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    If you did, thank you. Thank you for respecting me and other authors for their hard work, understanding this is our job, and while we love it, we do deserve to be compensated for all the hours, and hours, and hours we put into it. 
 
      
 
    If you did not… Go buy one! You are a thief and your parents and grandparents and cute animals all around the world are ashamed of you. There is no justification for committing this crime because it is a crime, no different than walking into a physical bookstore, taking a print copy off the shelf, and walking out of the store without paying for it.  
 
      
 
    There is no such thing as a victimless crime. If you truly believe that, you’ve never been a victim. And the victims aren’t only the authors, but the fans who lose authors that quit over our constantly being stolen from and mistreatment. Mistreating the authors that write the books you like or read—not liking them isn’t an excuse for theft, it’s just extra weird then—that’s not a fan. Fans leave reviews to support. Fans send messages of love. Fans… Well fans are nice. Be nice. 
 
      
 
    There are lots of ways to fight eBook piracy, reporting the site even if you’re not the copyright holder is always a good option. If you want to help in the fight, Google it and you can see there are many ways. 
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    My name is Inez Garner, and my story has sort of been told… But not. I’m turning twenty-three and find out I’m not human; I’m apparently a vampire. Sure, who hasn’t read that story? Oh, but I’m a princess. And there’s a zombie apocalypse—although I’m debating where the line is of apocalypse vs. post-apocalypse. There’s also a quest that I’m compelled to be on, and it might all be coming from the Goddess.  
 
    Awesome. It seems She has big plans for me. And I have to deal with ghosts. When I kill corrupted—the nice PC name people call zombies, as it’s not their fault they eat people—I then have to deal with their ghosts. Which is super when being hunted for years by some guys I don’t want to know better. 
 
    Add to everything, I have to apologize to heroines for judging them when they fall in bed with the hot guy and buy the story he gives. I get it now. Sex is splendid. I’m not one to believe a con, but he’s got answers I need, like why I have no memories before I was eighteen.  
 
    Plus, the fangs sort of sold it for me. I hope he forgives me for shooting him. 
 
      
 
    House of Garner is an apocalyptic hot burning WhyChoose romance with darker elements, strong language, violence, and a heroine that doesn’t let anyone get in her way.  
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    “Oh, I wish I were an Oscar Meyer wiener,” the man no one else but me could see sang as he danced around the shuttle boat that was taking us to land.  
 
    I swallowed a sigh and wished he actually turned into one and not just because I was starving. No, the fucking ghost had been singing the damn jingle for the past hour since the announcement we were arriving at our destination. The whole trip had been difficult, but at least it had meant over a week of being safe. 
 
    For once. 
 
    The formerly luxurious cruise ship that I had booked passage on wouldn’t dock at shore; instead, groups of us at a time would ride the shuttle boat. There probably wasn’t a place for it to dock, and more than that, the owner of the ship wasn’t stupid enough to risk there could be a group waiting to take it over.  
 
    There was no way to know if the stories of gangs taking ships over and doing what they wanted with the passengers were true… But why risk it? 
 
     “Oh, I wish I were,” the man started again.  
 
    I let out a heavy sigh, and my head fell back to the wall. 
 
    “You get sea sick?” a man asked next to me. He was alive and others could see him, but I wanted him gone too. He looked at me in a way I didn’t like, and I really didn’t want to have to get into a fight the second I reached shore. 
 
    “Something like that,” I grumbled, ignoring him when he tried to talk me into letting him help me. 
 
    Right, because that wouldn’t come at a cost. How these same kind of slimy guys still thought there were any stupid, helpless prey for them to snatch up made me want to laugh. No, those sort of people were gone. 
 
    I hoped so for their sakes. 
 
    “It’s not happening,” I stated firmly when the motor cut, telling me we were almost to shore.  
 
    Another round of the Oscar Meyer jingle started, and I was seconds from just blowing my lid. I about booked it with my rucksack to the exit the second the boat stopped. A couple of the crew from the main ship who was ferrying us gave me a look like I was stupid. Yeah, few ever wanted to be the ones first off a boat and into possible danger. 
 
    True, but since I was running from serious danger, I saw possible danger as an upgrade. And I wanted to put some distance between me and the place the ship landed even if that serious danger wouldn’t be right behind me. 
 
    It wasn’t like there were fast, easy, and constant ways to travel anymore.  
 
    Plus, I knew the score and how a ship coming would draw all kinds of attention from people arriving and leaving, both sides deluded into thinking they could find better on the other end of their journey. There wasn’t better. We were all fucked, and a lot of times I wasn’t sure why any of us tried even fighting the inevitable. 
 
    I was down the gangplank and jogging away from the boat the second I could, my live stalker problem forgotten… While the singing ghost would reappear. He’d find me again. They always did.  
 
    I wondered for the fifty millionth time if others had their own ghosts follow them. I knew no one saw the ones I did, but sometimes I thought others must see the ghosts of the corrupted they killed. I mean, I couldn’t be the only one to have killed them. I’d met and seen teams that went specifically to hunt them and where they gathered. 
 
    I just didn’t know if they saw the ghosts of the people they had been before becoming corrupted. And I still didn’t know why people just didn’t call them zombies. Like “corrupted” sounded any less horrifying? Like it would be offensive to the undead if they were called zombies? 
 
    Did someone worry about a trademark violation from movies no one could watch anymore?  
 
    Eventually my ghost would lose its energy and dissipate, leaving behind a seed.  
 
    Yup, a fucking seed. Like that would be of use to someone on the run. You know what would have helped? Diamonds. Gold. That would have been great. I mean, that should be the least they did if they tried to eat me, then annoyed the shit out of me after I killed them. At least give a damn diamond for setting them free, right? They were undead, but apparently their souls were trapped if I freed their ghosts. 
 
    Would a diamond really be too much to ask for that? Even a tiny diamond. That would be nice. But no, a seed.  
 
    And worse was I kept them all. It was so stupid when on the run, but I couldn’t seem to toss them. I even felt bad when I didn’t find the seed after a ghost dissipated like if I was asleep or it hadn’t caught up to me yet. My heart ached.  
 
    Maybe I was one of those stupid, helpless prey after all. 
 
    “Hey, I could use a pretty girl like you,” someone said as he grabbed my arm.  
 
    I had my Glock pulled from the back of my pants and touching his groin before he even finished. “I’m unavailable.” 
 
    “Got it,” he whispered, feeling the gun or seeing his death in my eyes—I wasn’t sure which or both—and dropped my arm. He backed away with his hands held up in surrender and ducked into the crowd, probably to make sure I didn’t shoot him for sport or so he could look for the next “pretty girl” coming off the ship who might not be armed. 
 
    I kept the gun out as I started jogging again, making my way to the outskirts of the town we’d landed in. It was in what was once North Carolina, an East Coast state of the United States. I’d been born in the US, I knew that from my ID, but there wasn’t much of a US or any country left.  
 
    There certainly wasn’t border patrol or customs like there once had been. 
 
    Not that I remembered any of that. 
 
    Once I was far enough away from the ship and the crowds thinned out, I slowed down and tucked the gun away. My stomach growled loudly when I smelled something heavenly. I followed the scent and found myself standing at a food truck. There were a few people in front of me, and I raised an eyebrow at the sign that promised they were real 100% beef tacos. 
 
    Apparently the disbelief was still on my face when it was my turn because the guy chuckled. “So you’re not from around here. There aren’t too many cities near here, and the farm land wasn’t hit too bad. There are several farms still holding out.” 
 
    “And no corrupted have hit them?” I asked, finding that shocking as well. 
 
    He nodded. “A lot of survivors in Virginia realized that the cities were most dangerous, as DC was one of the first hit along with Norfolk, so we got a lot of military and first responders here. It’s safe.” He gave me a onceover. “We could use a young, strong woman to do her duty and help our community.” 
 
    I fought the urge to cuss him out, my hunger overruling my outrage as I knew what “duty” women had to him. Now that I knew this was a “religious” town, I wanted out of there even more. They were no more than cults, blabbing they were left behind from the apocalypse to save the rest and the sins we all committed was the reason and blah, blah, blah, and bullshit. It was all bullshit. 
 
    Still, he had the food I wanted, so I played the part, knowing it was the quickest way to stay under the radar. I gave him a docile smile. “I’m honored you think me fitting, but I’ve traveled far with updates from my community to one where I have an intended waiting.” 
 
    He gave me a suspicious look. “Alone? Unescorted?” 
 
    I nodded. “If I cannot survive one journey that is but a few weeks, how will I ever endure or have the strength needed a mother must have? A wife? Plus, my community is female heavy and the trade was needed for males there.” 
 
    He slapped on a smile like he believed me, but I saw the suspicion in his eyes. He asked where, and I gave the right answers, having played the game lots, knowing when to blend as a crazy cult member or crazy gang member. 
 
    There wasn’t all that much difference in my book. Both were bat shit fucking crazy. 
 
    “Well, good for you. Too many females nowadays aren’t taking their duty seriously,” he muttered, shaking his head as if he had any right to judge anyone. “Thinking on their own and not following our lord’s plan is just sinful.” 
 
    Someone huffed behind me, giving me the perfect out. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to hold up your line.” 
 
    “You didn’t, honey, they just get impatient.” He gave me a wink. “What can I get you to fuel you for the rest of your journey?” 
 
    I bit my lower lip, still playing the game. “The food on the ship was horrible and I hate to be a glutton, but real beef would be good to store up some fat for right after the marriage.” I moved my hand to my cheek as if I was blushing. “I know why this trial is needed, but sometimes it’s so hard to decide.” 
 
    “You are a good girl,” he praised. “It’s not selfish or being a glutton when you’re thinking of the babes you will have. Order what you can, and I’ll help you out. Our lord would want it.” 
 
    Sure, like any god cared. Idiot. Whatever, it got me two huge containers of tacos and a sports drink for a gram of gold. I winked at the woman two back in the line who gave me a disgusted glare. Understanding filled her eyes, and then she looked about ready to laugh. 
 
    Yeah, I would have wanted to smack any woman who bought into that cult bullshit as well. My “duty” was whatever the fuck I said it was, not bearing children because I was responsible for continuing the human race. 
 
    How was it my fault that the adults had fucked up so badly and the apocalypse had come before I was even eighteen? 
 
    And the helpful, Bible thumping idiot had even drawn me a map of how to get to the main road out of town. Awesome. I had lied and said I was staying at an inn after he realized the time but still made sure to help a good girl like me that was such a lost lamb so I knew where to go in the morning.  
 
    That should help his self-righteousness and give him something to brag about for a while, completely stupid to how he’d just gotten played. I could have found it all myself, but that would mean taking the time to pull my map out of my rucksack and risking people see I had more gold or take advantage of my distraction. 
 
    Right at the edge of town, I found exactly what I was looking for, pumping my fist at my luck. Glancing around, I saw no one watching and then hurried over to the electric car that seemed in the best shape. I was very fond of this new trend where settlements of survivors or towns pushed them out of the way. It started a lot less shit for me since people freaked when they saw me in an electric car. 
 
    Since there wasn’t, like, electricity anymore.  
 
    I found it unlocked with the keys in it, smiling when it wasn’t even nasty inside. Yeah, cult town, no one doing dirty things in unusable vehicles. If the tires and rest of it were in good order, I could use this baby to drive all around the continent to evade my pursuers.  
 
    Taking a deep breath and glancing around again to make sure I was alone, I quickly put all my stuff inside before heading to the charging cap. I opened it and put my hand where the plug was supposed to go for the charging station. It took me a few moments to tap into the charge in me, my body down on its own tank, but I got enough out of me and into the car for what I needed. 
 
    I hurried back to the driver’s seat and got dizzy as I reached for the door. I just needed to get out of there while I could, and then I could refuel and really rest.  
 
    Well, for a bit at least. Once the sun set, any corrupted in the area would immediately sniff me out.  
 
    Yeah, I didn’t just have pursuers and trouble chasing me, but something about me made me a fucking beacon for corrupted. I had no idea why. Yes, they hunted people and wanted to eat us, make us like them, but I must have smelled extra, extra something to them. Part of me was terrified why that would be because I didn’t think it was a good answer. 
 
    Like I had been infected to be one of them and they smelled out their buddy. But I didn’t change, I had no symptoms. Still, finding answers had consequences, and who would I really ask? I could ask ten people what happened and how it had all started, and I would get at least fifteen answers.  
 
    Hell, I’d heard dozens over the years, and none of them sounded like the full truth. 
 
    I let out a huge whoosh of breath when the engine started right up. I threw the shifter into drive and headed out while no one was still around. Seconds after I found the turnoff for the highway I needed, the ghost appeared in the back seat, scaring the shit out of me. No matter how many times it happened, I just could not get used to it. 
 
    “Because Oscar I wish loves then me,” he sang quietly, frowning and looking heartbreakingly sad. 
 
    I swallowed loudly, knowing he would dissipate soon if he couldn’t even remember the short jingle. At first I had made the mistake of talking to the ghosts, learning from them what I could, and at least trying for answers, but after the first several, I’d stopped. They were already dead, so it was stupid of me to care when they disappeared, but I was all alone and on the run. 
 
    Even having a ghost to talk to had been better than nothing or the trouble the living could bring. But I felt the loss when they were gone. 
 
    Ignoring the fact I’d killed them. 
 
    Yeah, my life was severely fucked up. 
 
    I ate my tacos as I drove, moaning they were still warm and fresh even if the meat wasn’t as rare as I’d liked. It had been forever since I’d gotten a rare steak or burger that was real beef. The idea of it almost made me consider playing that guy or cult a little longer, but I’d fallen into their traps a few times.  
 
    Apparently to some, their lord believed in locking women up to do their “duty,” and brainwashing them wasn’t off the table either. Those had been some bitch situations to escape from, so now I made sure not to ever even play their game and take the offered shower or anything else that sounded so good. It was never worth it in the end. 
 
    Never. 
 
    I reached the suburbs of Raleigh in a few hours, thrilled to not find any evidence of bomb destruction or radiation. So it hadn’t been a big enough city to be cleansed or attacked by another country at the peak of the confusion as they’d assumed it was a biological attack instead of… Whatever had really happened.  
 
    I took the next exit and saw evidence of places being raided by survivors. Made sense especially if that settlement had the resources to scout for more and taking out as many corrupted as possible would keep them safer.  
 
    It also meant I had to be careful where I picked to gather resources as well. This close to dark no sane person would be caught dead in a city. 
 
    I never said I was sane.  
 
    Driving a bit further, I found a strip mall that seemed not to be fully picked over. Sure, the jewelry store was completely trashed, people taking the risk for gold, and the Home Depot looked absolutely raided… But the Dick’s Sporting Goods didn’t. Probably the weapons, but there was a chance for other equipment I would need and had left behind in Europe. 
 
    A few minutes later I wanted to thank my lucky stars and also swear up a storm. If I was seriously lucky enough to find ammo and a lot of what I needed, fate would fuck me over and soon. Like really soon if my track record was anything to go by. 
 
    Especially once I found a huge stash of water purification tablets, which could be more valuable than gold in some areas. Damn, I was running out of time, and I had wanted to find a place for a real shower. It only took me a few moments to decide that supplies were more important and I could find a lake to bathe in. It was spring, but spring wasn’t what it used to be, and I was more adaptable to the cold than most. 
 
    I loaded the whole trunk with weapons, driving the full carts to the vehicle parked right at the door. I even grabbed a few bows and tons of arrows, as that gave me a chance to do some hunting and not draw attention.  
 
    The backseat was all camping everything. When I started running out of room and still could have grabbed more that would keep me going, I decided tomorrow I would look for an SUV… Or maybe a trailer?  
 
    Both, I decided after a moment. I had a real head start on my pursuers, and I would survive longer if I planned better when I stumbled across such a find. But for the moment, I needed to get out of the city. 
 
    Or it would be the last place I ever saw, and I refused to bite it at a Dick’s Sporting Goods. 
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    I had made one other quick stop when I saw a GNC that wasn’t completely raided, picking up vitamins and especially iron pills. It had been a stupid, stupid mistake though, as I had barely finished my bath in the freezing cold lake I’d decided to camp out at for the night and I felt corrupted approaching. 
 
    Fast. 
 
    “Seriously? Am I fucking GPS tagged for them?” I snarled as I threw on new clothes from the bag I’d brought to my camp. “I didn’t even get the fucking tree stand set up!” Stupid people would have gone for a tent, but those were big and didn’t protect you from shit.  
 
    A tree stand however was awesome to shoot from. I’d even found one that had its own cover in case of rain. Not that it would do me much good if I died because I’d stopped for iron supplements. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    I loaded guns and spaced out boxes of ammo on the hood of the car and on a large rock where I’d set up. I might not have been a corrupted yet—or ever—but I knew I wasn’t exactly human either. My greatest fear was I was some sort of mutant that adapted the virus and all the labs or whomever would want me. 
 
    Or my tendency to do “research” by reading fiction was warping my brain and I should have kept reading science textbooks.  
 
    I took in a slow breath when I heard them, swallowing loudly when I knew there were at least a few dozen. Yeah, this was going to be a bad one. Part of me wanted to just get in the vehicle and take off, but every time I did that, I crashed and ruined a perfectly good vehicle. 
 
    Every. Fucking. Time. 
 
    It wasn’t like there were street lights anymore, and they smelled me to chase me and smelled me to cut me off. It always happened. Or there was just something I couldn’t get around or popped up when I was fleeing.  
 
    In other words, I would never have survived the first horror movie in a series. Granted, I hadn’t quite messed up to the point of running up the stairs instead of getting outside, but crashing so many times made me accept I wasn’t action hero material either. 
 
    “Like you remember that many movies from before,” I grumbled, laying out more ammo at a third location so there was a triangle of places I’d left ammo. I was faster than any corrupted—or human, which had helped me a lot—so my driving skills under pressure might have sucked, but my reloading while running and dodging were awesome. 
 
    And thank fuck I’d found a few semi-automatic rifles and dozens of preloaded magazines so I wasn’t trying to load individual bullets. Granted, I only had ten shots per magazine… But I was an excellent shot. 
 
    I loaded up my pockets with magazines and ran towards where they were coming. Again, most would have waited in their location, but moving towards them meant I had room to back up when they kept running. And if I planned it right, it would be about the time I’d need more ammo. 
 
    Getting as close as was smart, I shot off a magazine into the group, not even aiming yet as they would turn on any wounded and feast. Gross, but hey, whatever kept me alive when they were already dead seemed pretty fucking fair. It would slow some of them and space others out. 
 
    But as those in the front turned and attacked those injured, others came racing from the back of the group directly for me, knowing they’d have a better chance at me than fighting for what they missed of the injured. I changed clips, swallowing my fear that there were more than a few dozen, and looked down the scope, landing ten head shots.  
 
    From the range I was at, that meant only injured and hopefully their friends finished them off for me, but this was a particularly hungry bunch because they were coming fast. I jogged backwards and slightly to my right as I changed clips again. They were going to reach me before I needed more ammo if I went straight back to my camp, and no need to bring so many unwelcome guests that destroyed everything. 
 
    Two more clips and they were close enough that the headshots were blowing their skulls apart. Awesome. 
 
    Except that meant they were close enough to chomp on me soon too. 
 
    “Behind you!” someone bellowed, startling the shit out of me before gunfire not coming from me echoed in my ears. 
 
    My shot went wide, but then I realized what the person had said. Oh fuck. I turned and fired, not even taking the time to aim in case they were that close. 
 
    They were. Not ten feet from the end of the barrel was the first corrupted… And he had a lot of fucking friends. I’d felt the massive amount of them coming from the north, planning on having the lake at my back as they didn’t like water, but apparently there was a whole other party coming from the west. 
 
    Fuck. Fuck! Fuck! 
 
    I fired as I darted towards a tree with a low hanging, large branch that would at least give me something at my back. I kept shooting as I ran, slinging the rifle over my shoulder at the last second before I jumped and grabbed the branch, swinging myself up. I barely had my footing before I was reloading and taking aim.  
 
    “I’m out!” that same voice shouted. 
 
    “Hood of the car,” I hollered back, knowing I’d also left another loaded rifle at each spot in case things got out of hand. 
 
    I’d say we were there, especially since I hadn’t even seen the person yet. Then again, I hadn’t tried to look. I could see him all I wanted if we survived. 
 
    But I probably wouldn’t want to, and he’d attempt to steal all my shit. Yeah, I’d had that situation before too. 
 
    I shot another ten before they reached the tree. They tried to get me, but jumping or fine motor skills was not a corrupted’s best ability.  
 
    Persistence? Sure.  
 
    Biting? Yeah, kind of their thing.  
 
    Scratching? Yup, that too.  
 
    Smelling things? Unfortunately, I was proof of how good their sense of smell was. 
 
    But they wouldn’t win any medals for obstacle courses or being coordinated, so even five feet off the ground I was pretty safe. Until they figured out how to take out the tree, and I had a few minutes before that. Plus, the first of them to punch and claw at the tree would get bloodied, and then it was like shooting fish in a barrel as they ate each other. 
 
    Which was why the tree stand worked so fucking well. 
 
    I was on my last magazine and plotting the best way to get down and more ammo when I realized there were no more corrupted attacking. I closed my eyes and listened, knowing that all the finally dead corrupted would not let my nose tell me if there were more around. 
 
    “You good?” I called out, not hearing any more gunfire. I didn’t think he was dead. 
 
    “Yes, Princess,” he answered. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. Not sure why he answered with pet names or if he was just calling me spoiled, but since it was my ammo that had saved his ass too, I wasn’t sure I liked it. Then there was the other option, rolling my eyes as I swung down, ignoring the bite of pain when I sliced my hand on the bark. 
 
    “Does that make you my prince for coming to my aid?” I drawled, glancing around for the mystery man. 
 
    “You’re hurt,” a deep voice said from my right. 
 
    I suppressed a yelp and jumped away while reminding myself not to shoot as adrenaline still coursed through me. I locked gazes with the lightest blue eyes I’d ever seen… Swallowing loudly when I saw how big the man who had them was. He had several inches on my five-eight height, maybe six-three, but I wasn’t getting any closer to measure up. 
 
    Especially given the intensity he was staring at me with, his nostrils flaring as he did. He was a big, big boy and built like he knew how to use those muscles and girth, and that was stupid to get near. His hair was dark, I didn’t know what color given it was pulled up in a ponytail and it was full night, but I could tell that much with a quick glance. 
 
    “You’re hurt, Princess,” he whispered, holding his hands up in surrender, showing he’d already put down the gun. 
 
    “I’m not a fan of pet names, thanks,” I grumbled, taking a few more steps away. “I’m fine.” 
 
    He studied me, coming to some internal decision. “I’m Darius, of the house of Katz. What’s your name?” 
 
    His name made me think of something I’d heard before, trying not to roll my eyes at how he spoke to me. It was a new shtick for sure, but I still wasn’t stupid. “I’m from the house Targaryen.” 
 
    His eyebrows scrunched together a moment, and then he rolled his eyes, lowering his hands with a huff. “I remember Game of Thrones too. Yeah, ha, ha, you’re Daenerys Targaryen.” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it, heading to the vehicle, shaking my head. “I didn’t know that’s what the reference was. I just remember hearing someone swear that Daenerys Targaryen was a corrupted and almost ate their face off, like the Daenerys of house of Targaryen. That’s the only time I’ve heard someone say they’re from a certain house.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “Um, normal people don’t speak like that?” I drawled.  
 
    “What is your name?” He huffed when I didn’t answer. “I’m a noble, Princess, you can trust me.” 
 
    “Right, a noble, so it makes sense I’m a princess then.” 
 
    “No, I’m a noble, Princess.” 
 
    “Quit calling me ‘princess,’” I snapped. “I’d thank you for the save, but you ran out of ammo and used mine and clearly were close enough to be in danger as well, so enough with the crap, and you’re not stealing anything from me.” 
 
    “I would never steal from you,” he ground out. “Look, I’m not sure the disconnect here, but I’m here for you, not just stumbled upon you.” His hands came back up when I swung around and aimed for him, his eyes wide. “I’m not here to hurt you. I’m an official. A senator, whatever term that makes sense to you here.” 
 
    I didn’t lower the rifle, blinking at him. “I thought all the senators got hit in the DC bombing? Weren’t they all old guys?” 
 
    He sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “No, not a US senator. I’m—how do you not know what I’m talking about? What house were you born into?” 
 
    “Dude, you are speaking the crazy, and I run from crazy,” I warned when he looked like he might come closer. “I’m not joining whatever cult or gang you’re recruiting me for, though you get points for creativity on whatever spin you’ve put on it, but it’s just not going to happen.” 
 
    His eyes went wide. “Wait, you really don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?” 
 
    “Not a mother fucking clue, crazy man.” 
 
    “Darius.” 
 
    “Crazy Darius.” I wiggled the rifle a bit. “Now go back to where you came from. If you need the gun and some ammo, I can spare that since you helped, but get gone.” 
 
    “I’m here for you,” he said again. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not helping me not want to shoot you,” I warned. “I’ve got enough trouble chasing me and—” 
 
    “Other than being a beacon for corrupted?” he asked, fear filling his eyes. “Who chases you, Princess?” 
 
    I snorted. “Like I stopped to ask for their names? I don’t know. They’ve been chasing me for at least four years, almost five.” 
 
    “You’re twenty-three?” 
 
    I eased up on the rifle a bit. “How did you know I’m about to turn twenty-three?” 
 
    “Because any of our kind would be able to scent you after you turned eighteen.” 
 
    “‘Our kind?’”  
 
    It was his turn to give me a look like I was crazy. “You know you’re not human. You cannot be that daft and have survived five years on your own. Six years of apocalypse. Where is your family?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What about your memories?” 
 
    I flinched. “Do you know why I have no memories?” 
 
    “What do you mean no memories?” he whispered in horror. “I meant the memories you should have been gifted when you turned eighteen.” 
 
    “Dude, that sounds like a gift that missed me because I woke up on what was my eighteenth birthday according to the ID I had and knew nothing. I didn’t even know my name. I didn’t know where I was. I knew not a fucking thing. I couldn’t tell you who or where my family is or what house I’m from. I certainly didn’t get any extra memories, so you are a whole world of crazy.” 
 
    “This isn’t possible.” 
 
    “Yeah, I tell myself that all the time. Lots of people do.” I pulled the rifle tight against my shoulder when he moved closer. “Don’t do it. The con you’re selling is not worth your life.” 
 
    “It’s not a con, and you are in serious danger and from more than corrupted. You have to be protected, Princess.” He growled when I started backing to the vehicle, switching destinations when I remembered I’d left the keys near the rock on the pile of clothes I’d stripped off before washing. “You know you’re not human.” 
 
    “You are not taking me to some government underground lab because I mutated the virus that makes the corrupted or whatever!” 
 
    He threw back his head and laughed. It echoed in the night, my hearing and ears finally having recovered from all the gun shots. He seemed to seriously enjoy what I said because he grabbed his sides and actually bent over some he laughed so hard. 
 
    And I used that time wisely to find the keys, sling the extra rifle on my shoulder, grab up the ammo, and stick it in the bag of clothes. My rucksack was still in the vehicle, so whatever else I was leaving behind wasn’t a big deal.  
 
    Yeah, my toiletries case was somewhere on the ground in the dark, but I saw a lot of everything destroyed by the sleeping bag I’d brought out, so I figured I’d just have to find a place to raid tomorrow. I’d planned to do that anyways. 
 
    He stopped laughing when he heard the passenger’s door close, realizing I was fleeing. “Wait, please, I shouldn’t have laughed. I wasn’t laughing at you, it’s just the last thing I expected you to say to me.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I didn’t laugh at your crazy, but you know, whatever,” I grumbled as I quickly retrieved the ammo on the hood he hadn’t used along with the rifle he’d put back. “I’m still leaving. Try to stop me and I’ll shoot you.” 
 
    “What does it hurt to listen to me a bit?” he tried after a moment. 
 
    I gave him an insulted look. “Right, so whoever you’re with can catch up to you and you have backup, as you don’t have a vehicle and just showed up here.” 
 
    “Smart, very smart, and I see how you survived as you have,” he muttered, his eyes showing the praise was real. “But I’m alone, and I’m not human either.” I watched as his lateral incisors extended. 
 
    Into fangs. 
 
    A gunshot echoed in the night, and he groaned, blood blossoming over his midsection… Since I’d pulled the trigger of the rifle. Once I realized that, I did it again for good measure, noting he crumpled to the ground before I scrambled into the vehicle and started it. I watched one magazine I’d missed bounce on the hood and slide off as I threw the car in gear. 
 
    Needless to say, I floored it. 
 
    And for the first time, I didn’t crash a vehicle when fleeing. I checked in the rearview mirror that he was still on the ground, and slowed down, knowing my track record. 
 
    “What the actual fuck?” I whispered as I headed to the other lake I’d seen on the map but had stopped closer to Raleigh when I’d realized the time. So yeah, that had worked out.  
 
    By the time I reached there and found a hidden place to park, it was almost midnight. There was still a danger, sure, and just to be safe, I got the tree stand out and climbed up, but I wasn’t anywhere near as worried.  
 
    There were several things that fiction and movies had gotten right about zombies when predicting the apocalypse, but several things wrong. First, they did not like sunlight, but they didn’t burn in it. If food was right there, they would absolutely come out and try to eat you. 
 
    I spoke from lots of experience on that one. 
 
    However, it was like the light did something to them and their coordination was even worse. The few I’d ever run into while the sun was out had bumped into everything and kept falling. So they walked if they came out at all, and it was easy to dodge them or get away. It was like they didn’t have the higher brain power to know it just wasn’t worth trying. 
 
    But they were easier to kill, so I was okay with that. The more killed the less there were to infect others. The more ghosts I would have to deal with later and the morning would be a bitch for me, but it was worth it. 
 
    Second, that biting and scratching thing to infect was totally true. However, if they ate you, they ate you. There wasn’t just some bite to take a chunk and then they left you alone. No way. They were like rabid pack animals, so that was why they would eat their own, as they weren’t all rotten and gross. They never made it to that stage. They’d get eaten. 
 
    Third, they liked people. They did not like animals, so there were no corrupted crows like I’d heard someone mention was in one movie or another I didn’t remember. 
 
    Fourth, there was no snapping a neck or whatever. Head shots blowing up their skulls and brains would take them out, but wounding them would get them eaten, as they were pretty much always in packs.  
 
    Unless you stumbled upon the rare loner that had probably recently turned, and then they ate you if you weren’t smart and always brought your guns with you wherever you went. Or short katanas like I had.  
 
    Fifth, the virus didn’t turn you fast. I’d heard people swear it had to be quick or you didn’t get that. Yeah, no, people had finally figured out that wasn’t true and just movies after the first few years.  
 
    That was also what had made things go to such shit. If people didn’t get eaten, they didn’t think they were in trouble, and then a few months later, they were the new patient zero that was in the haven or compound or whatever. And there was always, always that asshole who got scratched that didn’t tell anyone because they were selfish and in denial. 
 
    So staying somewhere was always stupid in my mind. Then again, I’d come across several communities now that seemed to have really figured it out. However, they were either cults or lawless gangs that didn’t bode well for most women. 
 
    Or apparently now crazy fanged cults? 
 
    I fell asleep trying to convince myself that it had to be some kind of trick. 
 
    However, when I woke up, I was seriously considering he might not be off his rocker. Part of me was almost stupid enough to go back and see if I could get some answers. 
 
    Almost. The majority of me that was smart won out. 
 
    But I had been right and fate had almost screwed me… However, I was going to get screwed again because I had stumbled upon a UPS electric truck when I had been looking for a SUV. I had thought they only had those in Europe, not the US. But there were electric trucks as an option too. There was still the SUV option or a trailer. 
 
    No, trailers could be a problem when getting away.  
 
    But a UPS truck would draw more attention. However, they were smaller than the gas ones. 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to get screwed big time soon,” I whispered as my eyes landed on the perfect answer. An electric cargo van that didn’t look like it was electric. It was brand new, dark gray, and was the same as lots of vehicles I’d seen at settlements. Gas was hard to come by, and normally only the big bosses or those making trades between settlements ever had them. 
 
    But it wouldn’t raise flags or the posse if anyone saw it from a distance. That wasn’t to say people wouldn’t try to steal it from me. Of course they would, but I was smart, and now that I had an area to really dig into and a way to load up, I fully planned to do that. 
 
    I sighed when I opened the back and saw the after market shelves and storage it had. “Yeah, I’m so going to get fucked over big time, but you’re just too pretty to walk away from.” Every inch of it used space perfectly, and if I got some plastic totes or whatever, I could even organize. 
 
    It took me a bit to find the keys, and because I’d done this before, I even found the instruction manual, paperwork for it, and a bunch of parts I found in the shop for it. I’d changed a few belts, tires, oil, and whatnot, but much past that and I was screwed, as there was no one to learn from. And asking for help at all was stupid, as on an electric vehicle might get me dead when people found out what I could do. 
 
    “I’m not human,” I whispered, knowing humans couldn’t pull electricity from their bodies and fuel up electric vehicles that way. “Maybe don’t shoot the guy who could have answers next time.” Then I shook my head. Idiot. No buying anyone’s lies. I’d almost fallen into that several times after waking with no memories. 
 
    Even if the idea of not always being alone and hunted sounded amazing. It just wasn’t my life. It made me wonder why I kept going, fighting like I did, but maybe one day I wouldn’t have to?  
 
    As I was transferring stuff, I found several seeds in the back seat, realizing the Oscar Meyer wiener singing ghost had moved on. I wished him peace in whatever came next, and wrapped them with the others in my rucksack. I had just finished when I turned and yelped, dozens of ghosts standing there staring at me. 
 
    And half seemed really pissed. 
 
    “Yup, I knew I was going to get fucked over,” I groaned as the first started screaming at me for answers, accusing me of being a murderer. There was no point in trying to explain. They wouldn’t get it. They didn’t remember being corrupted. They only knew up until they died, and a lot of times, they forgot that part.  
 
    The other half were trying to shout their thanks over the others and ask me to help them to move on like I was a medium or psychic. I ignored them all and pretended like I’d seen an animal, most not caring enough to even focus on the ploy. 
 
    At least they couldn’t all fit in the van, right? 
 
    Fuck. 
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    Darius 
 
      
 
    She shot me. The sexy little shit actually shot me! 
 
    I honestly didn’t know if I should drop to my knees and worship her for being more magnificent than any princess I had met before, or turn her over my knee and spank her ass red. Both. Probably both. 
 
    Yeah, both sounded fan-fucking-tastic. 
 
    And made me hard, which was stupid when I needed blood. 
 
    I traveled back to the settlement I’d first scented her at, hating to move away from her but knowing it was unwise to do anything but replenish, and that was the closest place I knew for sure. Something also told me in my gut I needed to go back there, and I was grateful for my instincts when I locked eyes with trouble. 
 
    “Clarence,” I greeted after I moved across the outdoor sitting area of the “bar.” Things weren’t like they used to be, and once this could have been a nice beer garden for a local brewery, but now it was probably the only one for hours and a rare treat in a survivor settlement instead of a dime a dozen. “I’m surprised to see you here.” 
 
    “You as well,” he ground out. “What brings someone from the noble house of Katz to such a shit place?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. It was one of the better places I’d been to… If you ignored the fact that the leaders of it thought themselves saints and were pushing people to pop out babies and repopulate the world as if that should be the first concern after the fucking apocalypse. “I thought you were serving Princess Eliza?” 
 
    He snorted, rage filling his beady eyes, but he tried to hide his reaction by taking a long swig of his beer. His expression had settled when he looked back at me, and he shrugged. “She let too many cattle into her coven, and they overtook her like they always do. The stupid twat should have listened to me. She’d be alive then.” 
 
    It was my turn to be rage filled at him speaking of one of our princesses that way. “Well, you clearly took your oath and duty to protect her with your life if needed.” 
 
    He snarled, slamming the beer bottle down hard enough that it cracked. “I’m not dying because she was stupid. She should have listened, done what she was told. They never do what’s smart but whatever whim or ideas of grandeur float around in their empty heads instead of reality.” 
 
    “This time will be different,” one of the nobles with him I didn’t recognize grunted. 
 
    “Stay out of it,” Clarence warned me, guessing why I was there now. 
 
    I smirked at him. “You can’t stop me any more than I could stop you. And don’t give me some shit that the old ways are gone because She is still alive and would punish any who cheat.” 
 
    “I know the rules,” he snapped. “I would never betray my honor.” 
 
    I gave him a look of disgust. “If you truly believe that and didn’t protect Princess Eliza, then you’re a blight on all of us.”  
 
    “This one will listen to me,” he ground out. 
 
    Because she doesn’t know anything. It hit me hard that he knew that much and that was the plan. This time he wouldn’t have a princess who had the memories gifted to her of the princesses of her line that would help her rule. This one was clueless, and he thought he could own her instead of serve her. 
 
    I mentally snorted. Yeah, right, she’d shot me when helping her. No way she’d let Clarence lead her around. 
 
    However… 
 
    “What other rules do you break?” I demanded, trying to keep the worry out of my voice. “I find out you raped a princess and—” 
 
    He burst out laughing. “Who would ever have to rape one of those sluts? Give them a drop of what they need and they’ll give a man everything he desires.” 
 
    “Except obedience to you apparently,” I taunted. 
 
    “Stay out of it,” he snarled. “This one is ours. This time she will fucking do as she’s told and survive. We all can survive if they would just do what they’re fucking told. They damn us all with being so stupid.” 
 
    I shook my head, my disgust turning to pity. “You have lost your way. As much as taking your head would be a kindness before you become less and less like the man you once were, I will not risk her safety even if I feel it’s right.” I smirked at him when he opened his mouth. “Good luck tracking her. I’m sure I’ll see you south of here soon.” 
 
    “Yeah, south,” Clarence muttered as I spun on my heel to leave. 
 
    “Wait, I thought the guy said she was heading north?” one of his guys asked when he thought I was far enough away. 
 
    Relief filled me at Clarence’s answer. “He did, and we’re heading north, but so is Darius. He was trying to throw us off. We’ll get to her first. Five years of chasing this twat and I’m not turning her over to Darius fucking Katz. This one will be my bitch, not the other way around.” 
 
    Not in this century or the next. It was a promise. 
 
    But that meant I had to get to her first and convince her this was all real. Knowing who was chasing her and that I’d delayed them might give me the time I needed at least.  
 
    Maybe? 
 
    Hopefully? 
 
    “I’m probably going to get shot again,” I grumbled as I followed the man I’d originally been tracking to feed from. I could sense assholes and evil from blocks away, any vampire could. And given it seemed mostly assholes survived the apocalypse, there was never a short supply of blood. 
 
    Sure enough, I found he had three women chained in his house, him and his wife putting on the front of good, god fearing people to the community while having three sex slaves they sold to other predators. I sucked them both dry—overfeeding so I was ready for my princess’s needs—and tossed the keys into the room they kept the women in. They’d figure it out, as I was already on a mission to save someone. 
 
    Most vampires couldn’t take down two adult humans, not even close, but I was a noble, meant to serve the princess I was sworn to, and that meant giving them blood. They could feed from others, but it was only something I’d ever seen in emergencies and kept them weak instead of getting sustenance from where they should.  
 
    As a noble, my body would compact the blood for her, make it nothing but what she needed instead of the extra water or whatever. No one knew exactly how it worked, but my father had always explained it that our very muscles processed any blood we ingested and not only purified it for our princess, but that was where she would pull the blood we stored for her from. 
 
    Who knew? I mean, really, we could have had an extra stomach just for blood for the one we served. 
 
    Then again, someone might have figured that out with modern medicine and equipment. 
 
    I found myself stopping at the taco truck as he was just about to open. They might make a good peace offering given she’d gotten so many. The guy gave me a nod when I approached. 
 
    “You were right, some guys asked me about her,” he warned. “I thought you would already have gone after her.” 
 
    “She caught a ride, so I had to arrange one,” I lied easily. “I heard them talking about her and that she was heading north, so you have my thanks.” 
 
    He winked at me. “A good looking filly like her would definitely attract attention. It’s smart you tried to meet her when she landed if they’re watching her settlement for any making the journey.” He let out a huff. “I can’t fault the logic, and I’m not one to judge another’s doctrine, but I don’t think our good lord would approve of her being all on her own.” 
 
    “We can only guide them,” I replied, wanting to roll my eyes at his beliefs but knowing I meant it for my own.  
 
    “Amen, Brother.” He waggled his eyebrows at me. “She was a strong one though, I could tell. She was on the right path for sure.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s special.” 
 
    He gave a firm nod as if deciding—like he had the right—I was good enough for her. “She’ll do her duty.” 
 
    “Yes, yes she will,” I agreed, knowing we were having two completely different conversations, disgusted that the human truly believed a woman’s duty was to bear children and obey her husband. My princess would obey no one, and her duty was the path she chose. “My ride’s about to leave, but I was hoping I could get some of your tacos. Maybe not put together so they stay fresh?” 
 
    He threw back his head and laughed. “Yeah, sure thing. Flowers for courting is a waste with what we all face. Better to put some meat on her bones that your babies will need.” He leaned in a bit and lowered his voice. “If you’ve got a few extra grams of gold, I know what else could entice a pretty filly like yours.” 
 
    I paused as if debating it, knowing I had more than enough and would give my princess only the finest. “I can manage if it will help me win over her heart. I want that and not just her duty.” 
 
    “Smart man.” 
 
    I didn’t like to boast, but yes, I was as only the smart survived hundreds of years, even if we were vampires. I was still young in our world though, and I faced a situation like none I’d ever heard of, so yeah, I would take what I could get. 
 
    Which apparently was an underground bakery only those of the community could patronage, not outsiders passing through. They might have trucks and ships coming through—as closed off settlements didn’t survive long even if they thought that was the trick—but outsiders were not welcome for long, and it was clear they should move on or stay permanently. 
 
    No thanks. I didn’t believe in their bullshit doctrine of women beneath the men. 
 
    I did however purchase an array of fresh treats in the hopes to learn what my princess preferred. I gave the woman an extra gram of gold with my thanks before leaving with a smile. Shaking my head, I hurried to the edge of town so I could race back to my princess without human eyes to see me. 
 
    My princess. Oh, that was trouble. She’d shot me. That didn’t seem like anywhere near close to accepting me and my oath.  
 
    But apparently I was the type of guy who fell hard after a woman shot them. Idiot.  
 
    No, it hadn’t been that. It was just… Her. I’d only caught a glimpse of her from too far away as she’d started up an electric car and took off. But I was impressed to learn she’d played the taco truck guy like a fiddle and how quickly she’d worked her way through the settlement without leaving any other tracks besides her scent.  
 
    And even if I’d been late to protect her from the attack, it had been worth it to go back to the owner and make sure he left the bogus trail. I had hoped anyone looking for her would be thrown off and too many humans around to tell if the owner was lying, and now I had time instead of battling Clarence right away. 
 
    I had almost given up hope of even finding a new princess, the handful left not ones I could ever stomach serving. And here I’d found one who knew nothing and hunted. That complicated things. 
 
    Significantly. I had to be careful how I handled the situation and what I did next. I came up with several possible paths as I raced to where she had been, able to track her worlds better now that I’d smelled her blood from the gash last night. 
 
    I had several possible scenarios in my mind for when I found her. 
 
    So my surprise was understandable that she was using her superior strength to bust open safety deposit boxes in the heart of downtown Raleigh and had already switched vehicles. Damn, I was sunk. She was not only impressive, but magnificent. 
 
    “Oh my fucking god, if you don’t all shut up, I’m going to find a way to make myself deaf and then I will get eaten!” she bellowed, almost startling me into dropping my gifts. “Leave me alone, please, just leave me alone.” 
 
    I swallowed my shock when I realized what was going on. Ghosts. She was surrounded with the ghosts of the corrupted she’d killed last night. Even over the music I heard coming from the earbuds she had in, they were harassing her. 
 
    That at least explained why she was risking even wearing earbuds when there were so many corrupted all over the city. Sure, she was locked in and had barricaded the front door, jammed the secure doors closed as well, but I’d gotten through and so could they. 
 
    Though they made a lot of noise, and she was well armed with what she’d brought with her. 
 
    However, I hurried to move the rifle away, as I didn’t want to be shot again. Even if it was the craziest foreplay ever, we just didn’t have the time. 
 
    She let out a yelp when she saw me, immediately diving for the rifle… Cursing up an impressive storm when it wasn’t there. 
 
    “Peace offering,” I said loudly as I set the containers of tacos in the middle of the table she was dumping the safety deposit boxes on. 
 
    She took out the earbuds and immediately covered her ears, looking terrified I was there and just beat to shit. “Why are you stalking me?” 
 
    “I’m trying to help you.” 
 
    “I can’t hear you!” she shouted over the noise I couldn’t hear. 
 
    I held up my hands in surrender after I set down the box with the baked goods and came closer. She backed up, but I didn’t stop until suddenly there was a short katana at my throat. “I’m trying to help you. I can show you how to make them go away.” 
 
    Her eyes bugged wide, and the katana trembled in her hand. “The ghosts? You see them? You hear them too?” 
 
    “No, but you are not the only one to have suffered this that I’ve known,” I promised. 
 
    Her lower lip trembled, and I wanted nothing more than to nibble on it, but I could feel how exhausted she was. “Please, make them go away. Please.” 
 
    “You have to.” I leaned in when she lowered the weapon, looking like she hadn’t heard me. I pressed my lips against her ear. “You have to do it.” 
 
    “I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Yes, clearly,” I chuckled. “What do they turn into?” 
 
    “Seeds. All kinds of seeds,” she shouted, letting me know they had gotten even worse as if knowing what I would teach her to do. “I have to keep them. I don’t know why. It’s like I can’t just dump them.” 
 
    A thrill raced through me. Yes, she was a princess to stand up to the trials before her and lead us through the apocalypse, clearly strong already. For the Goddess to gift her the ability to change energy in such a way, to seeds that could replant a decimated world, She placed great faith in this princess. 
 
    “Focus on one of them and picture them further along,” I instructed. “Have you ever seen one dissipate fully?” 
 
    “Yes, lots,” she drawled. 
 
    Impressive, that meant she’d killed lots of corrupted. So her amazing display last night in fighting an enemy wasn’t a one time thing. Then again, I’d known that given Clarence wasn’t a noble just anyone could hold off for almost five fucking years. 
 
    “Picture that. Use your focus, your gift to speed it along.” 
 
    “They die then,” she argued, her voice cracking. 
 
    “Princess, they are already dead. You are just giving them peace. A ghost is an anchor, and the soul doesn’t move on until it’s really gone. Help them. You set them free from their prison as being corrupted, now lead them to their afterlife.” 
 
    She nodded, sucking in a shaky breath before I felt energy buzzing inside of her. I should have moved, given her space, but I was a selfish dick and let that feeling of my princess commanding her powers run all over me. Plus, I wanted her to get used to my being close, and if that meant taking any advantage when it popped up, I would do it. 
 
    “Oh fuck, it worked,” she whispered as she slid away from me. 
 
    I turned to find her squatting down and picking up a large seed. “Well done, Princess, well done indeed.” And it was. For her to catch on so quickly, channel her power so well with just one simple instruction, was amazing. 
 
    She blinked at me, realizing I was talking, but still couldn’t hear me. I gave her a thumbs up and nodded to the seed when I got a better look. “I think that’s an oak seed.” 
 
    “Why would I need that?” she grumbled, shaking her head. “Diamonds. Leave a girl some diamonds to buy what she needs and stay safe in the apocalypse. That’s the least you fuckers could do after trying to eat me.” 
 
    I burst out laughing. I couldn’t help it. I laughed so hard again I leaned against the wall. She was certainly not like any princess I’d ever met before. 
 
    Fantastic! 
 
    She had a small pile of seeds minutes later, looking wiped and shaky.  
 
    “Eat, you need fuel,” I called loudly. 
 
    “They’ve shut up,” she said at a normal volume, giving me a hesitant look. “Thank you. I’m sorry I shot you, but how the fuck are you okay?” 
 
    “I think you know that answer,” I answered gently. She seemed too tired to piece out what to do or how to handle the situation we found ourselves in, and I felt the same. “I want to tell you so much and what’s most important, but I fear it will worry you or make you think that I’m your enemy again.” 
 
    “No, not my enemy,” she mumbled after a few moments. “You jumped in to help last night and brought me food after I shot you, and hey, helped my sanity with how to deal with the fucking ghosts.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “But that does not mean I trust you or I’m up for whatever con you’re planning.” 
 
    I bobbed my head, not even wasting my breath that it wasn’t a con. Then I had an idea. She was clearly logical to list out what worked in my favor like that, so that was the way to go. “Give me a chance to prove I’m not a con. If I can get, um, five things right out of like ten guesses, you give me a chance.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” she asked as she pulled the taco containers to her, keeping the table between us. “Why go back there? How did you get there and back so fast when you didn’t have a car?” 
 
    I opened my mouth and then closed it, blowing out a harsh breath. “I will answer if you give me a chance, and by that I mean you just let me travel with you.” I rushed on when I saw the answer I didn’t want in her eyes. “A few days. I’ll be of use and help you load up your van.”  
 
    Before she could get scared I’d steal it or accuse me of anything, I thumped my fist against one of the safety deposit boxes, and the hinges broke and the door fell off. 
 
    She blinked at me a moment. “Well, that was easier than I’ve been doing it.” She slowly nodded before opening the containers and putting together tacos. “Fine, I’ll agree to play this game, no idea what you could guess, but okay, what’s your five things?” 
 
    Again, I opened my mouth but then closed it, blowing out another harsh breath, which seemed to amuse her like I was already failing in my own con. “I might need some information too.” 
 
    “Of course you do,” she drawled. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not everyone is the same. Not every princess can manipulate ghosts like that. We all have different gifts.” 
 
    She sighed in between bites. “Well, you’ve got ten guesses, so maybe don’t start from the complicated stuff. Clearly I know nothing in your eyes, so start there.” 
 
    I flinched. “You know lots, Princess, and you are impressive. Your ignorance on all of this is not your fault nor a strike against you. I’m in awe you have survived as you have, not judging you.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed slightly, lust shooting through me and my cock going rock hard for her. She cleared her throat and glanced away. “Well, that’s better than most, as they always try to treat me like an idiot who needs them.” 
 
    “Everyone needs people and help, but that certainly doesn’t make any of us helpless.” 
 
    “Thanks. And thanks for helping me with the ghosts. I—it makes everything so much harder to wait until they go.” 
 
    “I can’t even imagine.” And I couldn’t. To be harassed and surrounded by ghosts while running on her own, with her needs and… That was the answer. “So we’ve already established you’re a beacon for corrupted. Your blood is, you know this, yes?” I waited until she nodded. “And you crave it.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide as she choked on her taco, thumping her chest as she stood up straight. It took her a few moments to get herself together, and then she was looking anywhere but at me. “Blood? No, no, what kind of sicko wants blood? I mean, I love me some rare meat, but everyone does and—” 
 
    “Well, clearly you’re a terrible liar,” I drawled. 
 
    She let out a huff. “I’m a very good liar, thank you very much, unless it’s something I don’t see coming.” She gave me a scared look. “I don’t want blood.” 
 
    “I’m counting this as two of five if I can prove otherwise,” I warned as I pulled my blade from my back pocket. I flicked it open with the ease of practice, not even having to look at it, and sliced it over my palm. I kept my gaze locked with hers. “Tell me you’re not dying—”  
 
    She was around the table and her mouth on my wound before I could finish. She took my hand in her two smaller ones, pressing it against her lips and letting out a whimper when the wound healed so she couldn’t get more. I watched as she licked every drop of my blood, turned on in a way I didn’t think I ever had been before as I watched, completely under her spell. 
 
    Until tears filled her eyes and she dropped my hand as if it burned her. “I’m a monster. I’m—that was sick, and all I want is more.” She covered her face with her hands and let out a quiet sob.  
 
    “No, no you’re not,” I whispered, moving closer, hugging her even when she shoved away. “You’re just not human, Princess.” 
 
    “Inez,” she choked out. “I think we’re past the part of hiding my name when I just drank your fucking blood.” 
 
    “I offered,” I reminded her as if that would help, relieved I at least knew her name finally. 
 
    She snorted but then shoved at me harder. “Hot. Sorry, hot. Fuck, hot.” That last time came out more like a moan. 
 
    And made me realize something bad. I let her move away, watching her closely. “Inez, have you never fed? Had blood ever?” 
 
    “What? No, of course not,” she snapped, rubbing her hands over her arms. “It wasn’t this hot in here. Was something wrong with that food?” She gave me an accusatory look. “Did you slip me something? I’m all itchy.” 
 
    “No, it’s from my blood,” I answered, swallowing loudly. “Okay, so I fucked up but not—I didn’t—how could you have not fed at all for five years? I’ve never—I didn’t dream—I figured you fed on humans.” 
 
    “What? No, never,” she groaned, running her hands over her body now. “Hot. Why am I so hot? I feel like I’m burning up.” 
 
    “You are,” I worried. “It’s just not the—you know this feeling, Inez. I’m sorry, I didn’t think you’d never fed, but you know what you’re feeling.” 
 
    She shook her head, looking half out of her mind. “Hot. I ache and itch. I don’t know this. Sensitive.”  
 
    I thought I might burst out of my pants when her hand ran over her chest and up her neck as the other moved along her stomach, pulling up her shirt. She kept muttering about being too hot and aching. I sucked in a harsh breath. “Inez, are you a virgin?” 
 
    “Yes, well, I think so. I don’t remember before, but I’ve never—no, I haven’t done anything like—men are creeps and—so hot.” She let out a moan as she collapsed against the safety deposit boxes. “Fix it. How do I fix it? You fix it. You did it.” 
 
    “I would love to, but this would be no different than taking you while drunk, and that would be rape,” I whispered, hating myself for not handling this better. “I’m so sorry, Inez. I messed up.” 
 
    “Fix it,” she whimpered, yanking off her shirt and starting on her pants. “Please, just fix it!” 
 
    And that was why Clarence and assholes like him thought our princesses sluts. They had absolutely no control when their need overwhelmed them. I’d had no idea it would be like this for a new princess. 
 
    Who had never fed. 
 
    And never had sex. 
 
    I was such a fuckhead. She was going to kill me.  
 
    And I’d hand her the rifle because I deserved it. 
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    My body was on fire. I mean… F. I. R. E. I’d never felt anything like it, and I ached. It didn’t hurt, but feeling that hot worried me. The itching did hurt and was driving me insane. Like seriously insane. 
 
    And the one who did it to me kept talking instead of helping. I couldn’t even make out his words anymore, my heart thudding in my ears as I tried to itch off my skin. 
 
    He grabbed my arms and shook me. “Let out the charge, Inez. That’s your power. Let it out as if you were fixing an electric vehicle.” 
 
    That I could do. I let it out, and he grunted, his eyes filling with pain. Whoops, he’d been touching me. Well, this was all his fault. He’d said as much. 
 
    I wanted to focus on what else he said, but all I wanted was to put out the fire and have more of his blood. I’d fucking drank his blood and loved it and was desperate for more. He should tell me again I wasn’t a monster. 
 
    His face came closer, and I’d ducked enough men to know he was trying to kiss me, turning away. He gripped my chin and forced me to look at him. “No, I’ve fucked up enough. I won’t do this wrong too. I won’t touch you without at least kissing you first. You deserve so much better than this, and I’m sorry. Please forgive me, Inez.” 
 
    He lowered his lips to mine before I could even think of what to reply. 
 
    And then I didn’t want to duck the kiss. I whimpered against his mouth, feeling like one of those simpering women in romance books I rolled my eyes at, but I was burning up and not in my head. 
 
    And missing my shirt? 
 
    And my running pants were almost to my knees? 
 
    How had that happened?  
 
    Did I really care right then? 
 
    No. The answer was very much no… But I would later. 
 
    “Your reaction is more than I—I don’t know which is best to help you,” he worried in between kisses. “Oh fuck, Inez, I didn’t mean for it to be like this.” He growled and lifted me up, ripping the pants off of me so he could move my legs over his hips. He sat me on the other table and kept kissing me. “Tell me what to do, Inez. You have to decide. I don’t want your first time here like this with you out of your mind.” 
 
    It hit me what he meant, and I shook my head. “No sex.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he promised before pushing me to lay back. He kissed down my body, leaving the sports bra on but then yanking off my panties so fast I barely even felt or saw them go. 
 
    I opened my mouth to yell at him when he spread my legs, but he kissed me there and all I did was moan. Like moan. Oh shit. It was amazing, and I finally understood why so many guys had tried to pay me for blow jobs. 
 
    “Please, please, Darius please,” I begged, not even sure what I was begging for. 
 
    “Fuck, you taste so good, so sweet,” he moaned against me. “I’m in so much trouble. You’re going to kill me, and I’m so sunk.” 
 
    Right, because that made any sense to me. Was he out of his head too? I wasn’t sure, but I knew I had to be to let this stranger—the one with the fangs whose blood I’d drank, couldn’t forget that—eat me out when I’d never so much as had a kiss before. 
 
    Something built inside of me, and the burning calmed enough that even I figured out it was an orgasm. I bit my lip to stay quiet as he ramped up my body, moving my hand over my mouth when it crashed into me to keep from screaming. And scream I did. I screamed in bliss as my body lost its ever loving mind, shaking and freaking out like I’d thought people made up and lied about. 
 
    Shit, I owed some people apologies for sure. 
 
    I realized my other hand was fisting his hair and holding him to me as he kept going. I wanted more. I wanted more and more of what he’d done. 
 
    And because he was nice, he did it again. I about bit through my lip this time it was so good, my body twitching with the ripples of my orgasm.  
 
    “Better?” he asked after a few minutes, his breath tickling my sensitive skin, and I shivered. “Is the burning better? The itching?” 
 
    I nodded, unable to get my mouth to work as I gasped for air. I wanted to pull away from him, my pleasure and happy hormones starting to fade and reality coming back. 
 
    “Please don’t be sad,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. This was—I’ve never been around a brand new princess. I’m so, so sorry, Inez.” 
 
    “So you didn’t want to?” I asked, wondering how my mind landed on that to be the first concern. 
 
    “I wanted to,” he promised. “I—you are gorgeous, and yes, I was hard for you already. Please, I wanted to. I simply wanted to do this better so you weren’t upset.” 
 
    “Can I get dressed?” 
 
    He stood up and handed me my clothes before turning and punching several of the safety deposit boxes, his shoulders stiff and tense. I was dressed before he moved down the row, but he just stayed at the end of the room, staring at the wall.  
 
    It took me several tries to find my voice, wanting to believe what he was feeling was real. “You knew how to help me but not that I would react like that?” 
 
    He flinched at the implied accusation. “I’ve had sex, Inez. I knew what hormones I was smelling off of you. I’ve been around princesses before and know what feeding does, what nobles share with their princess. I’ve never been intimate with a princess though. I’ve never fed one, only seen it, and it’s not—it’s not always like that, and you didn’t have much.” 
 
    I sat with that a moment. It made sense if I believed whatever was going on with the princesses and nobles and vampires stuff, but I’d drank his blood and seen his fangs so, you know, that helped. “Were those going to be the questions you asked first?” 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted after a moment. “I was going to ask how you’ve been feeding, when the last time you fed was. I’m sorry. My mind was filled with Clarence and trying to find a way to tell you I knew who hunted you without you thinking I was with him.” 
 
    I felt a healthy dose of fear shoot through me, and suddenly a bit of oral sex with a stranger didn’t seem like something to worry over. I quickly started collecting what I’d already gotten, hurrying to pack up so I could flee. They had arrived faster than I would have thought, and I had to move. 
 
    “Inez, please, they won’t hurt you,” he whispered, grabbing my arms. He sighed when I opened my mouth to object. “He is an asshole. Yes, he would use you and mistreat you, but he would never injure you.” He searched my eyes for something. “He has never injured you, right? Never shot at you?” 
 
    “No, they want me alive, they always do to sell women,” I seethed. 
 
    “Right, but any others who’ve tried for you have given up?” he pushed, letting me go when I nodded. “He’s a noble like me but not like me. If you rejected me, I wouldn’t hunt you. He knows you are ignorant to us and our ways. He wants to use that against you and make you his instead of us yours.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    He sighed. “Okay, too fast. Got it. I’ve never had to explain this before. I’m struggling here too.” He growled and punched a few more safety deposit boxes. “They’re heading north. The taco truck driver told them to go north after I spoke with him. We have time.” He moved his hands against the wall and leaned down to stretch. “But I cannot interfere with his courting you unless you order me to.” 
 
    “Courting? Like dating?” I squeaked and would forever deny I did because I sounded like an idiot. “They’re chasing me all over to date me? Right.” 
 
    “No, to be part of your court.” He slowly turned, giving me a heated look as he swallowed loudly. “As am I. I don’t want to lie to you, but I don’t want to scare you either. I’ve never wanted to serve a princess before. I smelled you and thought it too strange for a princess to be here. Then I saw you start that car and no protection, and that’s why I gave chase. I thought you lost your nobles and were on your own.” 
 
    I held up my hand to stop him. “Wait, too much.” I covered my face with my other hand, realizing how mortified I was again. “And a bunch of ghosts watched us do that. Just—fuck, too much.” 
 
    He was quiet several moments. “For now, all I ask is to stay by your side and help you. Please, Inez? I’ll tell you everything and however you need it. You are a rare gift from the Goddess and maybe the last new princess we could have after the fucking apocalypse. Let me help you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I heard myself whisper. Yes, I wanted answers, and yes, I wanted more of his blood, but all of it was too crazy. 
 
    Except he’d told me how to make the ghosts go away. That was enough for me to give him a crumb of faith. 
 
    “Thank you, Inez,” he rasped, rubbing his hand over his heart. Then he stood up straight and grabbed the other box he’d brought in, holding it out for me. “I wiggled my way into their community bakery. I know this is all too much and terrifying, but I wish to give my princess whatever I can to make her smile.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered, never having anyone talk to me like that before. My eyes went wide as I opened the box. There was a selection of everything I hadn’t had in forever. “Wow, this is—damn.” 
 
    “If you believe nothing else, believe I am on your side,” he told me gently but then went back to busting open safety deposit boxes, not pushing me. 
 
    Which I appreciated. I really did. 
 
    “What was the plan besides cleaning out this vault and getting back out of Raleigh before night?” he asked after I finished the tacos. I pulled out a few of the soft water bottles from my rucksack, offering him one. “Yes, thanks.” 
 
    I tossed it over and took a few gulps from the other one. They were expired according to the label, but expired bottled water was still a very good option. Plus, I’d read several times that technically water couldn’t expire unless stuff was added to it. 
 
    “I was still debating. There was an electric UPS truck, but that wouldn’t be as easy to maneuver nor would an SUV with a trailer, but there was an actual truck, but the bed was open.” 
 
    He slowly nodded. “Then the cargo van would be the best option hands down. Are you figuring out storage?” 
 
    I started to relax as he acted normal, almost leaving the very intimate moment we’d just had until later. It gave him another crumb of faith with me. I focused on another ghost and pictured it dissipating as I answered. “It’s a custom storage setup in the back. I figured I’d get a huge attack tonight because fate always fucks with me when I find anything good or escape.” 
 
    He choked on the water, coughing a bit before smiling. “You are not the only one there, Inez.” He moved to punch open the next row for me. “So why North Carolina? You were running around Europe?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I sort of stumbled on safe passage,” I admitted. “I figured that would at least buy me some unattacked time to sleep and not look over my shoulder, but they pack those ships so full and there’s not like security, so I swear I slept with one eye open.” 
 
    “We all do,” he sighed. “Though, corrupted seem to be repelled by nobles. I don’t know how it is for everyone.” He winced. “I’ve been a bit off the grid as well. Well, pushed out the door when I wouldn’t swear to a princess I couldn’t attach myself to.” A look of loss filled his eyes. “Clarence said she’s dead now. She wouldn’t listen to him, and so he just let humans overtake her coven.” 
 
    “Wow, so running from him was for the best,” I drawled as I kept working through ghosts, picking up the seeds when they were gone. 
 
    He winced again. “I’m not supposed to influence your decision. A princess should choose the nobles right for her. Of course people whisper in their ears and there’s alliances and all of that, but we’re not supposed to. I cannot block anyone from you of my own will. I would be struck down if I did.” 
 
    That was a huge pill to swallow. “But if I tell you I want help to not be carted off by this Clarence guy?” 
 
    He smirked at me. “I could fuck them all up.” 
 
    Good to know. “How do you know it’s the same guy? I mean…” I sighed. “Sorry, I know I’m like the most untrusting person ever but—” 
 
    “I get it,” Darius forgave. “You should be distrusting. You’ve not been raised like a normal princess, and this is certainly not normal times.” He finished his water and walked out of the vault. He came back a few minutes later as I was clearing out another box of its gold and jewels. He was holding some printer paper and a pencil. 
 
    Was he going to draw the guy for me? Huh. 
 
    He also brought back a stack of empty desk garbage cans. “I figured those might be better for stacking in your awesome van.” He glanced up and smiled at me. “That’s so awesome you can use your power for electricity. There’s a whole array of gifts we can all have, but to do that before you’ve even fed—you are amazing, Inez.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I turned away when I felt my cheeks heating, not used to compliments I didn’t brush off. The next few boxes were full of papers and documents, my heart hurting because those had been important to people and I hated how upside down the world was. 
 
    Not that I remembered what the world had been like before. I didn’t even remember my own memories of how it had started or my family.  
 
    “You said other princesses had covens. Does it mean my family could be in one?” 
 
    He didn’t answer immediately. “I’ve never heard of a vampire being born of humans. The only princesses I’ve ever known or read on were born of other princesses. I don’t know your family or even your last name, so I cannot answer definitively—” 
 
    “Garner. Inez Garner’s what my ID said.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of a noble house of Garner.” 
 
    “Huh?” I glanced over my shoulder at him. 
 
    He seemed to understand my confusion. “All nobles are born of princesses. My mother was a vampire princess. There are other vampires in different castes, but I grew up learning noble houses. I don’t know a Garner or any vampire house by that name, I’m sorry.” 
 
    I nodded, but then something he said hit me. “Was?” 
 
    “Her coven did not survive the apocalypse,” he whispered quietly. “The Middle East was bombed hard, as many assumed this was all because of them. I think I am the last of my house, but I am not sure.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He let out a shaky breath. “I never thought anything could bring down the Katz coven. It was older and more established than most. So many people lost and all because of panic and assumptions. It’s such a waste.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” I agreed. “Where in the Middle East?” 
 
    “Jordan. Though it wasn’t Jordan way back when.” He let out a bitter chuckle. “To survive wars of human gods and the craziness of men, Imperialism and more, only to be taken down by a mistake seems…” 
 
    “Unfathomable,” I offered, sighing when he nodded. “Yeah, like the story of waking in an abandoned hotel on your eighteenth birthday and having no fucking clue of anything. Anyone I’ve told that to has come up with a range of explanations, from repressing traumatic events like I saw my family slaughtered, to being weak minded and won’t survive the apocalypse, to a hit to the head.” 
 
    “Someone told you that you were weak minded and wouldn’t survive?” he asked, blinking up at me. He snorted when I nodded. “People need to shut the fuck up. They get so much wrong that—no one has all the answers. Thinking you do isn’t being smart. It’s being delusional.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” I agreed. We worked quietly a few more minutes, and then he was holding up a sketch for me when I turned around. My breath caught in my throat, and I nodded. “Yeah, that’s one of the guys.” I met his gaze. “So he’s…” I blew out a harsh breath. “Makes sense. I’ve shot them so many times, and yet they just keep coming. I assumed it was body armor but…” 
 
    “But you shot me, and I wasn’t wearing body armor,” he drawled. 
 
    “I apologized.” 
 
    “I’m not even mad,” he chuckled. “Always err on the side of keeping yourself safe, Inez. Besides, I healed.” 
 
    “How did they?” I growled as I reached for the next box. “I found where they were staying once and left a bunch of my blood there to draw corrupted to them. How did they seriously make it out of that? They track me and track, and then I have my period and they really track me. It’s nuts!” 
 
    “I don’t have an answer on that.” He cleared his throat. “There’s never been a zombie apocalypse before, so even my centuries can’t help me there.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “Centuries?” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “Oh,” I squeaked again. “You’re over two hundred years old. Okay then.” 
 
    He waited a few beats before speaking again, giving me a moment with that. “But they won’t be the only ones who can track you better when you are bleeding, menstruation or otherwise. Smelling your blood from your gash last night made it so I can track you exponentially easier.” 
 
    “Right, you found me,” I muttered, not having thought of how he’d found me. I was hitting my limit again. “Where’s all your stuff?” 
 
    “I’ve got a bag outside, but I travel pretty light.” He shrugged. “I hide it all up or store it, but it’s just stuff now and weight.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve stashed lots of stuff in case I’m ever back in the area, and um, other stuff.” I winced, realizing that was oversharing now that I’d lowered my walls against him a bit. I’d never done it before, and apparently it was hard to draw that line of where to shut up when socially awkward and inexperienced. 
 
    “Why do I think you’re in North Carolina for more than you tripped into passage, Inez?” 
 
    Because you’re not an idiot? I sighed, going over to my rucksack and pulling out the huge atlas I’d picked up the day of my eighteenth birthday, something compelling me to do it like keeping the seeds. I focused on the last ghost and made it move on. Retrieving the seeds it left, I brought the atlas over to the table he’d been drawing on and opened it up. 
 
    “What is this?” he whispered, his eyes going wide as he took in the drops of blood all over the fold out world map. 
 
    “No clue,” I admitted with a huff. “It’s like the seeds. It’s a compulsion. I woke that morning, freaked the fuck out at not knowing anything, and then the next thing I know, I’m tearing into a bookstore to find a fucking atlas. I’m opening that map, and it slices my hand when I do, and I’m pissed, thinking I ruined the damn thing when I’d gone through so much to find it. 
 
    “But no, my blood does a freaky thing and runs all over it, little dots littered all over the huge map and on the small, blown up maps.” 
 
    “What’s at these places?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I never know until I’m there. It’s like a pressure that builds until I find the right thing.” I felt my face heat as I remembered the pressure that had just built that Darius had relieved. 
 
    And he remembered it too from the way he cleared his throat. He didn’t address it, instead tapping the biggest blood dot. “And here?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I just know that’s the last place.” He flinched, and I grabbed his arm. “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    “No, but my grandmother used to tell the tale of the first Katz princess who was led to the location of where to build her coven by her blood. The Goddess gifted her the ability, and she would wake each morning of the journey and prick her finger and the blood would show her the safest path until she reached the heart of her coven.” 
 
    “What Goddess?” I whispered. “Is this going to be some hinky story where you tell me I’m a descendant of a goddess?” 
 
    He chuckled. “I think we all are, but no, that’s not… It’s not like that.” He gave me a worried look like he knew this would overwhelm me. “There’s a reason you are a princess as head of a coven, our vampire royalty, and not queen. The Goddess of us all is Aether.” 
 
    I thought back to the mythology books I’d read. “Wasn’t Aether a guy?” 
 
    His lips twitched and made me flush again as I thought how good it had felt to feel those lips against mine. “Yeah, well, that’s the least of what humans have gotten wrong, as vampires are real.” 
 
    Fair enough, and I said as much. 
 
    “The gods and goddesses were born from there, and there’s a ton of every religion and culture. They were all true according to what’s been passed down, and each one chose a champion. Think of it in that way, like how kings or queens would pick a champion to fight on their behalf.” He waited until I nodded. “That’s the first princesses. They were the champions of the gods to lead and rule people.” 
 
    “Vampires.” 
 
    “No, all people originally,” he sighed. “That might not… That seems more like vampire superiority sort of doctrine, but my mother used to say it was only because we were more durable in the harshness that was the beginning of the world and people, not that we were better.” 
 
    I blew a raspberry and stretched over the table. “So I’m the champion of a god or goddess and I was supposed to get some sort of gift of memories?” 
 
    He scratched his cheek. “Mother said it was like she just kept waking up knowing more. She saw decisions my grandmother had made from her perspective. My great-grandmother and so on. It’s like—” 
 
    “Walking another mile in someone else’s shoes to teach you lots,” I figured out, understanding the idea at least. “So I’m a defective princess?” Geez, didn’t that just suck when I wasn’t sure I even believed I was one. I mean, ouch. 
 
    “You’re not defective,” he chuckled. “No, you are powerful and able to tap into that power before you even fed. Fuck, you were able to not feed for five years. Yeah, you’re amazing, not defective. I can’t answer why you didn’t get the memories and instead, lost your own.” 
 
    “I’ll take a theory if you’ve got one,” I admitted, glad he was being honest, especially when he didn’t have answers or how much was really for sure, but he had enough knowledge to at least have insight. 
 
    His gaze locked with mine, and he slowly licked his lips. “The Goddess doesn’t make mistakes. I believe that. I think you didn’t get the memories so you forge your own path and forget what tradition says and has been before you. Yes, wisdom comes with those memories, but I have seen the bad of that too, and you are unaffected by those negatives.” 
 
    I worried my lip as I lowered my forehead to the cold metal of the table. I didn’t get it though, shaking my head. “I can’t see knowledge being bad when I’ve almost died so many times because of ignorance.” 
 
    “But you didn’t. You learned and bloomed into this kickass, strong princess and so young, like I’ve never seen.” He cleared his throat. “My mother was a good woman, so I don’t want to disparage her, but even she would speak of the jealousy that would eat at her now and again over memories of seeing what was. People used to almost worship princesses as incarnates of the gods, as their champions. 
 
    “It’s been the downfall of many covens. That jealousy, that need for more or to be better. It is not only men who have fallen into that trap. Also betrayals and alliances. There were covens my mother would never trust because of someone’s ancestor betraying or hurting one of ours. I can’t even judge her for that because she experienced those memories like they were her own.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe I’m glad I didn’t get the memory download or whatever,” I muttered. “Erasing my memories was a bit much. And leaving me all alone to—” I let out a shaky breath. “You don’t know what I went through, Darius. I didn’t remember the fucking apocalypse. The corrupted came for me that night, and it was a miracle that I survived. I’ve stumbled for years just to find the right information and—” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Inez,” he whispered, rubbing my back when I got choked up. “I am. That’s horrible. I just believe it wasn’t for nothing. There was a reason you were meant to take this journey. I’m sorry for lots and those who didn’t survive, but you’re here, and you aren’t alone anymore.” 
 
    I let him hug me. Fine, I was the weak woman in the book or whatever judgement, but I let myself be comforted for the first time since I’d woken up with no memories. All he did was hold me against his strong body and let me quietly cry, and it was maybe the greatest gift anyone had ever given me.  
 
    I wasn’t alone anymore. I didn’t have to be if I didn’t want to. 
 
    And that was enough to hang onto for the moment, enough to keep me going. 
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    I needed to apologize to a lot of fiction heroines. I really did. I had always thought them weak for immediately falling into someone’s arms or not handling their shit alone… But alone was hard. I knew that, but I didn’t think other people did. Everything was on me.  
 
    Every. Fucking. Thing. 
 
    Granted, I still rolled my eyes that some heroines just let a stranger take over. That was… Too much. In reality. I mean, really, who does that? 
 
    But it wasn’t Darius being a guy or the man to carry me off. It was another adult. Like a real adult as he was centuries old, even if I was still swallowing that pill. 
 
    Deciding what to load the van up with? I didn’t have to decide alone. 
 
    Lug it all out to the van? Oh, I didn’t have to do that alone either. 
 
    Pick what place to hit next? Not all up to me. 
 
    Another place in Raleigh where there’s stuff or move on and risk not finding another place? Yeah, I didn’t have to decide that alone either.  
 
    So yes, I needed to apologize to a lot of heroines. It wasn’t being weak or stupid, it was just fucking nice. I didn’t trust him fully, and we weren’t going to ride off into the sunset, but damn, for now, I didn’t have to do it all alone. 
 
    Plus, he was good at the survival stuff. He knew to stay away from hospitals, as they always had corrupted there. When there were no more people, they would hit places that would smell like them or had blood to draw them. Which was—grossly—how they ended up taking out a lot of water treatment facilities.  
 
    Yeah, they smelled poop and thought dinner. Gross. 
 
    But what I didn’t know was energy attracted them, and that was how a lot of the power grids went down. Darius made a few Frankenstein jokes and they were looking for their next jolt, but it was good to know. 
 
    And nice to talk to someone about. I mean, really nice. I talked to ghosts and people I wanted to leave me alone. I honestly could count the amount of real conversations I’d had that weren’t a con—on my side or the other person’s—on my hands.  
 
    “Iron supplements, really?” he asked as we stopped at a grocery store right downtown that looked in good shape. “Huh, how did you think of that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I started out at a shelter after I woke up without memories and I kept trying to get rare burgers and whatnot. A woman near me asked how far along I was and then explained when she was pregnant she wanted rare meat and the doctor figured out the pregnancy was making her anemic or something and they changed her vitamins around. She needed the supplements when breast feeding.” 
 
    He snorted. “Yeah, you needed iron. Wow, never thought—you are a miracle, Inez. My sister would have—I can’t imagine her doing that.” He cleared his throat. “She was loving and amazing in her own way, but princesses who grow up at a coven’s court tend to be spoiled. She would wear the crown one day and all of that.” 
 
    “But not every female vampire does, or even female noble, right?” 
 
    “No, most women in my family were nobles, not princesses.” 
 
    “So how do you know I’m one and not just a noble?” I asked as he opened the door for me. I raised the rifle and moved into the store as I silenced my mind to search for corrupted. 
 
    “None are here,” he promised me, pulling out a cart. “There are some a block away, but they’re not coming closer, so they won’t risk the sun to get you.” Well, that was a perk to having him around. “And you smell different. We can sense our princesses.” 
 
    “But no princes?” 
 
    “There have been some treated as such, but only after a princess makes him hers. Nobles serve in her court, but one is above the others. My father was my mother’s knight, the Alpha of the nobles she claimed.” 
 
    “So you’re like Sir Darius.” 
 
    He shot me a smirk. “No, not k-n-i-g-h-t. N-i-g-h-t. He was her Night, her protection, and the blackness that would swallow any up who tried for her.” He gulped loudly and looked away. “I have not a doubt they died together, him covering her when they sensed what was coming even if it was only seconds or more. I’d seen him do as much, every fiber of his being alive to protect her, love her.” 
 
    “I want to say it’s nice they went together then but—I’m not good at this stuff, so I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, it is nice they went together,” he agreed but cleared his throat. “So what’s on our shopping list, Princess?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer and closed it, considering something. “What do you normally get? I mean, um, you need—the fangs, so do you—you feed from me?” 
 
    He coughed at where my stumbling ramble landed. “No, a noble lives to provide for his princess, as our bodies pull out impurities and make sure the blood she needs is always the best. I feed from humans or others down the food chain.” He cleared his throat as he led the way to canned goods. “A princess—it’s a gift when one shares her blood with her nobles or lovers, one to be treasured as she gives them power.” 
 
    “Oh, so it’s not like a royal court and her nobles are like, um, with her.” 
 
    He chuckled softly. “Oh, that was how a lot of human courts were too, believe you me, and some I even witnessed. But yes, most are lovers of their princess, as they need those bonds and trust to rule a coven and protect people, as blood is power.” He sighed. “It’s all complicated and even makes the top of my head pop off sometimes, and I grew up in it. 
 
    “But most will not let a noble in her court or coven if they do not swear all they are to her, and the oath is a blood oath. I wouldn’t to Princess Eliza, which was why she basically showed me the door. She wanted an alliance with my mother and was… Unhappy when I didn’t fall at her feet and worship her as she felt she deserved. It’s all very complicated.” 
 
    “Sounds kind of horrible,” I muttered as I went right for the canned meat and fish. 
 
    “You’re not taking that one?” he asked as I tossed aside a few that were bulging. 
 
    I shook my head. “Anything dented, disfigured, or leaking is out. Five years for low acidic food as long as it’s kept its seal. Yeah, we’re over five years, but it’s normally just a bit grainy and better than risking a lot in the fucking cults or gangs.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” he admitted as he moved next to me to help. “And it’s not horrible. It can be and yes, anything can go really wrong, but I grew up in a coven full of love and life and goodness. Even with the court bullshit and politics, there was so much good, Inez, that my mother never regretted a day of the bad or crap to live the life she did.” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” I accepted. I’d have to remember it was his life—even as every few minutes I wanted to thunk my head against something for even seriously considering this was all true—and watch my comments. “So um, I get fangs, right?” 
 
    “You have them, you just haven’t used them yet. You will when it’s… It’s probably self-preservation and lack of stability that they’re not coming out or haven’t yet.” 
 
    Yeah, fangs popping out would have gotten me in trouble a while ago. I mulled that over and how difficult things would have been as I worried my lip and kept checking cans. 
 
    “Inez, when you nibble your lip like that, it makes me hard and I forget the food and only want to taste you again,” he murmured. 
 
    I blinked at the cans of tuna and then slowly looked up at him, seeing in his eyes he was most definitely not thinking of the canned chicken in his hands. My heart raced as he slowly lowered his head to mine. I froze, wanting him but scared and not ready and needing that can of worms to hold off a bit more. 
 
    He brushed his lips over mine, softly, gently, and sighed. “I only want your lips plump because I kissed you, not because you’re worried or upset, okay?” 
 
    I nodded, fire burning in me again just from that one kiss. Fuck, what had I been missing all these years? 
 
    He turned back to what we were doing, and I kept glancing at him as we worked. “Did you want me to kiss you once more, or are you upset I did it?” 
 
    “Not upset,” I admitted, flushing again at being busted. “Thank you for before. I know you were upset at how it happened, and I’m still reeling on all of this, but it was—wow, so, um, thank you. I’ve heard horror stories of—you weren’t selfish or mean and—” I blew a raspberry. Fuck, I sounded like a goober. 
 
    “I’m glad you feel that way.” He boxed me in against the shelf and pressed his lips to my ear. “Any time you want to feel that again, I am here for whatever my princess wishes, gladly. Anything I can give you, I will, and tasting you is a gift I would always want. Any pleasure you allow me to give you I will and treasure the moments I do. Always.” 
 
    Okay, I sort of understood that whole legs turning to jelly thing that was in books now too. I had to lock my knees to stay standing when he moved away, wanting all of what he’d said, and I was sure there were layers I couldn’t even fathom. Shit.  
 
    How long did condoms last for? 
 
    He let out a strangled sound between a moan and a growl from further down the aisle. “A few years I believe, but you will never conceive unless you have an established coven and wish it so. The Goddess would never allow anything less when she knows the need and fire that rises when having and sharing blood.” 
 
    “Shoot me now,” I whispered, realizing I’d asked out loud. 
 
    “No, but it was interesting foreplay for you to shoot me. I know princesses who play with knives with their nobles and lovers, but never a rifle.” 
 
    “Dick.” 
 
    He threw back his head, laughing, and pushed the full cart towards the front, leaving me to keep working while he loaded up or figured out what was next. It was a good sound though. I mean, it was a good laugh, and you didn’t hear real ones much anymore. 
 
    There wasn’t all that much to laugh at. 
 
    Darius was serious about putting me first. I noticed that in how we picked out bath products. It wasn’t just I had more hair so he grabbed extra of the shampoo and conditioner I’d chosen, but even razors or deodorant he made sure to clean out what I wanted as if unwilling to risk I couldn’t get it later. When I admitted how much I had left behind and didn’t have in my rucksack, he was picking out brushes and more. 
 
    “When you have more nobles, we will risk a mall trip to give our princess everything she needs,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Do I have to take more?” I cleared my throat, realizing that implied I would take him. “Or I mean, do I have to take any?” 
 
    I saw his lips twitch at my slip, but then he frowned, letting out a heavy sigh as he faced me. “You are princess. You are the boss, and I would never say you have to do anything. I would never tell you what to do unless it was to run from danger or get behind me so I could protect you. You understand what I mean?” 
 
    “Yes, but I can protect myself,” I reminded him. 
 
    He nodded but didn’t say he would still push me behind him, which I appreciated.  
 
    “It is unwise to not take more nobles. Not only for the blood you will need—and you will because you are strong—but for protection.” He reached out and tucked some hair behind my ear that had fallen out of my messy bun. “My princess shall have as many as she wants. If you take me to your bed, I will welcome whoever else you need as well without jealousy, as they will tend to you, and that I would like.” 
 
    I worried my lower lip, and suddenly he was kissing me, murmuring that he’d warned me. Oh, and he wanted more, but we needed to get out of the city. 
 
    Uh-huh, right, reality, not hormoneland.  
 
    We disagreed on soups and spices. I wanted more than he did because they were there. 
 
    “The US was hit hard, harder than a lot of other countries besides the other big targets like the Middle East or Russia, because they pointed the finger first and, from what I heard as it happened, sent the first bombs,” he told me. “So everyone fired back even if the US didn’t shoot at them yet. It’s forced everyone from any city for fear of radiation or corrupted and death. 
 
    “However, there are a lot of cities like Raleigh where people fled in fear but weren’t targets yet. Most moved to one coast or another, as there’s water to purify and not contaminated like most lakes. So there should be many more stores to raid, and we can get more when we have more of us and vehicles. For now, weapons and supplies for some real comfort is what we focus on.” 
 
    “Fine,” I agreed after a few moments. “But that also means I don’t need twenty boxes of tampons, Darius. If we can find more soup and freeze dried spices, we can find more tampons and pads.” 
 
    “Of course.” He gave me the barest of kisses. “Thank you for accepting my counsel, My Princess.” 
 
    Well, that was one way to get me to agree. Sure. I almost teased him, but he seemed truly elated I’d listened to him. I decided not to pick on him when he smiled like that, as I didn’t understand all that was going on. 
 
    We found a police station that hadn’t been raided yet—a miracle on its own—but we realized why when it was full of corrupted that had probably been the police there. Sad, but we put them out of their misery. I had to think it was misery if their souls couldn’t pass on. 
 
    And now I knew how to make their ghosts dissipate, so I was all for going hunting and taking out the baddies.  
 
    By then it was almost time to really get gone, and we made a quick trip back to that Dick’s to get more camping supplies. I gave him a crazy look when he actually picked out an air mattress, but he winked at me and promised he had an idea. Fine, I realized it could plug into the electric car I could charge, but even more than that, he stopped at a house right before the highway and busted open their garage. 
 
    I didn’t get it until he pulled off several solar energy batteries from the wall that had all the right plugs for energy. Smart, very smart.  
 
    It was so nice having help and not doing it all alone. For real. I would never have thought of that. 
 
    He shrugged when I admitted that. “I was born before electricity was available everywhere, but fuck, I miss it. And running water. I miss a really killer shower.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to agree, but I had no memory of them. I’d only gotten some shit ones at survivor camps or communities I was scared to stay at. 
 
    We headed out to the same lake I’d met him at—but on the other side, as there were still some corrupted bodies that hadn’t gotten eaten. They didn’t turn to ash in the sun or whatever, but they did decompose at an accelerated rate.  
 
    Gross, but I was also grateful for that. The cities would smell twice as bad if there were bodies all over.  
 
    He set up the folding grill we’d added, and just to be a brat, I told him I was going to cook soup since we didn’t have much time before the baddies showed up. He just laughed, amusement dancing in his eyes that I poked at him. 
 
    And then he took off his shirt, saying he was going to take a bath. 
 
    “Inez, if you keep staring—” 
 
    I blew a raspberry. “You saw me, like all of me. I can’t even see you at all?” 
 
    He moved closer and leaned down until we were almost kissing, but then I heard the zipper of his jeans. “Look all you want, My Princess. I was going to say if you stare, I might demand you tell me if you like what you see.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “That’s actually not unfair.” 
 
    “Now threatening to carry you off to bathe with me might be pushing it.” 
 
    “It would,” I whispered, looking away but not down at him. “Sorry. I’ve never—I don’t think I’ve ever done this.” 
 
    “Take all the time you need. It would kill me to rush you, but know I ache for you too.” He moved away, and when I looked at him, he was walking towards the lake with the container of toiletries he’d brought from the van.  
 
    He was really good at pushing all my buttons but not pushing me. Granted, it had only been like a day, but it still helped me add more crumbs of trust to his pile. 
 
    Plus, you know, I’d shot him and he didn’t seem to want to get even, so there was that. 
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    After we both bathed—and I had trouble not peeking when I knew she was naked—and ate, we loaded weapons so we were ready just in case. I had assured her I would know if corrupted or any other foe were coming and much further out than she could, but she’d only known me a day and I didn’t take offense when she still wanted to prepare. 
 
    “Could you show me how to use more of my powers?” she asked hesitantly after charging up the solar batteries I’d taken from someone’s garage wall. It made me think we should find more when we went back to that sporting good store. 
 
    I opened my mouth to agree but then cleared my throat. “I could, but you aren’t feeding as a vampire needs, so it sounds very self-serving to offer. And it’s actually dangerous for you if you’re not feeding.” 
 
    “Right,” she chuckled. “Wow, sorry, didn’t realize how that sort of sounded like a pickup line. Or it would if you offered, I guess. Never mind. I was just—my mind is spinning, you know?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” I promised. “I can’t exactly feel what you are, but I felt the same when the fucking apocalypse started, so yeah, I suppose it’s similar.” 
 
    “Yeah, though I have to admit that knowing there are actual zombies makes it a bit easier to accept there are other anything besides humans.” 
 
    That actually made sense and once again showed how logical and bright she was. I took the cooking pot and dishes from her to wash in the lake and left her to handle the blow up bed. I didn’t want her even that far from the weapons. Or me, but I knew how fast I could get back to her. 
 
    “We’re not really just going to go to sleep, right?” she whispered when I came back as if the idea was too crazy to say any louder. “I don’t think I’ve not slept in a tree stand or something like it in forever.” She pushed on the air mattress. “This is nicer than what they had on the ship.” 
 
    “You will have better and soon,” I promised, hating how she had suffered alone as she stared at what most would find inadequate as if it was the greatest comfort ever. “And yes, you will sleep. I don’t need nearly as much sleep. Their smell will wake me if I do doze. I swear to you it will.” 
 
    She ducked her head. “I’m sorry, that just seems—it’s too much, and I’ve spent years so scared.” I didn’t know what to say to that. “Can we take shifts?” 
 
    I wanted to push, challenge that idea, but she needed this, I could tell it… And I didn’t think I could deny her anything. “Okay, but I take first watch, as you need the rest.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. “If you don’t wake me up at my turn, I might shoot you again. I hate when people placate or con me even on something they would see as a kindness. I make my own decisions.” 
 
    “Shit, you just made me hard,” I admitted, my cock aching for her as she laid down the rules with me. I cleared my throat when she blushed. “Sorry, I’m not used to people much anymore. And yes, I’m not one to placate either. I’d rather discuss anything as we did earlier.” 
 
    “Okay, do you want my Kindle?” 
 
    I blinked at her. Wow, she really was hooked up. Nice. “I would, yes, thank you.” 
 
    She snorted. “I get to sleep. The least I can do is let you borrow it.” She stood and went over to her rucksack. I added getting a new one for her to trade out tomorrow, as that thing was gross. She came back and handed it to me before moving to set up the unzipped sleeping bags as bedding. 
 
    I couldn’t help but watch her pert little ass move around as she did. Crap, I was really in trouble. I wanted nothing more than to fill the quiet night with the sounds of her screaming in pleasure.  
 
    She gently sat as if worried to pop the treasured find, but she didn’t immediately lie down, shooting me a few hesitant glances. My heart ached and soared at the same time when I realized where her mind was. 
 
    “I crave the closeness too,” I whispered as I moved over to her. “May I lie with you?” 
 
    “Please.” She seemed hopeful but yet lost and scared. This was all new to her. 
 
    Fuck, to have lost years of memories, that I couldn’t even imagine. How she’d kept moving amazed me. 
 
    I moved next to her and pulled her close, my dick twitching when she rested her head on my chest and let out a shuddering breath. It was still cold enough where we needed the light sleeping bag over us, and I moved my hand under it to rub her back. 
 
    “That makes me start feeling hot again,” she admitted, her voice breathy and full of desire. 
 
    “Do you want me to stop or do more?” I asked, genuinely unsure of what to do that was best for her. 
 
    “I don’t want to tease you.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Please, tease me all you want, Inez.” I glanced down into her confused, gorgeous eyes that looked black as the night now but were a deep, enticing green in the light. “It means you’re interested. You would never tease me to be mean, so tease all you want and have fun with me because it means you want to.” 
 
    She seemed to sit with that a moment before leaning closer and kissing my chin, giving me a hopeful look when she pulled away. She gasped as my hand moved to her ass and I shifted her to be on top of me more. 
 
    “I am yours for whatever you want, Inez. Do whatever you want.” 
 
    I watched as the brat actually chomped down on her lip. That wasn’t just a green light but a red flag in front of this bull. 
 
    I fisted her still wet hair and pulled her on top of me, kissing her with all the passion she deserved. When she gave a pleased whimper, I pushed my tongue into her mouth and took all she offered. I smelled her desire, fresh wetness between her legs for me, and it took all my patience not to rip off her clothes and taste her before I claimed her body. 
 
    “I, um, should return the favor, right?” she asked when we broke apart to get some air. 
 
    My nostrils flared, and I rolled us, moving my larger frame between her legs and covering her completely. “My princess does not suck cock. No man unless your Night, your most beloved and loyal lovers should ever know the feeling of your sweet lips on them in that way. And I have certainly not done a fucking thing to deserve such a gift.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” she whispered, turning away from me. “I didn’t mean—”  
 
    “I know,” I breathed, kissing her neck. “I’m sorry. That was too harsh. I saw red at the idea of you—thinking of what most men push the women for.” 
 
    “I haven’t ever,” she said, answering my unasked question. Too many were taking advantage of the settlements and survivors. “Never. Only you that I remember, and that’s all I’ve done, Darius, I swear.” 
 
    “I believe you, and if you wanted to, of course, do as you wish. I was—you are so much more than you’ve been treated.” I kissed her neck more, and she gasped. “My head went to the lies I knew Clarence planned to tell you or what I saw earlier today of women chained up and being forced. I’m sorry, you did nothing wrong.” 
 
    Her eyes were wide with fear as she looked back at me. “What happened to those women?” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “I freed them.” 
 
    “And the fuckers who locked them up?” she seethed, her eyes full of fire and rage. “Tell me you sucked them dry or something. Please, tell me you did.” 
 
    “I did, My Princess,” I purred, brushing my lips over hers. “You are perfect. I worried you might judge me for such an act, but I should have had faith in you. Of course you would punish those who were evil.” 
 
    “If I could, yes,” she agreed, kissing me this time. “Thanks for explaining, and you’re awesome to have freed them.” 
 
    “I will hunt all the monsters you want and bring you their heads, Inez,” I swore right then, meaning every word of it. “Whatever you want.” 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked hesitantly, and I understood why given I’d rebuked her last offer. 
 
    I licked my lips. “I didn’t see all of you.” I slid my hand under her shirt. “I ache to see my princess’s perfect breasts.” 
 
    She let out a shaky breath and pulled off the shirt, taking her bra with it. I groaned as her breasts bounced from the movement, perfect and full, not small but not too much either. More than a handful, for sure, and pert, hard nipples that I couldn’t wait to see in the daylight to know what color they were. 
 
    “Magnificent,” I breathed. “All of you is abso-fucking-lutely magnificent, Inez.” She gave a seductive squeak that I was sure she would deny when I lowered my lips to her nipple, kissing it before taking it between my lips and teasing it. 
 
    “Oh fuck, fuck, that feels good,” she whimpered, gripping my arms tightly. 
 
    “Let me please you, Inez,” I about begged, my voice rough with need to give her everything. I slid my hand into her pants, thrilled when she angled her hips so I moved closer to my goal. I groaned when I touched her wetness. “So wet, so perfect.” I tortured her other nipple, and as I teased her clit, I got my wish, her cries of passion filling the night air as she came apart under me. 
 
    She blinked up at me as I licked my fingers of her juices, her chest heaving. “Holy fuck. So that is still totally overwhelming and not just the blood. Wow, I owe a lot of people apologies.” 
 
    I frowned. “For what?” 
 
    “Thinking authors and people were making shit up when they talked about stars flashing behind their eyes or getting lightheaded from orgasms. All of it. It all sounded like bullshit.” Her eyelids seemed to get heavy and not just from lust and desire. “And how much it takes out of you if you’re not used to it. I want it again but so tired. Want to touch you too.” 
 
    “You will, My Princess,” I murmured against her lips. “Sleep. You gave me the gift of pleasing you tonight, and I need nothing. All I want is for you to sleep.” 
 
    “Thanks for coming back, Darius.” She let out a soft snore. “Thought I’d be alone forever and thought of giving up.” 
 
    Her words felt like a stab in the heart. Oh fuck, poor Inez. I swallowed tears as I kissed her forehead. “You will never be alone again.” 
 
    And I’d sort of fibbed about that whole not having any needs. Once I knew she was deeply asleep, I moved off of her and rolled to my feet before walking a bit away and tugging one off.  
 
    Fine, I did it twice. Apparently once wasn’t enough after tasting my princess twice. Shit, I was so sunk. When I was done, I went for some water so she would have it when she woke up. 
 
    I looked up at the sky. “Mother, if you can, help me protect her. I hurt for the loss we have suffered, but she might be the miracle we’ve needed to save us by giving us hope too.” A gentle breeze tickled me, and somewhere inside of me, I felt as if she agreed with me. I would take that as a blessing of the path I was on with Inez for sure. 
 
    Unfortunately, we were attacked, but it was nothing near as bad as the night before. At least she had a chance to see how far out I could sense them, as she had enough time to go pee, giving me a crazy look that they still weren’t there.  
 
    A few more minutes and she gave me a few glances as if wondering if I was full of shit, but then she sensed them. She was magnificent, her mind as sexy as her body as she wounded some in the front well before the rifle could take out their heads so they thinned out as some feasted. 
 
    I actually had fun hunting with her like that. Normally corrupted avoided me unless I came on their turf or startled them, but now it quenched that predatory need in me. 
 
    She was too pumped on adrenaline after that, and I offered to crash so she got the chance to take her watch when she couldn’t sleep. I was down only a few hours before I made her switch. It was enough for me. 
 
    Plus, watching her sleep was definitely going to be a secret fetish of mine, as she was so beautiful I almost couldn’t take my eyes off of her. The cute little snores that came out of her now and again, the soft smiles when she was relaxed, and most certainly when she threw off the covers and I got to see more of her body. Yeah, that was my favorite part for sure. 
 
    She sat up the second the sun came shining over the horizon, both of us shocked as I had been reaching for her. 
 
    “I was about to ask how you liked your coffee, and you bolted up,” I explained. 
 
    “Sorry, I wake with the sun,” she muttered. “It’s weird, I know.” 
 
    I chuckled as I tucked her hair behind her ear. “I have fangs and my own tricks. It’s not remotely weird, I promise.” I bit back a groan when she blushed. “I didn’t mean that, but thank you for stroking my ego given I haven’t touched a woman in a long time.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, and I couldn’t even get upset. I had about jumped her and things had spun out fast. 
 
    I nodded. “A decade at least.” I thought about it and nodded. “Yeah, a few years before it all started. I got drunk, upset I couldn’t find a court I fit with, and went home with a human.” 
 
    She opened her mouth but then closed it, trying again and shaking her head. “I don’t know how to ask what I want to and not offend you.” 
 
    I cupped her cheek and leaned in to give her a gentle kiss. “I would be more upset if you didn’t feel you could talk to me about anything than I would if you poked a wound you didn’t know I had.” 
 
    “Me too,” she told me, searching my eyes. “How do you know you’ll fit in me?” Her eyes went wide. “My court. With me. I didn’t mean—I mean, you’re big so it would maybe fit but—” 
 
    “Please stop,” I begged, covering her mouth as I looked out at the water and took a few breaths to keep calm and not ravage her. “It’s not only my attraction to you, but it feels right to be near you. You’re also the first princess not of my own family that has made me feel… Not home, as this is certainly not home or a home I would ever let you have. You impress me. I’ve not felt that with a princess not of my family.” 
 
    She nodded. “I didn’t mean to imply something bad, but even if you just didn’t want to be alone, I could get that.” She blew a raspberry, which I found incredibly sexy. “I’ve thought of staying in a few communities for that reason, but I couldn’t take that guilt when corrupted would come for me, and they always do. Or you know, Clarence and his buddies.” 
 
    I stood, holding out my hand to her to show I wasn’t upset. “How do you like your coffee?” 
 
    “I’ve never had options before,” she admitted, taking my hand. “And um, I think it is important that we do talk to each other about stuff.” 
 
    Which meant she needed to tell me something difficult. I nodded and poured some of the water I’d boiled into the coffee pot and a bit into the bowls of instant oatmeal we’d snagged. It wasn’t what my princess deserved, but for now, it was important that she ate more than she had been. 
 
    “I suck at driving,” she blurted as I stirred her oatmeal. She let out a huff when I gave her a confused look. “I suck at driving. I’ve taught myself and—I realized you would probably think I was a stupid girl for not getting in the vehicle I clearly had and driving off when attacked. I always wreck. I mean always wreck. The only reason I didn’t when driving off from you was I saw you weren’t moving. 
 
    “And you need to know that. I had a dream I killed us both because I wrecked when we were fleeing. So you need to know that if we’re going to do this.” She gestured between us as she spoke faster and faster. “I mean, if you join on the crazy Inez quest and running from corrupted. You need to know that it’s bad and we have the fully stocked cargo van now, so if we have to book it, I should not drive. 
 
    “You drive and I’ll shoot. I’m much better at that, really, I’m good. But I don’t want to be the reason you die. And it would be my luck, really it would be. You survive over two hundred years and one drive with me and you’re dead. It would so—please don’t make me do the driving if we’re in trouble.” 
 
    I just blinked at her before swallowing my need to laugh, as that would upset her. I looked down at the oatmeal. “I am so fucking fucked.” 
 
    “Huh? It should be fine as long as I don’t drive when we need to get away.” 
 
    I brought over her bowl and squatted down in front of her. “I meant you, Inez. I’m so fucked because I’m so sunk already. That was so adorably sexy, rambling all that out and worried for me, dreaming you could hurt me.” I smiled at her. “Yes, I will drive if we have to flee. I promise. And I am an amazing driver so I can get us out of anything.” 
 
    “Okay, good, thanks,” she sighed, looking lighter. She certainly wasn’t good with people or at least used to them. 
 
    I thought she was perfect with me. 
 
    “Crap, I could so get used to this,” she groaned in between bites of her oatmeal and cold toaster pastry. It was nothing, and yet she acted like it was a feast. I didn’t know if I was angry at what she’d been through or thrilled to find a princess who wasn’t spoiled and horrid.  
 
    Both? 
 
    She wrinkled her nose when she tried the coffee. “Oh wow, that’s, um, robust.” She coughed. “Yeah, I get why people say it will put hair on your chest. It’s doing something to my insides for sure.” 
 
    I almost made a crack about not wanting hair on her chest, but she blushed, knowing what she said. I moved to her and added some sugar I’d made sure to grab and a bit of powdered coffee creamer. She thanked me and tried it again, her eyes going wide as she snagged the creamer. She put in a bit more and then sighed when she sipped it. 
 
    “Now I get it. Damn, this is good.” 
 
    “Yeah, I feel the same,” I whispered, not having tried it yet and simply staring at her. It took her a moment, but when she got it, that sexy blush came back. I brought my own breakfast over to her, and it felt nice to simply eat together, right to be near her. “I was thinking about what you said about leaving so many useable provisions.” 
 
    She sighed. “I sort of want to bring them to the community I came through even if they’re crazy cult fucks, but how would I explain an electric van? Someone would take it or try for me. They always do.” 
 
    “Your heart is amazing,” I praised, floored that was where her mind went. “I was thinking we should check that dealership you found it at and see if there’s a roof rack I can quickly attach. Dick’s had some of those big roof storage bags, and I think we should get the rest of that ammo. If you attract corrupted, then fuck, let’s kill them.” 
 
    She smiled brightly, nodding. “I was thinking the same thing. I mean, we have to be careful when the ghosts all come at me, but now that I know how to get rid of them and not just wait them out, yeah, let’s do some good!” She frowned. “Should we also get that electric truck? I was thinking about all those big jugs of water at the store.” 
 
    I sat with it, thinking it wasn’t a bad idea. “I think if we find another noble you might consider, we should, but I don’t like the idea of no one riding with you when it’s now an option. We should all always be safe.” I shrugged. “At least we know there’s a cache of electric vehicles here and you’re amazing and can get them going.” 
 
    “Glad you don’t think it was a stupid idea.” 
 
    I met her gaze. “Inez, I plan on learning everything about you, and I’m very fucking certain I won’t think anything about you is stupid.” 
 
    Okay, maybe I needed to cut back on making her blush. She looked almost lightheaded from doing it so often.  
 
    Damn, it was so sexy to see. 
 
    Which reminded me I wanted to see her nipples in the daylight. 
 
    “What?” she asked when I let out a deep groan. 
 
    “I’m a dirty bastard,” I answered as I pushed to my feet, shaking my head when she asked what that meant. No, she didn’t need to know that. 
 
    She would find out on her own for sure. 
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    Everything was easier with Darius around. It was amazing to have a teammate who didn’t have an agenda or devious plan and just wanted to help, didn’t push me. Plus, I just liked him. He was sweet, sexy, and really smart.  
 
    I mean, really smart. It was hot. 
 
    Plus, he seemed to like me as a person, not just I was a vampire princess—which I still couldn’t say like I believed it—or he was attracted to me. He asked me about the ghosts and what were the weirdest ones or most memorable. I asked him about his travels and his favorite inventions over his years. 
 
    “Easy access to music,” he had answered. “Greatest invention ever. Records, CD’s, digital players—all of it. I grew up around music always, and that was one of the worst parts of leaving home for me was leaving that feeling that there was always music around. That brought it back.” 
 
    “I wish I knew how to get more on the iPod I found,” I grumbled, more for him than myself. It was such a deep answer, and I could tell he really meant it, was completely sincere. 
 
    We spent the day getting more supplies and organizing better, working as a team to pack whatever we could the best we could. And we worked well together, even the smallest thing of my emptying the packets of instant oatmeal into the cargo storage totes we’d swiped from Walmart while he attached the roof rack. That was less wasted space than the boxes, and Darius nodded it was a good idea. 
 
    Like he appreciated I thought of it instead of just sitting on my ass while he did the roof rack. He noticed stuff like that and never, ever made me feel weaker or not as capable as him. And that I think I liked most. 
 
    Plus, the hot stuff. That night we made out again, and he never pushed me to take care of him; it was all about me. I did however feel guilty when I didn’t completely fall asleep and I realized he went and masturbated on his own to take care of what I’d done.  
 
    He caught I was awake, and there he was sweet too, simply kissing my hair and promising we’d give each other thousands of hours of pleasure so there was no tally or need to rush. It would upset him way more if he pushed me. 
 
    Which made me melt. Especially because I truly felt he meant it.  
 
    The next day we were all loaded up and could go, but we decided to still not leave that other ammo behind… Unused. We actually went hunting for corrupted during the day, and I felt completely badass. 
 
    And wound up when I saw it excited him too. We cleaned out the hospital and a few other places we found packs of them. One of which was a school, and I really, really needed to remind myself they were dead already and it was better for them.  
 
    The second the ghosts from the day before had started appearing though, I was completely at ease knowing Darius would protect us as I handled them. He was so impressed, and we found more solar batteries for me to charge up later when I started feeding. 
 
    Which he seemed to be looking forward to… And so was I. 
 
    That night I sucked up my worry and made sure to take care of him too, feeling powerful and sexy that I could make a man like him shake with need for me, beg to touch him more. It was amazing, addictive almost. 
 
    And healthier for both of us than smoking. 
 
    “After we finish and we build your coven, we should still do this now and again,” he said as we stared up at the stars, snuggling together. “Maybe with a bottle of wine and you covered in the blood of your nobles.” 
 
    I’d never had wine, but that last part made me shiver. “That’s not being a monster?” 
 
    “No, it’s fucking sexy,” he promised. “Bathing in the blood of victims is being a monster, Inez. A powerful princess dripping with the blood of her very willing lovers, proof of them pleasing her and taking care of her every need, is fucking getting me hard. Blood is everything. You’ll feel it when you’re ready to feed. My greatest wish would be your hand covered in your blood to stroke my cock.” 
 
    “That might be a bit much for me,” I worried. 
 
    “I know, and I would never push you. I just want you to know it’s not monstrous. You’ll feel it on your skin. It will make you tingle and your skin come alive like when I suck your perfect nipples.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed, shivering again. Well, that sounded really good. “Would you feel as if I was sucking you?” 
 
    “Yes, yes I would but more,” he groaned. “I’ve never experienced it, but when I’ve heard other nobles talk of what their princesses have done to them, that was always something they treasured, as it’s such a gift to receive her blood.” 
 
    “And here I was thinking you’d like anal sex,” I snarked, smiling when he burst out laughing. Then he pressed his lips to my ear and told me everything he wanted to do to my ass. 
 
    I didn’t laugh. I panted, wanting it too but knowing I wasn’t ready. He was right, what was the rush? 
 
    We did, however, make out some more, and I wasn’t the only one sated this time. At least I thought he was sated. 
 
    That morning we ate and headed east towards Charlotte where there were two things I had to get. I didn’t know what, but I knew they were in the same spot so that would make it easier. On the way we stopped and cleared out a few large packs of corrupted he felt from the highway. 
 
    The highway. He could tell from all that way. Amazing. Seriously, he was.  
 
    Even better, we found nicer guns and ammo, so we put it to good use. When the next round of ghosts started showing up, he drove and I focused on them, wiped by then, and worry instantly filled his eyes. 
 
    “I’m fine, really,” I promised. 
 
    “No, please, Inez, I couldn’t bear it if you were weakened. We can drive all over the fucking country and do this but not until you’re stronger. You haven’t even eaten as you should and for too long. Please, I beg you, My Princess, trust me in this and take care of yourself.” 
 
    My heart swelled to twice its normal size, the feeling of being cherished and cared for washing over me. I agreed, even taking a nap after we had some lunch. There was no rush. With Darius I was way safer, and I was starting to not be terrified of Clarence and his guys. Darius knew they’d find us, but he shrugged it off, completely certain it was fine. 
 
    Even telling me they would be struck dead if they tried to hurt me or carry me off. It sounded too much, but he swore to me he’d seen it when a noble had lost his head and his princess had died. He’d tried to force the younger princess to bond with him, and the Goddess had struck him dead for his crime against all they swore. 
 
    Wow, so that was sort of cool. Scary, and I certainly didn’t want to piss off Aether for sure, but nice She’d protect me. I could totally get on board believing in a Goddess like that. 
 
    I woke when I felt we were near, guiding him to the southeast side of downtown. He gave me a few curious glances as I told him where to turn. 
 
    “Oh, a museum this time,” I muttered as we stopped in front of the Mint Museum according to the sign. “Huh, this should be much easier even if it’s downtown. It’s private residences that suck, as there’s always some pack or random corrupted hidden somewhere that always springs out or trouble in other ways.” I groaned at a memory. “Like the booby trapped fucking shotgun that almost took my head.” 
 
    “Um, wow, okay then,” he chuckled nervously. 
 
    “Freaked out yet?” I worried. 
 
    “No, just haven’t heard of a human really doing that in like forever. Who leaves booby traps like that anymore?” 
 
    Oh, that had been what he was focused on. Did that make him weird too that he locked on that detail and not the like blood magic marking maps or my compulsion to find things and bury them safely until whatever the plan was at a later date? 
 
    I asked him as much. 
 
    “Yes, I’m very weird,” he admitted as he locked the van once we were loaded up. “But I’m pretty sure I know that plan. I would guess Aether wants you to find these items and eventually bring them into your coven once it’s built so they are safe and not lost.” 
 
    “How am I going to build a coven?” I drawled, noting he’d slipped that in a few times already. “I couldn’t attach a roof rack, remember?” 
 
    “You, My Princess, would not so much as hammer a nail. As I said, I have many tricks up my sleeves, and one of which is being an architect. I have helped design and construct many buildings over my years and have gifts that aid me in it.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s cool,” I whispered, giving him an impressed look.  
 
    He leaned in and kissed the spot just below my ear that made me shiver. “I know it’s all overwhelming and too much, but it’s not tomorrow or even next week. I dreamed last night of you standing in the moonlight on the balcony of your master suite. I saw it, knowing it was where you will be, what you deserve, and I have a feeling Aether will help us find what we need to make it happen. It’s Her fighting back.” 
 
    I was with him until that last part, pointing out the way as we headed inside. “Fighting back?” 
 
    He sighed as we reached the main door, punching the large hinges on the main door so it fell off. “So as there is yin to every yang, death balances out light, and Aether is like the humans’ god in our beliefs of all and everything, but there is also Erebus who’s not the devil like the humans have but darkness.” 
 
    “I thought darkness was good? You said your dad was your mom’s Night.” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s why I’m not saying he’s bad, he’s just not—darkness is the path to evil, not the light. We have both in us, but as Aether gives us gifts—even ones that come with challenges and we have to earn—Erebus is the balancing loss. Yin and Yang. Both are said to have come from Chaos.  
 
    “Now on that I’ve heard too many stories and tales from the serious of them born of a part of Chaos, all the way to Chaos farted and from it came light and dark or Aether and Erebus. I mean, that’s just disrespectful of any beliefs, but you get what I mean. No one really knows on that. Aether is the Goddess we put our faith in, and Erebus is the God we fear.” 
 
    “Okay, got it, but what’s the fighting back part?” 
 
    “Aether wouldn’t have brought the apocalypse and caused so much pain,” he answered. “Most believe it was Erebus and His chance to cover the world in darkness, wipe out the light and bring evil to all.” He shrugged. “Siblings fight, and Aether is beloved under many names and beliefs. It’s repeated in history many times that if someone of power can’t be loved—” 
 
    “Then they will be feared and destroy the happiness of others,” I muttered, bobbing my head. “I get the gist. It would be really awesome to find some mythology books and read them now that you’re telling me all of this.” 
 
    “You believe?” he asked hesitantly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted as we reached the stairs. “I like the idea of Aether protecting me, I won’t lie about that. And something is going on. I mean, I believe there’s something given I see ghosts and can turn them into seeds. That map and the pull I’m feeling right now certainly seems like someone has a master plan. I’d like it to be for team good, but I was scared it wasn’t.” 
 
    “You’re amazing to handle this on your own and with no one to even turn to that you could trust to discuss it. I hope you believe I really feel that way,” he said gently as we climbed up. 
 
    “I do, thanks,” I whispered, blushing for like the millionth time since I’d met him. Seriously, did he do that on purpose? I paused and gasped as I saw the most astounding glass chandelier. “If I’m princess and get to build some awesome coven, can I be cool enough to have that?” 
 
    “I will see it done, My Princess,” he murmured as he slid his arms around me. “It would be perfect in the entrance of the castle I will build you, showing the elegance and refined taste you have. When I bring it to you and hang it in your home, after building your castle, that would be something worthy of your reward and only something along those lines.” 
 
    I coughed as I tried to gasp and speak at the same time as his meaning sank in. “Damn, that is one serious fucking price for a blow job. I mean, I knew guys offered shit that I’ve met, but like wow.” 
 
    “I want to know who tried to buy my princess’s attentions in such a vile manner and I will rip out their throats,” he seethed, his words coming out with a growl. “And what I said is still not enough to deserve your lips around my dick, Inez. I meant cutting your hand and touching me.” 
 
    “You seriously overvalue me or undervalue yourself,” I whispered, worried it would upset him. “I like being valued more than I have been, but I don’t think I could ever get behind a relationship that was so unequal, Darius.” 
 
    He kissed my neck as he slid his hand under my shirt, cupping my breast when I didn’t stop him. “I didn’t say unequal or mean to imply otherwise. You are princess, you kneel for no one. You’re not from the age where that meaning is as great as it should be, but to vampires, any non-humans, we know it. My mother always treated her nobles as equals, but was leader, princess, when it came to ruling.” 
 
    “I’m glad you explained, and it’s a really hard concept to get, but I hear you, no blow jobs, like ever,” I murmured, panting as he teased my nipple. “Could I do other nice things for you?” 
 
    “You mean that I clearly want to make out with you in the museum where your voice would echo?” he asked, his tone amused. 
 
    “Yeah, like that, though it really seems still a nice thing for me.” I looked at him over my shoulder. “Would you tell me what you really want?” 
 
    “Always,” he swore to me, giving me a gentle kiss. “I want to pull down your pants and finger you while you stare at the art I will bring to you one day while I rub my cock on your naked ass, as you have the most delicious ass.” 
 
    Oh wow, that was a very specific fantasy and one I could get behind. 
 
    Or let him do while behind me. And I did. It made me feel alive in a way I never had, excited and sexy when such a hot, awesome guy wanted me so badly. 
 
    It also made me realize how much I wanted more with him. I didn’t just want to feel his dick against me… I wanted him inside of me. I wanted to feel that. 
 
    His hand kept massaging my breast when we were done, both of us gasping. He kissed my shoulder. “I’m so yours, Inez. I know it’s terrifying and too much, as it probably sounds like marriage to your ears, but it’s—my place is at your side, I know it.” He let out a shaky breath. “Tell me you don’t think it a con anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t think it a con,” I promised. “I don’t know I believe it all or even I’ve processed it all, but I know you aren’t conning me.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Apparently his thank you’s came with orgasms, as he gave me another one right there, kneeling behind me and licking every drop of wetness my body made for him. Yeah, he even said it like that. So fucking hot. 
 
    And made me crave more. Could people really catch up on years of not having any naked fun once they got a taste of it?  
 
    That was going to be my answer, and I would stick to it. 
 
    Once we were cleaned up, we moved on, and I found myself standing in front of a collection of ancient Chinese coins. “Huh, coins, really?” 
 
    He nodded as he leaned in to study them. “It was said the gods and goddesses would regularly leave gifts for their champions and at their temples. Coins were a favorite in ancient times and how most currencies came about in civilizations.” He shrugged. “It was said they gave us everything from fire to wine.” He glanced at me. “What do we do?” 
 
    I bit back a smile at the “we,” happy it was no longer just me. “I always wrap whatever as best I can, box it, and find a coffin or something sturdy like that and bury it. That’s what the urge is to do.” 
 
    “Odd but I’ve heard of much stranger.” He shrugged and moved me several steps back before carefully breaking the glass so none of the coins were hurt. We found some cloth to use to touch them and then wrapped each one individually so they didn’t so much as scratch each other.  
 
    Next was some sort of African ceremonial mask, and I’d had several masks, so that wasn’t a strange one. Again, we were super careful, and Darius agreed that we were doing enough given we weren’t burying it for decades or like leaving it out in the sun to fade or discolor.  
 
    I had an idea as we were about to leave, and we actually found a shipping crate with materials in the back that would keep everything super secure. 
 
    “Where to now?” he asked once we were back in the van. 
 
    I shrugged. “This part isn’t compulsion. Let’s just find a spot to set up camp for today and we’ll bury it there.” 
 
    “We need shovels.” 
 
    “Right, I forgot that,” I admitted. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize to anyone, My Princess.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a princess that can’t be humble or polite,” I muttered, glancing out the window when he pulled away from the curb. I flinched when he reached over and took my hand, shocked at the touch, not because it was from him. 
 
    He lifted my hand to him and kissed it. “You’re right, and I’m glad you want to continue to be such a kindhearted and wonderous princess. I didn’t mean to sound as if I was chastising, simply that it was nothing to be sorry over.” 
 
    “Okay.” I liked that reason better. I might really be a vampire and even a princess to have a coven and whatever other crazy, but I didn’t want to lose me. I had already had to build myself from nothing, no memories, drowning just to survive, and I didn’t want to do it again. Stepping towards something better didn’t mean I had to erase myself. 
 
    We ended up passing a Home Depot on the way back to the expressway, and it felt like I blinked and he was out of the van and then just there holding two shovels. He loaded them and got back in. 
 
    “So that’s how you got to the settlement and back again.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re rather fast and get faster as we age, as we feed,” he said, giving me a wink. “Though it’s tiring over distances. It’s great for a fight and emergencies, so if there’s ever a problem in that manner, I will swing you on my back and run us out of there. If I do, hold on tight and close your eyes. It can make you sick if you’re not the one running and seeing the area.” 
 
    “Good to know.” It was. I felt another layer of worry melt away at another bug out plan to stay safe after so many years of not ever feeling safe. 
 
    Which was undoubtedly why he’d brought it up. 
 
    “Where is the next location?” 
 
    I sighed. “North, but should we head south and circle back? Didn’t you send Clarence north?” 
 
    “I did, but if you’re being pulled there, I think it best to do as the Goddess wants. I do not worry about meeting Clarence again. I would prefer it be with you having more nobles we trust, but he cannot harm you.” 
 
    “I know, and I believe you and what you saw, it’s just, there’s a fine line between harming and helping people sometimes, and accidents happen.” 
 
    “I will keep you safe,” he promised as he turned to take the expressway north. “It’s been days. If I was tracking you, I would have headed back to where you started if I had reason not to keep going north, not suddenly cut west. Clarence might be an asshole, but he’s survived long enough that he’s not stupid.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re pretty good at hunting me,” I grumbled, knowing the longest I’d ever dodged them was just over two weeks, and that had been another long ship trip. Then again, I hadn’t had someone come up behind me and leave a false trail. 
 
    Then again, I hadn’t known they were scenting me, so I think I would still get a passing grade in spy school. 
 
    There was a large lake just north of Charlotte, but Darius wanted to keep driving, as there were a lot of corrupted there and he wanted to give me an easier night. It was sweet and I agreed, letting him enjoy my iPod I plugged into the vehicle.  
 
    While I gave myself a pep talk to have sex that night. I wanted to. I was just nervous. I mean, everyone was their first time, but I was almost twenty-three, it was time. It was more semantics. I couldn’t shave my legs… Or maybe I could. 
 
    “Um, would it be really rude to ask you to dig the hole while I tended to some stuff?” I asked quietly. 
 
    “Would it be near me?” he asked in just as hesitant of a tone. 
 
    “I was hoping you wouldn’t watch me groom,” I admitted. That sounded nice and vague. 
 
    “I would dig with my back to you to give you as much privacy as you wanted, but I would worry if you went too far from me. I don’t mean to sound controlling but—”  
 
    “Yeah, no, lots of dangers in the apocalypse,” I agreed. “I would feel the same no matter how capable you are. I mean, it’s kinda hard not to worry if we’re a team now.” 
 
    “Thank you for understanding,” he sighed.  
 
    “I appreciate you caring so much,” I told him, hoping that made him know I wasn’t offended or upset. 
 
    We stopped about an hour and a half north of Charlotte when Darius said he hadn’t felt any corrupted for a while and there was a lake… By a vineyard. It seemed he was serious about us having some wine under the stars. 
 
    “We should send some people to places we mark later,” he muttered as he pulled up to the vineyard he said was abandoned, not a person remotely around. “You said you found an electric UPS truck, right? Or even a work truck could pull a trailer. It’s such a shame to let all of this just go to waste.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. You’re way more secure in the idea of us actually finding people to join our posse or whatever. I—it took me almost five years to find one I could trust, Darius. I’m not holding my breath we find more.” 
 
    He seemed like he wanted to argue but let it go, not pushing me. “Would you prefer to groom here? A mirror to trim your hair or whatever you need?” 
 
    “Yeah, that could work,” I agreed as long as the bathroom wasn’t completely gross. I could shave my legs with a bottle of water and the shaving gel he’d made sure I had along with some other tidying up, as it had been awhile since that first lake bath after the settlement since I’d had a chance to shave.  
 
    But then I realized he might not like me smooth everywhere. Didn’t it used to be a thing that women were natural and had big bushes? 
 
    Did I want to be a woman who did stuff by what her man wanted? 
 
    Did I want to be a selfish woman who only thought about herself? 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Darius chuckled, giving me a wide eyed look from the back of the van. 
 
    “Please tell me I didn’t say anything out loud,” I whispered in horror. 
 
    He winced. “You asked me not to lie to you.” He gave me a wink. “I think it’s cute when you mutter to yourself. And yes, I love that you were smooth. I’ve never been into ‘big bushes’ as you called it.” 
 
    Well, knowing that was maybe worth the embarrassment, but he walked around the van to give me a minute to push it aside, which was nice. 
 
    “I’m going to check the place out and see if there’s anything worth scavenging while you handle your needs,” he told me after we found a bathroom off the entrance that was in good shape. 
 
    “Can we clear the place first?” I asked, hating that I sounded like I doubted him. “If there are ways for me to hide my scent, there can always be for others.” 
 
    “Of course, and you should always be so vigilant with your safety,” he agreed. “It’s not lack of trust or anything that wounds me; it’s you haven’t experienced enough as I have to know for sure.” 
 
    “Thanks for understanding,” I sighed, glad it wasn’t like a thing. 
 
    And it was another crumb of trust in his pile, a second when we found not a damn thing. He led me back to the restroom, and I felt him move away after I locked the door. I flew into action so I didn’t seem like a brat who made him wait while I groomed. Not only would that be rude, but it sort of implied I had a lot of grooming to do. 
 
    “Shit, I’m always snagging shaving gel,” I muttered after the first leg. I’d never bothered before, and it was way nicer to shave with and made my skin feel amazing after.  
 
    Now I had to apologize for rolling my eyes at him. Maybe twice if the moisturizer he’d also grabbed was worth it. I hoped it was. 
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    I finished just as I felt him approaching, quickly rinsing the razor and putting my supplies away. I slung my rifle over my shoulder and grabbed everything before unlocking the door. 
 
    “Don’t rush for me,” he said as I stepped out. 
 
    “I was really done so it was perfect timing,” I assured him, my eyes going wide as I saw the boxes he was carrying. I opened my mouth but then closed it. “I was already going to apologize for rolling my eyes you insisted on shaving gel because it was amazing, so I’m going to trust you’re not getting too much of what we don’t need.” 
 
    “Need, no, but life is about more than simply surviving, and I want you to experience it.” He shrugged. “It’s only two cases. I pulled a bottle of every label and flavor for you to try as you want. And an opener. There wasn’t much else, but they do have a shit ton of bottles, so yeah, we’re marking to come back or have someone raid the place.” 
 
    “Thanks for thinking of it for me,” I said as I opened the door for him. “What do you like?” 
 
    “I like seeing you smile,” he murmured as he leaned in and kissed my cheek. “I like wine now and again, but I like whiskey and vodka better.” 
 
    “Maybe we can find a place like that to raid.” 
 
    “Now that’s a thought,” he chuckled, thanking me when I opened the back for him. We got in, and he drove us to the lake, finding a nice spot by some trees in case we were attacked and I could climb up again. He thought it was a genius plan for my safety but said he was faster on the ground. We discussed even going further and leaving a bag of ammo wrapped around the branch I would hop up on. 
 
    Smart. I liked being smart. 
 
    “How about you set up camp for us while I dig?” he said as he opened the back of the van. “Would you spoil me and cook me dinner, My Princess?” 
 
    I snickered. “Yeah, and that way you dig the hole and I get to rest.” 
 
    “Yes, I knew you’d figure that so it wasn’t placating you.” He cleared his throat and reached for the shovels. “Though, it does touch me how you wish to make sure I’m tended to as well.” 
 
    “I don’t ever want to be selfish, but I’ve seen too much to ever be a doormat either.” 
 
    “A perfect balance in my mind.” He moved a good distance away with the crate and shovel as I brought my new rucksack he’d talked me into getting to replace the old one that had seen better days. “So what exactly do you do?” 
 
    I reached in and pulled out the beaten notebook, electronic GPS mapper thing, and a pen. “It’s about four feet I feel compelled to dig down. I turn on the thing and write the coordinates. They’re all in the book.” I turned it on and squatted down to write on my leg, feeling him move to look over my shoulder. 
 
    “You have pages of coordinates,” he murmured. 
 
    I nodded. “Five years is a long time to do it. The sucky part is when I had to skip over one. I always got a stomach ache like when I have cramps, a deep feeling of wrongness. It would stop when I reached the new one, but if I didn’t circle back, it would continue. I had a month of it once when those guys were tight on me. Circling back would have meant getting caught for sure.” 
 
    “I want to skin him for scaring you so much, and suddenly I’m very grateful for the manual labor,” he grumbled as I moved back. He wasn’t kidding because he started digging like a fiend, his shoulders tense and letting me know he was upset. 
 
    It made my heart swell he cared so much. Yeah, I’d be upset if someone had terrified him for years as well.  
 
    I tucked everything back into my rucksack and set up camp, even getting the grill going and plotting out dinner. Soup ended up being what I chose again. Tuna was great, but it wasn’t like we had mayo. Yeah, mustard was great and in a pinch, I’d had many a can of tuna with honey mustard squirted on it, but soup had meat and more. Yummy. 
 
    I had originally thought chili, but no sane woman should opt for chili on the night she planned to have sex the first time with someone and ever. Not when I was already so nervous. 
 
    “You really like soup,” he teased me when he was done, putting the shovel back in the van. 
 
    “I do, but I also love tuna. I love it with mayo and bread, but I had a lot of it on the ship. Like a lot.” 
 
    “I don’t mind soup,” he assured me. “I’m going to go take a bath.” 
 
    I cleared my throat as I stirred the soup. “I um—it would be safer if we went after dinner, right? I mean, unless you think—” 
 
    “No, we should absolutely bathe together,” he murmured, moving closer. “Especially if I get to bathe you.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m not exactly thinking I can just nakedly run all around, but maybe you could go in first and um, stare out at the lake.” 
 
    “Of course.” I heard the amusement in his voice, but I appreciated him being willing to go over a few speed bumps when I needed it. 
 
    The chunky soup with steak and even the green beans were in good condition. And went well with the wine he chose. I didn’t have a lot, but it was good, strong, but good and fun to try. 
 
    “Okay, you were—soup is a good idea, and steak is more iron for you,” he admitted, leaning in and kissing my cheek. “Thank you for cooking.” 
 
    “Thank you for the wine, it was nice.” I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Everything is much nicer with you here.” 
 
    “I feel the same,” he promised. 
 
    We finished dinner, and I washed the dishes as he went for what we needed to bathe. All of it in one tote and he’d put a few hooks on the shelving to hang towels so they were already dry. 
 
    “We really work well together,” I praised us, smiling as I passed him to put away what I’d washed and grab clothes. 
 
    “It’s because you’re perfect,” he called over his shoulder. 
 
    Yeah, right, but he still made me blush. Someday I was going to make him blush, muttering that under my breath. 
 
    Which of course he heard, his laughter telling me he did. 
 
    By the time I reached the lake, he was already in it, the clothes he would change into sitting on the lid. I’d found a decent sized floating tray when we’d been at Walmart. It was meant for pool parties, but I’d snagged it right up, knowing how hard it was not to drop things when bathing in a lake. It was another idea he’d praised me for. Obviously he liked it, as it was floating next to him with our supplies. 
 
    I took a deep breath and quickly stripped, diving in, as it was, before I lost my nerves. I wasn’t sure what to say or do as I made my way through the cold water to him, but I went with cheeky and jumped on his back, kissing his neck. 
 
    “Mmm, this might be my new favorite way to enjoy a lake,” he murmured as he reached behind me and massaged my ass. “Yes, for sure it is.” 
 
    “I was planning to wash you, and all you want is to grab my ass?” 
 
    “Do I get to wash you?” 
 
    “Okay,” I squeaked, hating that I kept doing that. “But if you go first, I might be too mushy to stand.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t have that,” he chuckled, moving me around him and giving me a kiss. “Touch me, My Princess. Touch me and know I’m yours.” 
 
    “Dunk under,” I said as I slid off of him. I reached over for the shampoo and poured a lot less than I had to use with my mane. He surfaced as I turned back around, and I about swallowed my tongue at how amazing he looked, his hair pushed back and dripping all around his shoulders. “Shit, you are so hot.” 
 
    He gave me a wide grin. “Glad you think so.” He turned and sank down a bit so I could easily reach his whole head. I did what I liked, and almost instantly he was moaning, so apparently he liked it too. “You have very talented hands and fingers, Inez.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I gave him a good scalp massage, but I also didn’t want to take too long, as I wanted to have all the time to have sex before we were attacked… Because of course we would be attacked. It was a rare night for me to never see a corrupted, and there was no way in fuck I got a night off when I lost my virginity. 
 
    No way. 
 
    He seemed to get I wanted to be efficient, and I realized he thought I might be cold as he helped me. He walked out and soaped up before coming back in. He cleared his throat and handed me the soap as he turned away, giving me the signal he wouldn’t look as I did the same. 
 
    Seriously, he was so damn sweet. And sexy. He’d not busted me for staring at him while he soaped up… He even smiled that my mouth was agape the whole time. Holy love of muscles and perfection. But he was huge. I mean, his dick was really big, and that was scary for a virgin, so I made quick work of washing before I lost my nerve again. 
 
    “Soon I will make sure my princess has hot, running water and a bathtub she can swim in so she never has to freeze in a lake again.” 
 
    “I’m not that cold. It’s nerves,” I told him, not wanting to admit it like a goober but unable to let him think I was cold and worry about me. 
 
    “You’ve been through too much,” he grumbled, working his strong fingers in my hair. “You should only experience joy and pleasure, not hardship and anything that makes you afraid.” 
 
    “Not those kind of nerves,” I clarified, my voice quiet. “Butterflies sort of nerves. Excited nerves.” 
 
    “You smell afraid though.” 
 
    “Not much of a difference between excited nerves and being afraid as well.” I silently begged he didn’t push it, and he didn’t, kissing my shoulder as he massaged my scalp. He was very good with his hands and fingers as well, as my body melted against him. 
 
    “You’re practically purring,” he groaned, letting me feel how much he liked it. Even in the cold water he was rock hard and turned on.  
 
    “It feels that good.” I quickly dunked under and conditioned my hair as well, wanting him as much as I thought he wanted me. The sun was setting and I wanted to not waste time, the day and mood perfect to me. We headed to the shore, and I moved my hand to his arm. “Are you cold?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Are you sure? I could help warm you up?” 
 
    His head snapped towards me so fast I heard something in his neck pop. I couldn’t meet his gaze, my cheeks flushing. “Are you saying—” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Wait, I want to be sure—” 
 
    “Darius, let’s go to bed and you can ask me when I’m ready, okay?” I cut in, hoping he seriously didn’t make me say bluntly I wanted him to take my virginity. He didn’t, but I yelped as he lifted me and moved faster than I could keep up with. Suddenly I was wrapped in a towel and another one around my hair… And on the blow up bed. 
 
    He moved over me, a cotton wrap hair towel on his head too along with a regular bath towel around his waist. His lips found mine as he cupped my cheek. “Warm me up, Inez. I need your heat.” 
 
    Oh shit, that was hot. I shivered and moved my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. We kissed for a while as he touched me gently, then he pulled away enough to stare into my eyes, giving me a hesitant look.  
 
    I nodded. “I want to. I’m scared, it’s my first time, but I want to and with you. Not with blood. I want to feel this before I start feeding and it gets tangled together.” 
 
    “I will make it magical for you,” he promised as he untucked my towel, staring down at my body. “You are perfection, Inez.” He kissed me again, his hands moving along my skin and spreading my legs. I gasped as his fingers pushed in me. “I want you dripping wet. I want to make you scream and stretch you so wide you can’t stand not having more and you feel nothing but pleasure.” 
 
    Uh-huh, I wanted that and maybe a side of more of that. 
 
    And I was certainly wet for him and fast. He sucked on my nipples as he fingered me, and I was screaming like he wanted as my orgasm slammed into me.  
 
    I nodded when he gave me a look, but then he glanced down. “Please, I need to taste you first. I want to taste you as a virgin one more time before you give me the greatest gift of my life.” 
 
    I whimpered, bobbing my head faster. No way my virginity was the greatest gift of his centuries old life, but he seriously appreciated it at least. He made me scream again, and my whole body felt part of the air mattress I was so mushy like it. 
 
    “You are tired.” 
 
    “No, I want to,” I promised, pushing up on my elbows but sliding back down when the bed bounced. “I want to. Please, I want to know what you feel—it feels like with you in me.” 
 
    He moaned and moved his very ready dick to my pussy, rubbing it against me a few times. “Tell me if you want to stop.” 
 
    “I want you.” 
 
    “I would give you everything, and all you ask for is what I want most,” he whispered as he pushed in me. “I’m so blessed to have found you.” 
 
    I moaned as more than fingers started to fill me. It was overwhelming and scary and thrilling. I moved my hands to his biceps and dug in my nails. He watched my reaction carefully, not moving more but instead, teasing my nipple, pinching it until I gasped in pleasure. Then he pushed in me further.  
 
    It felt weird, so full and aching but not bad at all. I nodded I was good, and he gave me more, rocking his hips slowly, gently as he moved my thighs up along his body. He reached up and took the towel off my hair, making me realize his own was gone as well.  
 
    I arched my back when he filled me more, gasping at the sensations that shot through my body. He growled, and I met his gaze, my eyes going wide when his fangs came out.  
 
    “Showing your throat during sex is an invitation to drink from you, Inez. My body will react, but I promise I would never just feed from you.” 
 
    I nodded I understood but also I was okay and not scared. Well, that was what I was thinking. I wasn’t sure he got all of that with a nod, but I hoped so? 
 
    When he was fully in me, he licked his fangs and gave me a moment to adjust. Then I blinked and I was on top of him, not even feeling he flipped us. 
 
    “I want to see every inch of you better as the sun sets behind my breathtaking princess,” he explained, moving my hands to his chest and then his to my hips. “See what you like, Inez. Explore and do what you want your first time.” He nodded it was okay. “For a bit at least if you want.” 
 
    I did. I really did, and I was amazed he’d figured that out before even I did. I swirled my hips, gasping when his dick rubbed over something that felt seriously good. I did it again, my body on fire as I chased that sensation. I dug my nails in his chest, something between a moan and a whimper coming out of my mouth as I moved. 
 
    “Shit, just like that,” he moaned. “Bounce for me, Inez. Dance on me, My Princess.” 
 
    I nodded, wanting that too and sitting up a bit more, one hand on his torso and actually leaning a bit so my other hand was on his thigh. There, right there he hit that spot again when I moved. So I did it again and again. 
 
    “Come for me,” he whispered, seeming as entranced in sensations as I was. He moved one hand down and teased my clit.  
 
    That was it. I was done for. I shouted his name as my body blew apart. He grabbed my hips and thrust up as he pulled me down, and I felt him get bigger before he snarled my name and came. It felt like forever and not long enough that both of us rode the pleasure until it was over. 
 
    I dropped down on him, curling up on his chest as my body twitched with him still inside of me. He held me tightly, gasping for air as I was as he ran his hands over my back and played with my hair.  
 
    “Well, this was not what I expected to find when I smelled a princess,” a deep voice said from behind me. 
 
    I gasped and tried to pull the sleeping bag over me and scramble off of Darius, but he held me to him. “It will hurt you if you jerk away. Gently.” 
 
    “Strange guy here,” I reminded him. “Priorities, Darius.” 
 
    “You are always my first priority.” He kissed my forehead and slowly rolled us as he gently pulled out of me. “Which is why I’m going to gut him for scaring you during your first time.” 
 
    The stranger I couldn’t bring myself to look at cleared his throat. “I couldn’t seem to leave when I heard you say it was her first time. I didn’t want to miss that when I had the chance to see such perfection experience her first pleasure.” 
 
    I blushed so hot I thought I might pass out. Still, I couldn’t look at him, which was stupid as he could have been holding a gun. Then again, his best weapon was currently my embarrassment. He honestly could have killed me with it. 
 
    “Who are you?” Darius demanded as he rolled to his feet, growling once he was a bit away from me. “And why can’t I sense you? There’s nothing. No smell or—you’re blank to me.” 
 
    “Aye, it’s a gift of my bloodline,” he explained. “I’m Jaxon of the house O’Cleirgh, at your service.” 
 
    “That’s the Galway coven, right? Did they survive?” 
 
    “Most, yeah. The bombs were bad hitting London and some missed their targets, but most survived, thank you for asking.”  
 
    “I’m glad for you,” Darius said quietly, clearing his throat. “Darius, of the house Katz.” 
 
    “I’m very sorry for your loss,” Jaxon muttered. “Very sorry. That was a wonderful coven. My mother never had a bad word for any Katz, nor any of my family.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “And the lass?” 
 
    “That’s a bit complicated,” Darius admitted with a sigh.  
 
    “Hey, I thought we were mad at him for you know, watching us have sex,” I hissed at him. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure he’ll pound me later in private, but he’s thinking I’m a good alliance to have in your coven,” Jaxon explained. “Plus, the rules against bad talking each other when we court a princess.” 
 
    “How can you even believe he’s telling the truth?” I asked Darius. I waved him off when he went to tell me he could sense it or whatever, he’d said before he could tell if I fibbed. “You can’t smell or feel him, right? What if he can hide that too?” 
 
    “Smart,” Jaxon praised. “I’m not thinking of all the ways I want to make her scream my name next.” 
 
    Darius burst out laughing. “Oh yeah, you so fucking are.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not,” I grumbled as I wiggled out of the bed to stand, missing the mark, bouncing towards the edge, and rolling out in a humiliating way, all tangled in the sleeping bag. “Ignore that.” 
 
    “I saw nothing,” Jaxon said at the same time Darius replied, “Ignore what?” 
 
    “Can we have like a minute please?” I muttered as I knelt there in defeat. 
 
    Darius was suddenly squatting in front of me, not caring at all he was still naked. He cupped my cheeks, raising my head to meet his gaze. “Oh, Inez, nothing was ruined. It was perfect, and I am a man well, well sated. I can’t pound him for being unable to look away because I was the same, I would have been the same if I was in his shoes. You are the flame we will all be so drawn to.” 
 
    “Wanting you to burn us even,” Jaxon murmured. “Bloody fuck, you are a sight.” 
 
    So was he. I finally sucked it up and glanced at him. He was maybe an inch taller than Darius, leaner though still built. His eyes were bright green in the light still left, and he had very sexy, wavy, deep red hair that hung in his eyes. I swallowed loudly and focused back on Darius. 
 
    “It was perfect for me too,” I told him, my cheeks flushing. “Thank you.” 
 
    He kissed me softly, but then it got heated, his arm moving around me. “Sorry, I want you again, and I want him to watch so he’s dying for you, My Princess.” He smirked at me when I blinked at him. “You’re a predator too, Inez. I’ve seen the way you hunt. Stalking prey is what we’re all about, and he’s doing the same for you, but you are who will win and make him beg for every attention you’ll give him.” 
 
    Crap, I shivered, loving the idea. 
 
    “How do you have an electric van?” Jaxon called over from near there. 
 
    “Inez is a miracle,” Darius answered, his eyes never leaving mine. He leaned in and pressed his lips to my ear. “And her body will make a man long for her in a way no other woman could, making any man completely addicted to her.” 
 
    “An addiction you don’t want cured?” I teased him. 
 
    “The only twelve step program I want to join is one that gives you a new level of pleasure each time,” he growled, sliding his hand under the sleeping bag and cupping my ass. “Was it everything you wanted?” 
 
    “More.” I wiggled closer to him. “I really thought women boasted when they spoke of pleasure, but now I know they’ve been missing out and it can get better if they’re with the right person.” 
 
    “I don’t deserve your praise, but I believe your words, I swear it.” 
 
    He kissed me like no one else was around, giving us our moment of after sex closeness I hadn’t wanted to miss out on. Nice. 
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    I had just thought that maybe we wouldn’t be attacked that night, Jaxon’s showing up and embarrassing me balancing out the amazingness of what I’d shared with Darius, when they both snapped to attention. I’d finished cleaning up and getting dressed and had nothing but thoughts of snuggling in bed with Darius, but apparently we were handling baddies. 
 
    And my legs weren’t working their best just yet, a bit jelly like and some aching from doing what I hadn’t before. 
 
    “They’re coming,” Darius confirmed. 
 
    “They always avoid us,” Jaxon muttered, giving us a curious look. “The covens never have corrupted come to them, just their power or they’re in danger if humans are residing close to them.” 
 
    “She’s not a coven, and they always come for her,” he answered, hurrying me over to the tree. “Yeah, that tree stand was a good idea even with two of us. I’m glad you think as you do.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s not being paranoid in the apocalypse, just smart,” I joked as he about tossed me up there. The ammo was already there, and he handed up my rifle.  
 
    Then he showed Jaxon what we had, the sexy vampire looking excited to hunt. It wasn’t too big of a group, and I did well from my spot, wounding several so they got distracted with eating their own. The guys went out to handle them instead of letting them get anywhere near the camp. 
 
    “That wasn’t too bad,” I admitted, pleasantly shocked that was the least I’d seen since coming back to the US. 
 
    “There’s more,” they both warned me. 
 
    “Of course there is,” I sighed. 
 
    “So while we wait, how about you fill me in on why you’re so complicated, Princess Inez?” Jaxon asked, wiping off my short katanas he’d opted to use. 
 
    “Wait,” Darius cut in, giving me an assessing look. “Why don’t you ask him some questions as you did me?” 
 
    I felt like he’d punched me. “I trust you.” 
 
    He smiled at me. “I know you do. I do. This is all still a lot, and your brain will chirp in—as it happens for all of us—with doubt. Use this as a chance for more crumbs of trust like I heard you muttering about. I won’t be upset at all. So much is being dumped on you, settle what you can.” 
 
    It made sense and was actually smart, as I did wonder if I would start to doubt or pick on pieces of it all once hormones chilled again. 
 
    So I grilled Jaxon. His story lined up pretty well with Darius, the only difference seemed to be coven doctrine beliefs sort of thing. And really they weren’t differences, more tweaks of culture if that made sense. 
 
    We had to take a break when more corrupted showed up, but once we were done, Jaxon seemed to have filled in some gaps, standing under me and staring up at me, something unreadable in his eyes. “You weren’t testing that I’m not a bastard from a shit coven and I’m really from the house O’Cleirgh—you don’t know any of this.” 
 
    I glanced at Darius, and he shrugged. “I would never tell you what to say or answer. If you’re asking for my guidance, my answer is to do what feels right. You have strong instincts, and they helped you survive when many, many have not.” 
 
    I sat with that a moment and then focused on Jaxon. “No, I don’t. Darius is the one to drop this all on me.” 
 
    “Nope, more are coming,” Darius warned when I went to climb down from the tree stand. 
 
    “Really? Wow, I’ve never had three waves in one night,” I admitted. I told Jaxon what had happened when I’d turned eighteen and a brief gloss over of how I’d lived since. 
 
    “Who is this fucktard hunting her?” Jaxon demanded, sounding equal parts pissed I was scared and annoyed by a pest he had to squash. 
 
    “It’s a noble I’ve met, Clarence, and several with him. He was in Princess Eliza’s court.” 
 
    “Was? I don’t know the name,” Jaxon muttered. 
 
    “Was,” Darius confirmed. “According to Clarence, she let too many cattle into her coven and didn’t listen to him, so he let the twat get overthrown.” 
 
    “Un-fucking-real,” Jaxon hissed as if hearing something truly heinous. Then he flinched. “He’s chasing her because she doesn’t know. He wants to use her and change the system.” 
 
    “That’s my guess,” Darius agreed. “He kept saying things would be different with her knowing her real place and all that drivel.” 
 
    “We should get her to Mother’s court,” Jaxon worried. “She needs to be taught and learn what she must so that never happens or—” 
 
    “Hey, wait, I thought the whole not getting the memory download was the sign I shouldn’t let the past and what’s been done influence me?” I cut in when Darius looked as if he was considering it. “And no matter what I do or don’t know, I would never just let some asshole walk all over me. He’s not remotely the first who wanted or tried for that.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Darius agreed, bobbing his head. “Plus, there’s more she didn’t tell you. She’s already on a… Quest.” 
 
    “Quest?” Jaxon asked with a wide grin. “Are we finding the Holy Grail?” 
 
    “That might be somewhere on the list,” I drawled. I didn’t get to give a real answer as the next wave showed up. After that, they said we were finally clear, no one in their range of sensing. 
 
    “You are a fine shot, Princess,” Jaxon praised. “And these katanas are fantastic. Where did you find them?” 
 
    “I sort of swiped them when I was tracking something else,” I muttered, wiping my tired eyes. 
 
    Darius took the rifle from me. “Rest, you need it.” He shook his head when I went to argue. “Please, Inez? I will fill him in if you’re okay with it, but you’re not feeding.” 
 
    “Why the bloody fuck not?” Jaxon demanded, shooting Darius a look like he might thump him. “You’ve been with her for almost a week and you’ve not fed your princess?” 
 
    “Don’t blame him,” I snapped. 
 
    “And don’t upset her around weapons,” Darius chuckled, showing he wasn’t mad and he understood Jaxon’s reaction. “She tends to shoot you.” 
 
    Jaxon’s eyes went wide. “She shot you?” He burst out laughing when Darius answered. 
 
    “Hey, you also got sex, so I thought we were over the shooting thing.” 
 
    “We are, but I think it was the moment I knew I would follow you anywhere,” he admitted, leaning in and kissing my cheek. “Most would react that way to hearing I haven’t fed you. We all grew up with the knowledge. Most won’t understand how hard it is to come to grips with this.” 
 
    “How has she survived?” Jaxon asked when he started to settle. 
 
    “Iron supplements,” Darius answered as he guided me over to the bed. “Rest, please, we’ll keep watch and speak. Where’s the next location so I can plot the drive?” 
 
    “Louisville, Fort Knox,” I muttered, settling in the bed. 
 
    “The gold has surly been looted by now,” Jaxon muttered. 
 
    “Not going for the gold,” I grumbled as my eyelids closed on their own. Sleep took me, and honestly I was so tired that I didn’t wake even if they were talking. 
 
    Hell, I wasn’t sure a pack of corrupted would have roused me I was so wiped. 
 
    I woke with the sun, and Darius seemed to know the instant I was up, his hand sliding under my shirt and gliding across my stomach. 
 
    “How do you feel?” he asked as he kissed my ear. “Is your body okay?” 
 
    I assessed a moment before nodding. “I ache a bit but in a good way.” 
 
    “I do too,” he moaned, rubbing his morning wood against my ass. “Let me wake you with pleasure, My Princess. I need to taste you now.” 
 
    I gasped as his hand slid in my pants, under my panties, and his fingers pushed in me. He wound me up for several moments but then pulled his hand away, turning me so I was looking up at him as he licked his fingers. 
 
    He gave me a heated smirk. “You’re even sweeter now. Shit, you taste better than yesterday.” He leaned in and kissed me hard. “Let me fuck you, Inez. Please? I want to make my princess scream again as I fuck her like she needs.” 
 
    My heart raced for two different reasons. One, my body wanted that too. Two, his words were… Different. “Um, as long as that’s not all we do now?” 
 
    He flinched but then kissed me deeply as he pulled off my clothes. He moved us on our sides so he was behind me, his hands on my breasts. “No, we will do all we have before and lots, I promise. This is just a different level, need. I feel… Aggressive, desperate. I need to fuck you. I need it. I don’t know either, but I promise we’ll have sweet too. I know it.” 
 
    I nodded, rubbing myself against him and angling my head for another kiss. 
 
    “And you need to feed,” he whispered against my lips, his hand stroking my neck. “Please? I know it’s scary, but I’m terrified you’re not getting what you need. Let me feed you as I please you, Inez.” 
 
    I moaned, kissing him again. Yeah, I wanted that fire once more now that I knew how much fun sex was. I gasped when he pushed his dick in me, not being as gentle as last night, but not too rough either. It felt fantastic. 
 
    And he made it so much better as he bit into his wrist and held it to my lips. “Drink, My Princess.” 
 
    I did, whimpering at how good he tasted as he snarled, telling me it was good for him too. He thrust deeper in me as my whole body filled with fire and ached in a glorious way. I growled when the bite closed, wanting more of his blood and what he was doing to me. 
 
    “More,” I demanded, Darius grunting as he kissed me. 
 
    “That’s it, order me to give you what you want,” he hissed before biting his wrist again. “Drink me as I fuck you, Inez.” 
 
    It was so, so good. This time when the bite healed I didn’t want more. I mean, I did, but I felt… Full. 
 
    But I wanted more of the sex for sure. I moved my hips to meet his, crying out when he wrapped his arms around me, one hand on my throat and the other teasing my clit, and slammed into me. He growled and snarled as he screwed me silly. 
 
    I came and came again, that heat driving me insane as much as his body did.  
 
    “My Princess,” he snarled as he pinched my clit, bringing me another time before finishing deep inside of me. 
 
    “That might have been a bit much for her second time, mate,” Jaxon said from behind us, and I flinched, having forgotten he was there. 
 
    “I forgot he was there at first, but then I needed you more when I remembered,” Darius murmured against my neck. “Sorry I was so rough.” 
 
    “I liked it,” I promised, my body aching from the treatment though. “I mean, I think I screamed enough for you to know that.” 
 
    “I know, I just feel so aggressive.” 
 
    “You’re young still,” Jaxon chuckled. “You’ll get more aggressive and trying to mark your territory until she officially claims you as hers.” 
 
    “Wait, he’s young?” I asked, glancing over Darius’s shoulder at Jaxon, shivering at the heat in his eyes. 
 
    “I’m just over five hundred, Princess,” he told me. 
 
    “Inez.” 
 
    “Princess Inez.” 
 
    I let out a huff. Whatever. Darius moved to pull out, and I couldn’t stop a whimper in time as the happy hormones chilled. 
 
    He looked crushed. “I’m so sorry, Inez. Fuck, I’m—please forgive me.” 
 
    “Stop, I liked it,” I muttered, looking away from him. “Please don’t ever apologize about sex with me. It makes me feel like you regret it—regret me.” 
 
    “No, never,” he promised as he pulled me to face him, kissing me softly. “Never, only that I didn’t take more care with you.” 
 
    “It felt amazing, I wanted it.” I wiggled against him, ignoring Jaxon. “I was on fire and needed you like that.” I searched his eyes when he nodded. “As long as we still have gentle too.” 
 
    “We will,” he promised again. “I will give you everything, Inez. Now that I understand what I was feeling, I’ll do better.” He frowned and looked down, making me realize I was scratching my arms. “You itch again?” 
 
    “Yes,” I groaned, my legs itching now too. “Shit.” 
 
    He was up with me wrapped in the sleeping bag in a flash. He brought me over to the van and set me on my feet by the charging cap. “Let it out. I’ll get the other batteries.” 
 
    I nodded, but the second he let go I almost went back down. I shook my head when he tried to hold me up again, leaning against the van. “No, last time I hurt you.” I did let it out the instant he released me again, the itching settling and even better after I juiced up the other huge solar batteries. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Jaxon asked, standing a few feet away, studying the scene before him carefully. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted, rubbing my head. “All over the place. Give me a minute. I’ve never let that much out.” 
 
    “You’ve been eating better, and now you’re getting the blood you need,” Darius muttered as he squatted in front of me. “I think he’s asking if it hurt to do that. That was a lot of juice.” 
 
    “No, not hurt, but my head aches.” 
 
    “That might be dehydration,” Darius said before I blinked and a soft water bottle was in my hand. “It will be like anything else new and you’re already powerful, so I doubt it will be calm.” 
 
    I nodded, taking the bottle down several gulps at a time. I opened my mouth to tell them both I was really fine, and instead, my stomach grumbled loudly. 
 
    “Show me your breakfast supplies, and I’ll get going on that while you tend to her,” Jaxon offered. 
 
    “I can handle—” 
 
    “Please?” Darius whispered. “I was rough with you. Even if you enjoyed it as much as I did, I should have been less selfish your second time and certainly not jumped you the next morning.” 
 
    I sighed, glancing at Jaxon. “Is this part of that him getting aggressive thing until I accept him?” 
 
    “No, that’s because he’s a noble who found his princess. We tend to be a bit over the top.” He smirked at me. “Just smack him back into place, Princess. We enjoy that too.” 
 
    “Fine, but I’m smacking you to call me Inez.” I shook my head when he went to object. “I just learned about all of this. Ease down or I hit my limit.” 
 
    He sat with that a moment. “Fair enough, Inez.” 
 
    Well, that was something. 
 
    I let Darius help me until I had to go to the bathroom. I laid down a very firm line that I was fucking peeing in the woods by myself. He kissed me and left me be, heading back to the campsite. Fine, I could deal with whatever he was going through as long as he backed off when I said it. 
 
    I joined them just as breakfast was ready, embarrassed that Jaxon had seen us have sex again, but noting it didn’t even seem to faze him. 
 
    “So, we were discussing the route, and we think cutting over and heading through Knoxville is the best plan,” Darius told me. 
 
    I glanced between them before clearing my throat. “Um, so we’re just adding to the posse? I mean, do we—is that smart?” 
 
    I expected Darius to answer, but Jaxon actually did, which I found impressive he would be straight with me and address a situation instead of brush it off. “You’ve only known the crazy of the apocalypse and having to distrust everyone to survive. I get that, and I think you’re amazing to have come so far, I do. I also think I won’t be the only one to find you and soon.” 
 
    “I doubt it’s a coincidence you found both of us so close together after years of running,” Darius said before I could even ask. “I was… Lost and then suddenly I felt like I needed to be traveling in a certain direction.” 
 
    Jaxon nodded. “I felt the same. Lots of us have been lost. The bombs went off and chaos ensued, but then we were all desperate to get to our home covens, check on families. Those of us who had survivors stayed a bit and helped rebuild, but then it was back to being pushed out of the nest to find our own covens to belong to.” 
 
    “Or some of us found death and worse, and it took a while to accept that it was all gone,” Darius whispered, looking away and wiping his eyes.  
 
    “Aye, but what I’m saying is I was way on the other side of the country and I woke and felt pulled to head this way, no longer wandering but with purpose. I’m not asking to join your court or anything more than get to know you a bit, but for now, I can at least be of help. I’m older and I’ve spent time in courts and know powers Darius doesn’t.” 
 
    “Plus, he knows vehicles and mechanics,” Darius added. 
 
    Jaxon nodded, studying me. “Do you understand how special you truly are?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, the electricity thing is pretty cool.” I shrugged and focused on my oatmeal. 
 
    “Absolutely, but a lot of the bombs that went off were EMPs, Inez. It wasn’t just corrupted taking out power grids, but governments, thinking that would protect them from bombs if they cut off communications.” He waited until I nodded. I’d heard from a lot of survivors that was how things had gotten so fried. 
 
    “Jaxon figured out you don’t just charge up what was taken out, but you fix whatever component got fried,” Darius explained. “He knows electrical engines too and showed me what circuit board your magic fixed. The area around it looked fried, but then that one part was brand new. That was what got hit, and you made it all better.” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it, sitting with that as I drank my coffee, glad when they didn’t push me. I tried again a few minutes later, but then shook my head, letting the coffee do its job and wake me up as I filled my stomach. Finally when we were done eating did I know what I wanted to say. 
 
    “Could you switch out an electric engine for a regular one? Maybe like a camper or something with more storage if we’re going to load up as we go?” I asked. 
 
    “I can if we can find it, yeah,” he asked, his eyes flashing shock that I went in that direction. He smiled brightly at me. “We could have a working shower and toilet given you can fix a water pump and all the electronics.” 
 
    “You are so fucking cool,” Darius chuckled, giving me an impressed look. “Yeah, let’s do that.” 
 
    I snorted. “You’re excited? I have a way harder time than you guys to just pee.” 
 
    They burst out laughing, but then after a few minutes of us cleaning up, Darius bumped his arm into mine. “What else is that big, beautiful brain of yours thinking?” 
 
    I bumped him back. “Will you kiss me if I tell you?” 
 
    He growled and spun me to him, kissing me deeply. “Always. I will always kiss you if you allow me.” 
 
    “Will you tell me anything I want to know?” 
 
    “Yes,” he immediately replied, my heart warming again. 
 
    “Did I really taste sweeter?” 
 
    “Yes,” he hissed as he grabbed my ass and pulled me flush to him. “You tasted sweeter and like mine, My Princess.” He ground his body against mine. “Tonight I will lay you out and taste every inch of you. Let me court you tonight, Inez. Let me be so gentle and show you I deserve you. I want to treasure you tonight.” 
 
    Hadn’t he already done that? Sure, sign me up for more. I nodded, rubbing my chest against him so he felt my nipples were hard. 
 
    “I’m seconds from taking you again,” he admitted, smiling when I shivered. “Glad you feel the same, but you need time to rest.” 
 
    That was true, so I decided to answer his original question. “I was thinking we should plan better.” 
 
    “How so?” he murmured as he kissed along my neck, making it hard to focus. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m signed up for all of what you were saying of this path or whatever, but eventually you want me to build a coven, and we left behind so much in Raleigh. So much useful stuff.” 
 
    “We did,” he agreed, sounding like he wasn’t fully focused on anything other than kissing my skin. 
 
    I chuckled and pulled away, smiling when he looked as if he was pouting. “What if we planned better? There are probably more electric trucks we could find other than the UPS one or can’t that even tow? Corrupted don’t like you guys, so even if you had to drive slow, so what? You say there will be more, and maybe there will be, but we could…” 
 
    He smiled at me, catching on to where my head was. “You like the idea of planning for a real home.” 
 
    “Don’t you?” I asked nervously. “I mean, something more than running and moving and—a future, working towards something.” 
 
    “I do. I want that with you, at your side,” he promised, giving me a soft kiss. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “That we find some trailers and load them up,” I admitted. “We can mark them somehow so we can get them again or whoever, but we could have filled a trailer and then some just from that one Dicks. We won’t always find those places, so why not hide the stuff or get it ready?” 
 
    “Smart, very smart,” Jaxon praised. “Yeah, fuck, the idea of working towards something real sounds amazing after so much just being lost.” 
 
    Glad we all agreed. I wasn’t sure I could ever build a real coven or court or settlement, but something sounded better than the life I’d been living. It was a start and hope at least. 
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    When I’d randomly caught the scent of a princess when I’d reached Charlotte and followed her trail, I had not pictured someone like Inez. Not. Even. Close. 
 
    Not only was she the most breathtaking woman I’d ever laid eyes on, she was unlike any princess I’d ever known… And I meant that in the best possible sense. The second I took my eyes off of her as I drove us to Knoxville, I wanted to glance at her again. She was asleep on Darius’s lap, curled up against him as if she was made for him. 
 
    She was made for me too, I knew it. I knew she would fit just as perfectly on my lap. 
 
    “If you crash and hurt her because you kept staring at her instead of the road, I will pound you,” Darius warned under his breath, not wanting to stir her.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I’m over five hundred years old. I can see much farther down the road than you can.” I did focus on the road though, my gut knotting at even the idea of her being hurt. “She is unlike any I’ve met.” 
 
    “Yeah, she is, and you know that means she needs to be protected.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed, knowing her power alone would make everyone try for her. If people found out she could seriously make electricity and fix electronics… I couldn’t even imagine the scores of everyone who would try to take her. “Do you think those langers know?” 
 
    “Yeah, Clarence was excited she didn’t know she was a princess,” he grumbled. 
 
    “No, I mean about her power?” 
 
    “Maybe,” he answered after a moment. “He’s not the sharpest tack from what I’ve seen, but chasing her for five years might have clued him in to something’s up. I guess it depends if he’s ever tried the electric cars she’s used or just assumed she maybe slept in them when he sniffed her out?” 
 
    “It’s a very rare gift that I’ve never even seen, so I wouldn’t think many would jump there.” 
 
    We were over halfway there when she stirred, blinking awake those deep green eyes that reminded me about everything good in nature and back home. She tucked her long hair behind her ear, the sun catching it and showing another shade of brown I hadn’t noticed yet. Her hair was astounding, a rainbow of browns, the whole damn palette of shades. 
 
    Really, every one of them from the light end like tan through caramel and all the way to deep chocolate. It was amazing and unlike anything I’d seen in my years. 
 
    “Um, can we stop?” she asked with a soft yawn. 
 
    “Yeah, are you okay?” Darius worried, leaning in closer. “Do you hurt?” 
 
    “No, someone pushed me to drink three bottles of water that have to come back out,” she teased him. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to—I remember my sisters whispering they hurt after from not hydrating or something. Especially their first times.” 
 
    “I don’t hurt, I promise,” she replied, letting out something between a sigh and pleased groan when he kissed along her neck and teased her hair. “I could get used to driving on your lap if this is how it goes.” 
 
    Shit, she made me so damn hard. I took the next turn off for Asherville and smiled when I saw the hotel signs, thinking of something nice for the princess I was already interested in. Darius gave me a look, feeling the packs of corrupted as I did, but I nodded I knew. She wanted to do some good and liked to hunt as much as we did. Plus, it didn’t hurt to stop and see how picked over the place was. 
 
    Because I really liked the idea of working towards a real home and place to live. 
 
    I stopped in front of the TGI Fridays the Hilton had and smiled when she gave me a curious look. “It’s cleared, and the toilets should be better than squatting.” 
 
    “Yeah, much better,” she agreed as she opened the door and immediately reached for her rifle.  
 
    Totally not like any princess I’d ever met before. 
 
    We went in with her, Darius already telling me she wasn’t used to us enough to know for sure there weren’t any corrupted around. She’d come to trust us, and the fact she wouldn’t allow herself to be lax with her safety was smart. 
 
    “What else are you plotting?” Darius asked after she was in the bathroom. 
 
    “That there should be some pretty fine mattresses that can be tied up on top of those cargo bags that would make the princess much more comfortable.” I smirked at him. “It’s not like it would be heavy and probably much more comfortable for all the sex she’ll want.” 
 
    “Damn, that is good,” he agreed. “We were so focused on using space wisely that I didn’t think of that.” He glanced around as if looking for the door that went into the hotel directly. “And maybe they have those soft robes for her.” 
 
    “I like it.” 
 
    “She’s not good with being spoiled,” he warned. 
 
    “I like that about her.” 
 
    “Me too,” he said after a moment.  
 
    She finished fast and walked out stretching, her gorgeous hair thrown up in a messy bun. Darius told her what I’d come up with, and we set out to find her a nice king mattress and plastic we could wrap it in along with what we needed to tie it off. She didn’t want us to go through the trouble, but after Darius whispered something about thinking the air mattress might pop soon, she was on board. 
 
    Yeah, from doing dirty things. I heard that part too. 
 
    She was smarter than checking rooms and said we should look in storage and maybe they had an extra new one. We figured out where that was, and she took the keys from me to pull the van around. I didn’t want her out of my sight, but if I pushed for that, it would seem like we weren’t safe. Which we were. 
 
    Wow, that was quite the balancing act to pull off. I could tell Darius was feeling the same thing. Plus, she’d survived for years on her own during the fucking apocalypse, so I’d be fairly insulted if people acted as if I couldn’t wipe my own arse. 
 
    I was relieved when I heard the van pull up. We grabbed the mattress and carried it out… Only to find her cowering against the van. 
 
    “Shut up, shut up, I’m not,” she rasped, covering her ears. Darius dropped his end and rushed to her, turning her to face him. 
 
    “Focus, Inez.” 
 
    “Can’t hear you,” she shouted when there wasn’t so much as a bird chirping around us. “I can’t focus. The packs were part of the college football team. They’re screaming at me where their friends are, oh, and slut shaming me.” She growled and looked to her right. “I am not a slut, you fuckhead, and you’re dead so no, I won’t suck you all.” 
 
    My eyes went wide when I realized what was going on. “She sees ghosts?” 
 
    “Yeah, and she had no idea how to handle them,” Darius sighed, moving his hands over her ears and giving her a soft kiss. He gave her a firm nod when he leaned away. She took in a slow breath and focused on something I couldn’t see. After a moment I felt a pop of energy, knowing the ghost dissipated. I’d been around someone who had that magic before so I recognized it. 
 
    It was a fairly common power among princesses, and even some nobles had it. However, normally they turned into salt or something good for the ground or organic. I moved closer to see what was on the ground and reached for it. 
 
    “Don’t touch those,” she yelled at me. “I have to pick them up.” 
 
    I nodded, moving my hand away but still studying what it was. Seeds. They were fucking cucumber or some sort of small squash seeds. Holy fucking shit! 
 
    “Ignore them,” Darius whispered again, kissing her gently in between ghosts. “You’re not a slut at all, Inez.” She probably couldn’t hear him over the ghosts if they were shouting, but she seemed to understand he was on her side as she relaxed more and more. 
 
    “All gone,” she sighed, leaning her head against the van. “Asshole. Fucking assholes. They came to eat me, and then slut shamed me because you guys were going for a bed and one heard what you said, and still no diamonds.” 
 
    “Fuck diamonds,” I chuckled, pushing to stand and shaking my head. “You are amazing, Inez.” 
 
    “No, diamonds would be amazing,” she drawled. “Darius taught me how to get rid of them quicker.” 
 
    I glanced between them, seeing he didn’t get it either. “You said you had a family story that your ancestor’s blood showed her where to go to set up her coven, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, it kept pointing her down the path.” 
 
    “What did she do once she reached there?” I pushed him. 
 
    “She built her coven,” he answered, frowning. “I don’t remember the specifics.” 
 
    “Ours planted a tree, the first tree of life in that part of Ireland,” I explained. “Each coven is said to have their ancestral tree, the roots spreading out through the world to connect us all.” 
 
    His eyes went wide as he looked at all the seeds on the ground. “She’s not a lost house, she’s a new house.” He gave me a worried look. “How though? Each princess was a champion of the gods and goddesses, and most are said to be no more.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly. “Aether’s never picked a champion. What if she’s not the princess for a god or goddess but the Goddess?” 
 
    “Oh boy,” he whispered, understanding she was in even more danger than we already worried if that was true. “Few would believe she was a new house, and those who did won’t like that upset.” 
 
    “So we shouldn’t tell anyone, like ever, especially since you guys aren’t even sure,” she muttered, shrugging it off as she hurried to pick up the seeds. “I think the first seed is a tree. I tried to look it up, but it didn’t really match and well, seeds tend to look a lot alike.” 
 
    I kept my mouth shut, not wanting to freak her out that it was probably not a seed that was recorded in regular books. “There were some boxes of chocolates and even the little booze bottles if we have the room, Inez.” 
 
    She worried her lower lip as she stood, and instantly Darius was kissing her. “Really?” 
 
    “I told you if you hurt your lip I would kiss it to stop you,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan,” I murmured, wanting to do the same, especially when she gave me a quick look and blushed. Oh damn, I was in trouble. “So do we want to stretch our legs and maybe do some hunting at the hospital? The area seems pretty good.” I frowned. “I think we should wait on loading trailers until we find an electric semi.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked, frowning. 
 
    “We can move the trailers right up to the door then. Otherwise we’re wasting time going back and forth with so much loading and moving it all.” I shrugged. “I’d rather spend the time scouting and thinning out the scores of corrupted.” 
 
    “Smart,” they said together.  
 
    We finished there and actually found a large cargo trailer that was fourteen by eight feet. Inez wasn’t fond of the idea in case we had to flee—and apparently she wasn’t allowed to be the one driving if we did—until we found a completely loaded police station no one had raided and risked the hospital right near it. Everyone learned fast that hospitals were guaranteed to have packs of corrupted. 
 
    “We should make camp early and head to Knoxville tomorrow,” Darius said at a level Inez might not even hear as we worked our way through the hospital. 
 
    My lips twitched, knowing why else he wanted that. “Oh, I think we could totally hit it today and at least scope out vehicles.” 
 
    He sighed, figuring out I caught on. “I’ll make you a deal, we camp early and you can impress her with your skills of hunting a nice deer or something for her to get some real, fresh meat, and I’ll set up what I’m planning to spoil her.” 
 
    “I think they have elk around here too,” I muttered. “Yeah, but I know they have bears and probably cats.” 
 
    “Right, that won’t come near us, but she’s likely avoided forests when she travels just for that reason,” he countered. 
 
    “You’ll make sure I have a good view to watch?” I checked. 
 
    “Of course. I would never hide her from you,” he promised. 
 
    “Fine, but I need a quick stop at a store to pick up what I can. I’m making her jerky too since we’ll have a campsite and it’s not too hot for a fire with coals.” 
 
    “Shit, yeah, make me jerky too,” he chuckled. “I’ll help while she sleeps.” 
 
    I agreed, glad we were already getting along. There were a lot of problems in covens to find the right nobles or them getting along when people were accepted for alliances. Watching our fierce princess shoot the first of the pack so the other corrupted ate him and thinned the herd, I didn’t foresee her putting up with that sort of shit. 
 
    Nice, because I hated coven and court politics. 
 
    We cleared the hospital and found a Home Depot right along the route we were taking that was barely picked over. I upgraded their folding grill and got a smoker, along with charcoal, wood, and everything else I would need. Across the parking lot was a fast food chain that even had all the spices and whatnot I’d need, so we were back on the road in under half an hour. 
 
    “Aren’t there bears around here?” she argued when we told her the plan as I exited for the forest.  
 
    “Yeah, but they won’t like us,” Darius promised. “They won’t seek out predators bigger than them.” 
 
    “Well, maybe not you, but corrupted don’t come for you either,” she reminded him. “What if they really like me?” 
 
    “Then we’ll have bear jerky too, and that’s good,” I told her, smirking when Darius snorted. I whistled as we got closer to the lake on the map. “Wow, the deer and wildlife have been busy when not bothered by people.” 
 
    “Yeah, I sense them everywhere,” Darius agreed. “Mark this down in your new notebook, Inez. There’s tons of meat all over here for sure.” 
 
    “Yeah, the bears probably made tons of babies too,” she grumbled but did as he suggested. 
 
    “I’ll teach you how to make bear stew,” I teased her. 
 
    “I do like soups and stews,” she muttered, not getting the joke. Her eyes lit up when we reached where the river flowed into the lake, and I didn’t even need to glance at Darius to know we were stopping there. 
 
    “I’ll set up while you guys hunt,” Darius offered. 
 
    She nodded but then got a big squirrelly. “Um, right, so I’m all about dividing up duties fairly, but can—how about I wash whatever after and—” 
 
    “I’ll skin the kill,” I promised, getting what she was hinting at. “No point in wasting meat if you don’t know what you’re doing. You can help me pack up all the jerky and tend to coals.” 
 
    She sighed in relief. “I’ll do that, thanks.” 
 
    We headed out, and she was pretty damn good at hiking and covering terrain, only a few times did I even offer to help her over large fallen trees or whatever. It didn’t take long to find prey, and as much as I wanted to give Darius more time to set up what he was plotting, that meant further to drag the kill back, and she would undoubtedly try to help. 
 
    I was about to suggest which one we took down… Only to find her already raising her rifle and looking down the scope. I blinked, and she fired, taking down a huge buck with a headshot. 
 
    “Come here and get in my belly, Bambi!” she cheered, rushing over there while the other deer fled. 
 
    “Oh, fuck me dead, I’m in trouble,” I groaned as I followed after her.  
 
    She smiled brightly at me as she danced around the dead deer. “Okay, how long is jerky good for? Should we get more than one? Wait, you said elk too, right?” 
 
    “We can bag us an elk, sure,” I chuckled, moving closer until I was looking down at her. “I’ll hunt with you or do anything you want with you, Inez.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide, and she nibbled on her lower lip. She stopped when my gazed locked on it, knowing what I was thinking probably. “Maybe let’s just start with hunting and cooking today.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I don’t want to rush you, but I wanted you to know I’m interested in you and not only a perv who watches.” 
 
    “Thanks for clarifying.” She cleared her throat and side stepped me. “So how do we drag him back? I have to since I shot him, right?” 
 
    “No, not how that works,” I chuckled. “We can together, or I can race him back to camp and we keep hunting?” 
 
    She opened her mouth but then closed it. “I want to help, but it seems like one of those times you guys can do something so much easier it’s silly not to be smarter.” 
 
    “I appreciate the desire to help, but yeah, I like smart women,” I promised, winking at her before handing her my rifle to hold. The instant she took it, I had the deer over my shoulders and was already racing back to the camp to drop it off. It wasn’t even a minute before I was back and retrieving my rifle from her. “Elk is to the west a bit, not even half a mile.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She took in a slow breath and then offered me her hand. “Lead the way?” 
 
    “Always,” I promised, knowing we were talking about more than hunting.  
 
    “Do you miss Ireland?” she asked quietly as we walked as if not wanting to scare off prey. “It was gorgeous when I was there.” 
 
    “You visited?” 
 
    “Sort of on the run, but I had a few things to find in the UK and around there,” she answered. 
 
    I told her I did and a bit about my home coven before we found the elk. Immediately, she locked onto the largest bull and took him down without even batting an eyelash or flinching at killing something that wasn’t already dead like the corrupted. 
 
    I blurred back to camp with the catch, seeing Darius seemed about ready, before heading back for her. This time she told me about her travels as we walked back. Just before we reached the camp, I guided her against a tree and kissed her cheek.  
 
    “Thank you for spending time with me.” 
 
    “It was fun,” she whispered, her heart racing at how close I was. 
 
    “It was.” I leaned in a bit. “I’m asking if I can watch this time instead of being rude. Can I watch, Inez?” I sighed in relief when she nodded, not even trying to brush off my question or play like she didn’t know what I meant. 
 
    She ducked under my arm though and hurried away towards the camp. That was fine… I’d give chase. 
 
    “I am a hunting fiend,” she told Darius, smiling brightly as he hugged her. “Lots of meat on the menu tonight!” 
 
    I swallowed a groan, but he pressed his lips to her ear and promised meat would certainly fill her. Nice. 
 
    “Time to court my princess,” Darius murmured, taking her rifle and setting it aside before turning her so she was against his chest. “Are you ready for tender and to be treasured, Inez?” 
 
    “Wait, we have to—” 
 
    “All in hand,” I promised, cutting in. 
 
    She nodded and then looked up at Darius, swallowing loudly. “Okay, yeah, not sure what that means, but sure.” 
 
    “Don’t move,” he whispered against her lips before squatting down and taking off her boots and socks. Then he stood back up and started stripping off her clothes so I had a perfect view of all of her. 
 
    And she let him, blushing furiously even as she moved her arm over her breasts, but still, she didn’t stop him. She held on as he lifted her in his arms and carried her over towards the river. I noted he’d picked something up when we were at Home Depot, and I got it now as I saw the large outdoor chaise lounge pillow on the ground. 
 
    My cock became so hard it hurt as I got to work while watching as he took his sweet time bathing her, a plastic tote full of water to help him. That explained the kettle being hot. He’d boiled water to warm up what he scooped out. Smart. 
 
    At first she was shy and hesitant, but after he fingered her through two orgasms, her cries echoing in the quiet forest, she about mewled and moved to get more of what he offered. I made quick work of my task, wanting to simply enjoy the show I knew would come, plus, I wanted to take the time to cook a meal befitting my delicious princess.  
 
    I pulled out what I’d gotten to prep with along with raiding what else they had to work with, glad when I found some foil trays and covers. That would give us some tender meat for sure. I made a mental note to find us a cooler or freezer trailer, knowing she’d love to hunt again and we could load the damn thing up so she never had to eat expired canned food again. 
 
    Using a bottle of the red wine they had, I got the tray set up for after I seared the shoulder we were going to start with. There wasn’t a lot in the way of veggies, but I’d managed to snag some dehydrated goodies, so at least there were diced onions and garlic.  
 
    I glanced up to see Darius carry her over to the river where he spent the next ten minutes washing and conditioning her hair, which she clearly enjoyed. I had the deer completely handled and either cooking or brining for smoking later by the time they were done. He spread her out on the mattress and begged to taste her. 
 
    I sipped the water I’d grabbed as I watched him eat her pussy, dying to taste how sweet she was. His hands ran all over her body, his deep tanned skin an alluring contrast to her pale, pale complexion. It was hot and made me want to take him while he was buried deep inside of her, wondering if that would ever be an option. 
 
    Darius glanced up at me from between her thighs, smirking as he pinched her nipple hard until she squirmed. He nodded, probably knowing exactly where my mind had gone and letting me know he was open to it. 
 
    Nice.  
 
    He moved over her and checked he could have her, pushing in her body when she agreed. She was such a damn beauty I couldn’t look away even if the damn forest had been ablaze around us. She would hold any sane man’s attention. 
 
    Right before she finished again, he rolled them and moved her on top, sitting with her back to his chest and facing me. Shit, my dick twitched at the glazed lust in her eyes. 
 
    “Ride me, My Princess,” he murmured in her ear. “Show him how perfect you are, feel how much he wants you too.” 
 
    She glanced up, and her mouth parted as she saw me watching intently. I could see her shake with nerves, and I gave a nod that I wanted it too, and I saw the heat fill her eyes again. She moved her hands to his thighs and worked those hips, moaning as she lost herself in the pleasure. 
 
    “Come for us, Inez,” Darius pushed. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I moaned, moving closer until I found myself squatting at the edge of the mattress. “Scream for us.” 
 
    She stopped moving instead, studying me closely. “Us?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I’m dying to see it.” 
 
    “Only see it?” Darius teased, pinching her nipples until she whimpered. “Ask him what he wants.” 
 
    She snorted, obviously knowing what I wanted, but was still hesitant as she didn’t know me. “And if I said you could join?” 
 
    “I would rip my clothes off.” 
 
    “What if I said just a kiss or a touch?” she worried. 
 
    And there it was. She was scared that because Darius had sex with her, I would jump right to that. I gave her a soft smile. “Then I would only give you a kiss or touch you where you allowed and nothing more. You deserve to be treated no less than that.” 
 
    She nodded as she rolled her hips. “What if I said you could have one touch? What would you do?” 
 
    “Please you as best as I could,” I promised. 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered, swallowing loudly and taking a leap of faith as Darius started moving her body again. She got the idea and leaned with her hands back on his torso. She watched me as I bit my finger hard so it was a good cut and moved closer, touching her wet clit with my blood. She gasped, her body feeling the power in my blood and tingling as I worked it into her skin. 
 
    She cried out and flinched, and I saw only one of Darius’s hands, figuring he did the same and sliding that finger in her ass. Nice. She screamed in bliss as she came from what we did to her, making her fly higher and higher before she collapsed against him, completely spent and twitching. 
 
    Shit, she was so my princess. There was no way I could walk away from her after witnessing that. No. Fucking. Way. 
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    I was definitely a vampire because blood during sex was fun. When Jaxon bit his finger and used that blood to tease my clit, I thought my head would pop off, but then Darius did the same and slid that finger in my ass. He had to have bit his finger too because it was that same tingling and fire, shocks through my body. 
 
    I honestly thought I would pass out from the orgasm I had. I couldn’t make my body move at all when I finished coming, slumping against Darius. Gasping for air, I twitched as aftershocks rocked me. 
 
    “I think you liked that,” Jaxon chuckled deeply. 
 
    I simply groaned in response. 
 
    “You are perfection,” Darius praised, pinching my nipple until I whimpered, my body jerking again. “Yes, perfection for sure.”  
 
    “Wait, you,” I panted when he moved me off of him. 
 
    “I’m fully sated,” he fibbed, blinking at me when I smacked him. 
 
    I pulled him on top of me. “No, you’re not. Don’t even fib. Sex only I finish during is just as shitty as guys who don’t make sure the girls orgasm.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” he worried. 
 
    “Well, then we’ll take days in between playing if I need more time—” I gasped as he pushed in me. 
 
    “Bite your tongue,” he grumbled before mashing his mouth to mine. He worked his hips faster and faster until he snarled and finished. “Fine, but I’m tasting you again after dinner for desert.” 
 
    “Shit, yeah, I bet she’s sweeter than any treat,” Jaxon groaned.  
 
    I angled my head and stared at the hot guy with the sexy Irish accent I was starting to really like. “And you’re fine with just seriously watching?”  
 
    He nodded. “You’ve been around too many of the wrong men who are selfish, Inez. Your pleasure is our pleasure.” He shrugged when I didn’t reply, totally not buying it. “What I want most in this moment is to hold you while he tastes you. Yes, I want everything else, but later. There’s no rush, and treating you right is more important.” 
 
    I shivered at the visual he gave me. I looked away and curled up to Darius. “Depends on how good dinner is, I guess.” 
 
    “Brat,” he chuckled and then let out a full laugh. “Well shit, that’s—better go check on it.” 
 
    “Thanks for the gentle and spoiling,” I murmured to Darius as he moved off of me. He hugged me to him and held me. I sighed, loving this feeling as much as the fire and lust and crazy hormones.  
 
    “You’re welcome.” He kissed my hair. “It’s all part of my deep dark plan to make you addicted to me so I can always stand at your side.” 
 
    “It’s working,” I admitted, covering my face and giggling as I rolled over. I couldn’t believe we’d just done all of that, how much I enjoyed all of that. I curled up on my side, seconds from asking for more. “Maybe I am turning into a slut.” 
 
    “Mmm, does my princess want more loving?” he teased me, kissing my shoulder. “I would please you and make love to you all night, so it’s not being a slut but being with the right person. Or people.” 
 
    I nodded. “You bit your finger before you put it in me, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought it was hot when Jaxon did and you liked it.” 
 
    “I did. Fuck, I did. So we really feel blood like that?” 
 
    He didn’t answer right away. “I wouldn’t for a human’s blood. I don’t know the lines. I know our bodies are made to compact all you would take from our blood for you so it’s more. I’ve seen princesses taste nobles and not react at all. I want to say it’s part of how you know which are the right nobles to be in your court, in your bed, but that’s what I’ve been told. I can’t know that.” 
 
    “My sister said that was how she determined who to give a real chance,” Jaxon said from over by the grill and smoker. “She’s not boss yet, but there are nobles still courting her because she will take over. She was being a brat at how many came out of the woodwork and were pushy because she was young and bit a few fingers and said if their blood couldn’t make her body sing, they wouldn’t sit at her side.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of the same, but I can’t know it works like that,” Darius replied. 
 
    I turned in his arms and rubbed his still hard dick. “I love when you are so honest with me like that. I feel like such a team and you will always be real with me when so much is bullshit and lies in the world.” 
 
    “Good to know,” he panted as his fangs came out. 
 
    I kept his gaze as I moved my finger to one and cut myself. Then I used that hand and kept stroking him. He went insane the moment my blood touched him, even the few drops from such a small wound. He came on me and seemed to keep orgasming until he couldn’t take any more, flinching when it became too sensitive.  
 
    Jaxon cleared his throat a few minutes after we were done. “I would suggest not doing that unless you were sure you were accepting a noble to your court. Most would take that as the sign they were yours before the blood exchange. Even a few drops of your blood in us makes you part of us.” 
 
    “Thanks for telling me,” I said, my eyes on Darius’s. “I don’t know how I feel about all of this or the plan or a court, but life is so much better with you around. Can that be enough for now?” 
 
    “It’s more than I would have hoped for given how you knew none of this just days ago.” He gave me a sweet kiss and then stood with me in his arms in a way I would never have been able to manage without hurting us both. He carried me back to his makeshift bathing station—that I gave him serious points for creativity for—and quickly cleaned me up. 
 
    I shivered, the air getting colder faster than the past several nights. I laughed when he wrapped me in a hotel robe. I didn’t want the rest of the water in the tote to go to waste though, and when Jaxon said we had a bit longer before dinner, we quickly did laundry, the plastic washboard I’d found at Walmart another smart grab. 
 
    They thanked me, and Jaxon actually rinsed the clothes in the river as he quickly went to bathe as well. By then dinner was ready… And fucking fantastic. The meat was so, so tender I couldn’t even believe it. 
 
    “This is the best thing I’ve ever eaten,” I moaned before taking another bite. 
 
    “Thanks, but that’s probably more because you don’t remember anything before the apocalypse,” Jaxon admitted. 
 
    “Shhh, no, it’s that awesome,” I promised. 
 
    “Glad you like it because I was thinking there are freezer trailers like the one we picked up but a freezer,” Jaxon said in between bites. “We could eat like this all the time if we figured out how to make that happen with the juice you have.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Darius said at the same time I did, but he kept talking. “Wow, we could be downright decadent if we had a freezer trailer.” 
 
    “Right?” I chuckled, smiling brightly. “We’ll probably have hundreds of corrupted attack the night we find it, but we’ve got the bullets.” I moaned at my next bite. “We should look for an abandoned farm around here. I mean, everything’s green so they got rain. We could get fresh fruit and veggies. I would die. Seriously, just die. I think it’s been two months since I’ve even snagged an apple fresh.” 
 
    “How?” Jaxon asked gently. “You normally had a ride, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “And guys on my ass that I didn’t know wanted me because I was a princess.” I shook my head. “It was more—Darius came back and talked to me, figured out how to tell me. They were—it always felt hostile. It’s such a difference that in the back of my mind, I still seriously think there was more than the guy’s a douche and would have lied to me.” 
 
    “He was much angrier than I remember,” Darius agreed. “Yeah, there were waves of rage, and I could see how that came off as hostile towards you.” He opened his mouth but then closed it. “I shouldn’t speak bad against another noble who wants to be in your court.” 
 
    “Never, not ever will those assholes be anywhere near me,” I grumbled. “That’s not just gossiping, Darius, that’s protecting me when they’re planning to lie and flip all around what you guys believe in.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jaxon muttered. “We’re also not supposed to lie to any princess we’re courting. Lie once we have one for court games or surviving, but part of the rules is to be honest with our princess or the princess we want always. He’s breaking that vow, and all bets are off then.” 
 
    “Good point,” Darius agreed. “If that’s what you want, I won’t hold back then.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    After dinner I received my first lesson in jerky, Jaxon a patient and engaging teacher and not just because it was meat and yummy. And he didn’t just explain what he was doing, but what would be best if we had the setup like marinating overnight, but there was no fridge so then it wouldn’t be safe meat. Also that a lower temp for longer was better, but we had lots of meat to cook. 
 
    I nodded and brushed the grates with oil before laying out all the thin slices of meat I could fit on the grill and smoker while he and Darius worked on slicing more or other stuff. I didn’t want to think about skinning and whatever; I liked eating meat too much. Fine, I could kill corrupted and not bat an eyelash when they chowed down on each other, but apparently I found my line of gross if I was going to eat it. 
 
    Funny because I’d recently started sucking blood. I muttered about worrying I had to turn in my vampire card already and not having fangs.  
 
    And they both died of laughter because of course they heard me. 
 
    Night arrived and it actually was a few hours before any corrupted came since we were so far into the forest from even any town and they weren’t really much faster than they were as humans. The guys said they were going out to meet them and handle it, Darius asking me to please just sit this one out, and Jaxon saying someone really should watch the fires. 
 
    Uh-huh, because it wouldn’t only take them minutes. Fine, I could sit out for once only because I would slow them down… And my muscles did ache a bit. I wasn’t used to such fun after all. 
 
    I was pulling the second batch off the grill when they came back, reloading with what had already marinated. I’d tried a piece from the first batch, and it was so, so much better than any bags I’d found when traveling. Apparently red wine, honey, and Jaxon’s mastery with spices made for really good fucking jerky. 
 
    They used their speed to finish up what I was doing, and then I was sandwiched between them, Darius toying with the belt of the robe. 
 
    “Say yes,” he begged, his eyes full of fire and adrenaline from hunting. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, not sure what they were talking about. 
 
    They wanted Jaxon’s idea. They took off my robe, and he lifted me under my thighs, spreading my legs as I yelped and wrapped my arms around his neck. Darius knelt and feasted on me for dessert like he’d wanted. 
 
    “You are such a beauty,” Jaxon breathed in my ear as Darius wound my body up for another orgasm.  
 
    I angled my head and kissed under his chin, hoping that was enough for right then. I wasn’t sure I wanted my first kiss with someone while another man was already eating me out. Then again, Jaxon had already touched my clit so… Maybe it was time to just do what I wanted when I wanted. Wasn’t that like a rule of an apocalypse? 
 
    “Let me feed you, Princess,” Jaxon offered. “Just a bit. You need to get to where you need to be.” He must have bit his wrist, as it was already bleeding when he moved it in front of me. 
 
    I barely had a thought in my head when I latched onto him, holding his arm to my mouth as I drank down his blood. Fire seared me inside. I screamed as I came, licking every drop of his blood when the bite healed. 
 
    “Darius, please, please, I ache,” I whimpered, not wanting only his mouth anymore. “Fuck, so hot, the fire’s too hot.” 
 
    “He’s much older,” he muttered as he stood. I missed him getting his jeans open or taking off his shirt, but the next second he was pushing in me, their bodies cradling me. “Pinch her nipples.” 
 
    “No, not when—” 
 
    “Yes, please,” I moaned, thrashing as fingers did, rolling them as I hung onto Jaxon as my legs were around Darius. I came so hard I actually felt about to pass out as Darius finished. I couldn’t hold myself or wrap around them, their strong arms and hands easily holding me up. 
 
    “Let out the charge, Inez,” Darius muttered, and I realized he’d carried me over to the van. I nodded and managed to charge it up before I was back in his arms.  
 
    “Thank you,” I mumbled, meaning more for taking care of me when I was passing out than the sex, but I fell asleep to them both chuckling and saying it was their pleasure. 
 
    I woke with the sun, half lying on Darius with Jaxon pressed against my back, his arm around me, and it felt so right. All I wanted forever was to wake up like that and feel so treasured and loved. That feeling of being cared about washed over me and was so strong tears almost came to my eyes.  
 
    “We didn’t wake you for the watch because you never once stirred when we kept switching and cooking while we did,” Darius explained. 
 
    “Do you really not need as much sleep as me?” 
 
    Jaxon snorted. “I’m fine with a couple of hours. Any more than three and I would fall over with shock. You’re young and you haven’t gotten all you’ve needed, not just blood but vampires eat more than humans and most humans are barely getting what they need in the apocalypse.” He kissed my hair. “But we did have an idea if you’re game.” 
 
    I instantly flushed, thinking of his last idea, and they both groaned, probably knowing where my mind went. 
 
    “Yes, we should absolutely do that again, but that wasn’t what he meant,” Darius murmured. “I was thinking about your GPS thing and realized we should maybe find a GPS navigator. A used one that you could fire up, and fine, wouldn’t be updated—” 
 
    “But would have everything from before whatever took it out,” I finished, catching on. “Yeah, smart. We could find farms or orchards? Right?”  
 
    “Exactly,” he agreed. “We could find dealerships and at least in the US have an idea of what we could raid.” 
 
    “Or hospitals to hunt and thin the corrupted,” Jaxon added. “That should juice you up nicely too.” 
 
    “Wait, that’s tied to the electricity?” I asked, sitting up so I could see them both… And only realizing then I was naked. I wanted to cover up, but I liked their heated stares as well. 
 
    Jaxon cleared his throat and ran his hand over my thigh. “It is. It’s energy manipulation. Not just electricity, but everything has an energy to it.” 
 
    “Right, vibrations, frequencies, and science stuff,” I muttered, bobbing my head. “So I’m converting ghost energy into electricity, or their energy around me with that magic makes the seeds?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, smiling when he could tell that was a hard pill for me to swallow. “I saw a princess once change glass into sand and back to glass. You can’t change metals into diamonds—or I don’t think you can—but like components of whatever. So you could change concrete back to cement so it can be reformed. That’s why normally it’s a ghost turning into salt or minerals as we have them.” 
 
    “But you’ve never seen the electricity before?” 
 
    “No,” Jaxon snickered. “And certainly not rebuilding electrical circuits. My grandmother told me she saw a princess once reconstruct a whole part of her coven house when someone attacked and destroyed it. That’s the kind of power it can become, but it has the same root of coming from components. We carry electrical charges in us or energy, so you must tap into that somehow.” 
 
    “Okay then.” I sat with that, lost in my thoughts until I felt another hand on my other thigh and realized they were moving me to spread my legs. “So class is over?” 
 
    “Oh, we want to teach you lots still,” Darius promised. 
 
    Yeah, I blushed again. And they taught me how fun sex kneeling with one man while another man touched me was.  
 
    I leaned in and kissed Jaxon, feeling silly we hadn’t kissed when he kept joining us as like a helper when we had sex. It was totally different than kissing Darius but felt just as amazing. My toes actually curled it was so good kissing him, and it left me breathless. 
 
    “Shit, you are just too fucking perfect,” he groaned as he came back for another kiss. 
 
    Until my stomach growled, and then they were getting up and all about feeding me. I felt so ridiculously spoiled and treasured that I couldn’t keep the goofy grin off my face. 
 
    “I like you guys too,” I said quietly as we ate our oatmeal and cold toaster pastries. 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Jaxon muttered, smiling as he sipped his coffee. “Nothing makes a man want to keep spoiling a quality woman like her appreciating it.” 
 
    “I do, but I want to spoil you guys too,” I admitted. 
 
    “You did last night,” Darius reminded me. “You gave him his fantasy. You gave me mine. That’s not something most women do so easily and give that part of themselves to someone.” 
 
    That made sense, maybe. It was so easy to do it, but I could see not with just anyone. “Anything else you’d like?” 
 
    “I think if we get another vehicle with enough room, I’d very much like to find a lingerie store,” Darius said. 
 
    “Shit, yes,” Jaxon groaned. “I want my princess in satin and everything sexy she deserves.” He cleared his throat when I blinked at him. “Too much?” 
 
    “No, you called her ‘my princess,’” Darius explained. 
 
    Jaxon nodded, but his gaze was locked with mine. “Too much?” 
 
    I opened my mouth but then closed it, shaking my head in answer. Yes, it was too much that they were seriously considering swearing an oath to put me first and be mine for whatever I wanted forever. No amount of time would make that seem less crazy to me, so even after days or a week or years I still didn’t know I would ever swear that.  
 
    But if I didn’t take it as that, and just they liked me and wanted to be with me as I did with them, then no, not too much. I liked them around too, and for now, I decided to just think of it in terms of that and not push myself too much. 
 
    It wasn’t like we didn’t have other things going on, and that whole I’m a vampire thing was pretty overwhelming. 
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    We headed out the moment we were packed up, and this time I was on Jaxon’s lap while Darius drove. And almost immediately he started whispering ideas of how we should spend the time. 
 
    “Seriously, there has to be a limit to how many orgasms a woman can have in a day,” I muttered as I flushed at his ideas. 
 
    He snorted. “I doubt that, but I think we should start counting how many you have and that way we know what we need to top and that you’re always well tended to.” 
 
    My jaw dropped when Darius agreed and they started discussing the scoring system. “Cut it out. You sound ridiculous and—quit teasing me.” 
 
    “We’re not teasing,” Darius chuckled. “And this isn’t remotely the most ridiculous thing I’ve heard a princess or her nobles do.” 
 
    “Or I’ve seen,” Jaxon added. “I remember visiting a coven during a princess’s birthday and she was naked on a huge bed in the middle of her court and for a full week of celebration it was nothing but fucking and feasting. All her nobles fucked her and pleased her, denying themselves and only worshiping her in thanks of her birth.” 
 
    “Oh wow,” I whispered. 
 
    “Mother spoke of a princess that only allowed her nobles to take blood from her during her menstruation. They would eat her out and get the joy of her blood on them when they had sex.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to say that was gross but then remembered how I felt when they touched me with their blood. I was used to periods being a huge pain, and I only had memories of it since the apocalypse, so it was way worse than what other women talked about. “Would you want that?” 
 
    “Yes,” they both groaned.  
 
    “Is that normal?” 
 
    “Things get heated around court during that time of the month,” Darius answered carefully. “I brought it up as it’s not normal to only give blood that way. It’s a gift to receive blood from a princess, of course, but only ever getting it while on your knees for her is a bit over the top.” 
 
    That made sense. Still, I wasn’t sure I would be up for a week of fun during my period. I might need more time with the whole blood is fun thing before then. 
 
    The conversation was interrupted when I saw a sign for an orchard right after we came out of the national park. I pointed it out to Darius, and they were both excited too. 
 
    “It’s abandoned,” Jaxon said as we pulled up to the entrance. 
 
    “If we find all kinds of trees and fruit, I’m so getting shot or something,” I muttered, still wanting the fruit and whatever else we could find. 
 
    He chuckled, hugging me to him. “You are so fun. Yes, I believe fate balances us out and unfortunately we get some bad after the good, but if you believe that, the reverse is true too, Inez.” He smiled when I glanced at him. “The second you were able to go hunting to rid the world of corrupted, you have been. You’ve killed a lot of them from all the seeds you showed us. 
 
    “Maybe this is the Goddess tossing you some hope or apples for setting so many souls free? Keeping others from being infected or eaten? Hell, giving Darius and I hope of a real future instead of being lost? All of that is good in your tally to deserve good too. Yes, they find us, but there are three of us and a lot of weapons, so I know the ghosts are hard, but set them free and let’s have some apples.” 
 
    “Thanks, that’s a good way to frame it,” I said after a minute, giving him a quick kiss. 
 
    I grabbed my rifle and got out when Darius turned off the van, checking out the area as we headed towards the store. The doors were off and windows broken, damage done to the place, but it wasn’t too bad. Inside didn’t smell great, as all the produce had taken a while to spoil, and that stench seemed to sink into the walls almost. I made my way to the far back wall and checked out what was on the shelves. 
 
    “I don’t think jam keeps this long, but the honey’s good if it’s processed,” Jaxon muttered, looking it all over before picking up a jar. “Yeah, this is.” 
 
    I kept moving and found a map of the place for tourists before grabbing a stack of bushels that produce hadn’t rotted in. Heading back outside, I found a golf cart with a cargo bed and powered it up. 
 
    “We already have a van,” Darius reminded me. 
 
    I frowned, glancing from it to the path we needed to go. “Yeah, but it’s not roads, and what if there were floods in the fields? Then we lost the van.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you’re smarter or more beautiful, but both are ridiculously sexy,” Jaxon praised as he jumped behind the wheel. “Let’s get you your apples, My Princess.” He winked at me as I got in, the cart having four seats so we didn’t have to sit on laps.  
 
    The path wasn’t completely overgrown and not bad to follow. Even the grass in the orchard had grown so long it flopped over on itself so it wasn’t like going through a jungle. All the trees had apples though, already in the spring. 
 
    “They must have had a mild winter,” Darius said as we stopped by some trees. “These are late season apples and they’re still going.” 
 
    Oh, so apparently I had it backwards.  
 
    I let the tall guys pick the apples and held the bushel, putting it in the cart when one was full. We did two of that type, and then Jaxon suggested we move on. I wasn’t the only one excited when we found their vegetables. There were potatoes, onions, and even a bunch of herbs. Lots had died in the winter, but still it was a score. 
 
    And then we found cherry and apricot trees. 
 
    “Rhubarb makes a good barbeque sauce,” Jaxon told me as he brought some over.  
 
    “We don’t have that much room,” Darius reminded us. 
 
    “Yeah, but this is worth coming back for, and we’re already picking,” I argued. 
 
    “Right, or we could find another farm closer to Knoxville,” he countered. 
 
    Fair enough, but it really didn’t take us long to fill the back of the golf cart. We headed back to the van and with a bit of work and maneuvering, we were able to get it all to fit with the trailer that we hadn’t fully filled. Plus, we were going to upgrade. 
 
    Once back on the road, we were happily snacking on apples.  
 
    Not five minutes later we saw a sign for another farm from the expressway. I told Darius he was right, and he just shrugged, not someone who would make that a thing. I appreciated it, but I could also admit when I didn’t know as much as someone or they were right. 
 
    “Let’s try for an area with a lot of vehicles to find a GPS—” 
 
    “Wait, could being in a hot car in summer melt those?” I cut in, both of them groaning. “So like a Best Buy where they weren’t in the sun? They should give us something even if they’d want updates?” 
 
    Even better, we found a Walmart Supercenter with a few that had been opened and updated and were the display ones, so we grabbed them all. Except I’d never used one, so I handed them to Jaxon after I got them all going. I had no doubt I could figure them out, but might as well be efficient, and I could learn from watching him use them. 
 
    We’d seen the signs for the Walmart Supercenter from the expressway, but the area with the dealerships was on the other side of the city. 
 
    “Wait, do we want dealerships?” I interjected. “I lucked out finding this electric van that way, and yeah, the electric UPS truck was there but not on the lot for sale. It was parked in front like it was abandoned during whatever.” 
 
    “She’s right, we should be looking for truck depots, shipping stations, or like freight lines,” Jaxon agreed. “Or maybe we should check Nashville. Wasn’t that a huge shipping hub?” 
 
    Darius gave me a worried look. “That’s not the direct route to Fort Knox and past it even to go north. Will you be okay?” 
 
    “Wait, why wouldn’t she be?” Jaxon asked.  
 
    “Yes, I’ll be fine as we’re still heading there,” I answered Darius first before Jaxon. “I get ill if I skip a location I’m supposed to go to. It’s like a stomach ache I get with cramps but sort of like a feeling of wrongness.” I shrugged, not sure how else to explain it. “It gets better when I circle back, but yeah, there’s definitely like an order to them.” 
 
    They were still debating the best plan as we drove along the highway, able to easily travel until we got nearer to a city where cars would be all over from when traffic had died or people fleeing when the problems had started. Raleigh had a lot pushed or plowed off the roads, but that wasn’t everywhere. 
 
    And then there were the places that had been bombed, and vehicles all over was the last of their problems. 
 
    “Wait, stop,” I called out, wincing when Darius immediately slammed on the brakes, Jaxon’s quick reflexes keeping me to him and not getting hurt. “Sorry, shouldn’t have yelled.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Darius worried. 
 
    “Yeah, um, I think I’m really going to get shot or chomped on today.” I pointed out the window past him to what had startled me. 
 
    Namely the electric semi that was on the other side of the highway. 
 
    “Okay, we need to find you a tactical vest,” Jaxon muttered. “Shit, the Goddess must really like your plan or something, Inez.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you know how it is that once you’re looking for something you see them everywhere,” Darius argued, not sounding all that convincing. 
 
    “Yeah, after you don’t need it anymore,” I drawled. “We still wanted it.” 
 
    “They did start making more and rolling them out the year it all started,” he defended. “But I agree on getting you the tactical vest or we should really put down a lot of corrupted to balance this one out.” 
 
    “Maybe it won’t work?” Jaxon offered. 
 
    “Wait, we’re hoping it won’t now?” I chuckled, realizing how far we were going into the crazy. I burst out laughing. “Do any of us know how to drive a semi? Did we skip that because it really shouldn’t be me. I’ve crashed too many vehicles to get in one that can do so much damage.” 
 
    “I can drive one,” Jaxon promised, Darius nodding as well. “Goof.” He looked up towards the sky. “Should we keep making requests?” 
 
    “We still want the freezer trailer, and I was thinking one of those charging trucks I saw in the UK if we can,” I joked. 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Jaxon agreed. “I was thinking we find some solar panels and affix them to the roofs and our story is I’m an engineer who was able to find some work arounds.” 
 
    “I like it,” Darius complimented, smiling at us. “We really do make a good team.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do,” I agreed, Jaxon nodding as well. 
 
    We were all smiles as we drove over to the other side of the expressway and checked out our find. The trailer was in great condition, and it was already empty so nothing rotted in it. Really it was an awesome find. 
 
    That I couldn’t charge up. I’d never tried for something as big as a semi, and I’d charged up the van and other stuff recently. 
 
    “I think I now know how men who can’t perform in the moment feel,” I muttered as I thunked my forehead against the side of the semi. “Crap, I have one job—” 
 
    “You have a lot more than one job,” Darius chastised from behind me, hugging me tightly. “You can do it, you just need our help. Let me feed you, Inez.” 
 
    I shivered, thinking of how good that would feel and what would come after. 
 
    “Let us feed you,” Jaxon added, turning us so I was sandwiched between them. 
 
    I pulled away, shaking my head. “Wait, we’re not having—we can’t just have sex all the time.” 
 
    “Why not?” Darius chuckled, giving me a wink. “It’s the apocalypse, Inez. Fuck it. Let’s have sex all over the place as we survive.” 
 
    Well, when he put it like that… 
 
    “We also want to push you,” Jaxon explained. He nodded towards the truck. “We don’t need the truck. Yes, it would be cool, but we’re already doing pretty damn good. We don’t need it.” 
 
    “We want your power to grow,” Darius elaborated. “Think of it like a baby just starting out to feed. They need a lot of little bottles and they grow, learn, and get stronger. You’re in the baby stage and need sips and to grow in this area. Control will come. It won’t always be crazy and desperate for having sex.” He waggled his eyebrows at me. “Unless you want to.” 
 
    I realized there was something under their teasing and gentle way of handling this, glancing between them. “You’re scared people will come for me.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are,” Jaxon confessed after a few moments. “Not just vampires who would want your power, humans and everyone would want what you can do to survive the post-apocalyptic world.” 
 
    “Wait, are we post apocalypse or in it?” I wondered, frowning. “Or is this dystopian now?” They both gave me amused looks, and I batted away the thoughts. “Not the point, whatever. Just didn’t know when the line of the disaster and after the disaster is, as there’s still corrupted.” 
 
    Darius cleared his throat. “You also have to think of what you are in terms of like those Bible thumpers clinging to their end of days doctrine and how strongly they react to any not with them.” He waited until I nodded, having seen a few hangings and craziness over the years when people saw signs of the devil or whatever. “A new house, a house of Aether maybe, would freak a lot out.” 
 
    “And what people can’t control, they tend to hunt,” Jaxon murmured. “We want you stronger so you’re safe, Inez. We will do whatever we have to to protect you, but you didn’t get the normal baby steps time. We need some leaps and to push you. The better your control, the faster you get control, the more together you will seem, and you can present that front no matter what’s really going on.” 
 
    “Fake it till you make it,” I accepted, having heard that before as how some kept moving like we’d survive. Keep going as if we would and one day, maybe we just would. “Okay.” Then I waved my hands in front of me, realizing something else. “Wait, don’t you guys need to feed? If I keep having blood from you… In vampire fiction they’re always exchanging blood, which never seems to add up.” 
 
    “Yeah, it doesn’t, and that’s some creative licenses,” Darius chuckled. “We as nobles don’t need all that much blood really. We eat a ton more and get a lot more from the food we eat, but not as much blood. A couple of pints a month, more if we’re injured, but we store the rest somehow.” 
 
    “We store it all for our princess,” Jaxon took over. “Yes, we need fresh blood if injured, as we use what’s in it, but when our bodies process and compact it for you, we can’t access that. We’ve been drinking all these years for you, Inez, for when we found the princess we knew was the right one to serve.” 
 
    “No one else, never?” I whispered, giving them wide eyes as I thought about how long they’d lived. 
 
    Jaxon shrugged. “I fed my sister after the coven took damage, as she lost a few of her nobles and was a bit adrift, knew she could trust me, but no one other than that.” 
 
    “I’ve fed family as well but not much,” Darius echoed. “And I’ve not only fed when I needed to.” He sighed, scratching his cheek. “We’re sort of wired to be the law, the word of our princess and coven’s morality. It’s not compulsion, but like those humans I found, it was the right thing to do to suck them dry. That’s how we feel, what we’re pulled to do when we find people committing heinous crimes.” 
 
    “And we’ve found a lot over our hundreds of years,” Jaxon chuckled. “We’ll still feed, but I promise you, it will take a while until you could take all we’ve stored up. If we find one of those lawless camps of thugs and animals, we’ll drink them all down, knowing that blood will be for you, our princess.” 
 
    Fuck flowers, that sounded sort of awesome. Not that they had no problem killing, but I saw it in their eyes that they also liked making the world safer because that meant safer for me. And I didn’t think the lines were blurry as yeah, people who held women captive and forced them to be sex slaves while pretending to be religious should die. It wasn’t someone swiping food or even getting into a fight. 
 
    “Let us feed you, My Princess,” Darius whispered, snapping me out of my thoughts. He moved his arms around me and another hand slipped into the back of my pants, pushing them slightly off my hips. 
 
    “Let us please you,” Jaxon murmured from behind me, kissing my neck. 
 
    “Okay, but wait, we should try something first,” I muttered, thinking of what they’d said. “If I need control, then we should test ideas and how this works, push like you said.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Jaxon asked as his hands massaged my ass. “Take blood and try the semi before you get all hot inside?” 
 
    “Yes, like if I let the itchy feeling out and that charge, am I in better control of the rest.” 
 
    “That’s smart,” Darius agreed. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m still touching your pert little ass,” Jaxon grumbled as he pulled his hands away from me. 
 
    Okay then. 
 
    He bit into his wrist and held it to my face, moaning as I latched onto him and drank his blood. I still felt squeamish about doing it, wanting it so much, but nothing would be worse than wasting it when it was so good and power packed. 
 
    “Do you want more?” Darius asked when the wound closed. He shook his head when I opened my mouth. “It’s not being greedy or—listen to your body. You said before you felt full, you need to like expand your ability to drink like a baby grows in how much they can eat.” 
 
    That made sense, but was also seriously messed up. I thought about it as the burning started, the itching feeling, and nodded. Yeah, I wanted more. 
 
    “Then more our princess shall have,” Jaxon moaned, biting his wrist again. “Think of when you feel full, Inez. Pay attention. Just as Aether guides you as you need, your power will guide you in this.” 
 
    I nodded as I drank, sticking my tongue in the wound so it didn’t close up as fast. When I started to feel full, I licked the bite so I didn’t waste blood, and it closed right up. I turned and put my hand on the input plug and let out the charge, whatever power this was knowing the limit or how to let it out so I didn’t fry anything. I’d never so much as blown out a flashlight as my body became in tune with what I was charging. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Darius checked when I was done, leaning against the semi and panting. 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell him I was a bit wiped but fine, except the fire roared inside of me from nil to surface of the sun hot. I pushed off the truck and jumped at him, wrapping myself around his strong body as he easily caught me. Kissing him became more important than air, his hands on my body giving me everything in that moment. 
 
    They moved fast, turned on as well, and I blinked and I was naked, their hands all over me. Darius turned me so I was facing Jaxon, his lips finding mine instantly. I slid my hand in his pants and touched him, giving him a hand job as we made out while Darius pushed his thick dick in me. And right there on the side of the desolate highway we did what we would have been arrested for years ago. 
 
    So, yeah, there were some perks to living in the apocalypse. Post-apocalypse? Maybe I would think it was post once I’d survived long enough to move on from it, find a home, and rebuild. That sounded fair. 
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    They were a lot more afraid for my safety than they were letting on, as the first thing they wanted to do was raid police stations and fill the trailer with as many weapons and ammunition as we could. I gave them a pointed look, and Jaxon shrugged. 
 
    “More in our hands also means less in the hands of people who won’t be our friends,” he explained. “Now we can think and plot ahead, so yeah, let’s be smart.” 
 
    Darius agreed, and they even took plotting a step further and used their crazy speed to scout the city while the other helped me loot. Jaxon had found a hardcover notebook and was jotting down what he found. 
 
    “So your opinion?” Darius asked as we sat down for lunch. 
 
    “Not a lot of manufacturing, so not much we should load up and keep safe,” he answered. “There’s a lot of shopping, so clothes and whatnot, but there might be other places. We know it’s in good condition here, and I’ve listed places to hit if we come back with help or to send help later, but I think it’s not worth the time now until we have more settled.” 
 
    It sounded like a lot of planning for a possible future, but I realized they both needed it. They’d lived hundreds of years, and this was unlike anything they’d seen, so that seemed to make it harder for them. Maybe? Either way, it wasn’t like it was slowing us down when they were so fast.  
 
    They were also smart as to where we hid what we’d want later. They loaded a whole other trailer of weapons, and we stashed it at a pool supply company and warehouse. Yeah, I didn’t think many people would think to look there or make searching there a priority. But we marked the trailer, and Jaxon logged what was inside of it along with the GPS coordinates of where it was. 
 
    To make up for the weapons we were hiding, we also did a lot of clearing of corrupted. Darius actually helped me up onto one of the trailers, and I was using the rifle to snipe into buildings for any I found to give the others someone to chomp on later.  
 
    Or bring them all out because if I shot one, not long later every corrupted in the building would be on them, since it wasn’t in the sun and they could move then. It was like shooting fish in a barrel, and there would be a lot of ghosts tomorrow for sure. 
 
    And a lot of ghosts that day, so I wasn’t just sitting around and doing nothing while they worked hard. Not at all. They did work well together, lifting up the large shipping crates into the trailer. We’d found a huge stash of them at a truck depot that Jaxon also marked down. 
 
    But with their speed and now good plotting with the GPS navigators, we managed to clean out what was left and usable in all the police stations, gun stores, sporting goods, and more. The best stuff they loaded in our trailer—taking up about ten feet of the back of it—and the rest went in the two trailers we hid. Wow, the people of Tennessee liked their guns. 
 
    And we found a freezer trailer. I came up with the idea we should actually stop for the night at one of the farms north of the city and we could start doing better prep. I shrugged when they gave me confused looks. “We can get more meat, now we’ve got veggies and a way to freeze it. We could make huge bags of meals we just have to cook when we camp.” 
 
    “Shit, yeah, that would be awesome,” Darius agreed. “Sugar doesn’t go bad, but if we get more honey, we could cook some jams. Even those lame toaster pastries would be better with jam.” 
 
    Which was how we raided another grocery store for what we needed and significantly upgraded our grill and smoker along with everything cooking. We found freezer bags galore and one of those vacuum sealers since we had the electricity.  
 
    And not just from me. They’d found solar panels for the trailer and lots we would have to set up later, plus more large electric batteries to store it up given I could fix it. 
 
    “I still really like the jerky,” I promised Jaxon as we plotted for bigger and better meals.  
 
    “I still think you’re sweeter than the honey I used to marinade it.” 
 
    They really liked making me blush. 
 
    We actually found a bee and honey farm not far out of the city that had stores of what we needed and a lot of veggies. Jaxon didn’t like it for staying for the night, as it was too close to the city, even if the lake was great and there was a forest full of animals. 
 
    “As soon as you feel them, I’ll hop up on the trailer and sniper only, I promise,” I offered. “I don’t want to get chomped either. I’ve never been stupid about my safety.” 
 
    “Fine, we got you the vest,” he grumbled when Darius agreed that would make them happy. 
 
    Good thing we discussed it because we got hit hard, every corrupted we didn’t seem to get during the day coming for me. It was terrifying even as I knew they could handle it. I mean, it was almost like climax of a book level where one of the good guys gets it. 
 
    But we didn’t. We were fine. I used a lot of bullets, and after the first wave I realized I was the only one firing. 
 
    “I like your katanas, and I can move faster than reloading,” Jaxon explained. 
 
    Darius shrugged. “We went past that knife place and I picked up an array of swords they had along with all the knives for cooking and skinning.”  
 
    “It was a good hunt,” Jaxon murmured, both of them giving me heated looks. 
 
    Which was how we took a bath together in the lake, their bodies keeping me warm when the temperature dropped. Jaxon had to get out and handle the next pack that came, but he didn’t complain as Darius handled the next group… Especially when I wanted blood and then he got to taste me too.  
 
    If there was a limit to how many orgasms a woman could have in a day, I hadn’t found it yet. But at least I got the freezer trailer going along with the massive extra batteries Jaxon had hooked all up. 
 
    The next morning we drove along the mapped route and raided what we found along the way… Which wasn’t as much as we had thought. Yeah, we found a lot of good stuff, but clearly others had been there too. We got a lot from the farms we found, but the Walmart was completely picked over. I mean, just about everything was gone so a group had to have been through there. 
 
    We hunted when they felt animals near and even found some cows at one of the farms. With the shelves they’d put in the freezer trailer, we now had a plan. Granted, I tended to handle the stuff that couldn’t be sped up, like doing the freezer bags. That little machine took so long to do each one, so why waste their super speed doing other stuff when it would slow them down? 
 
    It was logical, but I knew they wanted me just to have the easy job too, which was why I was giving them kisses each time they came around. It was sweet of them. 
 
    We worked for a bit and then got back on the road. We realized something was really up when the last town before Fort Knox was completely cleaned out and clear of corrupted. 
 
    “Why do I think we’re going to get shot?” Darius grumbled as we moved along. 
 
    I snorted. “It didn’t take long for my distrusting and snarky outlook to influence your positive one instead of the other way around.” 
 
    “Yeah, but this is weird.” 
 
    Not even ten minutes later, Jaxon was pulling off the county road we were on to get a direct path there. He turned into an abandoned subdivision and shut down the semi. Darius followed suit, and the second he opened his door, Jaxon was there. 
 
    “I think the humans gathered to protect their gold,” he grumbled. 
 
    It took me a few moments to get my mouth to work. “So there are people suffering all over and—you think any military and government left came here where the gold is?” I cursed when he nodded.  
 
    “It’s not a bad play,” Darius admitted. “It’s far enough for the cities that got hit and too far inland from other warship gun attacks after all the EMPs took out guidance systems. It also explains why it’s all raided around here. Shit, we’re not getting in the vault.” 
 
    “Wait, I don’t know it’s in the gold reserves or whatever,” I clarified. “Maybe it’s just the town around it or…” I trailed off when they both gave me looks there was no way we were that lucky after all the luck we’d had. “Shit.” 
 
    “We need to stash the vehicles here and continue on foot,” Jaxon said. “We were thinking this would be a quick grab and raid the area before we move onto what’s next outside Columbus, but clearly we need a new plan.” 
 
    They agreed, and we pulled in further off the main road, going so far as to put the semi right up against a large abandoned house so it was less visible. We gathered up necessities and some food for the long hike ahead. 
 
    “You carry the pack, and I’ll carry her,” Jaxon said. 
 
    Oh right, super speed. I was not going to argue that because it would have taken at least seven hours on foot if we walked at a good pace. Well, a normal good pace. 
 
    We arrived on the outskirts not long later, and they were not happy, as there was clearly a settlement at the former military base. Honestly, it looked like a military base from what I’d seen right after I’d woken with no memories. Most fell apart, and this didn’t look at its peak, but yeah, we had problems. 
 
    “Let’s loop around and make sure it’s in the middle and not like one of the outlying houses,” I offered, figuring we weren’t going to have packs of corrupted for once if they’d cleared the surrounding areas. I hoped so because the guilt ate at me from how many times they’d tracked me to a place. Granted, they would have gone for the people anyways, but they were almost desperate for me. 
 
    It had taken me a while to figure that out. I gave myself a pass given there was too much crazy and no one could like talk to a corrupted to ask them who they were there for. 
 
    We were careful as we made our way along the outskirts, but suddenly Jaxon was shoving me behind him, Darius moving to block me as well. 
 
    “You were right, there really was a princess here,” a deep voice said. 
 
    “Told you,” a man replied. “Here to demand all the gold?” 
 
    I peeked out around Jaxon to see five big guys moving towards us from the direction we’d been heading, so they had planned to intercept us. “I’m not here for the gold. I mean, I’d like the gold, sure, who wouldn’t, but no, didn’t come for tons of gold.” 
 
    One of them snorted. “Why else would a princess come here with her nobles?” He glanced around. “Where are the rest of them?” He narrowed his eyes on Jaxon. “We couldn’t even sense you, just him and her.”  
 
    “We’re just passing through,” Jaxon said easily. “How did five leopards end up at a US military base?” 
 
    “Leopards?” I asked, wondering if that was like a gang because it didn’t sound like a last name. 
 
    “Not a lot of options at the moment,” one of them drawled. “We’re not military, but we’re useful, so they let us through the door.” 
 
    “They might not let us back out, but whatever,” a different one grumbled. 
 
    “Wait, so those assholes rushed here to protect their gold and are keeping others against their will while other places are cult or gang settlements?” I seethed, moving around Jaxon so I could see them better. “What kind of fucked up shit is that?” 
 
    “Fuck, you are a sexy bite,” one of them muttered, eyeing me over like he’d never seen a woman before. His eyes were really cool behind the glasses he wore, almost like a golden yellow. “Powerful but young. Very young. What house are you from?” 
 
    Oh, so we were already with the questions we shouldn’t answer. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, as she’s the last,” Jaxon replied.  
 
    “She’s not like the few princesses I’ve heard of,” that guy pushed. 
 
    “She wasn’t raised at a court or coven,” he admitted. 
 
    “Hey, I thought we were keeping that secret?” I grumbled. 
 
    Jaxon snorted. “Anyone with a brain would figure it out in under ten minutes that you didn’t grow up at a court.” He gave me a sad look. “They’re on the other side right now and won’t just let us pass for what you need to do, not when they’ve agreed to be on that side.” 
 
    “Or you can just tell us what’s going on,” one snapped. “We’re not looking for a fight with you, but we can’t just ignore a princess showing up and taking what we agreed to protect.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t take us,” Darius drawled before letting out a huff and glancing at Jaxon. “They’ve seen her now. They’ll put the word out.” 
 
    Jaxon shrugged. “So we kill them?” 
 
    “Or…” Darius muttered, studying them closely. “Why are you guys useful? Why would what’s left of the US military or government push you to stick around?” 
 
    “We’re engineers,” the same guy who did most of the talking answered, pointing to himself first before moving down the line. “Civil, electrical, mechanical, aeronautical and astronomical, and computer.” 
 
    “So you’re like the five engineers of the apocalypse?” I asked, more for Darius as to what he was thinking. 
 
    The five chuckled, the civil engineer answering. “We’ve been called worse, but no, we’re just useful and well educated even if there’s no like power grid anymore.” 
 
    “They would be a good addition,” Darius muttered to Jaxon before looking at me. “They could be your Nights.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. “Wait, I thought only one Night and—” 
 
    “No, this time knights, like in shining armor,” he explained. “You would never take any but a noble as your Night.” 
 
    “Elitist,” one of them grumbled. There were a few other derogatory mumblings disparaging Darius.  
 
    That pissed me off when he was awesome, and I fisted my hands as I went to tell them to not be assholes, but when I opened my mouth there was like a click, almost as if a latch being flipped, and suddenly two of my teeth were longer. I didn’t react for two heartbeats, in shock, but then I moved my hand over my mouth and screamed in pain. It felt as if I’d been smacked in the face with a metal bat. 
 
    I grabbed my head as it throbbed and at least stopped shouting. “Shit, fuck, fuck, that hurts. Oh fuck, I’m seriously going to have to turn in my vampire card at screaming when they came out, right?” I sank to my knees, my stomach flipping over at the agony. “They will take my vampire card if I puke?” 
 
    “No, the first time hurts,” Darius muttered as he pulled me against him before I touched the ground. “Sorry we didn’t warn you. If you knew—” 
 
    “Then you knew and it would hang over you that it was going to seriously fucking hurt,” Jaxon muttered, cupping my face. “They look good, My Princess.” He gave me a worried look. “Unfortunately they won’t recede until you drink.” 
 
    “Sex is so not on my brain right now,” I grumbled, my head still aching. “Puking maybe. Fuck, that hurt.” 
 
    “I know, but it will be worth it when you can bite us anytime you want now,” Darius murmured, kissing my neck. “I can’t wait to feel them in me.” 
 
    “Priorities,” I reminded him. “We have the engineer biker gang to deal with.” 
 
    “Biker gang?” the civil engineer asked. “I like motorcycles as much as the next guy, but I’ve never even owned one.” 
 
    “So what’s the leopards thing?” I asked, hissing my words a bit with the fangs. 
 
    “Is she for real?” one of the others asked as they glanced between them. 
 
    The civil engineer smirked at us. “She didn’t grow up at court? More like she had no clue about any of this, did she?” He pushed when we didn’t answer right away. “Everyone knows fangs hurt coming out, just like shifting the first time.” He locked gazes with me. “Lost princess of what house, sexy bite?” 
 
    “Darius isn’t an elitist,” I said instead. “He’s just been explaining things to me. He doesn’t treat anyone as under him or not equal to him unless they’re assholes.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” he accepted. “So what, are you hiding? Her? Where are her other nobles?” 
 
    “Why are you pushing this so hard?” one of the others asked. “Back down, okay? She’s not a prissy princess we thought would try to take all the gold and supplies. It’s clearly just the two of them keeping her safe.” 
 
    “Which is why he’s asking because he knows we are the way out of your situation as well,” Jaxon answered. “She has no established court, and that’s a good level to get into a coven with safety, figuring her home coven was destroyed, but she’s powerful so that means she’s a chance at a real future.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed, not even trying to deny it. He met my gaze again. “We’re leopard shifters, Princess. Shape shifters. Wereleopards.” 
 
    “Holy. Fucking. Shit,” I whispered, my eyes bugging out. “Like you turn into cats?” I gave Darius an accusatory look after the leopard confirmed it. 
 
    He winced. “I did keep saying other non-humans as well. I didn’t want to overload you, and you kept hitting your limit. That’s understandable, but hard to know what to tell you next then.” He focused on the leopards. “We won’t answer you until you swear your loyalty to her.” 
 
    The civil engineer smiled widely. “Which means she’s seriously fucking powerful and the best horse to bet on for sure.”  
 
    “Wait, you want them to join us?” I checked. “I thought we were being smart? How is adding random people smart? That Clarence guy just stepped aside and let the humans overthrow that princess. They could kill you guys in the night or something.” 
 
    “No, they couldn’t,” Darius promised, turning me to look at him as he cupped my cheek. “They’re not even a hundred years old. Think of a century as a power level. Jaxon alone has the power of all five of them, and we’re nobles.” He leaned in and kissed my forehead. “We will do whatever we have to so you’re protected, Inez, including recruiting the right people.” 
 
    “Knights can’t betray you if they swear an oath to you,” Jaxon added. “It would kill them.” 
 
    “It’s why most shifters won’t do it anymore,” the civil engineer agreed. “Because even if the princess goes bat shit crazy and betraying her saves the coven and people, we still get struck dead if we do it.” 
 
    “Think of your court in levels,” Darius tried when I still didn’t say anything. “Your nobles are yours, your right hands, lovers if you want, and the trusted sources to give you what you need. Then are your knights, which not all courts have, but are like you’d think from the olden days. They were our coven’s best security and worked directly with the nobles. 
 
    “From there, it all trickles down. There are vampires who are part of the coven, work for the coven, and are protected by the coven, the power of their princess. Shifters will be as well if you or they want. Other non-humans too and even humans who know as they used to know and some still do. Every civilization has a caste system, but people can move up their station except who you feed from.” 
 
    I blew a raspberry… Which just cut my lip on my fangs. “Ouch. Fuck.” I rubbed my head and sighed. “You really are worried who will come for me, more than you guys have told me, right?” 
 
    “No, we’ve told you, we just understand the layers and reach you don’t,” Jaxon muttered. “Plus, their knowledge will be a good fit.”  
 
    Right, engineers working closely with a princess who could fix and juice up electronics. Made sense. 
 
    I realized why they were pushing so hard. “You want them to swear it now because they could go back and tell their people we were here if they don’t.” 
 
    “Yes,” Darius murmured. “I’m sorry that we’re doing this in such a drastic way, and I would hate to kill them, but I would to keep you safe, My Princess. You’re too important to risk.” 
 
    Well shit, so accept them or they were dead. I looked at the five and saw the worry in their eyes now. I couldn’t let them die, and if they couldn’t betray me, then we had more help, and that was the end goal, right? 
 
    “Um, define ‘accept?’” I muttered. “Like, um, we’ve, you know?” 
 
    He chuckled and kissed my cheek. “If you want to sleep with the handsome leopards, go ahead, My Princess. No, you never have to. I would never push you that way. I’d rather slit their throats than ever have a man touch you if you didn’t want.” 
 
    “You do have to get undressed for them to swear their oath though, and I would think not here is best,” Jaxon admitted. 
 
    “Of course I have to get naked,” I drawled. “Why do I have to get naked?” 
 
    “We do too if it helps,” one of the leopards chuckled. 
 
    “And we’re not having sex?” I pushed. 
 
    “Oh no, please, let’s have sex,” another purred. 
 
    “So you all agree?” Jaxon asked them. 
 
    “Death or her knight, yeah, we pick her knight,” one grumbled. 
 
    “Wait, that’s not fair,” I whispered in horror. “Let’s just go, they don’t know us.” 
 
    “You’ll get sick,” Darius reminded me quietly. “We can’t do that to you.” 
 
    “Okay, what about knock them out until we’re done?” I tried. “Or if they’re not as fast as you, go bring them far away and we’ll be done before they even get back.” 
 
    “Assuming we can even get inside,” Jaxon pointed out. 
 
    “I’m no better than those assholes in there if I’m forcing them to do this or death,” I rasped. “You said I wouldn’t be a monster just because I’m a vampire!” 
 
    “Shit, she really isn’t like any princess ever,” one of them whispered. “I accept. Make me your knight, Princess Inez.” 
 
    And the others echoed him. 
 
    “I don’t get it, and my head really, really hurts,” I admitted, tears burning in my eyes. I turned and hid against Darius’s chest. 
 
    “I know, I know, My Princess,” he whispered, his voice soft and comforting. “But you trust me, don’t you?” He waited until I nodded. “We have a plan and a great path. They now get the chance to be on it with us. They might not have the answers, but you know how special you are. Wouldn’t you rather be with us, on our side, than the assholes who abandoned people and went to protect the gold?” 
 
    Jaxon sighed when I nodded. “Good. Can you guys get away for the night, or will that raise the alarms?” 
 
    “We snuck out, no one will notice, but night patrols will start around the perimeter and soon,” the civil engineer said. “I’m Vance, by the way. Callum is the electrical engineer, Asher’s mechanical, Wolfe is AAE, and Wilson is computers.” 
 
    “So what now?” I asked while rubbing my head. 
 
    “It still hurts because you need to feed,” Darius told me. “You won’t always when they come out, and I’m touched they came out in your anger to defend me, but this first time, you have to feed, so let’s take them back to where we camped and have them swear their oath to you.” 
 
    Well, that was a serious change of plans for the evening. 
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    So that was what we did, and luckily, they moved way faster than humans so it didn’t take forever to get back, but it was too fast for me. We stayed on the other side of the house we parked at so they didn’t see what we had, and I got they wouldn’t until they were pledged to me. 
 
    Which was still seriously weird to even think of. 
 
    “Do you guys have a gas generator?” Callum asked, glancing around. “I hear that hum.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Jaxon muttered. “Oath time.” 
 
    “Wait, why do we have to get naked?” I asked again as the five hot guys started stripping. “I get it when they make you strip to come into a settlement to check for bites or scratches, but this is just weird.” 
 
    “Please tell me they didn’t make guys check you out because then I will have to kill someone,” Darius seethed. 
 
    “No, women did,” I told him. Technically that was true, but a lot of the management guys of the survivor camps or settlements found watching from a distance or through windows as the women were checked out to be a perk. 
 
    “They are baring all they are to you,” Jaxon explained. “They are now and forever yours, in all ways, every way. There is no part of them that they will ever hide or keep from their princess they have given their oath to.” 
 
    “And I have to get naked for that?” 
 
    “No, you undress when you accept their oath as a sign of belief in them. You will not even allow clothes on and trust them fully as your shield as you embrace them,” Darius told me. 
 
    “Wait, I thought no sex,” I hissed. 
 
    “I mean a hug,” he chuckled. “You hug them, take all they are into your arms, and let them be your protection before all else.” He shrugged. “Lots do have sex though. I mean, they will serve you however you want. Many princesses take their knights to their bed as well as their nobles.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that one, so I didn’t, Jaxon taking pity on me and waving Vance forward. 
 
    He knelt before me, and it was hard not to check him out or, you know, focus on his groin, and thumped his fisted hand over his heart.  
 
    “I, Vance of clan Begley, do swear upon all I am as a man and leopard to protect my princess, Inez of unknown house. I will give my oath to no other, as none are as worthy as she. May Aether strike me dead if I ever think to betray her, and grant me the courage and strength to always protect my princess so that she may lead and protect us all. I humbly beg that you find me worthy to serve you, Princess.” 
 
    Jaxon waved the next forward, and he said the same, of the same clan even. They all were so I didn’t know if they were related or like, got the same clan name like a coven? Darius had said any nobles take the house name of their princess like a marriage. Did that work the same for shifters? 
 
    “And I say what now?” I asked when they were done, realizing it was my turn. 
 
    “Whatever you want, as you’re princess, but you have to undress,” Darius murmured, already squatting down to take off my boots. I wished it was a bit darker and seven men weren’t watching me intently when he peeled my pants and panties off. I cleared my throat and quickly took off my shirt and bra. 
 
    “Um, thanks, I accept,” I muttered, groaning against my hand as I tried to hide how bad I was flushing. “Now I’m going to have to turn in my princess card too, right?” 
 
    “No, I like you’re not some prissy bitch,” Vance said gently as he slid his arms around me. I hugged him back, missing that he stood and moved to me. “Thank you for accepting me.” 
 
    “Thanks for choosing me over death.” Yeah, that was stupid to say, but at least he chuckled.  
 
    He slid around behind me, still hugging me until Callum moved up and they sort of traded off, like if one wasn’t there to block me from danger, the other would be. Which was sort of cool in symbolism. 
 
    “The fangs are seriously sexy,” Callum murmured. “And your skin is so soft.” 
 
    Yeah, I got he was interested already since we were naked and he was hard. Oh boy. 
 
    “Thank you for giving us a chance for something better,” Asher whispered, kissing my hair when he hugged me. 
 
    Wolfe went next. “Don’t be scared. We won’t ever hurt you.” 
 
    “But we will snuggle whenever you want, or you know, more,” Wilson teased me when he went. 
 
    “Shift for your princess and let your animals know her, as they are now hers as well,” Darius ordered, sounding very formal and a bit scary like he wasn’t fucking around. 
 
    I gasped as the five did, seamlessly transforming into huge ass wild cats. I gave a soft squeal of excitement and terror as they came closer. Each one sniffed and then licked my hand, waiting until I petted them too before the next one did the same. 
 
    I glanced at Darius as if to ask what came next.  
 
    He moved over to me as he yanked off his shirt and lifted me up, angling his head for me. “Feed, Inez. Take all I offer and what you want from me.” 
 
    “How do I know when to stop?” I worried, never wanting to hurt him. 
 
    “You’ll feel full just like when we’ve fed you,” he promised. 
 
    “That’s not an answer of when I should stop because I could hurt you,” I argued. “Promise me you’ll never let me hurt you or take too much.” 
 
    “I swear it, My Princess,” he murmured, sounding happy and a bit emotional. “Bite me, Inez.” 
 
    I did, wanting his blood and to try out my fangs. They sliced right through his skin like nothing, but then I was sucking the bite just like when they bit themselves for me. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected. I mean, I knew teeth didn’t have like tiny straws in them. I sucked him down, and the bite didn’t close before I was full this time. 
 
    “Because it’s your bite to feed and my body would never argue with you,” he explained, understanding my unasked question somehow. Or for all I knew, I said as much. “Lick it and it will heal.” 
 
    I did, moaning deeply as I licked up every tasty drop, not caring if every person in the state saw me naked as long as I got to enjoy his blood. 
 
    “Now you can see how special your princess truly is,” Darius said. I realized we were already moving, and then he set me on my feet by the semi and batteries. “Let out the charge. That was better, right?” 
 
    I nodded, already itching. “Yeah, I didn’t feel so out of my head. I mean, the fire and need was like flaming, but it wasn’t like that slurred drunk or drugged manic feeling.” 
 
    He nodded, and I moved my hand to the port, letting the charge out before doing the same to the other batteries Jaxon had ready for me. The mattress was already out and ready as well, and the second I saw it, the fire roared inside of me. I turned and pulled Jaxon’s head down, kissing him with all I had. 
 
    “We’re going to feel and be aggressive since you accepted their oath and not ours yet,” Jaxon warned. 
 
    “Like how?” I muttered, worried I’d hurt them. 
 
    He bit his finger to bleed, and then I felt it move across my stomach. I glanced down and realized he’d spelled out “Mine” in his blood. I watched in awe as my skin absorbed the blood and set that area he touched even more on fire, tingling and winding me up.  
 
    “Sounds about right,” Darius agreed. “We’re going to make our princess scream, and then I’m going to fuck you, Inez. Do you want me to fuck you again?” 
 
    I nodded, knowing they would still be gentle with me too and it wasn’t an act that they wanted to take care of me just to be jerks in bed. I saw how much they wanted this also. “Only if you fuck me extra hard.” 
 
    Darius groaned and whisked me over to the mattress. I blinked, and they were lying on either side of me, naked and excited. Darius kissed me while Jaxon sucked on my nipple and spread my legs. They took turns between doing that while one teased my clit and the other had fingers inside of me until I climaxed, crying out in pleasure.  
 
    But they weren’t nearly done with me. I begged them for more, touching their dicks as they took care of me. After several orgasms and my body was more than ready, Darius growled and moved us so I was on all fours. 
 
    “She’s your princess too, but she lets me have her,” he hissed before pushing in me. I moaned, fisting the bedding and mattress as I angled my hips up to get more, mewling when he started thrusting deeply in me. 
 
    “Shit, a cat is certainly her spirit animal,” one of the leopards said, letting me know they were back in human form and watching. I couldn’t tell them apart yet, and I was too focused on Darius.  
 
    “Give him lots of cream, sexy bite,” Vance urged, the one who had been calling me that.  
 
    “Open your eyes and see how much they want you, Inez,” Jaxon murmured from next to us. “Know your court wants to worship you as you deserve.” 
 
    I did as he wanted, feeling sexy when they all had heated looks focused at me. I whimpered when Darius hit that right spot, lowering my shoulders down to get more, begging him for more. 
 
    “Always. I will always give you more, Inez,” he grunted, moving faster and deeper until the smacking of skin was so loud and quick it almost sounded fake like sound effects. 
 
    I finished, and Darius pulled me up on my knees, looping my arms around his neck. Jaxon moved closer but didn’t obstruct the view of the leopards. He sliced his palm on his fang and rubbed his blood on my nipples, sending me into crazyland, and then he rubbed my clit and between my legs. I flew apart, my body going insane as they took me to all the heights as Darius finished as well. 
 
    I slumped against him, my whole body just a pile of mush.  
 
    “It just gets better and better,” he panted against my neck. “I want you again and again and desperately, Inez.” 
 
    “Need a moment,” I admitted, gasping for air as I wanted to purr at how good I felt. I turned my head and locked gazes with Jaxon. “And Jaxon hasn’t finished yet.” 
 
    “I had lots of fun already,” he promised.  
 
    “Yeah, so did we,” one of the leopards chuckled.  
 
    I glanced over and frowned when they all looked pretty sated. “Huh?” 
 
    “You’re powerful enough that your pleasure echoes in those sworn to you, sexy bite,” Vance explained. “You’ve heard of a dry orgasm?” He waited until I nodded. “Yeah, we had those when you climaxed. Just being near you while you had sex was better than the last several lays I’ve had.” 
 
    Darius snorted. “You’d die if you felt inside her then.” He chuckled when I flushed. “I love making you blush. Would you do it again if I tell them how sweet you taste or I’m the only one who’s had you?” 
 
    “Jerk,” I grumbled, covering my face and trying to hide in embarrassment now that the hormones cooled. He gently pulled out of me, and Jaxon used the wipes we’d found on me, giving me a look like he planned on getting me dirty again. 
 
    “You need to eat,” he worried when my stomach grumbled. “What does my gorgeous princess want to fill her?” 
 
    “You guys do it too much,” I grumbled, hiding under the sleeping bag. “I’m seriously going to be sunburned from all the blushing or get dizzy and faint.” 
 
    “Don’t faint,” he chuckled, pulling the cover down and kissing me. “That tray of steak and onions has been cooking from one of the freezer packets we put together. I’ll throw on the potatoes and we can eat soon.” 
 
    “Thanks, nummy,” I murmured, giving him a quick kiss when he meant to move away. “Am I dessert?” 
 
    “Yes, always, always, yes,” he growled, kissing my neck hard enough it would probably leave a mark. He helped me up and slid on my robe, hugging me as he tied it around me. “And remember our deal?” 
 
    I nodded but grabbed his hand when he moved away, leaning into him and kissing his chest. “I do, but I made it thinking we could have—Darius could do something else and we could have some alone time.” I wrapped his arms around me. “I want—Darius and I had sweet our first time and it was perfect. I want that with you too. Can we?” 
 
    “Yes, of course we can,” he murmured, holding me to him tightly as he kissed me with everything he was feeling, his need echoing mine for him. “Tomorrow, we’ll make them handle something and get all the sweet alone time you want, My Princess.” He nibbled on my lower lip, pulling on it until I gasped. “And then I will make you mine. It will be so good you will need me with you always.” 
 
    “You are sexy,” I teased him, smiling when he chuckled. I never knew what to say, and I loved that they didn’t read into it and knew I was trying. “Feed me.” 
 
    He burst out laughing. “You did it this time so don’t blame me. It’s not my fault I want to feed your pussy with my cock and it’s leaking for you.” 
 
    I smacked his chest until he grabbed my wrists and then scooped me up. I laughed as he passed me to Darius and he carried me over to the leopards who were sitting on outdoor furniture from wherever, as I didn’t remember seeing it when we’d pulled up.  
 
    “We need to talk seriously, as you cannot take her into that base or near those asshole humans,” Vance declared, his tone implying he wasn’t fucking around. 
 
    I believed that, but well, I had to. I was so going to get shot or worse. I glanced at Darius, wondering what to say, and he nodded to go ahead. I lost track of all thought as his hand slid along my thigh as I sat on his lap. “Darius, I can’t think when you do that.” 
 
    “Can I tease you one more moment before we have to get serious?” he murmured, smiling when I nodded. “I want to suck your gorgeous nipples and show them you’ll let me.” 
 
    I swallowed loudly and moved the robe apart, sliding my arms out of the top so I was naked from the waist up for all of them. Need was really riding him to say that, and I would do whatever he needed as he always did for me. I looked at the leopards and sucked it up. 
 
    “I’m Darius’s. I gave him my virginity, he’s the only man who’s fucked me, and I let him do to me whatever he wants. I’m his princess in that way.” 
 
    “Thank you, Inez,” he rasped, kissing my neck before licking each nipple, making me mewl at the attention and how good it felt. He covered me back up and gave me the sweetest, softest kiss. I think it was saying that for people when I wouldn’t take his oath yet and basically marry us. 
 
    Yeah, I needed more than like a week for that.  
 
    “Let me know when you’re ready to declare that for me too,” Jaxon murmured as he brought me a bottle of water. “You have no idea what that does to a noble who’s found his princess.” 
 
    Apparently not. 
 
    “A cat has to be her spirit animal,” Wilson said. “She’s sitting there purring basically.” 
 
    “Do you mean that more than when humans say that?” I asked, remembering one of them having said that earlier. “Like when they’re drawn to an animal?” 
 
    “They get it from us,” Jaxon explained, gesturing between us and the shifters. “My mother’s spirit animal is the wolf. She gets along well with wolf shifters and they’re drawn to her. It’s a way of forming bonds and alliances in an unforgiving world. Not every princess has a spirit animal, but there are nobles that have them too.” 
 
    “Which is powerful for a princess to have in her court,” Darius added. “My mother didn’t have one, but my father did and several of her nobles as well. It’s another layer.” 
 
    “What was your dad’s?” I asked gently. 
 
    “Owl.” 
 
    “A rare one,” Vance complimented. “We’re sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Thank you. I haven’t found any other Katz who survived.” 
 
    “We haven’t found any Begleys either,” he said sadly. “We were on vacation when all the chaos started, and by the time we could make it home, New York City was just gone.” He looked at me. “You?” 
 
    I sighed and told them the truth about not remembering anything before I’d woken up on my eighteenth birthday. I told them about the atlas and the blood, all the things I’d found and buried, getting sick if I skipped any, how I was a huge beacon for the corrupted, and then let out a heavy sigh when I saw they were just blinking at me. Yeah, that was a big pill to swallow. 
 
    “Wow, just wow,” Wilson muttered. “Okay, I have so many questions and parts I might need you to slow down on.” 
 
    “You forgot being on the run for years from Clarence and those shit nobles,” Jaxon added. “And the ghosts.” He frowned. “I’ve never heard of a princess having that power and a spirit animal.” 
 
    “How does a princess find out if she has one?” I asked, more just because I was curious than I wanted to add something else to my plate. 
 
    “You won’t know until you’re around more shifters. My sister said she thought her spirit animal was a wolf too, but she just liked the wolves we know and animals. It was once she was around some hawk shifters she felt the pull and knew.” He shrugged. “A lot of it is a feeling. They can tell you too if they feel drawn to your side unlike other princesses they’ve met.” 
 
    “And a bloodline doesn’t only have one as then it pulled different groups into a coven,” Darius added. “An ancestor of mine’s spirit animal was a wolf and that made us friendly with wolves, but then the next was ferret shifter so that added friends and layers.” 
 
    “How many types of shifters are there?” 
 
    “Lots,” he answered, scrubbing his hand over his head. “I hope still lots.” 
 
    “It’s not safe for her to be on that base,” Vance worried. “The guys in charge aren’t all that together in the head. They were never meant to be—things got fucked up when it all went to shit and like everyone in the chain of command died. There’s a lot of plays at the few remaining bases and outposts, and it’s all slow going and conspiracy shit because there’s no way to communicate.” 
 
    “You give them that way and the ultimate get in the fucking apocalypse,” Callum said firmly. “You could get grids back up, rearm weapons, and everything they’re trying to do as if there’s anything left to fucking fight against besides surviving.” 
 
    “I have to,” I whispered. “It’s not like I have random sparks come out or flash a sign. I only have to let it out when I have their blood. I hid it for years.” 
 
    They started discussing options and ideas, and I tried to interject, but they just kept going.  
 
    That turned into bickering and some arguing, which I tried to interrupt, but no one seemed to hear me. 
 
    Finally after about ten minutes of being ignored and they’d reached shouting level, I moved to the middle of them and dropped my robe. They instantly went quiet. 
 
    “I get why the princesses are the bosses if you can’t even hear each other and ignore me until I get naked,” I snapped, wincing when my words sank in. It felt like a punch to the gut and a knife through my heart. They ignored me until I got naked. 
 
    I scrambled for the robe as tears burned in my eyes, putting it on and dashing over to the cargo van. The van I’d gotten on my own days ago. Days ago I had been alone and had handled it all. So much had changed and now, now I was ignored unless I got naked. I closed the door and locked it, needing away from their eyes too before I totally broke down. I wasn’t me anymore. 
 
    I was a person I didn’t recognize. Not just the fangs and being around people who weren’t human, no, it was not being alone and even just dropping my robe. That wasn’t who I was. There was too much and way too fast. I slid off the seat to the floor between the chairs, facing the loaded back and hiding. Burying my face in my knees, I let out silent sobs, cracking under the pressure and crazy. 
 
    I didn’t know how much time had passed, but I’d finally settled down when I heard the key in the door, unlocking it. It opened, and I let my hair hide me. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Inez,” Darius whispered. “We weren’t just ignoring you but each other as well. I’m so scared to let you go near that place I wasn’t thinking rationally or listening. I value your opinion, and you are certainly more than your gorgeous body.” 
 
    “It’s too much,” I choked out, moving my arm over my head. “All of it, Darius. I’d had a handle on that level of crazy and managed. It took me years, but I did it and on my own. I’m scared too, but I’ve been listening to you guys and working with you. I didn’t mean to throw a girly fit and cry, but the second it seemed to be going wrong so much tumbled all over me too.” 
 
    “I know, I know how that feels,” he promised. “You’ve not even broken down that you’re not human and anything else I think most would have. It is a lot, and I’m sorry we didn’t handle it as we should.” He sighed when I nodded. “Dinner’s ready.” 
 
    “I want some more time in here,” I admitted, not sure what to say when he didn’t reply. “I’m embarrassed, okay? I dropped my robe like a weirdo and then lost my shit. I don’t feel like me anymore, Darius. I really don’t know who I am.” 
 
    “You do, but it’s been too much.” He waited another few moments. “Can I at least bring you something? Please? You need to eat.” 
 
    “And I didn’t see anything, but thanks for checking on the van for us,” Jaxon added quietly. “Sorry, My Princess.” 
 
    “I’ll be out in a minute.” I sighed when they left me alone, closing the door even. Yeah, it had been a lot, and I even thought it was fair I’d cracked. I just wasn’t used to being around people or having to worry about what came next after I cracked. 
 
    Nervous breakdowns in private were so much easier and with less fallout. 
 
    “We’re sorry, Princess,” Callum said when I came back to the group, the others echoing him. 
 
    “That’s been building,” I admitted. “I don’t remember my life before the corrupted, but this has been a crazy ass week of everything being turned on its head.” 
 
    “Yeah, we do remember so we get that,” Asher said quietly. “What were you trying to tell us?” 
 
    I thanked Jaxon as he gave me a plate of steak, onions, and potatoes before answering. “That I don’t know it’s in the depository or the vault. There was a collection of coins recently, and I’ve had some before that always confused me, but normally it’s like art or ancient. I just know it’s that way. It could be in some storage box in a broom closet, and before you say no way, yes way, I found something there.” 
 
    “Which one?” Jaxon asked. 
 
    “In Poland, some sort of bobble in a trendy house that seemed like they’d gotten it handed down and didn’t know the value of and stuck it in a closet.” I shrugged. “I was trying to say that and ask if there was some way Jaxon could get me on top of the depository with all his crazy speed and skills.” 
 
    “Because then you could tell us if it was inside there or somewhere else, as you’d feel it below you.” He smiled when I nodded. “Smart. Yeah, you are so the boss for a reason.” He moaned when he tried the potatoes. “And you definitely won, these are delicious. Where did you learn this?” 
 
    “I found an abandoned farm when I was running and raided a grocery store with a couple of women who were on the move too. One said the popcorn seasonings don’t really expire and dill is just good on everything.” I shrugged. “That was the last time I had potatoes, and at the time I was tired of them since it was all I’d had for days.” My next bite was hard to swallow. 
 
    “What happened to those women?” Jaxon asked, his tone gentle. 
 
    “One got nabbed by some guys, and before we could even try and get her back, corrupted showed up and got all of them,” I whispered, shivering at the memory. “I was sure I was going to be one of them because I got scratched.” 
 
    “No, we can’t be,” he assured me. “I got a bite taken from me too when I helped some humans in Ireland. They don’t like us, but meat is meat to them.” 
 
    “They will still eat us,” Wolfe muttered. “We saw a hawk shifter go that way. There was no way to get to him.” 
 
    Dinner was pretty quiet after that, all of us lost in our thoughts and too many horrors we’d seen. Some things didn’t need to be said out loud or talked about. 
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    “I feel like we should be dressed all in black with theme music in the background,” Jaxon grumbled under his breath a few hours later. 
 
    “I am all in black,” I offered, getting it was a movie sort of joke. I kissed his neck since I was riding piggyback for this mission. “I won’t self-destruct should you choose to accept me. That’s like a Bond thing or something, right?” 
 
    “Mission Impossible, and you’re adorable,” he chuckled. “Ready? I have the next group in sight.” 
 
    “Blur on.” I closed my eyes and felt wind against my body as he moved ridiculously fast. Once they’d listened to me about not knowing what I needed to get was at the depository, the leopards had mapped out the best path to get us to sneak near it and scope out at least a location. We were already on base, and I thought my heart was going to stop when Jaxon had vaulted us off a tree and over the fence to get in. 
 
    There was a lot of barbed wire on top after all. 
 
    He stopped at the next point under the highway ramps that used to be the turnoff to the depository and visitors’ center. “Straight ahead, can you see it? The big white building with the activity.” 
 
    I snickered, swallowing a laugh. “It’s not in there. It’s at least another mile past that.” I shook with silent giggles. “It’s fun to be right when you all are new to this quest and were so sure it had to be in there.” 
 
    “Yes, we’re idiots,” he murmured, turning his head so he could meet my gaze. “But we’re your idiots, right?” 
 
    “You have seen me naked,” I teased him, smiling when he groaned quietly. “Can you get us around and past it to see if we can close in on it?” 
 
    “I think we should try and just grab it and not risk bringing you back here,” he admitted, going against the plan. We had said it was going to be a recon and report back only. 
 
    “We’ll see where it is and how awesome your ninja skills are,” I agreed. Why risk more exposure if we could easily snag it? “Though Darius might spank us.” 
 
    “We might enjoy that. Hold on.” 
 
    I hurried to do that, shaking off my shock at the idea of them touching each other instead of just me. Did I like that idea? 
 
    Was it really the time to think about it when we were on an active military base and the leopards said assholes were in charge? 
 
    “Less than a mile that way,” I told him when he stopped next, pointing in the direction. “You got this Mission Impossible?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to be Bond since I’ve got the sexy woman in my arms.” 
 
    I blushed even if I didn’t fully understand the reference. I hung on as he raced us a few more blocks, ducking behind the school. “It’s that building there. There’s nothing else here.” 
 
    “This is so much easier without spotlights and electricity,” he muttered. “It’s a museum of some type. The sign’s blocked.” He smirked at me over his shoulder. “Score one for the Bond girl, huh?” He took off again before I could answer, stopping in a doorway that we were completely hidden in even from the torches now and again down the street for the patrols to see with. 
 
    Binoculars didn’t need batteries or electricity after all. 
 
    “No one’s inside,” he said as he set me on my feet. He made sure he blocked me from view as he quietly squatted down and picked the lock in seconds. 
 
    “You’re badass,” I praised. “That takes me forever to do, and I’m really bad at it.” 
 
    “It takes a lot of practice not under pressure to do it well under pressure,” he said. “How’s your night vision?” 
 
    “Not bad, but it’s going to be pitch black in there.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I can still see, so don’t let go of me.” He ducked us inside and moved his arm around me as we walked forward. 
 
    “Left,” I instructed since we’d come in through a side entrance meant only for staff or loading. A few more instructions that had to be ridiculous for him to listen to including “move about five feet forward” and “two steps or so to the right” and we found it. I leaned in and could barely make it out. “It’s this, whatever it is.” 
 
    He moved in closer too. “The spoils of war. It looks like General Patton had an elaborate medal made of an ancient medallion that someone else made into something first.”  
 
    He reached over and lifted the glass case protecting it, and I snagged the medal, sighing when I felt that relief of getting the item in my hand. He set the case back down as I wrapped the medal in the shirt I’d brought and tucked it in my bra just to be safe. 
 
    “I’m retrieving that later,” he threatened. 
 
    “Get us out of here and not shot and I’ll gladly let you,” I threw right back. I wasn’t shocked when he practically tossed me on his back and got us the fuck out of there. We stopped at the same places, stuck at the school for a few minutes when a pair of guards were busy flirting with some women who happened to be in their regular route. Right, that sounded like code for a hookup or something. 
 
    Not that I’d judged. Now that I was having sex and knew how awesome it was, I voted for everyone to have more sex, always. 
 
    When they moved along far enough they wouldn’t even catch a glimpse of us as they were facing the other way, he raced off to our next point. We hopped locations like that until we reached the escape point. 
 
    And didn’t have a tree to use to launch over the fence. Crap. 
 
    I didn’t even get a chance to ask what he was going to do before he pulled me around front of him and sped up. I realized he’d snagged something to use like a pole vaulter but not nearly as conspicuous as that. He sailed over the fence, and we landed on the other side but not as solid as before because I thought he might drop me or we were going to fall. 
 
    He ducked us behind a tree and checked out the area, waiting as if worried someone would have seen that or whatever he’d used fall. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I checked under my breath. 
 
    “I landed funny, sorry,” he murmured. “I was going to check for a way to get over and circle back, but another team was coming around the building. Luckily they reek of booze so I don’t think they caught that.” 
 
    “Thanks, I didn’t think about the getting back out part.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll need to work on that next mission,” he grumbled, clearly having missed that there was no tree to help this time. Then again, he probably didn’t have to do his spy missions with another person wrapped around him normally. 
 
    He blurred us back to the others and set me down… Almost falling over himself. I spun around and saw the pain in his features before he could hide it. 
 
    “Landed funny how?” I demanded. 
 
    “My knee,” he admitted, wincing when I got upset. “I sort of um, dislocated it and tore some stuff.” 
 
    “And then raced all the way here with me?” I worried, hurrying to get a chair for him. I pushed him to sit and knelt down, rolling up his pants, but they wouldn’t go that high. “Take them off.” 
 
    He snickered and undid them, sliding them off but then hissing at the movement. “It’s fine, I’ll heal in a bit.” He looked past me. “She was right, it wasn’t in the depository. It was the Patton museum, and it was totally clear when she located it, so we got it. All done.” He turned to look at the leopards. “I suggest sneaking back in and getting what you can. We should get her out of here as fast as we can.” 
 
    “Agreed,” several voices mumbled. 
 
    “I’ll go with so you can toss me over whatever,” Darius offered. 
 
    “Yeah, that works,” Vance agreed. “We don’t have much, a rucksack each basically.” 
 
    “And I’m buddies with the regular night guard so he won’t worry about me taking a walk and saying hi, but I’ll just dart past him instead of back to base,” Callum added. 
 
    “Be careful,” I worried. 
 
    “We’ll come back to you, Princess,” he promised. “We were already plotting to take off anyways. They were being dicks and expecting the impossible while not being smarter. We hate that shit.” 
 
    Yeah, I would too, and I wanted to ask what he meant by not being smarter, but they needed to get going. I gave Darius a quick kiss and then was alone with my patient. 
 
    I blew a raspberry. “I have no medical training or not even ice. I have no idea how to help you.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, but there’s something I’d love my princess to give me if she’s willing,” he murmured, giving me a heated look. I was about to tell him there was no way we were messing around when the others were going back in and I hadn’t taken a bath given where we’d stopped. “Let’s get some sleep. I desperately want to feel my princess naked and lying on top of me as we sleep.” 
 
    Yeah, I could do that given there was no way I could have gotten the medal without him and he’d gotten hurt bringing me out safely. He smiled brightly when I agreed and even let me help him get to the bed. His gaze was all fire when I undressed. I moved over him, putting my legs between his and yanking the sleeping bag over us.  
 
    “Is this okay?” 
 
    “Perfect, My Princess, it’s perfect just like you,” he whispered, hugging me to him. “I really needed to hold you after being so scared you might be in danger.” 
 
    “You kept me safe,” I praised, my eyes feeling heavy now that the adrenaline rush was over. 
 
    I woke with the sun and a debate going on around me. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done it,” Jaxon grumbled quietly. 
 
    “Look, I want to keep her safe too, but the guy on the gate would have gotten in serious shit,” Callum replied. “And others on duty if we just disappeared. Darius cut a slit in the gate before we blinked, and we were already miles away so he easily caught up.” 
 
    “They’ll search for us,” Vance added… Whose lap I was apparently sitting on in the semi as we drove along. “Fine, the note we left was a bit snarky, but leaving to search for family is a valid reason to ditch out.” 
 
    “Not that we should have had to,” Wolfe bitched. “We didn’t enlist or sign up. Reminding them when they invited us in that no one said we couldn’t leave again was a good point to bring up like we weren’t up to something other than escaping them. Those people can’t leave, Jaxon. They were auto renewing contracts no matter what people said or wanted. 
 
    “They’ve been tightening the fist, and it went way over the line. Shooting deserters for mutiny? It’s not an active war, and the two I saw they found were supposed to be out years ago. They’ll send teams to head west thinking that’s where we’ll head, and when they can’t find us, it will be over.” 
 
    “What do you think, sexy bite?” Vance asked, letting everyone know I was awake. 
 
    I didn’t answer right away, not wanting to go against Jaxon. “I don’t know which was the correct thing to do, it’s not mine to judge, but I get not wanting to drag others into your shit. Everywhere I went, every settlement I stopped at or hid, guilt would eat me if corrupted would come for them too. I do think leaving them a ‘trail’ is a better play like Darius did when I arrived to throw Clarence off. 
 
    “Otherwise they could be on like a list or hunted all the time, crazy people assuming they walked off with the nuclear launch codes that no longer work. Fine, maybe they get implicated in the medal we stole if someone pieces that together, but yeah, so what, they took a gold medal? People aren’t filling in the blanks logically anymore, and not giving them a reason could start more trouble.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Jaxon agreed. “I just don’t like it could make you more in danger or on someone’s radar. We took off the moment they were back, and we’re taking county highways and whatever roads to avoid Lexington and then avoid Cincinnati on the way to Columbus.” 
 
    “You didn’t see, but they also took over all of Louisville as part of the base,” Vance explained. “They have outposts at Lexington and are working on trying to clear Cincinnati, but way too slow.” 
 
    “Got it. I just have to bury the medal before we get to Columbus.” 
 
    “Do you still need to now that we’ve got awesome wheels and storage?” Jaxon checked. 
 
    I closed my eyes and took stock of what I was feeling, sighing. “Yeah, I want to bury it. I get this need to hide them and not let them be together until there’s a safe place for them all to be. I get we’re doing better, but it’s not like we can take on any baddies if they come for the truck or whatever.” 
 
    “We’ll get as far away as we can and then we’ll bury it somewhere completely random and out there so one of us can blur to sneak in and retrieve it later,” he decided. “Go back to sleep if you can, Inez. We’ve got a few hours of driving still, and we’ll need you to charge it all up.” 
 
    “Can we get a bathroom break?” I asked. “Sorry, I didn’t get a chance to go before—” 
 
    “It’s fine, of course we can stop.” 
 
    We did, Darius asking what was up as I hurried to the abandoned gas station to use the toilet. It was still better than squatting by a tree even if it didn’t flush. The others went as long as we were stopped. I went for the apples, but Wilson stopped me, lifting me up and spinning me around in a hug. 
 
    “You are my favorite person ever,” he declared. “Warm water sucks. Years of it. Nothing cold! And now we get cold water.” 
 
    “Wow, our standards of what makes us happy have fallen,” Wolfe chuckled. “Put her down, Brother.” 
 
    “Brother?” I asked as Wilson set me on my feet. I glanced between them and saw they were identical now that we were in better light than last night or I wasn’t hiding from embarrassment. 
 
    “We’re twins, and we’re all cousins otherwise,” Wilson explained. “So we’re all related, not just taking the clan’s name when mating into it.” 
 
    “Got it.” I studied the five as we all grabbed water and apples for quick breakfasts so we could get back on the road. They all had those cool golden eyes. They were the same build too, about six foot, muscular but that lean swimmer’s build instead of Jaxon and Darius who had some bulk and girth.  
 
    Their hair was shades of caramel but all cut differently. Vance had his short, business like, whereas Callum’s was a bit floppy around the ears, and Asher’s was in a tiny ponytail that had pieces falling out. The twins were on the other end with buzz cuts that looked new. 
 
    And they were all missing their glasses. 
 
    “Glasses?” I asked, glancing between them. 
 
    “We don’t need them,” Vance answered. “We all had transition lenses without a prescription so they got darker in light and hid our eyes. Yeah, there are other people with golden eyes, but it draws attention, and some know it means we’re pureblood leopards, so it’s better to blend.” 
 
    “Pureblood? So you guys were born and some can be scratched or bitten?” I inquired as we loaded back up. 
 
    “No, if someone’s scratched or bitten that just fucking hurts,” he said as he pulled me onto his lap again so we had more space in the semi cab for others. “Not every shifter mates another shifter or of the same animal. Say a shifter mates a human, they have a kid that’s not only leopard. It used to be a real thing.” 
 
    “We don’t care, but you’ll meet leopards who don’t have the eyes because someone along their family tree wasn’t full leopard,” Callum explained. “So he was letting you know it’s not the only sign to look for. Bringing in new blood, even if not only leopard blood, is smarter than inbreeding like some species have had a bit too much of.”  
 
    “Cats are more mellow, but some species it’s not allowed to breed outside your species,” Vance took over. “It’s stupid to not allow it, as if I have a baby with a wolf shifter, it will either shift into a leopard or wolf, but be full shifter blood and who cares? People get way too worried about crap, and the apocalypse hasn’t changed that.” He sighed. “It’s made it worse sometimes.” 
 
    “I don’t remember before, but yeah, people so focus on the wrong crap,” I grumbled. “Thanks for explaining. I need it in small chunks or it gets overwhelming and Darius swears he sees the top of my head pop off. It feels like it.” 
 
    “No worries, we all have something we don’t know or understand,” Callum replied. “Like I was going to ask you how come there are so many more dots in North America than anywhere else?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know, but from what I’ve read in books I can pick up along the way, trying to find out about the pieces or what I’m burying, the US has stolen a lot of art and artifacts. Europe as well. I mean, it was an African burial mask we got and not in Africa. The Chinese coins said they were on loan, but even that medal had an ancient medallion.” 
 
    “Makes sense. So how many are all left? Where did you start?” 
 
    “Only North America is left, and I figure it would have me circle around until I land on that last, big blood dot,” I explained between bites. “And I woke up in Australia, figured out what I could there before catching a ship to India. From there I bounced around a lot, but I think… I was always falling into a chance at a ship or a ride or around something bad. I think it was laid out for me.” 
 
    “As long as you were smart enough and listened to your gut, Aether wasn’t going to make it unreasonably hard when you’re doing as She wishes,” Jaxon muttered. “It helped build you into a badass princess, but there was no need to excessively beat you down, especially when you’re a corrupted magnet and have nobles who are sleezy chasing you.” 
 
    “Yeah, it definitely wasn’t easy though,” I sighed as I finished my apple. “I appreciate not excessively hard, but if this is all a master plan of Aether’s, not sure I needed to almost get killed or caught several times. Granted, I always managed to escape before I was sold or raped or eaten, but things got dicey a lot.” I swallowed loudly. “Learned how to kill early.” 
 
    “We all did so you’re not alone there,” Vance comforted, taking my apple core from me and tossing it out the window with a few others before rolling up the window. “Get some sleep.” He shook his head when I opened my mouth to tell him I was fine. “You were alone, scared, and on the run for years, Inez. That’s not getting real sleep, and it could have been the same before you remember. Sleep.” 
 
    “Your body needs it, and we can sense that,” Jaxon echoed. “We’re not doing anything anyways, My Princess. Sleep and recharge.”  
 
    I nodded, snuggling up to Vance and ignoring he was a stranger to me. I drifted off to them discussing ideas of what vehicle to try for next and other plans. Asher’s idea of getting a few electric pickup trucks or SUVs in case we needed to take off or handle bad terrain in a city was my vote, but I fell asleep before I could say it. 
 
    And woke to Darius’s huge dick in me, riding him. 
 
    I moaned and kissed him, moving his hands to my breasts and totally into being woken this way. “You wanted to fuck your princess again?” My fangs came out when he squeezed my skin hard. I leaned in to bite him, but he teased me, ducking away and making me chase him. I ground my hips harder. “Fuck me, Darius. Fuck me all you want because you love me, not the princess. Don’t want me because I’m a princess.” 
 
    I tried to bite him, but he tipped his chin down. I ramped him up with what I was saying and came hard, desperate for his blood.  
 
    “I don’t think you should have my blood, sexy bite,” Vance growled. 
 
    I flinched, blinking at him and realizing what was going on instead of what I’d thought. 
 
    “Get your hands off of her,” Jaxon seethed from my left, standing next to the semi on our side, the door open. 
 
    “In my defense, she put my hands on her perfect breasts,” Vance defended. “I was sort of dozing too.” He cleared his throat. “And she really wants you to love her for her and not just long for a princess.” 
 
    “I heard,” Darius muttered. “I do.” 
 
    “I thought we were having sex,” I whispered, moving my hand to hide my face, completely mortified… And sliced my hand on my fang. So that part was true. I was dressed and had humped Vance and his jeans covered hard on until I’d orgasmed in my sleep. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not, it was fucking delicious,” he murmured. “Anytime you want some relief, let me know. I’d prefer you knew it was me next time though.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I whispered again, ducking my head. 
 
    “You did nothing wrong,” Jaxon said firmly as he yanked me off of Vance and fixed my shirt. “And you can drink from shifters, your knights if you want.” 
 
    “I know, but you said she just started feeding and was delayed in her development or whatever, and I didn’t know if my blood would make things worse or hurt her,” Vance defended.  
 
    “He was telling her to wake up,” Asher added. 
 
    “It’s fine, it’s—I did it,” I muttered before anyone else could get upset. “Why did we stop?” 
 
    “We’re almost to Columbus, and we’re about to be out of charge too,” he explained, kissing my neck. “Apparently you knew that if you were dreaming of drinking Darius and sex. Can we make that dream come true?” 
 
    “Please say yes,” Darius murmured as he moved behind me. “Let me make love to my Inez who has my heart.” 
 
    My embarrassment was forgotten and I about vibrated with happiness. Not at knowing we were going to have sex and them feed me, no, at hearing he wanted me for me, not because of who or what I was. I cared for him so much already, and I didn’t care if he was a noble or vampire or alien. I just wanted him. 
 
    And Jaxon. I wanted them to want the woman, not the princess.  
 
    Apparently they did, lavishing me with attention and tenderness as we had some fun, not mentioning I was their princess once. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    16 
 
      
 
    Jaxon 
 
      
 
    We decided to spend a few days in Columbus after Inez retrieved and buried the items she needed to. We were careful to do it far outside of the city, all of us agreeing it was the smart plan in case the Fort Knox base could move out this far before we could get back around. It was also the plan we had with filling trailers of weapons. We got a lot done that first day, clearing buildings and hunting monsters. 
 
    She was wiped that night as we camped at Delaware State Park north of Columbus. Darius had wanted to move further away from the city, as there were a lot of corrupted, but we had eight of us now and it made it easier to clear them if we weren’t that hard to find. Inez had made the suggestion we set up camp a good ways away from where we were going to hunt though so we didn’t have to smell it. 
 
    Smart woman. She was always smart in whatever she did. 
 
    We were attacked and big time, our sexy princess sniping up on the trailer to thin them out and distract them as we slaughtered the rest. Even the leopards gave her a range of impressed looks, never having met a princess like her, but even more than that, as it was awesome she’d taught herself how to shoot and get so good at it. 
 
    You know, during an apocalypse and on the run where she clearly had loads of free time. 
 
    She needed the rest with all the energy she was using, so we didn’t get our alone time, and as much as I wanted to be with her, I wanted her healthy more. We had all the time in the world, so there was no need to rush things. If anything, finding her and joining her quest with Darius reaffirmed my belief that things happened for a reason and would unfold as they should, so pushing did nothing. 
 
    The next morning we got right back to it, clearing another gun store and loading a trailer Asher left for us before taking the full one. We’d found a barn and shed business just west of the state park, and it had so many displays and trailers full of supplies it would be an easy place to look over. And it was far enough away from the city that someone could slip in and get a trailer as long as they were smart. 
 
    And we liked being smart. 
 
    Inez gave an adorable yelp, letting me know that the first ghost had appeared from the corrupted she’d killed last night. I set down the load I was carrying and moved over to her, freezing when her gaze darted around wildly. She backed up from something I couldn’t see, having her hands out in front of her. 
 
    “Too many, this is too many,” she panted. She blinked up at me when I grabbed her, those gorgeous, deep green eyes making me think of home, feel at home with her, even though I hated to see the terror in them. “Too many. There’s no way I killed this many last night that already showed up this fast.” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Vance worried behind me. “What if she’s getting our ghosts too now that we took the oath to serve her? How does it work? I mean, before there was corrupted even?” 
 
    “I don’t know this young,” I admitted. “Once in power, the ghosts of any killed or died in the coven or area would find the princess and find peace through her. That’s all I know. She’s not there yet and only what she’s killed, she said.” 
 
    “Well, and now ours,” he grumbled. “Fuck, what do we do?” 
 
    “Stay with me,” I whispered to Inez, cupping her face and making her focus on me. I gave her a soft kiss. “You can do this. I know you can do this. Focus on one and just work through them.” I winked at her when she nodded, kissing her again after she handled one. “That’s it. Just one at a time, and then we’ll go relax, take a nice nap.” I kissed along her neck as she worked through them. “Have our alone time.” 
 
    “I can’t,” she shouted, shaking against me. “Too many. There’s so many!” 
 
    I pulled away just in time to see her eyes roll up in her head as she went limp in my arms. I swallowed the panic that threatened to tear through me, knowing she wasn’t dead or hurt bad, just overwhelmed. “I’m sorry, Inez.” I lifted her in my arms and turned to the others, seeing the same fear in their gazes. “We need a plan.” 
 
    Wilson snapped his fingers. “Didn’t she say they would find her a bit later if she moved? Outside too many can gather. Find an electric car and drive her around so she can have one or two at a time. I mean, they can’t all sit on top of each other, right?” 
 
    “No, their energy doesn’t allow it any more than two of us can meld,” I muttered, trying to remember what else I knew. I nodded. “That could work. I’ll find one, and you guys can drive her since we’re faster and she’ll be upset at what she thinks is wasting time and energy on her.” 
 
    They all snorted. Yeah, nothing was wasted on her and she still didn’t seem to get that all of this, all we had now, was because of her. 
 
    I raced off, and the first electric vehicle I found at a dealership was a compact car. Perfect. I found the keys inside and set her on the hood where the plug was. “Wake up, love. Please wake up.” 
 
    Her eyelashes fluttered, and then I was staring into those sexy green eyes again. “Hurts.” 
 
    “I know, I know it does, but we have an idea. Charge this car, please trust me,” I begged, knowing the ghosts would be back soon. 
 
    She nodded and did it, looking completely wiped. I tucked her in the passenger’s seat and got in, ignoring that my head was touching the roof if I sat up straight. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “They catch up when you’re moving, right? They can’t all fit in the car,” I told her as I started it up. 
 
    “Smart,” she rasped, rubbing her chest. “There were so many, Jaxon. It wasn’t just the shouting but it was—their upset was pulsing in me.” 
 
    “You’re feeling more because your body’s getting what it needs. We’ll figure this out.” I reached over and took her hand after I threw the car in gear. “You’re not alone anymore. We got this.” 
 
    “We got this,” she repeated as she squeezed my hand, trying to steel herself to handle what was coming even though I could tell how scared she was.  
 
    But she did it. My awesome, amazing, and badass princess didn’t even flinch when they started showing up, focusing on them and doing what she needed to. By the time we were back to the others, I saw a smattering of seeds in the back seat. 
 
    “I’ve got water and some snacks,” Wolfe told me as I got out, ready to take over. “We decided I’m doing a grid and checking out anything we might have missed not on the navigator units, especially if I find solar panels on houses and can locate more batteries.” 
 
    “Glad we have a plan,” I muttered. “That dealership had SUVs and trucks, so if she starts itching, take her there and let her charge up what we want or bring her back for the semi. Just watch for the itching.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Too many,” she whimpered, the ghosts probably gathering around the vehicle now that she was back. 
 
    He about dove into the car and took off as he handed her what he’d brought. 
 
    “I know,” Darius muttered as I stared at them driving off. My heart clenched as she moved further away. I glanced at him, and he shrugged. “I felt the same the first time she left my sight with you, a few times until I got to know you better. She’s ours, and letting someone else near her without us or help her is hard.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “Thanks for giving me the chance even when you were feeling this.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You looked at her the way I feel about her, so I knew you were just as sunk.” 
 
    “I so fucking am,” I admitted, getting back to work not just because we had a plan and I wanted to, but I ached to see her smile at the good we did. “How many corrupted have we killed today? We need to stop.” 
 
    “Let’s see how this works and what she says,” Darius countered, shaking his head. “If we stop killing corrupted who could turn around and eat an innocent or a kid, she will feel that guilt.” 
 
    “You guys should hurry and kill as many as you can so she and we don’t and she won’t feel that,” Vance interjected. 
 
    “Yeah, but then she’s not getting the energy or seeds,” Asher argued. “I agree with Darius. She’s not a baby even if she’s a baby in our world. Respect her enough to let her make the decision about what affects her.” 
 
    “I do,” I said firmly, agreeing when they framed it like that. I had been in the mindset of how to help her, how not to see that fear in her eyes again, but they were right that it was her call. Still, we didn’t go hunting until she could decide one way or another. 
 
    It was about a half an hour before they came back around and relief filled me until Wolfe hopped out and shook his head. It was still going on.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    She hurried to charge up the semi since it was there along with the cargo van, and then he had his twin come with them so they could hit the dealership. I shared a worried look with Darius when they sped off. 
 
    “Just how many fucking ghosts are stalking her?” he whispered. 
 
    “I killed at least a hundred last night,” Vance muttered. “So did my cousins. We were joking about taking a tally, and she did a lot in herself with wounding them so they died. I would think that counts, plus all the ones we did in during the day? We were going through boxes of bullets like nothing.” 
 
    “We went through a case of boxes of just the 9mm ammo,” Asher said. “Even if only half those bullets were kill shots, that’s five hundred we did, and I was getting up close and personal as I darted around the packs.” He looked out where they had driven off, shaking his head. “I was having so much fun killing the monsters, trying to push back the crazy, I never dreamed it would be on her. Fuck.” 
 
    I felt the same, but there were also thousands of corrupted still in the city. I could sense them, and in a large city like Columbus that had had a good sized population, it made sense there were a lot. 
 
    “Columbus was like in the top twenty-five, I think,” Callum muttered, rubbing his hand over his head. “But the really big ones were bombed and other focused targets like certain bases or NORAD. That still probably puts here at over half a million people. Assuming half got infected before fleeing—” 
 
    “Half is kind—” Vance argued. 
 
    “Before fleeing,” he repeated. “I know they’re guessing seventy percent of the world was wiped out or whatever, but assume half of that was before they could flee.” 
 
    “And maybe a quarter of that got eaten outright, not just infected,” Darius muttered. “You’re still looking at almost two hundred thousand, as some would have fled here from the bigger cities but thinking there was safety.” He swallowed loudly. “I didn’t know that seventy percent was wiped out.” 
 
    Callum shrugged. “That’s their guess, taking in the huge cities and populations that was also bombed. They have no idea. Realistically, it could be more than that. I mean, look how many cities you’ve traveled around that are just gone on top of the major ones.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s not get distracted with that,” I muttered, rubbing my chest still as it sank in just how bad of a place the world was in. Fuck, I had never thought those numbers too. It made me really, really grateful I had family left and worried for them, wanting to check in again. 
 
    How I fucking missed phones. 
 
    “We can’t just hang out and clear them all,” Darius reminded us. “We’ve been thinning, cutting through the packs and doing what we can to even the scales, but our mission isn’t to wipe them out. We can later, but we have other problems too. Clarence. Others that would want her. Apparently the US government has lost it’s mind, not that it’s really a government anymore, and her coven will be in the US.” 
 
    “Does it have to be?” Vance groaned, scrubbing his hands over his head. “Shit, the Goddess is always right, but shit, that’s going to be a fight.” 
 
    “Do we deserve to have a future after the apocalypse if we don’t fight?” I muttered, getting back to work. “We stay on the plan and do the best we can. We’ll talk to her when she’s done. Keep switching out and take a break.” 
 
    And that was what we did. Every half an hour the car would come back, understanding the rest of us were worried, and trade drivers. And each time she’d look more and more beat up until I was desperate to keep her near me when Callum pulled away with her well after lunch. 
 
    When they came back, she burst out of the car, tripping over her feet and almost falling flat on her face. I caught her in time and dragged her to stand. 
 
    “I did it!” she exclaimed too loudly as if her head hurt or the ghosts that had been shouting at her for hours echoed in her head. “I got them all.”  
 
    And then she fainted again. 
 
    “I’m taking her back to camp to rest,” I muttered, swinging her up in my arms. 
 
    “Wait, you need to see what she did,” Callum said, looking a bit pale. 
 
    That couldn’t be good. 
 
    “You mean she fixed the electric SUVs and trucks we found so we could get them later?” Wolfe asked, glancing with Wilson. “Yeah, we know. Wilson drove the SUV back.” 
 
    “She charged up what we already had and all the batteries too,” Darius muttered. 
 
    “We just drove around because she wasn’t itchy,” Vance muttered, Asher nodding the same. 
 
    “Yeah, but then she got itchy, just trust me,” Callum said, shaking his head and waving for us to come with.  
 
    I sighed as we loaded up in the SUV, car, and cargo van just because none of us were little. I held her as I rode in the cargo van with Darius, sharing a few worried looks, but at least we didn’t have to go far. 
 
    Callum stopped at a solar panel store. Okay, that was a smart place to go to, but I didn’t get why he was being so weird. We’d seen her fix panels and fix the batteries attached to them. I left her curled up in the seat, ducking into the store and realizing it wasn’t just a store. 
 
    “They’re a small name, but this is their production plant,” Callum told us. “And she fixed them all. I felt it. I felt her power and the energy jump along every panel and component in here.” 
 
    “Shit, that’s—” Darius started to say. 
 
    “I’m not done,” he warned, leading us back outside and across the parking area of the industrial complex to another store. “That was when she finished with Asher and Vance when I started driving her and she was sort of itchy. She was really itchy at the end, and I remembered seeing this place, so we came back.” 
 
    I looked around at the large batteries that I knew weren’t vehicle ones and looked a bit like the others we’d found for panels, nodding. “So she charged some batteries. Got it.” 
 
    “She charged them all,” he corrected, bobbing his head when we gave him disbelieving looks. “I felt it like the hair on the back of my neck or when you turn on lights and they flare up one by one. And these are industrial batteries meant for power plants and grids. This is the corporate office and manufacturing plant of the company that makes and sets up power plants. She lit up their fucking stock.” 
 
    “How many?” Darius whispered, swallowing loudly.  
 
    “I have no idea, but the whole back is full of them,” he answered. “This is just the pretty show room store front. “Did you look at the back seat of the car? The whole thing was covered in seeds, the floor as well.” 
 
    “No wonder she passed out,” Asher said with a whistle. “She’s a fucking miracle.” 
 
    “We need to stash these in trailers like the weapons and the panels,” I muttered. “Get it all loaded up and hidden to pick up later. And fast. She has more stuff she has to find.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Vance asked, understanding I was giving orders. 
 
    “Treasure our miracle the way she deserves after doing all of this,” I answered, heading back out. I tried to hide I was shaken, but I saw Darius was too as we got back in the van. “She smells wiped and down on the tank but not hurt. She didn’t use too much power and hurt herself.” 
 
    “No, but that had to be exhausting.” He started the van and brought us back to the car. “I’ve never seen anything like this, like her, and she’s still so weak.” He glanced over at her. “Fuck, what can she do when she’s grown into her power and has a court?” 
 
    “More miracles than the stories of the goddesses of old,” I muttered, kissing her hair. “And we’ll worship her just as our ancestors did them.” 
 
    “She wants to be loved, not worshiped.” 
 
    I snorted. “Isn’t that the same thing when a man gives his heart to a woman?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the same,” he agreed after a few moments. 
 
    I got her moved to the car and brought her back to our camp, snuggling her in bed before getting the grill and smoker fired up for dinner. Then I crawled in with her, knowing how much she liked to be held, not feel alone anymore. It had been all she’d known and years of shouldering it all. She was a miracle. 
 
    She slept for another hour before sucking in a deep breath to let me know she was up. She blinked around as she pushed up. “What happened?” 
 
    “You fainted again,” I answered, pulling her back to me. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Tired, a bit spacy, but that itching got bad,” she murmured. “Are we alone?” 
 
    “We are,” I breathed, cupping her head as I lowered my lips to hers. “You should sleep more.” 
 
    I saw the hesitation in her eyes, but she swallowed it down and gave me a teasing, sultry reply. “Wear me out so I can.”  
 
    “My pleasure,” I groaned, rolling us out of the bed and getting us naked in a flash. I carried her and the bathing stuff to the lake. 
 
    “Is it weird that I hope we still do this even after we build a coven or whatever?” 
 
    “No, not at all, as we’re very in tune with nature,” I told her as I set her on her feet. “I loved to do this now and again even before everything went to shit. It’s fun to enjoy life.” 
 
    “It is,” she agreed, getting shy when I stared at her body. 
 
    “Inez, do you want me?” I whispered as I ran my hands over her soft skin, touching as well as looking my fill. I smiled when she blushed and ducked her head even as she nodded. “Do you want me as much as Darius?” 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed, shivering with desire as I let my fingers rub over her nipples.  
 
    “Will you let me be with you like he is?” 
 
    Heat filled her eyes as she looked up, licking her lips. “Yes, you can fuck me too. Do you want to fuck me, Jaxon, or the princess?” 
 
    “You,” I snarled, shoving two fingers in her wet pussy. “Are you mine, Inez, or just my princess?” 
 
    “I’ll be yours,” she mewled as she dug her nails in my skin. It made me agree she might really have a cat as her spirit animal as she mewled, scratched, and purred more and better than any other woman I’d ever seen. “Will you still be sweet?” 
 
    “I’m going to give you everything, including all the sweet you could want,” I promised. And I did. I washed her with care, kissing and touching her in ways she clearly liked. I brought her back to the mattress and then took the world’s fastest bath while she had a moment to dry. I came back with a bottle of moisturizer and started at her feet, peeling off her towels so I saw all of her. 
 
    “I feel like you’re oiling me up to eat me like when you cook meat,” she moaned, her head resting on her shoulder as she watched me. “That feels so good.” 
 
    “I do plan to eat you,” I promised. “But what you did today, what you’ve been doing is tiring, and pampering your body will help.” 
 
    “It smells good.” She let out a soft giggle. “I’ll be minty fresh now.” 
 
    “The spearmint and chamomile draw out impurities, and the eucalyptus soothes your body,” I murmured, wanting her to relax before I pounced and sated her. “I like the smell too, but it smells so much better on your skin.” I leaned in and sniffed her ankle. “Much better when it’s blended with you.” My nostrils flared when I smelled her wetness.  
 
    Wow, she really liked it when we saw her the woman and not the princess. That was obviously a hard point for her to get used to, and I was glad we knew it so soon. 
 
    And I was really glad I’d thought ahead and snagged several bottles of this when I’d seen it days ago when we were gathering supplies.  
 
    After I massaged every inch of her skin with the moisturizer, I brought out something else I’d snagged. She stared at me with a lazy gaze, relaxed and smiling. I slowly rolled the first stocking up her leg before doing the other. She watched me as I slid on the panties and garter belt, clipping it to the stockings. Her breasts jiggled as I put on the matching lace corset, and my cock twitched with need for her. 
 
    “Not sure I get to wear virginal white stuff anymore,” she chuckled nervously. “And why do that to take it right off?” 
 
    “Because you’ll let me and then I get the fun of taking it off,” I murmured as I kissed her pushed up breasts. “Fuck me, you are perfect.” I pulled her to sit up, studying every inch of her. “And you’re a virgin with me.” I smirked at her. “Be my virgin as it’s our first time?” 
 
    Her eyes lit up with understanding. Yeah, Darius was so thrilled he’d gotten her virginity that any woman would worry it would be an issue with the other man in her life, especially when that man had witnessed what he’d missed out on. 
 
    She nodded, getting to her feet and modeling the lingerie for me even as I saw how nervous she was. She shivered when I gestured for her to turn around. 
 
    “If you bend over, I might blow before I get inside of you,” I admitted. 
 
    And of course she did it. I fucking loved that about her. She knew I wanted it and would do it, not just tease to be mean, but teased only to please. 
 
    I leaned forward and licked her through the panties. “Nothing has ever tasted better than your pussy, Inez.” She snickered like she was going to snark at me, but I licked her again and she just moaned. Perfect. I moved us fast enough that she yelped and sat her on my face, digging in to the dessert she’d promised me. At first she was nervous, not knowing what to do. 
 
    But after the first orgasm she didn’t care about nerves, fisting my hair and grinding her hips to get more of what I offered. I reached up and teased her perfect breasts, bringing her through a few more orgasms until her legs couldn’t take sitting like that.  
 
    I slid her off of me and moved between her legs, eyeing her over and loving that glazed look in her eyes. “Let me have you, love. Fuck me, just let me feel you wrapped around me.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” she whimpered. “I need you, Jaxon. That’s what I wanted, to feel like I would die if you weren’t in me.” 
 
    “I feel the same,” I promised, yanking the panties off her instead of simply pushing them aside.  
 
    She was more than wet and ready for me. I slowly pushed my cock in her, giving her time to adjust as I rocked us. When I was fully seated, I reached up and started to untie the corset, revealing more of her pale, perfect skin and kissing it as I did. 
 
    I gave a deep, hard thrust, making her gasp and sending every nerve in my body into overdrive. I’d found heaven, and it was inside the gorgeous princess unlike any other. Guiding her legs up high on my back as I leaned over her, I thrust like that again. 
 
    “Mine, you are fucking mine now, Inez,” I grunted against her lips. “You’re princess, but more importantly, you are my woman.” 
 
    “Yes,” she whimpered, digging her nails in my skin. “Yes, I’ll be yours.” 
 
    “Right the fuck you are,” I growled, sliding my hand in her hair and kissing her as I took her slowly, deeply but not roughly. No, she wanted gentle and tender and whatever my woman, my princess, my Inez wanted, she would have. 
 
    She chanted my name until her orgasm found her, then she screamed in bliss loud enough that it echoed in the empty park. Perfect, she was fucking perfect. 
 
    And she was mine. 
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    If dressing up just so Jaxon could take it off me flipped his switch this much and ended with passionate, life shattering making love, then I would wear whatever the fuck he wanted me to. The first orgasm left me shaking, and he wasn’t nearly done with me. 
 
    He lowered my legs and angled my hips while keeping my shoulders on the mattress. Then he folded my leg between us and took me so deeply I was sure my body would never be the same. I whimpered his name as the pressure built and built. When he saw I was getting too close, he slowed down or changed the angle. Minutes and minutes of that and finally I was begging him to let me finish. 
 
    “That’s my woman, demanding what she wants,” he praised before kissing me deeply. “Scream for me, love. Tell me how good I’ve made you feel and scream my name.” 
 
    One more deep thrust and I did just that, scratching his arms to shit as I did, my whole body going insane. My fangs ached to come out, and I wanted his blood, but I wanted this chance of it just being us without blood or the extra crazy more. 
 
    He pushed up and smiled at me with a heated gaze as my body still shook with aftershocks. “I’m going to do that again, harder and fast this time, and it will still be lovemaking and not fucking because you want it like that, and I will make us both sing with pleasure and love.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing it was more of a statement than question, but still, I agreed, I wanted that. 
 
    He moved his hand to my folded leg and the other to my hip and did exactly as he said, the intensity jumping levels but not taking away the tenderness, the need for each other. He did wind me up and let me cool a bit again, several rounds, and I was worried how he wasn’t going insane from needing to finish as well. 
 
    Until I realized he was. Finally he couldn’t take it and slammed in me hard enough my joints rattled, and I fucking loved it. He bellowed out my name as he finished in me, my body feeling hot from his release and my orgasm that crashed in me.  
 
    When we were done, all I could do was stare at him, gasping for air, my world completely rocked. Every inch of me was sated and ached deliciously. 
 
    “I think I’m going to stay here forever,” he mumbled as he lowered my leg. Then he rolled us so I was lying on top of him, his dick still in me. He kept us like that as he pulled the blanket over us, smirking when I giggled. “Just for a bit. Let’s see if I can even go soft from that if I’m still in you. I don’t think it’s possible.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you just said that,” I chuckled, burying my face against his chest when I felt a giggle coming.  
 
    He kept repeating I was his, and something about his possessive and aggressive side coming out tugged at the same side of me I didn’t know I had. I pushed to sit up and moved so his dick slid out of me, kissing him when he objected. 
 
    “Are you mine?” I purred, sliding down his body and wrapping my fingers around his cock. “Is this mine?” 
 
    “Yes, all yours,” he moaned. “I am yours.” 
 
    “All mine? No other’s?” 
 
    “No, only you, Inez,” he swore. 
 
    I nodded, stroking him slowly. “If you put this in me again, giving it to me, it better be only me or I’ll fucking kill her while you watch and then drain you.” 
 
    He shivered and in a good way at my crazy threat. “I want no others, only you, forever. I’m only yours.” 
 
    My fangs came out, and I grabbed his hand, cutting his palm and then rubbing the blood on each of my breasts. “Is that what you want, Jaxon?” 
 
    “Yes, yes I do,” he panted, staring at me with heat and a bit of shock. 
 
    I moaned at how good it felt, but then the cut healed. I smirked as I brought his hand up to my mouth again. “Do you want that again?” I chuckled when he nodded. “Beg me to let your blood touch my naked skin.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” he groaned deeply. “Please, please, Inez, please let me bleed on you. Cover yourself in my blood.” 
 
    I sliced his hand deeper this time and then moved it over his dick. “Bleed on what’s mine before I take it in me.” He did and a lot, vibrating with need and excitement. I took his cock in me, moaning as the tingling and fire raced all over. I didn’t move though, putting my hands on his chest. “It’s mine now, Jaxon.” 
 
    “It was yours from the moment I saw you, all of me was,” he whispered, licking his fangs as they slid out. “Do with me what you want, Inez. My cock is yours to use. My body is yours for whatever you need. My heart is yours to treat as you will. My very soul belongs to only you and never another now that I’ve known you.” 
 
    Damn, that was awesome and quelled whatever was going on inside of me. Maybe that he was fine with me being with others and I realized they might want the same. The idea of him even hugging another woman made me see red.  
 
    I snarled as I rocked my hips. “I’m your princess. I’m your everything. Say it.” He did, moaning it more as I moved faster. “You even think about touching another woman and I will gut you.” 
 
    “No, none ever,” he agreed, getting close and apparently totally into me being demanding and aggressive. 
 
    Except I slowed down, barely moving much to his dismay. Hey, he’d done it to me first. I ran my hands over my body as I slowly rolled my hips. “Do you want more, Jaxon? What would you give to have more of me?” 
 
    “Everything. I will always give everything to have anything from you, Inez.” 
 
    I went slow for a bit more and then changed to faster, bouncing on his lap, loving the way his eyes went from my face to my breasts to lower like he couldn’t choose which was best and he wanted to see all of it.  
 
    “Come inside your princess and know you will only ever be inside of her forever.” 
 
    He roared my name and came harder than I thought a man could, pulling me down on him as I climaxed as well. I hadn’t even felt it building, and then suddenly it was blowing me over. 
 
    “Well, that was something to come back to,” Darius muttered from my right. “Then again, you did watch us so it seemed only fair.” 
 
    I licked my lower lip and slowly looked at him, crooking my finger at him. He came right over, giving me a curious look. “Undress.” He didn’t hesitate, yanking off his clothes as I leaned over and gave Jaxon a soft kiss. Then I turned back to Darius. “Kneel.” He did, and I wrapped my hand around his already hard dick. “Is this mine?” 
 
    “Yes, all of me is yours, Inez,” he hissed, his fangs coming out as fire filled his eyes. 
 
    “Do you want your princess?” 
 
    “Yes, always.” 
 
    “Even if it means you won’t ever touch another woman? Never consider another princess?” 
 
    “Yes, I only want you,” he swore to me, leaning in closer like a moth to a flame. 
 
    I nodded, looking between them. “I’m thirsty. You both will feed me and then fuck your princess.” I waited until they nodded, giving Darius’s dick a squeeze before repeating the same threats about him with another woman as I had Jaxon. 
 
    He answered the same but then leaned in until we were almost kissing. “Inez, there is no woman who comes close to you that I would ever bother with when perfection lets me near her. I am forever yours.” 
 
    “Good,” I hissed but then stood, moving off of Jaxon. Much to their confusion, I went over to the leopards. “Undress.” I smirked at the shock but was thrilled they did it. I went to Vance first. “Kiss your princess and then shift, go run and let your leopard out and hunt. You guys need a chance to not be afraid and breathe too.” 
 
    “Thank you, Princess,” he breathed against my lips and gave me a soft, chaste kiss. The others did the same, each being sweet and respectful, but there was a trickle of something there.  
 
    After they shifted, I squatted down and petted them, letting them nuzzle against me and giving them affection before they raced off to hunt. Then I went back to my nobles, my men, and did exactly what I said I would, possessed with a confidence and selfishness I hadn’t known was in me.  
 
    I smirked at them. “Who am I biting, and who’s fucking me first?” 
 
    In a flash Darius moved me onto all fours over Jaxon and I bit him while Darius fucked me. I mean, just wild, passionate, animal fucking filled with grunting, growling, and snarling from both of us. 
 
    Then Darius laid me down, my back on his chest, and I fed from his wrist while Jaxon did everything to my body, spreading me wide and open to him in more ways than just how far apart my legs would go for him. I was completely, totally, and utterly theirs as they gave me everything they had, and it was the first firm step in my admitting this was forever, my life would now always include them. 
 
    “I have no idea what that was,” I admitted when we were done, my heart still racing as I gasped for air. My voice sounded raw and like it would give out any moment from all the screaming. 
 
    “You’re princess, you’re the leader, and you know we live for you, to serve you, and you own us,” Darius murmured as he ran his hand along my body. He sounded thrilled like I’d accepted part of who I was. 
 
    And maybe I had. 
 
    “So does that mean someone else is handling dinner?” I teased, scratching my arm as I swallowed roughly. “I need some water, and there’s no way my body is working anytime soon.” 
 
    “Well, then we did our job well,” Jaxon chuckled, kissing my hair. “I’ll handle dinner, Darius, you want to clean our lover up? She’s gotten all dirty somehow.” 
 
    “Apparently that happens if I wear lingerie,” I drawled, noting that garters were torn off and only a sliced up stocking remained.  
 
    “So we’re getting more and soon?” Darius asked. 
 
    I laughed as he lifted me in his arms and stood. “Do I get the rub downs too? That felt amazing, and every inch of me ached from today. Shit, who knew fixing some panels and charging some batteries would do that?” I hissed as I itched more, my neck and head aching as I did.  
 
    “She needs to get it out,” Jaxon worried.  
 
    “I know,” Darius muttered, carrying me over to the vehicles.  
 
    I let it out and charged them all up, sighing as the itching stopped. “Thanks, I wasn’t—I feel all over the place.” 
 
    “That might be because you didn’t do some panels and batteries. You did all of them, even in the back of those plants.” He nodded when I gave him a disbelieving look. “We tried a bunch of them as we loaded them up just to make sure they didn’t get a zap or part of whatever. You fixed and charged it all up, enough to seriously start your own solar farm and power plant. We’ll be set at your coven.” 
 
    “Well, that explains a lot.” I frowned as he carried me towards the lake. “Maybe not the aggressive seeing red part where I threatened to murder people, but you know, I guess that happens?” 
 
    “You care so much for us you’re willing to do anything to keep us near,” he said gently. “We feel the same so it’s okay.” He shook his head when I opened my mouth to object. “You’ve got enough on your plate, and we need to figure out if you’re doing it again or what.” 
 
    “Right, more will come tonight,” I sighed, letting him wash me like a brat because there was no chance I could handle it. Jaxon tossed out a bottle of water for me, and I chugged it down, my throat totally raw. 
 
    I tried to listen to what Darius told me about the gobs of batteries they’d put in industrial cases and loaded into more trailers along with solar panels, doing both in each trailer so the weight wasn’t too much, but also we’d get a jump on setting up the coven if we had both. He chuckled as I kissed along his neck and rubbed against him. 
 
    “You’re so not listening.” 
 
    “No, I’m still on fire,” I admitted, sucking on his earlobe. “Bleed on your cock and fuck me with it, Darius. Bleed all over me as you fuck me like your bitch in heat.” I kept talking when he sucked in a harsh breath and said not to say that about myself again. “Fuck me. Please, fuck me like a cat. Bend me over and just fuck me again. Please. Rub your blood all over me and fuck your princess for them to see.” 
 
    I blinked, and we were back at the mattress and doing just that, his blood setting me on volcano level fire. Jaxon came over, and I gave him a hand job while the leopards watched, loving their eyes on me. Then I begged Jaxon to take me, every inch of me aching as I begged for more and took care of Darius, both of them smearing their blood on my skin as we had fun.  
 
    They switched again, and Jaxon couldn’t even get hard for a hand job, gasping for air. I tried not to pass out as Darius pounded into me, his cut hand touching me everywhere. The moment Darius came and was completely spent, not ready to go again, I figured out what was going on. 
 
    “So not all of that was me,” I slurred, too tired to even open my eyes. 
 
    “What, love?” Jaxon asked. 
 
    “You swore you’re mine, and I took on your needs,” I tried again, not sure that made more sense. 
 
    “Oh fuck, sexy bite,” Vance groaned, catching on. “She’s saying like when we gave her our oath of being hers she took on our ghosts, you swore you were hers—even if not the official blood oath you guys do—and she was taking on your needs. Your needs for her mostly.” I felt him move nearer. “The fire stopped when they went soft?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh boy, that was—wasn’t she a virgin like a week ago?” Vance worried. “And you guys just drilled her for hours after what she went through today?” 
 
    “She said she burned,” Darius muttered. “Fuck, sorry, Inez.” 
 
    “Never apologize for sex,” I reminded him, hating that feeling like he regretted me. I passed out before I even got to hear his response.  
 
    I hoped it was a good one that I’d like. 
 
    Needless to say, things were awkward the next day. I had slept all night, even during the packs of corrupted that came for us, Wolfe and Wilson guarding me up on top of the trailer while taking sniper shots. So, yeah, I slept through all that gunfire even.  
 
    That was tired. 
 
    I woke with the sun and handled what I needed to, ducking everyone for a bit of space. Darius cornered me as we were packing up to head out, corralling me against the open back door of the cargo van and everything loaded inside of it. 
 
    “I don’t want to apologize because I know it upsets you, but I need to know you don’t hate me,” he rasped, nuzzling my neck. 
 
    My embarrassment melted when I realized they were so upset too. I curled up against his chest, relieved when he hugged me. “I don’t hate you at all.” 
 
    “Good.” He kissed my forehead. “I need you to know that I would never, not ever think of you as—” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered, not wanting him to even say it. I knew he would never treat me as his bitch or crap like that. “I didn’t feel that. I just—you both kneel for me, lick me, and do everything, and I don’t do the same. It was like I was dying to say I would be all of that for you too. I think that was me because I feel that way. Maybe it wasn’t the right way to say it, but I wanted the result.” 
 
    “You did?” he worried, his tone doubting. “We feel how sore you are.” 
 
    “I loved every fucking second of it,” I admitted as I kissed his neck. “I did. Even if I ache today and burn somewhere private. It makes me feel every thrust, every everything you both did to me.” He took in a shaky breath. “I would want it again even if I acted crazy and that’s embarrassing for me. I want it again even if it hurts later. It was that good, Darius.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes. You might have to carry me around, and wow, I slept during gunfire and attacks, but yes, fuck, yes, do that all to me again.” 
 
    “Shit, don’t get me so hot when I’m focused on you,” he grumbled. 
 
    It made me realize he was hard. “I don’t feel your need.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No, I think it was because of all the power or like all the ghosts and doing that overwhelmed me and… I don’t know.” 
 
    “Other things slipped in when you were wide open maybe,” he offered, brushing his lips over my collarbone. “Thank you for wanting to give us all our desires. What I felt with you, Inez—fuck, I never thought it could be like that. Every inch of my body sang with need for you, to feel more of you, bleed on you. And that was after I promised I was yours. You have to keep me now, Inez. Don’t leave me ever.” 
 
    “I won’t,” I promised. “I was thinking that it felt so right, not just what we did, but you both in my life, knowing my future will always have you both. If that makes sense.” 
 
    “It does.” He let out a shaky breath, and I was pretty sure he wanted to say the words I wasn’t ready to hear. I knew there were levels of love, but it was too soon for me to understand it as he meant it, accept it as he deserved. “Can I ask for something?”  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Don’t be embarrassed from demanding I be faithful and yours,” he breathed in my ear as he licked the shell of it. “It hurts me like you hurt if I apologize. I loved that you did that, demanded me to never touch another, be only yours. You getting embarrassed worries me that you’ve changed your mind.” 
 
    “No, no, Darius,” I gasped, standing on my toes and kissing him softly. “That’s not it at all. I’m—that was unlike me to do it in that way. That’s why I’m embarrassed. I can tell you right now I would die if you were with another woman, touched them like you touch me. The thought of it kills me inside. But saying that I’d kill you both or your dick is mine is, that’s over the top.” 
 
    “Thank you for explaining,” he muttered as he surrounded me with his larger body instead of hugging me. “No woman would ever interest me when I have you. Never. It would never happen. I don’t think I could even get excited for another woman after what we’ve shared. Only you, Inez.” 
 
    “That’s so unfair if I won’t do the same,” I rasped, hating that I doubted this would work and to the level I did. 
 
    “That’s my choice. You didn’t grow up where this is totally normal, needed as we balance you out just as you give us purpose. Just know it’s my choice and I choose you whether it’s just us or you have twenty or a hundred nobles.” He flinched. “Okay, please don’t have a hundred, the nobles of that court are so neglected.” 
 
    “A princess seriously has a hundred men that are hers?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s a bitch,” he grumbled. “She treats them like dolls to sit and look pretty, toys for when she wants a thrill. You could never be like that, and I’m so grateful you won’t be. My point is I will still choose you, so do what you feel is right because you doing that brought us together, so I trust you that it’s the perfect path.” 
 
    “I choose you too,” I murmured, kissing him, thrilled he was touching me like I was special, precious, but fragile as I ached. 
 
    “Can we make up now too?” Jaxon muttered from behind Darius. 
 
    “I wasn’t mad,” I answered, chuckling when he hugged us both as best as he could. Darius turned us so they sandwiched me. “Everything I know you overheard me say was absolutely the truth.” 
 
    “Even that we can do that again because fuck me, Inez, that was just everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, we can do that again.” I shivered between them, loving the idea of just letting go and losing control. It wasn’t who I normally was, but wasn’t that half the fun of it? “So what’s the plan to handle the next wave of ghosts since a marathon like that just—I’m not sure I can have any sex at all today.” 
 
    “We’ll please you when the burning starts and our blood will also heal you,” Darius said gently. “Plus, you need to eat. You didn’t get dinner, and you need something heavier than a cold toaster pastry.” 
 
    “Fuel will help you heal, and last night after the attacks were done, we collected trailers full of solar panels and everything you can fix. But we also have an idea if you’re up for it.” 
 
    “I tend to like your ideas,” I said, blushing when they both groaned. “That wasn’t what I meant. I was thinking like the hunting.” 
 
    They brought me over to the group and started handing me food, jerky protein for breakfast and what I needed. But then Darius sat down with one of the navigators in a box. “Remember when I said I saw a princess change glass to sand? I want you to try the same with this.” He waved me off when I opened my mouth. “We found others, but it’s important to see if you can do it.” 
 
    “Picture what you do when you think of the ghosts dissipating. It’s that same power,” Jaxon guided. “Try to turn that to not dust to blow away, but like sand, tiny pieces.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking of the electricity like I did when I charged vehicles, but instead, focused how he said. It took a few tries, but then I watched in awe as the navigator almost… Pixelated. It reminded me of pictures I’d seen of what computers used to be able to do with turning images into tiny dots and breaking them down for their information or whatever.  
 
    That was what was now in the box, tons of pixels. 
 
    “Okay?” Darius asked, smiling when I nodded. “So this is useful for taking down old construction so it can be made anew. It uses energy too, so we’ll try and work with you on this. Maybe even for hunting, destroy part of the building during the day and shoot all into it.” 
 
    “Fish in a barrel,” I joked. 
 
    I felt bad that we could actually leave the area and move on, but now we were waiting for my ghost situation. But the others said they were hitting up farms and mapping out supplies for later. It seemed like a lot for an area not near where we’d end up, but they told me it wasn’t even a two day drive if people switched shifts, so that made more sense then. 
 
    What didn’t was when I came around the first time to let out the energy and Darius had that box again. 
 
    He smiled at me. “Put it back together now. Try to. Think of the navigator as it was.” 
 
    My eyes went wide. Right, he’d said that princess could change glass to sand and back again. Oh boy. 
 
    It didn’t work though, the energy building too much and ghosts coming at me. I let it out into the solar panels and a bunch of them, almost the whole trailer. 
 
    “We’ll work on control and not punching the gas soon,” Jaxon muttered, knowing how much that wore on me to do. 
 
    Yeah, control and learning what to do both seemed smart. We made a few rounds, and I was getting better at handling so many and faster. Practice makes perfect and all of that. 
 
    We were done with the last of them, and Darius brought out that box again. I wanted to brush it aside as crazy, but so was fixing and charging cars. Plus, he was so excited, wanted it so much I didn’t want to let him down. Somehow focusing on that—giving Darius what he wanted—seemed to open the right door, and I watched as the pixels became the navigator again. 
 
    “I feel like I should check if I’m drunk,” I admitted. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Callum muttered, several others echoing him. “Wow, Inez, just wow.” 
 
    It was something to pat myself on the back for… Or be completely freaked out by because that was fucking freaky and the applications of being able to do that terrified me. Which was why I closed the box and handed it over to Darius, all of them figuring out to leave that can of worms alone for a while or I’d get overwhelmed again. 
 
    Or maybe lose my damn mind. 
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    We headed up to Cleveland even if there wasn’t anything to retrieve because, why not? The guns were pretty well picked over, probably by the settlement we found an hour outside the city. We cleared out a lot of corrupted, raided what was worth it, and added supplies or upgraded. What we didn’t take we hid in trailers for later. 
 
    And then we moved on.  
 
    We did the same in Pittsburg, and I got what I needed, burying it outside the city as was now the plan. We found some good stuff there, but it was pretty picked over by people fleeing the East Coast where bombs had hit bad. Then we moved out. 
 
    It was a good flow and something to work towards. We headed to what was next in West Virginia, and there wasn’t much there to raid. Same with the one thing to pick up in Virginia, given Norfolk and DC were taken out. That whole line up to Philadelphia, Baltimore, and New York City were just gone. Even getting close when a nuke had hit DC and NYC was stupid even if they said it wouldn’t hurt us. 
 
    Yeah, that wasn’t a theory I thought smart to test. 
 
    But that took all of Maryland, Delaware, and New Jersey basically off the map. It made the mood severely morose when we’d been working towards a future. I mean, how could we just ignore all the hurt of the past? 
 
    We couldn’t. We had hearts. 
 
    But we moved on. What was the other option? Give up? No thanks. 
 
    Instead, we headed back up through Pennsylvania to Buffalo, New York. We found a bunch of not much and really picked over, but killed corrupted and moved on to Rochester and Syracuse. There were a few settlements around there, so not much, but we killed baddies.    
 
    We got what I needed in Albany and then swung over to north of Hartford. That was as close as I wanted to get to the potential nuclear fallout, and the others agreed when I reminded them there was a lot of North America to go. 
 
    And we could always road trip to kill corrupted. No one was against that idea if we did it safely. 
 
    Next was a quick race in and out of Providence, Rhode Island, and there were a few populated areas there, probably figuring that was the next safest area after the fallout. And the coasts meant water and food, so it made sense. 
 
    We drove through that night and scouted out a good place to set up camp outside Boston, Jaxon and Darius saying it was teaming with corrupted and hopefully a lot of everything we could use. It was a big enough city where most wouldn’t dare risk it, and unlike Columbus, it had a lot of suburban area that had been densely populated as well. So the plan was to take our time and do it right, be smart. 
 
    And of course that went right out the window moments after we arrived at the shipping terminal with all the trailers and crates we could ever need.  
 
    My rifle was up and ready to go the second I felt Darius and Jaxon racing closer to me. I almost shot Clarence just on principal for being an asshole, but he had four guys with him and I didn’t want a fight that I didn’t even fully understand. 
 
    “So she was going north, huh?” Clarence asked Darius, rage in his eyes. 
 
    “Hey, I’m north of where I started,” I defended, not wanting Darius to lose his noble badge or whatever. “And I’m caught up now, and my answer is no. Fuck no even, so piss off.” 
 
    That gaze locked on me, and honestly, if I didn’t have the others with me and trusted them, I would have taken a step back, he was so full of hate and everything bad. “They aren’t allowed to interfere.” 
 
    “They haven’t. They’ve been very clear that—” 
 
    “I just want to talk to you,” he said in a placating tone. 
 
    “No, Darius wanted to talk to me. You’ve been stalking and hunting me for five mother fucking years,” I seethed, lowering the rifle before I pulled the trigger. “He managed to find a way to talk to me in a damn day and after I shot him, so don’t try that next.” 
 
    “I know this is confusing, and I apologize that we inadvertently scared you but—” 
 
    “Inadvertently?” I blanched. “There was no inadvertently about it, asshole. I might have been ignorant, but I’m not stupid. You were terrorizing me on purpose.” His eyes flashed shock, and I snorted. “You’re not the only monsters who pull that shtick in the apocalypse. Hell, I hear guys were pretty into fear mongering even before. Don’t go there, it’s scary, stay here and do what I say and you’re safe.” 
 
    “Let’s just have—” 
 
    “My answer is no. I get you’re not into women who disagree with you, but my answer is no and leave me the fuck alone. Got it?” I swallowed a shiver when that rage flared hotter. 
 
    “That isn’t how this goes,” he snapped. 
 
    “It is,” Jaxon argued. “She said no, and now we can interfere all we want. Your bed was long made before we came along.” 
 
    “No, I spent five fucking years chasing after her and now she’s going to—” 
 
    “Try it,” I hissed, raising the rifle again. “Fuck, please, I want to shoot you. Do you know how much harder you made my life? The answer is no, no, no, and noooooo.” 
 
    He swallowed down whatever he wanted to say next, something bad dancing in his eyes I didn’t like. “Fine, I understand, of course. However, you don’t have a full court, and as a noble, it is my duty to accompany you and your party for your safety. We all will.” That bad stuff flashed again with a bit of glee. “Unless you renounce the old ways, of course.” 
 
    “She—” Jaxon started but stopped when I held up my hand to him, lowering the rifle again. 
 
    “You answer for me and his next move will be to say you’re forcing me or something and they’re going to rescue me,” I warned, rolling my eyes at Clarence when that shock came back. “As I said, not stupid.” Then I smirked at him. “I dodged you, asshole, for five years, and I didn’t even know shit, so yeah, you’d save me from shit.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer,” he snarled. 
 
    I shrugged. “I haven’t renounced anything, though a discussion would need to be had as to specifics, as it would be a fair assumption to the ‘old ways’ and that vagueness varying widely from coven to coven and century to century.” I adjusted my neck as my adrenaline built for the fight or to flee like I was so used to. “However, I’m pretty sure there’s a safety clause built in.” 
 
    “Like what?” he chuckled dismissively. “We could protect you fine.” 
 
    “Well, I just stated why I don’t buy that, so keep up,” I taunted him. “But also that I feel unsafe with the nobles forcing themselves on me.” I raised an eyebrow when he opened his mouth to argue. “How’s Princess Eliza?” 
 
    Clarence’s gaze snapped to Darius. “You broke the oath and—” 
 
    “No, he didn’t even after you didn’t keep your oath to protect her,” I snapped. “I asked. I asked how he knew you as he explained you weren’t trying to kill me. So he actually defended you to me. He told me the truth.” 
 
    “I did not break my oath nor—” 
 
    “Lie!” Jaxon bellowed. “You just broke your oath now, as the rules are you can’t lie to her. You cannot tell a princess you’re courting anything but the truth. No lies shall pass between a noble seeking a spot in a court or to a princess they are sworn to. You just broke the rules, so don’t give us anymore bullshit!” 
 
    “You guys are too nice and assume he’s courting me, but that was never his plan,” I muttered, smirking at the guy. “No, you were planning to be the boss and me serve you, so it wasn’t breaking your oath to lie, as you wanted no place in my court.” I shook my head when that shock came back. “Just go. It’s your fault you invested five years in a plan that had no chance of working. My answer is no, so just go.” 
 
    “No, it will not end this way,” he seethed, steam about coming out of his ears. “No, I won’t let another of you dictate my life to me and—learn your fucking place like the other sluts should. You are a child, and you think to tell me what to do?” 
 
    I wanted to point out the hypocrisy there of him wanting to boss me all around, but he was clearly full of hypo-crazy, so there was no point. I narrowed my eyes at him and flicked him off. 
 
    “I won’t ever, not ever give you what you want. I won’t bow to you, or learn my place, or so much as let you fucking touch me, you piece of shit. You can’t even talk me into the ‘discussion’ you were planning, which I can tell you have such a high opinion of women in general you were just going to give me some blood and figure I’d agree to anything, so fuck you, you tiny dicked loser who cheats to even compete.” 
 
    I let my anger take over and let out all the venom I felt for him, throwing gas on the fire instead of trying to back it down, but I thought I got a pass after years of being terrified of them and hunted. I saw him react, but the instant he moved to come at me, he jerked like he’d been stabbed in the back by something. I gasped as blood poured out of his eyes, nose, mouth, and ears, watching it gush all over him. 
 
    Jaxon and Darius didn’t even have time to react and block me, and it was over. Clarence dropped to the ground either dead or he could live without all the blood in his body. I wasn’t sure that was possible, but there were a lot of things that I hadn’t thought possible happening the past few weeks. 
 
    “Well, that was not what I expected to witness when I was pulled here,” a deep voice said from on top of one of the trailers. “Shocking that still works.” 
 
    “She said no,” Jaxon told the guys who’d come with Clarence. “You’re dead if you try for her. Aether won’t allow it even still.” 
 
    “We weren’t going to hurt her, and we didn’t know he was so—” one of them started to argue. 
 
    “Bullshit,” I snapped, hearing it echo so I wasn’t the only one. 
 
    The man from the trailer dropped to the ground and shot the other strangers a warning look. “Run along, young, idiot nobles. You lost your chance and in my opinion, broke your oath of following the rules, so I would run fast before I get annoyed.” 
 
    I blinked and they were gone, just gone… Which really worried me who the new guy was. I focused on him now and understood why the others ran. 
 
    Because I wanted to run from him too. He was beautiful, more than handsome, but actually a beautiful man, though like a tiger is beautiful even as it’s eating you. And this guy was the predator and top of the food chain for sure. Everything about him screamed power and the ability to crush all of us, and I didn’t even know how to feel and understand that sort of stuff. 
 
    He moved closer to me, and Jaxon and Darius blocked me, Jaxon speaking. “Please don’t hurt her.” 
 
    “You have my word,” he promised, and they moved back, not seeming like they wanted to. The guy moved until we weren’t even a foot apart. He wasn’t tall, maybe five-nine or a bit more. He was stocky, not fat, no, and not ripped bulky, but more how adult men just fill in and he had such presence, which made him almost seem bigger than he was.  
 
    It was his light mocha eyes that pulled me in. Again, beautiful like a tiger, but still as alluring as the coffee I was now addicted to. His hair was a darker brown, cut short and messy like he didn’t care, same with the long stubble that was a few days’ growth but not a beard. He was ridiculously sexy with it. 
 
    I suppressed a flinch when he reached up and pulled out my hair tie, letting down my messy bun. 
 
    “You are a beauty,” he praised, sliding the band around his wrist before touching my hair and then cupping my cheek. “But why am I here, young princess?” 
 
    It had to be nerves or the adrenaline leaving me, or the new adrenaline coming from fear, but I burst out laughing. I laughed so hard, I was gasping for air and trying to apologize. “I am the wrong person to ask for answers, as I’m about forty miles behind on all of this.” 
 
    “Not something most would admit,” he muttered, studying me carefully. 
 
    I shrugged. “Only stupid people pretend to know things they don’t.” 
 
    His full lips twitched. “And you are not stupid?” 
 
    I bounced that around. “I never assume I’m the smartest person in the room, but I try never to be the stupidest.” 
 
    He stared at me as if I’d said something interesting. “And what if you’re alone? Are you not the stupidest person in the room then?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m also the smartest person then and they cancel out, so I’m just me,” I threw right back. 
 
    “Who are you?” Jaxon interjected, his tone respectful but a bit firm as if saying it was time for names. 
 
    “Kristof of the house Priest,” he answered. 
 
    “I thought that house was no more,” Jaxon muttered. 
 
    “I am the last,” Kristof replied, his tone clear to drop it. 
 
    “You stayed at my family coven for many years when my great-grandmother ruled,” Darius said, dipping his head. “She spoke very well of you according to my mother. I am Darius of the house Katz.” 
 
    He glanced at Darius and nodded. “Your great-grandmother was a lovely woman. I was never of her court, but I respected her. How is your mother… I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you. I may be the last too,” Darius whispered, giving something away as to his grief that the guy sensed. 
 
    “It is a heartache and burden I would wish upon no one.” 
 
    “Jaxon of the house O’Cleirgh,” Jaxon introduced. 
 
    “Another impressive house,” he muttered, looking at me again. “And yet they are not sworn to you and protect you so.” He glanced at the leopards. “And you have knights in this century? How did that come about?” 
 
    “That’s a long story,” I answered, not sure what was going on here at all. 
 
    “Interesting. You are very interesting,” he murmured. He held out his hand to me. “Come, I wish to speak to you privately.” He gave a warning look to the others, and I hurried to slip my hand in his, which shocked him it seemed. 
 
    “Don’t hurt them, please, they’re just scared for me,” I whispered, feeling like prey again now that we were past the banter. 
 
    He didn’t respond, pulling me against him, and then we just suddenly weren’t there. It wasn’t even like when Jaxon ran with me where I felt the wind or air move around me, no, this was almost too fast for that like he was so fast he came with his own fucking wormhole. 
 
    “It takes a minute for people not used to that,” he warned, holding me tightly until I was steady. But he still kept his hand on my cheek, running his fingers lightly down my neck. “You would be the rare one with a chance to seduce me. Is that what you wish? To snare me into your court with the heaven I am sure is between your legs?” 
 
    I moved to pull away, but he kept me there with just that light touch. Crap, I was like ant level of prey to a huge ass whale. “I don’t know why you’re here, but I would never snare someone or whore myself like that.” 
 
    “Well, you are a rare princess on that for sure. I have questions for you, and you will answer me.” 
 
    “I would have without the implied threat,” I grumbled, but then cleared my throat. “Just don’t hurt them, okay? Please? I don’t get what’s going on either, but you’re scary powerful, and I don’t want them harmed.” 
 
    “Most would not admit they were outmatched in power.” 
 
    I snorted. “We both know I’m the prey here, so what does denying the truth or lying about it do besides upset you that I lied to you?” 
 
    “Not a damn thing, but most still would.” He leaned in like he was going to kiss me, and I closed my eyes, not because I wanted the kiss no matter how beautiful he was, but just to get it over with. “Interesting indeed.” He stayed a breath apart from me. “Would you kiss me if I promised their safety?” 
 
    My eyes snapped open, and I saw the challenge in his gaze. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “What else would you offer?” 
 
    “Anything. I’d give you anything to protect them.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. “Would you kneel before me?” 
 
    I knelt, staring up in his shocked face. “Yes.” 
 
    “You have no honor to kneel,” he muttered, giving me a disappointed look that irked me. 
 
    “I’m honoring what I said to them that they’re mine. I care for Jaxon and Darius, and what good is my honor of not kneeling when you ask if we’re all dead? The leopards swore to protect me, and how could I not do the same? They’re my friends. Fuck, I’ll kneel here as long as you want to keep them safe. So what, I’m kneeling?” 
 
    “I agree,” he praised, holding out his hand for me. “But I am a noble who would never have a princess kneel before him.” He pulled me to my feet and opened his mouth to ask more questions, but I flinched, realizing it was that time of the morning. 
 
    “I’ll answer whatever you want, whatever I can, I promise, but the ghosts are going to start coming, and it will get bad fast because we’ve been hunting a lot of corrupted,” I rambled, seeing another appear. “So, um, can we call a time out? Don’t hurt them, and we’ll explain.” I blinked at him. “Maybe you were called here to see this? I don’t know, but I’ll tell you whatever, but we have a system.” 
 
    “You are very afraid. Why? Others have seen ghosts too.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I get the ghosts of my kills plus the five leopards, and it’s severely complicated from what even Darius and Jaxon say.” I leaned into him as more ghosts appeared. “Please? There’s about to be a shit ton, and then I won’t hear you and they’ll make me faint.” 
 
    “Interesting indeed,” he muttered again, wrapping his arm around me before we were suddenly back by the others. 
 
    “The ghosts started appearing, and I didn’t tell him anything yet,” I blurted, glancing between Jaxon and Darius. “And Clarence fucked everything up and we don’t have it set.”  
 
    “Relax, we got this,” Jaxon promise, cupping my face.  
 
    “Hey, did you fucking kill us, you bitch?” the first of a group of twenty ghosts bellowed as they appeared. I yelped as I always did, but seriously, it was the energy and like echo of when they got upset that I couldn’t ignore it. 
 
    “No, it was these guys, but just she can hear us,” another seethed.  
 
    Jaxon’s lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear him, the ghosts ramping up fast when there were so many of them. It was like they assumed we just went on a murdering spree or something. I fisted his shirt and tried to soak up his calm, freaked out enough for the day, Clarence’s dead body reminding me of all of that and then the super scary guy who found me interesting watching. 
 
    Darius pulled me away and kissed me deeply, reminding me they were with me, they would always be with me. I nodded that I had this and let them lead me off to the back seat of the SUV, ignoring the shouts and angry energy. The second the first ghost got in with me, I focused on dissipating it, knowing what I had to do. 
 
    And that the two men in my life who adored me would be there for me after when I needed them. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    19 
 
      
 
    Kristof 
 
      
 
    Waking with a random pull to head to Boston did not put me in a good mood. Forces, magic, or even Aether Herself pulling me never ended with something fun on the other end. No, it was normally a disaster I had to handle or bullshit I didn’t want to be involved in. 
 
    So I was more than moderately surprised to find a noble who was clearly out of his mind and lost as to his path, plotting to subjugate a young princess. But the ones with her could more than handle the problem, and then Aether did Herself. 
 
    Then why the fuck was I there? 
 
    I wasn’t sure, but the breathtaking young princess and the quick conversation with her was enough to make me need to find out… And that was before she was almost overwhelmed with ghosts. 
 
    “Take her around in the SUV,” Jaxon ordered one of the leopards as he tossed over car keys while the princess kissed her other noble. “Put her in the back so Kristof can ride with since she said she’d show him. We’ll get things set here.” 
 
    “Got it,” he agreed, waving me to follow to an electric car. 
 
    “How is this running?” I muttered, getting in when he did and Darius was bringing over the princess. 
 
    “She did it.” 
 
    The second she was in, he turned on the vehicle and threw it in gear. I glanced back at her, and shock rocked me as I watched seeds appear on the bench seat next to her instead of the normal salt or minerals when a vampire with the gift of seeing and passing on ghosts sent one to peace.  
 
    “Yeah, I felt about the same,” the guy chuckled. “I’m Vance, Vance Begley. We might be the last Begleys as well. Our family was in NYC.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss, it was a good clan,” I said as I kept my gaze on her. “How did she make this start running? Charge it when there’s no electricity besides the rare generator that no one uses gas on instead of vehicles?” 
 
    “She just can,” he sighed. “My cousin’s the electrical engineer, but she’s got energy coursing through her. She channels it somehow into electricity and also fixes whatever was blown by the EMPs or other bombs’ shockwaves. Hell, I don’t even know what took out stuff in as far as like Columbus, as I didn’t see any bomb damage.” 
 
    “Many were done internally by those who thrive on chaos and saw their chance to take down the system,” I muttered, still watching her, unable to look away even. “Others probably to cover their tracks as if everything went down, no one would truly know who was to blame for the corrupted. And then it became a war of fighting against those with electricity and the ability to hurt them.” 
 
    “Wow, nice, good thing those assholes and crazies survived,” he grumbled. He glanced at her in the mirror. 
 
    “Why are we moving?” 
 
    “Spaces out the ghosts, as it takes them a bit to catch up and they can’t all fit in here so they don’t overwhelm her.” He shrugged. “I don’t know much about this part, but the first day it happened after we went serious corrupted hunting, it was horrible. They were beating her with their energy basically, and she passed out. This seems to work out pretty well so far.” 
 
    “And she’s willing to do it?” I asked, but clearly had the answer as I was seeing she was. 
 
    “She wouldn’t hear of not doing it because less corrupted mean less victims they have.” He checked on her again. “She doesn’t even realize how much of a miracle she is.” She rubbed her head, and almost instantly he was passing her back a cold bottle of water. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said too loudly as if her ears were ringing, and took huge gulps. “Fuck, Wilson was so right. Cold water is so much better. I didn’t even know what I was missing!” 
 
    “She doesn’t remember cold water?” I asked. 
 
    He cleared his throat and adjusted how he sat. “I’m not sure I should be the one to answer that. It’s pretty personal, and I would think you’d want the context or hear it from her if she’s willing to tell you.” 
 
    “Fair enough, and honorable you would think of it that way,” I praised. 
 
    “You can slow down,” she told him. “They’re coming in too slow, and we didn’t hunt that many yesterday.” 
 
    He sighed heavily. “You can handle a bit of slow, sexy bite.” 
 
    “I got this,” she argued. “I’m not going to faint today.” She rubbed her hands together. “Fuck, I might do a jig that Clarence and his band of merry harassing assholes is gone. Five years of that shit and I get a night off and a dance.” She smiled brightly. “Weren’t you guys talking about breweries? Let’s go turn on their fridges. I want to try beer.” 
 
    “You are so much trouble,” he chuckled, laughing when she just shrugged.  
 
    I glanced between them as they bantered and teased each other, unable to process how normal they acted together. None of the regular court hubbub and bullshit, posturing every second of every day, and all the games I hated. 
 
    “We’re coming in,” Vance said into a long range radio. 
 
    “Got it, we’re set at the first place we plotted,” someone replied. “We’ve found a lot for her.” 
 
    “Good, because there are a ton we could clear out, and you know she’ll want to.” 
 
    “Of course, she’s awesome,” the person replied with a chuckle. “We need to find her that seed book now that there’s real libraries and bookstores around here.” 
 
    “It’s on the list.” He glanced at me and answered my unasked question. “When she starts itching, the energy is getting to be too much and it’s time for her to let it out.” 
 
    I nodded, watching the show as more seeds appeared and she carefully put them into a baggie. Most might have waited until the end, but she took care with the task.  
 
    We pulled up at an industrial park with a few shipping trailers next to each other in the parking lot. She jumped out the moment the SUV stopped and hurried over to where Darius guided her. I moved with her, not wanting to miss what came next. 
 
    I almost fell over when I felt the energy she let out, the power and electricity jumping from solar panel to solar panel. I understood what the leopard meant that she fixed them, but more specifically, she deconstructed the broken component or chip and reconstructed a fixed one. It was miraculous and not how I’d ever seen that particular power used before. 
 
    And then she charged up pallets of industrial batteries that looked as if they would belong in power plants or massive machines. 
 
    She hopped into the SUV with a different leopard, and off she went again. I stayed this time to see what else was going on, their plans as it were. They were smart in how they used her power. They were gathering weapons that they could retrieve later, but more importantly, keeping them out of the hands of the wrong people.  
 
    I even helped them with that task, thinking it smart since they had the way to manage it efficiently. 
 
    “Hey, I found a camper like she suggested,” Vance said as he came jogging over with one of the leopards. “We were checking if we could find any more electric semis for later, and we found a whole dealership with top of the line ‘toy haulers,’ the sign said.” 
 
    “Can it be towed with the SUV, or do we need a pickup truck?” Darius asked, glancing at Jaxon. “There are eight of us so four vehicles might be okay.” 
 
    “It’s not like we’re doing long hauls of three days and no one to switch off driving,” Jaxon agreed with a smile. “Let’s see what we can’t spoil our princess with.” 
 
    He snorted. “Right, because she won’t immediately make sure there’s enough room for everyone or mattresses can be added. Can you rig a few of the truck batteries in the bed of the truck like you did the semi so she’s got more to juice?” 
 
    “Callum can no problem. He improved on what I did. Depending on what we find here, we’ll have her fix and charge it all so people can just drive them later. When we get more people for her court.” 
 
    They seemed to remember I was there then and shut their mouths. It was understandable they weren’t sure if they wanted me to hang around or not, but they also weren’t letting out state secrets that the princess would have to build her court. Only that she didn’t have an existing one to take over and make her own. So she was a displaced princess? The last of her line? 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    A few more hours of systematic and impressively plotted out work, and she rejoined us, about bouncing to let out the energy. Then she did a sexy little dance in victory. 
 
    “I did it. I did it,” she sang, shaking her hips. “I did it and didn’t faint. I’m totally—” Her fangs came out, interrupting her. “Fuck! Come on. I seriously thought I had it and control.” She growled and thumped the side of a trailer a few times before kicking it. “Uggghhh, I was so close.” 
 
    “You didn’t faint, so that’s a win and improvement,” Darius reminded her, cupping her face. “You need to feed, Inez. Let us give you what you need.” 
 
    Jaxon didn’t wait for her answer, letting the others know they were heading to camp before swooping her up in his arms and blurring away. I easily followed after them, the younger vampire taking a few minutes to catch up. 
 
    I glanced around as they discussed hunting and dinner, seeing what their camp consisted of. There was a trailer that they must have towed with them, and a cargo van stocked with everything eight adults could need and much better than most in the apocalypse. 
 
    Darius caught up, and he had eyes only for his princess, undressing her with practiced ease before himself. He laid her down on one of the mattresses they’d set up by the grills and main area. He gave me a smirk before spreading her legs wide, knowing any sane man would want even a glimpse of the heaven that was most assuredly there given she was such a beauty. 
 
    And what a sight it was. 
 
    I was painfully hard as he pumped his fingers in her and sucked one of those pale, stiff nipples as she whimpered and moaned. She leaned in and bit his neck, not taking anywhere near as much as I would have expected or thought necessary after all the power and energy she’d used that day. 
 
    After a few orgasms, she rolled over and presented her firm, bouncing ass to him, mewling in need. My throat was dry as he slammed in her, wanting to do the same, especially given how much she loved it. I watched in awe, shocked to see a princess have sex so freely. She loved what he did to her, but more than that, it flipped her switch that he was enjoying her so much.  
 
    She truly wanted to please him, make him happy and sated. Instead of all the games and everything dark and selfish I’d seen at courts and in princesses over my years, it flat did it for her that Darius was enjoying her so much. 
 
    “Write it, write it on me,” she begged, pushing her body back to meet his as if she needed nothing but him.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what she meant, but he bit his finger and wrote out “Mine” on her ass in his blood. She moaned as it tingled and her skin absorbed it. I’d never seen a princess give so selflessly something her noble would want.  
 
    And then she begged for him to write it bigger on her. He did, and she thanked him, screaming in bliss as he gave her all of him. It was beautiful the way there was nothing but their passion, their desperate need for each other, as their bodies came together. It didn’t matter that she submitted to him or he took her as he wanted, but simply their need for each other. 
 
    When it was over, he had one more word to write. Love. He spelled that out on her back, her eyes filling with tears as she realized what he’d done. She turned and let him see she was overcome with emotions, nodding as she accepted his feelings. They kissed, but when he went to move away, she pulled him back and he tenderly took her this time, their lips never leaving each other as they moved together. 
 
    She was perfection in the body of a female, and I wanted her, but I had lived too long to buy any of this or take it at face value. I would crack the young princess and see what was truly there behind that shell of kindness, warmth, and beauty. 
 
    I followed them when he brought her over to the lake with a basket of supplies meant for bathing. “Our discussion was delayed. I believe we should have it now.” She gave me a hesitant look but then nodded, Darius moving to still help her. “She can bathe herself, I’m sure.” 
 
    And I hated selfish, spoiled, and bitchy princesses. 
 
    “Yeah, I got this,” she agreed before he could argue. She accepted a quick kiss from him before being set on her feet, forcing herself to act as if her legs weren’t jelly like in that moment. She gave me another quick look, swallowing loudly as she realized I would be a very old perv and watch her bathe. 
 
    Sounded fun to me. I pulled a log over to the edge of the lake and didn’t ask a single question as I watched her wash, all of her exposed to me. I cleared my throat when she tried to use the water to hide as she bathed, and she walked out of it so I saw more, getting the game. 
 
    And what a game it was. When she bent over to wash her legs, letting me see how perfect she was from so close, something just for me, it took all my strength not to fuck her and make her scream. It had been so, so long since I’d had a woman, and I wasn’t sure I’d ever had one like her. I was itching for her body and touch. 
 
    When she finished, she went to wrap a towel around her, looking relieved it was over as she’d been quick about her task.  
 
    “Come here,” I instructed before she could cover up. She flinched, giving me a worried look, but did what I wanted. I reached for her and saw the tears in her eyes before she looked away. “You truly wish to cover yourself.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know you saw a lot with us, um, you know, but yes, I want the towel, please.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She let out a shaky breath and covered herself, even wrapping her hair before coming back to me. I moved how I sat, rubbing my leg to tell her where I wanted her. She studied me as she moved, and then her eyes went wide as she sucked in a harsh, deep breath. 
 
    And then she was hugging me. She hugged me tightly, straddling my lap and burying her face against my neck. “You’re not bullying me. You’re not being an asshole like Clarence who wanted to abuse me. You’re trying to break apart the con. You’re not buying the cult you think we are or whatever, and you’re pushing me so I crack. Oh thank fuck. I thought the scariest guy ever was going to abuse me forever.” 
 
    “No, I would never,” I murmured, upset with myself for not having considered how it would appear to her, assuming she was the villainess here that was set on ensnaring me.  
 
    “I would do anything to keep them safe, I would, but the idea of you just taking whatever you want, that threat of hurting them always looming.” She let out a choked breath. “Please, just don’t hurt them. Poke until you get your answers, I’ll tell you anything, everything, I swear it.” 
 
    “Shhh,” I whispered as I slid my hand along her soft skin, seizing the opportunity since the towel fell off. “Calm yourself. I will not harm any of you. I promise that’s not why I’m here.” 
 
    “Okay,” she breathed, shaking but then in a good way from my touch. She leaned back and gave me a soft kiss. “Okay, thank you.” She hugged me again, slowly letting out the tension and upset, settling now that she knew there was no danger. 
 
    And all I wanted was to bury my leaking cock deep in her. Damn, I really was an asshole. 
 
    “Go to your love and relax, rest, as you did a lot today. I will stay and get my answers. That’s all that’s happening for now,” I murmured as I cupped her sweet ass.  
 
    She nodded, clearing her throat and quickly putting the towel in place as she blushed deeply, unable to meet my eyes even. “Someone was talking about maybe trying for some lobster since we’re in the area. Sounds nummy.”  
 
    “It does,” I agreed, trying to think of the last time I’d had lobster. 
 
    She turned to leave but then spun around.  
 
    “Right, um, we’re going to be attacked tonight, and like a lot since we’re not far outside the city.” Worry filled her eyes as she glanced at me. “Will you be okay? I mean, we have extra guns and weapons.” She snorted, rolling her eyes. “Right, yeah, stupid, sorry. You can move faster than air displacement with your own wormhole or whatever, and I’m worried about corrupted getting you. Idiot.” 
 
    She walked off, shaking her head at herself, and I couldn’t seem to find my voice. When had anyone ever worried for my safety? Even when I was in danger, which had been so long ago I forgot as well? 
 
    I watched her head to the cargo van and get dressed before announcing she was doing laundry. Then the princess actually gathered two bags of dirty clothes and, with some help from Jaxon, washed all their clothes in a large plastic tote on a washboard. 
 
    Well, maybe the apocalypse had changed all the princesses? I snorted, not thinking that fucking likely. 
 
    The leopards showed up and outlined with Darius where they were at and what the next steps were as the princess assisted Jaxon in preparing dinner. Then she called over she had a gift for the Begleys. 
 
    “Strip and shift,” she announced when they moved towards her. They hurried to take off their clothes, each giving her a chaste kiss before shifting, clearly wanting more from her but not pushing her, willing to accept just that and her affection. 
 
    She pulled a large squeaker ball out of the bag she’d been holding, squeezing it and bursting out laughing when the leopards gave her an are you serious look. She threw it, and two took off, still wanting the fun. She threw some more, laughing and teasing them when they brought them back to her. 
 
    The affection she gave them seemed genuine. Not as pets in a demeaning way, but as trusted and beloved friends. Yes, she was teasing them, but there was no maliciousness in it at all. 
 
    “I know where your head is,” Jaxon muttered as he sat next to me, offering me a cold bottle of beer. Shit, that alone made the journey worth it. “You see this, her, and you think it has to be fake, that no princess could ever be as she is.” 
 
    “And I have seen much, much more than you, so of course I doubt it,” I said before tipping the bottle back. We were quiet a few minutes, simply enjoying our beers and watching them play. 
 
    “She woke on her eighteenth birthday and remembered nothing,” he said quietly. “She didn’t get the gift of memories, but lost all of the ones she had.” 
 
    “That’s a first.” 
 
    He let that sink in a bit. “We believe she’s a new house, Aether’s champion.” 
 
    I almost dropped my beer. I swallowed my next gulp louder than the others. That was quite the pill and idea to swallow. “Why?” 
 
    “She’s a blank slate,” he answered. “She was alone, no clue on any of this until Darius found her and could talk to her.” He blew out a harsh breath. “She wasn’t even feeding. She took iron supplements, thinking her iron was low because she wanted rare meat and blood tempted her. All of this is a huge bomb dropped on her.” 
 
    “Her name?” 
 
    “Inez Garner. That’s what the US passport said that she found with her. She was alone, somewhere abandoned, and had to figure out everything, survive for years on her own.” He shot me a glance. “The corrupted will come for her tonight. They avoid us, but they race to her. Tell me that doesn’t sound like Erebus trying to take out Aether’s champion. And the seeds. Each house came from the seed of life.” 
 
    I sat with it, finishing a beer and accepting another. “Inez means ‘pure’ in Portuguese.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Do you know the meaning of Garner?” 
 
    “Keeper of grains or something, right? Yeah, she keeps the seeds, it makes sense.” 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s how many interpret it now, and yes, it does still fit, but it came from a derivative of the French word for ‘germinate’ or ‘bother,’ meaning the agitation or flowering. That is what she is. If you’re right, she’s going to agitate the system and bloom a new house, a new way in the aftermath of the fucking apocalypse.” 
 
    “Yeah, she will, because there’s more,” he admitted. 
 
    “Of course there is.” I snorted. “You know how many will come for her.” 
 
    “Yes, but she has to be protected, even you can see that already. Once you see what you need to that this isn’t a con or tricks you’re used to of a princess’s court, that this is honestly her, you’ll know that.” 
 
    “You’ll probably all die trying to protect her.” 
 
    “So be it,” he whispered. “Even if she didn’t already have my heart, I couldn’t think of a more worthy fight than helping Aether’s champion and giving the world a chance to be reborn and survive.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” I chuckled, a fire burning in me that I had long since thought died from boredom and numbness as to always seeing more of the same. Not even the fucking apocalypse and so much death could snap me out of it, but this young princess and her path made me feel something. 
 
    We ate heartily, the meat and potatoes meal landing well given the group. Also, the baked apples on the grill that she’d come up with for dessert. 
 
    “We found a farm with pigs, chickens, and wheat,” she announced, gesturing between herself and Callum. “And we have no clue how to handle any of that.” 
 
    “Well, I would shift and eat the animals, so no clue might be harsh,” he chuckled. “But we were thinking eggs and bacon for breakfast and maybe bread if we find a grinder?” 
 
    “That would work well with the top line camper we found,” Vance purred, wiggling his eyebrows at her. “You fired up those electric pickup trucks, and if you can fix the camper, we’ll have a toilet, shower, and more when we park at places like this. The pumps on the camper will handle getting the water.” 
 
    “The damn thing had a small washer and dryer,” Jaxon snickered. 
 
    “That is so awesome!” she exclaimed, wiggling her butt on the log she was sitting on. “How cool are we? This is worlds better than squirting expired mustard on expired tuna in cans.” She burst out laughing. “I’m never the one driving that sucker around. We can’t risk losing it!” 
 
    Apparently she wasn’t the best of drivers. Good she admitted it at least. 
 
    They worked as a team to clean up after dinner and get ready. Not long after night came, Jaxon announced corrupted were coming, letting me know his range was far less than mine but still impressive for his age. I watched as she danced over to him and gave him a deep kiss, thanking him for her gift. 
 
    Which was a long range sniper rifle. Yes, that was a present most women wanted for sure, even those who were into shooting and hunting.  
 
    He helped get her up on top of the trailer, tossing up another rifle and a bag of ammo she caught. Once he pointed out the direction, she settled herself and set it up as if this was a regular occurrence she was used to. 
 
    “I got high count yesterday,” Vance told the others, reminding them of something, then he joined her up on the trailer. Interesting, so those who killed the most on the ground got the detail of protecting her as the last line of defense. 
 
    “We’ve got sharp weapons or guns, which do you want?” Asher asked me as he checked the handguns in front of him and started loading himself with clips. 
 
    “Sharp.” 
 
    He nodded. “Jaxon’s the same. He moves too fast where the reloading loses time. He uses Inez’s short katanas, but they’ve got more options at the cargo van.” 
 
    Did they ever. They explained they’d found some when picking up knives for cooking and handling animals, and then they’d stumbled upon a collection of replicas. Darius seemed happy with the sabers he chose, obviously trained on them. I chose a sword that looked like what humans thought knights used in the Crusades or from movies, but the balance was good and the craftsmanship well done. 
 
    And then the princess fired the first shot. She was glued to her scope and took out the first in the pack to thin the herd as they turned to eat their fallen. She did it in several other groups, as they had camped close enough to the populated area that they came from two sides, as they tended to group together, hunt in packs like animals. 
 
    She kept reloading and firing until Jaxon gave some signal and then raced out with the others. That didn’t seem to make her happy, like she didn’t help more or she had to sit out, but I heard Darius remind her that they were going to stay here for a few days so the further back the dead, the less they had to smell later. 
 
    That and the bodies decomposed at a much faster rate than normal dead humans, so by morning there wouldn’t be that much of a stench in such an open area. 
 
    She wasn’t kidding when she’d warned they would come for her. They seemed almost desperate to get her, and I thought about what Jaxon had said of Erebus’s minions coming for His sister’s champion. It did fit, even to me who thought most people saw signs where they wanted, not necessarily where there were really signs. 
 
    When the enemy was all dead, she came back down and thanked Jaxon again. Others cleaned up, handling weapons or just a bath, but I hid in the darkness and watched as she thanked him, giving herself to him as she fed like he wanted. She enjoyed it, of course, but she clearly bit him because he wanted it. 
 
    She really was breathtaking, every inch of her perfection as she rode him, working her hips to bring them both pleasure. She truly was unlike any princess I had ever seen before. Especially when she asked him to write on her as well, smiling with joy when he spelled out “Mine” on her skin, loving it because of how much they wanted to. 
 
    Everything I’d learned, everything I’d witnessed, all rattled around in my brain as I helped them during the night, needing next to no sleep with how old I was. It was as if I couldn’t process the information or fit it into all I’d known over thousands of years. It simply didn’t fit. 
 
    The next morning she was all smiles and laughter as she checked out the camper and enjoyed the bacon, breakfast potatoes, and eggs with some cheese seasonings. She turned on music and danced, clearly having no idea how to dance but moving with them in celebration at achieving something better. 
 
    And somewhere deep inside of me I wanted to be a part of that, of what they were building. 
 
    I cornered her when they were getting ready to head out, leaning in more than was polite. “I have stayed at many courts and lent aid, my strength, and more, but that is all I will ever give. Even if the greatest heaven is by your side or between your legs, I won’t ever swear myself to a princess. Do you understand?” 
 
    She nodded. “Welcome to…” She ducked around me. “What are we calling our team?” 
 
    “Team Inez,” a few shouted back. 
 
    “We’re not calling it that. That’s a stupid name,” she drawled. She turned back around and extended her hand, shaking mine when I gave it. “Welcome to Team To Be Determined Name, glad to have you.” She dropped my hand and headed towards the others, glancing at me over her shoulder. “I think the swearing an oath thing to people is nuts and it’s like, hi, forever and death consequences.” 
 
    I watched her walk away, and for the first time in at least a thousand years, I just stood there with my mouth hanging open, not having a clue as to what to say. She was definitely unlike any princess that had come before her. 
 
    And we’d all most assuredly end up dead trying to protect her. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THANK YOU for reading this book!! 
 
    Thank you so much for trying a new series of mine and coming on Inez’s journey with me. I woves all of you lots for your continued support and wanting more of my books. If you want more of Inez, please leave a review. It really helps me out to know which series people are looking for more from and it’s encouraging to get back to series when people are excited for more. I appreciate the time it takes and hopefully you guys love Inez as much as I loved writing about her!! 
 
    Erin 
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    Graduate medical school, start competitive internship, don’t get cut from the program, become a surgeon. It was a great plan. One Kelly Murphy loved and had dreamed of most of her life… And it was blown to hell in a night with an uninvited bite. 
 
      
 
    Now she’s missing three days of her life, trying to handle her freaked out best friend and parents who called the police when she went missing, all as she realizes she’s not the same person she was before. She’s different. Like has fangs different. 
 
      
 
    When he shows up on her doorstep claiming to know what happened to her, Kelly’s not sure that makes things any less confusing. But at least he can guide her, right? Either way, she has a plan and a choice she didn’t make won’t stop her… Even if she might have the urge to bite her patients from now on. 
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    Gives New Meaning To Workplace Injury 
 
      
 
    Special Agent in Charge, Seraphine Thomas, lives for her job at the FBI. One of the youngest female agents with her own team, she thrives in undercover work to make the city she loves safer. But Sera’s on-track life is thrown into chaos when she’s attacked during a bust gone bad and is left figuring out what it means to be a werewolf. 
 
      
 
    Right away, she learns that she’s more powerful and able to do things that she shouldn’t be able to do so quickly after her transition. The rules of her old life don’t seem to apply to much now that she’s a shifter, and knowing who she can trust is even more complicated. 
 
      
 
    When she’s transferred to a special branch of the FBI made up of paranormals policing others of their kind and given a promotion, things start looking up—until her abnormal level of power creates a list of enemies for her before she’s even learned who her allies are. 
 
      
 
   
 
      
 
    Rough Beginnings: Karma Bakery 1 
 
    Starting a New Business Takes Magic 
 
      
 
    Imagine there weren’t three main gods of Olympus, but four. A sister who went through something so horrible, so traumatic she left and was written out of history.  
 
      
 
    Arabella Baker and her two adopted daughters are moving to Boston to open a new business and start over. Things will be different this time with the new names and new life. The twins will live on their own at college—though still right in Boston—and experience something a bit more normal. The store she bought has a hefty price, but the location is fantastic, and she got the best spot in the new development… Which apparently comes with an immensely attractive man who owns it all. 
 
      
 
    Nothing goes smoothly in opening a new business though, sample days, crazy busy, and fluff interviews taking dark turns. Honestly, it leaves Arabella asking one main question—why did she think opening in such a large city and right before the holidays was such a great idea? 
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    Authors Dream Of Their Happiness Too 
 
      
 
    Gas station coffee is the highlight of Lily Slone’s boring outing until fate intervenes… Along with the barrel of a gun and a lost soldier who saves her life. 
 
      
 
    Jasper Hutson—a homeless Marine, discarded by his family after returning home from the war wounded—reacted on instinct. But this one act brings him to Lily’s attention, and not because he saves her life. She sees something else in him. Something no one else sees. 
 
      
 
    Refusing to give up on him when everyone else does, Lily offers Jasper a place to stay and an opportunity to get back on his feet. That one offer will change her world. When they grow closer and Jasper makes Lily’s life so much easier, she’s not sure she can go back to living without him. 
 
      
 
    As life moves forward and they get into their own rhythm, Lily discover something about Jasper that he’s kept hidden. Will she continue to reach for her happily ever after or will they both remain wounded? 
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