
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Chapter Twenty-Five

	Chapter Twenty-Six

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Chapter Twenty-Nine

	Chapter Thirty

	Chapter Thirty-One

	Chapter Thirty-Two

	Chapter Thirty-Three

	Chapter Thirty-Four

	Chapter Thirty-Five

	Chapter Thirty-Six

	Chapter Thirty-Seven

	Chapter Thirty-Eight

	Chapter Thirty-Nine





    
      Kill For You

    

    




      
        Michele Mills

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Summary

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

      

      
        
          Newsletter

        

        
          Die For You

        

        
          Excerpt

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Also by Michele Mills

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      A virus swept the globe killing almost all of humanity and crushing civilization to the ground, leaving Trevor Mason in the enviable position of being able to strut out of his wide-open death row cell, a free man. Now he’s trying to find redemption by helping to rebuild a ruined and empty world.

      Rebel Case was a box office phenomenon, but after the apocalypse she’s just a survivor like anyone else. When passion explodes between her and a tattooed, sexy-as-hell bad boy who says he wants forever, will Rebel risk her future, her safety, on a man with an inexcusable past?

      But can an ex con really leave his past behind, when it refuses to stay gone?

      And how far will Trevor go to keep his woman safe?

      Warning: This book contains spanking and voyeurism. Love, in a hopeless place and laughter despite the pain. And as usual, more bad language and violence than are strictly necessary.
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      June 26th, 95 days post outbreak, Casa de Fruta

      

      The classic red Mustang slid neatly into the parking stall…as if life was still normal and the owner planned on stopping at the restaurant for a meal and maybe checking out the gift shop. Which pissed Rebel off, because come on—this routine behavior set against the backdrop of “whole world dead” was just…disrespectful.

      This rest stop off the Pacheco Pass Highway, half-way between the central California coast and the San Joaquin Valley, used to be a bustling place to buy snacks, fruit, or whatever a person might need…and stay the night if necessary, on the way to somewhere else. It used to be a destination unto itself. A place people liked to visit.

      Before the end of the world, she’d been there tons of times on her way out of Carmel and onto Yosemite.

      But now it was a harsh cluster of silent trees, hot asphalt and empty buildings, all intensely quiet because Rebel was certain there were dead bodies everywhere—hidden in the cars, in the buildings and in the motel. All areas she wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot pole.

      This was nothing new. In this reality, corpses were rotting all over the fucking place. Not just millions of them. Billions of them, worldwide.

      The engine cut and the parking lot returned to silence.

      Rebel watched the car from her hiding spot with her heart thundering in her chest. She bit her lip as a man she’d never met (fuck, fuck, fuck) stepped out of the Mustang with the slow-moving grace of an action star in a big-budget movie.

      A man. Young and healthy-looking.

      Wow. This was amazing, considering most of the people on the planet were now dead.

      Masculinity, dominance and danger radiated from him in waves so potent and loaded with virility, it nearly burnt her retinas.

      Rebel watched him anyway.

      And watched him some more.

      In fact, she watched him like her life depended upon it. Like stalking him was her job and she worked on commission.

      Because holy shit, he was just that handsome.

      She sucked in a breath and slumped against the dusty, abandoned minivan she hid behind, her heart continuing to claw in her chest. Her breaths sounded loud and harsh to her own ears.

      Who the hell was this guy?

      That dark T-shirt he wore stretched so perfectly across his tight abs. And those muscular, veiny forearms…they were fantastic.

      She was so affected by his megawatt sex appeal; her hand literally trembled as she wiped sweat from her forehead.

      I’m a mess. A total, top-notch, number one mess.

      Which was just…embarrassing.

      Rebel allowed herself one dreamy sigh (just one).

      Jeez. If only…

      Could it be? Could he actually be a decent human being? Someone who wasn’t bent on rape, theft and destruction?

      She exhaled and rolled her eyes. Oh please. The chances of finding a kind, honorable person with whom to chat with at the end of the world were both slim and none.

      The chaotic months since Ruyigi Ebola swept the planet, and the resulting deaths of billions of people worldwide due to the viral outbreak, had taught Rebel one true lesson, a lesson that should be written in stone and handed down from Mt. Sinai:

      Trust no one.

      It was just…she glanced at him again with longing…what if he wasn’t an asshole?

      She bit the inside of her cheek.

      And how long had it been since she’d seen anyone besides Justin? Justin—her companion, her best friend in this hell-hole situation, her Rock of Gibraltar. She hadn’t seen another man alive besides Justin, since, since…damn, she couldn’t remember—obviously not since before the tail end of the time when everyone was sick, chaos reigned, and the world had turned into a shit pile of dead bodies and eerily quiet towns.

      Oh fuck.

      She needed to think smart and get her head on straight and not let herself be blinded by this stranger’s good looks and her own raging hormones. Really, she should shoot this man first and ask questions later—because being stuck with a stranger in a parking lot on an empty planet in a terrifying post-apocalyptic setting should take on biblical proportions of panic and alarm.

      Right?

      She wasn’t stupid. She knew being alone with him at the rest stop meant everything in her tentative world could fold like a house of cards.

      A slashing knife.

      A crashing fist.

      A blood-spattered gunshot.

      Her life could end in the blink of an eye.

      People weren’t the same anymore. She’d learned that the hard way.

      Rebel observed with eyes wide as the guy took a few determined steps away from his sports car, his head turning to examine the vacant parking lot dotted with dusty, discarded vehicles.

      Now she was able to get a better look at him. Her breath caught in her throat.

      Holy crap, he was a tall, cool drink of water. Her shoulders tensed and her stomach took a sickening nose dive. Was this man an angel or a devil?

      Long, blond hair fell to his shoulders, and dark jeans cupped his pelvis and ass in all the right places. His jaw was dark with stubble—the beginning of a kick-ass beard. Colored tats sleeved both of his muscled arms, and some flamed up from the collar of his fitted black T-shirt, licking up his magnificent corded neck.

      Her traitorous body instantly flooded with white-hot lust.

      Dear God, she was a sucker for a man with tats.

      Her fingers curled on the gun in the holster at her back, more out of habit than fear. Surviving the outbreak of Ruyigi, which seemed to have killed almost everyone on the planet, and struggling for survival in an “I Am Legend” type of world would turn anyone into a stone-cold killer. It certainly made her jumpy as hell. Feeling indecisive, Rebel fingered her weapon. Her sex-starved brain started to short-circuit with the possibilities before her; should she shoot this potentially dangerous stranger now, or jump him and fuck his brains out?

      Rebel knew the survivors she’d made contact with last week had sent someone to meet her and Justin. She just didn’t know it would be today.

      Maybe this man was their spokesperson, so therefore a nice guy and he’d just shown up a day early?

      Or maybe he was their enforcer, here to shoot Justin, kidnap her and force her into becoming their unwilling group sex toy.

      Either way, the timing sucked.

      Justin slept inside the RV they’d traveled to the rest stop in—as he should, seeing it was still the butt crack of dawn. Only Rebel and this stranger, and the birds chirping in the trees, were stupid enough to be awake this early.

      Leaving their “home” in Carmel, she and Justin had made it across the Pacheco Pass, arrived yesterday afternoon and parked the lumbering RV in the shade of a huge tree at the back of Casa de Fruta, the rest stop she’d chosen as the official meeting place for first contact with the band of survivors she’d communicated with over the radio.

      But that was supposed to happen tomorrow.

      She and Justin had arrived early to scope out the place. But waking up this morning and feeling restless because Justin was still asleep, Rebel had decided to roam around the relative safety of this corner of the parking lot while it was still cool outside. She hadn’t gone far, because why would she want to explore the buildings or other cars, which would have nothing but rotting corpses ready to scare the hell outta her?

      Then the purr of an unknown vehicle had entered the parking lot and she’d about had a freakin’ heart attack. In this new world Rebel lived in, minus all the people—any machine-made sound like car engines, or any sign of human life, were enough to scare her shitless.

      She’d whipped around to find the source: a classic red Mustang pulling off the silent freeway. She raced to crouch behind the nearest car, scared out of her fucking mind.

      Now here she was, trapped, separated from her partner who was asleep in the RV and blissfully unaware of the danger she was in. And she was stuck meeting this stranger today. Without backup.

      Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      “I know you’re here,” the stranger announced, his speech impossibly deep and sexy as it echoed in the vast, empty space. “I can hear you breathe.”

      Her heart stopped. She cupped her hand over her mouth.

      Damn. How was that possible?

      Boots crunched on asphalt. “I saw you when I pulled in.” His voice inched closer.

      Shoot.

      Her heart thumped in her chest. A bead of sweat trailed down between her breasts.

      She yanked out her gun and clicked the safety off.

      “It’s okay,” he said, his intonation both smooth and sultry. “I won’t hurt you. I just want to talk.”

      Talk.

      Yeah, right. Her jaw clenched. That’s what they all said, right before the raping and beating commenced. No, thank you.

      Three months ago, when the virus swept the globe, killing nearly everyone, society had collapsed, turning even her privileged enclave in Malibu into a mob fest. Two men, men she knew, men she’d trusted, broke into her home, tied her up and raped her. One at a time, taking turns. Hot rage rocketed through her blood as she remembered the fear, the physical pain of that betrayal. They’d beaten her and left her for dead, certain the virus would take her, too. But it hadn’t. She’d managed to survive and ended up being one of the lucky few, born with a rare genetic immunity leaving her alive afterwards and completely untouched by the worldwide pandemic.

      Her wounds had healed, but her heart and her soul remained damaged. Rebel gripped the gun tighter. No way was she letting that shit happen twice. This time she was ready to do what needed to be done.

      The stranger strode around the side of the van. Shit, shit, shit. All six feet something and bad-boy handsome. Up close and personal. Her eyes narrowed and she quickly pointed her gun at the guy’s head, blood and fear pounding through her veins, giving her an additional dose of determination.

      “Back off,” she snapped.

      Dammit, it wasn’t supposed to happen like this.

      She’d been so excited to meet more survivors, people who were actually alive and not dead. She’d heard their broadcast on the radio Justin had set up in the front room, and spoken to a man named Adam who’d assured her they’d send someone to meet her and Justin at Casa de Fruta. She’d planned the whole thing, even deciding on this meeting point, but Justin was supposed to be here for this meet-up, helping her to scope these people out to make sure this guy was on the up-and-up and not some asshole rapist out for a tap.

      The man lifted his hands, palms out, seemingly unconcerned about the Glock she’d shoved in his face.

      “Now, darlin’, there’s no need for that,” he drawled. “I’m here to meet you, and anyone else you’re living with, so I can bring you back. You contacted us, remember? You can trust me.”

      Who did he think he was kidding? How in the hell could she trust this man?

      Her favorite mantra echoed in her head: Never. Trust. Anyone.

      Justin was the only man she trusted. Justin, and that was it.

      “Maybe you’re not who you say you are,” she shot back, her heart beating like crazy in her ears. Not having Justin with her during this negotiation made this ten times as difficult. It was hard for her to concentrate, what with all the potent virility and manliness standing before her, clouding her judgment.

      She watched one blond eyebrow shoot up over the top of his sunglasses. “How can that be? I haven’t even said who I am yet.”

      “I’m not alone, I’m with someone,” she announced, and cocked her head in the general direction of their hideout. “He’s in our RV and he’s got a gun trained on you, too,” she lied.

      He cursed quietly. “Your man?”

      “Yes, he’s my man and he’ll kill you if you touch me,” she lied again, thinking of the man who she knew was snoring on the queen-sized bed in the back of the RV. On the bed he’d won the rights to sleep on last night after a determined round of rock, paper, scissors.

      Although Justin would try to kill him if he touched her, that part was true. He was very protective.

      “That right?”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      The man tore off his black sunglasses, revealing stunning blue eyes that looked into hers with unholy intensity. Her heart stuttered in her chest. She lowered the gun slightly.

      “Jesus Christ,” he exclaimed, his eyes scanning her face. “I just figured out who you are.”

      Her jaw clenched.

      Oh, God. Here we go.

      Back in the day she used to live for this shit; she’d loved being recognized. Well, sometimes it was a bitch, but mainly she’d always loved meeting up with her fans. But now, not so much. Not that it happened anymore anyway, considering her audience was dead.

      “You’re Rebel Case, the movie star, aren’t you?”

      Rebel snorted. She wasn’t wearing a speck of make-up and her hair had reverted back to its normal, boring shade of light brown, and yet still, at the end of the world, he knew who she was. Bizarre. “Well, yeah. I was Rebel Case…but that’s over with. Now I’m just Rebel, all right?”

      Now I’m nobody.

      His eyes continued to scan her face, her body. His gaze felt like a caress, creating warmth where it touched. Jeez. His eyes were beautiful—dark blue, with hints of aqua. She’d never seen anything like it, and that was saying a lot, considering she used to work with some of People’s Sexiest Men. She glanced at his full lips, allowing herself a bit of fantasy, wondering what they’d feel like on hers.

      Her nostrils flared. Don’t be stupid. Don’t get distracted. Men like him always seem sexy and nice at first. That’s their game.

      She raised the gun again, determined to show him who was boss. “It doesn’t matter who I am. Who I was before the end. I need to know who you are, and you need to convince me that you’re trustworthy, or Justin’s going to shoot you in the head before I get a chance to do it myself.”

      He smiled. A slow, spectacular smile, revealing not one, but two dimples she could still catch a glimpse of through the stubble of his growing beard. Oh wow, her stomach swooped and her knees weakened.

      “I cannot fucking believe you survived,” he said with emphasis, completely ignoring her tough speech. “Rebel Case. The movie star. Survived the outbreak.” He looked up and shook a knuckled fist at the sky. “This is a goddamn miracle,” he shouted.

      Her jaw dropped. He stepped closer. She lowered the gun another millimeter.

      His warm gaze met hers. “Finally, God got something right.”

      His words hit hard. She lowered her weapon some more and braced a hand against the side of the van. What was it about this man? She was out here armed and dangerous, determined to stand her ground, ready to defend herself, and yet something about him brought forth every feminine instinct in her body, sent all her hormones raging and set her blood on fire.

      And despite his rough exterior, his gaze was tender. His eyes were…soft.

      He reached out a hand and cupped her face. So gentle. And she let him, leaning into it, craving human contact like fish needing water. She let him touch her as if they knew each other, as if they hadn’t met just minutes ago. Her skin flushed and tingled with each caress. It was the most intimate thing she’d felt in so, so long.

      “I saw every one of your movies,” he said with the best Fuck Me voice she’d ever heard.

      Uh-oh.

      This tugged her back a half-step into reality. Like a hand reaching out, gripping her arm, trying to pull her out of the deep end of the pool she’d just fallen into.

      She needed to be careful. She’d heard lines from obsessed fans a zillion times before. It was nothing new, and actually this was the worst pick-up line on the planet considering she’d never been a sex goddess on film. But instead of doing the smart thing, like shooting this guy in the kneecap and running for the RV, she continued to melt at his touch, leaning into his hand.

      “I used to watch you,” he continued, his eyes hot and full of sexual promise. “Thinking, wondering …” He stopped.

      “What, wondering what?” she gasped. Of course she knew what, but she wanted him to say it. Had to hear it.

      “You looked so…”

      “Innocent?” She grimaced. She’d played Annie, after all. And everyone’s sister, or the sick and dying girlfriend. She was known the world over as the perfect daughter, girlfriend, sister…placed on a freaking pedestal. She was given those roles because of her big hazel eyes, her smile, her voice…the camera ate it up. She wasn’t sexy Rebel Case. She was darling Rebel Case. The outside never quite matching the truth inside.

      “No, sexy. Very sexy. I was wondering what you’d feel like underneath me.”

      Immediate warmth pooled between her thighs. She couldn’t believe he’d said that. No one said that. Not even her former lovers.

      God, she was such a pushover for this man who was staring at her like he wanted to devour her whole. She shifted on her feet, restless. The area between her thighs felt heavy and…Christ, she was wet already? A perfect candidate for Stockholm syndrome, wasn’t she? She’d known this man for all of—what?—ten minutes now, and she’d lowered her weapon. Ready to give him everything and hand him the keys.

      Her body stiffened.

      What the fuck?

      She’d been raped three months ago. She needed to protect herself and make sure this didn’t happen again. Justin! How dare you leave me alone! I’m so needy for a man’s touch, for a genuine caress. I’m weak. Soooo weak.

      She stepped back and shook her head. Moving away from the spell he was weaving. “Nice try,” she snapped, pissed that this guy she didn’t even know had so much power over her. “But I’m immune to Ruyigi Ebola and bullshit artists, too.”

      He chuckled, completely unconcerned.

      She desperately wanted to give in and run her hands underneath that shirt and up his abs of steel and caress those Captain America pecs, but come on, was it worth her life? And more importantly, was it worth the life of the baby she was carrying?

      Because yesterday, she’d discovered she was pregnant.

      One day she was stumbling through a tragic post-apocalyptic world, worrying only about herself, wondering why her waist was a little thicker. And why was she throwing up in the mornings? And then the next day she’d peed on a stick and…

      Pregnant.

      Pregnant at the end. Because of course her rapists hadn’t worn condoms, because why would they?

      Her chest tightened again at the life-altering change she’d still barely had time to process.

      Rebel took a deep breath. She had to be smart; she had to be careful. This wasn’t only about her anymore. She had to protect the life inside of her.

      The stranger’s gorgeous lips curved, he took a step closer, causing his hard body—his chest, his pelvis—to brush against hers, pinning her against the van. Rebel bit her lips to stop a moan of delight from escaping her mouth. Not a shout of anger, a protest for him to get the hell away…no, a moan. Her body hummed with both hunger and need. If anything, the pregnancy was making her hornier than usual, and that was saying a lot, considering she’d always had a healthy appetite for sex. Her breasts practically shouted to be touched, pinched, and sucked.

      Her arm was now pinned at her side, her gun pointed down. And…what the hell was wrong with her? She should be terrified to be in this position. The last time a man had touched her had been to hurt her, physically and mentally. And that incident was replaying in her mind in HD.

      Why wasn’t she kneeing this potential asshole in the groin? Why were her greedy eyes on his neck? Where the black-lined arc of colorful red and orange tats ran up his skin from underneath the collar of his shirt. Oh God, she wanted to lick him. Right there. Run her tongue along each inked curve. What would he taste like?

      She kept glancing at his perfect lips, unable to stop herself from being so damn obvious that she wanted to kiss him.

      Yes, she didn’t know his name or where he came from or who he was. But she felt in her heart that he truly wanted her, like she wanted him. Not that she wasn’t keeping every fortification on red alert. But she might let him in, a little. Rebel was willing to allow this man in a crack at the front door, a tiny step inside her carefully constructed wall of mistrust.

      A tiny step.

      He slapped one hand against the metal siding of the van and leaned in, his forehead brushing against hers.

      Her breath hitched. Fear washed through her, and lust—lots and lots of lust. He smelled so good…like dark nights and wet dreams and every single sexual fantasy she’d ever had.

      “I’m not here to bullshit you. Hurting you in any way is the last thing on my mind, sweetheart. The very last thing. All I want is to sink in your pussy and watch as you come around my cock.”

      Her eyes widened as her body lit up at his explicit language. Oh, hell. She was also a sucker for a man with a dirty mouth. Not that she’d let him actually fuck her. But just hearing him talk about it, wish for it. Hot, hot, hot.

      “Put the gun away. I need to touch you before I die from wanting,” he said hoarsely. “I want your lips on my cock as I watch you swallow every last drop of my come.”

      She could have an orgasm just hearing him talk. Who was she kidding? She couldn’t kill this man. She was desperate for him.

      Desperate.

      The gun went into the holster at her back.

      He grinned. “Perfect.”

      His hand cupped her face and his lips crashed down on hers.

      She didn’t hesitate, not a moment’s indecision. She wrapped her arms around his neck, joining him half-way for a hungry kiss—a dizzying, meeting-at-the-end-of-the-world kiss. Their tongues tangled. He tasted wonderful, like a man for all time. Like her man. It was crazy, but she couldn’t stop these strange, possessive feelings from pounding through her.

      He kissed her like he was eating her up, like she was his last meal and he was going to feast on her until his last breath.

      She was all over him. She couldn’t get enough. It was the whole package—his hard body, his scent, his arms around her. His lips were surprisingly soft and wonderful. She immediately moved as close as she could get, clinging to him, pressing her breasts against his hard chest. He groaned in his throat.

      His lips were glorious, his whole mouth, the way his stubble grated against her cheek. She knew she’d get burn marks later and her lips were already swollen and she didn’t care. Rebel threaded her fingers through his fabulous hair, cupping the back of his head to get closer.

      It was simply the best kiss ever, and that was saying a lot considering she’d kissed some of People’s Sexiest—

      “Baby.” He tore his mouth away, gasping for air. “I need you. Where’s this man of yours so I can take him out?”

      Her face heated at his words. She really needed to come clean and let him in, give him that tiny step. “Um, he’s not my man,” she answered honestly. “We’re just friends.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You lied to me?”

      She hesitated. “Yeah.”

      “Thank fuck.”

      He pressed her back up against the van, the summer heat bearable in the weak morning light. His pelvis notched between her thighs, and she felt the ridge of his hard, enormous cock behind his jeans. She gasped as a wave of sensation rushed through her.

      God, she loved how he took charge.

      She usually had rules—rules that involved no PDA, let alone sex in public, which was actually kind of sad because technically that razor edge of almost being caught or watched was the type of porn she liked. But when you were a celebrity, you couldn’t do a damn thing without it showing up on social media. So, she didn’t do anything with men in public. Nothing. But there wasn’t any public anymore, was there? There were no paparazzi who could catch them kissing or see what they were doing. All the people were gone now. In essence, because Justin was asleep in the RV, they were all alone. And she and Justin had already scoped out this corner of the rest stop for dead bodies, making sure it was clean and clear. So, really, the privacy was absolute.

      He lowered his head and continued to kiss her, his tongue sliding between her lips. His hands roamed underneath her shirt, slid up her stomach and cupped her bra. He pinched her nipple through the lacy fabric. She moaned into his mouth, light-headed with the blaze of passion that went straight to her core.

      Jeez. She couldn’t think straight when he touched her like that. She needed to set some boundaries—fast—or this was going to go somewhere she didn’t want to go and she’d be reaching for her gun again.

      Somehow, in the midst of the blinding lust, she managed to temper her emotions, place her palms against his chest and push back.

      “I’m not having sex with a stranger,” she stated firmly.

      Jesus, her life just continued on its relentless path of roller-coaster madness, didn’t it? One day was never like the last and nothing at all like her old life. But this, this was important, he needed to know where her hard line was. Old Rebel would’ve fucked this guy right now, but Old Rebel hadn’t been raped and beaten by two men. New Rebel needed to think smart. She needed space. Time. Because even while her body was lit beyond all reason, her mind was trying to keep her safe, keeping her on the steady edge of men can be animals logic.

      He groaned and leaned forward, placing his forehead against hers again. He took deep gulping breaths. And even just witnessing that, his huge chest rising and falling, the way he was keeping his hands off of her now, it was beautiful. She could tell he was physically trying to take it down a notch, calm his body down.

      “I don’t know you, so I don’t trust you yet,” she clarified.

      He gave a jerky nod. “I can wait,” he rasped.

      His eyes met hers. She looked into those blue eyes, getting lost. She saw neediness, desperation, longing. There was so much of it there, naked for her to view, stamped across his beautiful masculine features. A hint of worry spread in her chest. Was he going to accept her hard line? Or was he was going to bust past it and try to take what he wanted? Her hand started to inch toward her gun. She began to formulate escape routes, of kneeing him in the groin and—

      “Let me touch you,” he rasped. “I need to feel you come.”

      Her breath hitched. “What? Uh—”

      “I can wait for your pussy, your mouth around my cock. I can wait for all of it until we get back to my apartment and I have you spread out on my bed. But I need to feel how wet you are.” He glanced down at the hand that was still on his chest and back up to meet her gaze. “You going to let me finger you to orgasm?”

      Well shit, how could she say no to that? Really, how many women, in the history of womanhood, said no to that? A gorgeous man who wanted nothing more than to make her come? She was ready to come just thinking about it.

      “Just that? Only that?”

      “Yes,” he agreed. “I’m going to take care of you.”

      She leaned forward and kissed him. “Yes,” she breathed. “Yes.”

      Her hands moved down, no longer holding him back, and went under his black T-shirt, roaming over a perfect washboard stomach. His skin was warm and luscious. “You feel so damn good,” she gasped.

      His palm moved south and cupped her ass underneath the maxi-skirt she’d pulled on that morning, which turned out to be one of the smartest decisions of her life. Now he had easy access. He bunched up the fabric, exposing her bare legs, and yanked her panties down her thighs—one smooth motion that was basically professional.

      “You do, too, sweetheart. Like silk in my hands.”

      She kicked the panties off, letting the silky lavender fabric drop onto the dark asphalt. He pushed her skirt up around her waist so he could see everything between her open thighs. Her skin tingled with awareness under his heated gaze.

      “Jesus baby, you’re gorgeous. Are you wet for me?” he asked.

      She nodded, because, yes, she was embarrassingly wet for this stranger.

      “Let me see. Both legs around me, higher, now,” he ordered. She did as instructed, her legs moved up and he lifted them over his hips. He held her up against the van and leaned into her as if they were fucking, but they weren’t. His pants were buckled. His shirt in place.

      Rebel watched with rapt fascination as his large, rough fingers, with inked symbols near his knuckles, delved into her wet folds. She could hear the sound of movement in her slick heat. Her breath caught in her throat at how damn good it felt.

      “Christ,” he muttered against her ear. “You’re ready for me, ready for my cock, aren’t you, baby?”

      “Yes,” she panted. She held on to his bulging biceps, her fingers covering the dense ink. She was unable to speak, which was unusual. Rebel was never at a loss for words.

      He grabbed her hand and placed it over the enormous erection pushing from under his jeans. “You want this?”

      She whimpered.

      Her head tipped back and she squeezed her eyes shut, overwhelmed by the sheer pleasure. No matter what happened between them, if things went bad, she’d always remember this…this moment of pure bliss.

      She’d always loved imagining hooking up with men and engaging in animalistic, primitive humping in odd, “oops we could almost get caught” types of situations. She reveled in it. But today, with this stranger…this was by far the best, the sexiest moment of her life. The edginess, the taboo of the fact that she didn’t even know his name and they were some of the last people on earth.

      “Remember that this is what you want. This cock is yours. You’ll get it tonight, in my bed. But right now I’m going to own this orgasm.”

      Christ, she was nearly there already and he hadn’t even touched her clit.

      “Babe, open your eyes, I need you with me.” She did as he asked and met his gaze, seared with the blue intensity. His palm caressed her ass, then around to the curve of her inner thigh, then back into her core. He found her clit and brushed it lightly. His fingers moved down and dipped into her wetness again, before moving again to her clit, rubbing his finger alongside it.

      No one had touched her there with tenderness, with the intention of bringing her pleasure in…she couldn’t remember. Rebel whimpered, actual tears forming in her eyes because it was that goddamn magical.

      “Is that how you like it, baby, right there?”

      He was moving his finger faster, just a little bit rougher, a tiny move to the left and—

      “Yes.”

      Oh hell, it was wonderful. He was holding her, fingering her right there in the parking lot. They’d just met. It was so fucking dirty and perfect at the same time.

      She was panting. Moaning. Chanting a litany of words: don’t stop, right there, faster, oh my God. It lurked, just out of reach, enormous. She hadn’t touched herself once these last few months since the end and couldn’t believe she was even at a place, in the midst of all this heartache, where she could let go like this and just feel, but she was, and dear God, dear God… And then she wrapped an arm around the back of his neck and pulled him in for a kiss, needing his tongue in her mouth the moment she—

      Then it exploded. The goddamn best orgasm of her life. She screamed against his lips, clutching at the hair at the back of his neck. Her body trembled and quaked, her channel pulsed, and she wished like hell his cock had been there for it to hold on to. He held her gently as waves of pleasure rocked her body.

      Dazed, she finally blinked and woke up from her fog of bliss. She allowed him to continue to cradle her in his arms, boneless, weightless. A wave of euphoria hit. She hadn’t felt this good, this free, since…she couldn’t remember.

      They stopped kissing and stared at each other. Just stared, reverently. Her breathing leveled. She carefully let go of his hair and loosened her death grip, because, holy shit she’d held on a bit too tight.

      He continued to stare at her intently, tenderness in his gaze. Their hands roamed, explored. His fingers slid along her cheek, touched her hair and trailed delicately around her ear.

      He smiled again, revealing those dimples behind his beard.

      She stared at him in awe.

      Jesus, he was handsome.

      “By the way,” he told her. “My name is Trevor Mason. Get used to saying it, because from now on, you’re screaming my name when you come.
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      He’d kissed Rebel Case and made her come. Hard.

      Rebel Case, the movie star. The woman who was his secret fantasy. The woman now in his arms.

      Jesus H. Christ.

      “Trevor,” she sighed, her cheek pressed against his chest. “I like that name.”

      He chuckled. “Good thing, cause I’m not changing it.”

      His dick throbbed in his jeans, begging for attention, but it would have to wait. He wanted her in his bed, begging for it. He could wait for that. Any man would wait for that.

      Back on the farm where he lived, there were two women in their small band of survivors—and both of them were claimed by other men in their group. So he’d volunteered for this job, making first contact with these strangers out here at this rest stop, hoping like hell he’d find a woman of his own and get lucky. But never in his wildest dreams did he think he’d get this goddamn lucky. Trevor smiled, because for once, this post-apocalyptic life was starting to look up.

      “I can’t believe we just did that, you know…” She looked up at him with that trademark Rebel Case heavy-lidded look. But now, shit, that disarming look wasn’t on the big screen for millions to enjoy, this time it was just for him. “I mean, so quick,” she said. “I didn’t even take a moment to find out your name before you…”

      “Fingered you to orgasm?”

      “Is that rude?”

      “Nope.” He shook his head. “It’s decisive. You knew what you wanted and you went for it. You came, you saw, you conquered.” He smirked.

      “Well, I definitely came,” she replied, using that distinctive voice he’d heard so many times before.

      “Damn sure.” He pinched her chin, lifting it up so he could capture her mouth in a rough kiss, letting her know he thought she was the fucking sexiest woman he’d ever seen. She met his lips, kiss for kiss, her fingers digging into his biceps. Finally, he came up for air.

      “As soon as I get you settled in my apartment back on the farm, I’m taking you to my bed and we’ll see if you trust me any better by then,” he told her.

      “Okay,” she breathed. Her face flushed; her chest rose and fell with erratic breaths. He watched every movement, mesmerized by her beauty, imagining her in his bed with her hair spread out on the pillow. A troubling warmth began to radiate from his stone-cold chest. Gazing into her sparkling hazel eyes, there was no mistaking that bit of happiness skimming throughout his body, rebooting parts of him he thought were long-dead.

      He’d known her for maybe thirty minutes.

      Fuck, this woman might be the death of him.

      But what a way to go.

      He couldn’t stop grinning. He helped her lower her legs and watched her adjust her clothes and smooth her hair. He’d always loved her eyes, those expressive, wide-open eyes, and Jesus, those lips. Her lips were swollen from his kisses, and sensual, just the sexiest mouth he’d ever seen. He wanted those lips around his cock, ASAP.

      He liked what he saw, what he’d touched, but he also admired a woman willing to shove a Glock in his face and moments later, come on his hand. Rebel Case might look like an innocent Tinkerbell pixie a man could take home to meet his conservative parents, but inside he knew she was an experienced, no-nonsense, sexually aggressive woman. His kinda woman. And she wasn’t a virgin, thank fuck. That never would’ve worked.

      This was why Rebel Case had always been his favorite actress. He wasn’t playin’ her in any way when he’d said that—he really was a fan. He’d watched her movies over and over again. She was an amazing actress and singer…but she’d always been the image in his mind that he’d jacked off to late at night or in the shower, a woman just like her.

      He’d always loved the fantasy of a good girl with a streak of bad. A woman who was adventurous in bed, experienced, who’d fucked as many men as he’d fucked women. He’d always wanted someone over-the-top sweet on the outside, a woman who looked like she could work at Disneyland, with a princess outfit on, taking tender-sweet pictures with little girls. And yet, damn, she could turn on a dime into a woman who was insatiable for cock. His cock. Only his cock. And now that he’d had Rebel in his arms, she really was his fantasy come to life.

      A woman taking what she wanted…they were so much alike it was intimidating.

      He took a step back, reminding himself he’d have more of this later, that she was his—and this time, there’d be no goddamn sharing. A woman all his own on this lonely planet—it was nothing short of a miracle.

      Speaking of that…

      “Who is this guy you mentioned earlier? Are you traveling with him, or did you just meet?” he asked. “This guy who isn’t your man?”

      “Justin?” she answered, tossing her silky hair over her shoulder, causing his dick to take notice and thicken, ready as usual to sink into her pussy. “We’re friends. We’ve been living together in Carmel this whole time. We found each other on the freeway north of Santa Cruz after the end. We left Carmel yesterday and drove here, and I woke up this morning wanting to have a look around, just to stretch my legs. Justin was still asleep, so I decided not to wake him, and go outside and check on the area a bit. When I heard your car pull in I ran here to hide because I knew I couldn’t make it back without you seeing me.”

      Trevor turned and glanced back at the large, beige RV parked by itself in the shade, under a stand of trees. “You’ve been living with him, just the two of you since the end, and he’s not your man?” he asked, confused. “You’re not fucking him?” What was wrong with the guy that he wasn’t all over this woman? Was his dick broken? It didn’t make any sense.

      “No,” she sighed. “I’m not fucking him. We’re just close friends.” She mumbled something under her breath.

      “What?” he asked.

      She glanced away then looked back at him and frowned. “I said, it wasn’t for lack of trying on my part.”

      “Hold on. You’re telling me you wanted this guy, made the moves on him, and he refused you? You? Rebel Case?” What man refused to have sex with a gorgeous woman like this, especially when the two of them had been isolated? “What the fuck? Is he gay or something?”

      “Yes,” she sighed.

      “Yes, what?”

      “Yes, he’s gay,” she answered.

      Trevor blinked, startled, then threw back his head and laughed. “The world ended and you were left with one man, just one man and no one else, and that man turned out to be gay?” Oh fuck, it was too much. He kept laughing, not able to hold it in, no matter the anger clouding Rebel’s face.

      She punched him in the shoulder. “Stop it,” she hissed. “It’s not funny. Do you know what it’s like, wanting to have sex, wanting to blow off steam and connect with someone, and living with a nice man who is of the right age, right there, day after day, in front of you, and that person doesn’t want you that way? It was terrible! He was so sweet about it, too, so apologetic. That almost made it worse.”

      “I know exactly what that’s like,” he remarked with a gruff voice, his mind flashing back to the happily-in-love couple he lived with. He’d originally sweet-talked his way into a threesome with Adam and Rachel and was invited into their bed a few times for some scorching hot sex while he and Adam played out Rachel’s fantasies. But they’d married recently and Rachel was pregnant now, so lately, he was odd man out, jacking off alone in his room at night.

      Which was exactly why he’d jumped at the chance to come alone to this meet-up. The world was small now, most people were dead. The first few weeks after the virus struck he’d traveled all over the state, trying to find anyone else alive. And so far, there were only a few small groups he knew of, with fewer women than men. He’d heard a woman’s voice over the radio broadcast system they had set up at the farm and quickly offered to be the contact person for their group, hoping like hell she was young and unattached.

      He wanted a woman of his own.

      “And anyway, it’s been just as terrible for him. He was stuck at the end with a heterosexual woman. He’s like me, completely frustrated that it ended up that way. One night we were staying up late, drinking too much and playing this game where we were saying names of famous people we wish we’d ended up with at the end. I asked him who he’d pick as a lover to be randomly left with at the end of the world and he said Ricky Martin.”

      Trevor grinned.

      “You can’t fault the guy for good taste,” Rebel said. “Ricky Martin’s hot and he seems like a sweet man. Well, seemed like a sweet man…was a sweet man…” She broke off awkwardly.

      Trevor shrugged. His mind was only on one person, the woman standing before him. He narrowed his eyes. “Who did you say you wanted to be left with?” he asked.

      “Oh,” she said absently. “George Clooney, I guess.”

      Trevor snorted. “He’s old.”

      She crooked an eyebrow. “I’ve met him. He’s not that old. And believe me, he’s still got it goin’ on.”

      He shook his head.

      “Am I the first woman you’ve seen since the end?” she asked, deftly changing the subject.

      “No,” he answered, grabbing her hand and threading his fingers through hers. Needing to the reassurance of her touch. The feel of her skin against his. “There’s been one woman in our group since we all first found each other, and a second recently joined us. One of our women, Rachel, recently married Adam, he’s the guy you were talking to on the radio.”

      “Married,” she gasped. Her eyes went wide. He couldn’t help but stare into the hazel depths because, Christ, this woman was beautiful. “They got married…now?” Wonder tinged her voice. “With this, the apocalypse, all around? With everyone gone, with the world destroyed. They still got married?”

      “I think Rachel finding out she was pregnant had something to do with it.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Rebel gasped again. “She’s pregnant? Pregnant… Wow. How far along is she?”

      “Just a few months.” He shrugged.

      “But she got pregnant after the apocalypse, not before, right?”

      “Yes. Adam is the father of the baby and she didn’t meet him until after the end.”

      “Okay…how many people are in your group?”

      “Seven. There’s seven of us. Christian and I, Rachel and Adam, and there’s Sebastian and Phoebe, and Josie, too. Josie is a child, she’s only seven years old.”

      “A child,” Rebel squeaked. “A child survived?” She placed a hand over her heart. Her eyes watered. “I thought they’d all died. A haven’t seen a child in months. Now I know at least one survived, it’s possible that there are more children out there.”

      “Maybe.” He’d been living with the little girl in their life for a few weeks, so the whole “a kid” thing didn’t shock him anymore. But yeah, at first he’d also felt a wave of relief and warmth in his heart. Having a kid in their group was nice. Also, Rachel’s pregnancy—it gave them a little hope that there might actually be a future after all.

      “So that’s it, that’s your group? Have you seen anyone else who survived the apocalypse?”

      He scowled. “Yeah, there’s a group of assholes we’ve had some dealings with recently. Whenever we’ve met up with them it hasn’t gone well. They’re living together up in the mountains, ex-cons banding together from the look of it. Not sure how many of them are out there, but I know they’re bad news. We have no contact with them.”

      Her nose wrinkled. “Oh great, just what we need, men behaving badly. I want absolutely nothing to do with people who used to be in prison.”

      His nostrils flared.

      Maybe he shouldn’t have referred to those men as ex-cons; he didn’t know if all of them were, just one of them in particular. But…didn’t she see his own tats? He might as well have the word “convict” inked on his forehead. One thing this conversation exposed—in some ways Rebel was as innocent as she looked. Well, innocent of things that didn’t matter to normal people, to people who never had dealings with the dark underside of life. A person with zero knowledge of prisons or gangs, because they’d never been around anyone like that, this wasn’t a bad thing. He was happy for her that she’d led that type of life. And he planned on keeping her future just as worry-free.

      “I just want to stay around people like you and Justin. Men…and women, too…who are honorable and will do the right thing. Okay?” She blinked up at him, those pretty eyes full of trust.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      First of all, he was weak-kneed over the idea that Rebel Case considered him honorable. Hell, that anyone on the planet considered him honorable. And fuck, it felt good. So good he never wanted this to end. He wanted to be the man she thought he was. He’d been trying, working toward that change.

      Now that he’d found Rebel, he’d try harder.

      Trevor felt a wave of rock-solid certainty enter his mind. He made a mental note to never tell Rebel about his past life in Avenal State Prison. She didn’t need to know he’d walked out of death row just three months ago. He’d never told the others the specifics—only Adam knew any details—but Trevor knew his secret was safe with him.

      This new and improved Trevor was going to be the only Trevor she knew. The only Trevor any of them knew.

      He squeezed her hand. “Okay, sweetheart. I understand.”

      She nodded and gave him a blinding smile that caused his heart to stutter.

      And also…maybe now wasn’t the time to tell her about how Rachel had been kidnapped by those assholes in the mountains, or how they’d raped Phoebe. Yep. One thing at a time. Baby steps. He didn’t want to scare her away, give her or this guy Justin any reason to not come and visit at the farm. Besides, he’d take care of her, protect her, and he could do that easier if she was right next to him, in his bed.

      “When we go back I want you living with me, sleeping in my bed,” he told her.

      “Okay,” she answered, simply.

      He felt a kick in his gut, warmth in his chest. Christ, she was so trusting, accepting of the man she saw before her. It was the first time he’d had a woman judge him for the man he was now and find him worthy of companionship, closeness. She didn’t have anyone whispering caution in her ear, and she just seemed to see straight inside of him, past the exterior and into the real Trevor.

      Never, never would he do anything to shatter this illusion.

      “I’d love to stay with you while we’re visiting,” she said. “But…where are we going, where do you live?”

      Visiting? He took a deep breath, trying to hide his disappointment. “We live on the edge of the San Joaquin Valley, next to the mountains. On a farm.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “On a farm?”

      “Yeah,” he sighed. Fuck, how was he going to sell this to her? He didn’t even want to live there on that farm in the middle of nowhere and he wanted her to stay, not visit.

      “A farm?” she said again, like it was the most ludicrous thing she’d ever heard. “What the hell for? Out of all the amazing places you could live in California, you guys picked a farm in the middle of nowhere?”

      “I know.” His hand went up to rub the back of his neck. “I was out-voted. The others wanted to raise livestock and grow a garden, and the farm was loaded with solar and wind power and a well that’s tapped into an underground aquifer. We went to a university library and looked up demonstration farms that were free range and off the grid and found this one. It’s in a bad location, but I have to admit we’re pretty self-sufficient out there.”

      “Well…that doesn’t sound too bad. A garden does sound like a good idea. Fresh vegetables…I was thinking of starting one myself where I live, I just had no idea how to get going. I’ve never exactly been a green thumb kind of person, and Justin is just as bad as I am at that stuff. Okay, I’m willing to give it a try. Sounds like I could learn from you guys.”

      “Where were you living at in Carmel?” he asked her.

      “On 17-Mile Drive,” she answered, like he was stupid and should’ve known that.

      “In a seaside mansion?” he asked wistfully.

      “Yeah, of course. It’s beautiful. And it’s got solar panels, and we have a back-up generator and cisterns for rain water. I’m not sure you can lure Justin and me into staying permanently with you. We enjoy where we live and are planning on going back, but we’re definitely up for a visit.”

      He noticed then that she was dressed in what had to be designer clothes, and on her feet were sparkly, expensive-looking sandals. He smiled. Holy hell, a woman after his own heart. At the end of the world why bother with Walmart when you could just waltz into every store on Rodeo Drive? He was constantly trying to explain this logic to the people he lived with, but they laughed him off. Meanwhile he sipped beer out of crystal pilsners and they continued to use plastic cups.

      Ridiculous.

      “Visit?” He met her gaze. “This isn’t just a visit. You’re staying with me permanently.”

      Her eyes softened. She reached up and cupped his face with a hand, rubbing her thumb on a dimple. “Trevor, I know you think you know me because you watched me in all those movies, but you don’t. I’m not a movie star anymore. I don’t have stylists, salons, and photographers airbrushing me. Don’t speak so soon about wanting to stay with me forever. I feel it, too, this thing between us. It’s wonderful being with you. It’s exciting. But wait until you get to know me, the real me, and then decide if you want me to stay. Okay?”

      “I can’t imagine changing my mind.”

      “You might. I’m not an angel. I can be difficult.”

      “Difficult doesn’t bother me. I’m not exactly easy myself.”

      She chuckled. “I bet you aren’t.”

      “Come on,” he said, rubbing her pulse point with his thumb. “How about you show me the inside of that RV of yours? It’s time I met Justin. Let’s get this party started.”

      “Sure,” she answered. He watched as she looked down at their joined hands, then back up at him and grinned. “Sounds like a plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Rebel walked across the parking lot with her hand entwined in Trevor’s big, rough palm and felt a sense of joy and lightness she hadn’t felt since…since before the end.

      She couldn’t get over the warmth between her thighs, the spot where his fingers were just minutes before. Her lips were still swollen from his kisses.

      And he wanted her to continue this when she and Justin visited on their farm. At this point, she could hardly wait to get there so they could do all of this all over again, this time in an actual bed.

      She couldn’t help the goofy grin that was spreading across her face.

      “Is he awake?” Trevor asked.

      She shrugged. “Probably not. Justin’s not exactly a morning person.”

      Yesterday they’d hit a surprisingly still half-stocked grocery store and pharmacy on the way to Casa de Fruta, picking up food, drink that wasn’t expired and any type of remedy or painkiller that looked useful—and antibiotics, because you never knew when you’d need them. Antibiotics and painkillers were like gold now.

      And she’d covertly picked up condoms, too. Because Trevor wasn’t the only one who’d shown up prepared, hoping to find someone to let off some steam with.

      She and Justin had also loaded up on caffeine in all its forms because Justin routinely needed about two cups of coffee each morning before he started to act human.

      “You want some coffee? I’m going to fire up the coffee maker.”

      “Sure.”

      Rebel stepped up into the RV and found Justin snoring, spread out on the small couch in the front living area, instead of on the queen bed in the back of the RV like she'd expected. His large, muscular frame took up all the available space, and he wore nothing but a pair of black knit boxers.

      Talk about awkward.

      “What the heck!” she exclaimed.

      “Somethin’ wrong?” Trevor asked from behind her.

      She glanced back, nervous at the thought of waking Justin and introducing these two titans. Justin had become her best friend during the last few months they’d spent living in isolation after the virus hit, and she cared for him deeply.

      She bit her lip.

      She knew Justin had been circumspect before the end, keeping his personal life private from his family and coworkers. She’d learned that he’d been quiet about his sexuality at his workplace and didn’t say much about it to his religious, conservative family. He hadn’t felt the need to hide his orientation, but he’d led a life where he’d felt it was better to not advertise.

      They’d commiserated over how both of them had been single at the end, so neither of them had a boyfriend/husband or kids to mourn. They’d grown close and learned so much about each other, but they’d never talked about what she should say about his orientation to anyone new. Probably because they hadn’t been sure for a long time if they’d meet anyone else who was still alive, and it hadn’t occurred to either of them that they’d meet anyone new, alone, without each other. So she didn’t know if Justin was comfortable with people in this new setting knowing he was gay or not, or if he wanted to wait and tell people later himself, in his own time, as he saw fit.

      But, come on, it was the end of the world now, so really, who fucking cared about any of that homophobia shit anymore? Or at least they shouldn’t, right? Couldn’t Justin just be himself now, judgment-free?

      Rebel bit her lip. Shoot, she just really wanted to do right by her friend. So here she was, in a position where she’d blurted out his orientation like an insensitive idiot because, in essence, she thought of it as a non-issue.

      Damn.

      She hoped with all her heart it was a non-issue to Justin and to Trevor.

      She glanced back at Trevor, the man who was looking at her with so much tenderness in his eyes. On their walk to the RV, while they were chatting and she had her hand in his, Rebel had finally noticed a small swastika tattoo on the side of Trevor’s neck. She’d done her best to hide her surprise and the unease that fluttered in her mind. Because, what kind of person casually walked through life with a swastika displayed on their neck?

      Which lead her to wonder—how was Trevor going to treat Justin?

      She’d felt a connection with Trevor immediately and wanted very much for their “hookup” to continue during her visit so she could get to know him better. But no way could she spend any amount of time with a man who was disrespectful to her friend.

      No way in hell. This thing would be over in an instant.

      Before she could make a decision or say a single word on the matter, Justin cracked open his hazel eyes. “Whut?” he moaned.

      Her brow furrowed. She turned and looked at him again. He didn’t sound like himself. Rebel walked over and opened the blinds to let in some light to get a better look. Justin winced at the light and hissed.

      “Something you need to tell me?” Trevor asked. “Like the fact that your friend is a vampire?”

      Rebel snorted. At that moment Justin did look and sound like a vampire, it really was kinda funny. “He hasn’t drunk my blood yet…”

      “Uh huh…it’s only a matter of time.”

      She leaned over, noting Justin’s fever-bright cheeks and bloodshot eyes. “Something’s not right, Trevor. His cheeks… I know you don’t know him, but…his skin looks like… Hey, Justin…Justin. Wake up, we’ve got company.”

      He didn’t say a word. She pursed her lips and glanced back at Trevor.

      He shrugged.

      She put a hand to Justin’s forehead and sucked in a breath. “He’s so hot!”

      Justin hadn’t missed her encounter with Trevor because he’d been a slug, sleeping in. He’d missed it because he was sick with a raging fever. And she hadn’t even noticed because she was busy being fingered by a stranger outside.

      Her stomach felt like a lump of stone.

      God, she was a terrible friend. The worst friend, ever.

      “How bad is it?” Trevor asked.

      Her voice trembled. “I don’t know, but his forehead is hot as a furnace. Shit.”

      She whipped around, stepped over to the RV’s tiny kitchen and banged open an upper cabinet door. She riffled through their stash of medicines. “He’s been a little sick these last few days,” she explained as she grabbed a few things. “Out of sorts. Just a cough, but neither of us thought much of it. It was small, not a big deal. The kind of sick where it’s just annoying and you keep moving on and it’s gone in a few days.” Rebel walked back over, carefully sat next to Justin and placed a digital thermometer in his ear. She continued to hold it as she met Trevor’s gaze. “But we stopped at a pharmacy we saw, because we always stop at pharmacies to see if there’s anything worth saving, and while we were there we got him some cough drops, over-the-counter stuff, yesterday. He was fine last night, just coughing. He must’ve gotten worse overnight and I didn’t realize it.”

      The thermometer beeped. She looked down. “One hundred and three?” she squeaked. She showed Trevor the display. “What the fuck? I should’ve checked on him before I left. Why didn’t I do that?”

      Trevor put a hand on her shoulder and rubbed. “You didn’t want to wake him up. I would’ve done the same thing.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “Goddammit…Dammit… There are no doctors anymore,” she whispered.

      She and Justin had always worried about this. The day one of them got really sick. And here it was. And she felt just as helpless as she knew she would.

      Trevor gestured to the cabinet. “Look at all the medicine you’ve got. You guys prepared for this. You did all you could. And you’re not alone. I’m here with you. We can help him, together.”

      Rebel took a deep breath, trying to calm down.

      Trevor was there. The sexy man with the mysterious swastika on his neck, who was acting surprisingly normal.

      She wasn’t alone in this.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get him some medicine and in the shower to get his fever down.”

      Rebel gave him a wobbly smile. “Yeah. Yeah, okay. Let’s get going.”

      They worked together. She woke Justin. He was bleary-eyed and not too alert, but more malleable than if he’d been fully asleep. Trevor held Justin up, and Rebel kept the cup of water at his lips. It was precarious, but they managed to get him to swallow a few pills.

      It wasn’t so easy getting Justin in the shower. He coughed constantly. Scary coughs that initiated deep in his lungs. They ended up leaving his boxers on and propping him up against the back of the narrow stall as they turned the water on. Justin gasped and fought them, wetting both Rebel and Trevor in the process. Trevor was surprisingly strong and gentle throughout. He held Justin in his arms, and finally, they got him out of the shower, rubbed him down with towels, and onto the bed in the back of the RV.

      It was an arduous task, but someone had to do it. And she was so, so freaking grateful that Trevor was right there, helping every step of the way.

      Afterwards, they were both so wet Rebel had to change into shorts and a different T-shirt. She offered some of Justin’s clothes to Trevor. He borrowed a plain black T-shirt, which meant she had a moment of shock and awe, watching Trevor strip. He pulled the old shirt up from his back and over his head. His washboard abs contracted and his tatted biceps bulged. A thing of beauty.

      He noticed her staring at him and winked back. Her face heated up. She was freakin’ blushing, like a teenager. Crazy, what this man did to her.

      “Later,” he said huskily. “Later, I’ll have you in my bed, but for right now”—he pulled his shirt all the way down, put his hands on her shoulders and turned her around, then reached down and patted her ass—“we need to check Justin’s temperature to make sure it’s gone down.”

      Trevor handed her the thermometer, and she plopped on the bed next to Justin and took his temperature again. They waited in silence for it to beep.

      “One hundred and one.” She breathed a sigh of relief. Not perfect by any means, but still, a ray of hope.

      Trevor nodded. “Better.”

      “Justin, do you hear me?” she asked her friend. “How do you feel? Are you hungry? Thirsty? Do you need anything?”

      Justin slowly opened his eyes and moaned. But this time he blinked and his gaze focused, really focused like he was looking at them and processing his environment for the first time.

      Rebel smiled. “Hey, Justin. How do you feel?”

      “Like crap.” He grinned ruefully and then broke into a body-shaking series of coughs. He finally settled and took a sip of the water she offered. “Sorry. I’m sorry to put you through this,” he rasped.

      “Sorry? Sorry for what? You’re sick. You can’t help that. We’re helping you. And we’re going to take you to meet that other group and see if they can help you, too.”

      “We? What?” Justin looked up then and focused in on Trevor, noticing carefully the stranger who was now in their RV.

      Rebel watched as Justin sat up straighter. His dark eyes narrowed as they roamed up and down Trevor’s body, taking in every square inch. His eyes seemed to linger on the tats that were on Trevor’s neck.

      “Who the hell are you?” Justin slurred.

      “Justin, this is Trevor, one of the survivors we were supposed to meet,” she said. “He pulled up about an hour ago. Remember that group that was living near Fresno we talked to on the radio? He’s one of them. He arrived a day early. He’s here to help.”

      “Help?” Justin snarled. “He’s not here to help.”

      Then suddenly, all six feet something of Justin was off of the bed, eyes blazing, muscles bunching—like a monster reanimating from a horror movie—lunging with his hands out and grabbing for Trevor’s throat.

      Rebel screamed.

      What. The. Fuck? What was Justin doing?

      “Stay away from her, you asshole,” Justin snarled between gritted teeth as his clawed fingers dove toward Trevor’s neck. Trevor easily slid out of his reach. Justin’s arms fell uselessly to his sides and he fell back against the bed, panting, his face sweaty.

      “Omigod, what the hell was that about?” Rebel exclaimed, her face flushed.

      She met Trevor’s gaze. They stared at each other, wordless for a moment. Then she grabbed a washcloth out of a kitchen drawer, wet it and put it against Justin’s sweaty forehead, needing to keep busy.

      God, she was so embarrassed. So, so embarrassed. What had possessed Justin? Like, literally, what had possessed him?

      Justin lay with his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling, like he was recovering after being possessed, because what else could explain that bizarro episode?

      She looked back up at Trevor, needing to say something, feeling like the worst hostess ever created. She’d invited him in to meet her friend, only to find him violently sick and he’d been attacked. And all this after Trevor had stepped up and spent all that time helping her shower and take care of Justin. Jeez. “God, I’m so sorry Trevor. It looks like he’s passed out. I swear, I’ve never seen him like this before. I don’t know why he acted like that. It must be his fever talking. He’s so sick, he’s not acting like himself.”

      “Rebel?” Trevor asked, looking quiet, thoughtful.

      “Huh?” she responded, still trying to sooth Justin with the wet washcloth.

      “What was Justin? What kind of work did he do before the end?”

      “I think he said he was a DEA agent,” she answered absently.
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      A fucking DEA agent.

      The world was over, only a tiny percentage of people born with a natural immunity had survived the worldwide epidemic of Ruyigi Ebola, and one of them was a fucking DEA agent.

      And he was his woman’s best friend.

      Fucking hell. Justin must’ve recognized the four-leaf clover tat on his throat representing his membership in the Aryan Brotherhood, the worst prison gang in the country. It was why the guy had gone for his neck. Justin understood the symbolism of that tat, what Trevor had done to earn it, and he didn’t want any of that crap tainting Rebel.

      Trevor didn’t want it around Rebel either. And it wouldn’t be, not anymore.

      “Trevor?” Rebel asked. She was still trying to soothe her friend and bring down his fever with wet cloths. He liked seeing her like this—the sympathetic look in her eyes, the warm tone in her voice. He imagined her caring for him in this way one day. Caring for a child.

      “Yeah, babe?”

      “What do you think we should do next?”

      He couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face at the meaning behind that we question. He could easily get used to her thinking of them as a team, a couple. “Let’s get the hell outta here ASAP and get him back to the farm so we can all take care of him there.”

      She met his eyes, her face stamped with worry. “They’d still help us? I mean, maybe they don’t want someone sick there.”

      “They won’t care about that. Of course they’d be happy to help. They’re all Boy and Girl Scout types. Believe me, they’ll fall over themselves trying to help you two.”

      “Okay,” she sighed. “Let’s do this.”

      

      Thirty minutes later they were ready to leave.

      “What do you mean you’re driving the RV?” Rebel threw her hands up in disgust, those gorgeous eyes flashing at him, her breasts pushing against her top as she breathed heavily. “I can drive it. I drove it part of the way here. Do you even know how to drive one? It’s not that easy.”

      Trevor had explained to Rebel that he was going to drive the RV with Justin safely medicated and asleep in the back and Rebel following directly behind, driving his Mustang.

      Rebel had thrown a fit over this arrangement.

      He could watch this for the rest of his life. She was damn cute when she got mad.

      “I have a tour bus I’ve been driving all over the state,” he answered.

      “A tour bus? Like, from a band?”

      “Yeah, it’s twice the size of this RV. So actually, I have more experience driving large loads than you do, all over the state, on every kind of road and in every kind of situation. I’m driving the RV and you’re following behind in the Mustang.”

      “Does that mean you’ve got a Class One driver’s license, then, to drive it?”

      “No I don’t, do you?”

      “No,” she sighed. “But at least I knew you needed one.”

      “And who the fuck needs a license anymore, if it’s the end of the world?”

      She grumbled and looked away toward the golden hills that surrounded the rest stop. It was late morning. He needed this argument out of the way, fast. If they got going now they could make it back to the farm before the hottest part of the day.

      “Okay,” she sighed, shaking her head and glancing back at him. “But I want to see this tour bus later.”

      “Sure,” he smiled, imagining her there, with him, both of them naked on the bed in the back bedroom. “I keep it at the farm. You’ll like it. It was Nickeltop’s tour bus.”

      Her mouth curved. “No way. You’ve been driving around in Nickeltop’s tour bus?”

      “Yep.”

      He’d been a fan of Nickeltop from way back in the day. He knew people made relentless fun of Nickeltop, calling them the Crocs of rock, the most generic of rock bands. He didn’t give a shit. Nickeltop was his favorite. He’d owned every album and he’d seen them in concert, twice. He hadn’t admitted to the others on the farm of his fan status, but yeah, driving around in Nickeltop’s tour bus was damn cool. A way to preserve their memory and a way for him to preserve the past.

      “You seen them in concert before?” he asked, then paused, remembering that she was once one of the biggest fucking celebrities on the planet… “Did you know them?”

      “Uh huh, I knew them.” She looked away.

      He cut her a glance. She had a huge grin on her face.

      “Rebel.” He stepped close, crowding her against the side of the RV.

      “It’s a nice bus, isn’t it? Are you driving Charlie’s or Mark’s bus?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “If the inside is all white, sleek and modern, it’s Mark’s. If it’s all dark with guitars everywhere, it’s Charlie’s bus.”

      “I’m driving Charlie Hanson’s own private tour bus?”

      “You are.”

      Fucking cool. His eyes narrowed. “And how do you know what the inside of their tour buses look like?”

      She pressed her hands against his chest. “Okay, I knew them, we were friends. I’m not naming names, but with one or two of them, we were close friends, very close friends. Maybe more than friends.”

      “Rebel,” he warned, his arms going around her.

      She shook her head. “Nope, I’m not speaking ill of the recently deceased. Not that this would be speaking ill, but I’d just like secrets to remain secrets.” She met his eyes boldly and lifted her chin. “What’s wrong with that?”

      Oh yeah, she’d fucked members of Nickeltop, he was sure of it now. Shit, his Rebel was a firebrand. The more he knew of her, the more convinced he became that she was the right woman for him.

      “Are you a fan?” he asked.

      Her eyes flashed. “Hell, yeah,” she answered like it was a fucking given. “I loved their music. And I liked those guys, as people. We were good friends.”

      “All right, then, it’s cool.”

      “Cool? You sure?”

      “As long as you promise to fuck me in the tour bus so your last memory there is of my cock sliding into you. Then yeah, I’m cool.”

      She bit her lip and smiled. “I can do that.”

      “Good.” He pushed away and grabbed her hand. “Then let’s get going.”

      

      Rebel went back inside and checked on Justin again before they left, and felt better knowing his fever wasn’t as high as before and that he was heavily medicated and comfortable. He was still coughing up a lung and his sleep was fitful, but she knew he’d be okay for the trip. Trevor had already preplanned two different stops along the way in order to check on Justin while they traveled. So this was all completely doable.

      And Trevor was outside with a damn Geiger counter, checking the radiation level of the area. He even had a notebook so he could write down his findings, which apparently, he’d been stopping and doing at intervals during his whole drive down here so he could report the data back to the group on his return.

      “There are over four hundred nuclear power plants worldwide. If they go Chernobyl they’ll emit radioactive waste into the atmosphere. I’m trying to get a baseline measurement wherever I can so we can know if the radiation is increasing, because this is an enemy you can’t see.”

      She couldn’t even stay with him while he did it. The clicking sound the counter made was setting her on edge. Too depressing. As if there weren’t enough things going wrong with the world, she couldn’t also handle worrying over nuclear power plants melting down worldwide and radiation falling down like acid rain on them all.

      Later, not now. Her brain could only process one catastrophe at a time.

      Most people on the entire planet were dead—her parents, her family, all of her friends. Everyone she’d ever known was dead. Pretty much the whole state of California was a super-sized graveyard.

      And she was pregnant.

      And her best friend was sick and he needed help.

      She bit the inside of her cheek. Christ, what would she have done if she’d found Justin sick all by herself? What if she hadn’t been able to take care of him herself and something happened to him…?

      She tried to shake off the dark thoughts. Those thoughts that told her in the blink of an eye she could’ve been alone. Alone and pregnant. Eventually going into labor all by herself.

      She sat down on the bed next to Justin in the compact back bedroom of the RV. The room was small but comfortable, the walls light and the bedding varying shades of blue. She grabbed one of Justin’s large hands, held it in her own for a moment, his dark skin contrasting against her lighter skin, and took a deep calming breath and exhaled. Now wasn’t the time to slip into the apocalypse depression she’d only recently recovered from. She’d met a new survivor she was immediately bonding with and they were going to get help for Justin. This would all work out.

      It had to.

      “Ready?” a deep voice asked.

      She turned around. A huge, handsome man with blazing tats and amazing blue eyes was staring at her intently. His large frame engulfed the entire doorway. She let go of Justin’s hand, stood and walked up to Trevor. She slid her arms around his waist and rested her cheek against his wide chest, because God, she needed this. Just for a moment.

      His arms went around her tightly, and his chin rested on the top of her head. She was giving him a chance. He’d been nothing but nice. Sex on a stick. All the good things. Maybe it was something he regretted. Maybe… She wanted to ask him about the tattoo on his neck, but she was also terrified of his answer. Scared to hear a response that would shatter their budding friendship like a rock through a window. Hopefully it was something he’d done in his misguided youth and deeply regretted. Maybe…

      They both stood quiet like that for a moment.

      “Ready,” she finally whispered.

      “I’m going to leave the Mustang behind,” he announced.

      “What?” She pulled back and looked up at his face.

      It actually hadn’t been that hard for Trevor to talk her into taking the secondary car position. She’d always loved cars. Loved driving them, loved trying out different makes and models. Once it had been established that Trevor could easily drive an RV, she was fine with switching.

      “I’m really okay with driving it. I was looking forward to it.”

      “I don’t like the idea of us driving in two separate cars. Getting the Mustang back isn’t as important as keeping you safe.”

      She was quiet because…fuck, that was so sweet. Rebel thought about it, her lips twisting. “No…I still want to drive the Mustang. I see what you’re saying, but it was totally fine on the drive over here from Carmel to this rest stop. I think it’ll be safe. Did you see anything on the way here that would mess us up on the way back if I were following you?”

      “No,” he admitted. “It should be all clear.”

      “Well…”

      “Anything could happen. Things we aren’t thinking of.”

      A trace of her old self, the enthusiastic, go-for-it side of Rebel Case, returned, familiar and comforting. It was what got her through filming in exotic locations, in every type of weather or hour of the night. Last minute script changes. Fight scenes, accents, bizarro costumes or make-up. She lifted her chin. “I can do it. It’s fine. I want to. That Mustang is important to you. I want you to have it.”

      “You’re what’s important to me, not some fucking car.”

      Oh God. He was too cute. Now she was definitely going to get that car back to his home for him.

      

      Rebel slid onto the gleaming leather seat of the classic red Mustang and gripped the steering wheel, enjoying the masculine smell of the interior. The shiny chrome, the deep primary color, the badass-ness. This was Trevor’s car. Not some car he’d hotwired out of desperation, but one he’d carefully chosen. He’d sat here, touched these same instruments, his hands had been where hers were now, his ass right here. She smiled. It was nice, using what he’d used, being where he’d been.

      “No one drives my Mustangs but me,” he said. “And now you.”

      “How many Mustangs do you have?”

      “Three, including this one.”

      “Oh wow.” He was collecting cars. That was kinda cool. “I get it. I like cars, too.”

      He nodded. “Stay close. I’ll keep you in my rearview mirror at all times. If I stop, you stop, and vice versa. You got your gun?”

      “Of course,” she snorted. This was the freaking apocalypse. Her gun had become an extension of herself. She tipped her head to the front seat, where her Glock was sitting in a place of honor.

      He handed her a walkie-talkie. “Here, keep this ready and on your front seat, too, next to your gun so we can talk if we need to.”

      “I will.”

      “Good, let’s go,” he said.

      She watched Trevor as he climbed aboard the RV, then she sat in the car and positioned her stuff, playing around with the walkie-talkie for a minute, making sure she understood which button was which. Then she heard the rumble of the engine and smelled diesel wafting in the morning breeze. She looked up. Trevor leaned out the driver’s window of the RV, looking back at her. That was her signal. She started the Mustang and reached down, ready to shift into drive, and her heart sank.

      Oh shit. A clutch.

      Trevor cupped his hands around his mouth. “You know how to drive a clutch, right?”

      Her nostrils flared. Uh, yeah. Ten years ago, back when her mom taught her to drive using their old Corolla. But no one drove a clutch anymore. She exhaled. Shoot. She had to show him that she could do this.

      “Yeah,” she yelled back. “I can drive a clutch.” She gave him a brilliant smile and a thumbs-up. He frowned, obviously seeing right through her bullshit.

      Smart man.

      Rebel wrestled with the gear shift, sweat beading on her forehead. “Like riding a bike. Like riding a bike,” she chanted out loud. Trevor watched her intently from his perch on high and winced as she struggled with the clutch, grinding the gears relentlessly before finally shoving it into first drive and lurching forward.

      “Thank God,” she gasped quietly. She leaned out the window. “I’ve got it,” she yelled, waving her arm, trying to reassure him she would take care of his baby. “Go ahead.” She waved her hand. “I’ll follow.”

      He shook his head. His jaw clenched into a hard line. “Be kind to that car, Rebel, you hear me?” he growled.

      Jesus, he was hot when he got bossy. And yep, this car was definitely his baby. She’d treat it like gold. “I hear you,” she answered cheerfully, ready to follow him anywhere.

      The giant RV rolled onto the dusty freeway. She hit the gas, smoothly exiting the parking lot like she’d been driving a clutch for years.

      She could really like this guy.

      Too bad it wouldn’t last.

      Relationships never did.

      

      Rebel spent the rest of the morning keeping her eye on the rear end of the RV as Trevor expertly maneuvered the massive vehicle around abandoned cars like a boss. Luckily, nothing completely blocked the roads they were navigating. That was a plus. They were able to make decent time on the road. It sucked when roads were blocked, which happened often. Back home, in Carmel and Monterey, some areas were so impassable she’d learned how to ride a scooter in order to get where she needed to go.

      The windows were all up and the air conditioner helped. It was July and mid-morning, and already it was getting hot as hell outside. Carmel was usually foggy and mild. Even in the summer she had to wear a sweater at night. This Central Valley summer heat was hitting hard.

      She tried the silent radio out of habit, only to happily discover a CD of Nickeltop’s greatest hits, which she was rocking out to while driving down the road. Thank God Trevor had seemed totally cool about her secret past with Nickeltop. She smiled to herself, nice memories of good times past flashing through her mind.

      She turned the music up and kept her eyes on the road.

      Rebel hadn’t been across the San Joaquin Valley in so long she barely remembered it. The land was flat, flat, flat—long stretches of nothingness and clumps of small dead cities. The nothingness was fine, farmland dotted with the occasional rest stop or farmhouse—this was no big deal. The quiet in these areas she could handle. It was still creepy as hell seeing a shopping center she was sure had been buzzing with activity in her old life instead dotted with discarded cars and the dark shape of clothed skeletons.

      But still, this did not compare to the terror she held for the cities. She was white-knuckled the entire time they made their way through Los Banos, a small city on either side of the highway on their way east across the valley.

      The cities were fucking horror movies she avoided at all costs. All of them were now mausoleums to her old way of life. Being alive in a world with billions of decomposing bodies that couldn’t possibly be buried was traumatic. The dead bodies were everywhere. Every single time she stepped outside of the house she and Justin lived in and journeyed anywhere, she ran into a minimum of five dead bodies. They’d burned or buried the ones that had been in the house they’d moved into. Then they’d taken the time to do the same to the bodies that either littered the road or were obstacles in their way to town or on the footpaths they liked to walk, or on the beach. But still there were so many, it was impossible to discard them all. It had become an accepted part of Rebel’s life now, seeing corpses sprawled on the ground, tripping over them, or screaming as they unexpectedly fell out of an open door. This was why she didn’t live in the middle of a town. The smell, the gore and the destruction were overwhelming.

      Once, Rebel had found a decomposing young woman clutching a dead baby to her chest on the steps of a large Catholic church outside of LA. The image had been so shattering she’d had to sit on the ground and cry about it for a good thirty minutes. And there were so many of those tragic tableaus scattered everywhere, in every city.

      In order to retain her sanity despite the utter devastation and loss of life, she had to stay away from it. Her new motto: out of sight, out of mind. Because there was nothing she could do about it. She couldn’t possibly save the people who might be scattered around the world still alive and needing help. She couldn’t possibly let loose every single pet or animal on earth that was caged and starving. There were probably a million things around the world that were going to shit and causing more devastation because there was no human there to shut something off before the end. No one to press a button, open a door, shut a door, or unlock something… She was one person with only two arms and she just couldn’t help everyone… And if she thought about it too much, she’d be in that dark place again. That place that held no hope for the future and no hope for herself either.

      So, after two hours driving east along one relatively peaceful freeway surrounded by farmland, and then west on another, while rocking out to Nickeltop, Rebel prepped her mind to accept that she was going to drive through Fresno, a massive city, and it would be bad.

      Bad.

      But it would be okay. In and out. And Trevor would be there with her.

      This was what needed to be done in order to meet the new survivors and get help for Justin. She needed to get through and out the other side.

      They finally reached the outer subdivisions of Fresno, and Trevor pulled the RV into the relatively empty parking lot of a half-built building. There were still golden empty spaces along the side of the road. Dense networks of buildings could be seen joining together in the distance.

      Rebel stepped out of the Mustang and stretched as she watched Trevor walk straight toward her, staring at her intently.

      His hand reached up and cupped her face. “You okay?” he asked.

      She shivered with delight simply hearing his sexy voice and loving the touch of his hand and the look in his eyes. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Good.”

      “I think I’ll use the restroom, though, and check on Justin.”

      He nodded and looked around. “I saw something,” he said. “When we were pulling over.”

      “Saw something?” she asked, puzzled. “Saw what, more dead bodies?”

      “No… It’s probably nothing.” He let go of her. “You go and do your thing and check on Justin. I’m going to grab the binoculars and look around some. Let me know if you need any help.”

      This was the one good thing about this life—since everyone was dead, you didn’t have to worry so much when you stepped out the front door. With all the humans gone, life was pretty darn quiet. Too quiet. The most exciting thing she’d seen in the last two months in Carmel, besides dead bodies, was a herd of buffalo crossing the street.

      Well, she could also hear dogs howling in the night. There were a lot more predators around than there used to be.

      “Okay. Let me know if you find anything interesting,” she told him.

      He grinned at her. “I’ll do that.”

      Justin was still asleep and his a temperature was the same as before. This wasn’t good, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. The solar panels she and Justin had rigged to the RV before they’d left were doing their job, though, providing enough electricity to power a small air conditioner and fan for Justin’s room in the back of the RV, so at least she knew he was comfortable despite the midday heat.

      She stepped outside into the blast of hot air and slid on her sunglasses, looking for Trevor. She hadn’t heard a peep out of him in the last fifteen minutes.

      “Trevor?”

      “Over here.” He stood next to the Mustang, peering across the freeway with his binoculars.

      She handed him two protein bars and a bottle of water.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      “You found something?”

      He snorted. “Rhinos.”

      “What?” she laughed. “No way.”

      “No really, there’s a heard of rhinos over there. Look for yourself.”

      She peered through the offered binoculars, feeling like she was on a safari. And yeah, there they were, a herd of gray rhinos, about five of them, lumbering across an open field. It was damn freaky.

      She lowered the binoculars. “How is this possible? This isn’t exactly Africa. I remember I saw a herd of buffalo crossing the street in Carmel. Can you believe that?”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen wild animals all over. Not just the predators from the mountains coming back down into the cities, but exotic animals like you saw. They must be escaping the zoos and roaming free. There’s a big cat haven up in the mountains, where every single cage and enclosure is now empty, all the animals were set free. It must have taken them awhile to break free of their cages. Or maybe they were lucky and the workers at the zoos freed them as a last-ditch effort before they died.”

      Rebel crooked an eyebrow. “If the rhinos are free, what else is free around here?”

      Their eyes locked.

      “Come on,” Trevor said. “Let’s get going. We still need to cross Fresno. The farm is east of here, at the base of the mountains.”

      “Those mountains?” Rebel pointed to the immense line of imposing, dark gray, jagged-topped shapes that dominated the horizon.

      “Yeah, you know that’s where Yosemite is, and it’s amazing you can see them in the middle of summer. Without the humans here the air is already clearing. Usually you can only see those mountains in the winter after a heavy rain.”

      Rebel gave him a sharp look. “How do you know that? Did you live here before?”

      “Yeah, I lived here when I was a kid.”

      “Oh, did you have family here still? You know, at the end…”

      “No, when the end came none of my family was here.”

      Rebel was quiet, hoping he’d tell her more about what he’d done, where he’d lived, what his life had been like before the apocalypse. But he didn’t.

      “Follow me tight. It can get sketchy crossing Fresno,” he said, changing the subject. “We’ve cleared a path across the city on the freeway. There’s still the usual amount of abandoned cars, but we’ve moved any that were blocking the road. We can get the RV through. I know because I’ve taken the tour bus through before. So you and I will stay on it and not go into the city itself. It’s a raised freeway that cuts across the entire city. As long as we stay on it, we never have to go into the town. The path was still clear like normal when I went through yesterday afternoon, so hopefully nothing has changed and it will be fine going back. If all goes well we should be at the farm in no more than an hour and a half.”

      Rebel nodded and turned to go back to the Mustang.

      “Wait.” He grabbed her arm and stopped her.

      She looked up at him, surprised. He pulled her close and captured her lips for a kiss, blinding in its intensity.

      Trevor finally pulled back, winked at her and walked away.

      She watched him retreat, watched his perfect ass moving, cupped in those jeans, and finally snapped out of her sex-infused delirium and headed for the Mustang.

      She had her gun, so she was ready if things went weird. She wasn’t familiar with any of these freeways, having never been to this part of California before, but she’d noted which roads they’d used to get where they were going. This way she knew how to get out later.

      Rebel turned the air conditioner on high and followed the RV. Her eyes went everywhere, taking in the cityscape surrounding them. Eventually, either side of the freeway filled in with dense industrial neighborhoods and older-looking storefronts and houses. There were flashes of graffiti and derelict buildings with boarded-up windows.

      Finally, they curved east onto 180, a raised highway. The freeways from Casa de Fruta to Fresno had been mainly open, with only the occasional car or debris to avoid, but on this freeway across Fresno, the amount of blockage was overwhelming. It reminded her of the pile-ups she’d seen in LA and San Diego, which had the worst leftover perma-jams in any of the cities she’d visited since the end. The freeways there were nearly impassable.

      They curved onto the highway, and she noted three lanes in each direction. From this higher vantage point she could see the city spread out going north, south and east as far as the eye could see. Houses and stores, church spires and multi-story buildings, the makings of a city were all there. On the right side of the freeway, the tall office buildings of downtown clustered together.

      On the road immediately surrounding them, there were so many abandoned vehicles, Rebel worried the RV wouldn’t fit, but they were still moving. The sudden jam of cars was oppressive, claustrophobic. It was like they were working through a tunnel with no top. They had to slow down to a crawl as they made their way through the winding path created between the cars, but it worked. Once, Rebel turned her head and looked directly into a neighboring car as she passed, only to see a skeleton slumped on the seat, its head turned toward her, the jaw opened like it was smiling.

      She squeaked and kept her eyes glued forward.

      The RV unexpectedly lumbered to a stop.

      Rebel slammed on her break and gripped the steering wheel, white-knuckled and shoulders tense.

      Trevor had told her they’d go straight through and reconnect on the other side of town. Her mind flashed to the herd of rhinos she’d seen earlier and their conversation about predators. If something were to happen, this was the worst possible location. There were no escape routes on the raised freeway. Here they were easy pickings. Like fish in a bucket.

      The door to the RV squeaked open and Trevor stepped out. Rebel opened her car door and met him halfway. He had his gun out.

      “There’s a half-eaten deer carcass blocking the road,” he grated. “It’s a big one, big enough that I can’t plow right over it without tipping the RV over. If I’d been driving the tour bus I could’ve kept going, but not with this RV.”

      “Half eaten?” She pulled her Glock out and clicked the safety off.

      “Yeah.” Trevor’s jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed as he glanced around. “I didn’t see who was eating it, but I’m sure they’re coming back. Come on. Walk with me. Stay close. I need your help to pull the carcass aside so we can keep going. Let’s work quick.”

      They walked to the front of the RV, and Rebel saw what he was talking about. The deer was shredded but still big enough to create a serious obstacle. The exposed ribs arched, dripping with red meat. Entrails were scattered on the asphalt around the body. Weirdest of all, despite the mangle in the middle, the deer’s head was still perfectly formed, the jaw cracked open at an obtuse angle. It was an unfinished meal with plenty of meat still to eat. Crows fluttered over the stomach area, squawking over the choicest pieces.

      An animal howled in the distance and another answered a few car lengths away, long and mournful. A wave a cold fear washed down Rebel’s spine and settled like lead in the pit of her stomach.

      “Wolves,” Trevor gritted. “Fuck. Hurry. I’ll drag and you push.”

      They holstered their weapons and sprinted to the carcass. The crows scattered in a flutter of black wings and muffled caws. Rebel’s breath came in short, choppy gasps as she strained to lift the front legs and move a few steps forward. Trevor grabbed the hind end and grunted as he dragged the heavy load backward, his thighs bunching as he took powerful steps.

      She heard growling behind them. Crap. A bead of sweat trailed down the side of her face. “Hurry, hurry,” she panted.

      After they’d gone a few paces Trevor shouted, “That’s good enough. Drop it, Rebel. Run for the car. Run. I’ll cover you.”

      She let go of the carcass and turned around. The Mustang, parked behind the RV, was a straight shot in front of her. She took off, running. Thank God she’d changed into tennis shoes and shorts before she’d left Casa de Fruta that morning.

      Her breaths echoed like drum beats in her head. Her feet thumped against the pavement. Run, run, run, her brain chanted.

      A wolf jumped on the hood of a car to her right, a clang of metal and scratching of claws. She squealed. Dear God, it was huge. Its snarling face and fangs seemed mere inches away. She swerved and kept running for the car, the length of the RV to the left of her.

      If she didn’t make it inside the Mustang, she was dead. The pack had killed that deer; it could easily kill her, too.

      A gunshot rang out behind her, and another and another.

      Suddenly, the car was there. Her hand slipped on the handle, wasting precious seconds. Then she was sitting inside, the door slamming beside her with a satisfying thud. The windows were all up. She immediately scanned the area, searching for Trevor through the car window. The RV ground to life in front of her. Rebel exhaled the breath she’d been holding and slumped on the steering wheel with gratitude.

      The RV jerked forward. She sat up, keyed the ignition and started the car forward and followed.

      “Thank you, God,” she muttered as she ground into first gear.

      The RV swayed to the left and swiped another car as Trevor tried to avoid the carcass and escape. Through the rearview mirror she saw the pack gathering behind them as they left. White wolves, gray, and one black, they were all swarming around the deer carcass, snarling, fighting one another.

      The humans, their competition for food, were gone and already forgotten.

      “Rebel.” The walkie-talkie squawked in the seat next to her.

      She scooped it up and pressed the button, “Yeah, Trevor. I’m here.”

      “Rebel…”

      Her chest constricted. So much in that one word. She pressed the button and breathed, “Honey… It’s okay. We’re okay.”

      “You could’ve been killed,” he answered.

      “You could’ve been killed, too.”

      “I’m pissed off at myself.”

      “Why?”

      “I made the decision to have you run for the Mustang. I should’ve told you to run to the RV. Fuck the Mustang.”

      “What? I ran for the Mustang because it made sense, Trevor. I was driving the Mustang. You know we couldn’t leave it there. If we left the car behind, it would be blocking the road later when you guys tried to come back through.”

      “Fuck that. Nothing is more important than your safety.”

      Heat pricked at her nose. She took a deep breath and pressed the walkie-talkie against her chest.

      “Rebel?”

      “I’m here…I’m here.”

      “When I saw that wolf jump on that car…” He cursed and it sounded like he pounded his fist against something. “I should’ve told you to run to the RV. It was closer. That fucked up decision could’ve been the difference between life and death. You were amazing, Rebel.”

      “You were, too,” she said softly. “You shot those wolves. You saved me.”

      “We’re half-way there. I can see you, behind me.”

      “I’m right here.”
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      The moment they made it out of Fresno and entered open land once again, Rebel felt the tension leave her body. Her grip on the steering wheel loosened. She was able to breathe easier with the death and destruction in her wake.

      She followed Trevor tight through the rest of the freeway across the city and back into the countryside on the other side. They’d continued to pass the usual parade of wrecked, abandoned cars and decomposing bodies. Bodies that were liquefied, others that were nothing but bones and clothing, all now in advanced decay. It was the same the whole route. Car after car. Body after body. But, no more predators. And freakishly quiet. Nothing but the sound of their engines, and wheels crunching debris.

      The freeway finally morphed into a road cutting east through the suburbs, and they continued heading closer across flat land to that enormous mountain range Rebel could see in the distance spanning north to south as far as the eye could see.

      Yesterday morning she’d been taking in her last longing looks at the rugged edge of the Pacific Ocean at Point Joe on Pebble Beach Golf Course. Now she was on the other side of the state, looking up at one of the most imposing mountain ranges in the world. Yosemite was up there. Half Dome and El Capitan. And she knew if she drove for hours south she’d still be in the same state and hit Death Valley. Driving north would eventually bring forests of giant redwood trees.

      California was pretty amazing. Still, even without the humans.

      Pretty damn amazing.

      Actually, a lot of things on the planet probably were happy the humans were gone. Natural habitats and animals were thriving because the humans weren’t there to hunt, crowd or dig things away. The towns and cities were already looking overgrown. The predators were already roaming the streets again.

      Rebel turned her head and looked in her rearview mirror at the retreating city. Almost all the humans might be gone, but they weren’t done with Mother Nature yet. The humans had left a ticking time bomb—all those nuclear power plants.

      She shivered. Please God, let that all work out. Please.

      “Almost there.” Trevor’s voice crackled over the walkie-talkie.

      A little over an hour after their terrifying run-in with the wolves, the RV turned right and lumbered into the long driveway of a farm on the edge of the San Joaquin Valley.

      Rebel let out a sigh of relief, feeling like they’d reached shelter just before a storm.

      Across the street from the driveway that lead into the farm, Rebel noted there was a granite boulder, just sitting there. It was taller than a man and lounging inside a grove of orange trees, like a toy left behind by a giant of old.

      Weird.

      The scenery here was nothing like the flat, fall-colored farmland they’d passed as they’d left Casa de Fruta and the coastal mountains and drove into the flat plain of the Central Valley. It was greener here next to the hills on the eastern edge of the valley, with more orchards and vineyards.

      At the end of the driveway she could see a two-story yellow Victorian farmhouse and a red barn. There was also an enormous gray metal garage with three roll-up doors.

      The farm sat on a magical grid of fruit trees and linear-lined grapevines, next to rounding hills that she knew eventually graduated into hilly oak trees and then rose up into a snow-topped mountain range.

      It was peaceful here. She immediately liked the vibe. It was quiet and separate. Like it had always been that way. A person could move in and almost forget that there was no outside world anymore. Forget everyone was gone. Forget the cities were empty and slowly being reclaimed by nature.

      I could pretend I chose to live out here in the country like this—not forced to live here because Ruyigi Ebola destroyed the world and I’m desperately trying to survive the aftermath.

      She and Justin had moved into the mansion on 17-Mile Drive for that exact reason. It was sequestered from the cities, on the coast, as far from the corpses as possible. Well, not that far, it turned out. 17-Mile Drive was a popular place to live. Every square inch that could be used to build a house on was being used. But the house they’d moved into was smartly built in such a way as to give every room a Pacific Ocean vista and make it seem like they were out there by themselves. And they had access to supplies in Monterey and Carmel…

      But she could see why these people had moved out here. It made sense. They’d be more self-sufficient, an island unto themselves. Growing their own food, having their own water and power. And, with more people in their group to share the load, there would be less need for any one person to go into the cities, amongst the piles of bodies, and creepy, empty buildings to scrounge for supplies. They could share those duties.

      God, that would be wonderful.

      Rebel shook her head, looking at the farm, at the yellow and white Victorian main house, the enormous gray metal garage, the red barn, the fences, the horses… Don’t get attached. This is a visit. She was here to make friends, meet new people, learn new tricks for survival, and then she’d go back from whence she came and try out those new tricks elsewhere.

      And keep in touch.

      That was the plan she and Justin had formulated, and she was sticking to it. They had no idea about the dynamics of this new group. There could be a million different reasons why these people would get on her very last nerve and why she would get on theirs. Just because they’d all survived didn’t mean they’d get along by default. It was best to plan for a visit rather than a long-term move-in situation. That way they could all get to know each other slowly and the honeymoon phase wouldn’t have ended by the time she and Justin left, and everyone would be happier that way.

      But first she would need to help Justin recover and then convince him after he woke up and felt better and got to know everyone that their original plan was still the best. After seeing all this, he might want to stay, so she was going to have to do some serious convincing. And also…she hadn’t told Justin about the baby yet… He’d have to realize that changed everything.

      Trevor parked the RV in front of the garage, next to what had to be Charlie Hanson’s tour bus. She snorted. She hadn’t seen it in ages, but she’d recognize that distinctive all-over black matte finish anywhere. She pulled the Mustang up behind the RV and cut the engine.

      Rebel sat there for a moment then picked up the walkie-talkie and pressed the button. “Trevor?”

      No answer.

      Shoot. She hadn’t thought to talk with him ahead of time about what to do when they met the other survivors. Darn, she always liked having a plan for that with men, a plan for keeping their relationship private. It made everything go way smoother.

      Rebel turned her head and noticed a man and a woman step off the wraparound porch of the two-story Victorian farmhouse. Her heart beat crazily in her chest and her knees felt rubbery. She nearly swooned.

      People. People!

      Rebel stepped out of the car, her palms sweaty. She paused and glanced around, waiting for Trevor to step out of the RV and come and make introductions. She burned with curiosity. She’d lived the last two months like a girl banished to a nunnery, walking down silent hallways, introspective and solemn, depressed but living in quiet splendor. Now she was about to meet a group of real people.

      Alive. Vibrant and healthy.

      It had been so long.

      The man was huge, muscular and Hispanic with bronze skin and short black hair. There was a military air about him, the way he carried himself, the hard face and assessing eyes. Rebel noted he was handsome and buffed-out, like he could’ve starred in an action movie or worked as a stunt double.

      The woman with him had a smile on her face and her hand tucked inside the man’s possessive fingers. She was pretty, young and fresh-faced with long, dark, auburn hair and bright blue eyes. Was this Rachel? Was this man Adam, the man she’d spoken to on the radio?

      Suddenly the young woman let out a squeal, like she couldn’t contain her excitement. She dropped the man’s hand and ran straight for her.

      Rebel stiffened.

      The young woman skidded to a stop in front of her, her eyes bright with delight. “Oh my God,” she said, panting and breathless. “My name is Rachel. And you’re…” Her eyes roamed Rebel’s features, like she couldn’t get enough. “You’re Rebel Case!” she shouted.

      Rebel jerked at the exclamation, not used to loud voices anymore.

      “Oh. My. God.” Rachel reached out and grabbed Rebel by the arms, shaking her. “It’s you, isn’t it? Am I right? Is it you?”

      “Um, yes.” Rebel gave a jerky nod. “Yes, it’s me.” Shit, for the first time in her life she wished she weren’t. She’d give anything to be nice, normal Rebel Case, a complete unknown, a blank slate ready to be rewritten upon.

      “Adam, look, it’s Rebel Case the movie star. She won two Golden Globes, a Grammy, and an Academy Award for Best Supporting Actress this last year,” Rachel announced with glee. “Can you believe it? She survived the outbreak and we found her.”

      “I see,” he answered carefully. “That’s great, Rachel. Now why don’t you let Rebel go? You don’t want to scare her away, do you? You just met her.”

      Rachel glanced down, noting her punishing grip on Rebel’s arms and gasped. “Oh my gosh.” She dropped her hands. “Sorry, Rebel. Can I call you Rebel? I’m so sorry. I was just so excited to see you,” she gushed. “I was such a big fan of yours. I can’t believe you’re really here.”

      Rebel rubbed her arms, trying to erase the puncture wounds. “Yeah, please, call me Rebel,” she answered with a wan smile, her normal composure entirely deserting her. She was tongue-tied and without the quick wit that had always been her constant companion in her old life. Usually she could bust out a day’s worth of interviews back to back without missing a beat, charming even the most skeptical of reporters, and loving the whole thing, and now…now she had nothing. Even this small conversation was proving to be her undoing. It was too much.

      She bit her lip and glanced back at the RV.

      Where was Trevor? She could use some help here.

      “Because Rebel’s your real name, right?” Rachel continued. “It’s not a stage name, your dad named you that.”

      Rebel’s brows furrowed. “Uh, yeah, that’s right, my dad did name me that.” Rebel Case was the name she was born with, the name on her birth certificate.

      Rachel winked at her. “I read that in People magazine.”

      “Oh.” Rebel was starting to feel uncomfortable, which was unusual. Normally, she’d find ways to connect with fans. She loved her fans. They were her reason for breathing, her bread and butter. They made everything possible and she was grateful for every single person who took the time to watch one of her movies. But her audience was dead. She wasn’t a movie star anymore. And the reminder hurt like a knife to the heart. Like an actual physical pain that was slicing her up, a pin prick at a time.

      Rachel’s innocent words brought forth the question that wounded Rebel the most, the puzzle she’d been trying to figure out these last few months while living alone with Justin. If she wasn’t “Rebel Case,” the international box office phenomenon anymore, then what was she? Or better yet, what use was she in this new world?

      “Give her some space, Rachel, she just got here,” Trevor grumbled as he finally rounded the corner of the RV.

      Gratitude swept through Rebel like a tidal wave as she watched him walk toward her, making her breath hitch. Trevor smiled at her with his barely there beard and those dimples that still peeked through. She felt that now-familiar swoop in her belly. Dear God, he was magnetic.

      “How’s Justin?” she asked immediately, trying to keep her head on straight.

      “I just checked. He’s still asleep.”

      “I need to go check on him too.” Her voice started to tremble. All the worries about Justin came crashing back down, along with a mess of knotted emotions she couldn’t even untangle about seeing and speaking with these new people

      …and Trevor…

      She swallowed, trying to figure out what to do about him.

      She had no fucking clue how to proceed when it came to this mysterious man.

      But Trevor made the decision for her. He moved close and placed a hand on the small of her back. She’d known him for a grand total of four hours, most of that time spent driving down the highway in separate vehicles, but like magic, he seemed to already know what she needed. She closed her eyes for a moment, luxuriating in his touch. He bent his head. His scent was calming. “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” he murmured.

      “I can’t help it, I’m worried about him…and…”

      “Who’s Justin?” Rachel interrupted.

      Rebel stiffened. She tried to move back from Trevor. Tried to create distance so their talking could be easily misinterpreted as friendship and nothing more. “He’s my friend and he’s sick,” she explained. “His name is Justin Williams. We’ve been traveling together since the end, and it’s been just the two of us ever since. We hadn’t found anyone else alive. He’s in the RV Trevor was driving. I’m really worried, though, because he woke up sick this morning, coughing really bad with a high fever. Trevor just checked on him and said he’s still asleep, but I need to go check on him, too.”

      “Oh no, do you have medicine for him? We have medicine here.”

      “Yeah, if you can think of anything extra to give him, that would be—”

      “Rachel, Adam, are the new people here?” someone shouted from the barn. Rebel looked up at the excited words and watched the commotion. Two men, a woman, and a small child were walking over.

      Her heart hammered in her chest.

      A little girl?

      She swallowed, thinking of her secret, of the new life growing inside of her.

      Pregnant.

      The back of her throat ached and she willed herself to remain strong. No tears. She’d kept the news from Justin yesterday, unable to deal with the enormity of it all. And she didn’t know what to think either. How was she going to have a baby in a post-apocalyptic world without doctors? She’d have to give birth—with Justin helping her? What did he know about childbirth? If that wasn’t scary enough, she wondered how she could possibly bring new life into this? This devastated world? How could she raise a child in a country full of dead people?

      She wanted to cry. Her friend was sick and she didn’t know what to do, what direction to take, and all these people were suddenly pushing in too close.

      Trevor’s hip bumped against hers. She glanced up, their eyes colliding, his mere presence chasing away her fears. She didn’t want anyone else close, but Trevor could stay as close as he wanted. A fissure of heat raced down her spine.

      What if this baby were his?

      She entertained that fantasy for a split second, letting it wrap around her like a warm blanket, wishing it were true. If Trevor were the father of her baby and if he was her man, nearby and steady, loyal, there to always watch out for her…

      Reality crashed back down.

      She was pregnant, and since two men had raped her, she had no fucking clue who the father of her baby was. But not that this mattered, she would be the mother, the protector. It was just…it would be nice to not have to go through this alone.

      Trevor’s magnetic blue eyes delved into hers, loaded with concern. He wanted to help her, she knew that. He’d said outright that he thought she was his. That he wanted her to stay. But one thing was true—Trevor might be all over her now, but how long would he be there when he found out she was pregnant?

      Her stomach was still flat, she wasn’t showing yet. Her waist was thicker than usual, but Trevor didn’t know that. She wasn’t throwing up yet, just needing power naps in the afternoon. It would be easy for her to continue to play this off for a few more weeks. But soon he’d find out and she’d have to tell him the truth. Tell him she was pregnant with another man’s child. And then she’d have to leave, because after all, how could a man want a woman who was pregnant with a rapist’s child? Her stomach turned sour. He couldn’t. No man would. They were wired that way. Men were notoriously fickle and unreliable. They said a lot, made a lot of promises in the heat of the moment. But, when the going got tough, they got going. That was a fact. She’d seen it enough in her life to know it was true. The only person she could rely upon was herself. She’d take care of herself and her baby. And she had Justin. He would help her.

      This thing with Trevor was just a lovely affair, like many others she’d participated in. It was fabulous while it lasted. It would burn bright and then flare out. That was the way things always worked with lovers. Lovers were temporary. Friends were forever.

      She’d stay a few weeks, allowing Justin to fully recover. Because she had to believe he would recover. She’d have hot sex with Trevor, because damn, the pregnancy was making her horny and he was hot and charming and she loved every moment she could spend with him in this rarified honeymoon-like phase. And afterward, she and Justin would go back home to Carmel.

      That way she could slip out without having to admit anything to Trevor. They’d have off-the-chart, no-strings-attached sex. What man wouldn’t be happy with that arrangement?

      After all, this baby wasn’t his problem, it was hers. He’d probably be relieved to have her go and not be stuck with a weepy, clingy, emotionally attached woman who put more into their relationship than there actually was. A woman who might then expect him to play father to her unborn child.

      This wasn’t new to Rebel. This was how she’d set up all her relationships in the past. She liked to beat men to the punch, breaking things off first. That way there was no getting hurt, was there?

      “Oh Rebel, here come the others. I’ll introduce you,” Rachel said.

      The new members of their group stepped close. Introductions were made. She met the men, one who looked like a Bollywood star, and another who looked like a Kardashian, and a petite woman that Rebel guessed was Japanese-American with long, shiny black hair in a stylish halter-top maxi sundress. But Rebel couldn’t keep her eyes off of Josie, the little girl with gorgeous golden-brown skin, long caramel-streaked hair and a beautiful smile.

      Again, they were all so excited to meet Rebel Case, the Movie Star. Gushing, stumbling over their words, vying for her attention. Her gut twisted. She smiled wanly but remained mostly quiet, not wanting the notice, the interest, wishing it would all go away. Because really, what the hell did it matter now that she’d made those movies? Won those awards? That life was gone. Gone.

      Why even bring it up?

      It. Was. Gone.

      “Yes,” Rebel finally clipped. A group of seven strangers all talking at once suddenly seemed like too much noise. She felt like the Grinch and all that noise, noise, noise. A headache formed at her temples. “I was a movie star,” she snapped. “I won an Academy Award for best supporting actress in Transcendence last year, and a Golden Globe. Yeah, yeah. That’s all gone. Can we just forget about it, okay? What does it matter anymore, really? I’m just a survivor now, like everyone else.”

      Everyone stopped talking. They darted worried glances at each other.

      Shit.

      Trevor took her hand and squeezed it.

      She glanced up at him, into those blue eyes again, and took a deep, calming breath.

      “You okay?” he asked softly.

      She looked back at the group. They stared at her like she was about to come completely unglued. And maybe she was.

      Darn it. She’d just met these people and she was scaring them away.

      It was just… Her mind flashed back to her old life, to all the good times, all the people she’d loved and lost, a life she missed so much, sometimes the grief brought her to her knees.

      “I’m not a movie star anymore,” she tried again to explain, her words tumbling from her lips. “That’s all gone. I’m nothing special. I’m just Rebel, okay?”

      “That’s fine, Rebel,” Phoebe, the pretty woman in the maxi dress, said in comforting tones. “I think it’s just a shock for all of us, seeing you at first. But you’re right, you’re just you, all that is gone now.”

      “And we’re so happy you’re here,” Rachel chimed in. “Just you, Rebel Case, the person. Sorry, I was too much before. I’m calming down now, promise.” Her eyes were over-bright and she gave Rebel a tremulous smile.

      Trevor wrapped his arm around her waist. Rebel sighed and leaned into his embrace. He pulled her in close and kissed the top of her head, keeping one hand possessively on her hip.  Trevor obviously didn’t care if the others knew that something was going on between the two of them. In fact, he was letting them know with that kiss, putting his stamp of possession on her. This was completely unexpected. She was the master of the silent affair. The type you kept on the down low and secret from the crew. Secret from the press.

      Oh well, if he didn’t care, then she didn’t either. Because nothing was the same. There was no one to hide from, was there?

      She glanced up and saw everyone staring at her and Trevor with open curiosity and decided to break the silence and send out a peace offering. “Thank you, all of you, for understanding. It means a lot to me. Guess I’m not used to being around a group of people anymore. It’s a bit overwhelming.”

      “Wait,” the tall Bollywood guy said. “Are you and Trevor…together?”

      “Is Trevor your boyfriend?” Josie asked eagerly.

      “Well, no, he isn’t, right?” Rachel asked. “I mean, you two are just friends, right?”

      “I think they’re together,” Phoebe said with awe in her voice. “Like boyfriend and girlfriend.”

      Rachel snorted. “They can’t be.”

      “Why? Why can’t they be together?” Adam asked, sounding offended.

      Rachel gestured at them. “Because…because he’s Trevor and…she’s…she’s Rebel Case.” Like it was obvious.

      Rebel sighed. There it was. The number one reason why she always kept her affairs secret. No one could process the idea that sweet Rebel Case, their darling Rebel Case, liked to have sex. The dirtier the better. It blew their minds. They liked to place her in the box they’d found her in while watching her movies and keep her there.

      Trevor squeezed her hand. “Rebel is my woman, in my bed.”

      She nodded in agreement, but qualified, “While I’m here, visiting.” And for once it felt good to make that announcement. To be with someone and everyone actually knew. To have a man publicly claim her as his. This, she could get used to.

      “Wow,” Rachel said. “I just never would’ve guessed Rebel Case…well, you know, your role in Transcendence, well, and all the other roles…you were just always…the good girl…and Trevor’s, well…”

      A growl rumbled in Trevor’s throat.

      “You know you’re doing exactly what she asked you not to do,” the guy who looked like a Kardashian said. Rebel had been told his name, but she couldn’t remember. She’d met so many people all at once. “You’re treating her like she’s a movie star and not an actual person,” he said.

      Rachel smacked her palm against her forehead. “Dammit. I am. Sorry. I was just shocked. This is going to be hard for me. You’re not the roles you play, I mean, obviously. You’re you. If I do that shit again, call me on it. To be truthful, I’ll probably slip again in the future. I won’t mean to. Like I said, please call me on it. I’m sorry.”

      Adam slipped an arm around his wife. “We all fuck up sometimes, baby. I’ll watch out for you in the future and call you out on your shit. No worries.”

      “Thank you, honey,” Rachel pouted, and leaned her head onto his enormous chest.

      “Let’s go check on Justin,” Trevor said, helping Rebel to get where she needed to be.

      She smiled up at him, then over at Rachel. “I’m going to go in and check on Justin,” she said to her. “Would you like to come with me? Maybe you can give me a second opinion on how to help him?”

      Rachel lit up. “Yes, I’d like that.” She turned her head toward the guy who looked like a Kardashian. “Christian, how about you come, too?” She looked back at Rebel. “He’s good to have along. He was a biologist, you know.”

      Christian chuckled. “I worked with animals. I really don’t know that much about people, but we’ll try. Let’s go see him.”

      Trevor squeezed her waist. She looked up into his face, that face that turned her insides to mush. God, he was so beautiful.

      “You check on Justin,” he said. “And while you’re in there, I’m going to move the RV and park it on the side of the garage. It’ll be a good spot for it. It’s shady there.”

      “Okay,” she told him. “That sounds like a great idea.”

      He stepped away and started for the driveway. She watched him as he left. He’d been nothing but nice since the moment they’d met. It was going to be hard to leave him when her time here was over, she knew that already. But it was for the best. That way, she could remember him like this always. They’d both have nice memories of the good times and none of the bad.

      Because with men, eventually it all went bad.
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      “We send you on a mission to escort a new group of survivors here, and you bring back a movie star?” Adam asked.

      Trevor grinned as he stepped off the tour bus. “I’m a lucky bastard.”

      Adam slapped him on the shoulder. “Good job, man. I’m glad you have a woman for yourself. But she’s single, right? What’s up with that guy she brought? Why aren’t they together?”

      “Justin?” Trevor shrugged. “He’s gay.”

      “What?” Adam laughed. “You found Rebel Case, one of the most famous movie stars on the planet, who happened to have been left with a gay man? You are a lucky bastard. Any other man would’ve already had a ring on that and a gun in his hand to keep other men away. You move on that already?”

      “No sense waiting.”

      “No, there isn’t.”

      Trevor crossed his arms. “I’m moving her into the apartment with me. I want her in my bed tonight.”

      Adam’s brows lifted.

      “You did the same with Rachel,” Trevor reminded him.

      Adam shrugged. “What about the new guy, Justin? Rebel seemed very concerned about her friend. She probably won’t want to be separated from him since he’s sick.”

      “Yeah,” Trevor dropped his arms and then lifted a hand to rub the back of his neck. “Speaking of Justin…I need your help with that. Turns out he was a DEA agent.”

      Adam stopped, his body going rigid. His gaze met Trevor’s. “Fuck. He’ll want to rip your head off when he wakes and figures out who you were before the end.”

      “No shit. He woke up briefly before we got on the road and scoped me out. He got a good look at my tats, and knew exactly what it meant. He came after me, even with a raging fever, trying to get his hands around my throat, and told me to stay the fuck away from Rebel.”

      Adam whistled. “Not good. But you can’t blame the guy. I’d have done the same thing if I were him. Shows he gives a shit about her and was taking good care of her before you came along.”

      “Yeah, but that’s over now. Time for him to step down. She’s mine.” And he meant it. He fucking meant it. No more sharing. No more threesomes and he was the extra, like he’s had with Adam and Rachel or with other couples prior to the end. No more temporary fucks. This woman was staying. He needed her in his bed. Permanently.

      “Well, you could ask Christian to watch Justin, at least in the evenings in order to relieve Rebel so she’s free to stay with you at the apartment, overnight. If you don’t do that, she’ll insist on staying in the RV with Justin twenty-four seven and you’ll never get any alone time with her to convince her to stay.”

      Trevor crooked an eyebrow. “That’s a damn good idea.”

      Adam shrugged. “I’m good for something every once in a while. Hey, just to let you know, while you were gone I found some unusual tire tracks during my perimeter check. Footprints in the dirt and signs of life, like a car pulled up and a few people have been watching us. They like to camp out at the bend in the road so they can get a clear lookout while being covered in that orchard.”

      “Again?”

      He nodded. “And like last time, no fucking clue as to who it could be. Starting to think maybe I should stop broadcasting on the radio, because maybe all I’m doing is letting the bad in with the good.”

      Trevor clenched his jaw. “Yeah, but without that broadcast we never would’ve met up with Rebel and Justin.”

      Adam exhaled. “I know. I’m not stopping yet…but it’s something to think of.”

      

      Rebel walked into the RV with Rachel and Christian behind her. They found Justin still passed out in the queen-sized bed, looking just as sick as he had that morning. Hot tears welled in her eyes and a sob flew out of her lips. Yesterday he’d been healthy enough to berate her for turning on the air conditioner when he felt it wasn’t strictly necessary and now he was so sick his skin was glossy with sweat.

      She sat down next to him on the bed, grabbed his shoulders and shook gently. No answer. “Justin? Justin! Wake up!” Her cool hand sizzled against his overheated forehead. She found a pulse at his wrist, and his chest expanded underneath his dark blue T-shirt.

      Thank God.

      Rachel sat down on the other side of Justin and met her gaze. “I’m so sorry, Rebel. You’re right, he looks like he’s got a bad fever. I promise we’re going to do everything we can to help.”

      “Tell us what happened,” Christian said gently. “Start at the beginning.”

      “He started coughing a few days ago,” she told them, “but I wasn’t worried at first. We thought he was getting a cold or something. He kept playing it off, saying it was nothing, he was fine to travel and we didn’t need to postpone the trip. This morning was different though. When I found him he was coughing up a lung and it looked like each cough hurt him so much. I mean, really hurt. Trevor and I were trying to help him when he got a coughing fit so severe, he coughed up some blood and passed out.”

      “Coughing. Lungs filling up? Fever? He’s been sick for a couple of days now, the symptoms progressively getting worse?” Christian asked.

      She thought back to all the times over the last few days that Justin had turned his head and politely coughed into the crook of his arm. “Yeah,” Rachel answered. “He’s been sick for at least three days now.”

      “I think I know what that is,” Christian said. “I need to take his temperature and reference some medical books to make sure.”

      Justin moaned softly. Three pairs of eyes jerked in his direction.

      “I’m going to go back to the house and get some medicine and supplies,” Christian said. “Rachel, can you come with me? I might need your help carrying stuff.”

      Rachel stood up and put a hand on Rebel’s shoulder. “Don’t worry,” she said, “we’ll be right back.”

      Rebel nodded. They left, and she returned to watching the rise and fall of her friend’s chest, listening to his rattling, labored breaths. It terrified Rebel to think how quickly she could have lost him. They’d become close these last two months, like brother and sister. He was the only family she had now.

      His dark eyes fluttered open. She reached down and cupped Justin’s bristled jaw.

      “What’s wrong?” he croaked.

      “You fainted.”

      “Fainted?” he breathed. “Women faint. I didn’t faint. I—” Deep coughs racked his body. Scary and wet. He rolled to his side, curling up, obviously in pain and unable to catch his breath. Rebel rubbed his back, wishing she knew how to make it stop. Finally, the coughs subsided and Justin covered his eyes with his forearm.

      “You were coughing like that just before you passed out. You must’ve run out of air and couldn’t breathe. You dropped like a sack of potatoes.”

      Justin shook his head as he tried to turn on his back and prop himself up with his arms. “Where are we?” he asked with a weak voice. “And where’s that other asshole who was here?”

      Rebel frowned. “He’s not an asshole, his name is Trevor and—”

      Justin started coughing again. Scared, she sat next to him, holding him up, hoping this position helped with his breathing. Finally, it subsided and he fell back into the bed, eyes closed. He didn’t seem to be asleep, but he also didn’t respond to her whispered questions.

      “I met up with the group of survivors I’d talked to over the phone,” she told him, hoping he was listening. “We’re at their farm. They went to get more medicine to help you. They’ll be back in a minute.”

      Christian and Rachel returned. They dropped their stash on the bed: a thermometer, three types of fever-reducing medicines, antibiotics and a large stack of books.

      Christian started opening bottles. “I’m not sure if these are the right type of antibiotic, or if they’ll work in this case, but why the hell not try?”

      Rebel nodded. “We’ve got a stash of antibiotics you can look through, too. All of our medicine is in that cabinet. You never know, maybe we picked up something you didn’t and between the two of us we might have the right thing.”

      “Thank you, that’s a big help,” Rachel said.

      Christian took Justin’s temperature at his ear while Rachel looked through and organized both sets of medicines. Rebel sat there, feeling completely useless, staring at Justin’s silent form, listening to his breaths. The thermometer beeped. Christian showed them all the read out.

      “It’s gone up,” Rebel whimpered. “One hundred and three point four? No. Way. It was one hundred and three when I first took his temp this morning. We gave him a shower and a bunch of acetaminophen and we got it down to one hundred and one before we left, but now it’s higher than ever.” She looked at Justin. His eyes were still closed, his breathing rapid and shallow. Rebel wanted to completely freak out, but she forced herself to remain calm, not wanting to scare him.

      Christian paced the length of the tiny master bedroom and raked both hands through his thick, dark hair. “Okay, we’ll give him some ibuprofen then,” he announced.

      “I gave him that already, too,” Rebel said. “First, I gave him the acetaminophen before we left, and then an hour later when we stopped to check up on him I switched to ibuprofen.”

      “Then we’ll upgrade to Naproxen. Also, you gave it to him a few hours ago, before you left, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s time for more then, especially if we switch up the type of fever reducer.”

      “What do you think this is?” Rachel asked.

      Christian stopped pacing. “Pneumonia,” he answered, “but I’m not certain. His fever is high. We need to get that down first,” He sat on the side of bed next to Rebel. “To be truthful, he’s sick enough that usually he’d be in the hospital right now. But instead all he’s got is a group of people in an RV who aren’t even doctors.” He met her gaze. “But we’ll do the best we can for him.” He looked back at their patient. “Justin? Wake up. Sit up. I need you to take some pills, okay?”

      Rachel handed Rebel a cup of water to give to Justin.

      Rebel looked up at her and smiled. “Mind reader.”

      Rachel blushed, a charming shade of pink. “That’s what I’m here for.”

      Justin’s eyes fluttered open. His eyes were bright with fever, his face flushed, but he managed to do what he was told. They helped him to sit upright, and he put two large white pills in his mouth and swallowed them down with the water Rebel handed him. Then he coughed hard for a while and went right back to lying down and half-asleep.

      “I don’t have the right book,” Christian grumbled from the edge of the bed.

      Rachel rolled her eyes. “I’ll go get it. I know where it is.”

      “Quickly, Watson,” Christian said, snapping his fingers.

      “Smartass,” Rachel threw over her shoulder as she stepped out of the room.

      Christian turned and looked at her. “How do you feel?” he asked.

      For a moment she wondered if he somehow knew she was pregnant, and then she relaxed. He was asking about the cough. Duh. “I’m fine. Don’t even have a tickle of a cough or anything.”

      Christian looked relieved.

      Rachel came back, and in her hands was a yellow book, First Aid for Dummies. Rebel moved down, and all three of them lined up on the edge of Justin’s bed. Rachel sat next to Christian and opened the book to a particular chapter across her lap and his. “Here,” she said with her finger pressed to a page. “Let’s figure this out, Sherlock. I think you’re right that he’s got pneumonia, but we need to decide if the cause is viral or bacterial.”

      “What’s the difference?” Rachel asked.

      “If it’s bacterial we can fight it with antibiotics,” Christian said.

      “If it’s not?”

      “Then we’re screwed.”

      Rebel gasped. “What? Is he going to die?”

      “No, no. Sorry. It’ll just be harder to fight.”

      Rachel elbowed Christian in the ribs. “Don’t scare her. Let’s try the antibiotics and assume it’s bacterial and give him the meds to keep his fever down and take care of him.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      

      Trevor checked in the RV a few times during the next two hours, in between taking over the chores in the barn that were normally Christian’s. He rolled his shoulders, exhausted. It’d been a long damn day. Starting in the morning in Casa de Fruta meeting Rebel, finding Justin sick, driving them both here to the farm and stopping to fight off wolves. Now he’d just finished feeding the animals and milking a cow. He couldn’t believe he even knew how to milk a cow.

      It was the late afternoon now, and hell, he needed a break. And he knew if he needed a break, then Rebel needed one, too.

      He ran into Christian as he stepped out of the RV and found out that Justin had stabilized; his temperature was down again to a less scary one hundred and one degrees. They’d given him a course of antibiotics, gotten fluids into him, washed him down and changed his clothes. Everything that could be done for the man had been done, and at that point he found Rebel sitting beside her friend while he slept, watching the rise and fall of his chest with the intensity of a cat watching a bird.

      He put his hand on her shoulder. “Time for a break.”

      She looked at him with wet eyes. “I can’t go. What if something happens? What if he needs me? I didn’t know he was this sick, Trevor. This morning, when you and I…in the parking lot, I…I thought he was asleep in the RV, I thought it was a simple cold, a bit of a cough. I didn’t know he had freaking walking pneumonia.”

      “How could you have known?”

      “I should have known something was wrong.” She dropped her head into her hands. “I’m a terrible friend,” she mumbled.

      “No, you’re not, you couldn’t have known. How long have you been here with him? It’s time for you to take a rest, let someone else take over. It’s been a long day. Christian and Rachel said you told them you were too busy to eat.”

      “I’m not hungry. I’m fine, I—”

      Her stomach let out an enormous growl. She glanced up at him, her hand over her stomach, blushing attractively. He didn’t know Rebel Case the actress could be embarrassed. He liked seeing this side of her, vulnerable and caring. He smoothed aside her hair and rubbed her shoulder. “You need to eat. Time for a break,” he repeated. “You can come to my apartment. It’s a few steps away, just around the back of the garage and closer to us than the main house. You won’t be far from Justin while he sleeps.”

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said testily, “and it’s not happening. I can’t stay in your apartment and party like it’s 1999. Justin’s sick!”

      His lips curved. It was true, he wanted her alone so he could get her naked and sink his cock inside of her as quickly as possible. But still, he’d never leave Justin unattended. He wasn’t that selfish.

      “I can stay with him,” Christian interjected, appearing from behind Trevor, on cue, just as planned.

      Rebel locked eyes with Christian and shook her head. “Thanks for offering, but I really don’t want him to be left alone. I’ll stay the night with him—”

      “That’s what I meant. I’ll sleep here, in the RV, in the other bed in the front room. That way I’ll be able to check on him throughout the night, or hear if he wakes up and needs anything.”

      She put a hand up. “Oh, no, that’s okay. It’s nice of you to offer, but—” She yawned, covering her mouth with her palm, making speech impossible. “That’s…that’s really not your responsibility,” she finally sighed, dropping her hand in her lap.

      “Rebel,” Trevor warned. “Let him do this. You’re no help to anyone right now.”

      “But—”

      “It’ll be okay. I don’t mind doing this at all. I usually sleep in the tour bus anyway. This is just like that. Believe me, I’m not being put out. I’m fine.”

      “Okay, okay,” she finally answered, rubbing her eyes.

      Shit, she looked exhausted. Maybe she was getting sick, too? Fuck, he hoped not.

      “I’ll go take a nap and eat something and come back later and give you a break,” she said to Christian.

      “Don’t worry about that. Only come back tonight if you’d like to check on him. We’ve got it all covered. I’m taking this shift, then Rachel, then Phoebe. We’ll all be in and out of here, looking out for him. We can even pull in Adam and Sebastian if need be.” Christian locked eyes with Trevor, gave him a meaningful glance, then looked back at Rebel. “I know we just met you today, Rebel, but Justin’s life is important to us, too. Both of you are important to the rest of us. There’s not that many survivors left on the entire planet, and each life is precious. So don’t worry. We’ll look out for him. If anything changes we’ll let you know. Leave with Trevor and take a break.”

      That must have done the trick, because Rebel nodded at Christian’s words, finally looking convinced. She leaned forward and brushed the back of her hand across Justin’s cheek. “You scared me,” she whispered.

      Trevor was surprised at how much he hated watching her touch another man. He wanted to yank her back, wrap his arms around her body and drag her away. He did none of those things, but his jaw flexed and his fists clenched while he watched his woman tenderly saying goodbye to her friend.

      When she was done he took her hand in a steely grip and dragged her to his apartment.

      

      Rebel was exhausted. Burnt out. Dead dog tired. She needed a nap and food, in that order. Lately she napped hard each afternoon, drooling on her pillow. Today would be no exception. This seemed to be her number one pregnancy symptom. She wasn’t throwing up yet, but damn, she could win a napping competition. And she’d missed her nap that day, only dozing off for a few minutes in a chair while sitting next to Justin. So now she was a total mess.

      “You tired, babe?” Trevor asked, concern in his voice. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Yeah,” she admitted, searching her mind for an excuse for this sudden tiredness. She didn’t want to worry him, have him thinking she was getting sick, too. She was fine, just tired as hell during this first trimester. Nothing a good nap wouldn’t cure. “Like you said, it’s been a long day.”

      He seemed to accept her explanation and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Let’s go home,” he said as he pressed a kiss on her head.

      Rebel leaned into him, loving the feel of his body against hers, not letting herself be concerned that he was calling his apartment their “home.” She’d worry about what that meant later. All she wanted right now was to lie down, wrap her arms around his tight abs, rub her face against his chest and inhale his spicy masculine scent.

      Later. Her brain was mush. Everything needed to happen later. First, sleep.

      She slowly allowed Trevor to lead her past the RV and the huge tour bus, and over to an enormous steel-gray garage. They went around the corner and he opened a plain side door. They stepped into what seemed like an auto shop, complete with an office. The area smelled good—like oil, metal and potting soil. She glanced at the three classic muscle cars that winked at her as she walked past—glittering like red, blue and purple jewels.

      And right then Rebel realized she knew absolutely nothing about the man she’d met that morning. She’d had his fingers in her pussy, his tongue in her mouth, and he’d held her as she’d shuddered her release, and yet she didn’t know one damn thing about him, did she? What had possessed her? She was usually so cautious when it came to her conquests, making sure she knew everything about them before going in.

      With Trevor, it had been different. The passion had increased a hundred-fold and she’d thrown caution aside, not giving a shit about the fact that she didn’t even know his name or his background, just needing him right then in the most animalistic, primitive way possible.

      Basically, she’d lost her freakin’ mind.

      Although, so far, her instinct seemed to be pretty good because she’d carefully scrutinized each of his actions and the way he spoke to her and everyone else, and she hadn’t yet come against a reason not to trust Trevor.

      But…she hadn’t even known him for twenty-four hours yet.

      “This is my apartment. Our apartment,” he emphasized as he opened a door in the back of the garage that led to his living quarters.

      “Mmm,” she mumbled as she followed him inside his man cave and gave it a cursory glance, bleary-eyed with exhaustion.

      He scooped her up. “I’m takin’ you to bed.”

      She nodded, quiet against his chest, loving being cradled in his arms. Trevor walked her into his room and carefully placed her on a big, comfortable bed. She kicked her shoes off and snuggled against a pillow that smelled like him. He pulled a light blanket over her legs and kissed her on the head. “Sleep,” he whispered. “I’ll be right here.”

      And she did.
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      Rebel woke up to wide shoulders and acres of warm, kissable male skin. She smiled, her mind in that hazy half-awake place where reality and dreams clashed and all things seemed possible. There was no terrifying post-apocalyptic past, and the future seemed bright and sunny. Everyone on the planet was still alive and perfectly fine. There was only today, and today seemed doable.

      And then she remembered that all of her friends and family were dead, that everyone she’d ever known was dead, and all the people she’d never known were dead, too.

      Dead, dead, dead.

      Everyone was dead and the whole planet was a vast, echoing, empty graveyard. The world as she’d known it was gone, never to return. Civilization was a crumbling wasteland. Humanity had been brought to its knees. And nothing would be the same ever again.

      Everyone was dead and Justin was sick.

      She sighed.

      She’d never experience drive-thru Starbucks ever again. Never go out to a movie or a fancy restaurant. Never vacation in the French Riviera again. Never watch live TV. Never text someone on her cellphone. Never send an email. There would never be magazines or newspapers with local, national or world news. Twitter, Facebook, all the social media were gone. An airplane would never fly overhead ever again. Just none of the ordinary first-world things that she’d accepted as everyday occurrences, none of them would ever happen again.

      Rebel took a deep breath and tried to reframe her thinking, which meant pushing all the ugly aside and pretending it wasn’t happening. This was something she’d learned to do. A coping tactic. It was the only way she could wake up each day and have a reason to get out of bed.

      She reached out and touched Trevor, unable to stay away from the glory of his tatted, naked skin.

      This, this grounded her. Helped her to remain sane.

      Was he asleep?

      Justin needed to be checked on. She needed to figure out exactly what was going on with his care and their status here at this new place.

      But in her newly lucid state, after an awesome nap, Rebel realized Justin was in good hands. She could put off jumping straight out of bed and running back to the RV for a bit. If only to give herself time to examine this mythical man lying next to her. This man who was so bad-boy handsome he had to have been created by CGI and makeup artists, because really, how could he be this amazing in real life?

      Her hands roamed.

      His back was a canvas of sweeping lines and emblems, mainly cars. Mustang, Ford, Detroit… She slowly examined Trevor’s multi-colored tats, his hard muscles, every curve and line of his back—a kid let loose in a candy store, so thrilled to have all the treats—she ended up with her fingers in the back of his silky, dark blond hair.

      All of his tats were gorgeous works of art, except she avoided the swastika, again wondering how a man like Trevor ended up with something so offensive permanently inked into his skin. What had led him to such a bad decision?

      “I don’t know anything about you,” she murmured to herself, allowing a hint of sadness to taint her words.

      “Yeah, you do,” he answered, and rolled over, facing her, very much awake.

      Her breath stalled in her throat as she was again caught in his magnetic gaze. Shit, his front was even hotter than his back. She caught a glimpse of a thick penis, muscular ass and hips underneath the sheets. Mmm. There was a naked, gorgeous tattooed guy in bed with her.

      Better.

      Warmth spread between her thighs.

      She realized she was fully clothed. Why? That needed to be rectified immediately.

      “Wasn’t that me, fingering you this morning?” he rumbled. “I think you know more about me than you realize.” He smiled, flashing two dimples at her, which could barely be seen through the beard he was growing. Christ, she almost swooned. She loved absolutely everything about his appearance. His smell, his tats, the way he dressed, his hair, his beard, his mouth. The whole package. He had to be a little over six feet, which was perfect. She wasn’t super tall, a little under five feet, five inches, so his height was perfect. He wasn’t hugely bulked up. He was smaller than Adam, thinner and not as muscle-bound. But he was still cut like an athlete. She’d remembered seeing weight-lifting equipment in the garage. He definitely put it to good use.

      Trevor wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. His erection against her thigh.

      She loved that, too.

      That was the shiny outside though. She didn’t know what made up the interior of this man. She could do this having-sex-without-getting-attached thing; it was normal to her. Keeping her feelings compartmentalized and separate from the sex act. No one got in and touched the inner Rebel. But damn, she at least liked to know something about the men she slept with. Liked to think they were friends.

      Because she was going to fuck him. She’d decided that was a go. But…

      “No, I don’t, and that doesn’t count. I still don’t know you.” She pressed her palms against his chest. “And it’s not fair since you know so much about me.” She ignored for a second how much she wanted to strip her clothes off and recreate that electricity, that passion that flashed between them this morning. She tried not to focus on the hot, naked male body millimeters from her own and what it could do to her and how it could make her feel. She needed to think clearly for a moment.

      “Come on,” Rebel said, noticing her voice sounded deeper than normal. “I don’t even know how old you are. I don’t know if you had any brothers or sisters, or what you did before the end. Rachel, Adam and the others chatted my ears off, telling me everything about themselves. But I don’t know anything about you. You saw me in all those movies, heard about me on TV, or in the magazines, so you already know some things about me.”

      “I only know the parts you’ve played, that persona you probably put on for the camera.” He leaned in and brushed his lips over hers. She closed her eyes for a moment, savoring his taste, his soft lips, juxtaposed against the rough texture of his scratchy beard. “That was acting,” he said, sliding his nose against hers. “But I don’t know you, but I want to. I want to know the real Rebel, not the movie star Rebel.”

      She took a deep breath, unsure of what to say next after he’d given such a perfect answer. It was sweet of him to want to get to know the real her. No one used to bother. They wanted the Rebel they had crafted in their heads, not the real Rebel.

      “I know I sound ungrateful, wanting everyone to pretend like I wasn’t a movie star,” she tried to explain. “Oh, poor Rebel, the world ended and she’s not a star anymore. But, I don’t know…it was hard for me when the world ended. It’s like I had more to lose than the rest of you. I don’t mean to make it sound like your life wasn’t important, Trevor, and that you didn’t have anyone or anything to lose…”

      “No, it’s okay, I really didn’t have anything to lose. Actually, the end of the world for me was like someone pressed a do-over button,” Trevor said.

      “Oh, okay.” She gave him a questioning look. “Well, for me it was different. I was about to go on location in Canada to start filming an action movie that was going to change everything for me. Everyone was predicting it would be next summer’s biggest blockbuster. I was so used to being busy, working hard, being so social and around other people. I mean, I wasn’t some brooding actor who thought catering to my fans was trite. I was into my fans. I was into that whole Hollywood lifestyle. Well, not the drug-taking, tearing each other down, mean shit lifestyle. I’m talking about the creative process, being part of a bigger whole, collaborating with other professionals in the industry to make something that the public loved. When the world ended, I didn’t just lose the people I cared about, I lost the whole meaning of my existence. I was Rebel Case, the movie star. That was my identity. Because with everyone gone, I have no audience. God, that sounds pathetic, doesn’t it?”

      “No, I understand what you’re saying.”

      “I was good at it. I got on a stage when I was a small kid, doing a local production of Aladdin, and knew I loved it, even then. I wasn’t the top in my classes in school, I wasn’t great at sports, I was average in every other way. But when I got on a stage, it all came together for me. I was good at this. I could even sing and dance. I was in Annie on Broadway when I was twelve. Then I moved out to Hollywood for the show Frozen Spoons, and never looked back. When I was on stage or in front of a camera, I felt this power, this ability. And I kept going with it because there never seemed to be an end point. I hadn’t hit a wall yet of, oh I can’t do that, this is as far as I’ll go, I guess. There’d be another challenge and I’d take it and do it. It was exciting. But here. Now. That’s all gone. I spent the first two months depressed, wondering what there was left to live for. Wondering why I was alive. What was the point?

      “You see, even with the world the way it is now, with just the few of us starting over, Adam, for instance, can still be a soldier. Rachel can still be a teacher. Christian can still be a biologist. I can’t still be a movie star!” Her voice cracked. “I can’t do that anymore. What I did requires lots of people, a crew with specific skills and a worldwide audience. None of that exists now, so what I did, what I was, doesn’t exist either.”

      Trevor pulled her into his arms. “So all you were was a movie star and nothing else?”

      “That’s what I’m worried about. You should have seen me that first month after the end. After Justin and I got settled in I went through a really bad spell. Like being there and regaining some normalcy made me realize how significantly everything had changed. There’s just the base level depression of, holy shit everyone on the planet is dead and decomposing. Everyone I’d ever known or cared about was dead and gone. That was a horror movie unto itself. But then I started to get sucked into the whole enormity, that none of that past life was ever coming back. Everything has been crushed and what was I going to do now. I swear I spent about a month lying in bed, so depressed it seemed like I couldn’t get up. Justin was kind enough to take care of me and bring me food. I feel bad for doing that to him. He only had one person to talk to and I was worthless for weeks on end. But finally, I came out of it. Justin helped me. He was a good friend.”

      She reached out and took his hand in hers. “Trevor, I’m not Rebel Case the movie star anymore. I’m one of the last few humans alive on earth. And I’m trying to figure out what I’m going to do now, because all the skills I used to have, they don’t mean shit anymore.”

      “I think you’d be surprised to find out that all of us are trying to figure out how to live in this new life. Remember, I’m judging you for who you are now, not who you were, and you’re doing the same for me. Concentrate on being Rebel Case, nothing more, nothing less.”

      “But what does that mean? Who is Rebel Case?”

      “She’s whatever you make of her. Just get up every day and do something. Months from now you’ll wake up, look in the mirror and see her. It won’t happen fast, you have to give it time.”

      “And we’ve got plenty of time, don’t we? That’s what’s weird for me, too. This life with no deadlines. Nothing but free time. I’m not constantly striving for a goal, trying to get a project done and always working with my agent trying to concurrently line up what I’m doing next. It’s just…” She waved a hand. “Kinda like meandering in the desert. There’s no direction. It makes me feel unsettled.”

      “You can still have that. I’m sure if you thought about it you’ve still got goals, things you want out of this new life. How do you want this world to be? Think about it, babe. Find what you want and then work towards making that happen.”

      He had a point. She had the baby now. Her goal was making a life her child could grow in, safe and secure. What was she doing to make that happen? She glanced at Trevor and wondered if he was part of that future.

      “How did you get so smart and philosophical?” she asked him.

      He shrugged. “I read a lot of Dr. Phil.”

      She threw back her head and laughed. “Really? Are you kidding me?”

      “I did.” He grinned. “I read all of his books. But that’s our secret, right? I don’t need this getting out and ruining my street cred.”

      He was too good to be true.

      But she’d always known that if something seemed too good to be true, it probably was. She pulled back and met his gaze. “Okay, back to my original questions. I need to get to know you better.”

      “Ask me anything.”

      “How old are you?”

      His lips curled up at the edges. “Twenty-nine.”

      Three years older than her. Not a big deal. “Okay, see? That was easy. Now, where did you live?”

      “In California.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course you did. Where in California?”

      His fingers trailed down her arm. “Pasadena.”

      “Oh, really? I’ve been in Pasadena a zillion times. I had friends who lived there. What did you do there? Wait, let me guess… Did you have a chop shop? Is that what you did? Or, wait, did you own a tattoo parlor? Is that it? Is that why you have all these amazing tats? Were you a tattoo artist?”

      He pulled her firmly against his body, his hands roaming along her back. She couldn’t see his face. His head was above hers, his chin resting on her hair, but she felt him shake his head. She was comfortable with him, here in his bed. So comfortable. “No. I didn’t do any of those things, but I’m glad you like the tats because they sure as hell aren’t going anywhere. But, yeah, I was self-employed, an entrepreneur.”

      “Doing what?” she asked, genuinely curious.

      His hands stilled. “I already told you.”

      “No, you didn’t. You haven’t told me anything. What kind of work did you do?”

      “I made money. That’s what I did.”

      “Trevor, stop being vague. Why aren’t you answering my questions?” she asked, uneasy

      at his less-than-open behavior. Nothing good came from a man who had something to hide.

      She felt his chest widen as he inhaled and let out a deep breath. “I don’t ask anyone about their past. I get to know them for who they are now. Because I don’t like to talk about what we were before, what any of us were before the virus hit. None of it fucking matters. What matters is who we are now.”

      She frowned. “Well, yeah, I can see what you’re saying, but it helps me to know you better if I know what—”

      “Let me show you something,” he said, cutting her off. “Look over there.” He pointed at the wall and took her hand to lift her up.

      She stood and looked over at a large, gilt-framed, full-length mirror opposite the bed. It rested on the floor, propped against the wall. She hadn’t noticed it before. Well, not that she’d noticed much on her way in when she was groggy and half awake. She glanced around his room, noting it was actually quite nice in a minimalistic, masculine sort of way. One detail she appreciated—the sheets and bedspread were of the finest quality. The cover was black, gray and white plaid, the sheets a silky gray. The pillows she’d slept on had to have been down-filled. The whole setup was as nice as her bed back at home in Malibu, or the bedroom she’d used in Carmel. She was surprised to see a simple apartment attached to the back of a garage so well-appointed. Trevor must have decked this bed out himself. It couldn’t have been left like this from the previous owners, could it?

      Trevor sat on the edge of the bed, pulling her up in front of him, between his legs, both of them facing the mirror on the wall. “You see us?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She swallowed, still completely confused as to how looking in the mirror answered her previous question, but loving the view of his luscious naked body wrapped around hers. His tats, his hair, his muscles…the man was a work of art.

      Her emotions were a swirling mess. She was pregnant and hiding it. Her best friend was deathly ill. The world was gone. But this man she’d just met was filling her up inside. Every minute she spent with him was a balm onto her soul. She held his hand, overcome with the rush of tenderness she felt for him.

      “This is Trevor and Rebel, or the new versions of Trevor and Rebel,” he said, his eyes two intense pools of blue ink. “The people we once were ended when the world ended. It doesn’t matter who we were or what we did before the virus hit, all that matters is what we see now. I don’t care how much money you made before, how famous you were, or who you fucked. What matters to me is the woman I have in my arms. This is the woman I want to know. The woman I see right now. You want to leave behind what you were before, right?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “So do I. In my old life I worked, I ate, I slept, and I partied too much. That was the extent of it. I’m not proud of who I was before. This is my fresh start. I get to be the man I’ve always wanted to be. You get to be a new person, too. I will only judge you against the woman I see right now, in front of me, not against who you used to be in Hollywood. Get it?”

      “I do.” And she did. She really did.

      “And I want the same in return. You judge me for the man I am now, not who I was, what I did for a living, none of that shit. The man you are looking at, that’s who you judge.”

      She nodded, wondering what he was hiding. Had he fallen in with the wrong crowd and he regretted their former influence in his life? Maybe he’d been fired from his job? He’d started a business and it failed? Had he been living in his mother’s garage, trying to make ends meet? She had a hard time imagining these scenarios because, despite his rough exterior and the occasional crass language, his vocabulary was peppered with big words. Adam, the ex-marine sniper, and Christian the former head biologist for the Department of Fish and Game, both treated Trevor like a peer. She’d noticed the way they all spoke to him, deferred to him and included him as a true friend, a part of their team. The other survivors in their small group trusted this man.

      That told her all she needed to know.

      Everyone had something embarrassing in their past they didn’t want brought up. He’d probably had a job he hated that didn’t pay much. He’d been smarter, wanting more, but life wasn’t giving it to him. And from what he’d said, about not having anyone to lose…that made her sad. He’d had no one at the end he could love and trust. Maybe his parents had died long ago. Maybe he’d been an only child or he wasn’t close at all with his brothers or sisters. Who knew? A fresh start might be exactly what a man like Trevor needed—a chance to prove what he was worth. A chance to create a new “family” for himself.

      “Do you regret the swastika?” she asked. Because, she had to ask.

      “Everyday,” he answered. “Putting that on my neck was the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.”

      “Okay.”

      “That’s it?”

      “You’re asking me to judge you for who you are now, so let me try.”

      “You trust me enough now to stay in my bed, to take this cock?”

      “Yes. Yes, I do.”

      Prior to the apocalypse she would’ve never met Trevor. If she’d seen him walking down the street she would’ve stolen a second glance of course, because he was stunning in exactly the way she liked, but their lives had been so vastly different, there was no way they could’ve met. Here, in this room with the generator running and the solar power doing its job, the air conditioner humming in the window—the end of the world had brought them together. In the present they were at the exact same position, going through the same shit together. It felt good to imagine for even a moment that she might have a partner in this new world, someone to share a bed with, someone to tell her worries to, to make plans with.

      If anything, even when this passionate relationship with Trevor didn’t work out long term, she’d still made a new friend, found another like-minded companion she could confide in. And that was gold.

      But no way was she going to think more of the inevitable end of this relationship as it was starting. That was just depressing.

      “Watch.” His hands were suddenly on her stomach, sending sparks of warmth wherever he touched. He reached for the hem of her pink Nevertheless, She Persisted T-shirt. Her favorite shirt, the one she’d brought with her all the way from Malibu, the shirt that brought back a smile to her face and pleasant memories of solidarity and tens of thousands of women standing together. Good times.

      “What are you doing?” she breathed.

      He didn’t answer her at first, intent on his mission of unclothing her. He took off her shirt, lifting it over her head, and carefully unhooked her lacy cream-colored bra. She sat there and let him, her breath quickening, mesmerized by this strange turn of events.

      “I’m fucking you in front of that mirror,” he said in a matter-of-fact voice, when her torso was naked to his dark gaze. He reached up from behind her and cupped both of her breasts, his fingers pinching her nipples and causing her to yelp at the bolt of electricity at his touch. “Take off your underwear and shorts.”

      She nodded, unbelievably turned on by this bossy side of Trevor. The area between her thighs instantly tingled as if the “hot and bothered” switch had been flicked. This was the same man who’d boldly strummed her clit in the parking lot that morning, kissing her hard and making her come, taking what he’d decided was his. God, she loved this side of him. He was her kinda man.

      He let go, giving her space, and she eagerly stood up and wiggled out of her shorts and slid her undies off until she was as naked as he was. His eyes fixated on every movement she made.

      He’d slid back farther onto the bed. He reached for her, lifting her as if she were light as air and placed her on his thighs again, both of them still facing the mirror. His eyes collided with hers, and her breath caught in her throat. His hard shaft pressed against her ass. Rebel sighed. This was the sexiest thing ever. He looked amazing, his blazing tats standing out in relief next to her pale, unmarked skin. She’d had lots of hookups in the past, done many things that would be considered sexually adventurous, but she’d never done this before, and she was already wet at the idea of watching herself, and watching him, as he fucked her. She squirmed and sat up straighter, lifting her chest, showing herself to him but trying to distract him from the sight of her thickening waist.

      “Watch what I’m doing to do to his new Rebel.”

      Her chest tightened and she clenched her jaw, determined not to tear up at his beautiful words, referencing the speech she’d given him that morning about getting to know her better, the real her, the new Rebel that survived the apocalypse. He’d remembered. Oh God, she couldn’t take her eyes off him.

      “You’re fucking gorgeous,” he growled.

      His hands roamed up her arms and over her shoulders. He touched her reverently, as if she were a goddess on a pedestal.

      “You ever done this before?” he asked with a husky voice, his lips brushing against her ear. “Made love in front of a mirror?”

      “No.” She wasn’t even used to hearing a man refer to sex as “making love.” Most men were eager to “fuck” and nothing more. Well, she was eager to fuck, too, but this “making love” component wasn’t so bad either. She could get used to this.

      “Good.”

      His lips went to her shoulder and administered feather-like kisses that made her skin bask in the warmth of his attention. His big, rough hands continued to stroke her arms, moved to her ribs and then ever-so-gently to the sides of her breasts. She sucked in a breath. His hands trailed close to her nipples. She watched his fingers, aching to be touched, but he denied her.

      His hands went down, down, and touched her thighs. He explored there, his fingers doing light but glorious things to her skin, sending all of the girly signals to her core. Leaving her achy and needing and wanting so much more. His touch was delayed sexual torture.

      “Open your legs. Use your fingers to show me your pussy.”

      Oh God.

      She did as ordered, shocked at the eroticism of the whole situation and scared at how much this man turned her on. There she was, her legs spread wide, the image reflected back in the mirror. Her blonde pubic hair was a bit untamed because no more waxing at the salon, but whatever…inner lips, swollen clit and impossibly wet pussy…all of it a feast for his eyes. And for hers.

      His rough hands cupped her breasts and he pinched her nipples, both at the same time. A circuit of electricity shot straight to her pussy. She moaned and slumped back against him, her breath erratic.

      “Tell me,” he rasped.

      “What?”

      “Tell me. Beg me for it.”

      “I want you. I need your big cock inside of me. Now.”

      “Oh fuck,” he groaned.

      Rebel watched him pull out a condom from literally nowhere. Her eyes widened. He tore it open and rolled it on in record time. Unfortunately, she didn’t get a good look at his cock. Maybe later…

      He looked back up and winked at her.

      “I like you more.” She grinned.

      He chuckled.

      She adjusted. His hands cupped her ass, lifted her up, and his cock unerringly found her entrance. He moved one hand to notch his shaft at her cunt, moving it around in her slick heat.

      “Please…please,” she begged.

      He slid into her in one smooth motion, balls deep, pushing as far inside as he could. They both groaned.

      “Don’t come yet. You come when I say you can.”

      How did he expect her to hold back when he was strumming her clit? She squirmed in his lap, desperate for release and at the same time trying to delay the inevitable.

      They both still faced the mirror as he fucked her. She watched his wet cock sliding in and out of her pussy. The way his hands grasped her hips, his veiny forearms tensed with activity, the harsh, intense look on his face as he watched where they were joined.

      “I’m going to fuck you hard now, while you watch. You like it hard?”

      She nodded, beyond excited at the thought of this blond god fucking her hard. He placed both hands on her hips as he slid almost all the way out until his tip remained, then held her down as he slammed back in. She leaned her head back on his shoulder, trying to muffle her cry.

      “That’s it, baby,” he said. “Hold on.”

      He kept hammering his cock up into her, striking against spots she didn’t know existed. She could feel it building, feel the mother of all orgasms lurking there, just out of reach. The enormity of it was a bit scary. That beautiful cock kept thrusting, pounding, bottoming and pulling out to slide back in again. She kept her right arm behind her, one hand wrapped around the back of his neck, riding him, desperate to stay as close as possible to this glorious man.

      Then he moved one hand back between her legs, right where he was joined with her, and he pressed a finger against her clit and started rubbing. She panted, trying to catch her breath, holding on to him for dear life. God, he was beautiful. A big, gorgeous man who knew how to talk dirty and fuck her hard. She fisted his hair. Their bodies glistened with a sheen of sweat as they worked together towards their release.

      “Oh God,” she gasped. “That’s it. I’m going to—”

      “Come on my cock, darling. I want to feel you.”

      He turned her head and kissed her, absorbing her scream as the best orgasm of her life started to rock through her body.

      He let go of her mouth. “Watch yourself,” he ordered.

      She turned to look in the mirror as the orgasm tore through her. He pounded up into her harder, keeping it going, creating aftershocks. Her pussy clenched around his penis, holding tight. It was hard to keep her eyes open, so she couldn’t see everything. It tightened at her belly and down into her thighs. Wave after wave of pleasure so intense it might be the death of her.

      “Coming inside of you,” he groaned. She opened her eyes to watch where their bodies joined, thrilled that he was coming just moments after she had. His pumping stalled and she watched his cock throbbing, his balls pulse as he shot his come. It was stunning.

      He stayed inside of her, keeping them joined. She leaned back against him, spent. Neither of them said a word as their breath evened out.

      And suddenly she was scared. Scared at the intensity of her emotions and scared that he didn’t feel the same way.
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      “Let’s get this meeting started,” Christian said, shuffling papers on the kitchen table.

      “You got the PowerPoint?” Trevor asked.

      Christian set up the screen and plugged the projector into the laptop. “Yep, it’s right here.”

      Trevor rolled his eyes. The comment was meant as a sarcastic joke, but Christian actually did have a PowerPoint. He glanced up to see the title of the first slide: Can we convince Rebel & Justin to stay?

      Trevor snorted, sat back in his chair, and crossed his arms. “She’s staying.”

      Last night he’d finally fucked her. In front of a mirror they could both watch every detail. It was something he’d always wanted to do and being with a woman who wanted it as much as he did was a huge turn on. It was the best sex of his life. He’d come so hard, it bolted down his spine and sent sparks of electricity into his goddamn toes. It bled him dry, leaving him gasping for air, wanting more. Wanting to keep her naked and locked in a room with him for a week—fucking, eating, talking, and then fucking some more.

      This morning he was in the kitchen of the main house waiting for their usual Wednesday usual “staff meeting.” Sebastian sat across the table, quiet and pensive. Trevor wasn’t sure why, but he had an idea it had to do with Phoebe, who sat beside him, also playing quiet.

      Josie was standing next to Christian, who was letting her help him focus the projector. Christian was good with kids. Sometimes Trevor forgot that he’d been a father before the end.

      Adam and Rachel strolled in, last as usual, giggling like teenagers. Rachel’s hair looked mussed, her lips were swollen and her eyes bright. Adam had a smug look on his face. For once, this didn’t stick in Trevor’s craw. There was no feeling of being left out. He had his own woman, who he assumed was still feeling the recent pounding of his cock between her legs.

      He leaned back in his chair, warm thoughts of Rebel entering his mind. She was in the RV with Justin, clueless to the fact that this meeting was even happening. He hadn’t wanted to tell her about it, considering she was the topic of conversation.

      He needed to get back to her ASAP. He didn’t like being apart from her. He was happier when they were in the same space. Even just driving down the road with her following him in the Mustang had given him a sick stomach.

      He met Adam’s gaze and grinned. Adam gave him a chin lift, helped Rachel to her own seat and sat down too.

      “Josie, come and sit here next to me,” Phoebe said. “The meeting is going to start for real now, honey.”

      Josie walked over, sat down and smiled at Trevor. He smiled back. She was a damn cute kid.

      “I’m really happy we’re having this meeting,” Rachel said. “Thank you for putting this together, Christian. This is an important topic.”

      “I’m confused,” Phoebe said. “I thought the whole reason why they came here was to find other survivors. I thought Rebel and Justin were coming here to move in with us. Why wouldn’t they want to stay? It doesn’t make sense for them to meet us and then leave.”

      Sebastian snorted. “I didn’t want to stay at first.”

      Phoebe muttered something under her breath Trevor couldn’t hear, but Sebastian obviously could, because his cheeks flushed red.

      Sebastian shook his head. “Not everyone wants to live together; some people like to live by themselves. Also, maybe they don’t want to live here. Maybe they like it on the coast better.”

      Christian clicked to the next slide. “That brings me to the first topic. Why would they want to stay? You can see that I put together a list of reasons I could think of off the top of my head.”

      “I agree that the number one reason would be to live with other survivors,” Phoebe said.

      “I think the number one reason would be for Rebel to stay with Trevor.” Rachel winked at Trevor.

      He grinned.

      “Well, and the other reason,” Christian said, “while Justin is recovering, is that Rebel feels secure with the rest of us caring for Justin, so she’s on board staying here for right now. But when Justin wakes up and is well again and the two of them can talk and plan again, I don’t know if they’ll choose to stay or not, and we have to convince them to stay. Agreed?”

      This was Trevor’s number one fear. The issue he’d been playing over and over in his mind with no answer on how to fix since the moment he’d stepped in that RV and driven onto the freeway. “They’re staying,” Trevor snapped.

      “Are you sure?” Phoebe asked. “Has Rebel told you they’re both staying?”

      “I don’t know about Justin, but Rebel is staying. With me.”

      “Did she tell you that, or did you tell her that?” Adam asked.

      “I want Rebel to stay,” Josie pouted.

      “We all do, honey,” Rachel said, and gave Trevor a sharp look. “We all do, and we’re working on talking her into staying with us.”

      “Well?” Adam asked again. “Did she say the words, ‘Trevor I’m staying here on the farm with you and your friends’? Or is that just an ultimatum that you’re stating?”

      “No,” Trevor admitted. “But I told her I want a permanent relationship with her and I want her in my bed and that I want her to stay.”

      “What did she say when you told her that?”

      Trevor exhaled. “She basically said she’s thinking about it.”

      Rachel leaned forward. “Did she say why she’d have to think about it? What are her reasons for not wanting to stay?”

      “Well, first of all, she’s living on a seaside cliff on 17-Mile Drive in Carmel, where the weather is gorgeous and the Pacific Ocean is right there, and we’re living on this farm that’s hot as hell in the middle of nowhere.”

      “It is pretty hot here,” Sebastian admitted. “San Diego was a thousand times better.”

      “Right?” Rachel sighed. “You can’t fault her for that. We all feel the same. What else did she say?”

      “She says she has to wait and ask Justin how he feels when he wakes up.”

      Adam nodded. “That makes sense.”

      “What else?” Phoebe asked. “There’s got to be more.”

      Trevor pursed his lips. “She keeps referring to our relationship as temporary. Like it’s a quick f—” He glanced at Josie’s wide eyes and amended his words. “Like we’re a fling or an affair and this will end. And she keeps sayin’ I’ll tire of her soon. That I don’t know her well enough yet to be talking about forever.”

      “Forever? You were talking to her about your future? Oh wow,” Rachel breathed. “That’s so romantic, Trevor. Did you ask her to marry you?”

      “What? No. I just told her I want her in my bed permanently.”

      “Well, that’s not as romantic, but still sexy,” Phoebe said.

      Sebastian frowned. “Trevor, don’t fuck this up.”

      Trevor slammed a fist on the table. “I’m not fucking this up.”

      Josie whimpered.

      “You guys!” Phoebe shouted. “Language. We have a child here.”

      “Sorry,” Trevor mumbled.

      “Okay, let’s get back to the PowerPoint,” Christian said.

      “When did you even have time to make this PowerPoint?” Trevor asked.

      Christian shrugged. “When I was sitting in the RV with Justin. I just opened the laptop in there and worked on it. The topic was on my mind.” He clicked to the next slide. “As you can see, the next topic is how do we convince Justin to stay, once he’s recovered. What will be the reasons that will convince him?”

      Adam leaned back in his chair. “Your slide has good tips on how to talk Justin into staying. But personally, I don’t think Justin is going to be the one to convince. I think he’ll go wherever Rebel goes. As long as he feels he’s brought her somewhere safe, he’s good to go.”

      “I’m so confused,” said Phoebe. “Is Justin Rebel’s boyfriend, or is Trevor Rebel’s boyfriend?”

      “I am,” Trevor snapped. “I’m Rebel’s boyfriend. Justin is her friend.”

      Sebastian crooked an eyebrow. “Are you sure? I mean, she seems really close to him, they seem to care about each other, and they’ve been living together since the end, but they aren’t together? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Yeah, so what? Sounds like you’re also describing you and Phoebe and you aren’t together either, right?”

      Phoebe gaped.

      Sebastian growled and clenched his fists.

      “Come on, break this up,” Adam interrupted. “Justin can’t be Rebel’s boyfriend because he’s gay. Okay? He’s gay.”

      Everyone looked surprised.

      “Didn’t see that one coming,” Rachel muttered.

      Trevor tensed for a minute, worried he might have to fend off a homophobic comment or two, but no one said anything. Then he remembered why these were his friends. They weren’t assholes like the Aryan Brotherhood. These were normal people without prejudice or racism running in their veins. None of them felt the need to constantly put down others to make themselves feel better. Their openness and their honorable behavior was the main reason why he liked these people. The reason he stayed with them despite the fact that they were living on a farm in the middle of nowhere.

      They represented the best in people, and fuck, he loved being around it so much. A breath of fresh air.

      “If Rebel leaves I’m leaving with her,” he announced.

      Rachel did a head desk and groaned. “Another reason why we have to convince her to stay.”

      Christian clicked to another slide. “I have some ideas on how we can talk her into staying.”

      Sebastian ignored the screen. “This is all on Trevor,” he said.

      “Not just him,” Rachel said. “The rest of us have to be on our best behavior, too.”

      Christian pointed at the slide. “Number one, we have to show her how she can fit in. Then, number two, show her and Justin where they could live and what they could do. Number three, how they can contribute.”

      “She’s living with me.”

      “Okay, how about Justin lives in the RV,” Christian said.

      Phoebe pressed her lips together. “If he’s okay with that. I mean, he’d be exchanging a mansion on the beach for an RV in the Valley.”

      Everyone was quiet for a moment.

      “And we need to tell her everything. Everything.” Rachel said with deep meaning in her voice.

      His jaw clenched. “Not yet.” He glanced at Adam for support, but he was staring at his woman.

      “What are you two talking about?” Phoebe asked.

      Trevor growled. He knew exactly what Rachel was talking about and he wasn’t telling Rebel about the threesome with Rachel. No fucking way. He had his hands full keeping his criminal past on the down low. His past relationships with other women and couples needed to stay gone, too.

      “That’s up to Trevor,” Christian said. “I’ve learned my lesson. I’m not saying a word.”

      “About what?” Phoebe pressed.

      Rachel glanced over at Phoebe and shook her head. “Sorry, but I can’t say anything. I guess it’s not my story to tell.”

      “But it is. It’s our story, too,” Adam broke in. He met Trevor’s gaze. “But we’ll take Trevor’s lead on this. It will get told when he’s ready.”

      He lifted his chin. “And I’m not ready,” Trevor said. “So, thanks.”

      “Shoot,” Phoebe whispered. “I hate being out of the loop. I hate secrets.”

      “I hate secrets, too!” Josie announced.

      Rachel crooked an eyebrow. “I doubt it’ll remain secret for long.”

      

      “Trevor,” Rachel called.

      He turned. The meeting had ended and he was trying to get back to the RV. “Yeah?”

      “I need to talk to you,” she whispered. Rachel looked to make sure no one else was watching and pulled him into the small downstairs office they used for Adam’s daily radio broadcasts. She nodded for him to enter and pulled the door closed behind them.

      Rachel stood straight, the door against her back, and looked him in the eye. “Trevor,” she said with a firm tone. “I’m just warning you, at some point I won’t be able to lie to Rebel anymore about our threesome. I can’t do this forever.”

      “You’re not lying to her.”

      “Yes, I am. Or at the very least it’s a lie of omission, and it’s wrong. It bugs me. Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. If I came into this group and I was hooking up with Adam and becoming friendly with Rebel, you can bet I’d want the inside information that she’d been having a threesome with Adam and you. That’s important. If she didn’t tell me, I’d think she was a bitch and that we must not have been friends at all for her to keep that secret from me. I’d be sure she was hiding something.”

      He exhaled and rubbed the back of his neck. He took a few steps away and turned back toward her. “What if she hates threesomes and thinks it’s her hard line, that thing she can’t get past? What if I tell her and she decides that’s her number one reason for getting the hell outta here the moment Justin is better?”

      Rachel sucked in a breath. Her lips pursed.

      “I can’t take that chance, Rachel. I can’t.”

      She looked at him with pity, which he fucking hated. “I know there’s always that chance, Trevor. I’ve thought of that, too. I worry about it. Not everyone is down with that kind of lifestyle. And I don’t know about you, but I’m not ashamed of what we did. Not for one second. It was all wonderful, and I’m so grateful that you gave that to me, and to Adam. I’ll always remember it. But now we’re all moving on and I want you to be happy. I want Rebel to be happy. You want your own woman, and I want that for you, too.”

      A wave of tenderness hit him in the chest. He smiled at her, grabbed her hand and pulled her in. He bent down and planted a kiss on her forehead. “I swear you’ve got to be the most kind-hearted person I’ve ever met in my life. Always thinkin’ things through carefully, trying to do the right thing.”

      He could feel her body move as she chuckled.

      “But listen, if I tell her, I’ll lose her.”

      Rachel pulled out of his embrace in order to step back and meet his gaze. “But, Trevor, come on, in order for you and her to have hit it off so well, I’ve gotta think she’s not exactly prudish, right? We’ve already established that despite the fact that she used to be the poster girl for sweet and innocent, she’s…not.”

      He grinned. “No, she’s not.” She was his fantasy come to life. “She’s smokin’ hot and knows what she wants.”

      “See, there’s got to be a reason why you two hit it off so well. Maybe she’d take this whole threesome thing, which is in the past anyway, and not be as upset about it as you think.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I’m not taking that chance.”

      Rachel exhaled. “Leading with the truth is always best, Trevor.”

      Her words hit like stones.

      She had no idea.
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      Fifteen minutes later Trevor was back in the RV, happy to have Rebel in his arms again. He was still concerned he couldn’t keep her, uncertain of their future together, but still damn, damn happy that she was there. He was a lucky bastard to have found her.

      “It’s nice here,” Rebel said as she stared out the RV window, her voice a sound he could listen to for the rest of his life. “The farm”—she waved a hand—“I have to admit, it seems nicer than I expected.”

      Trevor tightened his arm around her waist and took a sip of coffee out of his black mug with the orange San Francisco Giants logo on the front. He could get used to this—starting the day with coffee and Rebel. She looked right, her lithe form in his arms. Everything in his life suddenly made sense, the pieces clicking together like a puzzle.

      His woman wore an outfit she’d pulled out of the duffle bag he’d asked Rachel to secret into his apartment yesterday. This had proven to be a smart move. Rebel had been both surprised and happy to find her things ready to go when she’d woken up that morning. Her makeup and shampoos were already spread out, her clothes hanging in his closet. She’d squealed with delight and attacked him with her mouth and her hands, shoving him to the bed, sitting on top of him and fucking him like a wild woman.

      He grinned. He could get used to that, too, waking up to Rebel fucking him in his bed.

      Afterward she’d cheekily warned him yet again that she was just visiting and eventually she’d have to repack when she left. He’d pinched and then spanked her ass, reminding her that was bullshit, she was his…and somehow they’d gotten into a heated debate about the hotness of spanking. Finally, he’d smacked her on the ass again, and they’d gotten ready and left for the RV to check on Justin.

      So here they were, back in the RV…caring for Justin and chatting in the tiny front kitchen. And strangely enough, despite the dark cloud of worry over a sick man in their midst, it was a terrific morning. All because Rebel was in his life. It was almost like with her at his side, nothing could bring him down.

      Except losing her. He was starting to think losing her would destroy him. Which was scary as fuck. He’d never needed a woman before. Not even his mom.

      “Yeah, the farm’s not that bad once you get used to it,” he answered. “I’ll give you the full tour today.” He tipped his chin and pressed a kiss to the top of her head.

      “Okay, I’d like that.”

      He let go of her to reach over and pour himself another cup of coffee.

      “I’ve never seen anyone drink as much coffee as you do, and that’s saying a lot considering my past job was pretty damn stressful. No one I worked with drank as much coffee as you do.”

      He doctored his coffee with fake sweetener and some flavored, powdered creamer and took a sip. “Yeah, it’s important.”

      “What are you going to do when it’s all gone?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged, dread filling his stomach. “I don’t fucking know.”

      “Maybe you should start cutting it with decaf now so you don’t go ballistic later.”

      “That’s exactly what I told Adam I needed to do.”

      “Well then, you should do it. I can help you.”

      “You’re worried about me?”

      “Well, duh.”

      He gazed into hazel eyes, sparkling with caring and trust. His chest tightened.

      Last night he hadn’t told her about what he’d really done for a living; hadn’t said a damn thing about his life as a drug runner and eventual rise to the head of his father’s criminal organization. He’d lived with evil, fucked up men—the Aryan Brotherhood, the worst prison gang in the country. The lowest of the low. They had a network of gangs on the streets and on the inside, so whether you were doing time or living free, you were always under the influence. He’d done some bad illegal shit right along with the best of them. Said things to people, treated people in a way he could never take back.

      He’d had his own personal rules within the organization of not abusing women. He’d tried to make his progressive rules palatable to the local Brotherhood by framing them as sign of the times, a way to make them stronger going forward. Although really, he just couldn’t stomach raping or abusing women. Half the men felt like he did and the others, they sided against him.

      But he’d been living the high life then, thinking he was at the top of his game, that he was the shit and no one could fuck with him. Between the balance of his own rules and the Brotherhood’s rules, somehow it worked.

      Then his sister had been raped by his own men and it all changed.

      His outlook on his whole life, his father, the “friends” he’d lived and worked with…everything had done a 360 and he’d suddenly seen the truth. Like a cult member being deprogrammed, or a German forcibly shown the concentration camp gas chambers after World War Two, realizing that all those years following the Führer had been for shit and in fact had been nothing but pure evil.

      Now he wanted nothing more than to live a life making amends for the past.

      Everything he’d told Rebel about how he felt had been the truth. Those were his feelings. The past was the past. The Trevor who’d lived with stacks of money on the coffee table, guns on him at all times, ordering the death of rivals—that man no longer existed.

      That crap was done with.

      His goal was to give the both of them a fresh start, a life judged on who they were now, not who they used to be. And there was no way in hell he could admit to her that he was an ex-con who had been imprisoned for murder. A drug lord who used to distribute drugs in America for Mexican cartels.

      She would leave his ass in a hot second. Rebel Case would never stay with a man like that. He’d never been with a woman like her, a woman with so much class. Smart and loyal. Never would he do anything to jeopardize this budding relationship.

      She was his. He had to convince her to stay.

      “I want you living here with me,” he told her. “When Justin recovers he can take the RV or a room in the main house, his choice. But you’re in here, with me, your ass in my bed.”

      “My ass in your bed?”

      “This ass,” he clarified, grabbing her backside and squeezing tight.

      “Oh, that one,” she gasped. “Well…yeah, as long as I’m here I’ll keep this ass in your bed. No problem, honey.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Why do you keep putting an end date on your time here?”

      She pursed her lips. “You know I love spending time with you. I’m just not sure how long Justin and I are staying. He’s still…” She gestured to the room down the tiny hall. The back bedroom they’d just left. Justin had been lucid for a while, and Trevor had made a point to step out, making up some reason to be gone when in reality he was at the main house having a “staff meeting,” and when he came back Justin was conveniently asleep again. How long he was going to be able to keep up that disappearing act before the gig was up and Justin ratted him out, he didn’t know. Which fucking sucked. If it weren’t for Justin, no one would know. There would be no need to tell anyone, his secret would be safe and he could move on with his fresh start without looking back.

      “Why?” he asked. “Why do you feel you need to leave?” He knew, but maybe if he asked often enough he’d get a different answer.

      She turned in his arms and faced him, those wide hazel eyes staring up at him. She was so fucking cute and sexy. It killed him. Brought him to his knees.

      “Well, first, do you guys even have room for two more people here? There’s actually quite a few of you. Seems like there are no vacancies.”

      “Yeah, we’ve got room for two more. Easily. Like I said, you can stay with me and we can sure as hell find somewhere for Justin to stay that he likes. That’s what all of us assumed, that you two would come down and visit and hopefully you’d move in. We figured if it turned out there was a large group of you, then maybe some of you could move into neighboring farms. That way we’d all be close. But you, you are staying with me.”

      She shook her head. “That’s sweet of you to say. But really, that’s just the honeymoon phase talking. Yes, the sex between us is off the charts. You know I want it, too, but at some point that will flare out, we’ll start fighting over nothing and you’ll…you’ll…” She sighed.

      He pulled her in tighter. “Rebel, you’re mine.”

      “I know you think you mean that.”

      “I know I mean that.”

      “Honey—”

      “Why do you keep thinking I don’t mean what I say?”

      She crooked an eyebrow. “Men say a lot when their cock is wet.”

      He chuckled. Dirty Rebel would never get old. “Baby, I’m not like other men. You can’t compare me to other men.”

      “I know, this situation is different. There aren’t that many women left. So maybe you think this is more than it is because I’m the only available woman for you right now. But I’m certain you’ll meet more survivors and there will be other women…and when you meet someone you really like you’ll be free to pair up with that person, no strings attached to anyone else.”

      “Is that what you want?” he growled. “To be free to hook up with someone else?”

      “No!” she exclaimed. “No. What I’m trying to say is that I’m usually in open relationships. Well, I wouldn’t even call them relationships. ‘Hookups’ would be a better term. I know the rules. You don’t have to worry about me. This isn’t my first rodeo. I’m a big girl. I’m not putting more into this than there is.”

      “But I want a relationship with you.”

      She crooked an eyebrow. “Uh-huh.”

      “Babe,” he sighed. “you’re not making sense. I keep saying I want you to stay and you keep telling me I don’t know what I want, but I do.”

      “I’m just saying, I can’t stay here forever. Living on a farm isn’t my thing. Justin and I are here to visit, not to stay. When he’s better, he and I are going back to Carmel, back to our home. We live there. I like it there.”

      A muscle ticked along his jaw. “Looks like I need to change your mind.”

      She shook her head and stepped back, gearing up to throw more ridiculous objections at him, and then Rebel glanced out the kitchen window and sucked in a breath. “Trevor, I see two people out jogging at—” She glanced back at the clock on the wall. “Seven forty-five in the freaking morning!” she exclaimed.

      “It’s Adam and Rachel,” Trevor answered without looking to see who it was. They’d both been dressed in exercise clothes at the meeting, ready to go for a jog afterwards.

      “Why are they running so early?”

      “Because they’re crazy. And, in the middle of summer, in the Valley, when you wake up and it’s 80 degrees first thing in the morning, you learn to start exercising pretty damn early.” He plucked her coffee cup out of her hand, put his down, too, and tugged her out of the kitchen. “That’s why we start work fixing the fences early, too. If you want to see the farm today, see what I do, what we all do before it gets too hot, we’d better get started.”

      “You sure you don’t want to get out of this heat, out of this place, and move to Carmel?”

      He gave her a lazy grin. “You askin’ me to leave this place and move in with you?”

      “Um…I…”

      He kissed her on the cheek, his heart lightening. She might put up a wall, acting like she didn’t want him, didn’t want this between them but now he knew better. She wanted him. Wanted him as much as he wanted her. The grin was plastered on his face. “We’ll talk about it later. I see Sebastian is on his way here to do the next shift. Let’s go.”
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      What had possessed her to say that to Trevor? To ask him to go to Carmel?

      What the—?

      Her body had been taken over by some demon bent on keeping Trevor at her side. This was the only explanation for stupidity like that. Normally, she kept her cards close. She never let men in, and any reference to a future where they spent more time together was strictly never spoken of. She was a pro at this.

      Her jaw clenched.

      Trevor was her kryptonite.

      Rebel sucked in a breath and took a moment to smile at Sebastian as he entered and thank him for taking over. She talked to him for a few minutes, showing him what meds she’d given Justin and guesstimating when he’d need his next antibiotic. She’d fed Justin his breakfast when he was awake, so that was taken care of, and he’d used the restroom. She felt okay leaving him for a while. And she was super grateful that everyone at the farm was stepping up and helping.

      After a few final goodbyes to Sebastian, who assured her that he was on top of it, she walked out of the RV, determined to not obsesses about her relationship, or lack thereof, with Trevor.  She vowed to keep her mind on important things—like Justin’s health and learning how this group of survivors lived, so she could take ideas from them back to Carmel.

      When she’d arrived at the RV that morning with Trevor, Rebel had found Justin in much the same condition as the day before. Christian had spent the night with him. Justin’s fever was still high. The coughing was so severe he threw up spots of blood.

      After they’d helped Justin to sit up and drink some water, Trevor had stepped out for a bit, and Christian left too to go feed the animals in the barn. While the two men were gone Rebel helped Justin take his antibiotics and pain meds and sat with him. They’d quietly talked about Christian and the farm for a few minutes until Justin was too tired to talk. They’d sat together, quiet, which was nice. His meds caused drowsiness, so of course Justin had fallen back asleep, which was probably for the best anyway since he was so uncomfortable. But at least he was still with her. This is what mattered. And his fever had stabilized and wasn’t as severe. Thank god.

      Rebel adored Justin. She’d found him exactly when she’d needed someone. It had been terrifying at the end of the world, amidst all the chaos, wandering alone, driving down roads filled with abandoned cars and decomposing bodies, realizing she might actually be the last person left alive after the virus tore through the planet.

      She’d found Justin in Santa Cruz when she was at the apex of her anguish and depression. Her bruises and cuts from the rape had still been visible. At least her sprained ankle had healed and she could walk correctly, but Justin had been horrified at her appearance. She hadn’t told him the whole story of her attack, she hadn’t been ready to talk about it, but he could tell she’d been through something traumatic.

      She’d been sad after she’d healed, but she got better as she spent time with her new friend. One day she’d made a move on him, trying to kiss him on the lips, and he’d kindly moved his head to accept the kiss on his cheek instead. He’d gently told her that he adored her, but he didn’t feel that way about her sexually. He admitted he was gay. Not bisexual or any variation thereof, he was gay. He joked around, telling her that in order for him to have sex with her, he’d have to post a picture of Brad Pitt on the headboard.

      Very definitely gay.

      If she was desperate, wanting to find a partner, Justin was equally as desperate. Everyone wanted love, wanted someone to partner with, it was human nature. The chances of either of them finding someone had actually been slim. For all they’d known, they could’ve been the last two people on earth. Rebel had spent a whole week crying over that concept.

      Over the last month she’d started to pull out of her malaise, trying to be a better friend to Justin. But neither of them had been as effective in building a future in Carmel as the group here at the farm. All of them were go-getters who worked together well. It seemed that right away they’d seen the need to look to the future and not wallow in the past and had moved forward. Rebel was really impressed. During her time here she meant to learn from them and to keep in touch after she left. She and Justin could learn so much. They could form two halves of the same group, one in the Valley and one on the coast. There was no reason why all the like-minded survivors had to live in one place.

      But like Rachel often said, they had to stick together. She had a point. They could speak weekly over the radio to keep in contact. That would work.

      Trevor stepped out of the RV ahead of her and into the warm morning.

      Rebel stepped out too and slid on a pair of sunglasses. “Holy crap. How can you stand this? It’s so hot here! Trevor, in Carmel each day is a high of like, sixty-five or seventy degrees. This is crazy. Now I understand why you guys installed that extra air conditioner in the RV last night. That, plus the generator, seemed like a bit much, but yeah, it was nice in there, and out here it’s already warm. I’m afraid of what it’ll be like this afternoon. It’s got to be seventy already and it’s not even eight a.m.”

      “It is. The thermometer read seventy, but it’s actually kinda cloudy with a breeze. Hopefully it won’t be so bad today. Last week it was averaging one hundred and eight each day. You’re lucky you missed that. Don’t worry, you get used to it. As long as you drink plenty of water and you have a place to cool down, you’ll be fine.”

      He took her hand and pulled her across the front lawn toward the Victorian house. She realized she hadn’t yet been given a proper tour. As they walked she turned her head and took in the breathtaking scenery. The row upon row of orange trees and the peekaboo mountains behind the golden hills.

      “Those mountains are beautiful.”

      “They looked even better in the spring, when we first arrived. The hills were green and the rain cleared the air so the mountains were crystal clear. You could see the snow on top.”

      “Hmm, now that the humans are all gone I wonder how long it’s going to take for Mother Nature to revert to normal. I wonder if global warming will just go away now that we’re all gone.”

      “It’ll probably take a long time, considering all the nuclear power plants in the whole world are ticking time bombs about to go Chernobyl and radioactive acid rain might fall from the sky.”

      Rebel stopped and looked up at him. She dropped his hand. “Thanks so much for that depressing forecast.”

      “It’s true, we researched it. Without human beings to take care of them, eventually all the nuclear reactors will have meltdowns. That’s why we’re installing those greenhouses. We’re trying to cover and protect our food sources. Adam has stocked up on suits and Geiger counters and all kinds of other anti-radiation shit. We’re covered for when it happens.”

      “Justin and I talked about this as a possibility, too, but he said that the power plants were far enough away, that what happened to them wouldn’t affect us. I think he’s right.”

      “Maybe, and maybe not. They’re far enough away that you wouldn’t die in the initial blast, you’re right about that, and maybe you would be okay in Carmel. I don’t know. You and Justin should talk to Christian and Adam about it if you decide to go back. They can show you the maps and what they have and what they’ve done to make sure we’re safe. You guys should check your information against ours.”

      He put his arm around her shoulder, drawing her in close. “This is another reason why I want you to stay here. You’ll be safe here, with me.”

      She stood there in his arms, thinking about what he’d said. She was safe for now, until the unknown invaded and changed everything yet again. That was the hardest part for her, living under this new aura of fatality. When the virus hit, everything changed radically. She’d only recently learned to start adapting to that change. And now it could happen again. Just when you started to think everything was okay, it wasn’t.

      She stood there on the front lawn, bewildered and uncertain.

      “Come on,” Trevor said with a smile on his face, pulling her out of her internal funk. “Rachel, Adam and the others are expecting us.”

      

      A couple hours later Rebel sat at a table with a group of people for lunch, her worries gone and happiness lightening her heart.

      She’d been given a tour of the two-story Victorian. The first floor had a spacious, open kitchen and dining area, and there was a large formal dining room where they all sat. Then there was a den and a formal living room, an office and a downstairs bathroom. Upstairs there were three bedrooms and two more bathrooms.

      After that tour she’d walked through the barn with the menagerie of pigs, cows, goats and wandering chickens. She’d successfully avoided the testy rooster Rachel had warned her about. Christian and Trevor had talked her into sitting on a stool with a pail and milking a cow, which she’d never done before in her whole life. In Rebel’s world, milk was that liquid white substance people drank out of plastic jugs that came from the supermarket.

      The milking experiment hadn’t lasted long; she totally sucked at it. The cow mooed at her, probably irritated at the amateur who was pinching her all wrong. But hey, she’d provided plenty of entertainment for the two men, seeing as how they’d laughed so hard they’d had tears in their eyes. So there was that.

      Then Trevor had taught her how to drive an ATV, which was super cool. She’d never driven one in her life. They started it and went out to drive the perimeter of the farm and found Adam and Sebastian fixing a fence out in what Trevor called “the north forty.”

      “Why do you guys bother with the fence so much?” she’d asked Adam. “It’s not like you have to worry anymore about the neighbors or which part is your property or not.”

      He’d explained that it was mainly to keep a barrier of some kind around the area that they lived in and to keep predators out, or make it more difficult to get in, and to keep their livestock enclosed.

      That made sense.

      On their way back Trevor showed her a small creek that cut its way across the property. Chickens ranged free. The water was inviting, the trees were shady. Like a park. It was a nice area.

      Now she was in the main house again with everyone, eating and talking.

      All of the survivors were seated around the large dining room table in the main house, eating a simple but filling meal of canned beef soup over white rice along with small bowls of canned fruit topped with crumbled bits of granola. There was even a tomato salad. It was surprisingly good…and beautiful. Rebel paused to observe and enjoy the mood, the vibe, the novelty of being amongst a group of people again, of being able to hear voices raised in conversation.

      It made her giddy with joy. She’d gotten over that initial hurdle, that terror of the cacophony of voices. Now they were a delightful tinkle. Chords thrummed on a guitar. She could listen to this all day.

      A lump of emotion formed in her throat. She found herself just staring at them. At their animated faces, the laughter, the hand gestures. Everything. Damn, she’d never take the companionship of other people for granted ever again. Having lived for the last three months either alone or with only one other person, terrified they were the last two living in the whole world, she was bursting with the feelings that were bubbling around inside. She wanted to cheer for humanity. Stand up and shout out her happiness because she was surrounded by living, breathing people again.

      Instead she took a bite of food, trying to look calm.

      “Well, yeah, actually if you want, there is a project you can help me with,” Rachel said, answering the question Rebel had asked. “There are the chickens here, protected in the coop by the main house,” Rachel continued with her explanation. “But there’s also a much bigger group of free-range chickens set up out near the creek, west of here, closer to the hills. They were there before us, started by the previous owners. There have to be more predators out here than there used to be before the end, because every time I go out there, the group of chickens is smaller and smaller. I could really use your help with taking care of those chickens and getting them moved in closer, protecting them. We really need to finish building a second hen house to keep them in before they’re all gone. I think it used to be fine for them to range out there with the smaller amount of predators that were in the area, but now that the humans are gone, the coyotes and cougars, I’m guessing, have increased already and are munching on those poor chickens like snack food. So I’d appreciate your help. Phoebe, Sebastian and I have our hands full with the cooking, cleaning, gardening and taking care of Josie.”

      “Yeah, I can do that. By the way, this table is gorgeous, Rachel. Thank you for putting this together.”

      Not only was the company wonderful, but the table was just beautiful, as if it had been staged. The lunch was served in actual matching serving dishes. Everything was set up exquisitely and with obvious care and deliberate attention. You’d think they were at Ina Garten’s or Martha Stewart’s home eating a gourmet lunch, not in a comfortable but decidedly middle-class farmhouse. There was a patterned runner than ran down the center of the rustic, rectangular table, with a cream, gold and coral floral pattern. Each place setting had glossy white plates and bowls with gold-patterned fabric napkins, and everyone drank out of crystal goblets. The silverware was substantial and heavy in Rebel’s hand. There were even tiny golden votives glowing on the table, and mason jars filled with daisies and sunflowers.

      She appreciated it all so much, she couldn’t wipe the goofy grin off her face.

      Trevor sat next to her, eating with one hand and his other resting possessively on her thigh. She loved watching him talk with the other men. The deep timber of his voice, the way he smiled at them, his rumbled laughter at a joke he liked. The manly glory of it all was blinding. She wanted to eat him up with a spoon.

      All seven of them were gathered together here at the table: six adults and Josie. If she included Justin and Sebastian, who were in the RV, that made nine people here at the farm. In the last three months she’d only met eight people who’d survived the virus—in the whole state of California. Last she’d heard, California had had a population of 38 million people.

      That didn’t bode well for the rest of the world.

      “Oh, it wasn’t me. I didn’t set the table. Phoebe and Josie did. The only one of us here who knows anything about making things pretty is Phoebe.”

      “Huh? Someone say my name?” Phoebe broke off her conversation with Josie from across the table. She turned her head toward them, and Rebel admired the sheen of Phoebe’s straight black hair and the porcelain perfection of her soft skin. She was a gorgeous, stylish woman. Rebel wanted to put Phoebe in her pocket and take her home with her.

      “Rebel was just complimenting me on how pretty the table was.” Rachel grinned.

      “Don’t worry, she told me it was you who created all of this,” Rebel cut in. “It’s beautiful, thank you for taking the time to make this special.”

      “Oh, you’re welcome,” Phoebe answered. “I think it’s important that we still remember the beauty in life, you know? There’s no reason for everything to be drab. That’s just depressing. We’re lucky to be alive, to have survived the apocalypse. We’re starting a new life here, and there’s no reason why it can’t be nice. Why we can’t have a good life.”

      Rebel took a deep breath and nodded. She’d gotten as far in Phoebe’s philosophy as the wanting-nice-things-around-her part, hence the house in Carmel, her clothes, the car she’d driven, but she hadn’t yet progressed to the part where she considered this “a good life.” Her old life was the good life, this was a pale rendition.

      “So, how do things work around here?” Rebel asked. “Who lives where in the main house?” She was given a tour of the house prior to lunch, but she was still confused about where everyone lived.

      “Rachel and I live here and sleep in the master bedroom,” Adam answered from down the table.

      “They’re married,” Phoebe cut in, “so the rest of us decided to be nice and let them have the best room.”

      Adam laughed and continued, “Yes. And there are three bedrooms total in the main house. Phoebe and Josie share a room, and Sebastian has the other bedroom.”

      “There’s also an office downstairs, right there in a hallway off the kitchen. That’s where the radio is, and supplies and stuff,” Rachel added.

      “And Trevor lives in the apartment. So where does Christian live?” Rebel asked.

      “I live on the tour bus,” he answered. “I like the master bedroom there.”

      “As you should,” Trevor responded. “You’re sleepin’ in Charlie Hanson’s bed.”

      “It’s better than Lincon’s bed,” Christian quipped.

      Rachel laughed.

      “Well, that’s great,” Rebel answered honestly. “It sounds like you’ve all settled in here and started over. Everyone has their place.”

      “Yes,” Trevor said. “And there’s always room for more.”

      “Yes, that’s really important for you to know,” Rachel said earnestly. “We’re all really hoping that you and Justin will choose to stay and move in here with us. There’s plenty of space for the two of you. If you don’t want to live right here on the farm, we’d be happy to help you clear out a nearby house that you could live in instead.”

      “Well, um…Justin and I had planned on visiting and returning to Carmel.”

      Trevor’s hand tightened on her thigh. She turned her head and took in his hard stare, the frown on his lips. Shoot.

      “I go where you go,” he said. “We’re a team. If you stay here, then I stay. If you go back to Carmel, then I’m coming, too.”

      Her jaw dropped. She couldn’t believe he’d just said that. In front of everyone. She glanced around and noted that his friends seemed just as surprised as she was.

      “Well,” Adam coughed. “Hopefully it won’t come to that. You and Justin can decide if you’re staying or not when he recovers,” Adam said. “Hopefully you can at least stay long enough to get to know us, give us a chance to convince you to stay so you can make an informed decision.”

      “Um, yeah…” Rebel answered absently. Her mind was filled with the bombshell Trevor had dropped. He’d latched on to the idea that he could follow them to Carmel like a crab refusing to let go of a shell. Normally she’d be terrified, her mind filled with all the nopes, planning out her break-up speech. “It’s not you, it’s me.” But, weirdly, she discovered there was warmth in her chest. A smile on the corners of her mouth. She actually felt closer to him and loved (loved?) the idea that he wanted so desperately to stay by her side. It was actually very cute. This rough man, with all the tats, the beard and those blue eyes, leaning next to her, wanting her.

      Of course she still didn’t trust the longevity of this. This was all still short term, hot and heavy right now, and in a couple of months he’d meet someone new. There were just so many things that could go wrong. He was wonderful now, but he would disappoint her later. This was inevitable.

      “Hey, Rebel?” Rachel asked, breaking through her thoughts. “What did you and Justin do in Carmel to set up your life there? Do you have any tips for us? Things we aren’t thinking of? Tricks you’re using that we aren’t?”

      “Uh…” she floundered.

      Do?

      How about nothing?

      Compared to this group, she and Justin had been slugs. Well, she’d been a slug, not Justin. He’d always kept busy. She was the one who’d zoned out. Checked out of life. She’d been drifting, living without purpose for the last two months. Hiding in a mansion without a clue as to how to give up the past and move forward.

      She used to be a triple threat: singer, dancer, and actor. She’d attended Juilliard, and starred on Broadway as Annie. She’d always worked hard at her craft. While other people slept, or partied, or vacationed…she worked. She’d been amongst the best at what she did, but what she did didn’t matter anymore. It was obsolete. Hollywood and Broadway were gone.

      After Rome fell, the artists, actors, architects…they’d all fallen by the wayside too during the Dark Ages, their numbers decreased, their talents unneeded and forgotten because people in that part of the world were more concerned with survival than creativity. She figured that was her now, in that marginalized sector of unneeded skills, filled to the brim with useless knowledge and in need of a massive reeducation.

      “Justin scouted, scavenged, set things up, planned, fixed things,” she answered. “I don’t know, he was always busy and I, um…well, I read books.” Her voice trailed off. Every romance book she could get her hands on. She’d read them all. She’d even found a box of old Harlequins in the attic of the house in Carmel. That had been a treasure trove. Books got her through the dark days.

      “Oh, really?” Rachel brightened. “I like to read, too. I’ve been reading tons of non-fiction lately and trying to learn how to survive like it’s the eighteen-hundreds again. Want to see my library after we eat? I have a lot of fiction in there, too. There might be something you like.”

      “A library? You’ve got a library here?”

      “Well, I’m starting one. I’ve got bookshelves so far in our bedroom, in the front room, and in the office. There’s no internet anymore, so I’ve tried to collect a lot of books, but we really need a lot more. I’ll show you.”

      “Speaking of no internet,” Christian said. “I think we should all observe a moment of silence for the death of the internet—” There was a general buzz of agreement around the table at his words.

      “And cell phones,” Rachel interrupted. “I miss cell phones, too.”

      Everyone murmured their agreement. Christian held out his hand for Phoebe and took Josie’s hand, too. Trevor smiled at Rebel in encouragement and took her hand. “We always do this,” he said, “talking about something we miss.”

      Rachel held her other hand. Adam held Rachel’s. They all bowed their heads for a moment, until Christian proclaimed, “Amen,” and they all laughed and started standing, signaling the end of lunch.

      And then they heard a knock on the front door.
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      The room went quiet.

      “Well, that’s not something you hear every day,” Adam remarked into the silence. “Everyone we know who is still alive is pretty much right here, and it’s not like new people would be bold enough to just walk up to the front door and knock.”

      A fist pounded on the door again, a muffled sound from the front of the house.

      “Who is it?” Josie asked, wide-eyed. “Who’s knocking on the door?”

      “A ghost,” Christian answered with a straight face. Phoebe elbowed him.

      Trevor snorted and stood up. “I’ll get it,” he announced. “It’s just Sebastian.”

      “Is it really a ghost? Phoebe, is it? Is it?”

      Trevor shook his head as he rounded the corner to the kitchen. He cut through the front living room, strode across the tiled entryway and opened the front door. Which wasn’t locked.

      “What the hell—” Trevor started, ready to tear Sebastian a new one for knocking when the damn door wasn’t even locked, when he saw something unbelievable.

      Something he hadn’t seen in over three months. Not since the end of the world.

      He stood there slack-jawed because, what the fuck?

      Three young women were on the front porch, staring at him with open mouths.

      “Holy shit, he’s so handsome,” the tallest one said with awe-tinged wonder, lowering her shotgun. He met her gaze. Her cheeks flushed. She looked him up and down, hunger in her eyes.

      “A man?” one of them squeaked.

      “Can I touch you?” the other one breathed.

      All three of them were armed to the teeth but seemed more distracted than ready to fight, so Trevor relaxed a bit and decided to go with the flow. “No,” he growled. “I’m not a specimen.”

      “Darn it,” the first one pouted.

      His lips twitched.

      The second one, a woman with large hazel-green eyes, tan skin and wavy brown hair, lowered her gun too and shook her head, like she was trying to clear her mind. “Sorry, it’s just that we haven’t seen another man alive since—”

      “Trevor!” a familiar voice said from behind him. Rebel stepped into the entryway. “Are you talking to me? I thought I heard—” She stopped at his side and looked out the front door. “What the hell?” she exclaimed.

      The three women turned their heads to scrutinize Rebel. She leaned in and slid her arms around his waist. He wrapped an arm around her shoulder, pulling her in tighter.

      This, he could get used to.

      “Damn it, he’s taken,” one of them said.

      “He’s mine,” Rebel declared. “You bitches better stay away.”

      He snorted. “I’m yours?” He grinned down at her.

      “At this moment you’re mine and no one else touches you but me,” she declared with fierce determination.

      This was fine with him.

      “Rebel Case?” the first woman said, her voice cracking.

      Rebel turned her head. Trevor had a sudden feeling of pity for her, understanding in that moment what it must feel like to be “Rebel Case.” It was true. Each time she met anyone new, they would always know who she was, who she used to be, and have a preconceived notion of Rebel Case the movie star.

      Rebel let go of his waist and stepped forward. He was surprised to hear her emotional response. “Krissy? Is that you?”

      “It’s me,” said the tall woman with tears clogging her throat. “I’ve lost some weight and I dyed my hair black last week because I was bored as hell and needed a change, but yeah, it’s me.” She reached out a trembling hand. “Holy shit, Rebel, I can’t believe you survived.”

      “I can’t believe I did either.” Rebel’s voice cracked. “I can’t believe it’s you. Out of all the people…”

      Rebel stepped out onto the porch and threw her arms around the taller woman. They were hugging now and crying.

      “I can’t believe this,” the third female said. She was tall and fit-looking, with dark skin and flashing black eyes. “What are the chances of that happening? I mean, California had almost forty million people living here, and most of the population dies except Rebel Case and her cousin? How can two survivors even know each other, let alone be related?”

      Trevor jerked his head around. “Cousin?”

      “Yeah. Krissy already boasted a million times that her cousin was Rebel Case, the movie star.”

      “And I never believed it,” the other woman said. “Every time she told that story, I thought she was making that shit up.”

      “Well, I was telling the truth, wasn’t I? Now you know. Rebel, these are my new friends, Kati Pearce and Tiana Lewis.”

      The women turned toward each other, shook hands, and started chatting. Trevor stepped over the threshold and quietly shut the door behind him, trying to give Rebel a bit of privacy with her cousin before everyone else found out about the new arrivals.

      “This is Trevor Mason, my boyfriend.” Rebel told them.

      He smiled broadly after this introduction. There was more shaking of hands. They put away their weapons. Trevor was happy to see the situation had decreased to DEFCON 5.

      “Come inside with us. There are more survivors to meet,” Rebel urged.

      “More than you two?” Kati gasped. She pointed a finger at Trevor. “I thought he was the guy on the radio. And wait, do you mean there are more men here? Like him?”

      “Like me?” Trevor asked. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I mean handsome and, well…” She swept a hand up and down… “you know. And also, are they all young? And are there—”

      “Brown men, are there men of color here?” Tiana broke in.

      Trevor’s brow furrowed. “Uh, well there’s Adam, the guy who broadcasts on the radio every day, his last name is Sanchez. Christian is Armenian, and Justin is African American—”

      Tiana grinned and gestured at the door. “Let’s go meet them.”

      “Wait, wait,” Trevor urged.

      “What’s wrong,” Krissy asked. “It sounds like you have three other men. One for each of us. See…” She pierced the other women with a hard stare, “I told you this place would have enough people so that there might be men for us to pair off with.”

      “One for each of us,” Tiana exclaimed. “We’ll each have our own man. Girl,” she said to Kati. “Did you hear that? We’ll each have our own man.” They held each other’s hands and squealed.

      Trevor shook his head.

      “You guys, wait,” Rebel said. “What Trevor was trying to say is that one of those men is taken.”

      “Huh?” Tiana’s shoulders slumped. “Taken? Which one? By who?”

      “There are two more women in their group.”

      “Dammit,” Krissy said.

      “Adam is married to Rachel,” Trevor explained.

      “Married? A married couple survived the apocalypse? You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

      “No, they met and fell in love afterwards and recently got married. She’s pregnant too,” Rebel said.

      “Oh, oh okay. Wow, that’s romantic. And she’s going to have a baby? Well, shit, that’s wonderful, and he’s definitely taken. So that leaves two more men, right?” Kati said.

      “I’m not so sure,” Rebel explained. “I think there’s something there between Sebastian and Phoebe, and the last guy, Christian, he’s in deep mourning.”

      “Well, everyone lost someone in the apocalypse,” Krissy snapped. “He’s not exactly a special snowflake because he lost someone.”

      Trevor clenched his fists, took a deep breath and explained, “He lost his wife and two small children, and his wife was eight months pregnant with their third child when she died. She screamed and bled out in the hallway of a hospital and there was no one to help her. He buried all three of them himself in their backyard. I found him on the front porch of his house, with a gun in his hand contemplating how to end himself.”

      Everyone was quiet for a moment.

      Kati coughed. “Well, sounds like there aren’t any men for us after all.”

      “That fucking sucks,” Tiana gritted. “This whole world sucks.”

      Trevor felt for them. He’d lived like that at first, too, wondering if he’d be spending the rest of his life jacking off, alone. Living on a planet with billions of people and being single when you wished you weren’t was hard enough, but having that option of meeting someone taken away from you, it played with your mind. It was something that could pull the rug out from under you and suck you into a dark place of no hope.

      He’d been there. And now—he glanced at Rebel—he had hope.

      “You still need to come in with us,” Rebel coaxed. “There are three men, two women and a little girl in there. Survivors, other survivors, and survivors need to stick together.”

      He smiled hearing Rebel use Rachel’s favorite line.

      “A girl?” Kati squealed. “They have a little girl with them? A child survived?”

      “Yes,” Rebel answered. “She’s seven years old.”

      “What color is she?” Kati asked.

      “What does it matter?” Trevor challenged. Why did these woman keep asking about the color of a person’s skin? “She’s a girl, that’s all you need to know.”

      Kati turned toward him. “It matters because I made a vow to myself that since the world ended and now we’re starting over, there’s no way in hell I’m going to accept things being how they used to be. No fucking way do white people get to rule everything and people of color get shit again. White men don’t get to automatically be the leaders. Women get to be treated equal. And LGBTQ people, they don’t get last place in the line again either. Enough of that crap. I’m not living with a bunch of white men who think they’re in charge. If your group is all white and proud of it, too, with the men thinking they rule the roost, I’m like, thanks but no thanks and I’ll be movin’ on. I’m telling you, I’d rather live alone.”

      They were quiet for a moment, chewing on what Kati had said.

      “The little girl, her name is Josie and I think she’s half African American,” Rebel offered. “And as far as I can tell, everyone treats everyone else here equally. No racism or sexism. I would’ve left immediately if I’d sensed any of that.”

      There were tears in Kati’s eyes. She stepped forward, towards the door. “Okay,” she swallowed. “Okay then, let’s give this a try.”
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      Rebel was worried about introducing the new women to the already established group of survivors on the farm, but it ended up being a nonevent.

      Trevor shrugged. “Those women are a handful, but believe me, the others are nothing but excited to see them.”

      “Are you sure?” Rebel asked. “Krissy’s my cousin, but I’d be the first to say she can be a royal pain in the ass. She’s got a big mouth and she’s not afraid to use it. We’ve gotten into epic fights in the past over her knack for saying exactly the wrong thing at exactly the wrong time.”

      “Huh,” he grunted. “Still…it’s fine.”

      And it was.

      The women put their guns away. Krissy pulled out the charm. Kati and Tiana were weeping openly and hugging Josie, thrilled to see a child again. Rachel was weeping too at the sight of more females to bond with. Rebel was glad to see that everyone seemed to get along. The three women weren’t embarrassing her…yet.

      “Hey, Rebel.” Rachel pulled her aside, “I was just talking with Adam and Christian. We’re thinking of putting all three women up in the tour bus. That way Christian can still spend the nights with Justin in the RV to keep an eye on him. And you can keep staying with Trevor. Do you like that idea? Does it sound good to you, too?”

      Rebel bit her lip. “I feel guilty letting Christian do that. That should be my responsibility.”

      “Look, it gives Christian something to do. He really doesn’t mind. In fact, it was his idea. I know him, he’d say something if it bothered him.”

      Rebel exhaled. “Alright.”

      “You’re still with Justin during the day, taking care of him. And tomorrow your cousin can hang out with you in the RV too. By the way, how cool that your cousin survived the apocalypse. I mean, what were the chances of that happening?”

      

      One hour later, Rebel still couldn’t get those words out of her mind. It really was crazy-sauce that Krissy survived. She stood next to her cousin in the doorway of the RV. She’d brought the three women over to introduce them to Justin, who luckily had been awake at the time and reasonably lucid. Kati and Tiana were still in there, chatting with him, but he wasn’t able to talk much in between his coughing fits and scary gasps for breath. Poor guy.

      She’d stepped outside for a moment, and Krissy came with her. Trevor and Adam were talking outside too, far enough away that she couldn’t hear their conversation—and they couldn’t hear hers.

      “It’s pretty amazing, isn’t it, that two cousins survived the apocalypse?” Rebel said.

      Krissy nodded absently, but her eyes were on Trevor as he talked to Adam. She shook her head and met Rebel’s gaze. “So,” she said, changing the subject. “That’s your boyfriend? The tattooed bad boy? Not the guy you were living with for the last couple months who is super hot, not the clean-cut biologist or the guy who looks like the handsomest movie star to step out of India, no, you go for the guy who looks like a convict?”

      Rebel wagged a finger at her. “Hey, no comments required from the peanut gallery.”

      “Your mom would’ve freaked.”

      Rebel hissed out a breath. It was true, Mom would’ve freaked. She’d been conservative to the core. The only way Rebel had been able to get started in that dangerous, morally corrupt acting business as a child was because her mom had been there every step of the way hovering like a hawk.

      “Hey, it’s true. Your whole family would’ve shit a brick. Look at him, Rebel, yeah he’s hot, but get a load of those tats. Those aren’t your normal-guy-playing-at-looking-tough kinda tats, those tats are the real deal, the kind guys get in prison.”

      “What?” Rebel gasped. “He’s not like that. Can’t a guy like cars and motorcycles, have tats and not be a criminal or an asshole?”

      “You know that’s a fantasy, right?” Krissy said. “Those kinds of guys don’t exist. If they look bad, then they are bad. And then you stay with a man like that if you’re bad too, so in essence, his racist, sexist behavior, his cheating, his constant law-breaking…won’t really bug you enough to make you leave because none of it is your hard line. I don’t really see you as the type of woman who’d be with a man you had to wait for, while you know, he did time in prison. You’re not the old lady type, Rebel.”

      “What do you mean? What’s an old lady?”

      “You’re really as innocent as you look, aren’t you? Rebel, he has a swastika tattoo on his neck. On. His. Neck. When you have shit like that right there on your neck, you don’t have a normal job. He’s not even trying to hide it by putting it somewhere where clothes will cover it up. Is he a Nazi or something?”

      Rebel sucked in a breath. “Hell, no. How can you think that?”

      “I don’t know… Swastika?”

      “He’s not like that. I’ve spent every minute with him these last few days. I know everyone he knows and I watch how he treats me and everyone else. I’ve seen nothing, not one thing, to hint that he’s some kinda racist asshole.”

      “What did he say when you asked him about it?”

      Rebel pressed her lips together. “He said he regretted it every day of his life.”

      “Yeah, well, he better because it’s not like he’s got a damn kitten on his neck.”

      “Leave me alone, I know what I’m doing,” Rebel gritted.

      Krissy groaned. “Just be careful, okay? I’m worried you’re biting off more than you can chew. Literally.”

      “Cut it out,” Rebel said. “He was not in prison. He’s not a Nazi. You always do this. The world has ended and you still have to find ways to poke holes in me? Can’t you just be happy for me?”

      “This is me looking out for you. I’m just telling you the truth, the unvarnished truth, because someone has to, and if your family won’t, then who will? I don’t get good vibes from that guy. I’m worried that you’ll get hurt.”

      “Trevor wouldn’t hurt me.”

      “Maybe not physically…”

      Rebel exhaled loudly. “He’s a good guy.”

      “So you think you’ve found the holy grail, a bad boy with a heart of gold? Rebel, I know you. This would normally be your hard line. What happened?”

      “Maybe I have found the holy grail. I know it sounds crazy, how can that be true? But really, he’s been nothing but nice. He’s respectful to everyone here. The other men and women here respect him. Look, it’s not permanent anyway, he and I don’t have anything serious going on. He wants to stay with me, but I’m only here until Justin gets better, then Justin and I are leaving to go back to Carmel. We’re just here visiting. Come on, since when have I ever stayed with a guy long enough to let him hurt me?”

      “Okay, you have a point. I don’t know though, I see the way you look—”

      “Rebel?”

      Her breath caught in her throat. She turned her head. Trevor was standing right in front of her and Krissy, at the bottom of the steps leading to the RV. Adam was gone. Had he heard what she’d said? She examined his face. By the look of that hard jaw and those flashing, darkened eyes, she guessed he had. Dammit.

      “Can I talk to you? Alone.”

      She swallowed.

      “Good luck,” Krissy whispered as she went down the steps past Trevor.

      Rebel waited for Krissy to disappear around the corner of the RV. She stepped down so she could be close to Trevor. His blue eyes were two dark pools of ink. His face a mask of frustration.

      She felt like crap.

      “Look,” she said. “I’m sorry about what you overheard—”

      “I know you think you’re leaving, but you’re not. Or, if you are going, then I’m coming with you. We’re a package deal.”

      Oh god. Krissy’s words were ringing in her ears. Strengthening her earlier resolve to keep this shallow and simple. For her own good. For his good too. She needed to focus on helping Justin to recover, reuniting with her cousin, and taking care of her baby. She was pregnant and soon she’d be showing and Trevor would be horrified that she was pregnant with some rapist’s kid and this would all be over. But even if she wasn’t pregnant, it would all be over in a matter of months, if not weeks. One day he would see this was the right decision and he would thank her for her foresight, keeping things light between them. She took a deep breath and said what needed to be said. “I am, Trevor. I can’t stay. And you can’t come with me.”

      “Why not? All of the reasons you’ve given me are shit. Give me a reason that’s good, like you don’t care about me and the sex is shit, and I’ll believe that.”

      She stood quietly, not knowing what to say.

      “Yeah. Because you know you do care and the sex is fantastic. Why the fuck would you leave and not want me with you? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “There are things you don’t know.”

      “How about you tell me and then I’ll know.”

      She shook her head. “Trevor, don’t do this. Don’t ruin the time we have together.”

      He pulled her close. “Listen, I’m not like the suits or soft boys you used to fuck. The guys who were out to stick their dick in Rebel Case, the movie star, and then run away when it got too much. I’m in this for the long haul. I’m not fucking you just because the sex is fantastic, because it is, I’m fucking you because you’re my woman, the only woman I want to fuck for the rest of my life. Do you hear me?”

      “No, don’t say that,” she whispered, scared out of her mind at the seriousness of his tone.

      “Do you have plans on fucking someone else?”

      “No.” Because she didn’t. She really didn’t. She’d assumed she’d have to live her life out hoping for crumbs from this man. Hoping he’d occasionally visit her and be nice to her child, maybe treat her baby like a distant uncle and they’d be able to hook up occasionally in between his other hookups. But she’d accepted the possibility that he’d most likely find someone else to settle with. Someone without a pesky kid or needy emotions. But for her, he’d be the only one. Trevor was it for her. She’d never move on. He’d ruined her for anyone else.

      The fucker.

      “I don’t either. You’re it for me, Rebel. You need to get that into your hard head and get with the program and stop pushing me away.”

      “Rebel!” Kati yelled from the doorway to the RV. “Justin’s asking for you.”

      “Just a sec, I’ll be right there.”

      Trevor stared at her. She stared back.

      “You’re mine,” he said.

      She threw her hands up. “How can you be so sure about this? You barely know me! What if you’re wrong about this? About us?”

      

      Trevor stared hard at Rebel, thinking deep about her question, because…it was a good question. How did he know? How was this hookup different than any woman before? This wasn’t even a hookup anymore. If he was truthful with himself, the moment he’d laid his hands on her in that parking lot in Casa de Fruta, minutes after meeting her…he’d known she was the one. He’d never felt anything so instant, so volatile, for a woman before. It had been instantaneous, the need to mark her like he was a goddamn werewolf or something. Mark this woman with his scent, so no other man could have her. He’d turned into a caveman, getting his fingers in her cunt and marking her as his.

      At first he’d thought it had been a reaction to the fact that there weren’t that many women left and he’d wanted one for himself and there she was. Also, she was goddamn Rebel Case the famous movie star, the woman he’d always dreamed of, right there in his arms. But now, days into knowing her, learning her ways, her body, her likes and her dislikes, the way she thought, the way she treated other people…

      Why did he want Rebel permanently and not Rachel? Why did he want her and not any of the women he’d fucked before? Why did the three new women who’d shown up that day not even register on his radar?

      A wave of bedrock emotion hit him hard. A feeling so deep it was scary to touch. He’d never cared for a woman who wasn’t a family member the way he cared for this woman. And it was fucking scary because finally, when he wanted a woman for himself, no more sharing, and he thought yeah, she’s the one—he couldn’t convince her to stay.

      “I’ve never felt so certain about anything else in my life,” he told her.

      Her eyes widened.

      In the past, before he’d gone to prison, before the end of the world, women had been easy. He could go to the bar his club went to and he’d have a woman sucking his dick before the night was over. He enjoyed threesomes with two women some nights. One-night stands with one chick, the next night someone else. It was easy. Fun. Towards the end he was getting tired of the hookups—even that seemed too difficult, too much work—so he’d started up with married couples, becoming the third in the relationship. That worked fine, no entanglements. All the fun, none of the work. He could fuck and walk away and go back to his own bed that night. Perfect.

      But for once, he’d met a woman he wanted to open up to. A woman he liked just having by his side. Waking up to in his bed in the morning. He felt in his heart that they were similar. Totally fuckin’ weird considering she’d been a famous movie star and singer and he was…a convict. A man without honor. A man who’d never been in an actual relationship with a woman before, a man who’d broken the law countless times, who’d belonged to one of the worst gangs in the country. He’d lived and worked with men who were no better than beasts, he could see that now, and he’d been one of them. Selling drugs, smuggling drugs, and turf wars. Killing competitors. Constantly figuring how to foil the county sheriffs and the DEA.

      But all that was in the past. It was over now. And all he wanted to do was make Rebel happy. To keep her by his side and use all those skills from his past to be the mean motherfucker who kept other assholes away from her and kept her safe.

      He knew she was right for him, but he’d never thought why, just went with his gut reaction.

      Rebel blew out a breath, stepped up onto her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. “Honey, I think you need to think about this more. Okay? I’ve got to go check on Justin. We’ll have to talk about this later.”

      He nodded, stunned at the realization that was forming in his mind.

      He loved this woman.

      And somehow, he had to make her see that she loved him too.
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      “You know, this whole apocalypse could’ve been worse,” Rachel said as she weeded the tomatoes.

      “How could it possibly have been worse?” Rebel questioned. She sat up and wiped sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand. “All of the people any of us ever knew and loved are dead and buried. Our civilization is gone. How could it be worse?”

      “This could’ve been a zombie apocalypse.”

      Rebel snorted in response. Okay, she had a point.

      “Oh hell, no,” Phoebe replied, stabbing her trowel into the soil. “Don’t start that again.” Phoebe’s hair was pulled back into a perfectly sleek ponytail, she wore tiny shorts and a tank top, looking terrific as usual.

      Josie had left to join Christian, who was now in the barn. Krissy, Kati and Tiana had gone with her to explore and meet the livestock. Sebastian was taking another shift with Justin in the RV. And Adam and Trevor were out doing a perimeter check.

      So that left Rebel gardening with Rachel and Phoebe in the early afternoon. They were in a large greenhouse that, the women explained, had been built last month by Trevor, Adam and Sebastian because of the possibility of future radioactivity from the nuclear power plants. This way they might be able to protect their food from acid rain. It was a smart idea.

      Phoebe had explained that they usually gardened first thing in the morning because it was too hot to stay outside. Normally, by this time in the afternoon it was apparently already one hundred degrees and there was no way they could be out there. Today, however, they were able to switch the schedule because the weather was cooperating, and it was breezy and only 89 degrees with clouds in the sky.

      Eighty-nine degrees. Rebel was still hot as hell, but the other two were chatting and laughing like it was a glorious spring day. Rachel pointed out that in the Valley eighty-nine degrees was “sweater weather.”

      “It’s true,” Rachel continued with her zombie apocalypse logic, “what if we’d had to put up with all those dead bodies reanimating, coming back to life and tearing us apart for food? We’d all be scared out of our minds, living in a fortified city, instead of here, in comfort, on this farm.”

      “Or this could have been like War of the Worlds and we’re taken over by aliens,” Rebel threw in. “That would be worse than zombies. What if they’re not only trying to kill all of us, but they’re terraforming the planet to fit their alien biology?”

      “Terraforming?” Phoebe asked. “What the hell is terraforming? Okay, you two need to stop it, you’re scaring me.”

      “What if the aliens had given us all a virus that turned us into zombies? They were killing us by having us turn on each other,” Rachel returned.

      “Oh, then as the last survivors we’d all be hiding on the second story and above on buildings when we went out because—”

      “Zombies can’t climb stairs,” they both said at the same time, laughing at their inside joke.

      “Oh god, not you too,” Phoebe muttered. “One nerd was enough, now I’ve got the both of you to contend with.”

      “Well, I’m just saying it really could have been worse,” Rachel said. “At least in our version of the apocalypse, the dead people are having the decency to stay dead. The virus ran its course, and now everyone who is left alive is immune. So all that’s left is for us to rebuild, and at least we can do that in peace.”

      “I don’t know,” Rebel disagreed. “I think it’s pretty bad living in an empty world. It can drive a person crazy,” she said, thinking of her own struggles to remain sane that first month. “It’s an enormous thing, knowing at least billions of people suddenly died around the planet and you were one of the lucky ones to have made it out alive. And they’re all out there, decomposing.”

      “I hate that we can’t bury them, give them the respect they deserve,” Rachel muttered.

      “We can’t bury all those people. It’s not possible.” Phoebe replied.

      “I know, I know,” Rachel responded. “But I can wish, can’t I?”

      “Back in Carmel I either stayed inside or only walked the perimeter of the property or along the beach and the paths that Justin and I had already long ago cleared. The bodies are everywhere. It gives me the freaks. I only go into town when I absolutely have to, and if I do go, I go with Justin.”

      The cities were nothing but mausoleums, piles of rotting bodies. Hopefully each year it would get better. The bodies would decompose to bones, the weather and the scavengers would do their work. One day she would walk into Carmel and find grass covering the piles of corpses and then afterwards, flowers. But right now, the cities, the whole state, was in summertime prime rotten infested black death. She couldn’t stand it.

      “This is what’s good about living out here in the country,” Rachel said. “We got rid of the hidden bodies. Well, except I’m certain there are a lot in all those farmhouses dotted out there in the countryside. But all the bodies that were here, or anywhere on this farm, have been found and burned or buried. The area cleaned up. The road from here to Fresno is clear. And we’ve scouted the best places for supplies with the best routes. This farm is pretty self-sufficient with power and water. It’s not so bad here. There’s more of us to help clear places out. I’m really hoping that you and Justin, and also Krissy, Kati and Tiana, will choose to live here. If not exactly right here on the farm, then in farmhouses close by. We could all be together and help each other.”

      “I really don’t know yet,” Rebel hedged. “Like I said before, I have to wait for Justin to recover, and he and I need to talk about it. I don’t want to speak for him, and wherever he goes, I go. We’re a package deal. And about Krissy and the others, you know, I’m just realizing I haven’t even had a chance yet to ask them about their plans. Have you?” Rebel huffed as she pulled a particularly stubborn weed.

      “All I know is that they seem to be on some kind of quest to find more men.” Phoebe frowned. “

      I really hope that they’re careful,” Phoebe said. “There’s a group of dangerous men living in the mountains.”

      “Oh yeah, Trevor said something about that before, that you guys met one other small group of survivors, but they were ex-cons banding together and you avoid them.”

      “We definitely avoid them,” Rachel said. “We haven’t heard from them since three of them kidnapped us, and that was what, two weeks ago?”

      “Yeah,” Phoebe answered. “Maybe a little longer.”

      “What?!” Rebel sputtered. “They kidnapped you? When? How?”

      “I was visiting Phoebe, Sebastian and Josie—I’d just met them—when three men broke into the house, tied up Sebastian, and took the three of us. They drove us up into the mountains and stopped at a lodge, well really a former big cat sanctuary, and kept us there. Our men found us there, shot the other men and saved us.”

      Rebel had a hand over her mouth, shocked. Speechless. She hadn’t known it was this bad. Here she was, thinking these other men were just annoying, posturing ex-cons, and instead they’d actually tried to hurt people. She dropped her hand. “The three of you were okay? They didn’t hurt you?”

      “They raped me,” Phoebe said.

      Rebel sucked in a breath.

      “They put Rachel in a cage, and I went up to the big house with them. I knew one of them wanted Josie.

      Rebel whimpered

      I did my best to let them know I was willing, that they didn’t need to bother with the little girl.”

      Rebel whimpered.

      “Two of them took me into a bedroom and raped me while Josie was down the hall watching a movie. I’m just happy nothing happened to Josie.”

      “Oh God, Josie. Rachel…did they rape you too?”

      “No. I was next on the list, stuck in a stupid cage, outside all night freaking out, wondering what was happening in the lodge and I couldn’t do a damn thing to help. It was terrible,” Rachel said.

      “I do my best to not think of it,” Phoebe said. “It helps if I tell myself if I dwell on it too much, they win. You know?”

      “I do know,” Rebel said. “I…” she hesitated. “I was raped too. Right at the end, when everything had gone to hell and people were acting like lunatics.”

      “Oh honey, I’m sorry,” Rachel said.

      Rebel locked eyes with Phoebe. It had happened to this woman too. She knew exactly what she’d gone through. The pain, both physical and mental.

      Rebel took a deep breath and decided to go ahead and talk about it. She felt comfortable talking to these women, and she hadn’t told anyone the actual story yet, but she suspected it would feel good to get it out, like Phoebe had done. “I had a sprained ankle, a busted lip, bruised jaw and eye because they beat me up. I was depressed for a while, mainly because those two guys had been friends of mine before the end. They were part of the industry, part of the crew for a couple of movies I’d worked on. I remember standing around laughing with them and other people at wrap parties. One guy was married with kids! I don’t know, it was just harder because of that. The…the…”

      “Betrayal,” Rachel said. “You felt betrayed.”

      She nodded. “Like, who the fuck could I trust anymore?”

      Rachel and Phoebe exchanged a glance. It was full of meaning, not that she could decipher what the meaning was.
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      Rebel gripped the handlebar of the fancy red ATV she was riding, a huge smile on her face. Trevor promised to bring more to put on the farm, but right now she knew they only had two and she’d taken the last one.

      Hey, first come, first served.

      While they were gardening, Rachel mentioned that the chickens needed to be checked. And since Rebel knew where the chickens were and how to drive the ATV to check on their numbers, she’d volunteered to do that on the spot. Practically jumped up so no one else could offer. They’d laughed at her enthusiasm and let her take over the chore. So here she was. Away from toiling in the dirty garden and out in the open with the warm breeze whipping through her hair.

      Talking with Rachel and Phoebe was great, but damn, she’d learned not even the presence of a shirtless George Clooney could make gardening fun.

      Her teeth clicked together as the ATV bounced over the field. She saw the chickens huddled together under the metal awning. Poor babies. They looked hot. She squeezed the brakes and her vehicle skidded to a stop.

      Rebel lifted her sunglasses and wiped beads of sweat off the tops of her cheeks. Another scorcher in the Valley. Well, to everyone else this wasn’t a very hot day and was, in fact, a nice respite, but to her it was hell on wheels. She frowned as the skin exposed below her shorts made a wet squelching sound as she slid off the vinyl seat.

      The chickens barely fluttered as she walked near, conserving their energy. “Sorry, guys, but tomorrow one of you is going to be dinner.” She gave them a rueful smile. She knew Rachel and Phoebe were planning on making chicken soup. Poor guys. They clucked in chorus and looked too cute to kill.

      “So far it’s only eighty-nine degrees, sweeties, with a breeze, so it’s not so bad. You guys look fine. I’ve got some scraps for you to eat.”

      She scattered the food for them that Rachel had given her and took a head count like she’d been told. Uh-oh. She counted again. Six missing.

      She swung around in a circle, scanning for lost birds. Her hand automatically flew to the gun at her hip. “Where is everyone?” Rebel asked the nearest hen. She swore it raised a skeptical eyebrow at her.

      “Fine,” Rebel threw over her shoulder. “I’ll look around and find them without your help.” She walked over to a nearby copse of spindly trees shading the anemic creek Trevor had shown her that morning. He’d explained that sometimes the birds went there for water and stayed to enjoy the shade. She investigated all their favorite hangouts that Rachel had tried to describe to her and found nothing but a few white feathers. Now she got worried. Really worried. Where were the other hens? Had they been eaten?

      Damn coyotes.

      She looked down. “Oh, no.”

      On the muddy bank of the creek were two perfectly pressed tiger prints. Rebel’s heart pounded and every muscle in her body tensed. There was no mistaking them for anything else. The claw formations were the kind you could pour cement into to make a mold. She sank to her knees and reached out to touch her discovery.

      She swallowed hard, her gaze darting in every direction, and stood up, weapon in hand. The once cheerful, sunny location had turned dark and sinister. For all she knew the big cat might still be stalking her right now, licking its lips. Rebel cursed. Was it a pampered Siegfried and Roy tiger, or an evil Jungle Book tiger?

      It was certainly some type of predator she shouldn’t be messing with.

      She gripped the Glock with all her might. Self-doubt started to flood her mind. “What in the hell am I going to do now?”

      A branch snapped. Her heart pounded. She whirled around to aim at the source.

      “Whoa.” Trevor threw his palms out. “Steady there, Annie Oakley. No need for anyone to die today.”

      “Trevor?” she gasped. “Are you trying to get shot? You almost gave me a heart attack.” She lowered her weapon.

      “No, but you almost gave me one earlier when I clued in that you’d taken the ATV. You’ve only been out here once before and I don’t like the idea of you being alone. Come on, let’s get back to the ranch. You’re done.”

      “Trevor, there are six chickens missing, and I found a tiger print in the mud over there. I mean, I think it’s a tiger. Maybe it’s a cougar. I don’t know. But this can’t be good…”

      “Well, shit, let’s get out of here faster then.” He grabbed her arm. “Put that gun away.”

      He waited half a second for her to holster her weapon. She sputtered as he yanked her through the trees, up the hill and past the jabbering hens.

      “What if that tiger eats all of the chickens?” She panted as she tried to keep up with his long-legged stride.

      “We’ll worry about that later. Let’s get the hell out of here first.”

      Rebel noticed a motorcycle parked next to her vehicle. A brand-new silver and black Harley. “You have a motorcycle?”

      He grinned. “I have tats. Of course I have a motorcycle.”

      Rachel’s lips twitched. She didn’t know one thing about bikes like that, but even she could tell it was a thing of beauty. It almost made her want to own one too.

      When they reached the ATV Trevor put both hands around her waist and placed her, light as a feather, onto the seat.

      “But…but…” she sputtered.

      “But what?” Gorgeous blue eyes locked with hers.

      “What about the babies?” She gestured to the chickens.

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “Hey, those chickens are people too!”

      “Yeah, right up until the moment we eat them. They’re big boys. They can take care of themselves until we come back with reinforcements. We’re almost done building the second chicken coop. We’ll come back and get them tomorrow.”

      He mounted his vehicle as if it were a horse. She sighed. Damn, he looked good.

      “Rebel?”

      She turned on the ignition and her ATV growled back to life, then she looked up at him. “Yes?”

      “When we get back, you’re getting a spankin’.”

      He had the most mouth-watering smile on his face.

      Her stomach fluttered. “I am?”

      “Oh, yeah. I’m going to teach you a lesson. Never leave without telling me where you’re going. Follow me to the garage.” His Harley tore up the dirt and roared off ahead of her.

      Never leave without telling him where she was going? She pursed her lips.

      And holy shit, was he hot or what? Long hair fluttered in the breeze… and that scruffy chin. Wow. His beard had filled in more, even in the short time she’d known him, and it was sexier each day. His tatted arms were hard as steel as he wrangled his handlebars. The work-stained white T-shirt stretching across his muscled chest was the icing on the cake.

      He made that bike look good.

      She hit the gas so hard her head snapped back.

      “Wait for me!”

      

      Trevor pulled into the garage first, and Rebel drove the ATV inside and parked behind him. The rumbling of the engines echoed in the vast gray space.

      She cut the ignition and palmed her keys. Trevor was barely off his bike before she started talking. On the way over she’d decided a good offense was the best defense.

      “You think you’re going to spank me?” She crossed her arms, trying her best to look offended, mad, or…whatever. Not happy, excited and totally turned on. No, not that. Because actually, just thinking about getting spanked, his rough hand on her ass as he stoked her skin blazing hot…her pussy was already drenched. Her nipples two, hard points rubbing against the confines of her lacy bra.

      He tucked his keys into his pocket and gave her a lazy smile, infused with potent male virility. “Rebel, I’m always serious. You deserve a spankin’—” he said the word slower, adding a bit of fake southern drawl—“and you’re gettin’ one. I had a heart attack, not being able to find you at first. Come here and receive your punishment.”

      “Punishment?” Her breath hitched and her cheeks warmed.

      “Yep. What do you think about that?”

      “Well, I think you had me at spankin’.” She used her fingers to create quote marks in the air.

      He threw his head back and laughed. “Come here, I’ve got some teaching to do.” He reached for her waist and she twisted away.

      She took a few steps back. “Oh, no. It’s not going to be that easy.”

      His blue eyes twinkled. “You’d be surprised at how easy I can make it, or how hard.”

      “I don’t want hard.”

      “Oh, I bet you do.”

      Rebel gave him a sassy smile and jumped behind a nearby table loaded with heavy-looking tools and metal parts, putting the barrier between them. “Okay, maybe I want hard. Lots of hard. But I’m not playing easy to get.”

      She was having fun playing around with him. Actual fun. It had been so long it felt rusty.

      Trevor growled and leapt onto the table. Items clattered and banged onto the floor as he slid his whole body across and descended on the other side, right in front of her.

      Rebel gasped and laughed at the same time at his outrageous behavior and tried to dodge him. “I can’t believe you just did that. What a mess! What were—”

      She squealed with surprise as he caught her; he walked her back a step until she was pressed against a corkboard wall. He pressed so close he cut her words off. His body caged hers between a giant red tool chest and a black cabinet. He canted his head, and his lips captured hers in a rough kiss. She sighed and melted at his warm caress. The muscles of his thighs bunched against her legs through the fabric of his pants. A jolt of warmth spread between her thighs.

      “Trevor,” she murmured, and surrendered to his expert touch.

      His arms wrapped around her and one hand groped her ass. He raised his head. “Gotcha,” he said with a wink.

      How could she not laugh? A woman could fall hard for a man like Trevor. He dipped down and nibbled on the curve of her neck, his soft hair falling against her shoulder. Even as his hot kisses burned her skin, she reminded herself that this was temporary. This man wasn’t a keeper.

      But meanwhile, no reason why she and Trevor couldn’t have a little fun, right?

      He tugged her away from the wall and spun her around. Rebel sucked in her breath, surprised at the abrupt change. “What’re you doing?”

      “Bend over the table,” he ordered with intense focus. “I wanna see some skin.”

      Oooh…hot. “Okay,” she said meekly, and started to comply. “Wait.” She stood back up. “What about everyone else? We’re right here in the middle of the garage. Where are they? Maybe we should go into the office and lock the doors. I don’t want them walking in, seeing you spanking my bare ass.”

      Or did she?

      Did she want someone watching them?

      Hmm. Maybe that’s exactly what she wanted…an audience as Trevor took what he wanted.

      Damn, every moment with this man was a sexual fantasy come to life.

      A shiver ran up her spine as his large, rough hand slid under the back of her top and connected with naked skin. “Phoebe and Josie are with Justin, and everyone else is out digging another trash pit.”

      “Everyone?”

      “Yeah. Even your cousin and her friends. They all went.”

      “Oh, well, that’ll take hours.” She turned her head to look back at him. “Why aren’t you with them?”

      “You were missing, remember? I asked around to find you and no one knew, so I came looking. And now you’re going to pay for all of my troubles.”

      “Rachel and Phoebe knew where I was.”

      “I wasn’t with Rachel and Phoebe,” he growled. His hot gaze drifted down to her hips. “Pants down, now, or I’ll pull them off for you.”

      “No, wait, I’ll do it. I like these shorts.” She had them off and folded on the table in no time.

      “Panties, too.”

      She bit her lip and turned to the side so she had room to pull them off and bend down all the way to her ankles, giving him a peep show of her ass and her pussy lips.

      “Rebel,” he groaned.

      “Should I leave the top on?” she asked coyly.

      “For now.” He stretched the words out, as if they had all the time in the world. Then he reached back to pull off his white T-shirt. It went over his head and he tossed it on the floor. His torso was truly awe-inspiring. Like this was the Museum of Modern Art with a curation of Trevor Mason bad boy installations. She could hardly wait for that body to be pressed against her own.

      Her gaze skimmed down his length, resting on the phenomenal hard-on pressing against his jeans. Her breath hitched. She intimately knew the massive shaft that lay beneath and what it could do to her.

      Bring. It. On.

      She leaned forward and wiggled her bare ass. “Like this, Trevor?” She turned her head to glance back at him in all his shirtless male glory.

      His muscled arms sleeved in colored tats rippled as he adjusted her stance. “Wider,” he demanded with a stern voice.

      She did as told, her heart bursting with excitement. This was actually going to happen. He was going to spank her ass and fuck her from behind in the garage. She couldn’t help the huge smile that was spread across her face.

      “I want to feel that beautiful ass of yours hot under my hand. How many spankings do you think you deserve?”

      Was that a trick question? Her elbows and forearms pressed against the metal table. A bit uncomfortable and slippery, but she could manage. “I don’t know,” she answered truthfully. “How many do you think I need? Three?” She did her best to keep the excitement out of her voice. She’d always wanted to be spanked, but it had never happened. It wasn’t something she could ask for, it had to be administered, delivered. She’d always wanted it like this, where a man was giving it to her, as punishment. In reality, it was about control. Pain and pleasure.

      “Oh, that’s not enough,” he laughed with dark intent, all teasing gone from his voice. “Not nearly enough. I’m thinking you can handle at least twenty. I want this ass of yours a bright cherry red.”

      She swallowed hard. Jeez. Twenty? “I’m really in trouble, aren’t I?”

      No response. His rough, callused hand cupped her warm skin. She fell into a pit of ecstasy. He slid his hand low, so low, almost between the juncture at her thighs and back up again to caress the curve of her lower back. She sucked her breath in and her eyes closed in delight.

      A sudden sharp smack had her gasping and sent her skidding a few inches forward as pain radiated from her left cheek. Her eyes flew wide as she grasped the far edge of the table.

      “Trevor!” she squeaked.

      

      Trevor’s open hand whacked Rebel’s already red ass cheeks. “Nineteen.” He’d spanked her luscious skin again, and again. It was easily the sexist thing he’d ever seen his entire life.

      Rebel was panting. Her limbs trembling. That pussy drenched.

      It was easily the sexist thing he’d ever seen his entire life. She was his. He was never letting her go.

      “One more, Rebel. You’re hot as fire, honey. I’m gonna love fucking you from behind, watching my cock move under that rosy ass.”

      Rebel moaned in delight.

      He slid his hands along her silky skin, pulling the tank top. Time for the fabric to come off and reveal his woman in all her glory. She raised her arms and helped. Once it was tossed aside, Trevor unhooked her pale pink bra, and her breasts spilled out. Damn, he loved her tits. Not too big, not too small. Real, and all hers. Trevor pinched both of her nipples. She let out a soft gasp and leaned into his hands.

      A noise caught Trevor’s attention. His gaze darted up from the spectacle of Rebel’s ass and pussy to stare at the empty office. Through the window he could see the side door opening from the outside into the office.

      The others must be done with the digging and congregated there, looking for him, wondering if he’d found Rebel. Oh, he’d found Rebel, all right. No worries there. Found her, and was spanking her naked ass over the work table in the garage.

      Adam was there. He started to walk through the open door that led from the office to the garage, and stopped. His fingers ground into the door jam. His dark gaze rested on Rebel’s tight ass, then came up to meet Trevor’s eyes. His fingers ground into the door jam.

      Trevor growled a warning.

      Adam lifted his chin and stepped back.

      There were more voices coming from the outside.

      The others must be done with the digging and congregated there, looking for him, wondering if he’d found Rebel. Oh, he’d found Rebel, all right. No worries there. Found her, and was spanking her naked ass over the work table in the garage

      “Trevor, what’s that?” Rebel started to lift up.

      He pressed her back and leaned down, and spoke against her ear. “What if your friends were looking for you and found you here, with my hand on your ass and my dick in your pussy.”

      She whimpered and melted underneath him. Boneless.

      He took in great, gulping breaths. He knew Adam was watching. And he was keeping the others out.

      Trevor maneuvered his woman across the table, positioning her tight ass right where he wanted it. He slid his hand down and unbuttoned his jeans and inched the zipper apart, yanked down his pants and tighty whities, leaving them bunched around his knees. He pulled out his hard cock, already weeping at the tip with pre-cum. His palm slid along his shaft, yanking it hard, just as he liked, with a little more friction under the head.

      Body took over brain. A dangerous animal hunger ruled his emotions.

      His cock twitched.

      He guided his shaft to the opening of Rebel’s pussy and lunged forward, shoving in to the root with one sharp movement.

      She yelled out, gripping the edge of the table white-knuckled, then pushed back, begging for more.

      Holy hell. He wanted to come right then. A haze of lust seized his mind.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Trevor noted that Adam moved farther away from the open door and deeper into the shadowy office. He closed the door, blocking the view of Trevor fucking his woman from anyone else wondering into the office. Adam twisted the rod next to the blinds and tilted them down. But Trevor suspected Adam still had an explicit view of his cock fucking Rebel. Trevor looked down, watching his own glossy cock as it stretched Rebel’s lush sex wide, watched as he sank into her pussy. His chest expanded and contracted with harsh breaths.

      He fucked Rebel with the intensity of a bull, pistoning back and forth against her backside. Trevor watched and heard it all in stereo, captivated. Listening to the squeaks of the table, the slap of skin on skin, Rebel’s sighs.

      He reached down and started fingering Rebel’s clit. She thrashed and moaned harder. Her breasts jiggled against the hard surface of the table.

      “You like that, don’t you?”

      “Trevor!” she shouted. “Trevor, don’t stop, right there…I’m—”

      He felt a familiar tingling at the base of his spine. “I want you to come all over me, baby, soon. I’m almost there.”

      “Trevor!” she shouted. “Trevor, don’t stop, right there…I’m—” She shook all over with the intensity of her orgasm, shuddering. It was hitting her, wave after wave.

      Fire shot up Trevor’s dick and squeezed his balls tight. His release came so hard he leaned into his shoulder for support. “Coming inside of you, babe,” he groaned. His hips jerked and his big body shuddered against hers as he found his own release. Each spasm that jetted out of his cock felt like heaven. He filled her with his seed, because for once, he wasn’t wearing a condom. In the heat of the moment, neither of them had remembered.

      His knees weakened and he sagged against the table.

      He heard a door close.

      They were both quiet, their breaths evening out.

      He didn’t bother to pull out yet, wanting them to remain joined. Loving the feel of her wet pussy around his cock. He leaned over, covering her and held her tighter, buried his nose in her hair and inhaled. She smelled like sunshine and oranges. Beautiful.
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      A cool wind blew against Rebel’s cheeks. The summer evening was uncharacteristically light and breezy on the farm.

      Dinner was long over. Josie and Justin were safely asleep in their beds, and the rest of their little group gathered on the spacious driveway, outside the steps to the RV Justin slept in. Adam and Trevor brought enough folding camp chairs for everyone over from the garage, which was nice.

      The ten of them lounged as the twilight settled into darkness. Lanterns glowed faintly as they chatted, drinking wine and beer, everyone enjoying the unusual respite from the oppressive summer heat.

      Rebel loved it. Loved it, and then loved it some more. It reminded her of hanging out with the crew while on location. There were always RVs, and plenty of alcohol and laughter. She’d loved the camaraderie, living in isolation with a small cohort of people and growing close like a family during the filming of a movie.

      She’d had many “location hookups,” caught up in the romantic atmosphere of a situation, only to realize in the harsh light of “real life” that she and this other person were oh-so-wrong for each other. She glanced at Trevor and pursed her lips. Could what they had possibly last? Or was this, as she’d always suspected, a glorified location hookup? They seemed to get along, to have things in common, and Trevor seemed so certain they had a future together. Sometimes he made her wonder, made her wish for things that she knew were impossible.

      She’d taken the afternoon nap that was her norm. Right after Trevor had finished her punishment in the garage. She smiled again, remembering the feel of Trevor’s hand on her ass and his cock in her pussy. The naughtiness of possibly getting caught in the act. She glanced over at him. He returned her heated gaze. Her stomach swooped pleasantly.

      Trevor sat next to her, their chairs close. He’d pulled her arm over so he could place her hand on the armrest of his chair and his hand on top of hers. She found she loved his possessive displays of affection. She’d always hidden her flings from both crew and paparazzi, never having any relationship that she thought would stand the test of time, or the grueling media circus of her former life. It was nice, for once, being with a man who had the nerve to hold her hand, who demanded she recognize him in public. He seemed to automatically expect it.

      Rebel took a sip out of her water bottle and glanced around at the group. Krissy sat next to Christian. They were having an animated debate and talking loud enough that Rebel could hear every word even though they were on opposite sides of the semi-circle.

      “We can repopulate this whole planet in five hundred and fifty-six years if every woman, in every generation, gave birth to eight children,” Christian declared, a grin on his face.

      “No fucking way, that’s over six billion people. Even with eight kids each, that’s not possible, you’d have to—”

      “You look happy,” Trevor whispered in her ear.

      She stopped listening to the other conversation and looked over at him, a flush of warmth brightening her cheeks at his kind words. She brushed her thumb over the sweeping tats that ended at his wrist. “I am. I am happy. Thank you for that. Thank you for bringing me here. Justin’s doing better. My cousin is here too, which is just…I can’t even tell you what it means to me, that one of my family made it, I’m so grateful.” She met his gaze. “This time we’re having together is really special to me, I want you to know that. I had fun today, with you, in the garage.”

      “It doesn’t have to end, sweetheart. You know that, right?”

      She nodded and turned her head, breaking off their moment, taking a sip from her water bottle. She just wasn’t ready to go there yet. No matter how much she cared for him. How he spanked her ass cherry red and fulfilled all of her sexual fantasies. She still didn’t think he could handle the truth. And now that she was over three months pregnant, that truth was about to surface soon. Her stomach was growing rounded and firm. She needed for Justin to recover so they could leave, or help her come up with a plan for telling Trevor. Hiding this from him wasn’t going to last much longer.

      Ugh. It was all such a mess. Why couldn’t things just be easy?

      Rebel listened as Adam told everyone an engrossing story of the first day he’d met Trevor and Christian. It seemed to involve a bathroom, a rotting corpse, and lots of guns. They all laughed at the image.

      “So,” Rebel asked when Adam finished, “you and Rachel met in San Diego, and Trevor and Christian found each other in LA?”

      “Yes,” Trevor answered. “I found Christian in front of his house.”

      “You were driving through his neighborhood and you found him?” Tiana asked.

      “Yeah, pretty lucky, huh?”

      “Definitely, that was a needle in a haystack moment. I lived in Anaheim. There are thousands of neighborhoods in LA.”

      “I was very lucky he found me,” Christian agreed.

      “So at first, for two months, it was Rachel with the three of you men, living here on the farm? One woman and three handsome men?” Rebel winked at Rachel. “Niiiiice.”

      Rachel blushed and glanced at Trevor. Phoebe and Sebastian were whispering to each other, having their own conversation and not hearing what was being said. Christian wouldn’t meet her eyes. She noticed that Adam and Trevor looked uncomfortable.

      Hmm. This was weird.

      “What’s wrong?” Kati asked.

      Even Kati could tell something was up.

      “Nothing.” Rachel cleared her throat.

      “Yes, there is.” Rebel’s jaw tightened.

      She met Krissy’s gaze across the circle. Krissy crooked an eyebrow. Yeah, she thought something was up, too.

      Rebel hated secrets. Nothing good ever came from them. “Just tell me, tell me it all. I’m a big girl, I can handle it, whatever it is. No need for secrets when there’s only the twelve of us so far on the whole planet. Say it. Spit it out.”

      Rebel felt Trevor’s fingers tighten around her hand. She glanced at him. His brow was furrowed with concern. Her gut tightened. Her world seemed to be tilting. Again.

      “Rachel,” Adam warned.

      “I can’t keep it in anymore,” Rachel said. She looked at Adam and then at Trevor. “I’m sorry, I just can’t.”

      “Rachel,” Trevor growled.

      “What’s going on?” Tiana asked.

      “What’s everyone talking about?” Phoebe exclaimed.

      “I don’t know,” Kati said. “They won’t—”

      “I had sex with Trevor, too,” Rachel blurted.

      Rebel’s jaw dropped. Thick, uncomfortable quiet settled for a moment.

      “Holy shit,” Krissy whispered.

      Phoebe and Sebastian looked at Rachel, open-mouthed. Krissy, Kati and Tiana were pretty much in the same state of shock.

      “Rachel,” Adam sighed. “Now wasn’t the time—”

      “I can’t lie, Adam. I won’t lie about it or hide it. I didn’t do anything wrong. No one did anything wrong.” Rachel locked her gaze with Rebel’s. “This was long before he met you and it will never, ever happen again,” Rachel added with emphasis.

      Rebel blinked and sat up straight.

      Well, this was certainly unexpected.

      Trevor squeezed her hand again. She glanced up at him. He met her gaze, his brow furrowed and lines forming around his mouth. “Babe?” he questioned.

      She squeezed his hand in return and turned back to meet Rachel’s gaze. “Let’s get this straight. You had sex with Trevor before you got together with Adam?” Rebel asked, making a point of keeping her voice light.

      “Um, no.”

      Rebel gasped, unable to contain herself. She cut a glance at Adam, horrified for him and wondering what that situation must have been like. She was impressed to see he was handling it well—he held Rachel’s hand firmly in his lap, his back straight, his eyes on Trevor, but not filled with rage or condemnation, instead steady and committed.

      “The thing with Trevor was different…” Rachel offered, locking eyes with Trevor.

      “Different, how?” Rebel asked. Oh shit, was Trevor secretly pining for Rachel? Her heart squeezed.

      “It was our idea,” Adam said. “I approached Rachel and asked her how she’d feel about including Trevor in our relationship occasionally.”

      “Oh wow,” Rebel said.

      “You can say that again,” Phoebe interjected.

      Rebel looked at Rachel. “Were they sharing you? Like you had two husbands? You were in one bed one night, and another bed the other night?”

      “No,” Rachel swallowed. “I had them both, at the same time.”

      Rebel glanced back over at Adam, taking in all of his massive masculine beauty and understood perfectly why Rachel would say yes to that. The man looked like a cast member of the movie 300. And Trevor? Well, ’nuff said. Lucky girl. She’d had every man here, except for Christian, who was in mourning, and…

      “Were you in on this, too?” she asked Sebastian.

      “Nope.” He took a sip of beer. “This was before my time.”

      Rebel glanced around. “This whole sharing thing, whose idea was this?” she asked.

      “It was my idea,” Trevor said. “I approached Adam and asked if we could share his woman.”

      “His woman? So you three were having a ménage?”

      “On Adam’s terms and Rachel’s terms. I was the third person who was included occasionally.” Trevor clarified. “And yes, we were.”

      “Okay.” Rebel nodded slowly. “Sounds cool.”

      There was quiet again, everyone in the group staring at her with varying degrees of surprise. “What did you say?” Rachel asked.

      “I said, ‘that sounds cool.’ I had a ménage once, while on location for…well, I’ll keep that to myself, but yeah, it was marvelous. I can see why you went there.”

      “Oh, wow,” Phoebe said. Sebastian chuckled and shook his head.

      “You’re not still doing this ménage now, right?” Rebel asked.

      “Oh no!” Rachel exclaimed, hand on her lower stomach. “I’m pregnant, and Adam and I are married now. And anyway, Trevor’s got—”

      “You,” Trevor said, his lips brushing against her ear. “I’ve got you.” Warm eyes looked into hers. “And I don’t need or want anything else.”

      “Damn straight.” She smiled. “Okay, good, because I’m kinda possessive and I wouldn’t be able to handle sharing you while I’m here. I mean, I completely understand that happening in the past, there were hardly any of you and you needed to let off steam. Totally understandable. But that stuff stops while I’m here, right?”

      “Right,” a chorus of voices answered. Startled, Rachel looked into the smiling eyes of Rachel, Adam, Christian, Phoebe and even Sebastian, all looking at her intently. Wow, apparently she’d scored with that answer.

      “Right,” Trevor said against her ear, causing her toes to curl.

      Krissy chuckled and lifted her beer in salute. “Rebel, you’re a badass.”
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      Riding on the back of an ATV to a “secret destination” in the dark with Trevor was more fun than humans were meant to have. Rebel’s stomach swooped as they bumped over dips on the path. The wind whipped through her hair and stung her cheeks. It was wonderful. The evening was beautiful, warm but not too hot. The moon was out and the sky clear. The headlights of the ATV lit up the way ahead of them as they sped across the fields. Rebel had a sense of being happy to be alive, happy with life, with everything. And damn if she hadn’t felt that way in a long, long time.

      This kept happening a lot now that she was with Trevor.

      After she’d revealed to the group that she wasn’t bothered with the fact that Rachel, Adam and Trevor had participated in a ménage together before she’d met them, Trevor had whispered that he needed to show her something. That they needed to talk. A few minutes later they’d made their excuses and here she was, on the back of an ATV, with her arms around Trevor’s waist, her cheek against his wide back, loving every minute but curious as hell as to what he was showing her.

      Trevor stopped at a gate. He braked the ATV and walked over to open it, then he walked back and drove the ATV through. Next thing she knew they were pulling up at a one-story ranch-style house.

      “Do you like it here?” Trevor asked.

      Rebel looked around. It was hard to make out details when the sun had just set. The light from the ATV headlights gave a bit of definition. “From what I can see, it’s nice, and I like how it’s so close to the farm, but why are we here?”

      “We found this house not long after we moved into the farm,” Trevor answered. He stepped off the ATV and took her hand, helping her down. “We went through each of the surrounding houses, checking to see if anyone was alive. Or if there was anything that would pose a danger to us. No survivors, everyone was dead, and no dangers, but we found this house, close to the farm. To get back to the farm from here you don’t even have to take the main road because we cut that piece of fence out and replaced it with a gate, so now you can just go straight through back to the farmhouse by walking or driving a cart or ATV.”

      “Wait, that gate back there, that wasn’t there before? You guys installed that? Wow.”

      “Yeah, we did.”

      They walked in silence for a few minutes toward the house.

      “Sebastian and Phoebe have a lot of stuff,” Trevor said suddenly.

      Rebel nodded. They certainly did. They had a long-haul truck parked on the edge of the west pasture, near the main house. It was huge. Once, Phoebe had given her a tour of the inside. It had been hard to see because everything was so cramped, but it looked like there was a treasure trove of amazing items they’d both saved from LA before they’d left. The moment she’d seen it, Rebel wanted to kick herself for not doing the same. She’d been so upset, in pain and so despondent at the end, not thinking clearly about the future. She’d gathered what she’d needed immediately and left Malibu and headed north, thinking that she’d come back eventually, but now she’d learned she would never be going back. Christian had told her how the nuclear reactors on the coast were ticking time bombs and could go off any moment. It wasn’t safe to go back to LA, ever.

      “They need somewhere else to store their stuff, somewhere where they can spread it out and keep it climate controlled.”

      “Oh, so they’re going to use this house as storage and park the truck out here?”

      “Maybe. Or they might move in instead, with Josie and put their things in the garage.”

      “Oh, really?” Rebel cracked a smile. “Are they still going to sleep in separate rooms?”

      Trevor laughed. “Up until the moment Sebastian grows some balls and tells the woman he loves how he feels about her.”

      Trevor’s words lingered in the air. They were both quiet for a moment, uncomfortable with the connotation. Trevor coughed. “Well, what I’m trying to say is we don’t know who’s going to live here yet. We know we need more space, but it hasn’t been decided yet who is going where.”

      “Why not?”

      “We’re waiting on you.”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah, you and Justin and now the other women. We don’t know if any of you are staying permanently and if you do stay, where you’ll want to live. We don’t know if the three women want to stay. We don’t want to make a decision unless all of you have a say in the matter. If you stay, we want to make sure everything is fair and everyone likes where they’re living.”

      “Oh.” That was kind of them. Really kind. Why did they all have to be so damn nice? Why couldn’t they all just be a bunch of assholes she was trying to get away from? That would make this so much easier.

      “If you did decide to stay, one option would be that you could live here, with me.”

      She turned to look at him. “With you, here? Like we’re married or something?”

      He moved close and took her in his arms. She loved it when he did that. So warm and comforting. His manly scent surrounded her—leather and coffee. Trevor loved his coffee, and she loved his coffee too. His amazing blue eyes sparkled as he stared down at her. “Don’t be scared,” he said.

      “What? I’m not scared of you.”

      He crooked an eyebrow.

      She placed a hand against the fabric of his dark T-shirt, feeling the warmth and hardness of his muscled chest through the fabric.

      “Why won’t you even consider staying?” he asked.

      “I can’t stay,” she answered honestly.

      He took a deep breath and swallowed. “I could go with you,” he offered. “Wherever you want to go, I could go there with you.”

      She stood frozen, like a deer caught in headlights, suddenly remembering a day, three years before, when she was younger and stupider, when she’d believed men when they made promises. Eric had said nearly the same thing to her that Trevor was saying. He’d said he loved her and, in a fancy, crowded restaurant in LA, publicly asked her to marry him. He’d slid a large diamond on her finger and she’d cried with joy. The paparazzi had gone crazy, taking pictures outside the restaurant window. They’d been on the cover of all the magazines. Eric was a musician with a popular band, so the public went crazy over their courtship. He promised he’d find a way to go where she did, work his life around hers so they could be together. It had been both magical and wonderful, one of the most romantic nights of her life. Like something straight out of one of her movies.

      In the end none of those things had happened.

      It was like one of her movies—just a story. Total fantasy and make-believe. Two months later, Eric had moved in with Rebel’s best friend, Evangelene, claiming he couldn’t help who he fell in love with. With tears in his eyes he’d told her that love was love. He had to follow his heart, right?

      She’d learned the brutal truth—if something seemed too good to be true, it probably was.

      Rebel was sure that Trevor felt deep feelings for her. She was certain that Eric had meant every word he’d said too. When Eric had asked her to marry him, he’d felt those emotions, felt love for her and passion and thought it would last forever. But it was temporary.

      She was getting in too deep with Trevor, and it would just hurt worse when he left. They’d meet other survivors. He’d see another woman who caught his eye and he’d be gone.

      Being a movie star didn’t mean she could keep the love of a partner. She’d noticed in her old life it was actually the opposite, it made it harder. Was a man with her for her or for the notoriety? For the money or for the connections? And now that the world had ended she still had these same fears, but they were slightly different. Was Trevor with her because there was no one else? Because there wasn’t any choice?

      “See, there it is, you look scared.”

      “Okay, I am scared,” she admitted. “But it’s because I’m afraid you’re making a proclamation you think is true now, but you’ll wish later you hadn’t made.”

      “What in the hell are you talking about? You think I won’t keep my word?”

      “No, no,” she backpedaled. “I think you really want to stay with me. I think you believe what you’re saying. Now.” She stopped, unable to continue without offending him more. “This is already more than I’ve ever gone with any man in years. More than maybe any man ever.”

      “What?”

      “This…this…where I sleep in your bed every night. Where we pretend that we’re living together. My clothes are in your closet! My toiletries are in your bathroom! You know how I like my coffee and you make it that way every morning.”

      “And…what’s wrong with that?” He grinned. “I don’t mind that you snore, you know. It’s cute.”

      “I don’t snore.”

      “You do and it’s damn cute. Sort of a series of snorts.”

      “We take showers together.”

      “I know, it’s great.”

      “Last night we made dinner in your kitchen, we washed dishes together and then went to bed early. Like we were a couple or something.”

      “Why is this bad?” He cupped her face with a rough hand. Her breath hitched. He looked deep into her eyes. “I care about you. You, Rebel Case. Not Rebel the movie star. I’m talking about Rebel, the woman in my bed. I want us to stay together. Here, or wherever you want to go. I hope you feel the same way about me, too.”

      He’d said this to her several times now. Never wavering. Her eyes welled up with hot tears. “What about Justin?” she deflected.

      “You, me and Justin. I’ve already told you this, but I’ll repeat it a thousand times if I have to. I’ll go with the both of you, wherever you want.”

      Shit, there he went again, being so reasonable, so loyal. What the fuck?

      She placed both hands on his chest now, to ward him off. “Trevor, I…”

      “Don’t answer now, think about it. We need to talk about something else. I owe you an explanation about what happened earlier, about what Rachel told you. Come here.” He tugged her hand and led her over to the front steps of the house. He sat down on a creaky step and she sat next to him and leaned into the crook of his arm.

      The sun had fully set and the house and yard were dark. No street lights. No porchlight. Just the glow of the ATV headlights, offering a dim view of the front yard. A bird cooed in the distance. Rebel settled into the warmth of Trevor’s embrace, curious to hear what he had to say.

      “I had girlfriends in high school,” he told her, “but then in my twenties I discovered ménage and my whole world changed. I was really into it. I even joined a sex club for a while.”

      Rebel nodded. “I joined one too, in LA. Very exclusive. I only used a private room.”

      “It was there that I met Brad and Mariah. They were a married couple and I was their third.”

      “Did you enjoy that?”

      “Hell yes, it was perfect. I liked the long term. I enjoyed their company. We cared about each other. But I always knew they were the main couple, and this was fine with me. I was in the middle of my twenties, I was…gone a lot, busy with other things, and I kinda liked having a commitment that was so easy for me to maintain.”

      “How long were you guys together?”

      “Two years.”

      “You broke up?”

      “Yeah, I was gone for a while, and next thing I knew I’d been replaced by a new and improved model they’d found at the sex club. I thought they were into me, but it turned out I was easily replaceable.”

      “I’m sorry, Trevor. That must’ve hurt.”

      He shrugged. “It planted the seed in my mind that maybe the whole life I’d been living—not being attached to anyone and happy that I wasn’t weighed down by having someone for myself—was a load of crap. I used to think it was perfect, I was having my cake and eating it too, but the novelty began to wear off. The final decision on that came after Adam and Rachel.”

      “What happened with that?”

      “It’s pretty much like they said. It was the end of the world and Rachel was possibly the only woman left alive. So I did my best to get in on that.” He nudged her shoulder. “What do you think about that? Truthfully. That I had a threesome, more than once, with Adam and Rachel?”

      “I think I would’ve done the same thing if I were you. It was smart thinking. Like you said, for all you knew she was maybe the last woman on the planet left alive. You would’ve been left jacking off for the rest of your life, knowing they were banging in the room next door and you were odd man out.”

      “That’s exactly what I said. Even the part about jacking off alone.”

      She chuckled. “Well, so you guys ended it when Rachel got pregnant?”

      “Yeah, about that time. Also, they got married and drew closer in their relationship. Then a week later we got your message. And when I heard the voice of a woman, your voice…I instantly volunteered to come and meet you and bring you in on the off chance you were available.”

      “What would you have done if it had turned out Justin and I were madly in love? Or what if it turned out we were so different, you couldn’t stand me?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t want to think about that situation. There’s enough horror in the world as it is. I was grateful God had thrown me a bone, leaving you just for me. Like we were meant to be. I mean, what were the chances of me finding you, you being single even though you’d been living with another man, you even being alive, and also you were as hot for me as I am for you?”

      “So you think I’m a gift from God?” she laughed.

      “Pretty much.”

      “Oh, come on,” she teased. “You just want me because I’m one of the last women alive on earth so I seem all bright and shiny.”

      “No, that’s not it.”

      “You want me because I’m a movie star.”

      “You were a movie star. Now you’re just Rebel. And no, that’s not why I want you.”

      “Bullshit. If there were more women here, you’d be encouraging me to go ahead and move into the RV with Justin so you could hook up with them.”

      “Sweetheart, more women did show up and I haven’t hooked up with any of them. And there are other men here and you’ve only had eyes for me.”

      Oh shit. He had a point.

      “I don’t only have eyes for you,” she muttered.

      He crooked an eyebrow.

      She felt the heat of a blush on her cheeks. “Dammit,” she burst out, totally embarrassed. “If I wasn’t a movie star, you wouldn’t give me the time of day.”

      “Nice try but no dice. You’re not a movie star anymore, you’re just Rebel, and you know I love you the way you are.” He moved in close and wrapped his arm around her, brushed his nose against hers in that way she totally fucking loved. In that way that caused her insides to melt and her heart to race. “And you love me the way I am, too, tats and all.”

      Her breath caught in her throat at his pronouncement. He loved her?

      No way.

      Oh fuck, he was right. She totally did love this big, tattooed guy. But goddamn it. She put her hands on his chest and pressed, pushing him back. “You’ve only known me for a week,” she whispered. “Justin is still sick. He’s getting better, but he’s still out of it. Wait until you know me better, when you know Justin.”

      “I don’t need to wait. I know what I want. It’s up to you and Justin to decide if you want me. You’re right, there’s no need to make this decision now. Let’s wait until Justin gets better. This gives me more time to convince you that you need to stay.”

      She grinned allowing herself the brief fantasy that she did stay with Trevor. That she stayed on the farm and told him about the baby she was carrying and he was overjoyed and they could become a family.

      The baby.

      Her wishful thoughts came to a screeching halt. No, she was on her own with this. The only person she could possibly count on was Justin. Trevor was a lovely fantasy, nothing more. Justin would wake soon, she’d tell him about the baby and about how she needed to go back to Carmel, and they’d leave as early as next week. She didn’t yet know what Krissy’s plans were or if Kati and Tiana wanted to stay or leave. But if they wanted to come to Carmel too, they were more than welcome. She couldn’t imagine Justin rejecting the idea of the three women joining them.

      Next week this visitation would be all over and she would be back in her home on the coast, taking care of herself and her baby, keeping in touch with her new-found friends with a ham radio.

      That was reality.

      “I like your friends,” she blurted out, deliberately trying to change the subject.

      “You do?” he laughed.

      “Mmm-mmh,” Rebel answered. “I think my secret favorite though is—”she lowered her voice to a whisper—“Phoebe. Shh, don’t tell anyone.” She smiled.

      “Why Phoebe?”

      “I like her style. She reminds me of the personal stylist I had back home. She’s like someone I would have hung with in my normal life.”

      “What about Rachel?”

      “Rachel? She’s sweet. I like her too. She young, enthusiastic. Adam, he’s like Schwarzenegger. Like an action movie star. I thought that the moment I met him. In my head I call Christian and Sebastian ‘the brooding boys.’”

      “Brooding? Why?”

      “They’re both quieter. You’re the life of the party. Adam is your partner in crime. Christian and Sebastian are both a little quieter, pensive, like they’ve got the weight of the world on their shoulders.”

      “They do.”

      “To me, Christian looks like a cross between a geeky scientist and the Kardashian’s younger brother. Sebastian is a Bollywood star. An Indian Raj.”

      “True.”

      “Who would play Phoebe in a movie?”

      “Phoebe? Hmmm, Lucy Liu? No. Shoot, I can’t think of anyone. We’d have to send out a casting call, find someone new…”

      “And who am I like? How would you cast me?”

      “You? Well, you’re like a cross between Jax from Sons of Anarchy, Josh Holloway in Lost,” she said, touching his scruffy dimples. “And Robert Redford from The Way We Were.”

      “Robert Redford? I never saw that movie.”

      “Hmm,” she sighed as she moved a bit of his hair off his forehead and to the side.

      “What happens at the end?”

      “They love each other, but they can’t stay together,” she whispered.

      He caught her wrist, holding tight. “You think we’re breaking up?”

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen. I truthfully don’t know.”
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      “It’s Fourth of July, Rebel!” Josie shouted.

      Rebel smiled at the little girl. It was morning, after breakfast, and they were both sitting alone in the front room of the RV. This was a miracle because usually either Phoebe, Sebastian, Kati or Tiana seemed to be fighting for Josie’s time. But they had all gone elsewhere, including Trevor, and it was just Rebel and the little girl left in the RV with the sick patient.

      Justin was asleep again, for what seemed like the one millionth time.

      Josie was wearing jean shorts, a blue T-shirt and sandals, her caramel hair in a long braid. Rebel was wearing shorts too, and they were her own clothes, clothes she’d carefully packed before she’d left her house in Malibu, and her Nevertheless, She Persisted pink T shirt. Comfortable clothes she liked to wear in her old life. She was so grateful she’d had the foresight to take them. It was one bit of normalcy in her fucked up world.

      Although for the first time, today she’d had trouble buttoning her shorts, leaving the top undone, using a rubber band to give herself another inch or two at the waist.

      And she couldn’t stop worrying about it. Worrying about what this would mean for her relationship with Trevor. She had to tell him about the pregnancy, but she was scared. Scared he’d show his true colors and disappoint her that much quicker.

      Josie had brought along a pack of Uno game cards and was busy dealing out the cards to the both of them. “Tonight we’re having a party and fireworks!” she said, practically bouncing with excitement.

      Rebel picked up her cards and started sorting them in her hand by color and number. “Oh, we are?” God, how could she have forgotten about the Fourth of July? She put her cards down and ran her hands through her hair and sighed. Too much on her mind. Last night she’d had that super-serious talk with Trevor, went back to his apartment with him, made passionate love to him and fell asleep in his arms, all in an attempt to make up for her wishy-washy behavior.

      She loved him, he said he loved her, but she couldn’t risk staying with him. Even she had to admit it was pretty fucked up.

      She glanced over at Josie, who was staring at her eagerly, waiting for her response. Rebel shook her head, trying to forget her worries. She picked up her cards again and pasted on a smile for the little girl. “That sounds like fun. Who goes first?”

      “You do, you go first. Rachel says we gotta watch some movie before the fireworks,” the little girl grumbled.

      “What movie?” Rebel asked, distracted. She didn’t have any yellows so had to pull a card, already. Damn.

      Josie shrugged. She casually put down a wild card, blowing up Rebel’s game like it was nothing. “I don’t know, but there’s singing and it’s about the Fourth of July.”

      “Hmmm. I think I know what movie she’s talking about. It was good. I wouldn’t mind watching it with you. Maybe you’ll like it.” Rebel answered as she reorganized her cards.

      “No, I won’t.” Josie shook her head emphatically. She put down four cards in a row. Rebel’s jaw dropped.

      “Rachel’s like my teacher now. She makes me watch stuff on TV she says will make me smart. I have to read books and do schoolwork,” the little girl huffed.

      “Really?” Rebel grinned. “How awful.” She put down two cards, thinking this was a great tactic, but she was so far behind Josie now, it was pathetic.

      “Yeah, Rachel used to be a teacher, or was in school to be a teacher, something like that, and I’m in second grade, so now she’s my teacher.”

      “That’s cool.”

      Josie sighed as if the weight of the world were on her shoulders. She bit her lip, thinking hard about her game play and then drew a card. “Sometimes. But why do I still have to go to school? Why can’t I just…play?”

      Rebel was having the hardest time keeping a straight face. Josie sat there with the saddest look ever. It was hilarious. She was so freakin’ cute. “If you didn’t do schoolwork, you think you’d just play all day?”

      She shrugged. “Yeah…”

      “Wait. Let’s think this through. Tell me, what does everyone on the farm do during the day, you know, when they’re not eating or sleeping, or helping you with your schoolwork?”

      “Um…” Josie swung her legs and thought hard for a second, “Work?”

      “Yes, from what I’ve seen no one just sits around and plays all day, maybe unless it’s Sunday. If you weren’t doing schoolwork and learning, what do you think you’d be doing during the day instead?”

      She brightened. “Playing?”

      “No. Working. You’d be working. Like they are. You need to work too. You can’t just slack off while everyone else is working. That’s not fair, right?”

      Josie thought about it for a second. “Yeah, I guess so. I guess that’s not fair.”

      “But you’re little, so you can’t do the same work the grown-ups do. You might get hurt or do it wrong.”

      “I wouldn’t do it wrong. I know what to do!”

      Rebel crooked an eyebrow at her. “Yeah, right. Anyway, I think what Rachel is teaching you isn’t so much schoolwork as job training. Each day, the grown-ups go to work, and Rachel is nice enough to give you lots of job training so that one day you can work with the grown-ups, too.”

      “Job training,” Josie repeated, like calling it that suddenly made it not so bad.

      “If you don’t do job training and learn to read good and do math really well, how are you ever going to learn to take care of the farm when you’re a grown-up?”

      “Well, I don’t know…”

      “Didn’t think that through, huh?”

      “No… I guess…I wish I could play. But I don’t have anyone to play with anyway…” Josie trailed off.

      Rebel’s chest constricted. How lonely would it be being the only child left on the planet? Luckily for Josie two more children would be born that year. But they would be babies at first. It was still a long time before she had anyone to play with. Even then she’d be so much older than them, she’d be like their big sister rather than a playmate. “I have an idea,” Rebel said. “How about you and I do job training together?”

      Josie gasped. “You’re going to go to school with me? Don’t you already know how to read?”

      Rebel laughed. “Yes, I know how to read. But I’m like you, I don’t know how to do any of the work on this farm, and I need to learn.”

      “Because you were a movie star, right? You were special, like a princess, and everyone used to do everything for you, so now you don’t know how to do anything.”

      Out of the mouths of babes…

      “Yeah, that’s about right, Josie. I have a lot to learn.”

      “But she’s a fast learner,” a deep voice said from behind them. Rebel whirled around, startled to see Trevor in the doorway.

      How long had he been listening?

      “Uno!” Josie shouted, slapping her last card on the stack.

      “Oh!”
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      Trevor stayed to drink coffee and join in for a round of Uno (Josie beat him too). The little girl had a huge smile on her face as she’d left for more “job training.” Trevor left too to help with 4th of July preparations.

      After that, Rebel wasn’t alone for long. Kati, Tiana and Krissy all arrived a few minutes later with Rachel and Phoebe. They squished into the front of the RV with her, which Rebel didn’t mind at all. It was nice how people rotated in and out, keeping her and Justin company and helping with his recovery.

      And having people around, hearing their voices and their laughter—this would never get old.

      Rebel sat next to Krissy on the small couch. Krissy was trying to boss the other women around, telling them what to do. Basically, a typical day.

      “I can’t stay here on the farm,” Krissy told Kati and Tiana. “And neither can you. So, that means I’m leaving in a few days and the two of you are going with me.”

      Krissy gave both Tiana and Kati hard stares, trying to cow them into submission.

      Rebel rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe you.”

      “I’m not kidding. I don’t care how charming these people are, I’m not staying here.”

      Kati shook her head. “Well, that’s great to hear you want to leave, but why would we leave with you? We just got here.”

      Krissy threw her hands up. “I can’t stay at this place. I need to get laid,” she announced. “And so will the two of you. Eventually. And that’s not happening if we stay here.”

      “Does Krissy always talk like this?” Phoebe asked the group. “With absolutely no filter?”

      “Yeah, pretty much,” Tiana answered.

      Rebel crooked an eyebrow at Krissy. “I see some things never change.”

      “Hey, talk to the hand, you’ve got a man. The most gorgeous man here—”

      “Wait a sec. You think Trevor’s the most gorgeous man here? Hold on,” Rachel interrupted. “Adam is the most—”

      “Okay,” Krissy huffed. “Trevor’s the second or third most handsome man here. Whatever, they’re all freaking handsome, okay? And they’re all taken, grief-stricken, or gay.”

      “Gay?” Kati gasped. “Which one of them is gay? Say it isn’t so.”

      “Justin’s gay,” Krissy snapped. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “No!” Tiana wailed. “The brother is gay? What the fuck?” She shook a fist at the sky. “How could God do this to me?”

      “Oh shit,” Rebel whispered. Justin was going to kill her when he woke up.

      “Listen, you guys,” Krissy said. “It’s nice here, but we can’t stay long term. We need to keep looking before we give up and settle down.”

      Rachel placed a hand on her hip. “Why? Explain this to me.”

      “There are six women, five men and one little girl on this farm. Two of the men are taken, one more who is about to be taken.” She shot a sharp look at Phoebe, who flushed a charming shade of pink and looked away. “And one who is gay,” Krissy continued, “and another who is bisexual.”

      “Bi? Who is bi…?” Rachel asked. “Wait. Are you talking about Christian? You have to be, he’s the only one left. You’re wrong. He’s not bi, he’s straight. He was married and in love with his wife. He’s very much heterosexual.”

      “Oh wow,” Rebel said, rethinking everything she’d seen over the last few days. Remembering the body language, the glances she’d intercepted. Subtle clues, but when everything was pieced together… “Wow. Just, wow. You’re right, Krissy. Like usual, you’re right.”

      “She is not right.”

      Krissy sniffed. “I’m telling you, something’s there.”

      “But…but,” Rachel sputtered.

      “Krissy’s right.” Rebel nodded sagely. “If she says something’s there, then it’s there. She’s pretty much like this with any couple, no matter the makeup. She’s, like, psychic or something when it comes to noticing when a couple is getting together. I’ve seen her spot couples no one saw coming for miles. Doesn’t matter the ethnicity, if they’re straight or gay, rich or poor, does not matter, her skills in this area are actually kinda freaky.”

      Krissy nodded. “It’s true.”

      “What. Ever! It doesn’t matter anyway.” Rachel threw her hands up. “This is crazy talk. We all just met. You can’t leave. Survivors need to stick together.”

      “It’s not like we’d be gone forever and never keep in touch,” Krissy said. “We know where you live. I just want us to scout some more, look for more survivors. More men.”

      “What if you go looking and all you do is meet up with a bunch of assholes who want to rape and beat you?” Phoebe pointed out. “Because they’re out there, believe me. A group of them are living in the mountains right now.”

      “We’ve been driving around the state for the last two months perfectly safe. I think the risk is negligible. We’ll just stay away from the mountains and head west. It’s more likely we won’t find anyone, but I want to look just the same.”

      “Well, I’m not that horny,” burst out Tiana. “I am not willing to take that chance that we’ll run into rapist assholes when we’ve met a perfectly nice group of people here, and neither is Kati. Right, Kati? You want to stay here too, don’t you?”

      Kati shrugged and looked down. “Well, I…”

      “You’re kidding me? You’re listening to her? Actually listening to her? She’s not in charge, you know. She’s not our fucking boss. Krissy doesn’t get to say what we do. We can think for ourselves.”

      “I’m thinking with my vagina,” Krissy quipped. “You should too.”

      “Oh, shut up!” Tiana shouted at her. “These people are nice and exactly what the three of us said we wanted. Remember how we used to talk about this? We wanted to start fresh, leave the bad behind? Kati, come on…”

      Kati glanced up at Tiana. “I love being with these people. I’ll miss Josie like crazy. It’s not like we have to be gone forever. We can come back anytime. But yeah, I’m with Krissy. We need to keep scouting for other survivors. They’re doing that still on the farm, they’re just using Adam’s radio broadcasts to have people come to them instead of going out and looking. I think after all this time, though, we’re the only people who’ve heard the broadcast who want to come in. There have to be other pockets of people hiding out there. Maybe they haven’t checked a radio. Maybe they’re scared of others until they meet them. I want to go and try again. Sorry, honey, but I guess I’m thinking with my vagina, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The men butchered a couple of chickens and grilled them on a barbeque. They were all grouped around the bright coals, drinking beer and laughing. The women were on the lawn, inside the house or at the tables on the patio.

      And wow, it all seemed kinda normal.

      Like an actual Fourth of July.

      Krissy was even there like it wasn’t even the end of the world. Krissy’s parents always had a big Fourth of July blowout at their spacious house in Anaheim Hills. Rebel attended whenever she was in town, making a point of staying connected with her family.

      Although, yeah, that was gone just like everything else.

      Christian and Rachel both agreed that before the end there’d been a whole village of survivors in Africa who inherited the same immunity gene all survivors of Ruyigi Ebola had, but they’d been slaughtered by a military organization that captured them for scientific study, determined to find out why they’d survived and use them to make a cure. Obviously, it hadn’t worked and all that happened was those poor people died a horrible death.

      Maybe she and Krissy, were like that village, a cluster of immunity genes.

      Rebel sipped at her soda and shook her head.

      “Adam,” Krissy shouted, completely out-of-the-blue and out of context. “Why are you so damn big? Are you on steroids or something?”

      Adam played along, lifting one of his arms and bunching his bicep to show it off his physique. Everyone laughed.

      Krissy walked over and sat down next to her.

      “Don’t hold back, tell us how you feel,” Rebel quipped. “At every moment, anytime, anywhere.”

      Krissy threw her new black hair back and laughed, a booming sound that enveloped everyone. “Hey, you know you love me.”

      “Bitch,” Rebel whispered.

      “Cunt,” Krissy whispered back.

      “Krissy. Krissy! Get over here and help us with this. We need someone strong and fast to fill out the team!” Tiana shouted from the lawn. She and Kati and now Rachel and Phoebe were starting a game of football with Josie. It was too cute. Sebastian was walking over too.

      “Watch my drink,” Krissy said as she stood up, cracked her knuckles, and sauntered over like she owned the place.

      “I cannot believe her,” Rebel remarked.

      “You want something harder to drink?”

      Rebel looked up at Trevor. Normally she’d be all over that, but now it was all different. She was pregnant and everything was off-limits. She was even drinking a damn no-caffeine soda. “No, thanks,” she answered. “I don’t drink much anymore.”

      He crooked an eyebrow at her as he sat down in the chair Krissy vacated. He was obviously having trouble believing that bullshit. He knew her too well.

      A knot of guilt formed in her stomach. She was keeping a large part of herself from him. She knew she was, by keeping this secret about the baby. And it was weighing on her.

      He leaned over and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. They were sitting so close their thighs touched. She loved the feel of him. This whole thing, where she was openly with someone and everyone knew and it was okay to touch and she was, in fact, proud to be seen with him…it was so new. She’d never done this with anyone before, acted this free in public. Not since Eric, her fiancé who left her for Evangelene. After that messy, public, humiliating break-up, she’d kept her cards close.

      But she could get used to this.

      Trevor held her hand. She glanced down at his large, callused hands. Those tats and the veiny forearms. Her mind turned over and over again with the baby dilemma. He was a bad boy on the outside, but inside he was loyal. Like a candy with a tough coating but a marshmallow interior.

      Maybe, maybe, he could be trusted.

      But, oh god, what if she was wrong? What if Krissy was right? What if he wasn’t the nice man he appeared to be? Could she take that chance? All she had to do was leave with Justin and the other women. It would be so easy to go and never look back.

      He leaned into her side. “I could get used to this.”

      She smiled. “Me too.”

      “It’s like the end never happened,” he said. “None of it.”

      Yeah, it was. The afternoon was hot as Hades, but there was still a breeze. The sun was lowering in the sky. Out here in the country, she could forget about the cities. Without so many houses filled with dead bodies close or the threat of those nuclear reactors right there…

      And she could stay here, with Trevor, and make a new life with him.

      The only changes that were unmistakable in her life were the people she was with and the baby she carried. In fact, she’d had a terrific nap that afternoon, drooling on her pillow, Trevor yet again just accepting it and being nice as hell and accommodating. No one seemed to think much of how much she napped. But it wasn’t normal. And she’d thrown up a few times, managing to hide it from Trevor. Luckily it seemed to hit when she was in the RV with Justin, when no one else was around.

      But, oh jeez. Rebel put a hand over her mouth. A sudden wave of nausea hit her hard. She sat up straight.

      “What’s wrong?” Trevor asked, concern in his voice.

      “I…I…don’t feel so good. My stomach,” she mumbled, her cheeks bright with embarrassment. Jesus, she needed a toilet, fast. “I need to go to the bathroom. Stay here, I’ll be right back.”

      And with that she hurried away and stumbled inside the main house and found the first-floor bathroom, blissfully empty. She rushed in and fell to the floor before the toilet and threw up again and again.

      It wasn’t pretty.

      “You’re pregnant, aren’t you?” Rachel asked from behind her.

      Rebel slumped against the toilet. Shit, shit, shit. She glanced back. The door was cracked open and Rachel was staring at her with concern in her eyes.

      She nodded.

      Rachel stepped into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. “How far along are you?”

      “A little over three months.”

      “About the same as me,” Rachel whispered.

      “Yeah, but at least you know who the father of your child is. I don’t have that luxury.”

      “Is this a consequence of the rape you told me and Phoebe about?”

      “Yes. I was raped, by my friends—well, men who I thought were my friends. Men I’d known. Men I’d worked with for years and trusted, but when civilization collapsed and they knew they could do whatever they wanted because everything was so chaotic, they knew they’d never get caught, or maybe they thought, what the hell, we’re going to die anyway, might as well go out with a bang. Whatever the reason, they broke into my house and raped me, both of them, taking turns. They beat me up and left me for dead, probably assuming I’d die from the virus. But I didn’t. So, as you can see, I’ll never know which of them is the father of my child.”

      Tears burned in her throat. She tried her best to keep them back; she’d cried enough over this to last a lifetime, but the tears still fell, trailing down her cheeks.

      “I’m so sorry, Rebel.”

      Rebel slumped back onto the tile floor. “When I talked to Adam on the radio, I was so excited to find other survivors. The big plan was Justin and I would meet with all of you and possibly move in together if everything worked out. Then, the very next day I peed on a stick and found out I was pregnant. The next day I met all of you. Can’t you see my head is spinning? I haven’t even told Justin yet.”

      “Have you told—”

      “No. No I haven’t told Trevor. I’ve managed to keep it from him.”

      “Why not?”

      “Are you kidding? What man wants to be saddled with a woman pregnant with a rapist’s child?”

      Rachel sucked in a breath. “Rebel, Trevor isn’t like that—”

      “Of course he is. He is like that,” Rebel spat. “He’s like that because all men are like that. When the going gets tough, they get going.”

      “But Trevor—”

      “Trevor is wonderful, I know. Can’t you see that I know? He’s the man of my dreams.” And now that she’d said it, let those dreaded words out of their box, the rest of it came out in a flood of emotion. “He’s the one, the man for me. And that’s why he can never know. Justin was awake and alert for a while today. He’s getting better. I give it a few days and he’ll be better to travel. Then I have to go before my baby bump starts to show. I’ll go back to Carmel and take care of this myself, with Justin and with the other women too, if they’d like to join us. We can make our own group over there. I’ll be fine. I can take care of myself. I always have.”

      “You can’t leave without telling him. That’s not right. You have to give him the chance to—”

      “To do what? To dump me? To leave me? Why would I give him the opportunity to hurt me? If I leave now, before he knows about the baby and breaks up with me because he can’t handle the responsibility, we leave on good terms. My time here will always be a lovely memory unblemished by the drama of watching the man I admire turn into an asshole right before my eyes.”

      “That won’t happen.”

      “It’s happened before, so of course it will happen again.”

      “Before? What are you talking about?”

      “This isn’t my first pregnancy. I’ve been pregnant before.”

      Rachel pursed her lips. “Oh.”

      “Yeah. It didn’t go well. I was young, too young, only seventeen. My movie career was just taking off. My boyfriend at the time, another actor whose career was also starting, he didn’t want to have anything to do with me once I told him I was pregnant. I entertained thoughts, dreams, of being able to keep the baby. But none of it, the processing what to do, the eventual miscarriage—none of it happened with him there by my side. He wimped out the moment I told him I was pregnant. That was it, our relationship was over and I was expected to ‘take care of it.’ He basically seemed mad that I had gotten pregnant in the first place since he knew I was on birth control. But birth control isn’t one hundred percent. Before I could really decide what to do, whether I wanted to keep the baby or not, I had a miscarriage, so it was moot.”

      “Oh, Rebel…”

      “It’s okay, it was a long time ago. Ten years. I’ve grown up a lot since then, but I’ve learned my lesson well. Men aren’t exactly trustworthy. I was engaged once too, and he left me for my so-called best friend. Oh, and the icing on the cake, there were the men who raped me. As you can see, I’ve learned that men aren’t people you can count on. Trevor is wonderful. But he isn’t someone who has my back for the long term. I thought my first boyfriend and my fiancé were wonderful men too, until they weren’t. Trust me, the moment I tell him, it will be all over with. I’d like for this to last a little longer, at least until I leave with Justin. If I tell him today, he’ll turn into that other Trevor, that man who will disappoint me, and I’ll have to move out of the apartment and into the RV and awkwardly try to avoid him until I can leave. Please, just let me live my fantasy a little while longer. Just for a few more days.”

      Rachel nodded. “Okay, I understand. I don’t agree, but I understand.”

      “Thank you. I want you to know, I’m doing everything I can to bring this child safely into the world and to raise it happy, despite the mess this world has turned into.”

      “Amen. I’m right there with you.”

      Rebel smiled. Rachel had a knack for making people smile.

      “Can you please do one thing though?” Rachel asked.

      “What?”

      “On that last day, before you leave, will you at least tell him? Don’t leave without giving him the opportunity to prove to you that you’re wrong, that he’s a better man than you think he is.”

      Tears welled up in Rebel’s eyes again. A better man than you think he is. That hit her hard. “Okay.” She nodded. “I’ll tell him, right before I leave. I promise, I’ll give him that chance.”

      “Good.” Rachel squeezed her hand. “Now, let’s get you cleaned up. You’re a mess.”
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      Fifteen minutes later Rebel felt like a person again and was ready to step out of the bathroom. They could hear the fireworks exploding outside.

      “Rachel? Rebel? Where are you? Get your asses out here. You’re missing this,” Krissy’s distinctive voiced shouted.

      Rebel walked outside to the crack of fireworks and patriotic music playing. She smiled. It was pretty darn cool.

      Josie was squealing with delight, a sparkler in her hand.

      She turned her head to find her man…he was standing, his eyes only on her. And the way Trevor looked at her now, the way he always touched her. It was almost…reverent.

      She walked over and sat back down next to him, returning to her old seat. He took her hand in his and rubbed his thumb across her pulse point. Her conversation with Rachel swirled in her head. The fireworks pounded in the background. Laughter, shouting. She couldn’t focus on it.

      Instead she focused on Trevor.

      He turned to shout out a comment to Adam about what they should light up next. She stared at his profile, lost in thought.

      She’d known Trevor for a week, but it seemed like a year. Each day equaling months. Could she be falling in love with this man? In one week? How could she possibly fall in love with someone she’d known for a week?

      Shit, it was like something out of a movie. Like this was a role she should be playing with lines to memorize, but for once, this was real life.

      But there it was, that pressure on her chest, that warmth. A feeling she’d felt for her mother, the same feeling she’d had when she thought of a future with her unborn child, it was the same when she looked at Trevor. It was the same when she touched him, fucked him, sat near him, talked to him.

      Oh shit, he was the one, wasn’t he?

      It was amazing how quickly her life turned on a dime.

      She’d recently won an Academy Award for best supporting actress, so the roles were hitting her agent’s desk in stacks. She’d had work lined up for the next two years. And now? Civilization was gone. She was living in a new version of the Wild West with a band of survivors.

      And in the midst of this she was pregnant and had fallen in love? Could this get more complicated? Well, yes. She wasn’t pregnant with her man’s child. She swallowed. That made life pretty damn complicated.

      Her stomach was still flat but thicker than before. She had a pair of shorts she couldn’t button already. She knew Trevor couldn’t tell; he didn’t know what she looked like before, so he wouldn’t know. She rubbed her belly. Soon there’d be a baby bump. It could happen any day now. He’d figure it out soon. She needed to tell him.

      Or leave before he found out.

      Maybe she should tell him about the baby. Maybe he could handle it. Maybe he wouldn’t flake…

      Rachel’s words again hit her hard. Her past was affecting her future. All that long-lost heartache. But, some of it wasn’t so old. Just three months ago she’d been betrayed again.

      But, maybe she needed to take a leap of faith. Get past her fears. Maybe she could give him it all, her love, her admiration, and maybe he could be trusted to take care of her heart and her baby. She could tell him…tomorrow. Not today, she couldn’t do something so big so soon. She needed to think about exactly what she would say. How she would word such an important proclamation.

      Trevor, I love you and I’m pregnant and it’s not yours and I’ve been keeping it from you this whole week. I didn’t care that you stopped using a condom because you can’t get me pregnant, I’m pregnant already.

      Yeah.

      She could make him dinner and talk to him about it in the privacy of the apartment. Tell him then, give him that chance.

      Rachel was right. Dammit. She was right.

      Rebel jumped as a large, screaming firework exploded into the night sky. She placed a hand over her racing heart and smiled at how much it startled her.

      “You okay?” Trevor asked.

      She looked deep into his magnetic blue eyes. Suddenly hopeful for their future together. “Yeah, yeah. I’m okay. I am.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning Rebel walked to the RV to take over the morning shift and heard good news.

      “Justin’s alert and awake,” Christian said. “And his temperature is normal.”

      “Really?”

      “Rebel, is that you?” a deep voice bellowed from the back of the RV. “Get your ass in here.”

      Rebel couldn’t stop from grinning. “Now that’s the Justin I know and love,” she told Christian.

      “A pain in the ass who won’t take no for an answer?”

      “Oh, you know Justin too?”

      “What are you two talking about? Rebel, get in here.”

      Rebel giggled, giddy with the knowledge that her friend was finally over the hump and on the way to recovery.

      “He’s still weak and needs to stay in bed,” Christian said softly.

      Rebel nodded. “It’ll be a bitch keeping him down. He hates sitting around.”

      “I can tell.”

      “Rebel!” Justin roared.

      “Okay, okay. Hold your horses. I’m coming.”

      “I’m going to leave for a little while. I’ve got some things to do. I’ll be back soon. Are you two going to be okay while I’m gone?” Christian said.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Rebel said over her shoulder as she walked down the hall, eager to visit with her friend. “No worries, I’ve got this.”

      

      “Trevor.”

      Trevor turned his head and looked back at Christian. “Hey.” He wiped sweat off his forehead and leaned back against the trunk of a tree.

      Christian cut the engine to the ATV and stepped off.

      “What’s up?” Adam gave him a chin lift.

      Sebastian sat on the grass under the tree and gave a flick of his fingers in acknowledgement. All of them were sitting in the shade, sharing a water jug. They’d been working all morning, getting the little ranch house set up for habitation. None of them knew who was moving in yet, but it was a matter of time before some of them chose the house because of the space and the privacy. They needed to get it ready.

      Trevor hoped like hell it was for him and Rebel. He considered this to be their future home. He hoped Rebel viewed it the same way.

      “I’ve got good news and I’ve got bad news,” Christian announced as he walked over.

      Trevor took a swig of water. “Good news first.”

      Christian put his hands on his hips. “Justin is awake and alert.”

      Trevor’s jaw clenched. This was bad. He’d seen it coming, knew it was any day now. But…

      “That is good,” Sebastian said.

      “That’s terrible,” Adam answered.

      Sebastian chuckled. “Why would that be terrible? The guy was on death’s door and he’s back and recovered. This is good. We can always use another set of hands here.”

      “No, I agree with Adam,” Christian said. “Obviously, I’m happy that he’s well, but this is problematic. I mean, Sebastian, look at Trevor. He’s not exactly presentable to outsiders. Rebel’s only able to handle it because she’s falling in love with him.”

      “What?” Sebastian frowned. “I don’t see any problem. So he’s got a few tats…”

      “I’ve got a few prison tats,” Trevor groused.

      “So he’s got a few prison tats…” Sebastian corrected. “Wait, prison tats? Like, you got them in prison? You’re an ex-con? What the fuck?”

      “What planet have you been on?” Adam asked. “Didn’t you notice the swastika on his neck? Who has a goddamn swastika on their neck?”

      “Well, yeah, when I first saw him I thought he was probably some kinda racist, Nazi-loving asshole, which is why I kept Josie and Phoebe away from here in the first place and kidnapped Rachel to keep her safe. But once you get to know him…”

      Adam shook his head. “Exactly. But first impressions are first impressions.”

      “Well, I’ve learned something new,” Christian said. “I’ve talked some with Justin these last few days, during the times he would wake up coherent in the middle of the night. Last night he told me before the end he was a DEA agent.”

      They were all quiet for a minute. Trevor let Sebastian figure it out for himself. He gave Trevor a sharp glance. “Does Justin know that Rebel is your woman?”

      “Does he?” Trevor asked Christian. “Does he remember me?”

      “I don’t think he does. He never mentioned it.”

      “Didn’t Justin try to choke you when he first saw you at Casa de Fruta?” Adam asked.

      Christian’s eyes widened.

      “Choke you? Damn it, this just gets messier by the minute,” Sebastian quipped.

      “Yeah, he tried to choke me. He woke up in the RV and spied my tats right away and knew what they meant. He told me to keep the fuck away from Rebel and tried to get his hands around my neck for a minute before he passed out.”

      “What tats set him off? I’ve been looking at you this whole time and I don’t see anything that makes me want to choke the ever-livin’ fuck out of you,” Sebastian asked. “I mean, the swastika is disgusting and I wish you could laser that off, but still…”

      “This one.” Trevor pointed at his swastika. “And this one.” He pointed at the four-leaf clover. Both on his neck. “The swastika signifies my unity with the views of the brotherhood, a right of passage, I’ve had it since I was eighteen. But the clover, I got that in prison after I killed a man to prove my allegiance to the gang. It shows to everyone that I’m a charter member of the Aryan Brotherhood. Seeing them both together, Justin took one look and knew what these meant.”

      Christian crossed his arms. “Huh.”

      Sebastian cocked his head. “Have to say, it’s a good thing I didn’t know that when I first met you. I didn’t trust you at first either, but not knowing about your past gave me a chance to get to know you. I just assumed at first you were some white asshole neo-Nazi who probably spouted shit online in your spare time and was into tats to try and look tough.”

      Trevor clenched his jaw. “I’m not a fucking poser.”

      “Hey, man, it’s actually better to be a poser than prison bait.”

      Trevor took a deep breath. He supposed he deserved that.

      “And not once, this whole time, have I seen you treat anyone with less than respect, no matter their color or gender,” Sebastian said. “You’ve come a long way, man.”

      Trevor swallowed hard and took a deep breath. “Thanks.”

      “Well, I’ve got to say this about Justin. I respect the guy—at least he was taking good care of Rebel.”

      “My take on it exactly,” said Adam. “Makes me like the guy more. Sounds like if we can get him on our side and help him to see that Trevor isn’t the asshole he appears to be, that he’s made a complete three-sixty, then he’d be a great part of our team.”

      “Thanks, man,” Trevor grumbled.

      “No prob.” Adam grinned. “And this is exactly why I don’t have tats. I don’t want to be a walking advertisement or a living memorial. It’s just me and my muscles. Rachel digs that shit.”

      Trevor flipped him off.

      “Now, on to the bad news,” Christian cut in.

      “Bad news? Wait, wasn’t that the bad news?” Sebastian asked.

      “Nope, believe it or not, that was the good news. The bad news is that Justin’s awake, alert and walking around in the RV, alone, with Rebel. Right now.”

      “Hold on, why is that bad?” Sebastian asked, then he turned toward Trevor. “Doesn’t she know you’re prison bait?”

      “Does she?” Adam asked. “You told her everything about your past, right?”

      Trevor took a deep breath and looked away, his gaze landing on the distant mountaintops. “No, she doesn’t know yet.”

      “Christ,” Adam stood up, eyes hard. “You haven’t told her? What the fuck are you waiting for? Are you waiting for Justin to tell her first? What kind of fucked up plan is that?”

      “It’s not exactly easy to tell your woman you were in prison for murder and you were a former drug lord and a member of an infamous, racist prison gang. You try doing it. The moment I tell her, she’s going to dump my sorry ass. What decent woman would want a man like that?”

      “You have a chance,” Christian offered. “You tell her on your own, your way, you have a chance. She’s been with you all this time. She knows the real you. The man you are now.”

      “Yeah,” Adam cut in. “But if you leave it to Justin he’ll tell it his way and you’ll look like the motherfucker who tricked her and lied to her.”

      Trevor turned his head back toward the main house in the distance, imagining that this very scenario could be playing out right now. His heart shattered in his chest. “Fuck,” he muttered, and strode off toward the ATV.

      “Where are you going?” Christian shouted.

      “To take care of this. Now,” Trevor threw over his shoulder.
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      “I’m so happy you’re better, but you need to stay in bed,” Rebel said.

      “Forget that.” Justin pulled a t shirt over his head and pulled it down over his chest. “Christian said I’ve been in bed for a week. I finally feel a little bit like myself. I can breathe without coughing up a lung, I can get up, stay awake and speak to people. I’ve had enough sleep to last a lifetime.”

      “Christian said you still needed to rest.”

      “Is Christian a doctor?”

      “No, but I’d say he’s the closest thing we’ve got, and it’s good advice. You really should be in bed, taking it easy.”

      “I need to get out of this bed or I’m going to lose my mind. I was able to take a shower on my own and get myself dressed. I’m weaker than normal, but I’ll be okay. I’m dressed now, you can turn around.”

      Rebel turned. “Okay. At least it’s the morning and not super hot yet.” She glanced at her watch. “Come on, let’s get going. I’m sure Phoebe and Rachel are making breakfast. The other women might be up too. They’re bunking down in the tour bus parked next to us. We can start there. You can meet everyone at breakfast.”

      “Everyone? How many people are living here? I’ve met everyone already, right?”

      She’d walked up the hall of the RV to the front door as he was talking, expecting him to follow. She opened the door and said over her shoulder, “Including you, there are eleven people here.”

      Rebel stepped outside. Justin followed behind her, and now they were both standing in front of the RV. He took a deep breath, smiled and looked around at the open space. His black eyes sparkled with good humor. She expected it must feel pretty good to him, being outside again.

      “Eleven people?”

      “It’s amazing, isn’t it? For all those months we were completely alone and now we’ve found other people. We aren’t the only ones.”

      “Who’s that? That guy walking up?” Justin lifted his chin to indicate somewhere behind her.

      She turned, and her stomach fluttered with anticipation. She hadn’t seen Trevor since they’d kissed goodbye at the crack of dawn as he’d left to join the men on an early start, working on clearing the yard of that house he was hoping they’d move into. It had been on the tip of her tongue then to tell him she loved him. To finally admit it to him. But she’d decided to wait. Wait, until tonight when she’d tell him over dinner, just the two of them, when they had plenty of time to talk.

      Her palms were sweaty, just thinking about admitting her feelings, letting him in. But as she watched him walk toward her, her heart bursting in her chest, heavy with the love she felt for this man…it all seemed so right. Righter than any decision she’d ever made in her life.

      “Oh, that’s Trevor. Good, I was just about to tell you about him. Now I can reintroduce the two of you. You’re going to be embarrassed when I tell you how you acted the first time you met him when you were sick.”

      Trevor was getting closer and she could tell he was in a serious mood. The light in his eyes was gone and his body seemed tense, his fists clenched. She wondered what was wrong.

      “I think I remember him,” Justin muttered.

      And then Trevor was there, his arm going around her waist and bringing her into his side. “Hey,” he rumbled in that deep voice she loved.

      “Hey,” she said back. “Look who’s awake.” She turned her head. “Justin, this is my boyfriend, Trevor.”

      Trevor looked up and met Justin’s gaze. “I heard you were up.” He leaned forward and put his hand out to Justin. “Hey, man, nice to meet you, I’m Trevor Mason.”

      Except Justin didn’t grip his hand in return, and his face was as dark as a thundercloud. “Rebel, stay away from him,” Justin ordered.

      Rebel laughed nervously, leaving her arms wrapped around the waist of the man she loved. The man she was letting into her life. The man she was going to tell about the baby and give him the option to stay. “What are you talking about? Justin, this is Trevor, my boyfriend. Come over here, I’ll introduce you. You’ll see—”

      “Rebel, I don’t know what lies he told you while I was sick, but this guy is a criminal, a dangerous ex-con. You can’t trust this man. Let go of him and come and stand by me.”

      Her chest tightened. “What? This isn’t true. Trevor, tell him it isn’t true. It’s a mistake.”

      Trevor sighed, a pained expression etched across his face. “No, Rebel, he’s right. It’s true.”

      “What is true?” She let go of him and stepped back. “What’s going on?”

      “Justin is telling you the truth, like I should have before. I was in prison before the end.”

      “Prison?” she repeated stupidly. “No, you couldn’t have been. You-you didn’t tell me—”

      “I was,” he answered gently. “Baby, I was. Justin’s right, no more lies, you need to know the truth about me. When the outbreak started, I was in prison. I escaped when all the guards died and I was able to walk out of there.”

      “He wasn’t just in prison,” Justin snarled, “like some country club prison. Rebel, he was in the fucking Aryan Brotherhood. Look at him, look at his tats. The swastika and the four-leaf clover on his neck. They signify his membership in the Aryan Brotherhood. It was the most vicious, racist gang in America, and he was part of it. You can’t trust this asshole.”

      She looked into Trevor’s eyes. Those beautiful eyes. Those lying eyes. “You were part of a gang?”

      “A prison gang,” Justin said.

      “A prison gang,” Trevor agreed.

      “And if he was in the Brotherhood he wasn’t just any other prisoner. He was a vicious murderer. You have to prove your loyalty to those fuckers by killing someone on the inside. That’s how he got the four-leaf clover tat.”

      She looked away, her eyes on the mountains in the distance for a moment. Then she turned back at Trevor. “You were in prison for…?”

      His eyes narrowed and his lips tightened. “Murder,” he spat out. “I was serving a life sentence for murder.”

      “Jesus Christ,” she whispered. “Murder was the reason you were in prison, and while you were there you just kept on killing?”

      She looked around at the faces surrounding her. Christian, Rachel and Sebastian were standing next to them now. She’d sensed people approaching, heard their steps, but she was so…so… She searched their expressions for clues. Some marked with guilt, eyes sliding away, not meeting hers, some softened with pity. It was as if a fist plowed into her stomach. They all knew. Hell, Josie probably knew. Everyone knew. Except her.

      She looked over at Tiana, Kati and Krissy. “Did you guys know too? Am I the only idiot who didn’t know?”

      “No,” Kati whispered. “But honey, we suspected.”

      She looked back at Trevor. “Who are you?” she hissed.

      She was an idiot! How could she not have seen the truth? It was literally marked all over Trevor’s body. People will tell you who they are, and when they do, believe them, Maya Angelou once said. Why hadn’t she read the signs? Goddammit, she’d been blind and deaf to it all, wanting to believe she’d finally found a man who was different than the rest.

      But she hadn’t, had she? In fact, he was worse.

      She looked at Trevor again and took a step back. “You lied to me.”

      “I—” he started before she cut him off.

      “I asked you point blank what those tats meant and you lied to me. You fucking lied to me.” Her voice rose as her anger reached a boiling point. It swept through her like a fever.

      “You said you couldn’t be around ex-cons.”

      “That’s right,” she said.

      “And drug dealers.”

      “That’s right,” she whispered, a cold chill sliding down her spine.

      “I was a drug lord, Rebel. Before I went to prison I dealt drugs, a fucking lot of drugs. How could I have told you that? What would you have done if you’d known right from the beginning?”

      “I would’ve run the other fucking way!”

      “Exactly.”

      “No!” she screamed. “No,” she said again, choking out the word.

      Voices were arguing around her; she couldn’t hear them clearly. Justin’s voice registered. And Christian’s. She didn’t know what they were saying.

      Rebel wiped her wet face with the sleeve of her shirt and straightened her back. She looked right into Trevor’s eyes. “I need to talk to you, alone,” she hissed.

      No one else heard, the cacophony of voices drowning hers out. But Trevor heard her. He’d never taken his eyes off her.

      She walked away, around the corner of the RV so they could have privacy. He followed right behind her.

      She had to do this. Do it right now. Rip the Band-Aid off and be done with it.

      Rebel turned around and looked up at him. The man she’d given her heart, her trust, her loyalty to just a few hours ago. The man whom she’d bared her soul to. The man she prayed would sign up for the job of being the father of her unborn child. The man she’d shared her secrets with and hoped he was the one to stay.

      To finally be the one to prove her wrong about men in general.

      He hadn’t.

      Trevor watched her, waiting to see what she would say. At least he had the decency to look anguished.

      “My brother died of a heroin overdose.” She told him straight out.

      “Jesus, baby.” He reached a hand out toward her. She stepped back.

      She took a deep breath and continued. “He was four years older than me. He was my hero, he was everyone’s hero—the quarterback of the football team, handsome, good grades, nice guy—all the good qualities. My parents had divorced, and Mom was with me in Hollywood and Tanner was with Dad in Vegas. But I still saw him all the time. We were close, really close. I loved him. I was so proud of him. He was being scouted by colleges when he hurt his back in a game mid-season during his senior year. It was bad, a career-ruining injury. He recovered, but he couldn’t play football ever again. But he hadn’t planned on going pro anyway, and what he really wanted was eventually to go to law school and become a lawyer, and with the money I was making with the acting, paying for his college wasn’t a problem. He would have recovered fine and moved on with his life, except he became addicted to the pain meds.”

      “Fuck.”

      “None of us even knew. He was buying Oxycodone off the street, sucking it down like candy. The drug dealers took him in like they were his “friends” advising him, helping him to see that it was smart to switch to heroin because it gave a similar high but was easier to get ahold of and a little bit cheaper. We sent him to rehab twice. No good. Mom, Dad and I all had to be trained on how give him a “shot” to resuscitate him in case he overdosed. It was terrible. By then he was a ghost of his former self. A skinny, wasted druggie with track marks all over his arms, caught in the grip of something he wasn’t able to shake. One day he overdosed and none of us were around. And he died. My beautiful brother…died, from something totally fucking preventable.”

      “Baby.” He reached out again.

      “Don’t touch me! Drug dealers killed him, Trevor.”

      “Rebel—”

      “And you were a drug dealer.”

      He dropped his hand.

      “I’ve never taken drugs, I never will, and I don’t associate with anyone who does. Especially with someone who fucking dealt drugs. You were that person, Trevor, that type of person who killed my brother. That could have been you.”

      She heard him take a sharp breath.

      “It’s over between us,” she told him with finality. And she turned around and walked away.
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      “Rebel don’t go,” Rachel begged. “Don’t. You need to stay. It’s safe here for you.”

      “Stop,” Rebel whispered. Rachel’s words hit her like sharp stones. “I need to leave, I need to leave right now. You heard everything, you should understand.”

      Justin put his hand on Rachel’s shoulder. “We’re going back to Carmel. She’ll be fine. I’ll be with her.”

      Rachel’s eyes were wet with unshed tears. “Don’t give up on us, Rebel. You’re not just leaving him, you’re leaving us too. And what about—”

      “Don’t,” Rebel snapped. Holy shit, not this too. Hadn’t she had enough drama in one day? “Stop it, Rachel. Not another word.”

      “What is she talking about?” Krissy asked.

      “Nothing!” Oh God, she needed to get the hell out of there before Trevor found out. They were all still standing out on the front lawn. Rebel looked up and noticed that Trevor was walking back toward them. Her heart skipped a beat. Ice-cold fear ran through her veins. She took a step back, trying to get away.

      “She’s pregnant, okay? She’s pregnant,” Rachel told Krissy.

      “No way,” Krissy breathed.

      Rebel’s jaw dropped at Rachel’s proclamation. She saw her already shattered world breaking off into tinier pieces.

      “I’m sorry, Rebel, but I have to say something. This is crazy. I know you’re upset right now. But since you’re pregnant, you should really be staying with us. Please don’t make a rash decision while you’re upset.”

      “What. Did. She. Say?” Trevor asked. He was standing at the edge of their group. He’d heard everything.

      Rebel stiffened. Everyone went quiet.

      “What the fuck did she just say, Rebel?” Trevor shouted at her back.

      Rebel whipped around and met his gaze, witnessed his flaming rage and lifted her chin. Time to face the music. “I’m pregnant, Trevor. I’m over three months pregnant.”

      “Fucking hell!” Justin exploded. “Kinda important information there, Rebel. Think you shoulda told me that one.”

      “She was going to tell you, Trevor,” Rachel burst in.

      Trevor put a hand up, cutting off Rachel’s words, and stepped closer to Rebel. So close he could whisper in her ear. She trembled but forced herself not to step back.

      “We’ve been fucking without a condom,” he said softly, his words meant only for her. “Me thinking I’m planting my seed in you, and you didn’t think you should inform me that you’re already pregnant with some other asshole’s kid?”

      Rebel swallowed hard.

      

      Trevor was filled with rage. His body was on fire. He practically saw red. Mad at Rebel for not telling him the truth. Mad at everyone and everything.

      Most of all, mad at himself.

      He was a match that only needed a rough surface to light on fire.

      He was lying. She was lying. It was all a boatload of wrong piled on more wrong. And she’d never told him that she was pregnant?

      What. The. Fuck.

      He was practically dizzy with the enormity of this information.

      How could she not have told him? How?

      He stared hard at his woman as she turned away.

      “I heard you,” a voice shouted in his ear. He glanced in slow motion to look at Rachel, who was staring at him with eyes lit with rage. “I was standing right here and I heard what you whispered in Rebel’s ear.” Rachel reached out and punched him in the arm. “She was raped, you asshole!” she yelled at him. “Raped when everything went down in LA. Two men beat her and raped her and she’s been afraid to tell you this whole time because she was worried you would reject the baby. I told her you weren’t like that. I vouched for you and it turns out you are like that.”

      Trevor took a deep breath, glanced up and noticed Adam jogging in their direction. The three new women were gathered closely around Rebel, covering her as effectively as a burqa, sweeping her off to the house.

      “Adam, I—” Rachel started.

      He hugged her. “Go inside, babe, with Rebel. It’ll be okay. We’ll talk later. Let me take care of this now.”

      Rachel nodded and walked away. The other women were already inside.

      “You got this?” Sebastian asked Adam in a low voice.

      Trevor glanced at Justin, who was eyeing him with open hostility. Trevor lifted his chin and widened his stance.

      “I’m good,” Adam replied. “You can go with them. I’ll take—”

      Justin stepped up and swung his fist into Trevor’s jaw. Blinding pain swept across his face.

      “Oh shit,” Adam muttered. “Here we go.”

      Trevor stumbled back, recovered and plowed his head back into Justin’s midsection. The two of them fell to the ground, wrestling for control.

      “Bring it on, motherfucker,” Trevor growled.

      “You’re not going to hurt her again,” Justin snarled.

      “Break it up!” Adam shouted as he waded in, bent down and shoved them both back with a palm on each of their chests. Sebastian stepped in too, effectively separating the two men.

      “You are not going to lay other goddamn hand on her, do you hear me?” Justin spit out. “Let me go. I’m going to kick his ass for hurting her.”

      “Justin,” Adam sighed as he pulled him off the ground. “You just recovered from walking pneumonia. You’re weak, man. Trevor will kick your ass. She’s gone, she’s leaving him. Let it go. Okay? The both of you. Let it go.”

      Trevor stood up. Blood dripped off his face and onto his hand. “Fuck you all,” he spat, then turned and strode away.

      

      Rebel stood in the RV, not speaking and trying not to cry while her heart throbbed with an actual physical pain, like a knife wound. Her hand was over her wounded heart, rubbing against her chest. Her bags were packed. Tiana, Krissy and Kati were loading their car. She’d said goodbye to everyone she wanted to say goodbye to. She was trying not to think about a certain person, just waiting for Justin to get his stuff together.

      “You’re going with them? Are you sure? You could stay, you know, until you’re one hundred percent,” Christian said to Justin. He was there with them, watching as Justin looked through the RV one last time. Justin strode around the cramped interior, his movements jerky, his brow furrowed. He picked items up and shoved them in bags, not looking very closely at what he was taking.

      “Someone’s got to watch over those women,” Justin answered. “They’re wild and reckless. I can’t let them leave without back-up, especially now that Rebel’s going with them. I wanted to stay, but now that they’re leaving, I am too. I have to go with them. Someone has to be there to cover their asses when they get into trouble, because they will get into trouble.”

      Rebel rolled her eyes, kinda pissed off at what he was saying. “We’re big girls, we can handle ourselves.”

      Christian nodded at Justin, agreeing. “I understand. It’s the right thing to do. It’ll make all of us feel better knowing you went with them.”

      Rebel blew out a disgusted breath.

      A car horn honked from outside. “Justin, move your ass!” a female voice yelled. “We’re outta here.”

      “There’s my cue,” Justin groused. “Let’s go,” he said to Rebel. Then he looked back at Christian. “I’ll be back in a couple of days to come and pick up the RV.”

      “Okay, I’ll tell the others.” Christian opened the door for them.

      Rebel saw Krissy in the driver’s seat of the convertible the women had arrived in four days ago.

      “What’s taking so long?” Krissy yelled. “You don’t need anything. Leave it all behind. We’ll pick up new stuff on the way. Come on, hurry the hell up.”

      The two women in the backseat joined in the chorus of grousing. Rebel offered a tremulous, apologetic smile.

      “Shit,” Justin grumbled from behind.

      “Good luck with that,” Christian offered. “They’re going to be a handful.”

      “Tell me about it,” Justin muttered. He put out his hand. “Hey, thanks for the help, man. I appreciate it. If it wasn’t for you…”

      Christian took the offered hand, shook it briskly and let go. “I did what needed to be done. You would’ve done the same.”

      Justin nodded. “Maybe you could come visit us later and—”

      The horn honked again. There were whistles and catcalls. Justin shook his head. “Maybe you could come and visit us in Carmel when we get settled again. Adam gave me a new frequency for the radio we can use to keep in touch.”

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      Justin nodded and brushed past Christian as he moved to the car. Rebel followed.

      “Hey, girl,” Krissy said. “You come and sit in the front seat next to me. You earned it today.”

      Rebel nodded and got in the front seat, because, you know what, she had.

      Justin squeezed his large frame into the backseat between Kati and Tiana. The moment his door shut, the car pealed off and they were gone.
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      “Dude, not sure how you could’ve fucked that up more,” Adam said.

      Trevor looked away and took another sip of his bourbon. A few hours had passed since “the incident,” and he’d had time to calm down, stop seeing red, and review his every action and what he’d said, and yeah… He’d fucked up so bad, it was possible it was the biggest fuckup in the history of fuckups.

      Hence the bourbon.

      “I should’ve told her the truth,” he admitted.

      “Yuh think? Jesus, man, she ended up finding out about you in front of everyone. I heard it was painful for everyone to watch. You put her out there, left her swinging.”

      Trevor’s stomach clenched and bile rose in his throat. He had. He so fucking had. He should’ve told Rebel he’d been in prison. He shouldn’t have lied to her about his past. She still might’ve left him when she’d found out about the drug dealing, but at least he wouldn’t have been outed in front of everyone like a damn soap opera. Justin would have woken up, with Trevor already in there, having told her the truth in his own time, his own way, able to explain to her his history. Still, not that she’d have forgiven him considering what happened to her brother, but she sure as hell wouldn’t have run off and left him in the dust like a bat out of hell.

      “Dude, I know this was your first real relationship, but damn, you could have done better. Now you’ve lost her. The women are pissed as hell. We’re all pissed. You drove her away!”

      Trevor slammed his fist on the table. “You think I don’t know that? I know she’s gone. Gone and not fucking coming back.”

      “And she’s pregnant,” Adam said quietly.

      Trevor gritted his teeth. “Here we go…”

      “When a woman tells you she’s pregnant, your response is not to push her away.”

      “Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black? I seem to remember you smashing a lamp against the wall and tearing the fuck out of Dodge when you found out Rachel was pregnant and you thought the child might not be yours. Rebel was raped, by two different assholes. She doesn’t even know who the father is and never will.”

      Trevor took a deep breath. He thought he’d finally found a woman for himself. Free and clear. He’d never had that before. Never. He’d either shared women or been partial to women who always seemed to be taken with other men. His first girlfriend who messed around with his best friend proved that. He was tired of it, bone tired. This new Trevor required a different type of woman. A woman who was his and his alone. He thought he’d found that. And now he’d found out the woman he loved was pregnant and she wasn’t carrying his own fucking child?

      Would he ever get a break?

      “This was the first woman who’d ever been mine. The first woman I’d loved. Do you hear me? Loved.” Trevor paused and downed another swig of bourbon, letting that shit burn right on down his throat. “I wasn’t sharing her with anyone,” he rasped. “You can look but you can’t touch. And I was all over the idea of fucking her and filling her with my seed and planting my kid there. Here’s what you don’t know.” He jabbed a finger at Adam. “I’d stopped using a condom. I wanted her pregnant with my kid, and I thought she did too. But she was already fucking pregnant and she hadn’t told me. Rebel had her secrets, too.”

      “If it makes you feel better, Justin looked surprised to hear that too. He didn’t know and he’d been living with her.”

      “Rachel knew.”

      “Rachel told me she’d guessed. Caught Rebel throwing up yesterday morning and put two and two together. Rebel swore her to secrecy. Rachel said she did her best to talk her into telling you the truth. She thinks Rebel was about to tell you, on her own, trust you with that before this happened. I bet she didn’t want you to find out her secret that way any more than you’d wanted her to find out yours.”

      Trevor swallowed another gulp of bourbon. “Yeah, well,” he gasped. “Too damn late for both of us, isn’t it?”

      Disgusted, he pulled out the box he’d been carrying in his pocket, the small ring box he’d picked up just yesterday with Adam on a scavenger mission to town, and threw it on the dresser. The box he’d planned to pull out once he got a moment alone with Rebel.

      That was all over with. All over.

      

      Justin tried to act like he was perfectly fine and fully recovered from his illness, but Rebel knew better. He ended up falling asleep in the backseat of Krissy’s car twenty minutes into their journey. This was hard to do considering he was sitting upright, squeezed between both Tiana and Kati, who had given him the hump in the middle to sit on.

      The car had been quiet though as Krissy drove to the “girls’ lair,” as she liked to call it, a nice comfortable house they’d found in the countryside on the outskirts of a small town named Sanger. It was only about a forty-minute drive from the farm they’d left. The ranch-style house was one story with five bedrooms and was all cleared out and already stocked with provisions. Krissy, Kati and Tiana had already staked their rooms during the last week that they’d lived there before they’d made contact on the farm, so Rebel walked in quietly with Justin, who was only half awake, and claimed the last two available rooms in the back of the house.

      Later, they all sat in the kitchen while Kati and Tiana pulled together a quick meal of canned foods. Krissy, Tiana and Kati chatted while both she and Justin remained silent, essentially dead on their feet.

      How could she speak when her very soul had been ripped from her body? When it turned out the love of her life was a murderer and a drug lord?

      She’d fallen in love with the villain in a bad movie. How was that possible?

      Her stomach twisted into knots so she ate very little, mainly picking at her food. Justin ate some, and she noted the sweat beading on his forehead despite the cool house that was climate controlled due to the generator producing enough electricity for the all-important air conditioner. There were solar panels covering all of the roof too.

      Rebel made her excuses and led Justin to his bedroom. The two of them had tiny rooms, both with twin beds. This was fine. A bed was all she needed. She pulled out Justin’s medicine kit, which Christian had thoughtfully stocked and quietly handed off to Rebel before they left. She wasn’t sure Justin even knew it existed. He was still coughing some, but not like before. She shook out two painkillers and his antibiotics, anti-cough meds, and made him take it all with some water, made sure he was in bed, comfortable, with his shoes off, and went to her own room and closed the door.

      She sat on the bed and looked around at the former child’s bedroom. The pink and purple décor. The dolls and Barbie clothes. And tears started to roll down her cheeks. Her shoulders shook. A sob tore through her chest. She lay down on the bed and tucked herself into a protective ball and cried and cried. She cried for herself, for all the dreams she had, for the betrayal she felt, and she cried for her baby, who, yet again, would not have a father.

      And also, she cried for the world that was gone and would never return.

      “What is wrong with me?” she whispered to herself. Why couldn’t she seem to find the right man? She’d been so on it when it came to her job, her career, but when it came to men, she was miserable. A total failure. Other people seemed to find that person who was right and then stay with them. Why couldn’t she do the same?

      Trevor had lied to her, tricked her. She cried harder and clutched her pillow as the torment racked her body.

      They stayed at the house in Sanger for three days. Rebel mainly slept. When she was awake she checked on Justin, who seemed to be mainly sleeping too. The other women kept them fed, asked her if she needed anything, helped Justin when necessary, but left her alone to her misery, which was exactly what she wanted. That’s exactly where she was, in misery, a hole so dark and black it was difficult to get out of bed. She’d been pushed right back to that place she’d been at right after the end, when she’d drifted around in shock at the devastation of the whole entire world.

      Finally, one morning she woke up to find Justin standing next to her bed, coffee cup in hand, smile on his face.

      “Hey,” she mumbled.

      “Wake up, sleepy head.”

      “Huh, this coming from the man who slept the last three days away.”

      “Recharging. Ready to go now.”

      She rolled over with her back to him. “Well, that’s you, not me. I could use a few more hours.”

      “Yeah, guess being pregnant would take a toll on a person.”

      She stiffened and rolled back to look at him, letting all her anguish show plainly on her face. “Oh, Justin, I’m so sorry you had to find out like that. I meant to tell you—”

      “That’s okay, no need to tell me. I’m sure I would’ve noticed by the time you went into labor. I’m observant like that.”

      “Justin.” She sat up. “Look, I found out only the day before we got in the RV and left for Casa de Fruta. It was so shocking, I was just trying to figure it out in my own head first before telling you, then you got sick. I didn’t have a chance to tell you before you jumped on Trevor. I was going to tell you. In fact, I was eager to tell you. I needed your advice.”

      She noticed the lines around the corners of his eyes and near his mouth softened. His grip on his coffee cup loosened. He sat down on the bed next to her. He looked clean-shaven, like he’d just stepped out of the shower. Meanwhile, she was a rumpled mess.

      “It wasn’t like I’d known the whole time we were traveling together and I didn’t tell you. I only found out recently and I freaked out because…because I knew this was a result of when I was raped and beaten in my own house.”

      “I knew you’d been through something horrible when I found you, but you’ve never wanted to talk about it.”

      She took a deep breath and decided now was as good a time as any to bare her soul. “Right at the end, when there were still a lot of people alive but everything was chaos, I opened the door and let them in because they were friends. Two guys I’d known for years who I’d worked with on various sets. They beat me and raped me, taking turns.”

      “Rebel.”

      “Yeah, it was pretty awful. That’s also why when you found me I was such a mess. I was recovering from not only the end of the world, but from that betrayal. Can I tell you what bugs me most about this?”

      “What?”

      “I know this may sound weird, but it bugs me that I’ll never know who the father of my child is. Both of those guys were white and they looked similar. Same coloring, same build. Is that odd that that’s what I’m worried over? Not so much the labor or the fact that I’m bringing a child into this weirdness, but I’m tortured over the fact that I can never tell my child who their father is.” A sob unexpectedly bubbled up in her chest. “I just never expected to ever be in a position like this. I always thought if I had a child it would be my choice, and the father would be a man I loved, a man who was ready and eager to raise the baby with me.”

      Justin took her hand. “I’m here. I can be the father.”

      Tears ran down her cheeks. “You’re such a nice man,” she whispered. “I still wish you weren’t gay, you know.”

      He smiled. “And I wish you were gay. And a man.”

      She wiped her cheek. “I was kinda secretly wishing Trevor would’ve taken the role as father and you would’ve been the beloved uncle. But that didn’t exactly work out.”

      “Rebel, he’s—”

      “I know, I know,” she cut him off. “I know everything. Let’s not revisit my errors, okay? Not today.”

      He sighed. “Okay. I’m not leaving you. I’m here for you, like you were there for me while I was sick. You stayed with me every step of the way and made sure I got what I needed. Thank you for that, Rebel.”

      She turned and gave him a hug; his arms slid around her and hugged her back. “I’d do anything for you, you big lug. Don’t you know that?”

      “Same here,” he responded. “Anything, Rebel. Anything.”
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      After Rebel left, Trevor got drunk.

      This seemed to be the best way to deal with the situation.

      He took great gulps of alcohol straight from the bottle, enjoying the torturous burning sensation that seemed to peel off the inside of his throat.

      He deserved it. It was his punishment.

      He’d been a drug dealer, the same type of person that had caused the death of Rebel’s brother.

      He drank and drank, spiraling into a midnight of shame and embarrassment, a faraway place where no one knew him and he didn’t even know his own name. Sometimes he’d hear speech and people would try to talk to him, try to take his alcohol away, or try to get him out of bed.

      Hell, no.

      He’d shout at them to leave him alone, slurring his words as he tried to speak and falling to the floor when he tried to punch someone in the jaw when they got too close. Eventually, he passed out, waking up an indeterminate amount of time later to blinding pain stabbing between his eyes and to the realization that his woman had dumped his ass.

      When he remembered this stark reality he immediately reached for a bottle to numb the pain, to drown out the cacophony of voices in his head berating his every decision, his very life—and found it empty. Pissed off, he kicked at the bottles scattered across the floor. They were all empty.

      Fuck. He needed to restock.

      Trevor shuffled off into the midday heat of the summer sun, reeking like a country bar at two a.m. He went to the tour bus where he kept his stash. Luckily, no one was around to bother him. He brought an armful of clear and amber bottles back to the apartment, lined them up on his dresser and continued to hole up in his bedroom.

      He curled on the bed and pulled the pillow Rebel had used into his arms and took a deep breath, comforted by her lingering scent. His chest constricted; his eyes stung. Tears welled in his eyes and ran down his cheeks. He rubbed them away vehemently.

      Trevor Mason did not cry.

      He fucking did not cry.

      He reached for a new bottle.

      He didn’t want to see anyone or talk to anyone. He didn’t even want to be around himself at the moment. If he could’ve left his own good-for-nothing worthless body behind, he would’ve done that, because what use was he?

      Only two things had made this new world bearable—the thought that he could do better, be better—and Rebel. Both of those things were lost to him now.

      Turned out he’d once been an asshole loser, so he’d always be an asshole loser, and Rebel, well—she’d found out about the real him, the real Trevor, and she got shot of him as fast as was humanly possible.

      He’d never seen a woman pack her shit and leave a man that fast. It had to be a world record.

      He continued to drink and glare at the walls.

      Occasionally someone would tap on the door and ask him if he needed anything. He’d growl…and they’d leave. Sometimes they left a tray of food, which he ignored. Once, he ate some crackers because he’d switched to tequila and he knew he needed something in his stomach if he was going to keep that shit down.

      He blinked his eyes open and he woke to the sound of the generator humming outside his room and the air conditioner blowing cool, fresh air on his sweaty skin. He glanced over and saw a new tray of food. Someone had been there, checking on him again.

      He would’ve been flattered if he gave a fuck.

      Even one fuck.

      But he had no more fucks to give.

      The midday light of yet another day filtered through the partially closed blinds. Trevor thought of her again. Of Rebel. He groaned and rolled over to his side. Shit, he was half sober. He remembered running for the toilet late last night, throwing up everything he had, again and again, a burning spectacle of dishonor and indignity. He leaned over, groping for a fresh bottle.

      A pounding on the bedroom door set off a series of painful explosions across his forehead.

      “Trevor, we’re coming in,” a voice shouted. “This is day three. That’s enough, man. Enough.”

      Adam.

      He could hear a second muffled voice.

      Christian?

      “Unlock the fucking door or I’m going to bust it down. Do you hear me? Get off your drunk ass and let us in or we’re going to break this door down.”

      He must’ve locked it last night. Trevor sat up slowly, like the oldest man alive. He creaked his body across the room and opened the door. They were both there, in the doorway, staring at him accusingly. Adam looked him up and down. “Rachel said it was bad, but shit, Trevor, I didn’t realize it was this bad. You look like roadkill. Jesus, man, have some pride.”

      Adam brushed past him and stalked into the room. Christian wrinkled his nose.

      Trevor closed his eyes and leaned against the doorjamb, unable to take any of this shit right now.

      “Listen.” He heard Adam’s voice. “This is it. You had three days to throw your pity party. It’s over. We’re here to dry you out and get you showered. No more alcohol. The women are scared for you, and Josie keeps asking where you are. There are people who care about you here. It’s time to stop wallowing in your misery and rejoin the real world.”

      Trevor dropped his chin into his chest, eyes still closed. All he knew was that he felt like shit and Adam’s words weren’t helping one damn bit.

      He felt a hand on his arm.

      He didn’t shrug it off, just accepted it.

      “Come on,” Christian said. “Let’s get you into the shower.”

      “We’re getting you cleaned up because one day soon you’re going to be ready, ready to go get that girl back. You hear me?” Adam said.

      Trevor lifted his head, which felt like a ten-pound weight, and opened his bleary eyes. “Not happening,” he croaked.

      “That’s what you think,” Christian said, soft but firm.
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      “We’re going to need to go back and visit sometimes, you know. These eggs we’re eating for breakfast and this fruit all came from your friends back at the farm. They gave us a care package of perishable food on our way out the door,” Kati said.

      “That was nice of them,” Rebel answered softly. Luckily her morning sickness seemed to have subsided temporarily. She picked at her food, eating slowly, but without worrying whether it would come up or not. This was an improvement.

      Kati fixed breakfast while Tiana served coffee. Krissy and Justin sat at the kitchen table with her. She’d been in this kitchen many times now, but this morning she actually saw it, noticing it was large, well-lit with morning light, and comfortable. The house wasn’t brand new, but the kitchen seemed to have been recently remodeled with dark granite countertops and cream cabinets and white subway-tile backsplash. The kitchen table was situated in front of a large window that let in the morning light and offered a view of a backyard with a green pool and yellowed landscaping sorely in need of attention.

      “So.” Justin swallowed a bite of egg. “Are you ladies coming back with Rebel and me to Carmel?”

      Krissy shrugged and picked up a cup of coffee. “Wasn’t sure if we were invited.”

      Rebel rolled her eyes. “Don’t start. Of course you’re invited, all of you are. Wait a sec, you don’t want to stay there, do you? That’s what this is about, isn’t it?”

      “Well…while you were sick, the others at the farm showed me the measures they were taking in case of acid rain,” Krissy said.

      Justin raised his eyebrows.

      “Yeah,” Rebel confirmed. “They said it was a matter of time before all the nuclear power plants worldwide melted down, like Chernobyl. Trevor said…” She stumbled to a halt. Everyone stared at her. “Um, they said that out in Carmel we should be safe, that it might be far enough away, but he wasn’t sure. They thought it might be a good idea for us to rethink where we were living and move farther away.”

      “Yeah, they told me the same thing,” Tiana said from the kitchen. “I was going to say something to you two, advise you not to go back. I’m happy you brought it up first. They were really nice and gave us a tour of what they’re doing to stay safe too. Adam said that all the nuclear power plants in the world are dangerous, not just the ones near us, because the radioactive clouds will drift into the atmosphere and float wherever and come down randomly as acid rain. We won’t know it’s happening either until it’s too late. We can’t ever go back to LA, you know. We need to keep the exclusion zone wider than in Chernobyl or Fukushima because you have to remember that there are no humans there doing clean-up. There won’t be a sarcophagus around the reactor core keeping the worst of it contained. It will just spew like an open wound. When they blow, radioactive debris can float into the atmosphere and land who knows where.”

      “That freaks me out,” said Krissy.

      “Sounds like I missed a lot while I was out.” Justin looked out the window, quiet for a second. “I knew about the nuclear plants on the coast and I thought we were far enough away, but yeah, maybe we weren’t. No need to risk our lives by staying too close. There are plenty of places to live that are safer.”

      “Like here,” Kati offered as she walked to the table and sat down with her own plate of food. “You could always stay here, with us.”

      Rebel locked her gaze with Krissy. Her jaw clenched. “This was your plan all along, wasn’t it?”

      Krissy shrugged.

      “Well, it is a good idea,” Tiana offered. “We could all live here. Why not? We could go looking for more survivors but use this house as our base and return here eventually.”

      Rebel looked down at her plate. Why not? Well, because…

      “No,” Justin answered for her. “It’s too close, to the others.”

      Kati sighed. “It’s only”—she lowered her voice—“Trevor,” she whispered. “The rest of them at the farm are really nice. I liked them, and Josie is there…”

      Tiana gestured at Justin, waving her fork in the air. “You didn’t get a chance to know them, Justin, because you were out of it, you were only awake at the end to see the drama. We were there for four days and I’m telling you, they were nice.”

      “No, I know,” he said. “They took care of me, remember? I got to know Christian. He was there in the RV when Rebel wasn’t. And Sebastian too. I appreciate that. It’s just, I’m worried if we’re so close and easily reachable that Trevor will try something.”

      Rebel’s brow furrowed. “What? Try what?”

      “I don’t know, but he looked desperate.”

      “He’ll probably end up here, under your window, holding a boombox,” Krissy muttered.

      “What is she talking about?” Kati said contrarily.

      “Probably some eighties movie,” Tiana answered. “It’s all she talks about.”

      Krissy bumped a slice of peach around on her plate with her fork. “I miss that new girl, Rachel. Now she knows her movies. She understood me.”

      Justin snorted. “Let’s not romanticize this situation.” He looked at Rebel. “Remember, you’ve only known Trevor for a short time, and you didn’t know him before the end. The ten days you spent together were probably like a honeymoon where he showed you the good side of himself and hid his other side. You need to know this, all of you need to know this…the men in those Aryan prison gangs are more animal than men. They’ve lost their humanity. They spent all of their time trying to find ways to kill members of rival gangs in and out of the prison walls. They worked on ways to send coded messages to the outside and on how to receive small stashes of drugs through the mail. If they could hurt or humiliate a guard in the process, all the better. I’m telling you, Rebel, that was all those men did. Trevor was in for murder, so he was a lifer. He spent his time behind bars scheming on how to hurt other people, and he lifted weights and worked out. That’s it. That was his life. Before that, he was doing the same thing, but on the streets and on a larger scale.”

      “I can’t believe I stood there and listened to him us out that day when we first met. He called us out.” Tiana snorted. “What a joke.”

      “You’re saying you think he’s still dangerous? He didn’t seem like that at the farm, he—” Krissy offered.

      “He was lying to all of you. Like Kati said, members of the Aryan Brotherhood only accept heterosexual Caucasians into their little world. Everyone else is the enemy. If he didn’t tip his hand and let you see that yet, it was only a matter of time until he did.”

      This was the man she had trusted? The man she had started to love? The man she’d told her secrets to and had been intimate with?

      Rebel felt the bile rise in her throat. She raced to the bathroom and made it just in time to lose her breakfast in the toilet.

      She sat on the tile floor in the bathroom, taking deep breaths, the door partially open. She could hear them whispering in the hallway.

      “We can’t go back to Carmel, we can’t stay here, what should we do?” Tiana’s distinctive voice said.

      “I think we still need to travel some more, scout out new areas. We can do what they’re doing, staying close to the mountains, but we can go north. Maybe we’ll luck out and find more men,” Krissy said.

      “Okay, that sounds like a decent plan.”

      “I think we should put a timeline on it though,” Justin said. “I don’t want us to end up nomads. We travel for, say, a week or two, and then we find a place to settle. Can we all agree on that?”

      She could hear Krissy take a deep breath. “Yeah, okay.”

      “Kati, Tiana. Are you in on that? Not more than two weeks?”

      “That’s perfect,” a soft female voice said.

      “Yeah, that’s good. I like it,” Tiana answered. “This one here will go hog wild if you let her. I mean, I want to find a man too, but I get tired, you know? So yes, two weeks, we travel north, and then we find a place. Sounds good.”

      “Rebel?” Krissy raised her voice from the hall. “What do you think of that? Are you okay with that plan?”

      “Yeah,” she answered flatly. Tears ran down her cheeks. “That’s fine. Whatever.”
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      Trevor walked into the dining room at lunch time. He’d showered and brushed his teeth. He wore clean clothes and trimmed his beard. The headache was still there, aching quietly at his temples, but the painkillers helped. Every damn bottle of liquor was out of his room, all the empties, all the half-full bottles, the unopened ones…all gone. He was dry now and brutally wide awake.

      Awake and ready to do what needed to be done in order to start fresh. For real this time. None of this half-assed business he’d done before where he lied about himself. Lied to these people, lied to Rebel. Obviously that wasn’t working. It had to end now.

      Time for a real fresh start.

      The truth would finally set him free.

      Everyone at the table stopped eating, went quiet and stared at him.

      He looked at all of them. One by one. Even meeting Josie’s gaze and smiling.

      “Sit down,” Rachel urged. “Join us, Trevor.” She pointed at his empty chair.

      He shook his head and cleared his throat. It was time to clear the air. Time to come clean. It fucking sucked, but he had to do it. It needed to be done.

      “No, not yet. I…” He swallowed. “I need to tell everyone something. I need to make sure you all know about me, everything about me. Even Josie.” He looked at the sweet little girl sitting in the midst of all the adults, the only child left on the planet. “Even you, Josie. I need all of you to know everything about my past.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” Christian said. “We accept you as you are, Trevor. We always have.”

      Trevor’s gaze clashed with his. “You accept me because I’ve been lying to you and not telling you about me. I lied to you, Christian. I lied to all of you.”

      They were all quiet again. He saw Christian’s eyes narrow and his jaw tick. Trevor sighed and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “What did you lie about?” Rachel whispered.

      “I wasn’t a small-time crook who ended up in a country club prison. I told you that when I first met all of you because I wasn’t ready to tell you the truth. I figured my appearance enough was enough for you to handle and you wouldn’t be able to handle the rest.” He pointed at the tats on his neck. “Justin was right about me. I was a gang member, part of the Aryan Brotherhood. I’ve been a member for most of my adult life. My dad was in the Brotherhood too. I learned from him. That’s what this tat of the swastika means, it’s a right of passage, showing I’m part of the Brotherhood. And this one”—he pointed at the four-leaf clover—“this one means I killed a man in prison to signify my allegiance to the Brotherhood. I had to do that or I would be killed myself. Prison is brutal. You have to belong to a gang and prove yourself. Kill or be killed. After I did that they all left me alone. The reason why I was in prison and on death row was because I killed a man. I was in prison for murder. That’s what you don’t know. I murdered the man who was responsible for the gang rape of my sister. The man who sat back and let it all happen right in front of him. I killed my father. I fought with him, killed him, and went to prison for it.”

      Again, the whole table was quiet.

      “Fuck me,” Adam mumbled.

      “I think I’m going to take Josie to the garden to help me pick some tomatoes,” Phoebe said brightly as she stood up with Josie’s hand in hers. “Come on, sweetie, let’s go outside for a bit.”

      “But, Phoebe, I don’t wanna go. I want to listen to Trevor.”

      “You can listen to him later. We have to get going now.”

      “Sorry,” Trevor muttered.

      “No worries.” Phoebe threw a smile over her shoulder as she pulled the complaining Josie with her out the back door.

      The door shut behind them and the room returned to silence again.

      Trevor shoved his hands in his pockets and looked down at the floor.

      “Jesus, your own men gang raped your sister, and your Dad watched? Did they kill her?” Adam asked.

      “No.” Trevor shook his head. “The virus did that.”

      “Your dad ordered them to rape her?” Sebastian said.

      “He brought his asshole friends over to my house when I was out on a job. The men in our gang who were the most notorious for their abuse of women. Dad passed out drunk and left them alone in my house…” His voice caught. He swallowed and kept going. “…left them alone in my house to do whatever they wanted to my sixteen-year-old sister. All five of them. My mom had run away from my dad ten years before and moved across the country to try and keep my sister safe from him and his shit. But she was sixteen and angry and thought my mom was keeping her from seeing her dad. She’d been back only two weeks. I was on the verge of getting her on a plane and back to Florida with my mom where she belonged when it happened.”

      “Oh my god,” Rachel breathed. “I’m so sorry, Trevor. So sorry.”

      He nodded. His lips pressed together.

      “I lost my mind,” he admitted. “Didn’t try to hide what I did. And actually, I would’ve killed them all if they’d still been there, or if I’d been given more time to track them down. My dad was the first one I saw after, and I blamed him most of all. First, I’d taken my sister to the hospital, got her on a plane to Florida. And then I shot my dad one day in the front yard of my house when he came over to talk to me like nothing had fucking happened. Like he hadn’t let those motherfuckers gang rape his own daughter. I shot his ass dead and just sat on the front porch and waited for the cops to come and take me away.”

      He took a deep breath. “I pleaded guilty and went to prison. That was okay with me. Worth it all to see him dead. I ratted out those motherfuckers, giving them up to the Feds. But I had plenty of years ahead of me before Ruyigi hit and all the guards died. When the end came I was sitting in a prison cell. When there was only a handful of prisoners left alive, the last two guards there opened all the cells. And I walked out. Just like that. I walked out of Avenal State Prison, a free man.”
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      Three days later, Rebel, Justin, her cousin Krissy and her two new friends, Kati and Tiana started on their exploratory journey of north-eastern California.

      They had maps.

      They had a new minivan with plenty of room and supplies.

      Justin had spoken with Adam on the radio, letting him know about their whereabouts and the fact that they would take a day or two longer than expected to pick up the RV. They couldn’t travel too far without the RV, they needed it as backup in case they went somewhere that didn’t have a safe, clean, place to sleep.

      Most importantly they had a plan on where to travel. And with a plan came a semblance of hope.

      Twenty minutes into their trip, Krissy saw something unexpected on the side of the road.

      “What the fuck? Did I see a…?” Krissy shouted over the music blaring from the stereo.

      Rebel turned around, trying to see what Krissy was seeing through the window. No luck.

      “Stop the car. Stop the car! It was a man, a man on a motorcycle!” Kati screeched from the backseat, right into Rebel’s ear. Rebel winced at the sharp pain and tried to turn around again to get a look at what the commotion was about.

      “Oh hell, we’ve got to turn around.” Krissy slammed on the brakes.

      Rebel steadied herself with a hand to the dash and turned the music off. “Slow down, Thelma,” she told Krissy. “What’s the hurry?”

      “We can’t let a live one get away!” Krissy jerked the steering wheel to the left, whipping the car around with the expertise of a stunt driver.

      “Yeah, no chance of that,” Justin deadpanned from the backseat, where he was squished yet again between Kati and Tiana. “He’s flagging us down.”

      As the car swerved around, Rebel finally spotted the man on the side of the road. A biker dude standing next to a bitchin’ Harley. He wore a vest, tats, black clothing, jeans—the whole uniform. Even from this distance she could see he was young and fit. And alone.

      “He’s fiiiiine,” Tiana breathed.

      “Christ, who cares?” Justin bit out. “What if he’s packing? What if he wants to shoot me and kidnap all of you and turn you into his private harem? Don’t stop the car, let’s keep going.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” Tiana squeaked. “He wouldn’t have to kidnap me, I’d volunteer! Don’t listen to him. Stop the car, Krissy.”

      “Tiana, what if he’s an asshole who beats you?” Justin ground out. “Dear God, am I the only one here thinking with something other than my goddamn vagina?”

      “I don’t want him,” Rebel whispered, her throat tightening. “But I think I’m the only one.”

      Krissy flashed her a sympathetic look, then zeroed in on Justin, locking eyes with him through the rearview mirror. “That’s why we brought you,” she told him. “You’re a scary-looking son of a bitch, Justin. You’ve got that deep voice and all those muscles. He won’t mess with us with you here. We’ll stop and talk to him. Feel him out. See if he’s a good guy or a bad guy. Hey, if he’s good, maybe he can join our group and we can all move up north together.”

      “That fucker is coming with us only if I give the go-ahead,” Justin shot back. “Do you women hear me? I make the final decision. Not you, not Rebel, not any of you. Me. If I say he doesn’t stay with us, then he doesn’t stay.”

      Krissy stopped the car, parking across the street from the biker dude. “Who the fuck died and made you king?” she barked. “I said you’re the heat, not the boss.”

      “If you want me with you, keeping you safe, you do what I say,” Justin shouted back. “I sure as hell am the boss.”

      Rebel shook her head. Oh hell, this was going nowhere. These two would fight all day if she didn’t do something. She turned back to face everyone in the car. “Calm down. Listen. I have to say, considering the fact that Justin was a DEA agent before the end, maybe he’s right. I think we should let him take the lead here.”

      “Why, because he’s a man?” Krissy asked with derision in her voice. “Are we starting that patriarchal bullshit in this world too?”

      “No, we’re letting him take the lead in this one situation because he’s the expert and we’re bowing in this one instance to his superior knowledge.”

      “I don’t trust him taking the lead. He’s not impartial,” Krissy fired back. “He’ll shoot first, say no and ask questions later.”

      “I will not!”

      “He’s going to start a fight with the new guy, make him look bad and then announce he can’t come with us.” Kati said from the backseat, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “I fucking won’t.”

      “I say even if this guy’s an ass we overpower him, tie him up and bring him along as our private sex slave,” Tiana said. “The sex is the most important thing here, right?”

      “Tiana!” Rebel gasped.

      “What the fuck?” Justin shouted. “Am I the only sober person in this car?”

      “What?” Tiana yelled back. “Desperate times call for desperate measures.”

      “That’s rape, Tiana,” Rebel said, trying to keep her tone even. “We’re never going to be desperate enough for rape.”

      The car went quiet. Rebel could feel anger pulsing off Justin in dangerous waves. He looked very close to exploding and saying things they’d all regret. “Um, Tiana, I don’t think you really meant that, about wanting a sex slave. You might want to rephrase,” Rebel said gently, cocking her head towards Justin.

      Tiana rolled her eyes. “Okay, fine. No sex slaves… Sorry, Justin. The lack of sex is making me cranky,” she sighed. “You call it. I’ll follow your lead.”

      “Good.” Justin growled. “One down. Kati?”

      “Whatever,” Kati sighed. “I want to meet more men, but I also don’t want to die. So…okay. I’ll follow your lead.”

      “Krissy?”

      Krissy whipped around and locked eyes with Justin. “You know, if you weren’t gay I’d totally be fucking you right now. You’re hot when you’re bossy.”

      Justin’s jaw dropped. Then his eyes slid to Rebel’s, his face morphing into a mask of rage.

      She was soooo busted. “Sorry,” she whispered.

      “Are you packing?” Krissy asked Justin.

      “Of course,” he snorted.

      “Okay, let’s do this then.” Krissy opened the door. She stepped out of the car. They all followed her out, one by one, ready to face the unknown.

      “I was right,” Tiana whispered as she elbowed Rebel.

      Upon closer inspection, Rebel had to admit Tiana was right. The biker dude was fine. Despite the hard-living outward appearance, or maybe because of that, this man was handsome.

      Not as handsome as Trevor, of course.

      No one was that good-looking.

      And never would be. Ever again.

      The man kept his hands up, palms out, as they crossed the street to meet him (not bothering to look both ways for more traffic, because, why?). He smiled a bright, genuine-looking smile at the women, and Rebel noticed he locked eyes with Justin and gave him a chin lift. Justin returned it with a frown.

      “Hey, my name is Spike. Good to see so many people at once.”

      He moved a few steps, and Rebel noticed that he limped and wore a knee brace over his pant leg. And his voice, his voice was amazing. He would’ve made a fortune doing voice-overs.

      Spike looked at her closely, his eyes scanning her face. “Hey, aren’t you—”

      “Yes, she’s Rebel Case, the movie star,” Krissy said quickly with a bored tone.

      “Wow, that’s unbelievable. The other guys won’t fucking believe this.”

      “What other guys?” Justin asked. “We thought you were out here alone.”

      “Well, I’m on my own now. I left the main group just a few hours ago. Thought I’d be alone for a hella long time. I’m surprised to run into you ladies.”

      “Yeah, bet you are,” Justin groused.

      “Why don’t you join us?” Krissy offered. “We’re looking for a place to start over, to settle down at, and since we’ve got more women than men here, we’d love to add a new man to our group.”

      “No—” Justin started.

      “Yes,” Krissy said firmly, glaring at Justin. “Yes, we’d love for you to come with us. Isn’t that right, ladies?”

      “Well, I don’t know,” Rebel started to say, but then stopped when she heard a curious noise. A man-made noise, which never happened in their new world. It caused them to all to stop and listen with complete attention.

      The unmistakable sound of motorcycles. Many motorcycles.

      Rebel’s heart raced with fear. Sweat immediately beaded on her forehead. Oh Christ, what had they gotten themselves into?

      Rebel was suddenly very grateful for the baggy blouse she’d worn that morning. Not a maternity shirt, she wasn’t ready for that yet, but a baggy shirt nonetheless, one that didn’t cling to her every curve. Her stomach felt firm lately, the very first beginnings of a baby bump were forming, and she wasn’t ready to show the world just yet. With the shirt she was wearing, she knew she looked normal, a non-pregnant woman.

      “Oh fuck,” Spike said.

      “What is that?” Justin asked. “Do you know them? Who are they?”

      “Hell,” Spike answered. “Living hell, for you. That’s Smith’s gang. They’re probably out on a scavenging mission to Visalia. They like going there better than Fresno. They’re a bunch of ex-cons who live in a compound they’ve created out of a hotel in the mountains. They’re probably also doing double duty, making sure I’m gone like I’m supposed to be. They’re going to want your women. You should’ve left the area when you had the chance.”

      The women whimpered, and Rebel felt bile rise in her throat. The bike gang appeared around the bend in the road. Men on motorcycles. The rumble grew louder. Rebel and the others were standing on the edge of a parking lot next to a minimart and gas station, which merged together with a small strip mall, creating plenty of parking for all of the bikes. There were at least twenty men. And they all looked hard-ass and ready for trouble. Every single one of them. Guns, tats, cuts, Harleys, bandanas. Zero smiles. Just hard looks and grim features.

      Justin put his hand on the gun at his hip.

      “Down, man,” Spike growled. “All you’ll do is get yourself killed.”

      Rebel had her Glock and all of them were packing and hiding knives in their clothing, or strapped to their legs. So at least there was that. But still, there were so many of them…

      The motorcycles parked around them in a semi-circle, and men were stepping off their bikes. They only had minutes before the men reached them. There was no sense in running; they’d chase them down in a hot second.

      “I need you to go for help,” Justin barked out to Spike, over the roar of the engines. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      Spike gave Justin a sharp look. “What?”

      “Go to our farm, it’s off the one eighty, west of Piedra.”

      “Eighteen sixty-five Wrenwood,” Rebel said, remembering the address.

      “Ask for Adam, Rachel and Christian. Tell them the women have been taken and we need help.”

      “Rachel?” Spike sucked in a breath.

      “Yeah, Rachel, tell them what’s happening and that I said to help you out with whatever you need. You help us, you prove yourself, and afterwards you can be one of us since you’re rogue. You help us and we’ll help you.”
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      “Spike!” a biker shouted. A stocky man with a long blond braid down his back and a gray specked beard.

      “You’re on. I’ll help you. But don’t give them an excuse to kill you. Men are expendable, the women aren’t,” Spike muttered low to Justin, then said louder for the group to hear. “Yeah, I barely made it out of the hills and look what I found.” He opened his arms and grinned.

      “We went riding to make sure you were gone, and we find you with a bunch of women,” the man said. There was murmuring from the standing crowd of men. “How about you introduce us to your new friends.”

      “This is Smith,” Spike said, pointing to the leader of the bike gang. “Smith, this is Justin and…sorry I’m not all that great with names, ladies, if you could introduce yourselves…”

      “I’m here with these four women and they’re all mine,” Justin announced, cutting off the introductions.

      Smith laughed. A few of the other men chuckled too. “Yours?” he said. “All yours? There’s not that many women left alive on the planet and you get four of them just to yourself?” He turned to look at the collective group of twenty hard men standing nearby. “Doesn’t sound quite fair, does it?” he asked.

      “Fuck, no,” someone shouted out.

      “Oh shit,” Krissy muttered. “This is going to turn out bad.”

      Rebel turned her head and met Tiana’s terrified gaze.

      Smith strutted forward, giving them all a closer look. They all stood, tense and quiet, waiting to hear what he’d say.

      Smith stopped in front of Rebel, gave her an intense stare, and swung around to look at his men. “Well, well,” he announced, “look who we’ve got here, boys. It looks like we’ve found ourselves a movie star. This here is Rebel Case. One of the most beautiful women in the world. We’re like a bunch of hillbillies in Beverly Hills.”

      He placed his hand on the small of her back and pushed her forward a step or two so the men could see her easier. There were lots of whistles and catcalls. Suddenly the semi-circle of men seemed oppressive. A bead of sweat ran down her back.

      “We go out to scavenge for supplies and instead find ourselves four new women, including Rebel Case. Sounds like today is our day, wouldn’t you say?”

      There was a cheer from the crowd.

      “Now wait a minute,” Krissy and Justin both started to say at the same time.

      “How do you plan on dividing this up?” Spike asked Smith, cutting them off.

      Smith crooked an eyebrow. “Not with you. You’re supposed to be gone, so get out of here. Boys, get rid of him.”

      And with that the only man who was on their side beside Justin was summarily led at gunpoint to his bike and told to get out of there or else. Rebel intercepted one intense look between Justin and Spike before Spike left on his motorcycle. She hoped to God he followed through with his promise.

      It was their only chance.

      Smith swept his hand out to the men displayed behind him. “Most of these men don’t have a woman. Ladies, I think we’re going to need your services.”

      Oh great.

      “How many people are in your group?” Krissy asked boldly.

      “We’ve got forty people living up there. Thirty-nine men and one women.”

      “Wow,” Tiana said. “That’s a lot.”

      Smith shrugged. “Ten million people lived in Mexico City. I hear it’s a ghost town now.”

      “How do you know that? Do you have someone who can use a ham radio?” Krissy asked.

      “Yes, and I also found someone who’d arrived direct from Mexico.”

      “Oh.”

      “Only one woman?” Tiana said.

      Smith looked at her sharply. “Just one, so we’re looking for more.”

      “Enough of this,” Justin said with a voice that could grind rocks. “It was nice meeting all of you, but we’re leaving now.”

      “You can leave, that’s fine,” Smith said. “The women are staying.”

      “No, they’re not—”

      “Men,” Smith barked. “Sounds like we’ve got trouble here.”

      Three bikers swiftly broke off from the main group and stepped up to Justin. He reached for his gun and they knocked it out of his hand and proceeded to beat the shit out of him.

      A sob flew out of Rebel’s mouth. She covered her lips with her hand, trying to keep herself quiet as she watched the horror she was helpless to stop unfold in front of her.

      They punched him in the face, in the stomach. He tried to fight back, but there were too many of them and he was only one person, recently recovered from a lethal sickness. Justin fell to the ground and they kicked him in the ribs again and again.

      Tears streamed down Rebel’s face. All of them were crying, even Krissy.

      The women had guns on them, weapons. But what use were they? They were four against twenty. Those odds only worked in action movies with superheroes, not in real life.

      “You girls come with us and do everything we tell you to do and we’ll take him with us, get him checked out and taken care of by a real doctor and he’ll survive. You don’t come with us, we’ll beat him some more, until he’s nothing but a bag of broken bones and we’ll leave him out here for the predators to eat. Either way we get you. But this way we get you without a fight. I’d hate for any of you to get hurt in the process. Got it?”
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      “Spike?” Trevor asked, confused as hell to see the man who’d kidnapped Rachel and Phoebe. “What the fuck are you doing here?” Trevor asked.

      He put his hand to the gun at his hip and sized up the guy who’d suddenly driven up on a Harley and parked in the driveway, behind the RV, as if he belonged there. Spike was about the same size as him and looked like he’d fit right in with a biker gang. But he was wearing a leg brace, so he was probably weakened, recovering from that bullet Rachel had put in his leg.

      He’d shown up alone, so Trevor decided to hold off pulling out his gun and waited for an explanation. He had to be connected to the group from the mountains. “You their messenger?” Trevor asked as Spike stepped off his bike.

      “Yes, I’m here to bring you a message,” the man answered with a surprisingly deep and melodious voice, “but not from who you think.”

      “Spike?” Adam growled. Trevor turned to see his friend standing behind him, practically morphing into the Incredible Hulk. Adam was normally pretty level-headed, but when he was finally sent over the edge and angry, he wasn’t someone to mess with. And Spike was the guy who’d kidnapped Rachel and thrown her in a cage. This guy was in for a world of pain.

      Trevor crossed his arms, ready to enjoy the show.

      The new guy narrowed his eyes at Adam. “Do I know you?”

      “You don’t know me, but you know my wife, Rachel.”

      Spike’s jaw clenched. “Your wife?”

      “Looks like today isn’t your lucky day,” Trevor remarked.

      Adam strode forward and got right in the guy’s face. “You kidnapped my pregnant wife, caged her and threatened to rape her.”

      Trevor grinned, enjoying watching Adam-the-Marine in action.

      Spike stilled, his hands clenched. He leaned forward, raised a fist.

      “Go for it, motherfucker,” Adam said. “You take a swing at me, I’ll lay you out.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Adam grabbed him.

      “Spike?” Rachel gasped. “What the hell is he doing here?”  Trevor turned around. Rachel stood there, her blue eyes wide, staring at the man who’d tormented her that one dark night.

      Adam held the asshole by his throat. “Is this the motherfucker who caged you? The asshole you shot in the leg?”

      “Yeah, that’s me,” the fucker gasped.

      “You’re also the asshole we watched murder a man in Oxnard in order to pass his woman around to your motorcycle gang.”

      Trevor pursed his lips. He hadn’t known about that. He hated this guy more.

      Adam loosened his grip on Spike’s neck so he could speak.

      “You saw that?” Spike gasped. “You were there?”

      “We were watching you from across the street, the both of us,” Adam crooked his neck in Rachel’s direction. “We watched what you did. That’s why she was scared shitless of you the whole time you had her.”

      “Let go of me, dammit, so I can talk. I have…a message. That’s why I’m here.”

      Adam reluctantly released the guy and stepped back. He lifted his chin. “Talk.”

      Spike rubbed his throat. He looked at Rachel. “First, that thing in Oxnard…I did that guy a favor,” he said hoarsely.

      “You say?”

      “If I hadn’t shot him then, he would’ve had to watch all those men share his woman and there wasn’t a thing he could’ve done about it. He would’ve had to listen to her screams and sat there tied up, shouting his voice hoarse. And in the end they would’ve tortured him and then killed him. It was best to end it then. I did him a favor.”

      “Like you did that woman a favor?” Rachel cut in. “She killed herself in order to get away from you.”

      “I couldn’t have stopped it, but I wasn’t going to join in. I don’t rape women.”

      “Could’ve fooled me. Seemed like you were ready to rape me. The only thing that stopped you was my Glock.”

      Spike turned his head, his cheeks ruddy. “I was drunk,” he muttered.

      “Who the fuck is that?” Sebastian said with a hard voice. He stepped up into the group they’d formed out on the front lawn. “Is that who I think it is?”

      “Things just got even worse for you,” Trevor muttered to Spike.

      “Yep, it’s Spike,” Rachel told Sebastian. “But this time he doesn’t have his entourage.”

      “Jesus Christ, what is this? The old folks home? Is this where everyone comes to meet, like it’s fucking Cheers or something?”

      “Phoebe?” Sebastian yelled. “Come out here.”

      Spike stiffened. “Hey, I’m here to deliver a message. A very important message.”

      Adam crossed his arms. “First things first.”

      A moment later Phoebe’s head popped out the front door. “What’s so important?” She glanced over and saw Spike and gasped, hand over her mouth.

      “Where’s Josie?” Sebastian asked.

      “Watching a movie.”

      “Okay, leave her. Come out here. We need your help. You remember this guy from before?”

      Phoebe carefully closed the door behind her and stepped off the porch and met them on the front lawn. “Of course I remember him,” she answered, her eyes bright with unshed tears.

      “Did he rape you?” Sebastian demanded.

      “I didn’t fucking rape her,” Spike exploded.

      Adam caught him with a deadly gaze. “Didn’t ask you, did we?”

      “No, he didn’t rape me,” Phoebe whispered, her eyes wide with relived anguish.

      “Did he hit you, touch you in any way?” Sebastian asked.

      “No,” Phoebe said. “It wasn’t him. He stayed out of it. It was the others. Spike was too busy getting drunk and planning how he was going to have sex with Rachel.”

      Adam growled. “He didn’t participate, but he didn’t stop those assholes from raping you, did he? Sounds like he just sat back in the front room, drinking, letting his buddies do what they wanted.”

      “Yeah,” Phoebe answered. “That’s about right.”

      “Hey, you assholes, I came all the fucking way down here to give you important news about Rebel Case. How about we stay on topic.”

      “Rebel?” Trevor came to attention, his whole body lighting up as he heard her name. “What about Rebel?” The last he’d heard, Rebel was on a road trip with Justin and the other women. They were set to arrive at the farm in a couple of days to pick up the RV. He’d been biding his time, waiting for that moment, planning out what he was going to do or say to try to win her back.

      Because he had to get her back. Failure wasn’t an option. His heart and his mind, hell, his cock too, they all couldn’t live without her. Everyone on the farm missed her sunny demeanor and those bright “Rebel Case” smiles. They were all mad at him for screwing that up and chasing her away. They tried to hide it from him, but he knew.

      He had to fix everything he’d done wrong and his number one wrong had been lying to Rebel. The woman he loved.

      “I saw her about two hours ago with a man and three other women. They asked me to bring you a message.”

      “Why? Why would you do that? What do you care what happens to her, to any of us?” Phoebe cried.

      “She said she was a friend of Rachel’s! Jesus.” The asshole locked eyes with Rachel. “I’m here to help. To help you.”

      Trevor glanced over his shoulder and saw Rachel’s face, pale, tears streaming down her cheeks. He felt a sense of foreboding. A feeling in his gut that something was wrong with his woman.

      “Tell me, right now. What’s happening with Rebel,” Trevor snapped.

      “I’ll tell you what I know, if you let me leave. Alive. I don’t want any trouble.”

      “You tell us the message and what happened and we won’t kill you. How’s that?” Adam barked.

      “Spike. What happened?” Rachel whispered. “Tell us, if something’s wrong, we need to help them.”

      Spike looked down at the ground, took a deep breath, looked up again. “…I was exiled for letting you get away and for the other men dying. They took me up to the compound in the mountains and they had a doctor look at me.”

      “They have a doctor?” Rachel breathed.

      “Yeah, of course,” Spike answered. “He took the bullet out of me and fixed me up. I stayed in bed for a week. They at least let me lay up and heal, and the doctor gave me this brace, but after that their leader brought me in for a group meeting in front of all the brothers and pronounced I was exiled for my fuck-up concerning you. I couldn’t come back. I’d just left and come down the mountain when I met up with another group of survivors who knew you.”

      “Why didn’t the group in the mountains just kill you for messing up? Why bother to heal you up and let you go?”

      “I saved their leader. At the end of the world I found him and pulled him from a burning building. He owes me.”

      “How do you know the new group you met knows us?” Trevor asked.

      “They told me, even gave me the address. Smith’s group found your women and took them and they have the man, Justin, too. They also have the movie star, Rebel Case.”

      Trevor’s blood ran cold. His fists clenched. “They have Rebel? Who are these fuckers?” He needed to know so he could tear them limb from limb and leave them bleeding out for daring to touch his woman.

      “Smith Byrdman and his Ayran Brotherhood gang. They’re trying to restart the human race, but it’s a whites only club. They’re high up in the mountains, living in a hotel and the surrounding cabins. Sort of a mountain compound.”

      Trevor literally stumbled back. Smith Byrdman? It wasn’t possible. How was that possible?

      “They’re white supremacists? But they took Tiana?” Sebastian asked.

      “Yeah, they’ll probably pass her around, throw her to a group of the uninitiated. My guess is he’ll give the other two white women to his two right-hand men, his enforcers, and Rebel will be saved for Smith to use.”

      “Who are you? You’ve got their look, their same tats. Are you one of them?” Adam asked.

      “I wasn’t part of the Brotherhood, I was part of a motorcycle club based near Tahoe. We weren’t into that racist bullshit the Aryans are into. I’m the only one who survived in my club. I met up with other bikers like me along the way as I was driving around the state, looking for other survivors. Some of them are an element I’d normally avoid but,” he shrugged, “you do what you gotta do.”

      “Oh wonderful,” Rachel exclaimed. “A group of Aryan Brotherhood members, the most vicious gang in America, survived the virus? Not Barack Obama, not the Pope, not Chris Evans, no…a bunch of evil criminals survive the apocalypse. I can’t believe this.”

      They were all quiet for a second.

      “No offense, Trevor. Present company excluded,” Rachel muttered.

      “None taken. I can’t believe they’re alive either. The last thing we need is a group of those assholes together. Smith is the worst of the worst. He was a General in the Brotherhood. It’s said he once tortured a disloyal member of his gang by hanging him upside down, naked, for hours. He beat him and violated him with a gun, drained some of the guy’s blood into a bowl, dipped bread in it and ate it, then made the guy eat it too.”

      “Oh my God,” Phoebe gasped. “That’s disgusting.

      “Sounds about right,” Spike said. “Weird shit goes down up there.”

      “What hotel did they take over?”

      “John Muir Lodge, next to Grant’s Grove.”

      “You’re not kidding. They went up high,” Trevor said. “Okay then. I’m leaving to go get her back. We need to save Rebel and the three other women and Justin too. Immediately.”

      Spike looked up. “Rebel is your woman?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’d better leave soon. Smith will take her as his own and he already has a woman, so he’ll have two. One good thing, he doesn’t share, but the bad thing is that he’s all into having his female play the submissive in public. He has his woman collared and leads her around on a leash. I’m certain she hates the fuck out of it. Has this look on her face like her life is a living hell. I’m sure he’s salivating at the thought of doing the same to Rebel Case. You want your woman safe and unharmed, you’d better get up there soon and get her back. Her pretty face and famous name will wear off and they’ll all want her. I’m certain at some point she’ll piss him off and as punishment he’ll pass her around to the other men.”

      “You and I will go, and Christian too,” Adam said. “We’ll leave Sebastian behind with the women and Josie.” Adam eyed Spike with disgust. “You’ll stay here too. We’ll all decide what to do with you when we get back.”

      “I don’t like that idea,” Sebastian said. “I don’t want him near Phoebe and Josie.”

      “It’s okay,” Phoebe answered. She glared at Spike with the intensity of a lion stalking its prey. “He can stay for now since he brought good information that we can use to save four people’s lives.”

      “And don’t worry,” Rachel answered. “We’ll keep him out of the main house and away from Josie and I’ll shoot him again if he gets out of hand.”

      Adam laughed and pulled her in close. “I love it when you threaten to shoot people.”

      “There’s only three of you,” Spike warned. “Smith has forty men up there. You’ll never make it out of there alive.”

      Adam grinned. “First, we have the element of surprise. Second, we’ve got plenty of ammunition and explosives.”

      “Third,” Trevor said, pointing at Adam, “he’s a sniper.”

      “Yeah, they’ll never know what hit them.”
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      “I can’t believe you picked a fight with Smith,” Kati hissed, throwing a piece of trash at Krissy. “All you did was make things worse and get us tossed in here. Everyone else in this place is hanging out in luxury hotel rooms and instead we’re in the pit of hell.

      Rebel looked around the large, industrial kitchen they were standing in. It was big enough to supply the needs of a resort, and they’d been tasked to keep it clean.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Their situation sucked. It really did.

      The three male cooks, all hard men who’d stared at them for hours with hungry eyes, had left them to finish an enormous stack of dishes. Krissy was sitting in a corner, peeling a gigantic tub of potatoes.

      Mainly, Rebel was just amazed these men had found that many fresh potatoes.

      These guys weren’t stupid, they were just mean.

      “When you’ve been captured by a bunch of white supremacists desperate for women, the last thing you do is poke the lion.”

      “Oh shut up. I said what everyone was thinking but was too chicken-shit to say,” Krissy bit out.

      “No, we were too smart to say,” Kati fired back.

      “There’s no way I was going to kiss his ass. I’d rather die than suck up to that asshole.”

      Rebel picked up a sponge and started viciously scrubbing food off a plate like it was coral stuck at the bottom of the sea.

      “Are you trying to get us killed?”

      “Leave her alone,” Tiana sighed, picking up dirty dishes. “She’s right, you were thinking it. You didn’t say it because you were scared.”

      “Of course I was scared. It would be stupid not to be scared. You saw what they did to Justin!”

      Rebel inhaled a heavy breath. A bead of sweat dripped off her forehead, onto her hand.

      They were in a compound filled with men who wanted nothing more than to pass them around as sex slaves. Any moment those men, who’d reverted to savages, could come bursting through the door to take one or all of them away, considering each of them their new possessions. The men were probably meeting right now, figuring out how to divide the women up. Meanwhile, Justin was supposedly with their doctor and Rebel wasn’t with him to make sure he was okay.

      “Smith said if we shut up he’d go nice on Justin and then you opened your big mouth and—”

      “I did not—”

      “You did—”

      Rebel threw down her sponge. “Would you three bitches stop bickering and shut the fuck up? We don’t have time for this shit!” she shouted.

      All three of them stared at her with wide eyes and open mouths.

      She clenched her fists. “Cut it out. Just…cut it out. We have to make the best of this.” She wiped sweat off her forehead. Jesus, she needed a nap. “They’ve taken all of our guns and weapons. They have Justin. There’s more of them than us and they’re stronger. We’ve got to think this through and figure out how to get out of here. And the last thing we need is for you guys to fight like we’re back in High School.”

      “Wow, you need a nap, don’t you?” Krissy said.

      “Fuck off.”

      They all continued to stare at her.

      She blew out a breath. “All right then. Krissy, from now on you’re going to keep your mouth shut and be on your best behavior because everything you say directly effects Justin’s wellbeing.”

      Krissy pursed her lips, but kept quiet, continuing to peel potatoes.

      Rebel narrowed her eyes at the tall woman with the willowy form who was standing across the room, wringing her hands. “Kati, you’re the look out. You’re in charge of the door and window, let us know whatever is going on.”

      Kati nodded and dragged a chair next to the bay window which overlooked the front drive to the hotel.

      “Tiana?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You and I are going to clean this mess up so when they come back they see we’ve been working and they’ve no excuse to make our life a living hell.”

      “Gotcha,” Tiana answered. “Already on it.”

      Rebel picked the dirty plate and the sponge back up, thinking about the child that was growing inside of her. “Okay, ladies let’s focus. We’re going to a figure a way out of this mess. We will. Because we have to… We have to.”
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      “Rebel, Rebel, wake up. I see something.”

      “Oh,” Rebel groaned, wiping drool off the corner of her mouth. “Whut?”

      She pushed away from Krissy, groggy and disoriented, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. Both of them had been sitting on the floor, their backs propped against the wall. Rebel had fallen asleep on her cousin’s shoulder.

      There was a wet spot on Krissy’s sleeve. Rebel’s face heated. “Sorry.”

      Krissy shrugged. “Drool is the least of my worries right now.”

      “Rebel, come here, you’ve got to see this,” Kati whispered urgently, pointing out the window.

      Krissy helped Rebel to stand and they stumbled over. Tiana joined them. They crowded around and looked out the open window.

      Rebel gasped, her fingers covering her lips. “Trevor.”

      “Can you believe it?” Kati chortled. She swept a lock of her wavy brown hair over her ear. Her green eyes sparkled. “He just drove up to the front entrance, plain as can be on that Harley of his, like he owned the place.”

      “Where’s everyone else?” Tiana asked. “Did you see Adam or Christian?”

      “No. I don’t know where they are,” Kati shrugged. “I only see Trevor.”

      “Quiet,” Krissy ordered. “He’s talking to those two enforcer guys who walked up. Those are those same guys who beat up Justin.”

      “I can’t hear them,” Kati groused.

      “I can, and I could hear them better if you’d shut up,” Krissy said.

      They were all quiet for a few minutes. Rebel stood with her fingers digging into her palms, her eyes on the man who was the most important person to her in this new world, the man she’d dumped four days ago. His beard was thicker. He’d shaved the sides of his hair, over his ears, leaving the rest of it longer. He was wearing a black T shirt and jeans, similar to what he’d been wearing that first day she’d met him in Casa de Fruta. And he was just as handsome. Actually, more handsome. She stared at him like he was dessert at Christmas and she was a spoon. Her heart still bled for this man and she wanted him as much as ever.

      Damn him.

      Why did he have to be a former drug dealer?

      And a criminal? A murderer?

      Why?

      “Oh wow,” Krissy said, her voice full of wonder. “You know what? I think Trevor’s here to try and save us.”

      Right then the double doors to the kitchen burst open and two cooks returned along with another bulky biker. Luckily none of them were Smith.

      “Oh hell,” Tiana whispered under her breath.

      “Okay, time for all of you to get out of here so we can get back to work,” the gruffest of the two cooks announced. He tilted his head toward the new guy, a towering blond viking who was wearing some sort of leather motorcycle vest with patches on it and enough tats to make Trevor look like an amateur. “You’re leaving with him.”

      “With this guy? To where?” Rebel asked. “Where are you taking us?”

      “Name is Raider,” the new biker guy rumbled. “I’m your babysitter. Smith said you could hang with that black guy we beat up. Then I’m coming back to pick you up and give you rooms to sleep in. Tomorrow morning we’ll have a ceremony and Smith will give you away, deciding which of us gets to keep each of you.”

      “Oh hell,” Tiana whispered again.

      Raider cracked his knuckles. “You girls come with me and make this easy and it’ll be easy. You make it hard and I promise it’ll be hard.”

      They stared at him, quiet.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      

      “I think you should give Trevor another chance,” Krissy whispered as she glanced back at the door to Justin’s spacious room. The door was open a crack and their bodyguard, Raider, was standing in the hallway.

      “What the hell for?” Rebel whispered back. She put her fork down. All of them were holding plates piled high with surprisingly good food. Even Justin, who was sitting up in the spacious bed, with cuts on his face and a bandage around his torso, had a plate on his lap. Cloth napkins and drinks were on hand. Again, this compound ran smoothly for a place that was organized by what she considered to be “the antagonists.” Too bad these men couldn’t learn to use their powers for good, because damn, they were winning at this surviving the apocalypse crap. “Don’t you remember that you were the one who told me to watch out for him? I can’t just forgive him that easily. I see him through a window for a minute and all is forgiven? That’s crazy talk. Why would I do that?”

      Although she did want to do that. She wanted that so bad—to her eternal shame.

      “Are you blind? Because he’s hot and he loves you, Rebel, that’s why. I totally take back everything I said. He’s here and the only reason why would be because Spike got to him and he’s let himself be captured by them so he can somehow get us the hell out of here. The others must be nearby, with some sort of escape plan.”

      “Yes, it’s pretty amazing that he’s here, I think it’s true that Spike got to them. I agree the others must be here somewhere, too. And, of course he’s hot, but I don’t know that he loves me. He’s probably just here because he wants to save all of us.”

      “Oh, he loves you,” Justin grumbled.

      “What?” Rebel gasped. “You…you’re saying that?”

      Krissy cocked her head. “See? Even the skeptic notices. It’s just that freaking obvious, you idiot. I was watching Trevor and heard what he said out there. He told the enforcers that he was there because he’d heard they had Rebel Case, the movie star and a few other women and he wanted in on that so was hoping to join their group. He mentioned you first. I swear I thought I heard his voice hitch when he said your name.”

      Rebel frowned, not wanting to allow a ray of hope into her heart. It was too painful. “I just want to remind you two that both of you told me to dump him in the first place.”

      Justin swallowed the food in his mouth and wiped his face with a white cloth napkin. “Everything I said was true at the time…But, now I think you need to give the guy another chance,” he sighed. “He loves you. He came back to save you. He’s here, so it shows he’s willing to risk his life to save yours…”

      “Rebel, he’s the shit,” Kati cut in. “And by the way, this potato salad is fantastic. I love the pickles. Am I right? This is fabulous.”

      Tiana let out a deep throated laugh, her black eyes sparkling. “I know! And these beans are like something my Grandma used to make. I can’t believe this. This is the best meal I’ve had since—”

      “But…but he was a drug dealer, a murderer,” Rebel cried, trying to keep the conversation on track. “Justin, you said not to trust him, that he’s dangerous. Remember the long lectures you gave me?”

      Justin sighed again, put his plate down on this lap and ran his fingers over his short, black hair. “People change. I guess the end of the world gave him the opportunity to start over, and he did. Look, after Krissy came in and explained the conversation she heard earlier, I’ve been sitting here thinking about it and what I’m telling you is, I was wrong about him. Krissy and I, we were both wrong about him. With all those tats he looks like an asshole murderer. Well, he was an asshole murderer, the kind of guy I would’ve been busy chasing down and throwing behind bars, but he’s changed. I didn’t think someone like him, someone I considered to be one step above a rabid animal, that he could change. But he did. Adam, Christian, Sebastian and the other women there, they treat him like a peer, like a man they trust. If they trust him, well, hell, I guess I trust him too.”

      “I’m willing to give him another chance too,” Tiana scraped her plate clean with her fork, licked her utensil, and kept talking, “If I look back on it, he never treated me any different than anyone else. He’s nothing like these assholes up here who’re planning on sharing me out. I heard these motherfuckers talking about their plans for me, starting back when we were first in that parking lot. They’ve been referring to me as…well, I won’t even repeat that shit. What I’m saying is being here helps to show how different Trevor is from these animals. He used to be a drug dealer, which fucking sucks, that’s the lowest of the low. But, he’s clean now. It’s not like he’s trying to start that shit up again. And I mean yeah, he’s kinda full of himself and is quick with the stinging comebacks. But hey, no one’s perfect, right? And he’s some serious eye candy. I say give him another chance, too. He loves you in his own biker dude way.”

      “What Tiana said,” Kati exclaimed.

      “Yeah, me too,” Krissy said.

      Justin nodded.

      Rebel took a deep breath. “Oh shoot, now I have to find a way to get to him and tell him I love him, too.”
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      Five hours later Rebel found a way out of the hotel room they’d locked her in. It wasn’t so hard.

      The bikers trusted her more than the others, and Rebel took advantage of it. She batted her eyelashes at them, gave them the “Rebel Case” smile and they were putty in her hands.

      This compound was a mountain lodge with charming rustic interior design. It reminded her a lot of resorts she’d stayed in while skiing in Aspen. She’d stayed in so many hotels during her life, all over the world, this one was just like all the others and easy to figure out.  She walked swiftly down the quiet halls with the master key in hand. It had been easy enough to pluck it right off the key organizer that was mounted behind the door in the kitchen pantry. She knew what room they’d locked Trevor into because she’d overheard the two enforcers discussing how they’d introduce the new guy to Smith in the morning.

      Her stomach churned. She’d only seen him for a moment, from a distance. The others wanted her to talk to him, to trust him. And in her heart, she did trust him. Trevor was her everything. The man she wanted to build a future with. But still, the last time they’d seen each other had been such a dark day.

      Her last words had been, “It’s over.”

      Yet here she was.

      She turned the key and opened the door with a shaking hand, looking to the left and right, terrified that someone would walk down the hall and see her. The door clicked opened, she stepped in and shut it behind her and found herself in a darkened room. A faint light glowed just above her, it illuminated the area she stood in, but the rest of the room was still shadowed and too dark to see. She slipped the key into the pocket of her sundress. Rebel blinked several times and stood with her back resting against the door, not sure what her next move should be.

      Was she even in the right room?

      Someone growled, and suddenly she was covered with a warm male body.

      “Rebel,” Trevor groaned.

      She’d recognize that voice anywhere. Big, manly fingers were in her hair. A hand cupped the back of her head. He felt so good. His weight, his scent, the sound of his voice. Tears immediately pricked at her eyes. Her arms went around his neck automatically. She didn’t expect this. Well, maybe she did, maybe she’d hoped for a reception such as this, but she hadn’t wanted to set her hopes so high. For all she’d known maybe he’d hated her for leaving him. Hated her for keeping the baby a secret. But hate seemed to be the last thing he was feeling.

      His mouth found hers and he kissed her with an intensity that sent her head spinning. She was drowning in him. His tongue swept inside her mouth, and her knees weakened. They moaned into each other’s mouths. It was so good. Unbelievably good to be with him. She’d missed this man so much. He was everything she needed.

      She’d never leave him again. In order to get rid of her he’d have to change his locks and maybe leave North America, because she’d come after him with a vengeance. This man was hers.

      He pulled back, panting, and cupped her face with his hands, his eyes locking with hers in the dim light. Those intense blue eyes were on her again, the ones she could gaze into for the rest of her life.

      “You’re never leaving me. You hear? You’re mine.”

      “Okay.” she nodded.

      “I’m telling you—wait, what did you say?”

      “I said, okay, I understand, I’m yours. I’m never leaving you. I tried that and all I did was cry for three days straight.”

      “I’m sorry for everything I said back on the farm before you left,” he said hoarsely. “I was an asshole.”

      “I was hurt because I was the last to know and because of my brother.”

      “Baby, I’m sorry.”

      She leaned her forehead against his. “We saw you pull up today on your bike. Krissy heard everything you said to those biker guys. Jason says you love me and I should give you another chance. In fact, all of them think you deserve another chance. I think you do too. But honey, I can’t stay, I have to get back to my room before they find out I’m gone…but I’m here to tell you I love you and I’m never letting you go. You’re mine.”

      “I’ve got to get inside of you,” he rasped. “Now, I can’t wait.”

      Rebel reached for his belt, in complete agreement, frantic to release his cock, but he was faster. He unzipped, and it sprang free in all its glory. Beautiful. Mouth-watering. Already hard as steel. She could literally feel herself getting wet between her thighs. She had to reach out and grasp it. He groaned as she stroked the velvety skin. She could literally feel herself getting wet between her thighs. Not too thick, not too long, curved just right, burnished blond pubic hair at the base. She bit her lip. She wanted him so damn bad. Her pussy felt impossibly wetter.

      “Trevor,” she whimpered.

      “I’m here, baby,” he answered.

      He pressed against her, lifted one of her legs and wrapped it around his hip. This left him room to delve into her panties and feel between her legs. His thick fingers prodded her slick channel. “Damn, you’re already wet and ready. You want me, baby? You want this?”

      “Please, now.”

      He lifted her other leg and supported her with his body. He pushed aside her panties, positioned himself and slid inside in one smooth motion. They both groaned. It was exquisite. It was only less than a week since she’d seen him last, but it seemed like forever.

      His palm went to her stomach and she put her hand over his, knowing he felt the slight baby bump. He met her gaze. “I’m sorry about what I said before, when I first found out. I was shocked and angry so I acted like as ass. This is my child,” he stated. “I am the father. Both of you are mine.”

      Tears stung her eyes and her nose suddenly became tight. She held him close, not wanting to let this man out of her sight. She knew they only had this moment, then she had to go back in order to keep up the ruse that they didn’t know each other. But she couldn’t hear what he’d said often enough. It had been the most beautiful declaration of her life. “Can you repeat that?” she whispered.

      He grinned, those devastating blue eyes glittering in the dim light of the room. Her stomach swooped and her knees weakened. “You’re mine,” he said again. He thrust up inside of her. She squeaked.

      “I don’t care about the assholes with you that night. They’re dead and I’m here, and I’ll be the man who proves to you that you can have a husband who can be trusted.”

      He thrust up inside of her. She squeaked.

      “Husband?” she whispered.

      “Marry me, Rebel. I want you. I want us to be a family.”

      “Yes, Trevor, I want that too.”

      It had always been her dream. Always. But she’d thought she’d have to freeze her eggs because it would take that long to find a man who was as untamed as her, who liked the same kinks, but was still loyal and dependable to the core.

      He started slamming into her hard. He kissed her, grinding his lips against hers, his tongue plunging inside, mimicking the movements his hips made.

      “Oh, honey,” she whimpered. The lead up to orgasm instantly spread throughout her, hitting hard, almost painful in its intensity. He always did this to her, knowing exactly where to touch to bring her to instant bliss. Everything about him set her body on fire. She reacted this way only for him. Only for this man. He reached down and started fingering her clit. Oh hell, it was perfect, exactly that little bit more she needed to send her over the edge. It was all happening so fast, he’d barely started fucking her and she was already there. “Trevor, I’m about to—”

      “Come on me hard baby, I’m here with you.”

      When she started to cry out because the unholy orgasm that was washing over her was making her buck against the wall, he kissed her and took her scream and muffled it against his mouth. His hips pounded against her in an uneven gait, then he stilled and groaned against her lips. His seed washed through her channel, filling her up, warm and complete.

      She leaned into him, trying to catch her breath.

      He put his face into the crook of her neck and licked her sweaty skin. “I love you,” he said huskily.

      “Love you too, baby,” she whispered. “I love you so much.”
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      Rebel woke up the next morning, alone in her “prison cell,” wondering how the hell she was going to get out of the Aryan Brotherhood compound alive.

      Her eyes skimmed the deceptively beautiful hotel room and out the window to the majesty of the surrounding grove of ancient, giant sequoia trees that people used to travel from all over the world to see. But she wasn’t here on vacation, she was trapped and about to be sold to the highest bidder.

      She put her hand over her baby bump. What was she going to do?

      Two seconds later a fist pounded against her door. “Wake up, get dressed. Smith wants to see you.”

      Rebel sighed, the beleaguered sigh of the oppressed. She got up and walked slowly to the bathroom, like it was a death march.

      Then she flicked on the light of the bathroom and saw the bite mark Trevor had left on her collarbone last night. And she smiled, remembering her man was there in the compound and how he’d said he loved her and asked her to marry him. He wanted to be a father to her child. And he’d fucked her so hard and so good her pussy was still sore.

      Her throat tightened and tears welled up in her eyes. Good tears. Tears of hope.

      This hope carried her through. She took a shower, brushed her teeth, got dressed and met the other women outside in the hallway.

      She approached them with a spring in her step and a smile on her face.

      “You look surprisingly good for a woman who is about to go negotiate for her life with a crazy Mad Max-type movie villain,” Krissy remarked.

      “Orgasms,” Rebel whispered. “They’re my vitamins.”

      Krissy rolled her eyes. “Bitch, how dare you brag about getting real male-induced orgasms while the rest of us have to subsist on whatever tools we can get our hands on.”

      “Jealous much?”

      “You bet I am.”

      “I’m jealous too,” whispered Kati. “Well, not that I want Trevor, but a man to share a bed with would be great.”

      “Don’t worry gorgeous, you’ll have a man in your bed today.”

      Kati jumped, obviously startled by the looming presence of Raider, their Viking babysitter, who’d approached quietly from behind. “Um, a nice man,” she clarified for him. “I’d like a nice man who doesn’t kill people.”

      “And a man who doesn’t beat women or make racist comments would be nice too,” Tiana added.

      Raider’s eyebrow raised. “Might be hard to find around here. Come on ladies, let’s get you to the main hall, everyone’s waiting.”

      

      The main entrance to the hotel was a work of art. It was enormous with vaulted ceilings and skylights. Rough, wooden beams crossed overhead. There was a gigantic rock fireplace that went to the ceiling. Picture widows framed the exquisite mountain setting. There was even a grand piano. All of the furniture had been moved to the sides though, leaving the leader of the compound seated in a place of honor near the fireplace, with his “subjects” left with the only option of standing before him.

      Rebel was terrified of Smith. The guy looked like the scariest villain in every action movie ever made. And he was smart, too. But fortunately for her, he seemed to be Bond-villain crazy, so she stood a chance. Bond movie villains were always egomaniacs who spoke too long and thought they were invincible. Maybe she could play to his weakness, literally.

      “Trevor told me the plan last night,” she whispered to Krissy.

      “What plan?”

      “The escape plan. Christian is planting explosives and Adam is setting up his sniper location and they’re going to get us out of here.”

      Krissy’s eye widened and she sucked in a breath. “No. Way. Don’t tease me. Because, um, did you notice that Smith has a submissive chained at his feet?”

      Rebel’s head whipped around and she finally saw the very young, beautiful girl with the sad brown eyes who had a metal collar locked around her neck.

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Welcome,” Smith’s voice boomed.

      Rebel looked up. She and the three other women were now standing in the center of the hall and it looked like every man in the place was filing in and lining up along the walls. She took a head count. Forty-two men. Dammit. Forty-two men was a lot. More than she’d thought.

      “Yesterday we were all given a gift,” Smith announced. “The gift of more women. And today, I will share these women out with you, keeping my promise to you. If you stay with Smith, you’ll always have what you need. You’ll have protection, shelter, good food, water, medicine, alcohol and you’ll have women, even though there aren’t that many left on the planet. I’ll make sure you have what you need.”

      A cheer echoed around the hall. “Smith! Smith!” they chanted.

      Kati whimpered. A muscle ticked in Tiana’s jaw.

      “What is this, a cult?” Krissy whispered.

      “Three weeks ago, our first female, the original woman you all shared since you first joined this gang, ran away. Last week the other one died in an unfortunate accident. This left all of you without a woman. But, now, there are four new women to share. And one of them is the famous movie star, Rebel Case.”

      The men cheered so loudly, Rebel winced. An idea formed in her head. A plan of her own. When the men quieted Rebel took her chance and shouted out a question at Smith. “How about I make you a proposition?”

      Krissy looked at her, surprised. “What are you doing?” she hissed.

      Smith crooked an eyebrow. Then he smiled an oily, lizard-like smile, creepy with its chilly intensity. He sat enthroned, like a handsome Jabba the Hut, his submissive held by a chain linked to a collar at her throat. The girl lay at his feet, dressed in a tiny, gray bikini.

      “What proposition?” he asked.

      “You let me go. You promise to let all of us go, and in repayment I’ll sing for you.”

      The entire hall quieted. Whispered conversations stopped. The submissive had her hand around Smith’s calf, her fingers digging into his leg.

      Rebel knew she had a chance with this. A chance to negotiate something. He’d throw out her first proposition, but would probably recommend an alternative and she’d get something in return. Smith seemed utterly enthralled with the idea that she was a celebrity. She’d been downplaying the fact that she was Rebel Case this entire time, telling people to forget about it, to let it go. She never spoke of her movies or told stories of her life in Hollywood or on Broadway. She hadn’t sung a single note out loud, hadn’t even hummed a song, not even to herself.

      Well, it was time to let herself out of that self-imposed cage, play this card and use it to her advantage.

      Smith leaned forward. This man held all the cards. But she knew if she could just distract him and his men, Trevor could do his job and get them the hell outta there. If she could keep everyone in one place, she could buy time for Trevor and the others to get into position. They could all escape. She’d do that for them, in a heartbeat.

      Smith nodded. “If you sing for me, I give you my word I’ll give the others to my best men and make sure they aren’t harmed. But you stay, with me. You’re mine.”

      She lifted her chin. She didn’t even have to think about that one. It was the best she would get. She knew he couldn’t give more considering he had to cater to the men in the hall. “Deal.”

      “How about you sing for us now?” He grinned.

      Asshole.

      Rebel knew he thought having her perform on the spot would shake her up. But she’d gone to Juilliard and come up on Broadway. It took more than a hall filled with ex-cons to shake her equilibrium. She’d had professors, directors and peers, whose daily criticism could draw blood. She’d survived reviews that could break bones. Heckling. Stalking. She’d withstood it all. To her, this was a favorable crowd. Hell, if Johnny Cash had performed at Folsom Prison, she could do this.

      Plus, she knew exactly what she’d play.

      Smith gestured to the piano.

      Rebel clenched her jaw and forced herself to calmly walk over to the dusty grand piano in the corner of the room. Men moved out of her way and left her plenty of space. She sat on the bench, suddenly nervous in the quiet hall. All eyes were on her. She’d had no time to warm her voice up, no time to practice. Was this piano in tune? What if she’d forgotten the song, it’d been so long… She sat quiet for a moment, her fingers curled and poised over the keys. No, she could do this. This was her signature song. Hers. She’d sung it at the Academy Awards last year where it earned best song.

      She’d even sung it acapella for the President and First Lady at the White House.

      Her hands brushed the keys like a lover. A thrill of knowing coursed through her skin. A feeling of absolute certainty. And there’d been so much uncertainty these last few months, so much angst in her mind over the loss of her old world and her place in the new. But here, right here in this moment, under her fingertips, was again the reason she’d been born. That gift she’d been given, that thing she did very well. She’d often thought of it as her superpower.

      Rebel used to live for the thrill of creating or performing in order to make people happy, and when there were no more people, she wasn’t happy. And right then she realized the truth. It didn’t matter if everyone was gone. Her talent remained. She could sing for herself. Sing for one. Sing for a group of ten. It didn’t matter. The talent was immovable, God-given. And she could still make people happy, even if it was one person.

      Maybe God had kept her to bring light back to the dark. Maybe her gift of entertainment was more necessary than ever. Just because her audience had dwindled to ten didn’t make their need for happiness less, it made it greater. Her applause wouldn’t come from stadiums of people or from enormous back-end profit deals.

      It would be small, it would be quiet, and it would be powerful.

      Rebel looked up and locked eyes with Smith’s submissive. The girl had tears in her eyes and a tremulous smile at her lips. Rebel’s face softened. This girl was a fan.

      Rebel decided to play for her, to focus on that. She smiled and winked at the girl and turned her gaze back to the keys. She took a deep breath and let the music enter her mind, course through her body. She played the first notes on the piano, her memory easily resurfacing. The music seemed to swell around her, gather around her like a cloak.

      She sang the first notes, and the familiar high she’d felt so many times before returned. Her voice wasn’t as rough and untrained as she’d thought. Yes, the keys were out of tune, but not by much, and her voice was scratchy, rusty to her own ears, but she knew these were minor things, only noticeable to her. Not perfect, but it would do, she could still hit the notes. Not as smooth, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      The first line came out, thrilling to her own ears. It felt so good to hear it again, to perform it again. It was a beautiful, haunting song, meant to be heard and not locked away. It brought back good memories. Memories of how she’d been the one to suggest they do a cover of this song for the score of the movie and let her perform it. The director, the producer, the suits up high, they’d all thought she was crazy, they’d thought it was the stupidest idea they’d ever heard, too risky. But she’d been certain that her instincts were right, so she’d had to offer to put her own money up, putting her money where her mouth was to get it done. And it was a smash hit. Having made that call she fought so hard for, and it turned out her judgment was correct. That had been the highlight of her career.

      Well, that and the Academy Award.

      She hadn’t told anyone, not even Trevor or Justin, but…she still carried that Oscar for best supporting actress around with her in her duffle bag. It was still in that minivan that they’d been driving in. And fuck if she wasn’t going to get out of this hell-hole situation and get the damn thing back.

      She went deep into the emotions, and it wasn’t as if she was playing, so much as channeling the music, not a performer but a conduit of the message swelling inside of her, flowing through her. She put every ounce of her being into the performance, tears in her eyes as she hit the highest note and held it, then came to the soft conclusion and brought the song to its end.

      She bowed her head, her fingers resting on the keys as she settled. She heard the clapping and whistling around her. Rebel lifted her head and met the gaze of Smith’s submissive. Tears coursed down the girl’s cheeks. Thank you, she mouthed to Rebel.

      Rebel smiled back.

      The loudest clapping came from one source—Smith. “Damn good. Damn good. Gonna love listening to you play for me each and every day, girl. You’re going to be one valuable asset.”

      Oh goodie, she thought.

      And then she heard a commotion at the entrance to the hall. She turned her head.

      “Trevor,” she whispered.

      He walked in like he owned the place; strangely calm. Two men had guns trained on him. He lifted his chin and met her gaze, and then looked past her and continued on as if he didn’t know her. Her insides quivered like jelly. What was going to happen? How were they going to get out of this?

      “Is this the new guy? I know this motherfucker,” Smith snarled. “I’d recognize him anywhere.”

      Holy crap.

      And what the hell…how did Smith know Trevor?

      Fear gripped Rebel with a tight fist. Her heart slammed against her chest. Just a moment before she’d been on top of the world, pouring out her talent and her emotions to a captive audience and now, disaster.

      Smith stood up from this “throne” and stepped closer to Trevor. The chain Smith held tightened and his submissive was forced to scramble to her feet and follow him. “I know you,” he repeated with deadly intent. “You’re the asshole who turned informant in the shoe at Avenal.”

      “What?” Rebel whispered.

      A buzz of talk swarmed around her in the hall. Their words grew louder, murmurs turned into exclamations and shouts. “I remember him, too,” a man shouted. “Kill the informant!” another yelled.

      Trevor stood proud, his chin held high against the vitriol. God, she loved him. Had he really been an informant? If so, it confirmed the trust everyone had put into this new version of Trevor. Trevor had changed from the man he used to be, the man who’d sold drugs to bright young men like her brother, or to any other people. People he’d helped to become dependent on the drugs that would ruin their lives, and the lives of the people they loved. He must have changed while in prison and decided to turn informant against the other inmates.

      “Trevor Mason,” Smith said. “Bruce Mason’s son. That’s who you are.”

      Trevor nodded. “Smith,” he replied.

      “I was sent to the most isolated hole in the shoe because of you. You’re probably surprised that I even fucking know, aren’t you? You ratted us the fuck out to the guards, to that new warden. Then you got transferred to Avenal and placed in isolation for your own protection, right? Two years you’d be up for parole instead of never the old way.”

      Rebel watched Trevor intently, gauging his reaction to Smith’s harsh words. She noted a slight lifting of his eyebrows. He must have been surprised anyone knew.

      “Pelican Bay wasn’t good enough for you. You had to get out to Avenal. Thought you were safe, didn’t you? Well, I had someone on the inside there, working his way to you. In another six months I would’ve had you knifed, motherfucker. Knifed. Bleeding out in the dirt.”

      Trevor growled and took a step forward. An enforcer yanked him back.

      “You’re a wannabe who is lower than shit,” Trevor gritted out. “If my father had been alive, he would’ve ordered your execution.”

      The hall got quiet. This must have been some low insult, but considering Rebel knew almost nothing about Trevor’s dad and the network of gangs and drugs all these criminals had belonged to, it went right over her head.

      Smith’s eyes became impossibly darker and his jaw as hard as granite. “Well, good thing you killed him, isn’t it? I was in charge at Pelican Bay,” Smith said. “And unfortunately for you, I’m in charge of this new world, too.” He stopped, looked up and raised his voice for the benefit of everyone near. “Tonight, we’re going to have a good old-fashioned hanging!”

      There were whoops and hollers, men cheering all around the room.

      Trevor had to kill his own father? Rebel exhaled, her heart breaking for this man who’d been through so much. This man who was trying to claw his way out of his past, but it kept pulling him back down.

      Her eyes spanned the hall, taking in the men who were either cheering or staring at her and the other women with hungry eyes, not a single one of them looking like men who gave a damn about right or wrong or other people’s needs, wants or feelings.

      Why had these men lived when so many millions of kind people had died? Why wasn’t this hall filled with an order of nuns instead of a hotbed of criminals? It was ridiculous, just goddamn ridiculous. These atrocities were the puzzles her brain constantly worked on these last few months.

      It was so easy to let hope drain away. But without hope, there was no reason to carry on.

      And then she looked again at Trevor. Really looked at this man who had captured her heart. Her lips pursed. He stood so proud, so fierce. To be truthful, he didn’t seem very afraid. Did he know something she didn’t?

      This man gave her hope.

      There was confusion in the hall. Men grouped together, talking about the logistics of the hanging. Where to hang him. Should they build gallows? Should they lynch him and use a tree? What tree? What time?

      Jeez, again, if only these men could learn to use their powers for good instead of putting their energies toward death and destruction. It was sad. They had completely forgotten about her and the other women for a moment.

      She locked eyes with Krissy. Krissy shrugged.

      “Rebel?” a voice boomed.

      Dammit. Her shoulders slumped.

      “Rebel.” Smith snapped his fingers. “Come over here. I have someone I want you to meet.”

      Oh shit. Smith was going to introduce her to Trevor, wasn’t he? Probably to show her off, to point out how he was such a top dog now, he even had Rebel Case under his control. This sucked so bad. Her hands trembled and her knees felt weak as she stepped away from the piano and took a few steps in their direction, determined to see this through but not having one damn idea how to make it work so that all of them could get out of there alive.

      And then there was a resounding boom outside the hall, and Rebel ducked and covered her head as chunks of debris washed over her.

      Arms of steel wrapped around her waist and she was pulled across the room. Screams pierced the air. Gunshots. The voices of men yelling and the sound of running feet pounding on wooden floors. It was complete chaos, but through it all Trevor had her. He had her until a shot was fired that grazed her shoulder. She cried out in pain, the warmth of the blood trailing down her arm.

      “Stop right there, motherfucker, or I’ll put another one in her head!” Smith shouted.

      “I love you,” Trevor whispered in her ear as he placed her on the ground. She was propped against the wall, dazed by the action and the pain. He tore off his T-shirt and placed the bundle of fabric against her shoulder. He picked up her other hand and held it against the makeshift bandage. “Hold it,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

      Then he stood up, shirtless, in all his tattooed glory, and stalked off with murder in his eyes to take care of Smith.
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      The fucker tried to kill Rebel.

      The woman Trevor loved. The woman who was pregnant with the child he’d committed to raising with love and attention, as if it where his own. The woman who was going to be his wife.

      Trevor heard the distant boom of another bomb detonating in the compound at another location. He grinned, knowing it was Christian blowing up the Brotherhood’s ammunition stash.

      Trevor was prepared to kill for her. Whatever it took to keep his woman—and the child she carried—safe.

      The hall was empty now except for a few dead bodies bleeding out on the ground, a symptom of Adam’s prowess as a sniper. The women had all escaped in the chaos, he’d yelled at them to run outside and meet up with Adam. He told them he’d stay inside and take care of Rebel. And now everyone was gone except for him, the fucker who was trying to kill Rebel, the girl who was chained to the floor, and Trevor’s fiancé and unborn child.

      He set his jaw, tightened his fists and strode toward the man who’d been the bane of his existence since he was ten years old. The man who’d joined his father’s drug running operation and took it in the worst possible direction, whispering in his father’s ear, constantly battling Trevor for a place at his father’s side. Smith was the man who spoke the devil’s language. The man who had helped elevate their gang from local drug dealers to vicious Brotherhood rivals.

      And this was one of the men who had gang raped his sister.

      Trevor took a deep, steadying breath. His eyes focused unerringly on Smith as he strode across the hall.

      Vengeance was his.

      Smith stood with his gun aimed at Trevor’s chest. A sheen of sweat shone on his forehead. “I was her first, your sister…I popped that cherry as she cried for me to stop.”

      Trevor’s lip curled. “You’re a dead man.”

      A shot reverberated in the hall. Smith cried out as a bullet sliced into his arm. He dropped his gun.

      Trevor pulled out his knife. He coldly stabbed the fucker in the gut, hoping his sister could see this from heaven. Smith

      gurgled and staggered backward, tripped and fell to the ground.

      Trevor stepped forward to finish the job. Smith picked up the gun he’d dropped earlier with a shaky hand and aimed it at Trevor.

      “You’re going to die for that, asshole,” Smith rasped.

      Trevor heard the sound of another projectile piercing skin and watched as Smith’s mouth opened in surprise, his gun dropped from his hand and he slowly fell to the side—a perfect hole in the middle of his forehead, taken down by a sniper’s bullet.

      Adam.

      Trevor turned, determined to not give that fucker one more moment of his time or energy. Smith was gone. No longer darkening Trevor’s future, or anyone else’s future. His sister had been avenged. His woman protected. The past was now officially the past. The future wide open with possibility. He strode across the hall, to Rebel who was still propped against the wall, holding his shirt against her shoulder, her face pale.

      “Is it over now?” she whispered.

      “Yeah,” he answered. “Yeah baby…it’s all over.”

      Trevor turned around and gently picked his woman up, sliding his arms underneath her legs and behind her back, cradling her in his arms as he walked outside into the sunlight.
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      Rebel sat on the concrete edge of a raised planter bed, twirling her hair and staring off into the middle distance.

      Everyone was saved who wanted to be saved. The girl who had been chained to Smith was free. Most of the bad guys were dead, or had run away.

      It was seriously like they’d finished filming a movie. Like she’d been on location with this crew for weeks and they’d finally nailed it. All that was left was for the AD to call, “Wrap!” Except there weren’t any production assistants running around with a water bottle to hand out. And no one would be asking her if she was going to the wrap party that night. And worst of all, there was no lovely trailer to crawl back into and relax with a good book.

      This was real life. That old life was gone. Gone for good.

      She didn’t know where Trevor had gone to, so she just found a quiet spot outside, one arm in a sling and her other hand tucked between her knees, and waited. She heard voices in the distance. The gunfire had stopped long ago. Eventually, at some point, they’d all figure everything out—who needed to be saved, who needed medical care and if anyone wanted to return with them to the farm.

      She supposed she was in shock, or something, she wasn’t sure.

      Rebel turned back and looked again at the devastation to the front of the John Muir Lodge. It was all too much. She was happy to let other people make the hard decisions. Really, all she wanted was a moment of quiet after all the drama to collect her thoughts.

      And Trevor. She wanted Trevor to finish whatever he was doing, come and find her, and take her home.

      She smiled.

      Home. She actually thought of that farm on the edge of nowhere as home. Weird.

      “Water bottle?”

      Rebel glanced up, surprised to see Justin standing above her. She reached out and took the sparkling bottle from his hand. “Thanks.”

      He carefully sat down next to her, wincing in pain. The parking lot in front of them held a few cars that looked operable, and others that were obviously dusty derelicts left over from the end of days. But beyond that were the peaks of distant mountains. Directly across the street stood dense groves of enormous sequoia trees, and a hawk circled above in the bright blue sky. The air smelled like fresh pine. It was so much cooler up here in the mountains. She lifted her chin to catch the sun on her face.

      “I can’t believe you’re walking and talking,” she told him. “You just recently recovered from pneumonia and you got your ass kicked yesterday.”

      Justin grunted. “Well, there really was a real Doctor here. He’s a white supremacist asshole like the others so he packed up and ran out of here with a small group of them, but he did wrap my broken ribs and give me some world-class pain relievers. I’ll probably end up back in that damn RV for a while again. What about you, are you okay? And why are you out here by yourself?”

      She took a deep breath. “Yeah, I’m okay. A bullet grazed my arm, but it’s mainly a deep scratch. It hurt, but like you, good painkillers make the difference. After everything ended in the main hall, Trevor carried me outside. Then he ran ahead to help check the rooms to see if anyone needed help. Christian fixed me up and gave me this sling. Then I did a head count and saw all our women, and you…and I don’t know, it was all chaotic for a bit there and…I just needed…I don’t know, I’m just out here sitting next to Trevor’s motorcycle, waiting for him like a loser, I guess.”

      Justin grinned. “You’re not a loser. But I heard I missed your performance.”

      She snorted. “I didn’t even get to prepare. No practice. No warm-up, but yeah, it went pretty well despite that.”

      “I know you were performing at the insistence of that asshole, Smith, but you have to remember there were lots of other people in that room who were just people. Just survivors of this apocalypse, like the rest of us. Some of them were people who wished they could get the fuck out from under that asshole’s thumb. You gave everyone there a ray of hope. A bit of home. A remembrance that things aren’t quite as shitty as they thought, because, check it out, Rebel Case is still around and singing for us.”

      She turned to him and gave him a rueful smile, letting him know she appreciated his words.

      He placed a hand on her good shoulder. “I’m not kidding about this. It’s a big deal. Remember how celebrities would always go and play for troops in combat zones in the USO? You’re like that.”

      She sat up straighter. Yeah, she was like that, wasn’t she? And she could be like that more.

      “You know what’s cool? I sort of had this moment where I felt like I had that old zing. That magic was coming back. Like my power was filling me up again. Or does that sound totally corny?”

      “No, with your singing and acting, it’s like you have a superpower. And you haven’t been able to use it, which must have sucked the big one.”

      She chuckled. “It did suck the big one. This whole time I’ve felt like this loser who was worthless now. You’ve got skills that translate into this world. So does Trevor. So does…everyone but me. I swear, even Josie contributes more than I do. No one needs a singer or actor when the world is ending. They need doctors and farmers.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about. I wouldn’t have made it without you.”

      “What?”

      “You’re the one who decided where we should live. Who organized all of our supplies and decides when we need more of something?”

      “I did…but, come on, I hardly spoke the whole first month and walked around like a zombie.”

      “I did too. Rebel, we’d survived the goddamn apocalypse. We’re only human, not machines without hearts. It was fucking hard, losing everyone. It still is. I still wake up and hear the silence and it tears me up.” He looked away, his voice softening. “It’s hard on everyone. It doesn’t make you weak or less because it kicks you in the ass. It does that to everyone. And if someone says it’s not hard, they’re just talking shit. You hear me?”

      “I hear you,” she whispered.

      “So, you’re hooking up with that Aryan Brotherhood bastard?” he asked, a smile playing on the corner of his lips.

      “Yeah,” she laughed. “After he declared his love for me and saved my life, I kinda thought he might be a keeper.”

      Justin crooked an eyebrow. “Well, I guess it’s okay then.”

      She looked back again at the lodge and back at Justin. “I can’t believe we made it. It’s like there’s always something else, and we manage to keep on surviving.”

      “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.”

      “Isn’t that from a song?”

      Justin smiled. “Yeah, but that doesn’t make it any less true.”

      She straightened her back. “I do feel like I can stand a little taller.”

      “You came back swinging.”

      “We both came back swinging. Actually, all of us have.”

      “Rebel!”

      Rebel looked up to see Tiana and Krissy running toward her, Trevor at their side. He looked grim and the two women looked scared as hell. Rebel’s chest tightened. A bad feeling lodged in the pit of her stomach. This couldn’t be good news.

      Justin helped her to stand up. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “She’s gone, we can’t find her anywhere,” Krissy panted.

      “Gone? Who’s gone?”

      “Kati’s gone,” Tiana sobbed. “She’s disappeared. She was here with us when we all ran out of the hall when it exploded and she was with me searching rooms for other female survivors and then…she was gone.”

      That didn’t make any sense. “Have you looked—”

      “We’ve looked everywhere,” Trevor cut in. “We’ve systematically gone through every room. Even the cabins in the back. She’s not here. Christian and Adam are driving around, looking for any signs of which way the car must have gone.”

      Oh shit. Her throat tightened. “You mean…”

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” Justin ground out. “In the middle of the chaos one of those fuckers got smart and stole Kati for himself.”

      “No!”

      Rebel used her one good arm to pull Tiana in so they could cry together.
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      Finally, hours later, Trevor lay in bed with Rebel snuggled into his side. Her head tucked into his shoulder, her arm thrown over his chest, one of her legs crooked over his. They were both naked under the sheets. It was pretty damn wonderful to have her back.

      He lay quiet though, not able to feel fully at peace. His woman was safe, but another woman wasn’t.

      It weighed heavily on his mind. He’d looked everywhere for Kati. They’d all looked everywhere. No stone had been left unturned. Every possible scenario talked through. They’d raged, cried, yelled, planned. Eventually, there’d been nothing more to do at the lodge, Kati’s trail had run cold. So now, they were back on the farm, bringing with them the quiet girl who looked like she wasn’t old enough to drive, who hadn’t said a word yet, the one Smith had probably fucked up so bad she’d need years to recover.

      Everyone returned home, except for Kati. Kati was lost and they had no idea which of those bastards had taken her and which way they’d gone.

      Tiana, Krissy, Adam, Christian and Justin, were already planning a new search party, pulling out maps and making plans on areas to cover. They weren’t giving up. No one was giving up.

      He exhaled, his stomach twisting at the realization of how easily that could have been Rebel, lost to him.

      “Trevor?”

      He blinked, broken out of his painful reverie. “I’m here, babe.”

      “I just want you to know…I’m sorry I didn’t trust you enough to tell you about the baby,” she said softly.

      His brows furrowed, surprised at the topic of conversation.

      “It’s okay. I didn’t exactly inspire trust.”

      “But you did,” she sat up in the bed pulling the sheet up over her tits, her hazel eyes bright with emotion. “You did, and I didn’t see it.”

      He placed a hand on her hip, carefully avoiding the blue sling that was still on her arm. “Rebel, you don’t need to say this. Let’s remember I have a swastika tattooed on my neck. You were right to question that.”

      She took a deep breath and met his gaze. “After today, after all that happened up on that mountain…it’s making me remember how this could all be gone in the blink of an eye. I need to live every day to the fullest. That means I have to make sure I don’t leave anything unsaid. So, like I said, I want you to know that I’m sorry, I really am, that I didn’t trust you enough to tell you I was pregnant. I kept pushing you away.”

      “Rebel, you were in my bed, letting me fuck you blind, in my arms every night. You introduced me to your girlfriends and to Justin as your boyfriend. You were right there with me.”

      Her face burned red. “You noticed that?”

      “Sweetheart, I notice everything.”

      “I’ve never really had a boyfriend before. That’s why I’m so terrible at this. I’ve had hookups, lots of those, but I’ve never really let a man in close. It always seemed that when I would start to soften and think that way, that maybe someone could be a keeper, he’d immediately do something dumbass, like cheat on me, sell stories and pictures to the magazines, start asking for a loan, shit like that. It got to the point where I considered men to be either friends or location affairs and never the twain shall meet. I didn’t think I’d find a man I could rely on. I didn’t think they existed. I’ve just had nothing but bad luck with men in the past and I was unfortunately judging you against that, the men I used to know, thinking you’d treat me like they did, sort of waiting for it.”

      “You’d started to soften, to trust me, see that I was different, and then I snatched it away?”

      “Yeah,” she answered. “Yeah, it hurt. I thought you might be the one. A man I could count on like I could count on women, or my family, like that. And because of that I was about to tell you about the baby, I swear, then I found out…”

      “You found out I was like the rest of those fuckers, but only worse.”

      “Well…”

      “I’m not going to lie to you anymore, Rebel. I was the worst of the worst. Your worst nightmare. I was raised with murderers and racists. My father was the head of our local Aryan Brotherhood. I grew up in the mountains around here, with drug dealers. When I was a kid my father was in and out of prison, but when he got out he established a ring of pot-growing operations hidden in the mountains. He worked closely with the Mexican cartels. So, while other people were getting dressed up and going to church on Sunday mornings, at my house there were usually stacks of money, guns, bags of marijuana and Mexican drug runners all busy funneling drugs to the stupid Americans. It was a crazy way to live. My mom finally managed to get away for good when I was a teen. She’d never really been into that lifestyle and had enough of Dad’s beatings, his other women on the side. She tried to get me out of there too, but I wouldn’t go. I was in too deep…thought I was the heir apparent, a badass in the making. My dad was rich, nice cars, nice everything, no one gave him shit, and I could be just like him? Why would I give that up?”

      He thought back to what happened to Jenny, how his Dad had treated his mom, to the young traumatized girl they’d brought back from the mountains who wouldn’t speak, and to Kati…and how many people he’d “helped” on their road to drug addiction…and felt a burning shame in his gut. A twisting, bile-inducing sensation. Right there was the reason why he should’ve given all that shit up, long ago. Living a life hurting others was no life at all.

      “Which of these tats are the ones that Justin saw? The ones that made him angry?”

      “This one”—Trevor pointed at the swastika on his neck—“and this one”—he pointed at the four-leaf clover.

      “You know, I knew the swastika on your neck couldn’t be anything good, because who walks around with a swastika on their neck? But because you’d told me not to ask about your past and judge you for who you were now, I just kept watching you, waiting for you to act like a racist asshole. But, when you never did I assumed this tat was something stupid you did when you were younger and regretted now that you’re older. You told me you regretted it, remember?”

      “That basically sums it up. The swastika symbolizes joining the Aryan Brotherhood. The four-leaf clover told the other inmates I’d killed for the Brotherhood and that I would again, so stay the fuck away. I wish I could remove them. I’ve sat here, in this room, with a knife to my throat trying to figure out how to get these fuckers off my skin.”

      “We have to learn to live with it. Remember, you’ve changed completely.” She leaned over and kissed his neck, on top of the former mark of a murderer. “The old you is gone, they’re now here to show the world the new you.”

      He stared into her eyes and swallowed against the lump in his throat.

      “I’m not kidding,” she said. “If someone asks you what these mean, you say that was the past and they’re meaningless now. And I’ll be standing right next to you to vouch for that. And so will Justin, and Krissy and all your friends out there.”

      A tingling sensation spread across his chest. He smiled. “You’re amazing.”

      “You said that going forward I can be whoever I want to be. Well, so can you. It was wrong of me to judge you for your past. You never did that to me and I did it to you. It was hard, because,” she swallowed, her eyes wet, “because of what happened to my brother. But now I know who you really are.” She placed a hand over his heart. “In here, this is who you really are. And I see this person, clearly.”

      “You remind me of my mom,” he said thickly. “Back when she was with us and I was young, and my dad was home and sometimes things were good. You remind me of her. Your personality. You’re both sweet and fierce at the same time.”

      She blushed, an attractive shade of pink across her delicate cheeks. Damn, she was beautiful. He was so fucking lucky to have this woman, he couldn’t believe it was real.

      “Tell me about your family. You said before you wanted to be just like your dad. Did you…did you used to treat women the way he treated your mom?”

      “No,” he said emphatically. He shook his head, his jaw clenched. “No. That was one thing I did different. He and most of the other guys, they treated women like crap. Smith was part of our gang, he was the instigator of that abuse. Slapped their old ladies around. Punched them, kicked them, raped them. It was disgusting. Not all of them were like that. But some of them. I didn’t raise my hand to a woman. Ever. The guys I was closest to in the gang, they didn’t either. I saw what it did to my mom and I didn’t want that. And my sister—”

      “You had a sister? Oh no. Did she get out too?”

      “Yeah, my mom got her out. But she ran away and came back. She’d been too young when she left to remember how bad it was. All she knew were the scary stories Mom told her. She went through a rebellious teenage phase and ran away from my mom, straight to my dad, thinking my mom had been lying to her, just trying to keep her from her brother and father, not realizing that Mom had instead been protecting her. By then, Dad was edging towards retirement, grooming me to take over. Jenny was only sixteen, beautiful and reckless. I’d almost had her talked into going back with Mom. Was about to buy her a plane ticket. I took her into my house so I could keep an eye on her, but Dad came over with his “friends” when I was out working. He brought some of the worst guys in our gang, the type of men I wouldn’t have wanted Jenny in the same room with. Smith was there. They were all drinking, got Jenny drunk too. Dad passed out and the other guys, including Smith, they gang raped her. Beat Jenny up and left her unconscious. I came home and found that shit. Found out my dad hadn’t protected her, had let his friends fucking gang rape his own daughter. My own men had the nerve to rape my sister in my own damn house! I fucking lost it. It was a blood bath. I…I shot my dad. Killed him in my front yard.” He paused. “Sorry, is this too much?”

      “No. No. I understand. Really I do. I just…Smith raped your sister? He deserved everything that happened today and more.”

      He grunted. “Exactly.”

      “So, what happened after you killed your dad?”

      “Well, I wasn’t exactly in a state of mind to cover that shit up, so of course the cops were called and I was arrested. The cops were only too happy to get me behind bars. They’d been trying to take down my dad’s organization for years. So yeah, when the outbreak started, I was locked up in Avenal State Prison, for murder. I’d been in Pelican Bay for two years and Avenal for one year when the end happened and I was able to walk free.”

      “What changed, Trevor? What made you want to be different? Because, just the fact you were let loose didn’t mean you needed to be different. It could have been more of the same. The guys up here certainly proved that.”

      “Having your own men beat and rape your sister in your own home, with your father right there, sleeping through the whole thing can change a person’s outlook. After that, I didn’t trust anyone. In prison I renewed my membership with the Aryan Brotherhood, I killed for them once to prove I belonged, because if you’re not in a gang in prison, you’re dead. No exceptions. Besides, the guy I killed was dead in the eyes, a pedophile who’d murdered one of ours behind bars, so I figured I did the state of California a solid that day, greasing a lifer they didn’t have the balls to put down themselves.”

      “So basically I was a badass with a reputation that meant other assholes left me alone. I studied in prison, worked on a college degree, learned a lot. And while I was in there I was thinking. Thinking more than I’d ever had a chance to in my life. Thinking about how if I had it to do over again, I’d do it all different. I would try for a decent life. A life where no one got hurt. Where I was around people who I knew I could leave my goddamn sister alone with, come back and find her unhurt and laughing. I’d lead a life where I wasn’t shitting on other people who were different than me, thinking I was a badass. And then one day people started dying. There was panic and chaos in the yard and then finally after a few weeks of being worried they’d leave me locked in there, starving to death, a few of the last sick guards opened the cells. They knew I was still healthy and they needed help. So I helped. And when they died too, I left.”

      Rebel held his hand and rubbed her thumb along the pulse point at his wrist. “What was that like for you, honey, walking out of there, free?”

      “Amazing and terrible at the same time. I searched for my mom and sister, but couldn’t find them anywhere and finally had to assume they were gone like everyone else. Then I went crazy with the freedom, the fact that no one owned anything anymore and everything was up for grabs, so I went materialistic for a while, walking in wherever I wanted to take what I wanted was heady for a few days, then it got old. Being alone got old. Then a week into it I met Christian, so at least there was someone else.”

      “I felt that way too at first. Maybe not as materialistic as you because to be truthful, being a movie star came with some pretty amazing perks, so I was used to living like that anyway, but even for me it was pretty heady being able to grab the keys to any car I wanted. You know I was driving a Maserati for a while there? I’d always meant to get a Maserati one day…”

      He held her tighter. “Jesus, a woman after my own heart. These do-gooders around here have no freaking concept of luxury.”

      “Yeah, I noticed. Did you get a load of that late model Toyota Camry of Sebastian’s?”

      Trevor laughed. “It’s a piece of crap.”

      Rebel climbed onto him, straddled his lap and shoved her breasts against his chest. He helped her to balance, careful not to bump her arm. “Oh honey,” she said. “I can’t tell you how much I love your classic Mustangs. And your Harley.” She ran the fingers of her good arm down his sleeved tats. “And your tats,” she sighed. “These colored tats on your arms are hot.”

      Trevor grinned because shit yeah, he knew they were badass. He might have crap on his neck but the tats on his arms had been done by one the best artists in LA. They’d cost a fuck load of money and they were worth every penny.

      He pulled her forward and licked her chest, like the possessive bastard he was. He needed to feel her, taste her. She was his. Only his. “I feel possessive of you. From now on only I get to fuck you.” He looked up and met her eyes. “I own your orgasms.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Have you always been like this with women?”

      “No, only with you. You bring something out in me I can’t explain.”

      “Really?” She smiled.

      “Really.

      I’m putting a ring on your finger so any fuckers we meet know you’re mine and to keep their fucking hands off you.” And he reached over and tugged open the nightstand drawer and fished out that black ring box.

      Rebel giggled. “There’s no need for marriage, Trevor. I know Rachel and Adam did it, which is sweet. But if you’re just asking me because you think that’s what I want since they did it, don’t worry. I’m a big girl. I’ll be okay without it. I know I’ve got you and you love me. That’s all I really need.”

      He opened the box. She gasped, tears in her eyes. It was the biggest diamond ring he could find. Square cut and platinum. He slid it on her finger, loving that stamp of his possession.

      “This isn’t about that,” he said. “This is me staking a claim. I fucking need my ring on your finger. You like it?”

      “I love it,” she breathed.

      “And here’s another idea. How about you change your name to Rebel Mason?”

      “What? Change my name? Why?”

      “You’ve been telling me this whole time that you’re not Rebel Case anymore, that the world had ended, so that part of you ended with it. How about you make it official by changing your name?”

      “How do I do that? I mean, there isn’t even an office to go that anymore. It seems weird…”

      “You just decide to, that’s how. That’s the beauty of living in this day and age. There’s no government. No bureaucracy. We don’t have to ask anyone’s fucking permission. We do what we want. Right now you say you want to change your name and it happens. No going downtown and standing in line A and then line B and filling out three different forms and paying a fee. That shit is gone. Good riddance.”

      “Rebel Mason,” she said tentatively.

      “Sounds good on you, baby.”

      “It does. I’ll do it.”

      “You want to get married?”

      “It isn’t something I’d ever felt I needed to be complete. I didn’t need to marry in order to be financially secure. I could take care of myself, but…”

      Trevor watched her, wondering what thoughts were running in that gorgeous head of hers. Did she want to marry him, or did she think it was crazy talk?

      “There’s…There’s something I’ve got to say first… One more thing I need to apologize for. I’m really sorry about what I said when we first met, Trevor. About not wanting to be around anyone who was in prison. I thought about that a lot later and… I think that was very judgmental of me. Also, it pushed you away, it started that chain of events in your mind where you felt you needed to lie to me, present yourself as something other than you were in order to gain my trust.”

      What the hell did this have to do with getting married? Did she want to marry him or not? “It’s not a bad rule,” he answered. “Staying away from people who used to be lifers in prison is usually a good plan.”

      “Yeah, but sometimes those people deserve a second chance. Sometimes they were wrongfully accused and misjudged, or maybe they redeemed themselves and need someone to believe in them.”

      “Or maybe they’re lying assholes trying to gain your trust before knifing you in the back.”

      “Um, I’m trying to apologize here and you’re not helping much. I’m telling you I was being a judgmental ass. Help me out here and accept my apology.”

      He grinned. “You were right to doubt. Don’t ever think just because I changed, most of the men I once worked with will change too. Not happenin’. They’re basically wild animals.”

      “You’re an anomaly?”

      “Yes.”

      “A sexy beast of an anomaly? A man who wanted to change?”

      He grinned. “Yes.”

      “Double-checking,” she said.

      He cupped her face and kissed her hard. He swept his tongue into her mouth, his lips devouring hers. She held on to his biceps with all her might.

      Finally, he pulled back and stared at her with burning intensity. “I’m not proud of things I’ve said or done in the past. People I pounded into the ground, shit I said, everyone I hurt. All I can say is that all that bullshit stopped the moment I chose to take the fall and went down for it. I’m not that man anymore. I’m the Trevor you see now. You know me, you’ve watched me, seen how I treat people now, how I speak to them. You make the call. Do you want to be with a man like me? Do you want to marry a man like me?”

      She nodded, tears forming at the corner of her eyes.

      “I don’t know how to make a woman happy,” he said to her. “But I’m willing to learn.”

      “Don’t worry, you appear to be a fast learner.”

      He had her on top, her legs spread out wide over his hips. He reached down and felt how wet she was for him.

      “You’re gorgeous,” he said.

      “I need your cock,” she announced.

      This was no problem, he’d been hard as rock the whole time they’d been talking. He’d been rubbing it along her wet slit this whole time, making sure it was nudged against her clit, priming her, making her ready and on edge.

      Trevor gently turned her over onto her back, careful of her arm in the sling. Her eyes darkened and her breath quickened. He rested his hips between her spread thighs and immediately moved his shaft, notching it at her entrance.

      “Trevor,” she whispered.

      He thrust into her in one smooth motion, balls deep.

      She threw her head back and moaned. He reached up for those perfect teardrop breasts and pinched her nipples. Christ, she was perfect.

      “Baby, look at me, keep your eyes on me.”

      He lifted her legs up and over his shoulders, pushing deep, pounding his shaft as far as it could go, making sure he hit that spot she loved again and again.

      “Oh,” she gasped. “I need…”

      “I know, baby, I’m giving it to you.”

      “Oh God.”

      She screamed as the orgasm rushed through her, engulfing her and pulling her in. Trevor spasmed, in the throes of his own release, his hot cum shooting inside of her pussy.

      “I love you,” he groaned. “I love you so much, Rebel. I’m never letting you go.” He thrust in again, harder. “Never. Letting. You. Go.”
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      Two weeks later

      Sebastian turned toward Phoebe. They were standing together, on the front lawn, for yet another wedding. Last month Adam and Rachel had married, and now it was Trevor and Rebel.

      Weddings. Weddings. Weddings.

      Didn’t people realize it was the end of the world?

      It was pretty crazy.

      “Phoebe?”

      “Hmm?”

      He looked with longing at the profile of the exquisite woman who stood next to him, dressed in a silky blue dress with a sash at the waist, emphasizing her petite, willowy form.

      His jaw clenched. It was physically painful to keep his hands at his side and not touch her. “Now that Trevor and Rebel are moving into the small house,” he said, “I’m going to go ahead and start sleeping in the apartment.”

      He wasn’t sure if she’d care. Maybe she’d be secretly happy to have him out of her hair, out of the main house? But, he’d miss living with her so near. Miss seeing her first thing every morning. Having her so close. Hearing her laughter.

      “Okay.” She nodded.

      “When I leave you and Josie won’t have to share a room anymore. You two can spread out and each have your own room.”

      “Yeah, it would probably be a good idea for Josie to start getting used to sleeping by herself.”

      Sebastian imagined for a moment she meant Josie should have her own room because she wanted the bed vacated in order to invite him to sleep with her instead, but he knew that was crazy talk. He adored Phoebe. He worshiped the ground she walked on.

      She did not feel the same about him. That had already been established.

      “You can organize and store your stuff in the garage too if you’d like,” he told her. “You can take it out of the back of the truck and give it a home.”

      She glanced at him quizzically. “Are you sure there’s room? You have a lot of stuff too.”

      “Yeah, some of my things I’ll leave around the house here and some in the garage. It will all fit.”

      “Well, okay.” Her smile blinded him with its beauty. “I’d love that. Thanks.”

      Sebastian grinned. He was always happy when Phoebe was happy. Unfortunately, he wasn’t good at making her happy.
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      “Phoebe!” Krissy bellowed from across the lawn. “Come here, we’re doing the damn flower or whatever toss. We need you. Leave that man alone, you can jump on him later.”

      Phoebe cringed at the sound of Krissy’s strident voice.

      Jeez that girl was loud.

      Sebastian looked away, like he was trying to ignore the whole thing. Which was probably a good idea.

      She took a deep breath and grimly walked over to where the women were grouping, keeping her head focused on what was ahead because walking over to Krissy meant passing by Spike, who was still hanging out at the farm and hadn’t left yet (although everyone was secretly wising he would). Why he would stay somewhere where no one really wanted him, she’d never understand. He sat in a chair, a beer in his hand and a frown on his face. Which was fine with Phoebe, because what would that jerk have to be happy about anyway?

      She heard laughter and glanced over at Rebel. Trevor whispered in her ear and the two of them dissolved into belly laughs. Phoebe smiled. They were a beautiful couple. Rebel was in a long, silky sheath and Trevor wore a Tom Ford black suit. They reminded Phoebe of an edgier version of Carolyn Bissett and JFK Jr. In the old days their wedding pictures would’ve ended up on the cover of People magazine. Despite the lack of paparazzi, they were still dazzling.

      Wedding planned and executed? Check. Happy couple? Check. Check.

      Phoebe glanced across the lawn at Krissy and Tiana, her eyes automatically searching for Kati, then reminding herself that Kati wasn’t there.

      And her eyes landed on the quiet, sixteen-year-old girl sitting by herself, dressed in baggy sweats and a hood over her head.

      Phoebe stood still, her heart breaking off into tiny pieces.

      “Phoebe! Phoebe!” Josie ran up, panting with excitement. “Come on, come on,” she grabbed her hand. “Krissy said we’re playing a game and throwing flowers!”

      Phoebe followed where Josie led.

      Everyone crowded around. Rachel was serving as the DJ, so she started some music and prepared to MC the bouquet toss. The women had all met ahead of time and it had been already agreed that this was for Josie. Only Josie would catch the bouquet, but they’d make it look good, like she’d won it fair and square.

      Josie’s cheeks were rosy, her eyes bright. She was bouncing with joy, a whirlwind of energy, her pink dress swirling around her. Phoebe was so happy for the little girl; her eyes were getting wet.

      Rebel walked over. “I’ll toss it easy over my shoulder, you nudge Josie in the right direction and make sure she gets it,” she whispered.

      Phoebe nodded. Tiana took a position behind Josie and lifted her chin at Phoebe. Phoebe met Krissy’s gaze. She was ready too.

      “You ready, big girl?” Krissy asked Josie. “You know I’m going to win, right? Don’t cry or anything when I shove you aside and catch the flowers myself. Cause I’m gonna.”

      “I’m going to catch it. Me. I’m going to catch it,” Josie exclaimed.

      “I don’t know,” Phoebe said, joining in, “I’m pretty good at this. Remember, I used to plan weddings. I went to weddings all the time and watched people play this game. You two had better watch out.”

      “I’m fast,” Josie shot back. “I’ll get it.”

      “Oh, I’m going to leave all of you in the dust. I used to run marathons. I’ve got this.” Tiana started doing exaggerated stretches like she was readying for an Olympic sprint. It was pretty funny. They all laughed.

      “Hey, you guys ready?” Rebel shouted.

      She was standing in front of all of them, farthest across the lawn and towards the front road. The women were all grouped behind her. The men stood to the side, next to Rachel, who was monitoring the music.

      Phoebe couldn’t help the snort of laughter that escaped her when she saw all the men were holding big signs that read, “Team Josie.” Too cute.

      “Josie, Josie, do you see the signs the men are holding? Look, they’re on your side.”

      Josie waved at them. “Yes! I’m ready,” she shouted to them. “I’m going to win!”

      The men cheered.

      Phoebe chuckled. “She’s ready.”

      “Keep your eye on the ball,” Adam shouted.

      Rachel started the countdown from the side. “One…”

      Josie inexplicably moved forward, breaking from Phoebe’s grasp on her shoulders. Phoebe’s brow furrowed. What was she doing?

      “Two…”

      “Josie!” Phoebe reached for her.

      “Three!”

      Rebel swung the bouquet over her shoulder. Josie sped up, running forward to catch the bouquet and tripped over something unseen in the lawn, falling to her hands and knees. The flowers sailed in a perfect arc over the little girl’s head and right into Phoebe’s arms which were already outstretched in an effort to grab Josie.

      There was a collective gasp and a moment of silence. Phoebe looked down in horror at the weight of the gorgeous blossoms that had somehow landed directly in her grasp—as if it had been preordained. She jerked her chin up and met Sebastian’s intense gaze from across the lawn. For a moment it seemed as if only the two of them were there. Everyone else melted away and all she could see were Sebastian’s eyes, his lips.

      Apprehension coursed through her veins.

      And Josie started to cry.
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      Love, in a hopeless place.

      Two months after a virus took out civilization, Rachel Donnelly is the last living soul in California, as far as she can tell. Until she runs into a Marine sniper, battle-hardened but alive and healthy.

      Adam Sanchez would love nothing more than a slamming session of I-can’t-believe-we’re-alive post-apocalyptic sex in the back of his Hummer. But Rachel’s fragility, inexperience—and much younger age—hold him back from exposing her to his raw, aggressive sexuality. If anything, Rachel needs protection. Especially from himself.

      As they band together with other survivors to battle feral animals, violent ex-cons, and motorcycle clubs jockeying for power, Rachel grows stronger in mind, body, and spirit—strong enough to give the dangerously sexy Marine what they both crave.

      The power of their passion rocks Adam’s world, bringing him to his knees—which, he discovers too late, is the worst possible place to be when danger springs from the shadows.

      Warning: Contains a sexy Marine, a tattooed ex-con, a girl who blossoms into a sexually assured young woman, laughter despite the pain, m/f/m ménage, hope, love, and more bad language and violence than are strictly necessary.

      
        Continue reading  for an excerpt…
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      March 26th, San Diego, sixty-two days post outbreak

      Rachel adjusted the heavy, old-fashioned binoculars her dad had owned since she was a kid. The pair he never let anyone touch.

      Ever.

      Her chest tightened as she used them anyway, curling her fingers around the unfamiliar weight.

      Dad was dead, and she needed them…and…and…that was that, right?

      She bit her lip to keep the tears back and cradled the binoculars in her hands. She peered out the front window, past the yellowed landscaping to the mountains of rotted trash that lined the formerly pristine streets of the historic neighborhood she’d grown up in. She panned the area, wishing Dad was here to growl at her for daring to use his precious field glasses. The pair that had been given to him by such and such important person when he was in blah, blah, blah battle in some far off country she’d never bothered to learn the name of.

      God, she’d give anything to have him back. Anything. She’d listen to all of his stories. Each one. Without complaint. Hell, she’d record every word he said and transcribe it into his memoir if he’d just promise to never leave.

      She took a shaky breath and studied every dark shadow and possible hideout along the street, hoping to find a clue to the state of affairs outside the front door of the house she was hiding in.

      And found nothing.

      Dumped cars and dead bodies choked the roads and sidewalks. A pillar of smoke rose from a building burning somewhere on the horizon. The streets of San Diego had twisted into a terrifying episode of The Twilight Zone.

      Some freak job with a gun could be holed up out there, waiting to attack, and she’d never know until it was too late.

      Or there could be no one out there. No one at all. Which was equally as bad.

      “Goddammit!”

      Her favorite narrative of self-flagellation ran through her mind. Why…why had she gone away to college when she’d grown up in climate-controlled San Diego with many wonderful colleges nearby? It had been beyond her parents’ understanding—but, in the time-honored tradition of the young and stupid—she’d left home to follow a guy. A guy who’d turned out to be an ass. At the time, her move had seemed like such a smart, independent decision. Now, in the midst of so much danger, not so much.

      She’d first heard of the devastating Ruyigi Ebola virus while sitting alone in front of the TV—her boyfriend having dumped her for a girl he’d met in Art Appreciation, and her roommate having left to live in some fancy sorority. So, yeah, like usual, she’d been depressingly alone as she’d heard of the virus that would destroy her life.

      It started out like many viruses did, chewing through Central Africa with single-minded determination. This was nothing new. CNN reported an international coalition of doctors was on its way to help. She’d barely paid attention to any of this at first, because really, an outbreak seemed to happen every other year. But her fear kicked up a notch when the virus hopped to Europe, then Asia, then to the States. Suddenly, it was all over the news. It was all anyone talked about. Days later, there’d been a few isolated cases in San Francisco…then in San Jose, in Fresno and even in Hollywood. Suddenly, it seemed to be spreading everywhere, fast. And the mortality rate was ninety-nine percent.

      Jesus H. Christ. Then she was scared. Everyone was scared.

      That was when Mom had called, telling her to come home.

      Rachel had thrown her shit together, packed her Honda Civic and left her dorm room at Davis, where everyone else had seemed to be frantically packing up to go home too. She’d driven all day from Northern to Southern California. It had been a harrowing journey, filled with clogged freeways and desperate people.

      Before she’d hit the grapevine and begun to climb over the mountains into the L.A. basin, she’d gotten her one and only flat tire. She’d pulled to the side of the road out in the middle of nowhere. Not a single person who’d whizzed by offered assistance. When she’d tried calling AAA, the line had been constantly busy. Not a good sign. She’d broken two different fingernails but managed to change that damn tire herself and gotten back on her way. Twelve hours after leaving Davis and running on empty, she’d finally made it home.

      Once she’d reached the neighborhood her parents lived in next to Balboa Park, she’d found her mother already sick. Two days later, Dad was sick. Her older sister had come home too, and Rachel had nursed all three of them, praying against all odds they’d recover quickly, waiting for the CDC’s miracle vaccine, which did not materialize. It had never occurred to her that in a matter of weeks they’d all die—her whole family and her friends would be dead, leaving her alone and scared shitless.

      Worst of all—she suspected everyone was dead. The streets in her neighborhood were empty and quiet. Too quiet. Maybe all the creeps toting guns and stealing everything that wasn’t nailed down had died from the virus. Maybe the soldiers trying to restore order were gone too. Maybe the mobs of people fighting over food shipments were dead. She’d managed the back-breaking work of burying her family by herself in her own backyard and had waited, waited for a miracle to occur.

      Two days ago, Rachel had forced herself to go outside and scavenge for supplies but had found only a handful of wobbly and feverish people roaming the streets. The power was still on, hanging by a thread. The TV was fuzz, the cell phones were dead and the internet didn’t work. All those things required people to maintain.

      She placed Dad’s binoculars on the window sill as hot tears ran down her cheeks. She sniffed and rubbed the wetness with the back of her hand.

      Sudden rage surged through her body. Breaths burst in and out of her chest. She slid her useless smartphone out of her pocket, peeled off the pink protective case and hurled the black rectangle against the wall. It bounced off Mom’s favorite wallpaper and skated across the floor, dented and scratched.

      Not good enough.

      That cell phone used to be the center of her life, the object she picked up first thing each morning and slept next to at night, her constant link to the outside world. But now, all the damn thing did was freaking sit there, without a ping, a testament to the emptiness around her.

      Rachel strode over and dug her heel into the front screen until she heard a satisfying crunch.

      Better.

      She pushed a lock of hair off her sweaty forehead, pulled on her big-girl panties and straightened her back.

      Time to do something, even if it’s wrong.

      She moved toward the garage door, ready to continue organizing her things so she could leave, and paused for a second to think this through. She started counting. Inhale. One—yes, there was nothing but death outside the door and inside it was safe and familiar. Okay, this was true. Exhale. Two—but how long would it be safe? The overwhelming stench of death was already suffocating, and if she stayed, she’d be amongst millions of bodies as they decomposed. Inhale. Three—she needed to get out of town and hole up somewhere else. Somewhere with supplies and away from the city. Exhale. Four—she was immune. Immune! That was a big deal. She didn’t need to worry about staying away from anyone who might still be infected. Inhale.

      Okay.

      Rachel grabbed the keys to Mom’s Lexus, the only car with a full tank of gas, and stuffed it with luggage, gallons of water and bags of nonperishable food she’d prepared hours before. Books, flashlight, sleeping bag, a few mementos, pictures of friends and family and a laptop followed in the trunk. And finally, despite the roiling of her stomach and the sweat on her brow, she forced herself to take not only Dad’s binoculars along, but also his loaded revolver and extra ammunition. She wrapped them in a towel and tucked the gun securely under the front passenger seat. Safe and sound. Just in case.

      Goal number one was get the heck out of town.

      Goal number two… She’d figure that out after she got the heck out of town.

      The garage door rumbled open and Rachel tensed. Any freaks still alive in a two-mile radius certainly heard that. Bile rose in her throat as fear of the unknown swept through her mind. She swallowed hard, tapped the gas pedal and inched out of the driveway.

      I can do this. I can do this. I can do this.

      She crept along the streets, white knuckled, keeping her eyes glued to the landscape. She turned at the edge of Balboa Park, normally her favorite spot in San Diego, now ruined, scarred with littered bodies. A pristine Jacaranda tree stood at the corner, heavy with fluted purple flowers. Under its scenic branches, a man cradled a child in his arms, both lying stiff on a bed of grass.

      Good thing she’d brought along a box of tissues. She couldn’t seem to stop crying.

      She drove and drove and drove and didn’t see a single person alive. Not one. Decomposing bodies were everywhere. Rachel swerved to avoid them in the middle of the road. They were propped in cars, in front yards, in buses, on sidewalks. Military transport vehicles carried nothing but dead soldiers. Bodies littered parks, crosswalks, entrances to buildings. In every nook and cranny—death. She knew if she walked into a building, there would be more. This wasn’t just hundreds of corpses. This was millions and millions of corpses. Stretching out as far as her eye could see, stretching out to…where? Los Angeles? San Francisco?

      She curved up the freeway on-ramp, weaving around abandoned automobiles, desperate to get out to the open countryside and put the pedal to the metal. But she didn’t get very far. A pileup blocked all eight lanes on Interstate 5.

      “No…” she whimpered. She stumbled out of the car to get a closer look, trying to find a way through. Rachel stood in the absolute silence of a dead city and inspected the mangled mess. Bodies slumped over steering wheels, arms hung out of shattered windows. The network of compacted cars filled the freeway from side to side.

      Thinking that everyone might be gone was one thing. Seeing it with her own eyes was another.

      She heard a squawk and jumped, heart racing as she noticed a group of carrion birds fighting over a decaying body. She covered her mouth, sick to her stomach.

      Oh my God! What is this? A horror movie? It can’t be real!

      Disoriented and overwhelmed by the ghastly stench, the catastrophic devastation, she staggered back from the wreckage and looked around, squinting in the early morning light. “They’re all dead,” she said out loud, still processing the horrible truth. “Everyone’s dead, and I’m alone.”

      Too numb to cry, she sank to the pavement and put her head in her hands. “Please God, help me,” she prayed.
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