, ethnicity, and nationality no longer matter. Pia Montgomery is one of the noninfected. She's dedicated the last twenty-plus years of her life to being a surgical nurse. It's time for a new chapter. 
   
 She goes to the Match Mate 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 the Mate Run. 
   




Chapter One


Pia Montgomery


 

 I sat in a director’s style chair that left my feet dangling. Behind me was a ceiling-to-floor black curtain. Overhead was a boom microphone that picked up every word. The thing was so sensitive, I almost heard myself breathing. What unnerved me was the video camera pointed directly at me. The interviewer, Jillian, sat facing me but to the side, just out of camera range. The bright lights created a glare that made it hard to see her. 
 “I didn’t realize this interview would be videotaped,” I said. 
 “We find videotaping the interview gives the mate candidate a much better idea of your true personality. It’s so easy to simply check a box on a computer screen. This is more personal,” Jillian said. 
 Eyes narrowed against the glare, I didn’t respond. Jillian knew I wasn’t happy. I’d been given no warning and little time to freshen up before being stuck in front of the camera. I still had on my scrubs, for goodness sake, and wore no makeup. The most positive thing I could say about my appearance was that my hair was neat, and there was nothing in my teeth. 
 “Let’s start with the basics. What’s your name?” Jillian asked. 
 “Pia.” 
 “Last name?” Jillian asked. 
 “Just Pia.” I wasn’t stating my first and last name. The agency, Mate Match, had it in their records. 
 “Okay, Pia, how old are you?” 
 “Forty-three.” 
 “Are you single as in never been married, or divorced?” 
 “Never been married,” I said. 
 “And why is that?” 
 I thought of all the answers I could give: never met the right guy, it never seemed to be the right time, too picky. All those were true. Finally, I said, “For the past twenty years, I’ve been focused on advancing my career. It hasn’t left time for anything else.” 
 “What is it that you do?” 
 “I’m a trauma nurse.” 
 “That sounds very stressful,” Jillian said. For the first time, her voice lost the robotic sound of a woman who’d asked the same questions hundreds of times. She actually sounded impressed. 
 I rotated my neck from side to side. “It can be.” 
 “Tell me about your job,” she encouraged. 
 “I work in the emergency department of Mercy General, taking care of patients with critical, sometimes life-threatening injuries. I triage patients as they come in, making sure the most critical are seen first. My work hours are seven p.m. to seven a.m. That’s what the schedule reads, but I frequently go over. If the ER is hopping, I can’t just leave because the clock says it’s time to go,” I said. 
 “No, I don’t imagine you can. Why come to Mate Match?” 
 It was difficult speaking to a faceless voice. The effort to make out Jillian in the shadows hurt my eyes. I blinked, wishing I’d worn sunglasses. After working a fourteen-hour shift, my eyes were tired, and the lights felt like abuse. “The reason most women do, I guess. I’d like to share my life with someone. Waiting for someone to find me hasn’t worked out too well. It’s time I became more proactive.” 
 “I understand, but that doesn’t answer the question. Why Mate Match in particular?” 
 “You mean why come to a dating agency that specializes in finding matches for the infected?” I asked. 
 “Yes. Most people fear them. Or think they’re animals,” Jillian said. 
 “First of all, I’m a medical professional. I know exactly what the infected are, and what they’re not. I’ve treated my share of the newly infected and know how the virus attacks the body. Despite having many animal characteristics, the infected are not animals. They don’t change into werewolves, or whatever animal combination they’ve been infected with. Are they stronger, faster, smarter, and more cunning than the average human? Yes, they are. Their emotions are more volatile, and they’re driven more by instincts than the noninfected population,” I said. 
 “Sounds like you know what you’re talking about,” Jillian said. 
 It took all I had within me not to roll my eyes. “I have a master’s degree in nursing. In order to treat the infected, we had to learn all about them.” 
 “So again, why seek out the infected?” Like a dog with a bone, Jillian kept coming back to that same question. 
  “I’ve seen the infected with their mates. There’s a bond, a sense of loyalty and commitment I don’t see in noninfected couples. Maybe it’s due to their animalistic nature? Scientists say wolves mate for life. That’s the type of relationship I want.” 
 “Thank you, Pia. That’s all I need.” Jillian pushed her remote control and the red light on the video camera winked out. Another button switched off two of the overhead lights. My eyes still had that halo effect, and I blinked, giving my pupils time to adjust. 
 “That’s it?” Somehow, I thought there’d be more. Where were the questions about my likes and dislikes, hobbies, and what I looked for in a man? 
 “Yes. We want to leave something for your match to discover on his own. There is one more thing I need from you,” Jillian said. Something in her voice told me I wasn’t going to like it. 
 “What?” 
 She handed me a plastic zip lock bag. “I need you to take off your panties and seal them in here.” 
 I gave a slow blink, certain I’d misheard. “Do what?” 
 “Your panties. In this bag,” Jillian patiently repeated. 
 Hesitantly, I reached out and took the bag from her. “Why?” 
 She gave me an understanding smile. “The infected determine compatibility on the basis of scent.” 
 Just like an animal, I thought, but didn’t say. 
 Reminding myself I was the one who’d initiated this process, I went into the bathroom to do as instructed. As I placed the plain cotton inside the bag, I gave a mental shrug. My undies tended toward comfort and practicality. Again, had I been given warning, I might have chosen something more feminine and appealing. Something that said, “Sexy, exciting woman here” and not “boring and practical.” 
 I exited the bathroom, happy the next stop was home. Going without panties in public wasn’t a feeling I enjoyed. “What’s the next step?” 
 “If you’re selected, we’ll be in contact,” Jillian said. 
 I didn’t like her answer. “So, I don’t get to view photos of potential matches?” 
 “No, the choice is all on the part of the male. Infected males like to give chase, not be chased.” Jillian laughed as though she’d made a joke. If so, I didn’t get the humor. I had a lot riding on this.  
 “What are the odds of my being selected? I imagine I’m older than your usual client.” It was something I’d spent plenty of time pondering, and one of the reasons I’d hesitated to take this final step. Jillian was a young, attractive woman in her twenties. I didn’t think she’d understand my concern. 
 Jillian placed a reassuring hand on my arm. “Infected males don’t worry about things like age, race, shape, or size.” She held up the plastic bag and gave it a shake. “It’s all about the pheromones. One sniff and they know. Don’t worry. I’m sure we’ll find a match for you. The males far outnumber the available females. That’s why Mate Match was created. We have agencies all over the world.” 
 This brought up another question. What if my match lived in another city, state, or even another country? Was I willing to move to be with him? 

One step at a time, Pia. 
 A yawn caught me by surprise. “Sorry. The long night is catching up with me. You have my contact information?” I’d listed my name, phone number, and email address on the application. 
 Jillian smiled reassuringly. “Yes. Go home and rest. We’ll be in touch.” 
 “Okay.” Another yawn racked my frame. “Thank you for seeing me, even though I was late for my appointment.” 
 Jillian grinned, her kind face crinkling at the eyes and around her mouth. “Like you said, when things get hopping, you can’t just walk out of the hospital because the clock says it’s time for you to leave.” 
 I gave her a tired smile in return. “Now I really have to go before I fall asleep on the train and miss my stop. I’ve done it before. It’s no fun. Have a nice day. I hope to hear from you soon.” 
   
   




Chapter Two


Pia


 

 Despite Jillian’s optimism, a month passed with no word. We were short-staffed at the hospital—when weren’t we?—so I barely noticed. My life was consumed with work, work, and more work. When I wasn’t at the hospital, I was asleep or trying to keep up with household tasks. By week six, I’d forgotten all about Mate Match. 
 I exited the hospital after a grueling fourteen-hour shift, covering for another nurse who worked days. Working seven a.m. to seven p.m. was a change of pace for me—different doctors, different nurses, different emergency medical staff and paramedics. I wasn’t used to leaving the hospital in the dark, or getting off shift when the people I knew were coming on. 
 Fortunately, the metro stopped right outside the hospital. I climbed on after a short wait and wearily sat in the front, waiting for my stop. One of the good things about living in New Town was the transit system. On the outskirts, cars were a necessity. It was rare for a Townie to own a vehicle.  
 The bus let me off about two blocks from my apartment complex. My apartment was located on a busy thoroughfare containing several eateries and a few corner groceries. I trudged down the sidewalk, shoulders hunched, hand clutching my shoulder bag. It was early enough that there were plenty of people about, so I felt safe. 
 As I waited with a few others at the crosswalk for the light to change, someone bumped into me. “Sorry,” I apologized automatically, moving to give them space. 
 “My fault,” a woman responded. 
 The light changed and we walked across. The others went straight, but I turned down the block. After a few feet, I began feeling lightheaded and dizzy. My vision blurred, and I grabbed hold of the wrought iron fence surrounding my complex to remain upright. Damn, was I catching a bug? It was the fall season and there were so many viruses going around, it had almost reached epic proportions among the noninfected. The emergency rooms and doctor’s offices were crowded with the afflicted. The infected, with their hardy immune systems, rarely became ill. 
 “Just a little more, Pia. You’re almost to the entrance. Another couple of feet and you’ll be inside of your apartment. Then you can collapse,” I encouraged myself. 
 I managed to take another couple of steps before my knees gave way. I fumbled for my phone to call nine-one-one. Just as my hand closed around it, a gloved hand closed over my mouth. What the hell? 
 I struggled weakly as I was lifted off my feet and carted to the white panel van that had eased up beside us. Abducted in plain sight? This couldn’t be happening. Surely someone would notice and intervene. I tried screaming but didn’t have much air. The hand over my mouth also covered a portion of my nose. Terror gave me an extra boost of energy. I bit, clawed, and kicked. Anything to draw attention. 
 “Damn, she’s a fighter. How long does it take the drug to kick in?” the guy dragging me asked. 
 “Any second now,” the one holding the door open said. 
 My captor tossed me none too gently into the back of the van and threw my bag in beside me. The whole process had taken less than a minute. A black tide swept over me, and I lost all consciousness. 

 





 

 I came awake fighting. 
 “Hey, hey! You’re safe,” a woman said. 
 Shoving to a seated position, I glanced around wildly to see that I was in a windowless room with several other women. Like me, they sat on green military-style cots. Running my hands over myself, I was thankful to see I still had on my clothes and nothing seemed out of place. 
 I lurched to my feet, ready to make a break for it, and hit the ground hard. 
 “Take it easy. The drug is still in your system.” The woman put an arm around my waist and helped me to sit on the cot again. 
 “What’s going on? Where am I?” I demanded. 
 “We don’t know,” the woman said. “What do you remember?” 
 I thought hard, pushing past the mental fog that lingered. “I was walking home from the bus stop. I’d just gotten off work.” 
 “You’re a medical professional?” she asked. 
 “A nurse. Started feeling sick, dizzy. I don’t remember what happened after that,” I admitted. 
 She nodded like I confirmed her suspicions. “You were taken. We all were.” She motioned to the rest of the room. 
 I took a second, longer look at the women surrounding me, and a sinking sensation filled my stomach. This wasn’t good. I glanced at the woman who’d been doing all of the talking. “What’s your name?” 
 “Cherise. Call me Cheri.” Cherise was a young woman who looked to be in her twenties. She had golden brown skin, high cheekbones, and gold and black box braids in her hair.  
 “I’m Pia. Do you have any idea where we are?” I asked. 
 Cheri shook her head. “I can tell you where we aren’t. We’re not in the city.” 
 “How can you tell?” one of the other women asked. 
 “There’s no traffic. No electronic billboards loudly advertising products. No buses announcing stops and destinations. All the normal city sounds you take for granted are missing,” she said. 
 A young woman with dark anxious eyes and curly brown hair, who couldn’t have been more than twenty, shot to her feet. “I have to get out of here. I need to find my son.” 
 That caught my attention. “You have a child?” 
 “Yes.” She strode to the door and pounded on it. “Open this door, you bastards! Where’s my son?” 
 “Cara’s been trying to get information on her son since she roused. They won’t tell her anything except that he’s safe,” Cheri said. 
 “Like I’d believe a bunch of kidnappers,” Cara yelled the last word at the door. 
 “How long was I unconscious?” I asked, the nurse in me coming to the forefront. 
 “A couple of hours. It was the same for all of us. I believe I was the first one to be brought in. There isn’t a clock, and they removed all of our electronics. At most, I’d estimate that I’ve been here a day. They come in, drop off a woman, and leave without saying a word. 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,” Cheri said. 
 Until Cheri mentioned it, I hadn’t noticed that both my smart watch and cell phone were gone. There was also no sign of my purse and bag. “You have no idea what this is about? I mean, why us? Why now? Why bring us here?” 
 A woman with olive skin, a narrow face and high cheekbones spoke up from where she huddled on her cot. Her long black hair flowed around her legs as she rested her chin on her knees. “One of the men who grabbed me said something about an alpha wanting me.” 
 That grabbed all of our attention. After the pandemic, human trafficking had all but been abolished. Even in metropolitan areas like New Town, you rarely heard of women or children being kidnapped.  
 “Alpha?” I asked. 
 “You think the infected are behind this?” another woman asked. 
 “This has something to do with the infected?” Cheri asked, her tone worried. 
 The questions came on top of each other.  
 The olive-skinned woman lifted her head, her features tired and worn. The stress visible on her face. “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?” 
 A thought occurred to me. As crazy as it sounded in my head, I had to know. “Did anybody here go to Mate Match?” 
 They all glanced at me with varying degrees of surprise. 
 “I did,” Cara said from where she’d sunken onto the floor in front of the door. “My son is infected. I went to several reservations asking for sanctuary, but they don’t allow the noninfected residency unless you’re mated to one of them. They offered to take my son from me, but I refused.” 
 A chorus of “Me, too” sounded in the room as we all studied each other. 
 “You think we were kidnapped because we signed with Mate Match?” Cheri asked. 
 Slowly, I nodded. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.” 
 “But why would they do something like this?” another woman asked. 
 I didn’t know, but it occurred to me that I should have asked Jillian a hell of a lot more questions during the application and interview process. 




Chapter Three


Pia


 

 The women all began talking at once. With so many voices, it was hard to hear. Finally, I put my fingers between my lips and emitted a shrill whistle. The noise immediately halted. Cheri grabbed her ears and her expression showed extreme pain. Being seated right next to me, she’d gotten the worst of it. 
 “Sorry,” I told her. To the rest of them, I said, “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.” 
 I don’t know if it was my natural authority from being a nurse, or the fact that I appeared to be the oldest, but after a few more grumbles, they followed my lead. I went to the refrigerator and pulled out several items of food, and Cheri distributed it. Monica passed out drinks. We all settled onto our cots and ate. 
 The food steadied me, and the water strengthened me. After finishing our meal, we each took a turn freshening up in the bathroom. 
 “Now what?” Lydia asked. 
 We’d introduced ourselves, spoken a little about where we were from, and why we’d gone to Mate Match. Most of the women were from New Town, but a few were from outlying areas. The noninfected mostly lived in metropolitan areas. The suburbs had virtually emptied out, and rural areas had been taken over by the infected. 
 “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,” I said. 
 At my words, several of the women relaxed. 
 “I want my son,” Cara said. 
 “I know, honey, but right now your son needs you to stay strong for him. We’ll get him back,” I said. 
 “How?” Cara demanded. She’d eaten and hydrated while pacing the small room, stopping every few minutes to bang on the door and demand her son. The woman’s hand had to be sore. Even now, her nervous energy was counteracting the measure of calm I’d managed to bring to the group.  
 I inhaled a deep, calming breath. “If Mate Match is behind this, they need our agreement. We can refuse to cooperate until they return him to you.” 
 Several heads nodded as the other women agreed. 
 My words stopped Cara in her tracks. She glanced at all of us. “You’d do that for me?” 
 I looked at Cheri, who nodded, and then the rest of the women. Once again, they murmured their agreements. 
 “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. 
 Cara still appeared worried, but not as fearful. She pressed a shaky hand to her 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 website to join 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. 
 I laid on my cot, letting the conversations wash over me. There was an underlying drowsiness, a feeling of heaviness that told me the drug wasn’t out of my system. I must have dozed, because the sound of the door opening woke me. 
 I turned with the rest to see Jillian step into the room. The door closed behind her, and I heard the snick of the lock engaging. The others swarmed her, but I stayed put. Some asked questions. Others rained curses on her head. I remained quiet, knowing I wouldn’t be heard over the cacophony, but I had plenty to say, given the chance. 
 Jillian retreated so that her back was to the door and held up her hands. “Ladies, ladies. Calm down. I’ll be happy to answer all of your questions, but I can’t do so as long as you’re yelling at me.” 
 Jillian’s appearance confirmed my suspicions that our kidnappings were somehow connected to Mate Match. The fear I’d done my best to hide from the rest of the women subsided, and in its place, anger grew. 
 The women quieted, but the atmosphere remained tense. We were furious and didn’t care who knew. 
 “I know you ladies want to know why you were brought here,” Jillian began. 
 I spoke up. “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?” 
 “And why we shouldn’t sue the hell out of your company, not to mention file charges for kidnapping. What you did is illegal,” Monica added. She was obviously of the opinion that one should hit companies where it hurt the most—their bottom line. 
 “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. 
 My eyes narrowed. Her reasoning hadn’t appeased me in the slightest. “You’re saying this was a test.” 
 “Yes,” she said with a smile I deemed to be completely out of place, all things considered. 
 There were murmurs and a few muttered curses from the others. It seems the others hadn’t been pacified, either.  
 “You’ll all be happy to know you passed phase one. Now it’s time for phase two,” she said, beaming proudly. 
 “I’m not doing anything until you give me my son,” Cara said. 
 I crossed the room to stand next to her. “That goes for me, too.” 
 One by one, the rest of the women joined us in a show of solidarity. 
 Jillian appeared nonplused. “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.” 
 “It’s over now,” Cara said, standing her ground. “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,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. The rest of the women copied my motion. 
 Jillian’s cheerful demeanor faltered, and her expression became strained. “You can’t do this. It’s a violation of your contract.” 
 “Sue us,” Monica 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.” 
 I stepped in front of Cara and Cheri joined me. “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.” 
 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.” 
 The cellphone hooked on the waistband of her pants rang. She lifted it and glanced at the screen, answering quickly when she saw who it was. “Sir?” 
 I couldn’t hear the other side of the conversation, but from the way Cheri had her head tilted, I believed she could. 
 “Yes, sir. I understand.” Jillian disconnected the call and glanced at Cara. “Your son is being brought to you. He should be here within the half-hour.” 
 I glanced suspiciously around the room. We were being monitored. I didn’t see a camera—hadn’t thought to look—but obviously someone watched and listened, evaluating our responses. It left me feeling less like a potential bride and more like a lab rat. Bastards! 
 Walking over to my cot, I sat and crossed one leg over the other. “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. 
 Visibly relaxing now that she was on familiar grounds, Jillian spoke. “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 faction leaders. They had a list of requirements their potential mates need to meet before being considered.” 
 I frowned. “I thought you said they determine compatibility by scent?” 
 “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 on the basis of how I look?” Monica asked, the lawyer in her showing. 
 “Yes.” 
 “Wait! What? I thought once a match was made, the rest was set in stone?” another one said. 
 Jillian had the nerve to laugh. “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.” 
 My eyes narrowed, but it was the only outward sign I allowed of the unabated fury within. I couldn’t say I’d been misled. Jillian had provided barely any information on how the matching processed worked. That was on me for not asking more questions and doing more research. I’d based what I knew of matings within the infected community on rumor and conjecture instead of cold hard facts. The situation I now found myself in rested solely on my shoulders. However, if Jillian didn’t stop with the condescending attitude, I couldn’t guarantee she’d make it out of the room unharmed. “What’s phase two?” I snapped, ready to get this over with. 
 “The Mate Run,” Jillian said. 
   
   




Chapter Four


Pia


 

 Cherise sucked in a sharp breath. 
 “What, pray tell, is a Mate Run?” Staci asked, brow furrowing in puzzlement. 
 “She intends to turn us loose and let the men hunt us,” Cheri said, her tone bitter. 
 “What happens if they catch us?” I asked. 
 “You’re fucked, whether you want to be or not,” she said. 
 “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?” I asked, not certain I believed her. All things considered, Mate Match didn’t exactly have the best track record at this point in our relationship. A glance at the other women’s equally skeptical expressions showed they felt the same. 
 “No coercion…?” Monica echoed. 
 “You kidnapped me and took my child. How is that not coercion?” Cara snarled. 
 Jillian ignored the other two and answered my question. “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.” 
 “How likely are we to have more than one potential match?” I asked, thinking at my age, I was fortunate to have one. 
 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.” 
 That I could believe. I didn’t want to spend another lonely winter in a cold, empty bed. Heating blankets could only do so much. 
 “Can we refuse?” one woman asked. 
 Jillian arched one perfectly groomed eyebrow. “You can, but your contract will be voided. You’ll lose your service fee.” 
 That gave everyone pause. Mate Match wasn’t the most expensive matchmaking agency of its kind, but it was pricey. I didn’t know about the others, but I had no intention of handing over my hard-earned money and getting nothing in return. 
 That’s why these types of agencies charged a fee. It guaranteed a level of commitment on the woman’s part that free didn’t. If Mate Match couldn’t find a compatible suitor in their registry, the customer received a full refund. If they found one but things simply didn’t work out between the couple, half of the service fee was returned. The latter rarely happened. Mate Match prided itself on the science of their matchmaking services and had the results to prove it. 
 “What happens after the run?” I 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. 

Two weeks? I thought as shock ricocheted through me. 
 “Two weeks isn’t long to make a decision that will impact the rest of our lives,” Monica 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?” Lydia asked, eyebrows arched. 
 “Yes.” When the muttering began, Jillian held up her hand. “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.” 
 “Wait,” I said, all thoughts of sex forgotten. “What about my job? I can’t just disappear for two weeks. I’ll be fired.” 
 That caused another round of panicked murmurs. 
 Jillian shrugged, her hands splayed. “True love costs, Pia. Are you willing to pay the price?” 

Bitch! Jillian had better hope I never ran into her one night in a dark alley. 
 Pushing thoughts of vengeance aside, I asked myself, Am I willing to risk losing my job on the mere possibility of a love match? I’d heard of risking it all for love. Who hadn’t? It made a great plot device in movies and novels. Now that I was the one being asked to put it all on the line, I wasn’t as enamored. 
 If I backed out, I’d lose the service fee but still have my job and current way of life. Continuing the course was a guaranteed path to unemployment. The kidnapping hadn’t allowed me the opportunity to call in an emergency. All of our personal belongings, including our phones, had been taken from us and stored somewhere separately. Being fired for job abandonment greatly reduced my chances for finding future employment, despite nursing being a field in high demand. No one wanted a medical professional with the reputation of being unreliable. The confidentiality and waiver of liability agreements I’d signed suddenly made sense. 
 None of this was happening the way I’d imagined. I thought I’d be given a list of candidates. We’d communicate for a while before going out on a few dates. If I liked what I saw and heard, we’d take it to the next level. This was like jumping into the pool and discovering you’d accidently landed in the deep end. Was I going to sink or swim? 
 How bad did I want love in my life? I wasn’t getting any younger. If I allowed fear to rob me of this opportunity, chances were there wouldn’t be another. I was at an age when words like financial security and retirement eligibility meant a hell of a lot. Was I really willing to risk it all with no guarantee of success? 
 My heart thudded as the reality of my situation settled on my shoulders. In the back of my mind had been the blasé attitude of I’d give Mate Match a shot and if it didn’t work out? Oh well, at least I tried. 
 If I continued, I couldn’t afford to be unconcerned about the outcome. I had to throw everything I had into making this work. Failure couldn’t be an option. And, I realized, this was exactly why Mate Match had done it this way. I now had powerful motivation to make the relationship work. 
 Just then, a knock sounded on the door. Cara stiffened and looked hopefully at the door as Jillian rose to answer it. She stepped outside, holding the door to her back with one hand. We waited to see what would happen. When she re-entered, Jillian held a little tow-headed boy by the hand who appeared to be about four years old. 
 Cara gave a cry and surged forward to sweep her son into her arms. Laughing and crying at the same time, she pressed kisses all over his face. He squirmed, giggling and laughing, seemingly none the worse for their forced separation. 
 Jillian watched with a sour expression. “You can’t run with a toddler. He’ll slow you down.” 
 Clutching her son to her, Cara glared at the woman. “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.” 
 Eyes widening, I suppressed a smile. Now that Cara had her son, the kitten had grown claws. 
 Before Jillian could respond, her phone rang. “Yes, sir?” She listened, a gamut of expressions crossing her face. “Yes, sir.” 
 Once again, I glanced around, trying to spot the camera. Clearly, the person monitoring us was someone in charge. He certainly had the authority to make Jillian dance to his tune. 
 Jillian said a few more “Yes, Sirs” and then swiped the screen to disconnect the call. When she spoke again, there was an air of professionalism about her that had been distinctly lacking. Hmm, been called onto the carpet about her attitude, had she? 
 “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. You can leave with your son, which will cancel your contract. 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, you can accept the offer on the table. Your choice,” Jillian said. 

Hazardous terrain? Where are we? I wondered, not for the first time. 
 “My son and I can go together? He’s willing to take both of us?” Cara asked. 
 “Yes.” Jillian’s sour expression showed she didn’t exactly approve of this deviation from the way things were typically handled. 
 “Then I accept,” Cara said. 
 “We have someone waiting in the hallway to escort you to him,” Jillian said, opening the door. 
 Cara glanced at the rest of us before leaving. “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.” 
 We all expressed our best wishes for her success and told her goodbye. Shoulders squared and with her son’s hand held in her tight grip, Cara walked out of the door. 
 “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. Your potentials are waiting,” Jillian said. Her voice snapped like a grade school teacher calling the classroom to order. 
 Though I still had many questions, like the others, I scurried to comply. 
   




Chapter Five


Jeb Wyatt


 

 I stood in a clearing with about thirty other males waiting for our potential mates to arrive. Why the hell was I subjecting myself to this again? You’d think I’d learned my lesson. However, loneliness was a bitch and despite my best intentions, I couldn’t give up the hope that this time, I’d find the one female who could put up with my surly ass. 
 My keen hearing caught sound of an approaching vehicle. Since we were basically in the middle of nowhere, I knew it was Mate Match with the women. About damned time. We’d been waiting for hours. Hooking my thumbs in the front pocket of my jeans, I cocked one leg out and rested my weight on the other, striking a relaxed pose. I didn’t want the rest of these yahoos knowing how anxious I was. 
 The fifteen-passenger van pulled to a stop. There was a pause before the driver got out and opened the door. I knew the drill. The women were receiving last minute instructions. The men around me shuffled impatiently when the process took longer than normal. I wanted to go forward, snatch open the door myself, and order the women out of the van. 
 Finally, a woman in a smart business suit exited the passenger seat and slid open the van. Giving a shark-like grin, the woman chirped in a cheerful voice that was obviously false, “Everyone out. Time to meet your destinies.” 
 Like turtles emerging from their shells, the women hesitantly piled out, one after the other. They were diverse in terms of ethnicity and size, but all appeared in various stages of dishevelment. Even from this distance, a riot of emotions bombarded my nostrils—anger, fear, resentment, and resignation. 
 Mate Match insisted on snatching women off the street, drugging them, and transporting them to this location. They said it was to test the women’s inner core of strength. I vehemently disagreed. It was illegal as hell and didn’t make for a great start to a new relationship. It wasn’t easy to convince a woman to fall in love with you when she believed you were the reason she’d been kidnapped. 
 I scanned tonight’s offerings as they formed a line. Near the halfway point, I unconsciously straightened as my body snapped to attention. The second to the last woman on the end caught my gaze and wouldn’t release it. Her eyes were a deep, dark brown and held a mixture of fear and anger, and an underlying strength of will that said she wouldn’t let life’s circumstances get the better of her. 
 She scanned my body as I examined hers. I knew what she saw. Like the others, I wore a black hangman’s hood over my face, leaving only my gray eyes visible. As required by Mate Match, I was shirtless, revealing a well-developed chest and bulging biceps. Worn jeans encased my legs, and scuffed boots shod my feet. With the limited lighting, I wasn’t sure how clear her view of me was. 
 I, however, could see every detail of her. She had beautiful brown skin, almond-shaped eyes, and a prominent nose that somehow worked with her high cheekbones and full lips. Size-wise she was petite, much smaller than my six-feet-four and two hundred plus frame. She wasn’t skinny, just perfectly proportioned for her height, which I estimated to be around five-six, five-seven. 
 She had her arm around the woman next to her, speaking encouragingly in her ear. That one looked to be a runner. Each time, a certain number of the candidates backed out once they got a good look at what awaited them—us. We were an intimidating lot. Wanting an infected male was all good in theory until they were confronted with the reality of it. The hoods didn’t help. 
 Mate Match prided themselves on the scientific nature of their match-making skills. We men were only allowed to view the videos of potentials after our noses had determined compatibility. It prevented us from making decisions based purely on physical attractiveness and was the reason they required us to wear coverings over our faces. 
 “Jillian, we need you. Step over here for a moment, please,” the woman I wanted said. 
 The Mate Match woman turned with a forced smile and asked through clenched teeth, “Can this wait? We’re about to start.” 
 “No, it can’t. Do I need to remind you that we have the power to shut this show down? Remember what happened earlier,” she said, her threat clear. 
 The other women immediately repositioned themselves around the speaker in an evident show of support. 
 I arched an eyebrow, amused and intrigued. This isn’t the way the process normally went. Can’t say I objected to the change. I liked their fire and determination. A glance around me showed the majority of the others felt the same. 
 Jillian stamped her foot in frustration, muttering under her breath, “Interfering bitches. I’ll be glad when tonight is over.” I doubt the women heard more than an indistinct mumble, but from the look on the leader’s face, she had an inkling of what was said. 
 Once again, Jillian pasted a fake, bright smile on her face and walked to stand in front of the group. “How can I help you, ladies?” 
 The leader hugged the younger woman a little closer as she spoke. “Tamara, here, is having second thoughts—” 
 “Well, it’s too late to back out now,” Jillian snapped. “I gave all of you the opportunity to change your mind before we left the compound. You declined. It’s time to move forward.” 
 “If I might be allowed to finish?” the leader said, her eyes narrowed and locked onto Jillian. The cold stare had Jillian retreating a step. 
 Jillian composed herself and waved a hand, indicating for the other woman to continue.  
 “As I was saying, Tamara is having second thoughts, but I believe it’s because of the hoods. They’re too intimidating, like something out of a horror movie. If we can see what lies beneath, I believe she’ll be fine. Won’t you, honey?” 
 The younger woman nodded. 
 Jillian sputtered. “The men can’t take the hoods off. That’s not the way things are done.” 
 “Oh, really?” the woman on the other side of the leader questioned. She was tall and lean, and if his nose wasn’t mistaken, one of the infected. What was an infected woman doing here, mixed in with the others? “Hey you men! If you want us, take off those hoods or this ends now,” she called out to us. 
 Ignoring the others, I reached up and immediately snatched off the hated hood. The damned things were hot as hell and itched. I also didn’t like the way it obstructed my vision. Around me, several others followed suit until we all stood with our faces exposed. 
 “Thank you,” their leader said to us with a nod. “See, Tamara, I told you it would be all right. They’re just men, not hideously deformed monsters.” 
 Jillian threw up her hands and stalked away. “I can’t believe this. Let’s get this over with before you change anything else. I’ll be lucky to have a job when this night is over.” 
 “You’re welcome,” the infected woman called out, a smirk on her face. 
 “Danny, start the run,” Jillian ordered. 
 He glanced at her, eyes wide. “Aren’t you going to give them instructions? Tell them the rules?” 
 She stormed past him and opened the passenger door of the van. “Do what you want. All I want is for this night to be over with.” Jillian punctuated her words with a slam of the door. 
 The Danny guy was young, barely twenty kind of young, and obviously new at this job. I’d never seen him here before. He glanced around nervously, cleared his throat, and took a hesitant step forward. “You women will run that way.” He pointed to the woods behind where we stood. “You’ll be given a five-minute lead before the men give chase. There’s a creek about two miles from here. If you make it to the other side without being claimed, you’re safe.” 
 “Safe? What does that mean?” one of the women asked, like the information was new. 
 Danny tugged the collar of his shirt away from his neck. “It, uh, means you’re in control. Instead of being chosen, you can do the choosing. Or you can back out completely with no penalty.” 
 “No penalty?” another woman asked, gazing at Danny like a shark that’s just spotted chum. “That means we get our money back? A full refund?” 
 Retreating a nervous step, Danny glanced at the van for assistance. Jillian had pointedly turned her back to the window. No help from that quarter. “Uh, yes?” 
 There was excited muttering from the group. 
 Their leader held up a hand, and the conversation immediately halted. “Just out of curiosity, how many women have made it to the other side of that creek?” she asked, her gaze drilling into mine. 
 “To my knowledge? None,” Danny said. 




Chapter Six


Jeb


 

 I gave her a predator’s grin, full of teeth and hunger. That’s right, sweetheart. Get any thoughts of escape out of your mind. You’re leaving here with me tonight. 
 As though she’d heard me, she swallowed hard and averted her gaze. 
 I’d never been so attracted to a woman. Tonight was my fifth—or was it sixth?—attempt at finding a match. This time I’d broken all of Mate Match’s rules. I hadn’t sniffed the underwear. Hadn’t watched any of the videos. I knew nothing about the candidates other than they were female and interested. It was clear, based on past experience, the Mate Match process simply didn’t work for me. So, I prayed for luck and happenstance to be my guide. 
 So far, so good. 
 There were fourteen women total—there should have been fifteen—but I couldn’t take my eyes off her. From the way she fidgeted, she felt the weight of my stare. Could it be that the attraction was mutual? 
 Danny told the women to line up and placed the whistle to his lips. “On your mark, get ready, go!” He blew the whistle. 
 Though we outnumbered the women, a little over two to one, they ran straight at us. They had to get past us to enter the woods. I and the guys nearest to me made a hole, and several women ran through it, including the one I had my eyes on. As she passed within a hairsbreadth of our bodies, her scent hit my nostrils and my eyes rolled up into my head with the ecstasy of it. 
 Moving at a flat-out run, the women quickly disappeared. The well-trod walking path extended about one hundred feet into the woods before branching off into five separate trails. What the women didn’t know was that three hundred feet in, all but one of the paths dead ended into small campsites. The head start they’d been given would quickly be forfeited as they fought their way through the thick underbrush and rough, uphill terrain. 
 I stood gazing at the spot where she’d disappeared, my heart thumping. Anticipation for the chase brought out the beastly side of my nature. My senses enhanced to their fullest extent. Around me, others shifted impatiently, waiting for the five minutes to be over. Several would leave without a woman tonight. I determined I wouldn’t be one of them. 
 “I want the woman in the nurse’s uniform,” one of the men near me said. 
 “She’s off limits,” I said. 
 “Says who?” the man challenged. “She’s here. She ran. That means she’s eligible to be claimed. Besides, we’re a match.” 
 I stared at my competition and the heat of my gaze should have incinerated him where he stood. Inside of me, the feral side of my nature rose to the surface. The thing about the infected is that we wore our civility like a cloak. One whose loose folds barely covered the primal, feral beings we’d become. To be infected meant to embrace your inner animal. 
 He puffed up, ready to fight it out, here and now. I was more than ready to meet his challenge. I took a step forward and we squared off. Some of the others came closer, forming a loose circle. Then the whistle blew, and the need to battle for dominance disappeared as the unction to hunt became our primary focus. All thoughts ceased. As one, we turned and stalked into the woods after our prizes.  
 Despite being a large group, we moved quietly down the main path, which was barely wide enough to walk two abreast. There was no stumbling or fumbling as the women had done due to the near total darkness. Barely a footfall could be heard. However, the animals sensed our presence and the forest, which had resumed its normal night sounds after the women’s noisy passage, once again fell silent. We stopped as a unit when we reached the crossroads where the women had separated. The others circled around like hounds to the hunt, searching out their prey.  
 A thousand scents crowded the night air, yet like a bloodhound, my nose locked onto only one. I tracked her as though she had a homing beacon in her shoes, and I held the receiver. She’d run in a herd with the others, but at the split she and another had taken one of the paths to the left. My would-be rival flashed me a triumphant grin and took off down the trail after her.    
 I knew something he didn’t. Further down the line, the paths intersected at various junctures. I took the center path and put on a burst of speed. The trail I traversed was shorter, more direct, and currently empty. The women tended to avoid it because it appeared too obvious. However, it was the only one that gave them a straight, unimpeded shot to the other side of the creek. Finally, being a frequent participant of the Mate Run had given me an advantage.  
 As I ran, I caught the faint scent of the infected female. Unlike the others, she’d stayed the course and had a good chance of making it across the creek before any pursuer caught her. Sensing someone on my tail, I glanced over my shoulder and saw one of the others behind me.  
 I knew this guy. Like me, he was an original. We were the archetype from which all the infected had been made. The other contender for my woman presented no problem. However, if Noah and I were after the same woman, there would be issues, and the consequences could be deadly. I stopped and waited for him to reach me.  
 “Noah.” I greeted him with a nod. “I didn’t realize you were here tonight.” 
 He grinned. “No surprise given how many of us there are. I saw Cyrus and Thad earlier, but Thad took off and left after receiving a phone call.” 
  My brows rose. What were the odds that the four of us would be in tonight’s gathering? Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to stand here chatting. So, I cut to the chase. “Which one are you after?” 
 “No worries, my friend. I saw the honey that caught your attention. She’s safe from me. I have my eyes on a different prize,” Noah said. 
 “The infected woman,” I guessed. 
 Noah gave an abrupt nod. “There’s a story there. I aim to find out why one of our kind needs the help of a matchmaking agency to find a mate. A woman like her should have men fighting for the privilege. You know mysteries bother me. Now if you’ll excuse me, I can’t let my prey get away.” 
 “Good hunting,” I said as he jogged off. 
 His voice drifted back out of the darkness. “Same to you.”  
 Tonight was a good night to hunt. A quarter moon hung in the sky. It’s light barely reached the forest floor where wisps of fog hovered a few feet off the ground. To the right, a flock of bats took flight. Their high-pitched squeaks couldn’t be heard by the noninfected, but I heard them just fine. To the north, a herd of hogs routed around. A bobcat screamed. Snakes slithered, and women cursed and made so much noise a blind man could have followed their trail.  
 I reached the point where the two trails ran parallel. Cutting across through the trees, I came out on the path on which my prey ran. The two women were about fifty yards ahead. I could hear them talking. 
 “Come on. You can do it,” my woman said to her companion. 
 “It’s dark. I’m scared and tired. There’s a stitch in my side. You go on without me,” the other one said, breathing heavily. 
 “No way. There’s safety in numbers, remember? I’m not leaving you behind,” the other one said. Her breathing wasn’t any better. 
 A woman’s scream cut through the night.  
 “Shit! I hate this. You’re right. We have to keep moving. Don’t know what the hell I was thinking to sign up for this madness,” the second one said.  
 Their footsteps picked up as they began moving in a fast walk. “You were thinking like I was, that you’re tired of being alone. I don’t regret seeking help in the romance department, but I should have done more research before choosing Mate Match. Their results may be proven, but their method is crazy.” 
 “Amen to that,” the other woman said. “You think there are dangerous animals out here?” 
 “I don’t know. Maybe. Probably. Even if there are, they say the animals are more afraid of us than we are of them.” 
 My choice was intelligent as well as brave. Good to know. 
 “Shit! The trail ended. What do we do now, Pia?” the other woman asked. 
 Now, I knew her name. “Pia,” I softly repeated, knowing I was far enough away that the women couldn’t hear me. Her name fit. 
 “Keep pushing forward and hope we’re going in the right direction. This may be the reason Danny said no one has ever made it. Don’t know about you, but my wilderness skills suck,” Pia said. 
 “Mine, too. I’m a city girl, through and through,” the woman said. 
 “You go first. I’ll take the rear,” Pia said. 
 “So if we startle a moose, I can get trampled while you get away?” the woman asked, her voice wry. 
 “Of course,” Pia said. I could hear the smile in her voice. 
 I closed the distance between us, aware of my opponent breathing down my neck. Not that he stood a chance in a battle between the two of us if it came down to a fight, but I figured Pia had been traumatized enough by this experience. That realization gave me an idea. 
 “With my luck, I’ll stumble into a patch of poison ivy. Wouldn’t that be a lovely way to start a new relationship—itching and scratching?” the other woman said. I didn’t know her name, but she had a good sense of humor. Despite her fear, she’d kept a level head. She’d be a good match for one of the two men on her trail.  
 I eased up so close behind Pia I could smell the sweat on her body.  
 “Do you think we should split up?” the woman asked.  
 “I don’t think it matters. Didn’t Jillian say they can track us by scent? Whoever is behind us is after us specifically,” Pia said.  
 “Shit,” the other woman said again. 
 “There they are up ahead,” a man shouted. 
 “Run!” Pia shouted at the other woman, giving her a shove. 
 The woman took off, all thoughts of being tired and sore apparently forgotten. Before Pia could run after her, I slapped a hand over her mouth and nose. Catching her by the waist, I lifted her off her feet and carried her in a different direction. She struggled and fought, wriggling like a fish on a hook. I squeezed, knowing the tight hold would make breathing difficult.  
 In her ear, I spoke quickly. “Shh! We don’t have much time. Quit struggling, and I’ll release you. There are more of my kind right behind me. I guarantee you don’t want to go home with any of them.” 




Chapter Seven


PIA

   
 A large, calloused hand clamped over my mouth as I was lifted off my feet. Adrenalin flooded my system and flight or fight kicked in. I screamed like a banshee and fought like a wildcat.  
 This moment was every cheesy horror movie I’d ever seen combined. Images flashed through my mind, each more horrific than the first. Rape. Torture. Death and mutilation. I fought with everything within me. 
 I couldn’t breathe. Dots swam before my eyes. I tried clawing the arm constricting my stomach but couldn’t reach. My attempts to bite also failed. I fought harder, the possibility of death now a certainty.  
 “Shh. Take it easy! Settle down. I’m not going to hurt you.” The words, spoken in a deep baritone, finally penetrated the haze of terror and made sense. Or perhaps it was the lack of oxygen making me dizzy that allowed me to hear anything over the pounding of my heart. 
 With that trickle of comprehension came a flood of reasoning. Pia, get ahold of yourself. You expected to be captured. It’s part of the process. 
 The man was still speaking. “That’s right. Relax. I don’t have much time. The others are almost upon us.” 
 The minute I ceased struggling, he released me, to my eternal gratitude. I couldn’t run. He had me cornered against the trunk of a huge oak tree.  
 “Listen carefully. My name is Jebediah Wyatt. There’s a man closing in fast who thinks you belong to him. I say differently.” Jebediah spoke clearly and confidently with his mouth next to my ear. His hard body pressed against my back. “Up until now, you haven’t had many options. Leave with me and I’ll take you home. You can pack a bag, call your job, and prepare for the two weeks you’ll spend with me. You have a choice but make it quick.” 
 He stepped away, leaving my head spinning. Had he just said he’d take me home? 
 Crashing through the underbrush announced his presence right before a man burst into view. I turned to face this new threat.  
 “How the hell did you beat me to her?” the new guy demanded. “I left you back on the trail.” He was tall and burly. I couldn’t see much more than his size and shape in the darkness.   
 “Pia?” Jeb questioned. 
 Right. I had a decision to make. I could let them fight it out and leave with the winner. Or, I could take a chance that guy number one wasn’t a big fat liar, saying whatever it took to get me to leave with him. Decisions, decisions. 
 “I told you she was mine. If you want her, you’re going to have to take her from me. I’m not going down without a fight,” guy number two snarled.  
 I could feel the aggression in the air as the two men squared off. Both appeared to be of similar height, but the second man outweighed Jeb by about fifty pounds. 
 “Okay. It’s your funeral,” Jeb said without a hint of humor. Somehow, I thought Jeb meant it literally. He might be smaller, but I had the impression that of the two, he was deadlier.  
 They took steps toward each other. I snapped out of the paralysis keeping me mute. “Wait!” 
 Both men turned to me, their bodies almost vibrating with the need for violence.  
 “I choose you, Jeb,” I said, in my firm, no nonsense professional voice. “He caught me. Those are the rules.” Why I felt the need to explain my decision, I had no clue. 
 “Fuck the rules,” guy number two said. “We’re a match. You should be with me.” 
 “Life is full of disappointment,” Jeb said. 
 The other man snarled. Literally snarled, like some wild animal. Stupidly, I placed myself in front of Jeb. No blood would be shed on my account tonight. “Stop it!” 
 Jeb caught me by the waist and attempted to tug me out of harm’s way. I resisted.  
 “I’m not a bone to be fought over. I said I was going with Jeb. You try to force me to go with you and I’ll...I’ll…” Damn it. I couldn’t think of a threat dire enough. At heart, I wasn’t a violent person.  
 Jeb stepped forward and stood so close my butt pressed against his muscled thighs. “There’s not going to be a fight. You have to be willing. If Mate Match suspects you were forced, charges will be pressed, and he’ll be dropped from their roster. If that happens, no other matchmaking agency will take him as a client.” 
 Tempted as I was to lean into his strength, I kept my spine straight and my feet ready to move. Guy number two looked ready to launch himself at Jeb, and I had the feeling that my standing here wasn’t a deterrent. I needed to be able to jump quickly out of the way if necessary. 
 The guy’s head lowered and from the weight of his gaze, I could tell he’d directed his glare to me. I shifted even closer to Jebediah. What I wanted to do was duck behind him for protection, but I’d never let a man—or woman, for that matter—intimidate me in my life. Tonight wouldn’t be the night I started.  
 We stood in a frozen tableau. For how long, I couldn’t say. It felt like years. Finally, the other guy turned and walked away. I stared, unable to believe this had ended without further drama. When he was out of sight, I cleared my throat. “That’s it?” 
 “Yeah.” Jeb turned me around. When I faced him, he caught me by the neck with one hand and gently lifted my chin. I should have been nervous that the man held me in what could easily become a chokehold, but I was distracted by the possessiveness I felt radiating from him. This wasn’t a threat but a claiming. “Ready to go?” 
 I swallowed nervously, an action I knew he felt. “Yes.” 
 “I promise you won’t regret it. Let’s go.” Jeb took my hand and led me away from the direction we’d come.  
 “Where are we going? Isn’t the clearing back the other way?” I asked, struggling to keep pace. The crocs I wore were perfect for walking hospital floors. Uneven terrain in the woods? Not so much. 
 “To my vehicle. I’d rather not run into the Mate Match folks. What we’re doing is a violation of the rules, and I don’t intend to get caught.” 
 Thinking of the money I stood to lose should I somehow disqualify myself as a potential mate, I shut my mouth and did my best to keep up.  
 What felt like hours later, we entered a small parking lot which held a variety of vehicles. No one was around. Jeb withdrew a set of keys from his front pocket and led me over to an antique looking pickup truck. “This is mine. Prospects are told to leave their vehicles here. If we’re successful with our hunt, Mate Match transports us to one of the cabins they designate. They claim it’s private, but there are security cameras and monitoring systems hidden inside.” 
 “If it’s hidden, how do you know they’re there?” I asked as I climbed inside the cab of the truck. 
 “I heard them. You can’t hide electronics from the infected. Put your seatbelt on.” 
 “Stupid question, Pia,” I muttered to myself as he closed the door. 
 The engine started with a muffled roar. I blinked in surprise. “This is a fossil fuel engine.” 
 “Yes, it is.” 
 I took a closer look at the interior. While the seats molded to my body and was covered in the synthetic material used in today’s vehicles, the dash held none of the computronics with which I was familiar. “How old is this vehicle?” 
 “Last century.” 
 “Isn’t it expensive to maintain? How do you find parts and fuel?” I asked, seriously bemused. 
 “Not for me. I’m a mechanical engineer. Sort of a jack of all trades, like MacGyver,” he said. 
 “Who?” 
 “MacGyver. You know, the guy in the old television show who can fix or make just about anything with the right materials.”  
 “Never heard of it. I don’t get the opportunity to watch much tv,” I said. 
   




Chapter Eight


Pia

 We turned onto the road. There weren’t any lights this far outside of the city. The road was long and winding, and thick with trees on both sides. Through the cracked window I could smell the salt of the nearby ocean. The chill in the air caused me to shiver. 
 “Cold?” Jeb asked. 
 “A little,” I admitted. The light sweater I wore wasn’t enough to keep me warm in the dropping temperatures. 
 He reached behind the seat and pulled out a heavy jacket. “Put this on.” 
 I drew it up to my neck like a blanket. The neck of the jacket sat just beneath my nose. I took a discreet sniff. It smelled like the scent I was coming to associate with Jeb—clean and outdoorsy.  
 “It’s clean,” he grumbled. 
 I glanced at his outline. Of course, he’d heard me. “I know it’s clean. I was admiring the scent.” 
 I saw him glance in my direction. “Yeah?” 
 “Yes.” 
 He nodded. “That’s a good sign.” 
 We rode in silence. Before too long, I was stifling a yawn. I didn’t know if it was the drugs or the run through the woods, but all my body wanted to do was sleep for a week. However, my brain wasn’t quite willing to relax my guard. He said he’d take me home, but what if it had been a ruse to get me to come with him willingly?  To keep myself awake and alert, I asked, “Why did you choose me?” 
 “You were the oldest.” 
 “That’s it?” I asked, unable to hide my disappointment.  
 Another weighty stare before he turned his attention back to the road. “I’m looking for a partner, an equal. Not a woman young enough to be my daughter who is scared of her own shadow. Been there, done that,” he muttered.  
 Been there and done what? I wondered. 
 He cleared his throat. “I should probably tell you. You’re my fifth, or maybe it’s my sixth, attempt this year at finding a mate.” 
 After a long pause during which I contemplated the information he’d just shared, I asked, “What happened to the others? Were you unsuccessful in catching one?” 
 Jeb gave a snort full of disdain. “I always catch what I hunt. I caught ‘em, but it didn’t work out.” 
 “None of them?” I asked, incredulous. 
 “Yes. You’ll figure it out for yourself soon enough, but I’m not an easy man to get along with. I live in the middle of nowhere and won’t allow electronics on my property. In addition, I make an antisocial person appear friendly.” 
 I snuggled deeper into the seat, pulling his jacket closer. “If that’s the case, why are you looking for a mate?” I asked around another yawn. 
 “Winter’s coming. Even a man like me wants company when snow and ice cover the ground.” 
 “Can’t argue with that,” I said. Hadn’t the coming season been the reason I’d finally pushed past my reservations and sought out Mate Match? 
 “Why’d you join a matchmaking service?” he asked. 
 I twisted more in his direction, drawing one knee up to allow my back to rest against the door and my face against the seat. “Didn’t you read my profile?” 
 “No. I learned the hard way those profiles tell me diddly-squat.” 
 “What about scent? Jillian said the infected determine compatibility on the basis of scent.” My words grew slower and it was a struggle to keep my eyes open. 
 “Scent speaks of sexual chemistry. It doesn’t tell me how we’ll get along when we’re not fucking,” he said.  
 The blunt words caused me to blink. “Oh, I see. I’m forty-three, never married, and just hit my twenty at work. I can retire at any time but currently have no reason to do so.” 
 “Family?” 
 Again, for safety reasons I hesitated but the information was right there in my profile for him to read, if he ever got around to it. “Deceased. The first wave of the pandemic took the majority of them out. The riots eliminated the rest. I grew up in foster care.”  
 “That’s tough.” The words were sympathetic, but the tone said shit happens. 
 “Yeah. Having no one to depend on taught me to be self-reliant. Because I wanted to go into the medical field, the state paid for my education. I graduated early and with honors, was hired right after graduation, and have been working ever since.” 
 “What do you do?” he asked, sounding interested. 
 “I’m a trauma nurse.” If a little bit of pride slipped into her tone, Pia figured it was deserved. She’d worked hard and came a long way. 
 “State hospital or private run?” he asked. 
 “State. The pay is lower, but the benefits are better.” After the virus hit, there was a shortage of trained noninfected medical personnel. In addition to my salary and free medical benefits, I received a housing and transportation allowance and a generous retirement if I managed to last twenty years. Mercy General had financed all of my advanced training, with the proviso that I used what I learned to their benefit. 
 “Where are we?” I asked. 
 “Wolf’s Neck Woods, about thirty minutes outside of New Town.” 
 So I hadn’t been transported far.  “Where do you live?”  
 “About an hour away in the wastelands.” 
 The wastelands were areas that had been deserted. Whole towns had lost their populations after the pandemic. Towns that managed to survive were divided. Before the pandemic hit, race and economic status were everything. After the dust settled, only two classes remained—infected and noninfected. Nothing else mattered. 
 I managed to stay awake long enough to direct Jeb to my apartment. He glanced around as we drove, but I didn’t sense curiosity. It felt more like a threat assessment. My speculation was proven to be accurate when we parked in front of my building. He pulled a gun from the glove compartment and tucked it into the waistband of his jeans at the small of his back. 
 “Is that a gun? You know, the kind that shoots bullets?” I asked. 
 “Is there any other kind?” he asked, one eyebrow raised. 
 “Those are banned inside of the city.” Stunners were the weapon of choice these days. They didn’t carry the risk of a bullet tearing through one person and having the blood coated bullet infect the unfortunate person standing behind them.  
 “I don’t live in the city, and I’m former military.” With those words, he climbed out of the truck and slammed the door closed. 
 I guess he told me. I exited the vehicle and joined him on the sidewalk. Together, we walked inside. It felt like I’d been away for months, but a glance at the wall calendar hanging on the kitchen wall said it had been less than twenty-four hours. That reminded me… 
 “I need my purse and identification. When I came to, it wasn’t beside me,” I said. 
 “They’ll return it after the two weeks are up.” Jebediah stood in the middle of my small apartment looking around. If the buzzing of all of the electronics made him uncomfortable, it didn’t show on his face.  
 It only took a few minutes to send an email communication to the hospital explaining about an emergency trip out of town and my lack of a cell phone. Another few minutes to throw two weeks’ worth of clothes in a suitcase and grab all of my essentials. Remembering Jeb’s comment about no electronics, I reluctantly left my tablet on the bedside table. I cleaned out the fridge and had Jeb take out the trash. One last look around to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything, and I was ready to go.  




Chapter Nine


Pia

 A hard nudge on my shoulder had me jerking upright, blinking owlishly.  
 “We’re here. Get out. I’ll get your stuff. You have drool on your face. Might want to do something about it.” Jeb slid out and closed the door behind him. 
 I stared after him with a scowl, wiping the drying saliva on my cheek and mouth with the heel of my hand. Mr. Congeniality he wasn’t, but I’d worked with worse. Some of the doctors at Mercy General would have given a more sensitive woman nightmares.  
 I opened the door and climbed out of the truck. My body had that heavy drugged feeling that said I’d just hit deep sleep when I’d been rudely awakened. With my eyes closed and arms over my head, I gave a full body stretch, willing strength back into my muscles. It occurred to me as I did that what I was feeling might not be the result of the drug I’d been given but the accumulation of all things totaled—weeks of working nonstop with barely a day off, being drugged, running through the woods, and the stress of recent events. Straightening, I rolled my neck as I closed the truck door.  
 Before me sat a log cabin that must have been built in the last century. The logs were painted dark brown, and there were patches of bare wood where Jeb must have made repairs. The trim around the windows was forest green. The tin roof varied in color from new aluminum gray to dark, rusted red. A porch ran the length of the front. The wood planks leaned slightly to one side, giving the place a decrepit look. Various tools were scattered about. The front yard was a mass of pine needles with a few hardy blades of grass poking through. I could smell water and knew there must be a lake or river nearby.  
 I followed Jeb up the steps onto the porch and into the house where he’d disappeared. The cabin opened up into a large room that held the kitchen, dining area, and living room combined. Most of the furniture was made of wood. In the center sat a large wood stove for heat. Though I hadn’t noticed any power lines leading to the house (a fact I just now realized), he had a small refrigerator.  
 “The bedroom’s back here. Mine is the only one furnished. The bed’s big enough for two, or you can take the couch. I wouldn’t recommend it, but it’s your back. If it’s your virtue you’re concerned about, don’t. I don’t go where I haven’t been invited,” he called out from somewhere in the back. 
 I walked down the one hallway, past a small bathroom, to find the master bedroom on the left. It had a huge bed in the center, a small, straight-back wooden chair with a pair of well-worn work boots sitting on them, and a single chest of drawers. Instead of a closet, one wall was lined with hooks on which hung several jackets and shirts. The two windows and windowed door leading to the outside let in plenty of light. He’d placed my suitcase on the floor near the dresser. 
 I got my first good look at Jeb. He was tall, much taller than I was, and lean. I knew he was strong from the way he’d held me last night, but today all of those muscles were on display. He wore a gray, V-neck t-shirt that skimmed his body and a pair of dark jeans with a rip in one knee. His complexion was a dark gold, which set off his short dark brown hair and full beard and mustache to perfection. Though I didn’t particularly care for beards on men, his was neatly groomed and clean. Based on his comment in the truck, Jeb had a thing about hygiene.  
 “That’s your side.” He pointed to the side of the bed furthest from the hallway door. “Come and I’ll give you a tour.” 
 I followed him back into the hallway.  
 He pointed. “Bathroom. It’s not very large and only has a shower, but it’s functional.” 
 I glanced in and noted a bathroom lined with wood paneling. The single window allowed plenty of light. The top was off the commode. There was no rug in front of the shower. The small shelf above the single sink held a variety of grooming products. Above the vanity was a small mirror. In place of a towel rack, his towel hung from a hook. 
 He moved forward to the next room and swung open the door. “This is the second bedroom. As you can see, I’ve turned it into a workroom.” 
 Looking at the clutter inside, mentally I questioned, workroom? More like junk room. It was neat and there wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere, but it was a conglomeration of parts, broken furniture, and appliances.  
 “Up there is the attic,” he said, pointing to a trap door. “It’s not finished. I’m in the process of replacing the wood and insulating the walls so it will retain heat. With the windows on both ends, it gets plenty of natural light, but it smolders in the summer and freezes in the winter.” 
 He led me to another door that I thought hid a closet. Jeb opened it to reveal a large whole in the floor with wooden ladder stairs leading down. “Step carefully. There are no rails.” 
 I followed him down, minding my steps. He stood close, ready to catch me if I fell, and moved to the side once I reached the concrete floor. 
 “This is the basement. Technically, it’s a combination basement and garage. The garage door over there allows me to park the truck inside whenever the weather is bad.” 
 I glanced around. The walls were made of stone, and the ceiling was comprised of log beams as support for the wood planks that made the first level’s floor. In one corner along the far wall was a huge pile of neatly stacked wood for the woodstove. I was happy to see the water heaters, though without electricity, I didn’t know how they were powered.  
 “What do you use for electricity? I didn’t see any electrical wires,” I said. 
 “I have solar panels in the backyard and a gasoline generator on the side of the house. There’s a propane tank outside of the kitchen that fuels the stove. A well supplies water, and I have a septic tank for the sewage.” 
 Simple, rustic, and very last century.  
 “Do you mind my asking what you do with all of this furniture and appliances?” I asked, motioning to the items that crowded the floor space. Unlike the ones upstairs, these were obviously broken. 
 “I’m a businessman. I find pieces that were abandoned, take them, repair them and sell them.” 
 Jeb was a scavenger. I looked around with new eyes. “Is there a lot of money in it?” 
 He bristled. “Afraid I can’t support you?” 
 I shot him a glare. “I support myself just fine. I’ve never needed a man to take care of me and don’t intend to start now. It’s called conversation. As in, two strangers getting to know each other.” 
 I was beginning to get Jeb’s measure. He was blunt, opinionated, and outspoken. His mouth obviously didn’t have a filter.  When dealing with people like him, you had to establish boundaries upfront or they’d steamroll right over you. 
 Mollified, the tension left his body. “Fairly lucrative. The infected have the right to prosper and thrive like everyone else. Just because we have difficulty functioning with modern technology doesn’t mean we have to return to a primitive state of living.” 
 “I agree,” I said, as I continued glancing around. 
 Jeb hooked a thumb in the front pocket of his jeans and rested his weight on one leg. “You do?” 
 Frowning deeply, I returned my gaze to him and sighed deeply. “Yes. I have no prejudice against the infected. I don’t think of you as animals who need to be turned loose into the woods or put down like rabid beasts. If I did, I would have never sought out one to be my mate. If you ask me, you guys are the next level in human evolution. The rest of us are trying to catch up.” 
 Before he could respond, my stomach let out a low growl.  
 Jeb glanced at his watch, an old-fashioned Timex that ran off battery power. Not one of the smart computer ones that linked to the internet and was powered by solar energy. “It’s past breakfast, well into lunch. I assume you can cook?” 
 “Because I’m a woman?” 
 “No, because I like to eat and I don’t want to be stuck doing all of the cooking,” he said, turning and walking up the stairs. 
 I followed behind him. “Yes, I can cook. The gas stove will be an adjustment, but I’m sure I can figure it out.” 
 “Good. I’ll feed you today but tomorrow you’re on your own,” Jeb said.  
 After we finished eating a simple meal of scrambled eggs, sausage, and toast, I asked, “Do you mind if I take a shower and lay down? I’ve been working fourteen-hour days for the last month.” 
 “Mi casa es su casa,” he said carelessly. “I have work I need to complete. Get some rest and I’ll wake you when it’s time for dinner.” 
 “Thank you,” I said and rose from the table before I face-planted onto it.  




Chapter Ten


Jeb

   
 She left the kitchen, and I heard her rooting around in the bedroom. Probably lifting her suitcase onto the bed. Something I would have offered to do except I didn’t trust myself near her, especially not in close proximity to a bed. Pia had no idea how close I’d come to taking her earlier as she’d stood there looking sexy and sleep rumpled.  
 Her presence in my home both riled and eased the beast. Having her here in my domain soothed the part of my nature that wanted someone of my own to claim. But her scent… God, her scent called to me on a primitive level. I’d told her that scent was a marker of sexual compatibility, but it was so much more.  
 Unfortunately, Pia wasn’t one of the infected and didn’t have my animal instincts. She had to deal with human reasoning. I had to wait until she convinced herself that it was okay to let me have her, and something told me she wouldn’t do that unless she decided to stay.  
 The shower turned on and moist air saturated with the smell of wet female drifted to me. Swallowing hard, I put down the dish I’d been washing and headed outside. Fall was in the air and winter wouldn’t be far behind. I had a feeling it would come early this year, bringing plenty of snow. I had to be prepared, especially if I had a woman depending on me to keep her warm and fed.  
 Grabbing the shotgun, I headed out the front door and collected the axe propped near the door as I walked by. The sight of the water barrels in the yard reminded me to check the rainwater tank on the south side of the house. I needed to clean the screen of debris and check the water level and valves.  
   
 My list of things to prepare for the coming cold was long, but my priority was heat. Before the first snow fall, I wanted to have at least three cords of wood cut and stored. In addition to the pile in the basement for when the blizzard winds blew, I needed two more stacks piled four feet high and eight feet long. I’d place wood on the porch, on the deck outside the bedroom, and near the garage opening, covered in a tarp to keep the damp off.  
 First, I tended to the animals. I cleaned out the rabbit hutches and chicken coop and fed the animals. I put the animal waste on the compost pile to add to the garden later. A glance at the beehives reminded me it would soon be time to gather honey. Next, I checked on the small herd of goats I kept for meat, milk, and cheese. Buster and Bear, my livestock dogs, came running up to greet me. 
 “Hey, Bear. You keeping everyone safe?” I patted his back as he rubbed up against my leg, seeking attention. They both circled around me before trotting back over to the herd.  
 The dogs were my early warning system when it came to predators seeking an easy meal. Most times, their barks were enough to scare small predators off. I kept the shotgun handy for larger predators. 
 Chores completed, I turned my attention to the never-ending job of chopping and hauling wood. Three hours later, the basement was full, and I’d started lining wood along the driveway. Not only would it be close to the house, but the wood would serve as a windbreak during the coming winter. It was laborious work, but it kept my upper body good and strong. Better than any gym could. 
 It was mid-afternoon when I called it quits. The list of tasks that needed to be completed just to live on the homestead could be overwhelming. It would be nice to have help. That is, if the lack of amenities didn’t scare Pia off. I’d learned, to my dismay, city dwellers didn’t do rustic.  
 I scraped my boots clean before entering the house, using the broom to get any loose dirt. Mopping the floor wasn’t on my to-do list today. A glance around showed no Pia. Was she still asleep? 
 Pausing in the bedroom door, I took in the sight of her stretched out in my bed. She laid on her back with one hand tossed over her head. The other rested down by her side. The covers were around her waist. The full globes of her breasts were puckered and on display beneath a thin t-shirt. 
 I inhaled deeply. The underlying medicinal scent had dissipated. All that remained was sweet female with an overlay of something floral. The dark circles under her eyes were still a concern, as was the slightly gaunt appearance of her face. Pia slept the deep sleep of the truly exhausted. If things didn’t work out between us—though I’d do my damnedest to make sure it did—the least I could do was make sure she got plenty of rest over the next two weeks. 
 Collecting a clean pair of jeans and a long-sleeved tee from the dresser, I went into the bathroom to shower off the sweat and grime. Homesteading was dirty work, but it satisfied my need to be self-sufficient and not have the government watching my every move.  
 Though I wanted to stand under the shower until the hot water tank emptied, I still had more work to do. Once I was dressed, I returned to the rabbit hutch for tonight’s dinner. Harry was big and fat and getting up in age. I snagged him from his hutch and chatted with him while I took him to the prep area. Before long, I had a pot of rabbit stew slow cooking on top of the woodstove.  
 Finally, I had time to sit. Though I could go all day and night if the situation demanded it of me, it still took a toll on my body. After working from sunup to sundown yesterday and being up all night, my body craved rest. I added more wood to the rocket mass heater that had been a real find. It was a wood stove that used less wood and kept the house warm a lot longer than traditional wood stoves. Then I kicked off my boots, settled in the recliner, and put my feet up. Everything else could wait. 
   




Chapter Eleven


Pia

   
 My awareness grew gradually. The bed upon which I lay was harder than the one in my apartment. Later, that might be an issue but as tired as I’d been, it could have been a slab of concrete and I doubted I would have noticed. A wall of heat pressed against my back, and a soft snore rumbled in my ear. Apparently, Jeb had meant it when he’d said we’d share the bed. 
 What time was it? How long had I been asleep? 
 I opened my eyes, blinked, and then rubbed one to make sure they were open. It was dark. Pitch black. There was no ambient light from streetlights or nearby homes shining through the window. No clock with illuminated numbers. No glowing red dot of the security cameras and miniature monitors common in every home. I waved a hand in front of my face and just barely caught the movement.  
 And the silence. Other than Jeb’s snores, there was no traffic. No people talking or sounds of laughter and music. Not a bird or an animal could be heard. I could hear myself breathing. It was unnerving. 
 My bladder pulsed low in my belly letting me know my situation was critical. Move now or suffer the consequences. I elbowed Jeb. 
 His body stiffened as he came instantly awake. “What! What’s the problem?” 
 “Lights. I need to use the bathroom.” 
 “Oh,” he said around a yawn as he moved. 
 There was a click and then a soft glow filled the room. “Is this enough or do you need me to turn on the lights in the hallway and bathroom, too?”  he asked. 
 I rolled to my feet and maneuvered my way around the bed. “Is the switch on the wall?” 
 “Yes, just inside the door.” 
 “I should be able to find it.” Squirming a bit with a need that became more urgent by the second, I fast walked with my thighs pressed together. Fortunately, I found the switch on the first try. I swung the door, not caring if it closed, and made it to the toilet just in the nick of time. 
 As I washed my hands and face, another need made itself known.  
 I exited the bathroom to find Jeb in the living room, stoking the fire. He looked up and asked, “Hungry?” 
 I pressed a hand to my rumbling stomach. “Starved.” 
 “Figured you might be. It’s almost morning. You’ve been asleep for over twelve hours. I left rabbit stew in the warmer in case you woke,” he said, dishing out the stew. 
 My stomach growled louder at the smell of it. “Thank you. Right now, I think I could eat a bear.” 
 “Bears are endangered. It’s illegal to hunt them,” he said, eyeing me seriously. 
 “I wasn’t...I didn’t…” I sputtered and then sighed. “It was an illustration. I didn’t mean I’d actually eat one.” 
 “Uh-huh.” Jeb set the bowl and spoon down on the table. “Have a seat.”  
 Muttering beneath my breath, I sat and pulled the bowl closer. After the first hesitant spoonful, I inhaled the rest. I swallowed the last spoonful and stared down into the bowl. How bad would it look to Jeb if I licked it clean? 
 “Want more?” He stood leaning against the kitchen counter, arms crossed over his chest. 
 “Yes, please.” I lifted the bowl.  
 He took it, filled it, and placed it on the table in front of me.  
 This time I was able to slow down and enjoy the flavor. “This is good. Rabbit stew, you said?” 
 “Yes, I raise rabbits for food.” 
 My spoon hesitated on its journey towards my mouth for just a second before I gave a mental shrug. Out of the store or fresh off the farm, what difference did it make? None, as long as I wasn’t expected to kill and clean it. I polished off my second helping and sat back with a contented sigh. “Thank you. That plugged the hole in my stomach.” 
 His expression remained solemn. “You’re welcome. Like I said, you haven’t eaten anything since breakfast yesterday morning.” 
 “So, you have animals?” I asked, wanting to learn more about him. 
 “Chickens, rabbits, a few goats, cats, and dogs.” Jeb washed my bowl and spoon and placed them in the dish drain.  
 “What about horses? I assume they’d come in handy on a farm,” I mused aloud. 
 “Negative. I use all-terrain vehicles to get around on the property, or the truck. Horses are a bit more high maintenance than I want to deal with. Want something to drink?” 
 “Water would be nice.” When he set the glass in front of me, I said, “Have a seat.” 
 His brow rose but he joined me at the table. 
 “You said you didn’t want to spend the coming winter alone. What else sent you seeking for a mate, besides the need for company?” I asked.  
 “You mean, what were my expectations?” he asked. 
 I nodded. “This mate, when you found her, what did you expect? How did you see the relationship progressing?” 
 Jeb sprawled in his chair, looking large and very male. “Not mate. You. What do I want from you?” he corrected, making it clear he believed his search was over.  
 “Me,” I agreed. We were done dealing with generic descriptions. This was between Jeb and me. 
 He gave a slight nod of approval. “For you to be with me.” 
 “Be with you,” I repeated slowly. “What does that mean?” 
 “It means like it sounds. I want you with me, wherever I go. I don’t know how else to say it. It isn’t rocket science,” he said, sounding annoyed.  
 I narrowed my eyes. Jeb wasn’t the only one irritated. Counseling myself to be patient, I said, “You want a stay-at-home wife. What about my job?” 
 “What about it? Didn’t you say you were eligible for retirement? Isn’t that why you sought out a matchmaking service? And not just any, but one that served the infected? You had to know that finding a match meant you’d have to change your whole way of life. It’s not like I can uproot myself and come live with you in the city,” he said. “Wouldn’t, even if I could. Country living suits me the way city-dwelling never did.” 
 I snagged the saltshaker in the middle of the table and slid it back and forth between my hands. “I know. That was my one reservation. The uncertainty of who I’d be matched with and where I’d have to relocate to be with them. There’s comfort in the familiar.” 
 “There’s also loneliness. To get something different, sometimes you have to do something different,” he said, eyes locked onto mine. 
 Something passed between us. A visceral attraction I felt down to my toes. My face flushed and my nipples tightened. A subtle change came over Jeb. The fingers drumming on the table stopped and a stillness settled over him. 
 One heartbeat. Two. Three. Our gazes held until I finally managed to tear mine away. Whew! Down girl, I thought as I glanced across the kitchen and out of the window.  
 Clearing my throat, I resisted the urge to wipe the bead of sweat off my forehead. Was it hot in here? That wood stove sure pumped out a ton of heat. “So…”  
 Jeb’s voice dropped a few decibels. “Yes?”  
 “Um, what would I do all day? I’m used to working twelve-hour shifts,” I said, finally remembering the purpose of this conversation. 
 Jeb leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table. “There’s always something that needs doing. If you don’t want to help with the livestock, there’s food to be harvested. Winter is coming and living out here in the wilds means we can’t just run to the nearest restaurant or grocery store whenever the mood strikes.” Jeb gestured at our surroundings. “I know it isn’t much. I’m a simple man and don’t require much more than a roof over my head, a safe place to lay my head, and protection from the elements. The house is yours to do with as you please, as long as it doesn’t compromise our safety. Don’t women like to feather their nests?” 
 “You won’t mind?” I asked, looking around with new eyes. Given a free hand, what would I change? 
 Jeb shook his head. “Not at all. I’m hoping this will be your home, too.” 
 “Tell me more about this place. It looks like a lot of land. What does your normal day look like?” 
 Jeb spent time explaining what it took to run a homestead of this size. He called it living off the grid, and what that meant in terms of self-sufficiency. As someone who’d had the government intrude into every area of my life, I admitted to being intrigued by the freedom of it all.  
 “You do all of that and still have time to find and repair equipment to resell?” I marveled. 
 “I collect pieces during the summer and fall and bring them here to work on in the winter months when the snow is thick on the ground,” he said. 
 “What about emergencies? How do you call for help if something happens?” I asked. 
 “Most of us have ham radios. I also have a satellite phone I pull out when necessary,” he said, making me feel a whole lot better. 
 Outside, the sky turned to gray as daybreak neared. I took another look around the interior of the house. I could make a home here. Lord knows I’d lived in worse. Jeb, for all his grumpiness, had an inner core of integrity that appealed to me. Marriages had been built on less.  
 “I know you have a lot of work to do. Do you think you can spare a few hours to return to my apartment for the rest of my belongings?” I asked. 
 Again, that hunting stillness settled over him. “You’ll stay? What about the two-week trial period?” 
 I physically waved that away. “I’ve never been one to do things by half measures. If I really want a relationship between us to work, I have to throw everything I have into it.” Hadn’t Jeb done so by breaking the rules and bringing me here? 
 He shoved out of his chair. “We can go now.” 
 I slowly rose from my seat. “We could, if that’s what you want to do, but first I think we should consummate our relationship.” 
   




Chapter Twelve


Pia


 

 “What did you say?” Jeb asked in a quiet voice. 
 “I said we should consummate our relationship. Consummate means—” 
 “I know what it means,” he snapped. “Are you sure?” 
 I faced him from across the small wood table. “I’m sure.” 
 Jeb braced his hands on the table surface as though he were physically restraining himself. “Pia, you have to be absolutely certain, because once I get my hands on you, I’m not going to stop if you change your mind. I won’t be able to, so if this is some kind of game…” He let the threat hang. 
 My hands settled on my hips and I glared at him. “I am not a child, Jebediah Wyatt, and I’m not some skittish virgin. I know what I want and if I say I want to have sex with you now—” 
 Jeb moved so fast, it startled a squeak out of me. In a flash, he had me up and over his shoulder. The impact of my stomach hitting hard packed muscles pushed all the air out of my diaphragm. I gasped, trying to suck in air, mouth moving like a fish out of water. Weakly, I pounded his back with my fist. 
 We entered the bedroom and Jeb tossed me onto the mattress. “Don’t move,” he commanded. 
 I couldn’t have if I wanted. Easing onto my elbows and with my eyes closed, I inhaled and exhaled deeply as I slowly counted to ten. When I finished, I opened my eyes again and the sight that met me threatened to steal my breath again. 
 “Damn…” That’s all I could say. I knew Jeb had muscles, but he was seriously ripped. Not an ounce of fat on him. Suddenly, I wasn’t feeling so confident about my own level of fitness. 
 “Let’s get these off.” Jeb grabbed the legs of my sleep pants right above the ankles and jerked. The pants flew off, nearly taking me with them. I spread my arms wide to brace myself and keep from sliding off the bed.  
 Jeb sucked in a deep breath, and then he was on me. He used the size of his body to force my legs apart and seconds later, he was inside of me. I exhaled sharply and my back arched with the pain of his intrusion. I’d been wet, but not enough for someone of his size and girth. To put it bluntly, Jeb was hung like a large animal. 
 “Shit, shit, shit. Sorry, sorry, I’m so sorry.” Even as Jeb apologized, his hips kept pumping, edging him deeper and deeper inside of me. 
 I punched his arm. “Damn it, Jeb. You ever hear of foreplay?” 
 He growled, his face inches from mine. “I said I’m sorry. I’ve been smelling your arousal since the night we met. I thought you were ready for me.” 
 “You thought wrong,” I snapped, even as I widened my thighs and arched my hips to take him deeper. The pain had passed, and simply put, Jeb felt amazing. I felt it the instant he bottomed out.  
 Jeb glanced between us to where we were joined, and a shudder racked him. “I knew it would be like this. Feel like this.”  
 He lowered his upper body so that we were pressed together from shoulder to hips. Then he rotated his hips, grinding our pelvises together in a circular motion. I lit up like a pinball machine. The move applied stimulation to both my clit and g-spot. I wrapped my legs around his back and the feeling intensified.  
 “Oh god,” I moaned. “Jeb. Jeb!” 
 “Yeah, baby? Told you I’d take care of you.” 
 I began to shake as the pressure in my core built. Grabbing his muscular ass, I dug my fingers in and guided Jeb in the exact motion I needed. I’d never met a man who could fuck without thrusting. I was so wet now, our thighs and the bedding beneath us was saturated with it.  
 “Jeb...I...god...Yes! Yes! Yes!” My neck strained and arched as the orgasm rushed through me. Every muscle in my body tightened and I felt my core contract, trying to squeeze the sperm from Jeb’s cock. 
 “Again,” he demanded and kept up the same maddening movements. 
 “Jeb!” It was a protest. A plea for mercy. I’d never come that hard in my life. My clit was super sensitive, riding that fine edge of pain and pleasure. 
 “Again, Pia.” Jeb grabbed my relaxed thighs, which had slumped open with my release, and lifted my legs onto his shoulders. The position allowed him to sink deeper and gave his pubic bone more direct contact with my mons. The root of his penis activated all types of nerve endings in my vagina.  
 I was going to be walking funny for a week after all of this, but at the moment, I couldn’t bring myself to care. I screamed and clawed the bedding as another climax ripped through me. 
 Finally, finally, Jeb began to thrust. He rode me hard and deep, cursing and mumbling under his breath the entire time. My core still twitched with aftershocks when Jeb stiffened above me, gave his hips a few shallow pumps, and then collapsed on top of me. We both lay in silence, breathing heavily and covered in sweat. It took time for our heart rates to slow.  
 Jeb brushed a kiss against my temple. “Still want that foreplay?” 
 “Ha. Ha. Very funny.” 
 “You sure? As your man, it’s my duty to make sure you’re completely satisfied. It’s in the contract,” he said. 
 I turned my head so we were nose-to-nose. “What contract?” 
 “The Mate Match contract. It was in the terms of agreement. You have to be completely satisfied with me in every area, or I have to give you back.” 
 He had to be shitting me. I stared into his dark eyes in disbelief. “Are you serious?” 
 Jeb arched one eyebrow. “Completely. It’s your escape clause.” 
 Frowning, I studied him. “Jeb, I don’t need an escape clause. What we have, this is going to be forever because we’re both going to do the work necessary to make it happen.” 
 Jeb frowned, and his expression reeked of skepticism. “Uh-huh. Don’t forget you have two weeks to make your final decision.” 
 I cupped his jaw. His beard was soft under my fingers. “I’ve made up my mind. You are what I want. I know this lifestyle will be a major adjustment, but I happen to think you’re worth it, Jebediah Wyatt.” 
 “Time will tell.” He slowly separated our bodies and stood. “I need to go check on the animals.” 
 “Can I come with you?” I pushed to a seated position. Already I could feel the start of a muscle ache between my legs. The walk would do me good. So would a soak in a hot tub. Unfortunately, I hadn’t seen a tub anywhere. 
 “Dress warm and put on sturdy shoes.” Jeb plucked his clothes from the floor and left the bedroom.  




Chapter Thirteen


Pia

   
 We never did make it to my apartment. As Jeb had said, maintaining a homestead was hard work. We literally worked from sunup to sundown, only stopping to fuel our bodies and hydrate. I don’t know how he did it all by himself.  
 Jeb taught me how to care for the chickens, which included feeding them and cleaning out their pen. Nothing was wasted, not even the poop. It went onto a compost pile to be used as fertilizer later in the garden. My hands got pecked several times before I figured out how to grab the eggs without angering the protective hens.  
 I learned how to milk a goat and make cheese. It had a different taste from the cow’s milk I was used to, but surprisingly enough, my body digested it easier. The bunnies were cute, but I couldn’t enjoy them knowing that before long, each one would end up on the dinner table. As Jeb repeatedly reminded me, the animals weren’t pets. I was not to get attached. All of them were food and I needed to keep that in mind or become a vegetarian. I liked meat too much to do the latter, so I heeded his warning, no matter how cute and adorable they were. 
 Jeb and I fell into an easy rhythm. I was a fast learner, and before long he was able to designate several tasks to me, freeing him to do others. He was rarely far from my side. When he couldn’t be near me, he never wandered out of sight.  
 Out of all I learned and observed over the two weeks, the thing that concerned me the most were the weapons. Jeb was never outside without his rifle. 
 “You know how to shoot a gun?” he asked, my first official day on the farm. 
 “No.” 
 “I’m going to teach you.” 
 Frowning at him now, I asked, “Is it necessary?” 
 The cool stare he shot me made me feel like an idiot.  “Yes. You need to know how to protect yourself. This isn’t the city. The wilds are dangerous. I just got you. I don’t need you getting yourself killed because you’re squeamish about handling a weapon.”  
 “I’m a nurse, Jeb,” I reminded him. “My instinct is to save lives, not take them, but you’re right. Here, you’re the expert. If you say I need to learn how to protect myself, then that’s what I’ll do. When do you want to start?” 
 “Today.”  
 So, every day, Jeb taught me how to shoot using various guns. I didn’t like them. They were noisy and jarring. The smoke from them stank, and the recoil hurt my arm until I learned how to brace against it. Once I’d learned all of the safety precautions and could hit the trunk of a tree, Jeb began teaching me self-defense techniques, using a knife.  
 His eyes always held an underlying grimness. I didn’t know what put it there, or why he was so safety conscious. More than our living circumstances warranted, I believed. The thought of what made him that way might have kept me awake at night worrying if I weren’t so exhausted by day’s end. It could have been the daily chores. Most likely it was Jeb.  
 The man was insatiable. He fucked me first thing in the morning, last thing at night, and whenever the mood struck during the day. Anything could trigger him. A flash of tit, the sight of my ass when I bent over, or me licking my lips a certain way. I might have egged him on. I mean, come on. Jeb gave phenomenal orgasms, and I’d been too long without. The man had a cock that made my mouth water to taste it, and a face and body that got me wet just looking at it. I’d have to be stupid not to take advantage of him.   
 I’d learned that Jeb did indeed know what foreplay was. The man excelled at anything he put his mind to, and sex was no exception. Those other women had been fools. Their loss was my gain. Signing up with Mate Match and leaving the Mate Run with Jeb? Best. Decision. Ever. 
 Jeb was gruff and demanding, rarely smiled and only spoke when he had something to say. He was also protective, attentive, and loving in his own way. In short, once you got past the tough exterior and rough manners, Jeb was a marshmallow.  
 I’d been with Jeb three weeks before we decided it was time to go collect my things. The end of the month was nearing, and rent would soon be due. I wanted to have my things removed before then to save money. The job wasn’t an issue. Unbeknownst to Jeb, when I’d contacted my boss to inform him I was taking emergency leave, I’d also emailed my retirement paperwork to the pension office. If I didn’t retract them within thirty days, the process was automatic once all of my vacation leave and sick days ran out.  
 Riding into New Town was a shock. The noise, the people, the sheer busyness of everyone and everything overwhelmed my senses. Jeb noticed my tension. “What’s wrong?” 
 I waved a hand, indicating our surroundings. “This. Everything. It’s too much. How did I stand it all those years?” 
 He snagged my hand and held it in his. He’d been doing more things like that lately, touching me with affection. “It was all you knew.” 
 “Yeah.”  Suddenly, I couldn’t wait to get back to our place. If there’d been even a hint of doubt about whether I’d made the right decision, it had been eradicated.  
 We made short work of packing up my things and loading the truck. Once he got a good look at Jeb’s hulking presence, the landlord accepted my breaking the lease with no protest and without penalty. He returned my security deposit, wished me good luck in my new life, and agreed to forward my mail, all while keeping a wary eye on Jeb.  
 I patted Jeb’s arm as we left the apartment complex. “You’re a good man to have around, Jeb Wyatt. That went much easier than I’d expected.” 
 Jeb flashed me a grin, startling me with how happy he looked in that moment.  
 Our next stop was Mate Match so we could finalize the paperwork and collect my personal belongings. Jeb had driven the big truck that he used for scavenging so that all of my furniture would fit in the back. A brief argument ensued when I offered to spot him as he backed into the business’s small parking lot.  
 “How are you going to spot me when you don’t know how to drive?” he asked. 
 I huffed. “I don’t have to know how to drive to be able to see if you’re about to hit something.” 
 Jeb looked around and checked all of the mirrors. “Fine. Stand on this side where I can see you in my mirror.” He pointed to the driver’s mirror. “Guide me back, but don’t get so consumed with watching me that you forget to pay attention to your surroundings. If someone approaches or makes you uneasy, yell for me.” 
 I patted the knife strapped to my thigh. Surprisingly, I’d taken to knife training much better than the guns and felt naked when I didn’t have one on me. “I’m armed.” 
 “Pia.” His voice was stern. 
 “Okay, okay. Geesh.” I hopped out of the truck to his muttered curses.  
 Jeb parked and locked the truck. Still glancing around like he expected to be attacked at any moment, he joined me on the sidewalk. He slid an arm around my waist as we walked toward the mirrored glass double doors with the Mate Match name and logo etched on it. Jeb held open the door and I walked inside. 
 The young, pretty receptionist looked up with a smile. “Welcome to Mate Match, where your perfect match is just one test away. How may I help you?” 
 The waiting area was empty. There were a few office workers seated at desks, most on the phone. Off to the side in an alcove were a few ladies on computers. Most likely customers completing the intake survey.  
 “I’d like to see Jillian. She has my belongings,” I said. 
 The receptionist maintained her smile, even as she kept sneaking glances past me at Jake. “Your name?” 
 “Pia Montgomery,” I said. 
 The woman’s smile faltered before a strained version of it returned. “Did you say Pia?” 
 “Yes,” Jeb and I said together. 
 “One moment, please.” The receptionist pushed a button on her panel, turned so that her profile was to us, and spoke quietly into her headset.  
 I gave Jeb a “what the hell?” look.  
 She bobbed her head a few times at whatever was being said, casting wary glances in our direction. After saying a final “Yes, ma’am,” she tapped her headset again and turned to face us. Once again, her smile was false, and her gray eyes were anxious. “Jillian will be with you in a moment. If you’d like to have a seat in our waiting area?” 
 “Here is fine,” Jeb said.  
 The woman glanced at him, nodded, and turned her attention to her computer. Somewhere deep in the building, a door slammed and the tap-tap of high-heeled footsteps strode rapidly toward us. As soon as Jillian spotted me, she bellowed, “Where the hell have you been?” 




Chapter Fourteen


Pia

 Jillian looked like a rabid dog. All that was missing was the foam around the mouth. Her perfect white teeth were bared in a savage snarl, and her eyes squinted with fury. 
 I stiffened. “What?” 
 “Where. The. Hell. Have. You. Been?” she shouted, spacing each word out. She jabbed a finger at me as she stalked forward. “Do you know the hell you caused with your disappearing act?” 
 Seriously confused, all I could do was stare. A tall, muscular back suddenly blocked my view. Jeb stepped forward, and one long arm reached back to keep me behind him. “No.” That’s all he said, his tone sharp. 
 Bracing my hands on his waist, I peeked around him in time to see Jillian jerk to a halt. “Who the hell are you?” 
 Concern joined my confusion. Jillian didn’t know who Jeb was? Had Jeb lied to me? 
 Jillian stared hard at him. “Wait. I know you. You’re that guy. The one who ran off all his matches. How many was it? Ten?” 
 “Five, no more than six,” Jeb gritted out. 
 Jillian waved her hand, dismissing his words, and focused on me. “You broke the rules, Pia.” 
 I came from behind Jeb to stand beside him. “How? I ran in your stupid hunt, was caught, and went with my match. Just like you said. Or rather, like Danny said because you didn’t explain jack.” Jillian had been in the van sulking. 
 “He isn’t an eligible suitor,” Jillian said, jabbing her forefinger again, this time at Jeb.  
 “What do you mean he isn’t eligible?” I asked. 
 At the same time, Jeb said, “The hell I’m not. I paid your damned fees. I’m still a client in good standing, and lady, if you want to keep that finger, I suggest you stop pointing it.” 
 “He wasn't invited to the hunt. He didn’t review the matches. His being there was a violation of the rules,” she said, still speaking to me and totally ignoring Jeb. 
 “Screw your fucking rules, lady. Your rules are the reason I’ve worked my way through six unsuitable matches,” Jeb argued. 
 Jillian sucked in a sharp breath and her lips pressed together like she smelled something rotten. “Our methods have been scientifically proven. We have an excellent track record with the exception of you.” She snapped her fingers, like she was calling a dog to heel. “Come, Pia. This simply won’t do. You have to pick someone else. Gerald is waiting. I promised I’d call when we found you.” 
 “That prick?” Jeb asked. 
 “Who is Gerald?” I asked, probably looking as bewildered as I sounded. 
 “The guy who thought he was going to take you from me,” Jeb said, giving me a look over his shoulder. 
 I screwed up my nose and eased up to stand by Jeb’s side. “Him? No, thanks. Jillian, I’ll tell you what I told him. I choose Jeb. He caught me first.” 
 Jillian gave Jeb a look of disdain. “Mr. Wyatt had no business being there. Gerald is your mate. He’s a perfect match for your profile.” 
 “Too bad, so sad for Gerald. Tell the loser I said to find another woman. This one is mine,” Jeb declared, placing his arm around my shoulders. I leaned into his warmth. 
 Jillian narrowed her eyes, her dislike of Jeb palpable. “Pia?” 
 I reached up and linked my fingers with Jeb’s, presenting a united front. “I’ve made my decision. Jeb is the man I want to spend the rest of my life with.” 
 Jillian squared her shoulders and firmed her mouth. “I see. I’m afraid you leave me no choice. You two are hereby banned from this business. We’re removing your names as clients and forfeiting your refunds. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll personally make sure no other matchmaking service takes you on. Pia, if you change your mind and decide to do the right thing, you know how to contact me.” 
 Jillian sniffed and turned to leave.  
 Jeb whipped out his gun, cocking the hammer. “Not so fast.” 
 The receptionist gasped and dove onto the floor. Jillian turned pale, all the blood draining from her face. “Stephan, call the authorities.” 
 “You’ll be dead before they arrive,” Jeb said coldly.  
 Jillian swallowed hard but bravely stared him down. Pia had to admit. The woman had balls. “What do you want?” Jillian asked. 
 “We came for Pia’s purse and belongings, and we’re not leaving without them. Stephan, go ahead and call the police. We’d be delighted to tell them how Jillian here has Pia’s purse and identification and is refusing to return it to her. I believe that’s called theft,” he said. 
 “Don’t forget my mobile phone and work bag,” I added. 
 “Mobiles are expensive. That might bump the charges up to Class E crime. What do you think, Pia?” Jeb asked, his gun hand never wavering. 
 “Easily. I just upgraded to the newest model. Phones are very expensive,” I said. 
 “Then there’s the little matter of kidnapping. I don’t believe Mate Match would fare too well if word of their methods leaked to the general public,” Jeb said. 
 Jillian's hands fisted at her sides. “You can’t say anything about it. You’re bound by a nondisclosure agreement.” 
 Jeb shook his head and tsked. “Now see, that’s where you’re wrong. I was bound by an NDA, but you just terminated my contract. Both of ours, to be exact. So, you’ll have to forgive me if I’m not exactly feeling loyal to the company.” 
 Remembering Jillian’s reaction in the bunker when she’d gotten that call, I mused aloud, “Gee, Jillian, I wonder what your bosses will say when they find out. Tell me. Are they still mad at you for taking Cara’s son and holding him hostage?” 
 I could literally hear Jillian gritting her teeth. We’d backed her into a corner, and she knew it. “What do you want?” 
 “First, you’re going to give my woman her belongings,” Jeb said. 
 “Stephan,” she snapped. 
 The young man rose from his desk, disappeared in a back room, and returned minutes later with a sealed, black plastic bag. As he got closer, I could see my name on it. Watching the weapon in Jeb’s hand warily, he handed it to me and quickly backed away out of the line of fire.  
 “Make sure everything’s inside and all of your cards are there,” Jeb said. 
 Jillian sucked in a sharp breath. “The staff of Mate Match are not thieves. Nothing was taken.” 
 “Can’t tell by me,” I muttered while opening the bag. “You’re quick enough to threaten to keep people’s money.” 
 “That’s different,” Jillian snapped. 
 “It’s all in here,” I told Jeb. As I glanced up, I noticed the three women had stopped what they were doing and were watching everything with avid interest. “Hey, you might want to think twice about what you’re doing. Mate Match found me a mate, but some of their practices are questionable.” 
 “Questionable, how?” the woman who appeared to be my age asked. 
 “Did you say kidnapping?” another one asked.  
 “Forget the kidnapping. Did you say they held someone’s child hostage?” the third woman said. She reached down and picked up her purse. “That’s not something I want to be a part of. Come on, Millie. There’s another agency down the street. The reviews weren’t as good as this place, but clearly there’s a lot going on here that the company keeps quiet.” 
 The two women walked out. After a moment’s hesitation, the third one followed.  
 “Oops, I guess we just lost you some business. That’s got to hurt,” I said. 
 “You have your belongings. Please leave,” Jillian said in an angry undertone as she closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. 
 “Not yet. We want the documents certifying us as an official Mate Match pairing signed and in our hands. We’ll file it at the courthouse ourselves. Keep the money. You earned it,” Jeb said. 
 “Tiff,” Jillian snapped. 
 The receptionist glanced up when her name was called and slowly got off the floor. She pressed a few buttons on her computer and soon a document spit out of the printer. Handing us a pen, Tiff said, “Sign here and here, please.” 
 Jeb passed me the gun, scanned the document, and signed where indicated. When he handed me the pen, I returned his weapon and did the same. The receptionist signed as a witness and then stamped it with the Mate Match seal. After blowing on it a few times to get the ink to dry, she ran it through the copier. “Here’s the original. We’ll keep a copy here for our files, and there’s an extra copy for your records.” 
 “Thank you,” I said, accepting the documents. 
 “Let’s go,” Jeb said. 
 He holstered his gun and began turning us to go out of the door.  
 Giving Jillian a brilliant smile, I said in my most sarcastic voice, “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you. I’ll be sure to recommend Mate Match to all of my friends.” 
   




Chapter Fifteen


Pia

   
 I sat on the porch, leaned back in the wood chair, my bare feet up on the rail, and the shotgun propped nearby. Jeb was in the garden, shirtless and sweaty, tilling the soil. Today marked the one-year anniversary of the night we’d met. I glanced briefly at the gold band adorning my ring finger before my gaze returned to my own personal eye candy. Just the sight of the sun playing on all of those golden muscles was enough to make me wet. 
 The last year hadn’t been all roses and sunshine. Jeb was surly and antisocial. Some days he had the disposition of an emergency room doctor, twenty-five hours into a twenty-four-hour shift with no end in sight, going through caffeine withdrawal. The man had severe separation anxiety where I was concerned. I had to make a huge adjustment in my definitions of privacy and personal space. Oh, and let’s not forget his continued ban on anything resembling wi-fi in the house. 
 About that ban... Turned out the man had a computerized command center deep in the woods. Here’s how I’d found out about it…  
 After we’d left Mate Match and the irritating Jillian, Jeb had been in a lather. He’d kept it together while we’d filed the paperwork at the courthouse, officially making us husband and wife.  
 I didn’t know we were going ring shopping until he stopped in front of the jewelry store, and I doubted he said more than five words inside. We entered the store, and he pointed at the display case. “Pick one.”  
 When I’d made my selection, keeping it as simple as possible, he’d turned to the clerk. “How much?”  
 Once informed of the amount, he pulled out his card and paid. We’d walked out wearing matching bands. 
 The drive home was silent with an underlying tension that seethed. Jeb was the one seething, not me, although I hadn’t been happy with Jillian’s attempts to separate us. At the house, Jeb parked the truck near the porch for easy unloading. He got out and grabbed my electronics, which he’d placed in a separate bag. When I opened the door and reached to grab a box, he said, “Leave the rest. We’ll get it when we return.” 
 “Are we going somewhere?” I asked as he hustled me out of the truck and onto a three-wheel, all-terrain vehicle.  
 He grunted in response.   
 I held on for dear life as Jeb seemingly made his own path through the woods. A glance behind showed that between all the leaves and pine needles on the ground, the wheels hadn’t left a track for anyone to trace. Somehow, I thought that had been his purpose. We pulled in front of a nondescript shack. Jeb turned off the motor and then just sat.  
 “What are we—”  
 “Shh!”  
 The man had shushed me. I rolled my eyes. Alrighty, then.  
 He glanced around, studying our surroundings and listening. When the wildlife and insects began singing their songs, Jeb climbed off the bike. “Come on. It’s safe.” 
 “Paranoid much?” I asked, sarcasm heavy. 
 “You bet. It’s what keeps me free and alive.” He put his key in the lock and opened the door.  
 I stared at him, feet frozen to the ground. “Are you on the lam? If so, I think that’s information I should have known before I signed on the dotted line.” 
 He glanced at me, his eyes full of mystery. “Let’s just say I’m a highly sought-after commodity.” 
 Exasperated, I put my hands on my hips. “What does that mean?”  
 “I’ll explain—inside. We’re too exposed out here.” He motioned with his hand for me to enter and after a cautious glance around, I obeyed. Jeb’s paranoia was contagious. What was that famous quote? ‘Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t after you.’

 From the outside, the shed looked like a good, strong wind would knock it over. Closer inspection revealed it to be very well constructed. It had a bed, a wood stove, and a few shelves with canned goods on them. It reminded of the line shacks I read about in western novels or the hunting cabins I’d seen in movies.  
 Jeb moved the floor rug, revealing a large trap door in the floor. He opened it and motioned me down. I glanced in. “It’s dark.” 
 “There’s light at the bottom,” he said. 
 I didn’t see a light. Not even a hint of one. “How far down does this go?” 
 “Pia.” Jeb’s tone said he’d lost his patience.  
 Heaving a put-upon sigh, I started down. The ladder had a slight angle to it that made going down easy. No worries about slipping and falling. I climbed down at least one flight, maybe two before I saw a glow. I stopped worrying about the all-encompassing darkness and began stressing about oxygen. What if we got trapped below ground? 
 My feet hit solid rock and I stepped off the ladder, moving to the side to make room for Jeb who was right behind me. I followed him around a corner and abruptly halted. One wall was filled with monitors that showed every angle of the homestead. It looked like a satellite view. There were computers and communications equipment.  
 The latter I discovered when Jeb hailed someone and got a response. Their conversation floored me. They spoke mostly in code, but I was able to decipher two things: Jeb not only knew the owners of Mate Match but was himself a silent partner in the venture. The second thing I learned was that Jeb was a firm believer in the motto: Don’t get mad. Get even.  
 He was pissed with Jillian, and if the woman had a job after today, I’d be amazed. Jillian was about to learn you really needed to be careful when dealing with the infected because you never knew who was connected to whom. After dealing with her and her superior attitude, I didn’t feel sorry for her in the least. 
 When Jeb got off his call, I said, “I thought it was uncomfortable for the infected to be around electronics?” 
 “For most of the infected it is, but I’m prime.” He took out my tablet, cellphone, and laptop and set it on the table in front of him. From a desk, he withdrew a screwdriver. 
 “Prime? What does that mean? And what are you doing with my stuff?” I asked in alarm. 
 “Disabling the tracking device,” he said, bent over his work. “I’m ground zero. The first test subject the virus worked on as it was designed to do. Everyone else has a bastardized version. The government scientists were never able to replicate the results they had with me.” 
 My mouth dropped open. I knew Jeb had been in the military. The virus had begun as a result of our government playing god, trying to create a super soldier. I hadn’t realized Jeb had been one of the test subjects. “How old are you?” 
 He didn’t even glance up. “Old enough. If there’s anything you want downloaded from the internet to your tablet or laptop, do it here. This area is secure. Once we get out of here, the wi-fi will be disabled. I’m storing your phone in here. It won’t work out there anyway.” 
 “Where are we? What is this place?” I asked as I logged onto my favorite bookstore and purchased enough reading material to keep me going for a few months. 
 “An abandoned mineshaft. Another tunnel runs under the house. I’ll teach you how to navigate the tunnels, in case anything happens,” he said. 
 “Why all of the precautions?” I scrolled through the store, hunting for books not just to entertain me during my precious but limited free time, but also books to educate me on this new lifestyle I’d embraced. 
 “Because not only am I the origin of TS391, but my blood is also the source of the antiviral. The only one they’ve found,” he said, sounding grim.  
 I stared at him, my mouth hanging open. Precious commodity indeed.  




Chapter Sixteen


Pia

   
 “You make enough for me?” Jeb asked, appearing at my elbow.  
 His sudden appearance yanked me out of the past. I startled and almost flipped over the chair. Jeb caught it and righted me.  
 “What did you say?” I asked, a hand pressed to my heart. The man moved like a cat—silent and stealthy. You’d think I’d become used to it. 
 “I asked if you made enough for me,” he repeated, motioning to the mason jar of pressed apple juice sitting by the leg of my chair.  
 “That’s yours. I drank mine in the house.” It was apple season, and I’d discovered a love for homemade apple juice and cider. I baked pies, made turnovers and dumplings, and canned apples for the off-season months. With three apple trees, we had an abundant supply. What we didn’t keep, Jeb sold. 
 He scooped up the glass, bending so close I got a good whiff of man, sweat, and dirt. Jeb opened the jar, brought the glass to his mouth and took several healthy swallows. The bobbing of his Adam’s apple mesmerized me. I took a finger and slowly dragged it along his ripped abdominal muscles. “You need a shower.” 
 Heat flared in his eyes as he lowered the jar. “Yeah? You joining me?” 
 I licked my lips, loving the way his eyes tracked the motion. “You know I’m all about water conservation. You done?” 
 He ran his gaze over me. Though the breeze had a hint of chill, here in the sunshine it was deliciously warm. I wore a thin gray t-shirt that molded to my unbound breasts. A pair of cut off shorts covered my lower body, leaving most of my legs bare and sun kissed. Even my toenail polish was the sexy red that Jeb preferred. 
 “I am now,” he said, his gaze returning to mine. 
 Jeb hauled me out of the chair and toted me under one arm like a sack of potatoes. I laughed at his caveman behavior. I’d thought it before and would probably think it again: the women who’d rejected this man were fools. 
 He strode through the main room where our dinner was already in the crockpot cooking, straight into the bathroom and set me on my feet. “Off,” he demanded, motioning at my clothes. 
 Jeb reached for his zipper, and I brushed his hands away. “Let me.” 
 He reached up, grabbed hold of the top of the shower enclosure, and stared down at me, his eyes narrowed and focused. I tugged open the button and slid my hand inside his pants. Jeb went commando around the farm. He was already hard and ready for me. I wrapped my fingers around the silken skin. 
 With my free hand, I lowered the zipper to give my occupied hand more room. He sprang free as I shoved his pants to his hips, and I stroked him from base to tip, loving the sight and feel of him. Jeb was thick and long. Frankly, his cock was the most beautiful one I’d seen in my life. As a nurse, I’d seen plenty. I’d never been one to worship the male body, but this man could make me a convert. 
 “Pia,” he groaned. 
 “Yes, husband?” I asked, glancing at him from under my lashes. He loved it when I verbally claimed him. 
 He breathed in deeply and released it in a controlled measure. “You’re trying to make me lose my shit.” 
 I rubbed my thumb over the tip of his penis and spread the precum around the sensitive head. “Would I do that?” 
 His cock jerked in my hand and swelled to larger proportions. 
 “Yes, hellcat, you would. You keep doing that and I’m going to fuck you so hard, you’ll be walking bowlegged for a week,” he warned. 
 I gave his shaft a hard squeeze and a tug, and then slid my hand down to cup his balls, all the while grinning up at him. “Promise?” 
 The man moved. My shirt and shorts hit the floor. Jeb wasn’t the only who liked to go commando. He had me in the shower with my back against the wall in seconds. “You were saying?” 
 Jeb could do slow and sweet. He could also do long and drawn out, playing with my body until I thought my nerves would jump out of my skin. But the man excelled at hard and deep, and he’d taught me to love receiving that kind of rough loving as much as he loved giving it. 
 Lifting my leg, I wrapped it around his waist, tilted my head to the side, and fluttered my eyelashes flirtatiously. “You know how much I love a good, hard fuc—Oh!” 
 Jeb rammed inside of me. As he retreated, he grabbed my ass, lifted me higher for deeper penetration, and delivered exactly what he’d promised. I curled both legs around him, linking my feet at the small of his back. The move opened me up to him and allowed Jeb to do whatever he wanted. All I had to do was hold on. 
 The bathroom filled with the sounds of grunts and panting, and the wet smack of flesh on flesh. Jeb wasn’t a talker at the best of times, but when he got like this, he became monosyllabic. 
 “Fuck!” 
 “Yes!” 
 “Take it!” 
 “Like that!” 
 “Bite me.” 
 At his command, I dug my nails into his back and buried my teeth into his shoulder. 
 “Fuck, yeah!” he shouted, throwing back his head. 
 The sex between us was wild and untamed, as untamed as the infected. I wasn’t one of them—the years’ worth of mandatory vaccinations prevented me from getting the virus, even now. Yet Jeb had still managed to bring out my inner beast, and I loved every moment of it. 
 I came hard. Jeb used his chest to press me into the wall, holding me up as my grip on him loosened. A few more thrusts and he finished in me. We slowly slid to the floor with me sitting on his lap. I kissed the tender skin behind his ear. “You’re still sweaty and dirty.” 
 I felt his lips move into a smile where they rested against my shoulder. “Just the way you like me.” 
 I ran my fingers through his hair, scraping my nails along his scalp in a subtle caress. “What can I say? We were made for each other.” 
 Jeb straightened so he could see my face. “I know I can be a pain in the ass, but you’ll never find another man who loves you as much as I do. And if you do, I’ll kill him.” 
 The comment startled a laugh out of me. It was so Jeb. I cupped his face. “I love you, too. You may be a pain in the ass, but you’re my pain in the ass. You know today is our anniversary?” 
 “Is it?” Jeb stood, turned on the water, and adjusted the temperature. 
 “Yes. A year ago tonight is when we first met,” I told him, standing and reaching for the soap. 
 “Huh,” he said, seeming uninterested. 
 Jeb didn’t keep track of dates, just seasons. Which I guess made sense, living out in the middle of nowhere as we did. We didn’t have to monitor when the trash would be picked up or what days bills were due. Our lives revolved around the changing seasons, seedtime and harvest, and caring for the animals. 
 Undeterred, I continued. “I cooked us a special dinner and made pie for dessert. I thought afterwards, when night fell, we could recreate our first meeting.” 
 He glanced at me, eyes narrowed. “Recreate, how?” 
 I’ll admit, I got distracted watching the water stream over his muscled body, making it glisten. 
 “Pia?” 
 “Huh? Oh yeah,” I said, snapping back to attention. “I thought you could chase me again. Only this time, we’ll both be naked.” 
 Jeb squirted body wash on a washrag and tossed it at me. It hit me in the chest with a wet smack. Then he spread the liquid all over his body and began to scrub in fast, efficient movements. “Hurry and wash.” 
 “What’s the rush?” I asked, smiling. 
 “We have an anniversary to celebrate,” he said. 
 I laughed at his eagerness but did as commanded. 

 




 Hours later, I ran through the woods surrounding our house. Naked except for the knives strapped to my thighs and the running shoes on my feet, I wondered about the other women who’d started this journey with me. Particularly, Cara and Cherise. Had things worked out between Cara and the man who’d agreed to take her and her child, sight unseen? Had Cherise found someone with whom she could bond? I hoped all the women had been as fortunate as I. Jeb was everything I’d hoped and hadn’t known to ask for. He was everything.
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Mate Run: Cherise

 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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Excerpt: Mate Run-Cherise


Chapter One





CHERISE

  Twelve years earlier…

 “Momma, come with me. Please.” I clutched her hand so tightly hers would probably bruise. 
 “I can’t.” The words were stark. Final. The accompanying expression said, ‘Don’t ask again.’ “Remember what I told you. What did I say?” 
 “Run. Don’t look back. Don’t come back for any reason,” I answered by rote, I’d said it so many times. Inside, emotions battered me, pushing me to the edge of desperation. The strain of keeping my voice subvocal caused my throat to ache. It was imperative we not be discovered. 
 “And if you’re caught?” she asked, her steady, determined gaze holding mine in the semidarkness. 
 Taking a shaky breath, I straightened my shoulders. “Escape, by any means necessary.” 
 “Here.” She handed me a thin blade with a wickedly sharp curve. It was one of the kitchen knives. We weren’t allowed weapons. “Use it if you have to. Don’t hesitate. No mercy.” 
 I took it from her and held it down by my side. The handle fit securely in my hand. 
 Momma cupped my face with both hands and leaned her forehead against mine. “You only get one shot. Don’t waste it.” My tears quickly soaked her flesh. She dried my face and kissed my forehead. “Hush now. It will be all right. Remember I love you. Stay safe. Be strong. Most of all, be free.” She gave my shoulders a light push. “Go. Get into position.” 
 I wanted to grab her and cling. To hold onto this moment for as long as possible, but time wouldn’t allow. Momma turned and walked away. Knowing I couldn’t wait any longer, as silent as a cat, I eased further into the shadow of the nearby cabin. Carefully, with the darkness as cover, I made it to the edge of the encampment and sank down onto my haunches. 
 My mother sauntered into the open, a sensual sway to her hips. Momma was short and curvy, with full breasts and thick thighs men liked. Her long cotton skirt in drab colors swished from side-to-side. She’d loosened a few buttons of the mandatory button-down shirt all females wore, revealing the shadow of her cleavage. 
 “May, what are you doing out of your cabin? It’s after two in the morning,” the sentry said. Jarvis was young, about twenty-four or twenty-five. He had olive skin, a thickly muscled body, and a face that looked like someone had taken a battering ram to it when he was a child. 
 She lazily flapped one side of her shirt open and closed as she moved closer to him. “Couldn’t sleep. I got hot and decided I wanted company. You don’t mind, do you?” 
 From the motion of her hand, I could tell she was stroking him between his legs. As a result, his voice was strained when he said, “I’m on guard duty.” 
 Momma waved a hand, indicating the encampment and the surrounding woods. “It’s late. Everyone is asleep, and no one comes out this far. Are you sure I can’t persuade you to… ?” She spoke the rest directly into his ear. 
 Jarvis gripped Momma’s skirt and began easing it up. “Maybe just a few minutes won’t hurt.” 
 She laughed, low and husky, and unzipped his pants. 
 “Wha-what will Hiram say?” Jarvis asked. 
 Momma sank to her knees and poised his erect penis so close to her lips, he had to feel her breathing. Then she glanced at him from under her lashes. “Do you care?” 
 I could hear him swallow from where I crouched near the tree, tensely waiting for Momma to give the signal. 
 “No, right now I can’t say I give a damn about anything but your mouth on my cock,” he said. 
 Another husky laugh from Momma. I turned my face away as she lowered her mouth, not needing the visual to know what she was doing. From the groans and growls he made, Momma was really getting him stirred up. 
 There was a soft popping sound and then Momma said, “You know what I really want?” 
 “What?” The words were a growl. 
 “To be fucked, long and hard. Hiram’s good, but he’s getting old. You know what I mean? I need someone young and strong to show me how sex should be.” 
 I glanced over in time to see Jarvis unbuckling his pants. “You’ve come to the right man,” he boasted. 
 Momma paused in the act of unbuttoning her blouse. When she spoke again, her tone was coy. “How about we make this a real party? Who’s on sentry duty tonight besides you?” 
 “Travis and Clay.” 
 She walked her fingers up his crotch. “Invite them to join us. I want to be completely filled, if you know what I mean?” 
 I placed my hand over my mouth to muffle my gasp. All of the men in the clan were debauched. Those three were the most depraved. More tears streamed down my face as I realized what Momma planned. Knowing I wouldn’t have agreed had I known, all she’d told me was that she intended to create a distraction. 
 Jarvis’s eyes gleamed red in the darkness, his eyes taking the little bit of ambient light and reflecting it like a dog—or a wolf. “You sure you want to do that, May? We like to play rough.” 
 She stroked his penis again. “I think I can handle you.” 
 Suddenly, Jarvis frowned and gripped her small brown wrist in a hard hold. “What are you up to? You’ve never shown any interest in me before.” 
 I pinched my leg hard to stifle the surge of emotions that rushed through me, the foremost being fear. The infected could smell strong emotions. Some even got off on creating terror in their victims, like Jarvis and his crew. Being downwind and the insignificant, occasional breeze wouldn’t be enough to prevent my discovery if I didn’t get ahold of my sudden terror. 
 Sighing, my mother gracefully stood and began doing up her shirt. “It’s no secret that Reese turns sixteen next month, and Hiram is eyeing her to be his new woman. I would prefer to have a protector than become a clan whore. Thought you and your crew might be interested in the role, but if that’s not the case, I’ll return to my cabin. Sorry to bother you.” 
 She got two steps away before Jarvis said, “Wait. Are you for real?” 
 Turning to face him, Momma put her hands on her hips. “Am I serious about not wanting to be passed around, expected to spread my legs for any man that asks? Definitely. Hiram’s getting old, and his taste for women is getting younger and younger. Soon, I’m the one he’ll thinks is too old.” 
 Lie with the truth, Momma had taught me. Momma was only a few years older than Jarvis, but she’d been with Hiram since she was my age. She’d lasted longer than any of Hiram’s other women, but lately Hiram’s eyes had begun straying.  
 Momma despised Jarvis and men like him. She thought they should be put down like rabid wolves. However, none of that showed in her voice or expression. If I hadn’t known the truth, I’d have believed she really wanted them to claim her as theirs. 
 “You’d stay with me, be my woman?” he asked. 
 Momma tilted her head to the side, studying Jarvis from under her lashes. “Will you protect me? Keep the others away from me if I do?” 
 “With the exception of a select few of my choosing, yes.” He brushed her cloud of curly black hair off her shoulder before suddenly gripping it tight enough to tilt her face up. “If I make you mine, you do what I say, when I say it, and don’t give me any lip. I’ll fuck you however and whenever I want. In exchange, I’ll keep you safe from the others.” 
 “Agreed, but if Hiram finds out about us before he officially releases me, he’ll kill us both,” Momma warned. 
 Hiram’s word was law. He strictly controlled what his followers could and couldn’t do. Females couldn’t drive. Couldn’t go into town unescorted. Book learning was allowed, as was learning the skills needed to maintain a family and home. The men were considered soldiers in Hiram’s army, and as such, taught to hunt and kill. The majority were little more than well-trained thugs. Hiram controlled the money and the women. If a man wanted either, he had to bow to Hiram’s wishes. 
 Jarvis smiled and it was pure evil. “Like you said, Hiram’s getting old. Might be time for a new leader.” He took out his phone and typed into it. “I sent a text to the others to join us. Consider this your audition.” 
 The scents of Travis and Clay came to me on the wind, coming from two different directions. Seconds later, the three had Momma surrounded. Their hands were on her, impatiently stripping her out of her clothes. 
 “Are we doing this here where anyone can look out and see? Shouldn’t we go somewhere more private?” she asked. 
 Hearing the command, I eased into the forest, staying low, moving from tree-to-tree. My steps were slow and steady, as quick movements drew the eye. When I was far enough away, I ran like demons were on my trail. My steps were swift and silent, something I couldn’t have managed in my normal clothes. Fortunately, Momma had been able to steal a pair of Hiram’s pants and shirt from the laundry. 
 Hiram stood about six feet, had a lean, wiry build, long black hair and the face of a fallen angel. I was tall for a woman, standing five-eleven without shoes. With the addition of a belt for the pants, the clothes were only a little loose. The clothing was still heavy with his scent, which helped to mask mine. I don’t know where she got the boots, but worn with an extra two pairs of socks, they fit well enough for me to run in. 
 I ran downhill, away from the paved road that led to the small town that was under the cult’s control. Away from the lake that ran along the western border, and the mountains to the north. I was in good shape because exercise was not only encouraged, it was mandated. Got to keep the women strong and healthy so we could give them strong sons, I thought angrily. 
 “Stay safe. Be strong. Be free.” My mother’s final words to me were a chant in my mind, pushing me to run faster, leap higher, push harder, and last longer. Finally, I bent over at the waist, panting. A stitch pained my side, and I fought the urge to throw up. Finally, after what felt like hours, I could smell the scent of old oil, which meant I was near the barely used logging road.   
 When I had my breathing under control, I walked, careful to remain hidden by the thick underbrush. I’d smudged my face and hands with dirt, the better to blend into the darkness. As I glanced to the right and the left, I caught a flicker of light. I waited, and it came again. I edged closer to the source. 
 Every five minutes, a short burst of light released from a flashlight in code. After the third time, I was sure it was my contact. I gave one more careful glance around, lifted my nose to sniff the air, and stepped out into the open. 
 As soon as I was spotted, a middle-aged woman dressed in a black oversized sweatshirt with the hood up and a pair of jeans got out of the vehicle. She’d backed into the scrub brush so that it was almost hidden. She motioned me over, glancing around warily. Ducking low, I ran across the road. 
 “Hurry, we don’t have much time. Dawn is approaching.” She led me to the rear of the vehicle and opened the trunk. “Help me move these.” 
 There were several baskets of clothes, linens, and blankets inside. It looked like she’d just come from the laundry mat. The scent of fabric softener wafted up as soon as she opened the trunk. I struggled not to gag as it overpowered my sensitive nose. 
 “Climb in. I’ll pile this in around you and pray we don’t get stopped.” This close to her, I saw golden brown skin, round black eyes with a slight tilt to them, a pert nose and straight black hair that swung forward like a curtain when she bent forward. 
 I scrambled inside and scooted as far back inside of the large trunk as I could. Even as I positioned myself, she was tossing everything back inside. 
 “If it gets stuffy, turn and face the rear seats. I lowered the middle console to allow air to seep through. This is the best I can do until we’re safe. You good?” 
 “Yes.” My nostril clogged and I struggled not to choke, but I’d suffer through worse if it meant freedom. 
 “I threw in a couple of pillows. Brace one under your head so you don’t get a crook in your neck. If you need to get my attention, pound on the back seat. I’m closing the trunk now.” 
 “Okay. Thank you.” My words were heartfelt. 
 “Honey, I owe your momma. She got me out. No way wouldn’t I help get you away from those loonies.” The lid of the trunk shut soundly, enclosing me in darkness. Seconds later, the engine turned, and the car was in motion. 
 “Bye, Momma. I love you,” I whispered, knowing in my bones I’d never see her again. 
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