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Chapter One

	 

	Liam had intentionally planned his escape on a moonless night. He’d expected the darkness to aid him in slipping past the perimeter guards. And, to be fair, it had. But it had also turned the surrounding hills into a minefield of jagged rocks and thorny vines. Even if he hadn’t been running for his life, it would still have proven impossible to navigate all the unseen obstacles.

	And he was doing it barefoot.

	At the sound of snapping branches, Liam froze and cautiously peered out of his makeshift windbreak. It took several long minutes of fruitlessly scouring the darkened forest before his nerves quieted. He returned to work, ears still searching for any hint of his pursuers.

	The soles of his feet were a mess and had finally forced him to rest. Rocks, splinters half the size of his thumb, and slivers of something that felt suspiciously like glass had all embedded themselves. And without the benefit of moonlight, removing the debris was an imprecise art.

	A painful one, too. Liam hissed as he continued brushing his feet with the backs of his fingernails. Though his wounds healed within seconds, they still bled freely in the brief span before his skin knit itself back together. The pain faded shortly after, leaving only the exhausted ache of his increasingly sore muscles. Even his supernatural abilities could only do so much to repair the non-traumatic wear and tear from hours of cross country running.

	Taking a final, steadying breath, he forced himself to rise and ducked out from the copse of pines. He set off at a light jog, traveling in the only direction that mattered: away.

	He’d gone less than a hundred yards when a howl erupted in the distance behind him. Whirling, he muttered a curse and sped into a sprint.

	He knew the Institute kept hounds, though he had no idea if they were for tracking or merely intimidation. In either case, if they were already on his trail, his absence must have been noticed less than an hour after he slipped free of his cell. Perhaps they’d spotted his blood on the razor wire. The possibility made Liam break out in a cold sweat.

	He couldn’t go back. He wouldn’t.

	Soldiers would be armed—that would be best. Hunters would be, well… the end result would be the same.

	No going back. Liam ran harder.

	So hard, in fact, that he nearly collided with the man before he noticed him. Stumbling, Liam hit the ground hard. He was on his feet again in an instant, a split-second before he noticed the rifle the man held. For a moment, they simply stared at one another.

	The man spoke first “Where—?”

	Liam charged. He expected the man to fire, longed for it even. Institute or not, the man had a gun. That meant he was just as dangerous. And yet, the man didn’t shoot.

	He didn’t have to. Faster than Liam could even see, the man spun. The butt of his rifle followed after, smashing into the side of Liam’s head. He felt, distantly, the impact of his body hitting the ground. There was no pain, but neither was there anything else.

	***

	 


“You can quit pretending,” the man said. “I can tell you’re awake.”

	For a moment, Liam considered lying still. He’d woken only a moment earlier, the fact his head still ached assuring him that he’d only been unconscious for a few minutes. Those had been enough for the man to bind his wrists and ankles with a thin rope and, judging by the heat on his back, to light a small fire as well. Eventually, however, he decided there was no point. If the man knew he was awake, he’d already lost the element of surprise.

	Liam sat up, swaying from a sudden bout of lightheadedness. He turned as the man chuckled under his breath.

	“What’s so funny?” Liam muttered.

	“I was guessing. Only had to say it three times,” the man explained. He gestured with the pistol he carried. “You heal quick, son. Most would’ve been out a lot longer than that.”

	Despite the fire, Liam suddenly felt very cold. He said nothing, studying the man through the shimmering haze created by the flames. The man wore no uniform, merely a set of dark, sturdy-looking clothes beneath a patchwork cloak of greens and browns. There was no sign of the rifle he’d used to knock Liam out.

	“What’s your name, son?” the man asked.

	Again, Liam said nothing. Now that he could examine the man without fighting for his life, he was almost surprised by what he saw. Rather than the pale, slanted features of an Occ, the man’s face was weathered, tan, and square. Or, at least, the visible parts were. The rest was hidden behind an enormous, red-tinged beard and a tangled mop of brown hair.

	“Don’t have one,” Liam said. “And don’t call me son.”

	“Call you whatever I damn well please,” the man growled. Despite his tone, he seemed more amused than angry. “And until I’ve got something better, you’ll be Son, son.”

	Liam twisted his wrists, doing his best to keep the movement subtle. The man certainly knew his knots. There was no way he could untie his bonds in his current state and unless he felt like dislocating a few fingers, there’d be no way to slide free, either. Resigned, he lifted his hands to warm them.

	“Liam,” he said. “Or Fuyuan. Depends on who you ask.”

	The man smiled widely, sitting back and returning his pistol to the holster he wore at his hip.

	“Healer, eh? I’m guessing that’s more than coincidence.” He stared at Liam, eyes narrowed until he was practically squinting. “The name’s Scott. I’d shake your hand, but, under the circumstances…”

	“What circumstances are those?”

	“The one where a half-dressed man attacks me in the middle of nowhere.”

	Oh. That had happened, hadn’t it?

	Liam offered his wrists with an exaggerated smirk. “An accident,” he said. “Wasn’t trying to attack you. Untie me and I’ll move along.”

	Scott shook his head. “No,” he said. “I don’t think so.”

	Truth be told, Liam hadn’t expected Scott to accept his offer. But hearing it out loud settled the matter. He sat up straight, placing his bare feet close to the fire as he began to rub the numbness from his toes. He could feel Scott eying him, but the man said nothing until Liam began to casually work at the knots looped around his ankles.

	In a split-second, the man had his pistol out once more.

	“None of that,” Scott said.

	Liam ignored him. In fact, he didn’t even look up until he heard the click of a hammer being drawn back. Lifting his head, he found himself staring down the barrel.

	“Stop.”

	Though his heart was pounding, Liam did his best to look unconcerned. And, honestly, he was far from terrified. Sure, Scott could probably kill him—even Liam didn’t know if he could heal from a gunshot wound to the head. But, even so, he’d only managed to travel for a few hours and the Institute could be close behind. He couldn’t afford the delay.

	“Go ahead,” Liam said, meeting Scott’s gaze. “Do it. Better you than the Institute. Course you’ll have to deal with them when they track down the gunshot. They’re already out looking for me.”

	Scott hesitated, risking a glance at the trees surrounding them. Dawn was still a few hours away, and the campfire would be visible a long ways off, despite its small size.

	“One shot is hard to track,” Scott countered, though he sounded far from confident. “Besides, maybe I’m working with the Occs.”

	“Occs?”

	“Occupiers. Institute. They’re the same thing.”

	Liam snorted and slid one ankle free of the rope. The other followed after and he turned his attention to the ropes binding his wrists.

	“You’re not one of them,” he said. “If you were, I’d be dead already.”

	Sighing, Scott holstered his pistol—again—and cautiously made his way to Liam’s side. “Here,” he said. “Let me see.” With a few swift, practiced tugs he’d loosened he knots and pulled the rope free.

	There were a few spots of inflamed skin where the bonds had rubbed Liam’s skin raw. In seconds, the irritation had faded. Liam noticed Scott staring, though it was so dark he wondered if the man could have even spotted the subtle change in coloration by firelight.

	“So,” Scott said, dropping back down to squat beside the fire. “Fuyuan. Why are the Occs hunting you?”

	Liam shrugged, massaging the ache from his legs. He needed to be moving on. Should have been running the moment his limbs were free. But the warmth of the fire was addicting and he wanted nothing more than to curl up beside it for a lovely, foolish nap.

	“It’s a long story,” he said, rising.

	“Are you hungry?”

	Liam sat back down.

	***

	 


“So you escaped from the Institute,” Scott said.

	“Mmhmm.”

	“How long were you there? Do you remember anything from before? Parents?”

	Annoyed by the near-constant interruptions, Liam didn’t even hesitate as he bit into another mouthful of roast cat. How long had it been since he’d tasted meat? A year? Maybe two? And Scott seemed insistent on wasting time that could have been spent savoring on pointless questions.

	“A long time,” he mumbled. “Years and years. As long as I can remember.”

	“But you escaped?”

	Liam scowled and tore his attention from his skewer of meat just long enough to give the man a significant look.

	“Obviously.”

	“Sorry, son—Liam. I meant, how?”

	Liam shrugged, returning to his meal. Some part of him resisted the urge to confide in the man. Though, if Scott really was an Occ, he couldn’t possibly share anything they wouldn’t already know. Besides, it had been too long since he’d spoken to someone not from the Institute. That span he did know: Five and a half years.

	To hell with secrets. He’d probably be dead within a week, anyway.

	“Like you said, I can heal,” Liam explained. The memories turned his stomach and he quickly pushed them aside to keep from disturbing his appetite. “I waited until the guards were gone and escaped. Slipped out of my chains. Climbed the razor wire. That sort of thing.”

	“And nobody noticed you?”

	Liam shrugged again. “I made it this far. They’ve probably noticed I’m gone by now.” He laughed once, quietly. “To be honest, I thought you were a Hunter.”

	Scott didn’t laugh, but instead whistled softly under his breath. “Hell of a story, son. I’ve been stationed here for six years now and you’re the first escapee I’ve seen.”

	“Stationed here?”

	Scott ignored the question and climbed to his feet with a grunt. Once there, he gave a playful salute. “I may not look it but I’m actually with the Free States Militia.”

	“The what?”

	“The—” Scott sighed, chuckling. “Really been living under a rock, haven’t you? The Militia fight the Occs, sometimes even behind enemy lines. Has been for almost half a century.”

	Liam grunted and returned to his cat. He knew he ought to feel bad as Scott’s face fell, but he just couldn’t muster the energy to fake it. Who cared about fighting the Occs when surviving was hard enough? Waiting until the man took a seat again, Liam set the last remnants of his food aside.

	“So,” he said. “You fight the Occs. What does that mean for me?”

	“Don’t you want to fight them too?”

	Tossing a twig into the fire, Liam tried not to let anything show. A chance to make the Institute pay for what they’d done… it was a tempting offer. A part of him did want to fight, but there was no way in hell he was going put his trust in a man he’d only just met. A man who, after all, had knocked him out within seconds of meeting.

	“It’s because I can heal, isn’t it?”

	“No.” Scott shook his head. “I’d ask even if you couldn’t.”

	“Why?”

	For a second, Scott didn’t answer. He stared into the fire, pulling his cloak more tightly around his shoulders. There was a look in his eyes, something unidentifiable that Liam had felt every day, as long as he could remember.

	“You… weren’t free,” he murmured. “Now you are. I know what that’s like. It’s why I joined the Militia to begin with. It’s why I’ve spent the last six years here.”

	“That’s—” Liam sighed. He hadn’t expected Scott’s words to affect him, but he found his own coming haltingly. “Fine. What did you have in mind?”

	Scott stood and offered his hand. Liam took it carefully, allowing himself to be hauled upright. There was a gleam in Scott’s eyes that he recognized as well. He’d felt it the moment he tumbled through the Institute’s razor wire and landed, bloodied, onto the ground outside. It was comprised of many things—rage, long-endured pain, but most of all, determination. Victory or death; there were no other possibilities.

	“You’re free now,” Scott said. “So let’s keep you that way.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Bowstring drawn taut, Liam exhaled slowly and waited. From the hair standing up on the back of his neck, he could tell Scott was still behind him. A month ago, his presence would have been enough of a distraction to send him scrambling. But now—

	Liam released the string, feeling the jolt clear to his shoulder as the arrow hissed away. Faster than he could blink, the arrow flew several inches over the deer he’d been aiming at, and buried itself loudly in a tree thirty yards away. The sound startled the animal and it darted away.

	Liam swore violently and heard Scott echo the curse as well, though quieter and far less vehemently. The man laid a gentle hand on Liam’s shoulder.

	“You’ll get the hang of it,” Scott assured him. “I know it’s tough when the target’s moving, but you’re still thinking too much. Just relax and—”

	“Would you stop?” Liam cut in, shrugging away from the man’s touch. A part of him wanted to chuck the bow he carried, but something else held him back: An irrational fear that his tantrum would set the man off. So, instead, he leaned the weapon against a tree and folded his arms. “I don’t understand why we can’t just practice with rifles.”

	“Rifles are loud—”

	“We’re miles from the Institute!”

	“—and where do you plan on finding more ammunition? That shit’s worth more than gold this far from the DMZ.”

	Gritting his teeth, Liam stomped off to retrieve his arrow. It wasn’t Scott’s explanation—or his being correct—that bothered him. He was used to that by now. It was how the man’s self-assured answers reminded Liam of how little he really knew about the world. Up until a few weeks ago, the entirety of his education had consisted of eavesdropped conversations and a few basic lessons from his childhood.

	Lessons from before the Institute had judged him unsalvageable.

	Liam’s face grew hot and he felt the familiar ache begin to throb below his breastbone. He forced the feelings back down and instead focused on working the arrow from the bark without damaging the precious, bladed head. Somehow, he’d managed to wedge it deep inside a natural crevice in the tree. Grumbling, he drew the knife he wore on his belt—both gifts from Scott—and ineffectively tried to whittle back the edges of the wood.

	“Liam,” Scott called.

	Ignoring him, Liam continued to saw at the tree. He could feel the crevice beginning to give way, the shaft of the arrow beginning to wriggle as he worked it back and forth.

	“Liam!”

	There was desperation in the man’s voice that sent chills down Liam’s spine. He whirled, nearly losing an eye in the process. Something, little more than a blur of greens and pinks and browns, barreled over him. As it passed, it sliced a gash across his cheek from nose to ear. Too stunned even to cry out, Liam toppled backward as its weight caught him in the shoulder.

	A split-second after hitting the ground, he was already scrambling back onto his feet. His face burned as though resting against burning coals but he ignored the pain and the blood dribbling along the curve of his jaw. As his eyes found Scott, however, the thoughts flew from his mind on their own.

	Scott slumped against a tree, mouth ajar as he stared at the branch with which he’d been impaled. The wood was as thick around as his wrist and rotated slowly as it slid deeper into his abdomen.

	Standing over him was a girl. Liam couldn’t make out her face but her hair was black and hung down far enough to cover virtually all of her back. The rest of her was concealed by a bizarrely woven wrap comprised of ferns and vines. There seemed to be nothing holding the garment together.

	Somewhere, in the back of his mind, Liam wondered at this. As he stepped forward, he got his answer. The girl whirled and fixed him with a frigid glare. Her eyes were an icy blue and flashed dangerously. Then, as she lifted one arm, the implied threat became clear. Several sharpened spines of wood and entangled, budding vines rose from the ground and swiveled toward him like a multi-headed serpentine beast.

	The entire sight was so disconcerting that Liam nearly froze. As it was, he hesitated only briefly. Then, fingers tightening powerfully around the textured hilt of his knife, he charged.

	With the slightest flick of her wrist, the girl sent the wooden javelins hurtling toward him. Liam grunted as they impacted, one catching him in the thigh, another shattering several ribs as it pierced through a lung.

	He kept moving. There was just enough time for the girl’s eyes to widen in surprise and then he was upon her. The effect of his roar was somewhat lessened with only a single lung, but adrenaline made up the difference. The girl cried out involuntarily as he tackled her to the ground, one hand grabbing a fistful of her hair and the other pressing the blade of his knife to her throat.

	“You—you bitch!” Liam snarled, though the words came out as a wheeze. “I’ll kill you!”

	For the first time, he felt the itch of his injuries. That wasn’t good. Another few seconds and he’d feel the full-fledged pain of them. That might very well leave him helpless. Steeling himself, he prepared to cut the girl’s throat.

	“Liam,” Scott croaked.

	Liam flinched and glanced up. Scott’s head lolled against his shoulder and his face was deathly pale but his eyes were focused as he stared at Liam. His hands gripped the shaft of his wood penetrating his stomach as if to keep the blood from leaking out around it. He wasn’t doing a very good job.

	“Don’t,” Scott mumbled, eyes beginning to flutter shut. “Don’t do it. Don…”

	“Why?” Liam demanded. He glanced furiously back and forth between the man and the killer beneath him. “Why not? Scott! What do you mean?”

	There was no answer and, as the pain of his injuries began to manifest, he placed his face inches from the still-silent girl beneath him. There wasn’t much time.

	“Why did you do it?” he roared. “Who are you? Why did you kill him?”

	For a few seconds, the girl merely blinked up at him. Then she swallowed and tilted her head slightly to look at Scott.

	“He’s not dead yet,” she whispered. “You might be able to save him.”

	“Liar! I’ll kill you!”

	The girl flinched at his words, closing her eyes and looking as though she wanted to shrink into the ground beneath her. She swallowed again and, softer than before, insisted, “I’m not lying.”

	 He was out of time. Liam groaned as his entire body throbbed from head to toe. Every nerve he possessed seemed to be aflame, threatening to make him collapse at any second.

	He should just do it. Cut the girl’s throat, then crawl over to Scott’s side and do what he could. It was pointless. Even growing up in a cage, he knew that much already. But what else could he do? Scott was his only link to the world at large and without his help, Liam was lost.

	Tossing his knife aside, Liam crawled off the girl. Any second now, she’d kill him. But he couldn’t summon the energy to care, much less prevent it. Standing up, slitting her throat, they were both beyond him now. Even traveling on his hands and knees he felt his body threatening to pass out with each clumsy movement.

	It felt like an eternity before he reached Scott’s side. The man didn’t react to Liam’s presence. His eyes were closed and his fingers slack around the shaft of wood in his gut.

	Wheezing, Liam doubled over with sudden dizziness. He could feel his body struggling to heal his devastated lung but at the moment he cursed its desire to heal him. Couldn’t it tell there were more important matters to attend to?

	Weakly grasping the wooden javelin, Liam tugged at it. The wood shifted and his stomach flip-flopped as the sensation reminded him of trying to free his arrow from the tree. Now, as before, he couldn’t manage it.

	“Help me,” he pleaded. “I can’t get it out.”

	More dizziness. Liam slumped against Scott’s chest as he waited for the sensation to pass. Somewhere in the back of his mind, the coolness of the man’s skin terrified him.

	The first thing Liam perceived was the sickening, fleshy sound of the wood being withdrawn. He felt it shake the body a second later. Sitting up, he gagged. It wasn’t from the sight of Scott’s gaping wound; he’d seen his own body in worse condition countless times. Instead, it was the way the world seemed to swim. Every time he tried to look at something, it took his body a second to obey and his vision blurred in transit.

	The open wound seemed to call to him and Liam studied it, trying to make his brain work. He was supposed to be doing something. Slowly, comprehension came to him and he reached up to the wound in his own chest. There was no sign of the wood that had caused it—had it gone clean through? He could feel the splintered bone of his broken ribs and tried not to waste time dwelling on that either.

	When he pulled his fingers free, they were coated with blood. Had he been bleeding that much this whole time? There seemed to be no end to the stuff.

	He wouldn’t faint. Not yet. Scott was depending on him.

	Blowing out a slow breath, Liam slipped his hand into the man’s wound. He felt the tattered skin and torn muscles beneath his fingertips and, deeper still, the disheveled lumps of internal organs.

	“Heal,” he whispered, risking the word. “Heal, damn you.”

	He had no idea if this would work. The Institute had regularly taken his blood and, judging by their excitement over it when he was a child, they’d managed to do something with it. This was a whole new level of desperation though.

	For endless, minutes, Liam worked. Each time he returned to the wound in his chest, his fingers were covered with Scott’s blood and it was impossible to tell how much of his own he managed to collect. Even so, he continued ferrying cupped handfuls of his own into the man’s wound. Then, when his skin reknit, he moved to the foot-long gash in his thigh. That healed faster than he’d hoped as well, but by the time it had a bit of color had returned to Scott’s face.

	Liam wanted to check if the man was breathing. But, after a minute’s confusion, realized he was lying down and the ache in his side was, in fact, Scott’s shinbones pressing into him. To his surprise, they hurt more than his own injuries. That was good. Unfortunately, it meant that the numbness and exhaustion he felt wasn’t something that would be going away anytime soon. He needed sleep.

	Maybe he’d get lucky and the girl would decide not to kill them. Or he’d be slightly less lucky and she would. Anything was better than going back, after all. 

	He’d take what he could get.

	***

	 


When Liam woke, the first thing he noticed was how good he felt. Every inch of him seemed filled with warm, pleasant ache that practically begged him to stretch.

	So he did. And he was still lying on the seemingly endless bed of moss, back arched and arms outstretched, when the memories returned to him. Gasping, he sat up with wide eyes.

	Scott lay a few feet away, naked from the waist up. A green-black poultice had been applied to the wound on his stomach and the blood had been washed from his hands, but otherwise, he seemed untouched. 

	Liam watched for a moment and breathed a sigh of relief as he spotted the shallow rise and fall of the man’s chest. His relief turned to anxiety as he looked around, however.

	They were resting inside… something. A hut, he realized, as he cautiously tested the walls of the structure and found them pliable. At his touch, a bundle of leafy plant-matter fell away to reveal the same trees and hills they’d been hunting amid earlier. The sun was still high and bright, so he couldn’t have been asleep for more than a few hours.

	And yet, where had the hut come from? The padded, mossy floor? And Scott’s bandage? The only logical explanation seemed to be the would-be assassin, but for her to accomplish such a thing in such a short time bewildered him. To say nothing of why she would do such a thing.

	Don’t.

	Liam massaged his temples to ward off the headache he felt coming on. Scott had told him not to kill the girl. But why? Who was she? And how had Scott known?

	As if on cue, Scott coughed weakly. Liam turned, but the man had not woken. Instead, his breathing took on a dry, raspy quality that made Liam all too aware of how thirsty he was, himself. He looked around for a canteen and, spotting his own, muttered a curse when he found it empty.

	Water. That came first, then fire and food. And, if he could manage it, answers.

	There was a small gap in the hut where it leaned against a tree. Liam squeezed through it, blinking at the sudden brightness. There was no sign of the girl and, as he reached for his knife, he was surprised to find it had been returned to its sheath at his waist.

	Did that mean the girl wasn’t an enemy, after all? Or was it simply a ruse of some kind? A way to gain his trust?

	It didn’t matter. They needed water. Taking a moment to orient himself, Liam set off toward the nearest creek, canteen in hand.

	As always, he found himself growing wary as he neared the stream. Though Scott had led him to a well-hidden camp nearly thirty miles from the Institute, if they somehow managed to track him here, this would be the ideal spot for an ambush. And even if it wasn’t the Institute, they couldn’t rule out the possibility of some other group of Occ soldiers stumbling across the place.

	Fortunately, the undergrowth was particularly thick near this particular stretch. Cautiously ducking amid the cattails and reeds, he filled his canteen. He refused to grow complacent and continued to scan the nearby slopes for any sign of movement, even as he drank nearly a full canteen’s worth of water to slake his thirst. He’d refilled it, replaced the cap, and was just about to slip away when he noticed a flicker of movement on the opposite side of the creek.

	Normally, Liam might have brushed it aside as a bird or a squirrel. But the memory of his wounds, and Scott’s, had left him jittery. Squatting down, he waited and watched.

	There was nothing to suggest that anything was wrong. The birds continued to sing and the odd frog’s croaking went undisturbed. There were no footsteps, snapping twigs, or rustling of disturbed leaves. Nothing at all.

	Just when Liam was about to convince himself that he’d imagined the whole thing, he spotted it again. This time, it was thirty yards to the left near the bank of the stream. A faint flutter of green and brown triggered something in his peripherals. He continued to wait.

	The third time he saw it was different. Instead of a camouflaged hint of motion, there was no mistaking what lay before his eyes.

	The girl, his would-be killer, waded out into the water. Gone were the tentacle-like vines and wooden javelins. In fact, there wasn’t much around her at all. And, as she eased herself down into the deeper center of the creek, her hair fanned out behind her in the current and Liam realized she wasn’t wearing anything.

	He couldn’t look away.

	He wanted to, or rather, knew that he ought to. Even growing up surrounded by doctors and scientists hadn’t left him entirely shameless. If anything, being stripped repeatedly for experimentation had left him even more conscious of how nudity and helplessness were connected. And yet, the sight of the girl’s pale, pink skin and unfamiliar curves left him equal parts fascinated and awed.

	It didn’t make her appear weak. If anything, her absence of clothing lent her an air of invulnerability, as if she was daring any would-be enemy to try and take advantage of her current state.

	Liam shook his head to clear his thoughts.

	Could he remain here, silently observing until she finished bathing and departed? What if she intended to check up on Scott and discovered him watching her? She might not be an enemy now, but he could easily see that changing with such a revelation. Would it be better to simply announce himself and play it off as a coincidence? If so, he had better move fast; that option grew less viable with each passing second.

	“Are you going to join me or not?” called a feminine voice.

	Liam froze, not even daring to breathe. Had she spotted him? Impossible—she wasn’t looking anywhere close to his hiding spot and she would never have ventured into the water if she’d spotted him earlier. It had to be a trap, like the one Scott had pulled after knocking him out the night of his escape.

	“Yes. You.” The girl sat up, wearing only a grin, and stared directly at him. “The one who heals. Knife-boy. Shit, what was… Liam? I think? I can feel you watching.”

	Too stunned to do otherwise, Liam slowly straightened and took a cautious step out from the cattails. He walked forward until he was submerged to the knees. Almost without meaning to, his hand fell to rest on the hilt of his knife. The girl noticed immediately, eyes darting to it, but merely grinned wider.

	“There you are,” she said.

	“What do you mean you felt me watching?” he asked.

	The girl laughed, voice high and clear. Somehow, the sound was both mocking and endearing. Not that Liam noticed; he was having enough trouble keeping his gaze from dropping to her chest. There was something unmistakably hypnotic about the way the water dripped from her hair and down over her breasts.

	“Not the most observant, are you?” she said. “I control plants. You were so obvious, you might as well have set those ones on fire.”

	“You… control plants?”

	Mercifully, the girl folded her knees up against her chest. Resting her chin atop them, she gave a knowing wink and smiled.

	“That’s right,” she said. “You’re from the Institute too, right? I’m Jenn.”

	At the mention of the word Institute, Liam had his fingers curled around the hilt of his knife. Opposite him, Jenn did not even react. Only her smile wavered a bit.

	“Escaped,” she clarified. “No way in hell I’d work for those bastards.”

	Exhaling as his sudden burst of adrenaline faded, Liam released his knife. He couldn’t quite say why, but some part of him was glad that Jenn wasn’t an Occ. Even though she’d tried to kill him and, in Scott’s case, nearly succeeded, speaking to her like this brought unexpected satisfaction.

	“Oh,” he said. Then, awkwardly, “I’m Liam.”

	“Liam,” Jenn echoed. Standing suddenly, she waded toward him, one hand outstretched. “I thought that was it. It’s nice to meet you.”

	It took all of his self-control not to bolt away as the girl approached. Unfortunately, that left none to manage the wandering of his eyes. He drank in the sight of Jenn’s body, from her stiff, pink nipples to the smooth curve of her hips, and from there to the tangle of dark curls that lay at the center.

	He was so distracted by the sights that he nearly jumped when Jenn took his hand. She smelled of grass and flowers. And, if she minded his staring, there was no sign of it in the wry, vaguely superior smirk she answered him with.

	“So when did you escape?” she asked.

	Forcing his muddled thoughts into order with a shake of his head, Liam cleared his throat before answering.

	“Um, about a month ago.”

	“Shit!” Jenn clapped a hand to her forehead. Wincing, she folded an arm over her chest. “Sorry, Liam. I thought you were just shy around women. That’s why I was teasing. I didn’t realize it was so recent.”

	“Huh?”

	Jenn retreated a few steps and sank back down to hide herself in the water. Once there, she began to scrub her exposed arms and refused to meet his eyes.

	“Everyone needs a few months to adjust,” she explained. Hesitating, she added, “Or longer, I guess. I got out almost a year ago. I’m sorry if I came on a bit strong.”

	“It’s—” Liam shook his head again. For some reason, just trying to talk to Jenn felt like he’d taken a blow to the head. “It’s okay. Sorry. I didn’t mean to, you know…”

	“Peek?” Jenn finished for him. Her smirk had returned, though this time it was accompanied by a faint blush to her cheeks. “I don’t mind. I was the one who decided to put on a show, after all.”

	“Why?”

	Still, Jenn did not meet his eyes. After a moment, she shrugged.

	“We kind of… started off wrong,” she said. “I guess I’d rather you think of me as the naked-river-girl than the one who almost killed you and your friend.”

	Liam flinched, reaching for his canteen to assure himself it was still there. Without another word, he headed for shore.

	“Liam?” Jenn called out. “What’s wrong?”

	Despite himself, he paused and looked back at her.

	“Scott,” he explained, trusting her to understand. “I came to get water for him. Sorry, I really need to—”

	“Good thinking.” Jenn interrupted with a reassuring gesture. At last, she met his eyes. “You don’t have to rush, though. He lost a lot of blood, but whatever you did healed most of his injuries. He’ll live. I bandaged him up to prevent infection too.”

	Liam relaxed, though only somewhat.

	“Thank you,” he said.

	Jenn smiled at him. Then, unexpectedly, her blush deepened.

	“You’re welcome,” she said. “And, um, I’ll be here for a while. If you come back after you check on Scott, I could… teach you a few things.”

	“Like what?”

	Jenn buried her face against her knees. It took a long time for her to raise it again. And, when she did, her face looked as though it had been burning for hours under a midday sun.

	“Things they don’t teach you at the Institute.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	To Liam’s astonishment, Scott was actually awake when he returned to the hut. Though he wore a pained grimace and actually yelped when Liam helped him prop up his shoulders to sip from the canteen, those were the only outward signs of discomfort he gave. Instead, he picked at the edge of the poultice on his stomach and let out a low whistle as he peeked beneath it.

	“You did well,” he admitted. “I thought I was a goner. How did you heal me?”

	Liam told him and Scott nodded as though expecting the answer. Clapping Liam weakly on the shoulder, he closed his eyes and took a slow, experimental breath. From his wince, it was not a painless effort.

	“And the girl?” Scott asked. “How is she?”

	Liam blinked at the unexpected change of subject. For a second, he struggled to find an appropriate answer.

	“I didn’t hurt her,” he said. Then, in an effort to lighten the mood, he donned a playful grin. “Surprised her during a bath, though.”

	Scott reached up and flicked him squarely between the eyes. Hard. And, as Liam scowled and massaged the sensitive spot, the man gestured warningly with a finger.

	“Don’t brag about that,” he said. “You treat her with respect, you hear?”

	For a moment, Liam felt like arguing. Why should Scott care if he respected a girl who’d almost killed him? Swallowing his retort, Liam simply nodded. Apparently satisfied, Scott settled back and folded his hands over his chest. Within seconds, he appeared to fall back asleep.

	Liam slipped out of the hut, surprised by the fact his brow still ached. Had he overexerted himself or was the pain simply so insignificant that his body hadn’t bothered trying to heal it? Regardless, it had vanished entirely by the time he reached the creek again.

	There was no sign of Jenn. Frowning, he glanced around, half-expecting to find her hidden in a tree, waiting to ambush him. Not that he expected her to attack him, it just seemed like the sort of thing she might find funny. Only he didn’t spot her there, either. Had she gotten tired of waiting then?

	“Took you long enough,” called a voice from the reeds. The exact same spot, he realized, that he’d hidden in earlier.

	Liam craned his neck, trying unsuccessfully to spot her. The plants grew thick enough that he couldn’t catch even the faintest glimpse of skin or hair. Amused by her coyness and gratified by his own choice of hiding spot, he made to join her.

	“Wait,” Jenn said. “Take off your clothes.”

	In an instant, complete and utter panic gripped him. Liam backpedaled amid the trees, one hand drawing his knife while the other grabbed at his chest. His heart pounded furiously beneath his fingers. At the same time, his mind was practically screaming at him.

	Run. Run. Get away. Run. They’ll hurt you. They’ll hurt you. They’ll hurt you, again.

	“Liam?” Jenn said.

	He was dimly aware of her head poking out from the reeds. Then the next thing he knew, she was crouching beside him. He was curled into a tight ball, arms wrapped tightly around his knees as he sucked in breaths between them. Visions and memories drifted through his mind, as vivid and real to him as the sight of the creek in front of him. More real, in fact, and the sensation of needles and blades against his skin made the warm pressure of Jenn’s arms around him feel almost insubstantial.

	He saw faces, gaunt things in surgical masks. Heard a woman’s voice barking orders. Felt countless hands restraining him. They’d haunted his daily nightmares for the past month. Even now, knowing that it was all in his head, his heart felt like it would burst from the terror of it. 

	It was difficult to judge how long he remained there. It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes, but it felt like hours before he was able to stretch out his legs. Jenn remained beside him, arms cradling him gently from the side.

	She was still naked, Liam realized suddenly. His cheek rested against her breasts, the warmth of her skin becoming almost painfully hot with that revelation.

	“I’m okay,” he muttered. “Sorry. I’m okay now.”

	He closed his eyes to avoid staring at her nakedness. It felt wrong somehow, almost a violation, to use the intimacy of that moment to satisfy his insatiable curiosity.

	“No,” Jenn murmured. Her lips brushed his ear as she spoke, raising the hair on the back of his neck. “No, Liam. I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t mean to… to make you remember.”

	“It’s fine,” he said. “They’re just memories.”

	She squeezed him tighter and Liam shifted awkwardly as he felt her breasts squish against his shoulder. They stayed like that for a time, until his heartbeat slowed.

	“They used me to grow food at the Institute,” Jenn said softly. Releasing him, she sat beside him and rested her head against his shoulder. “It started small, with just one or two plants. By the time I escaped, I could bring an entire room of seeds to harvest within a day or two. I guess it’s something you get better at with practice.”

	Liam said nothing, but all his attention was on Jenn’s words. He’d known there were other subjects, but if he’d met any of them it had been when he was young. Those recollections were vague, shadowy impressions closer to half-remembered dreams than true memories.

	“It wasn’t a great life, but at least I had plenty to eat. And the… the Occs used to praise me when I was done. It made me so happy. One time, this woman even gave me a doll and let me play with a few of the others. There was this one girl, Nora, I think her name was. She used her enhancement and set off all the fire alarms. The Occs were so mad at her. Made me laugh so hard I almost peed myself.”

	Jenn let out a shaky breath and it was only then that Liam realized she was trembling. Acting on pure instinct, he reached down and took her hand in his. The woman glanced up at him and gave a sad smile before returning her head to his shoulder.

	“Then, something changed. I don’t know why. Everyone started getting angry. At everyone. They yelled all the time. Hit me when I didn’t make the plants grow fast enough. Or, sometimes just because they could. Eventually, one of them snapped and told me I was going to be made into a Hunter, just like all the others.”

	She snorted.

	“I don’t think he was supposed to tell me that,” she said. “Or, he shouldn’t have, at least. I broke out that night.”

	She fell silent and Liam was suddenly aware of the silence between them. He knew he ought to say something. But, for the life of him, he didn’t know what it could be. How were normal people supposed to respond to hearing something like that?

	“We need to destroy it,” he said, finally. The notion was so absurd it was laughable, but something about it just felt right. “We’ll burn the Institute to the ground.”

	The next thing he knew, Jenn was kissing him. The contact was so unexpected that he nearly fell back. But, the longer he felt the warmth of her lips on his, the more he understood. Just like his pledge to punish those who had hurt them, something about kissing her just… worked.

	That didn’t make it any less surprising when the woman climbed into his lap. Straddling him, she guided him back to the dirt. Her eyes were closed and her hands gently cupped the sides of his face, but there was an intensity about the way she did it. An intensity that proved infectious. Liam mirrored her and savored the moment as long as he could.

	When at last the kiss ended and he opened his eyes, Jenn was smirking down at him.

	“Burn the Institute to the ground?” she echoed, a bit of teasing in her tone. “You sure know the way to a woman’s heart.”

	She kissed him again, passionately, until Liam was nearly out of breath.

	“Is that what you wanted to teach me?” he asked. At Jenn’s confused expression, he gestured vaguely at his lips.

	She burst out laughing, doubling over from the force of it. Once again, it was full of the same gentle mocking that he couldn’t quite bring himself to resent. Instead of recovering, however, she continued to laugh and laugh until she was wiping tears from her eyes.

	Liam didn’t mind; her fit gave him a chance to watch the appealing bounce of her chest.

	At last, when her laughter had dwindled to delighted giggles, Jenn leaned in and give him yet another kiss.

	“No,” she said, eyes twinkling. “We haven’t even started. I’m going to teach you everything I know.”

	***

	 


Despite the intimate moment they’d just shared, there was still something deeply unnerving about disrobing in front of Jenn. Every time he’d been forced to do so at the Institute, without exception, there had been pain that followed. And even though he trusted her to be different, there was no escaping the fact that she had tried to kill him that very morning.

	Of course, for what it was worth, he had tried to kill her too.

	Still, Liam had to pause twice during the process to allow his rising panic a chance to subside. He didn’t understand the reason for it—he’d bathed several times while Scott kept guard, after all—but Jenn proved understanding. She even offered to turn around after the second instance.

	He had declined, of course. But the mere fact that she offered was reassurance enough for him to strip down completely. Once he had, he’d carefully folded the garments and hung them over the lowest branch of a nearby tree. The clothes that he’d fled the Institute wearing had long since been torn up and used for washrags. He would probably have done so even if Scott’s spare clothing hadn’t fit him so well, but the gift had left him cautious, nevertheless.

	As he turned back around, however, he found Jenn studying him with a hungry expression. It vanished the moment he spotted it and raised a brow, replaced by a blush that colored more than just the girl’s cheeks.

	“Sorry,” she said, rather quickly. “I was just, um… bath?”

	Liam shrugged and moved to join her. Jenn didn’t wait. As she vanished into the reeds, Liam was struck once again by a sudden feeling of vulnerability. It was bizarre, all the more so for being involuntary, how he felt more exposed being naked alone, than with another person. Of course, he could explain part of that. Jenn’s presence and alluringly unfamiliar body were distracting enough that he didn’t notice how certain parts of his anatomy had a tendency to flop around as he walked.

	Snorting at himself, Liam made a mental note never to fight naked. It would be terribly inconvenient.

	The moment he stepped into the water, Jenn was there once more, among the reeds and cattails. Her arms found his, pulling him close against her and guiding his head down into another kiss. This one was different, somehow even more passionate than the one they’d shared after his suggestion that they destroy the Institute. Jenn’s breath came in gasps as she pressed herself to him and her tongue slipped out to trace the outline of his lips and down along his neck.

	The passion was far from one-sided, however. As the seconds passed, Liam found himself more and more engrossed. An unfamiliar hunger had welled up inside him and he sought out Jenn’s lips more and more. Everything about her was intoxicating, from the warmth of her body to the silky softness of her skin to the lingering floral aroma that seemed to permeate every inch of her. And the longer they continued, the more desperately he craved it. The muscles in his back and shoulders seemed incapable of relaxing and he had to resist the urge to use them as he held her.

	“Wait, wait!” Jenn exclaimed in a breathless laugh as their most recent kiss broke apart. She eyed Liam up and down, eyes alight and face flushed.

	Inhaling deeply, Jenn closed her eyes and reached out her arms. A single, visible tremor ran through them, lingering for a moment in her fingers. Then it vanished, or so it seemed. A second later, an identical tremor shook every reed that surrounded them. And, as if a sudden gust of wind had descended from above, the stalks nearest to them suddenly swayed and slumped outward in a circle, down to the waterline. There they remained, while those on the outside of the cluster remained untouched, creating a private nook that was simultaneously spacious and hidden.

	Liam glanced around at the spectacle, thoroughly impressed. It was one thing to see what Jenn was capable of in battle—and a painful thing at that—and quite another to see it in a context where it could be properly admired.

	All in all, he definitely preferred the latter.

	“That’s better,” Jenn said. “Go ahead and sit down.”

	Liam hesitated, then did as she requested. The water wasn’t cold, but it wasn’t exactly warm either and he shivered once, as it enveloped his lower half. This close to shore, the tops of his thighs poked out of the water even if he pressed his legs flat against the bottom of the creek.

	To his surprise, Jenn did not sit opposite him. In fact, she didn’t sit at all. Rather, she made her way behind him and dropped to her knees. Once there, she pressed herself against his back and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

	He didn’t move. It was partly because he didn’t have the faintest idea what he should be doing, and partly because he could feel the stiff tips of Jenn’s nipples squished against his back. Contrasted with the much softer skin around them, the sensation was… distracting.

	“I wasn’t born at the Institute, you know,” Jenn said, startling him from his reverie. “I had a home, parents, even friends. After I escaped, I tried to go back. To find them.”

	She exhaled a shaky breath, and even without seeing her face, Liam could tell how strained her expression must have been.

	“I didn’t find them. I don’t even know if I found the right town, to be honest. I only sort of remember the name, and it’s been at least ten years, so…. Anyway, the town was gone. The Occs burned it to the ground. Maybe it happened right after they took me. I don’t know.”

	Liam didn’t know what to say. He never seemed to know what to say around this girl. So rather than speak, he reached up and gently took hold of her hand. To his relief, Jenn’s fingers tightened around his so he guessed he’d made the right decision.

	“After that, I just sort of wandered back here. Even when I saw people, I couldn’t really talk to them. You never know who’s going to turn you in to the Occs, right? But I was so tired of being alone I couldn’t help myself. So, mostly I just followed them. Watching from trees and stuff. Turns out, you can learn a whole lot when people don’t know you’re listening.”

	Jenn’s fingers tightened against his and, as she rested her brow against the back of his head, he could feel her start to tremble faintly.

	“It seemed like everyone was only ever talking about one thing: The Occs. What they were doing, where they were going, and whether or not the war was going to start again. Then people started getting quiet. They stopped walking through the woods. I thought maybe the war had started and that was why. So I decided I would do what I could to get back at the Institute. I promised myself that if I ever got the opportunity, I would kill as many of them as I could.”

	Her trembling worsened.

	“Then I saw that man, um, Scott? I saw he had a gun and I just assumed he was one. I’m… sorry. I’m so sorry, Liam.”

	Liam shifted awkwardly, wishing he could turn around and see the girl’s face. He understood why she’d wanted to explain things this way, though. It made it so much easier to think clearly. And, in that sense, he was grateful for it too. He couldn’t blame Jenn for what she’d done—not really. If their circumstances had been reversed, he would probably have done the same thing too.

	Everything was just happening so quickly.

	Jenn’s fingers tightened around his and he was suddenly reminded that their circumstances had been reversed before. He’d knelt over her, knife at her throat, screaming that he would kill her for what she’d done. If Scott hadn’t stopped him… if he had passed out a few seconds sooner—

	Jenn twitched against his back, then again. It wasn’t until the sound of her muffled sobs reached Liam’s ears that he realized she was crying.

	“Please,” she whispered, sounding as if she was on the verge of choking. “I don’t want to be alone. Not again. I’m sorry for what I did. Just please don’t leave me behind.”

	Liam had heard enough. He twisted around, brushing aside Jenn’s weak protests, and scooped her up into a forceful embrace. The sound of her sobbing had triggered something in him, as powerful as the memories that had left him panicked on the riverbank a short time earlier. Only these were compelling where the others had been debilitating.

	Don’t leave me alone. Don’t leave me alone. Don’t leave. Please. Not now.

	“I’m not going anywhere,” he assured her. “We’re not going to leave. You won’t be alone anymore.”

	It took a long time, several minutes at least, for Jenn to compose herself. Once she had, she drew back in obvious embarrassment and wiped her eyes with a laugh.

	“Pretty pathetic, huh?” she said, splashing her face with a handful of water from the stream. “I drag you out here to try and seduce you and wind up crying the whole time.”

	“Seduce me?”

	“Yeah. You know, like…” she trailed off. Shaking her shoulders, she gestured at her swaying breasts and adopted an exaggeratedly masculine persona. “You’ve got some great tits, Jenn. Why don’t you stick around?”

	“Tits?”

	She laughed. “Okay, now I know you’re just making fun of me. I mean, unless—” Her expression darkened with sudden worry and she cupped herself with her hands. “There’s nothing wrong with them, is there?”

	This time it was Liam’s turn to laugh. Seized by sudden boldness, he reached out and replaced one of Jenn’s hands with one of his own.

	“They’re fine,” he assured her, too distracted by the feel of it against his palm to consider his lackluster choice of words. “At least, I think so. I’ve never seen any before, so I assume.”

	“Wait, never? Oh, right, you just got—but, then. So, you’ve never…?” she fell silent and finished with a hand gesture Liam found indecipherable.

	“Never what?”

	“Done anything? You know….” Blushing, Jenn reached forward and reached into the water to grasp him. “With this?”

	Liam stiffened in more ways than one. The pressure of Jenn’s fingers around the base of his manhood sent electricity through him in ways he hadn’t even thought possible. The feeling only grew as she delivered a slow, purposeful stroke up and down the length of his shaft. Every muscle in his legs seemed to be flexing all at once and he sucked in a breath through his teeth before shaking his head.

	Jenn pulled her hand back, pressing it to her chest with an enraptured look.

	“It all makes sense!” she whispered, almost beside herself. “I thought you were just being funny. Or polite. But this is perfect!”

	Liam frowned. Despite the way his body continued to react, or perhaps because of it, he knew he was being kept in the dark on something important. And the frustration of that fact was beginning to grow.

	“Care to explain?” he asked, a bit of a growl creeping into his voice.

	Jenn didn’t even blink.

	“Okay,” she said, the same ravenous gleam entering her eyes. “I’ve seen people do this but I’ve never tried it personally. Just bear with me.”

	If he’d had time to stop and think about Jenn’s instructions, Liam might have found the whole thing awkward. Instead, he found himself lying back, on dry land with only his legs in the water. Jenn knelt between them, running her fingers playfully up and down his shaft. There was no denying it felt good, though it lacked a certain edge he’d felt when she’d grasped him the first time.

	Of course, that only made it all the more exquisite when Jenn’s lips closed around the head of his cock. Liam barely had time to gasp. The hot, wet interior of her mouth was like nothing he’d ever dreamed of. His eyes fluttered shut and he groaned, overcome by the rapturous sensation. And, just when he believed it couldn’t possibly get any better, she began to move.

	Something was building within him, something powerful and wholly primal. Something that was a part of him, and yet also alien. The tight seal of Jenn’s lips was drawing it from him, and the delightful caress of her tongue against the underside of his shaft stoked the feeling further.

	Then, without any warning at all, it overpowered him.

	Liam groaned, back arching as his body shuddered violently. He felt himself erupt, cock throbbing as he spilled himself into Jenn’s mouth. And, for a brief, timeless instant, that twitching shaft comprised the whole of him. His mind and body were adrift in a sea of warm, blissful oblivion.

	As the feeling slowly faded away, Liam struggled to prop himself upright. He was panting and his heart was pounding, though he couldn’t recall when either of those had started.

	Jenn continued to kneel opposite him, though her face was slightly contorted and she was currently gulping down handfuls of water. Despite this, her eyes were bright and the corner of her mouth was twisted up in an unmistakable smirk.

	“So?” she asked. “How was it?”

	Liam exhaled a long, shaky breath as he struggled to find the words.

	“Damn,” he said, finally. “That was—I mean… damn!”

	Jenn laughed, taking a final sip of water and wiping her mouth. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. And, so you know, that was what I had planned to teach you. One part, at least.”

	“There’s more?” Liam couldn’t remember ever being so excited to learn something. A thought occurred to him then and he frowned. “Wait. So, did you… eat it?”

	“Eat it?” Jenn laughed harder, with the playfully mocking laughter that seemed to go on forever. “Uh, no. I drank it.”

	“Is that… safe?”

	She shrugged. “Didn’t seem to hurt the ones I saw. Wasn’t expecting there to be that much, though. Or for it to be warm. I mean, it seems obvious now that I think about it, but….”

	Sitting up, Liam pulled her close and kissed her deeply. The notion of where her lips had just been crossed his mind briefly, only to be discarded a moment later as he lost himself to her embrace. When at last they drew back, Jenn was positively beaming.

	“Thank you,” he murmured.

	She giggled and promptly reddened. Burying her face against his shoulder, Jenn suddenly leaned and sent them both splashing down into the water. When Liam emerged, sputtering and blinking away water, he found the girl still clinging to him.

	“You’re welcome,” she said. “Ready for your next lesson?”

	 

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	It was nearly dark by the time Liam stumbled back up the hill toward the hut. Jenn had lingered behind, insisting that she just needed to wash up again and would join him presently. Truthfully, he didn’t mind a few minutes to himself. The woman had opened his eyes to things he couldn’t have imagined and he was grateful for the chance to collect himself before facing Scott. The last thing he wanted to do was stumble into the hut wearing a drunken grin that would give him away.

	The man had demanded he treat Jenn with respect, after all. And even though her enthusiasm assured Liam he had done precisely that, he still had no desire to explain himself. Or, as he justified it to himself, at least not until Scott was feeling better.

	Unfortunately, Scott looked to be feeling better. The man still lay in the same spot as before, but he’d propped himself up on his elbows and was sipping from the canteen as Liam entered. The last of the setting sun illuminated his face through the hole in the hut’s wall that Liam had accidentally made after waking. His eyes were narrow and he waited until Liam had seated himself before ceasing to drink.

	“So,” he said. “You two have a good talk?”

	Liam sighed. The man knew. Somehow, he always seemed to know.

	“We did,” he replied, meeting Scott’s gaze. “And we decided we’re going to destroy the Institute.”

	That gave the man pause. For a moment, he chewed his lip and studied Liam, then shrugged.

	“Well, I can’t fault you two for that. Hell, we might even succeed. Thanks to what you did, I should be up in another few days. I can track down the other militiamen in the area and contact my superiors to see if they’ll send another team this way. I know they’ve wanted to hit that place for years. Given how things are on the front, it might have to wait until next spring, but I’m sure that—”

	Liam shook his head. Scott fell silent at once, expression unreadable.

	“We can’t wait that long,” he explained. “The Institute still has some of Jenn’s friends. By next spring, they’ll be Hunters.”

	Scott remained silent for a time, appearing to weigh his words carefully. When at last he spoke, it was in a precise, guarded tone that Liam had come to loathe. It was the one he reserved for bad news when he knew the outcome truly mattered.

	“I know you want to help,” he said. “But just the two of you, or even the three of us… it’d just be throwing our lives away.”

	“We have to try!”

	Are you even listening?” Scott snapped. He grimaced, one hand going to his wound, and continued in a low growl. “There are hundreds of Occs inside that base! We wouldn’t even make it past the fence. No one could.”

	“I did once. So did Jenn.”

	Scott glared at him. “Breaking in is different than running away.”

	Anger, unexpected in its power if nothing else, burned hot at the center of Liam’s chest. He knew the words were a mistake even before he said them, but couldn’t stop them from spilling out. It was like falling from a tree and watching the ground rush up to greet him.

	“Isn’t that what you’re doing? Running away?”

	Scott looked stunned. His face went scarlet but, rather than explode, he simply dropped down onto his back and closed his eyes. His breathing was deep and deliberate.

	Liam closed his eyes, wishing he could take the words back. He hadn’t really meant them, of course. But nearly as bad as the regret was the ache it kindled in his gut. An ache that even his abilities couldn’t heal.

	“You’re probably right,” Scott said, at last.

	Liam looked up in surprise and found that the man’s eyes were still closed. His face had lost none of its redness, but there was no anger in his voice. Only weariness.

	“I told you I’ve been stationed here for six years,” Scott said. “And every day I’ve had to deal with the Institute and what it does. Children being experimented on, tortured, turned into Hunters. I’ve known all along and just watched it happen.”

	“I didn’t mean—”

	“I watched and waited,” Scott continued, as if he hadn’t heard Liam’s interruption. “There were opportunities. I could have struck and maybe even saved a couple. But I waited so that, when the time came, I could level every brick, every single brick, of that fucking place.”

	“I know.” Liam sighed, looking everywhere but at the man. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it.”

	Scott sighed as well, turning to look at him.

	“No, I’m the one who’s sorry,” he said. “Really, I don’t know anymore. We can’t attack the Institute directly, but perhaps there is more I could’ve done. More we could do. There are convoys, supplies, that sort of thing. Perhaps they’ll get desperate enough and make a mistake.”

	He chuckled under his breath and gave Liam a tight-lipped smile.

	“Or we’ll die. But, hey, better to go out ballsy than from old age, right?”

	It was at that precise moment that Jenn chose to enter the tent. Her arms were loaded high with fruit that Liam had never seen before, which she deposited near the entrance. Straightening, she met Liam’s eyes briefly before turning her attention to Scott.

	“What was that about old balls?” she asked innocently.

	Scott studied her with his usual, perceptive stare. Liam couldn’t help doing the same. It occurred to him that the entire time he’d known her, Jenn had been completely naked. The only time he’d seen her clothed, he’d been shot through by several wooden stakes. Which, naturally, meant that time didn’t count.

	If he hadn’t known better, he might have mistaken her for some sort of forest nymph. Every inch of her from the neck down was covered by plant-matter. The majority of it looked to be long blades of grass, interwoven with such delicacy and precision that it was impossible to follow any one strand more than an inch or two. The rest of her outfit was composed of vines, ferns, and large leaves that Liam had never seen before. These shielded more vulnerable parts of her anatomy: her feet, hips, and breasts.

	Most impressive, however, was the cloak. Which, upon further inspection, he realized was not a cloak at all, but a multilayered mass of green vines that draped across her shoulders and swayed as if touched by an unseen wind.

	Scott eyed the tentacles passively, his raised brows the only exception.

	“That’s a neat trick,” he said. “Isn’t that how you…”He clicked his tongue and gestured at his bandaged stomach.

	Jenn blushed slightly and nodded, hastening to seat herself at Liam’s side.

	“So, how long were you listening?” Scott asked. As Jenn perked up in surprise, he laughed. “God, you two are too easy. I’ll take that as a yes. So?”

	Fidgeting, Jenn glanced at Liam before answering.

	“I heard most of it,” she admitted. “So you’ll help us?”

	Scott grumbled and gestured at the pile of food, waiting until Liam had tossed him one of the fruits to speak.

	“As I was telling this pup, it’s a damned suicide mission to attack the Institute directly. We’re better off attacking their supply convoys. Without you there, they’ll have to import most of their food. I know they steal some from nearby settlements, but I suspect most of it is imported from other facilities.”

	Jenn glanced sharply at Liam, eyes burning with the unspoken accusation. He shook his head quickly.

	“How did you know I grew their food?” she asked.

	Scott dismissed the question with a wave of his hand as he bit into the fruit. “They don’t have external gardens or enough water for real hydroponics. You control plants. It just makes sense.”

	Jenn scowled, but did not press the point. Instead, she leaned against Liam’s side and rested her head on his shoulder as she stared Scott down.

	“Fine,” she said. “But what good will attacking convoys do? Even if we starve them out, that doesn’t save the ones inside.”

	“It might,” Scott said. “I know the two of you were treated… poorly, but the Institute’s subjects are incredibly valuable to them. If the Occs in charge realize that someone is targeting them effectively, they’ll have to start transporting them to other facilities—safer ones. If we can target those convoys as well…” He trailed off, then shrugged. “It’s not a perfect plan, but it’s a better one than trying to attack the Institute directly. At the very least it’ll buy us time.”

	“Scott has been watching the Institute for years,” Liam volunteered, glancing down at Jenn who continued to press against him. “He’ll know the terrain and the routes they’ll take. Plus, there are supplies, weapons—”

	“—hidden in key locations,” Scott finished for him, glaring. “That I’d prefer to keep hidden, son.”

	If Jenn objected to being kept in the dark, she certainly didn’t show it. Rather than join in the looks of annoyance being shot back and forth, she smiled. Lifting a hand, she watched as one of the vines protecting her back curled upward and nuzzled her wrist and palm with a distinctly animal-like quality.

	“That’s okay,” she said. “I don’t need weapons.”

	Liam watched in amazement as the vine writhed and thickened. Long, wicked-looking thorns sprouted from the last foot or so, angling and straining against their bases until they had fashioned a deadly bludgeon. A crude, living weapon that continued caressing Jenn’s hand like an affectionate pet.

	He hadn’t even realized he was staring until Scott cleared his throat. Though it was difficult to be sure in the fading light, the man’s face looked distinctly pale.

	“Yes, well,” he said, shifting cautiously onto his back and closing his eyes. “That’s good. And thank you for the food. That’s talent of yours is going to come in handy once I track down my men. I should probably get some sleep though. Another few days and I’ll be healed enough to travel.”

	The abrupt end to the conversation caught Liam off guard and he turned to Jenn, hoping to find validation. Instead, he found the girl staring at him, eyes wide and practically glowing with eagerness.

	“Come with me,” she mouthed, giving a tiny jerk of her head. Silent as a whisper, she slipped from the hut, leaving Liam to follow, far less elegantly.

	By the time he emerged from the hut’s narrow entrance, Jenn was already darting up the hill. Her footfalls were utterly silent, as if the various plants and roots were deliberately cushioning her steps. Which, he realized as he trotted after her, was entirely possible.

	As they neared the top of the hill, leaving the hut perhaps fifty yards behind, Jenn paused. She glanced up at a few of the trees overhead, nodded to herself, and then stretched out her arms. Immediately, the cloak of vines warding her back came to life, dozens of limber, green tendrils racing along her outstretched limbs and up into the sturdiest of the low-hanging branches. There they coiled, intertwining and tying themselves into inscrutable knots. By the time Liam reached Jenn’s side, the last of the vines were in place, hanging thickly between the two trees, and the girl was carefully climbing atop them.

	With a muffled giggle, Jenn dropped onto the hammock, swinging it side-to-side. Eyes filled with delight, she extended a hand in Liam’s direction.

	“Come on!” she said, waving him closer.

	Liam hesitated and cautiously grabbed ahold of the platform’s swaying side. He moved slowly, certain that the whole thing would tip over the moment he put his weight on it, but the bed of vines merely rocked in response. Encouraged, he hauled himself up with a grunt.

	The hammock shifted suddenly, tilting in the exact opposite direction he’d expected. Yelping, Liam tumbled forward and grabbed frantically for something—anything—to keep him from falling over the far end. Unfortunately, the handhold he managed to find was Jenn, herself. He landed on her heavily, one hand resting squarely on her breast.

	Of course, judging by the smoky-eyed expression she wore, that had been precisely the point.

	“Naughty boy,” she teased. “We’re going to have to work on your coordination.”

	Reluctantly, Liam lifted his hand away. Jenn started to protest, but he silenced her with a playful kiss that continued until he’d managed to stretch out beside her. As soon as he had, one of her hands reached out to touch his chest, then trailed downward.

	“You know what I want to do?” she whispered.

	Liam caught her wrist. Its thinness surprised him. Both during their fight and their not-quite-fighting at the creek, Jenn’s might had been almost overpowering. It was a sobering, somewhat surreal awakening to be reminded that, from a purely physical standpoint he was far stronger.

	“You want to get to sleep early?” he said, grinning.

	Jenn huffed loudly, smacking his chest with her unrestrained hand. Staring up at him, she made a face.

	“You want to curl up and look at the stars?” he suggested.

	Grumbling, Jenn yanked her wrist free and rolled over so her back was turned. Chuckling, Liam scooted closer and slipped an arm around her side. He knew what she wanted, of course. And, so embraced, with his hips pressed firmly against her backside, there was no chance Jenn didn’t know he wanted it too. Using his chin to adjust her long, black hair, he nuzzled the nape of her neck and delivered a single kiss.

	Jenn shivered once and her hand found the one he’d slid around her, intertwining their fingers.

	“You can’t even see the stars from here,” she pointed out.

	Liam chuckled softly, moving to kiss the spot where her neck met her shoulder.

	“Good point,” he murmured. “Can I have another guess?”

	“If you’re wrong again, I’ll make this thing drop you.”

	“Hmm. That sounds dangerous. I might roll all the way down the hill.”

	“Better choose carefully, then.”

	With a thoughtful noise, Liam guided his hand along Jenn’s stomach. She was still wearing her clothes of woven grass, but he ignored it. And, judging from the way the girl began to squirm as his fingers dipped below her waist, they did little to obscure the sensation of touch.

	As he reached the apex of her thighs, Liam cupped her gently. He could feel the heat of Jenn’s sex through the leaves and vines covering her. And, as he began to caress her, the surface of the plants grew unmistakably damp.

	“Wait,” Jenn said. As Liam quickly withdrew his hand, she cocked her head and smirked. “You’re fine. This is just my only set of clothes. I don’t want them to be all sticky tomorrow.”

	Liam watched in fascination as Jenn began to undress. It wasn’t fascination at the sight of her naked body, though that was undeniably exciting too, but rather at the cleverness with which she’d constructed her garments. They were every bit as alive as the cape-turned-hammock vines she wore. And each, at the slightest touch of Jenn’s finger, seemed to unfurl like a morning flower.

	The twisted leaves of her boots, each individual leg of her trousers, and even the sturdy, almost armored bits that concealed her breasts and hips all unwound themselves with ease. And yet, even once they’d come undone, the individual pieces managed to retain their original shape in some form. Jenn gathered them up, placing them against the edges of the hammock and using a few practiced hand gestures to mold them into makeshift walls. By the time she was done, the result resembled a tent far more than it did a hammock.

	“I usually do this a bit higher up,” she said, with a look in Liam’s direction. “They can’t climb every tree looking for me and the grassy bits help with the wind and cold. I don’t know if the Institute has drones, but it should help against those, too.”

	Liam frowned in confusion. He had been nodding along, but that last bit…

	“Drones?” he asked. “Is that a type of Hunter?”

	For a second, Jenn looked just as confused as he did. Then she sighed and shook her head.

	“I keep forgetting how little you know,” she said. Then, realizing her mistake, hastily continued. “It’s not your fault, of course! You’ve never been outside the Institute until now. But I was six when they took me, so I still remember bits and pieces from before.”

	Sitting back and seemingly oblivious to her nakedness, Jenn chewed her lip thoughtfully. After a moment, she began to speak in a deliberate, thoughtful manner that Scott had used while bringing Liam up to speed on a subject.

	“Drones are a piece of old-world tech,” Jenn explained. “Scott told you about the Endwar and all that, right? When the Occs invaded the You-Say?”

	He nodded and she continued.

	“Well, drones are one of the only techs that survived. Along with the Block and, uh, whatever they call the stuff the Institute does. Enhancements, I guess? You know about those?”

	This time, Liam gave a half-hearted shrug and shook his head.

	“Figures. Well, that stuff’s complicated, so maybe another time. Anyway, drones are like…” Jenn paused and blew a quiet raspberry. “Yeah, I guess they’re sort of like Hunters. That’s how my mother described them. Only they’re completely mechanical. They fly around the sky just, you know, watching. And they tell the Occs when they see something. Like runaways from the Institute.”

	Even though he wasn’t the one naked, Liam suddenly felt very cold. He glanced upward, peering between the narrow gaps formed by Jenn’s clothing and was oddly relieved to see only leaves and branches in the gap. Could there really be drones up there right now, searching for them? Under other circumstances the mere idea would have sounded laughable. But, to be fair, he was sitting in a hammock with a girl who could control plants. Compared to that, mechanical hunters who controlled air didn’t even sound unlikely.

	“But if they have drones,” he said, voice dropping involuntarily to a near-whisper, “why haven’t they caught us by now? I mean, Scott’s been watching the Institute for six years.”

	Jenn shrugged, moving to rejoin Liam’s side. Compared to his sudden chill, her bare skin was practically hot to the touch. Unfortunately, his mind was also filled with so many new thoughts that he couldn’t even manage to appreciate the contact.

	“Like I said, I don’t even know if the Institute has them. But if we’re that important, I’d wager they do. Maybe Scott knows a way to hide from them?”

	He gave a noncommittal grunt, still lost in thought. He was so distracted that he didn’t even notice Jenn take his hand until she’d guided it back between her thighs. The warmth he felt there had not abated during their conversation, and the patch of hair that framed her entrance was wet with anticipation.

	“Don’t worry about that right now,” she insisted. “They can’t find us in here.”

	Reluctantly, Liam allowed himself to be won over. His grin returned and he leaned in to give Jenn a tender kiss, even as his fingers began to stroke her slick, outer folds.

	“Scott might,” he said.

	Jenn growled unhappily and pressed her legs together, trapping his hand against her. With her own, she tugged at Liam’s trousers and dragged them forcefully down to his knees.

	“No, he won’t,” she said. “I doubt he can stand up on his own, much less climb the hill.”

	Savoring the opportunity, Liam twisted his hand between Jenn’s thighs and pressed a single finger against her entrance. It accepted him easily, swallowing the digit in its hot, wet embrace. Jenn moaned softly, body going slack as she pressed her hips against his palm.

	“You still, hmm, haven’t guessed. What I want,” she pointed out.

	Liam curled his finger, stroking her inner walls and drawing out another quiet moan. Grinning, he repeated the motion several times and each time he was rewarded with an increasingly enthusiastic response. All at once, he withdrew.

	Gasping, Jenn sat up swiftly with a scandalized expression. No sooner had she done so, however, than Liam seized her by the shoulders and rolled her onto her side, as before. His pressed himself against her, guiding his erection in between her thighs until the tip rested against the petals of her sex.

	“I know what you want,” he whispered. Nibbling the base of Jenn’s neck, he drank in every response her body offered, from her ticklish shrug to the way her hips were squirming, practically begging him to claim her.

	To her credit, Jenn still had enough clarity to reply.

	“What do I want?” she asked, merely breathing the words.

	Liam wrapped an arm around her, then trailed his fingers down her front in identical fashion. Once he reached his destination, he cupped her front, teasing her most sensitive spot with the finger still wet with her juices.

	It was as if they had never even paused.

	“Scott won’t reach us,” he said. “But I think you want him to hear us.”

	Liam pushed his hips forward, sinking his shaft into Jenn’s tight, clenching depths with a single, purposeful thrust. And, if the throaty, blissful cry she gave was anything to go by, his guess had been absolutely correct.

	***

	 


 

	It was not the morning sun that woke Liam, but rather the sound of the birds. Despite the fact that he’d only been free of the Institute a month, he was used to such things. What he was not used to what having one whistle enthusiastically what sounded like a foot from his head.

	He sat up quickly and felt a brief flash of panic when his arm did not rise with him. His fear fled with a glance, however, as he discovered Jenn sleeping upon it. His motion was enough to disturb her, however, and she began to stir. Yawning, she opened her eyes. For just a heartbeat, she looked surprised to see him.

	Then she smiled. And in that instant, something in her expression pierced Liam as surely as her javelins had the morning prior. His chest tightened warmly and it was all he could do not to look down and check himself for wounds. Instead, he lay back down.

	“Morning,” Jenn mumbled. 

	Rolling over, she nestled into the crook of his shoulder and stretched an arm out across his chest. Doing so pushed her exposed breasts against him. And yet, despite the erotic view, Liam didn’t find himself growing aroused. Instead, the pleasant ache in his chest grew more intense until he could barely stand it.

	Careful not to disturb her, he leaned over and gently kissed Jenn’s brow.

	“Morning,” he murmured back. Though he knew it was impossible, a part of him wished he could simply will the world to stop, allowing this moment to continue for all time.

	“Good morning to you, too!” a voice boomed, just outside the walls of the hammock-tent.

	Both Liam and Jenn leapt upright, nearly upsetting their makeshift bed in the process. Liam lunged for his discarded trousers; if he was going to fight, it would certainly not be naked. Jenn, on the other hand, had somehow reclaimed one of the vines supporting the hammock and had wound it around her arm. Already, thorns were sprouting from the portion that extended past her fingers.

	“Hope you two don’t mind getting an early start,” Scott called again. The laughter in his voice was unmistakable. “I’m sore as hell, but I’ll be damned if I spend another day lying on my ass.”

	Liam turned and found Jenn staring back at him. She reached for the hammock wall and yanked down one of the grass leggings that formed it. Using it to modestly cover herself, she peered through the gap it left as Liam joined her.

	Scott leaned against a nearby tree, the very picture of innocence. Though he looked a bit unsteady on his feet and he’d peeled off his poultice to reveal a very ugly scar, he otherwise looked no worse for wear. Visibly holding back a smile, he stared up at the branches above him and began to whistle.

	Liam recognized the tune at once. It was the same that had woken him, the one he’d mistaken for birdsong.

	“Bastard,” he growled. Lacing up his trouser he offered an apologetic look to a scarlet-faced Jenn and clumsily exited the hammock through the window she’d made.

	Liam’s back ached in a thousand places but he scarcely felt them as he stalked toward Scott. Half of him wanted to deck the man, but his better nature prevailed. It was only once he stood before him, arms folded and hands balled into fists that Scott dropped his gaze from the branches above.

	“I hope you got plenty of sleep,” Scott said.

	“Bastard,” Liam repeated. He glared at the man, wishing his embarrassment would fade so he could dwell wholeheartedly on his anger. Truthfully, he wasn’t entirely sure why he was so angry. He just was.

	“What?” Scott asked.

	“You—” Liam sighed and let the matter drop. “Are you sure you’re well enough to be walking around?”

	Scott shrugged, then nodded. “I’m sure. Your blood must pack quite a punch. Like I said, I’m sore, but just lying there was killing me. I thought you two would be glad to start this not-quite-suicide mission.”

	“That’s… I—”

	Scott jerked his head in the direction of the hammock. “Is the girl dressed yet?”

	“She has a name,” Liam snapped. Glancing over, he spied an intimate glimpse of skin and felt his heart begin to race at the sight. “And, not yet. Almost.”

	Scott did not respond, at least at first. Then he sighed, face growing serious as he met Liam’s eyes.

	“I’m sorry about that little joke, son,” he said. His voice was soft enough not to reach Jenn. “And, honestly, it’s not that I don’t approve. Love is a rare enough thing these days. Trust me, if you find it, hold onto it. Just… be careful. A war is the last place you want to get a girl pregnant.”

	“Pregnant?”

	This time, Scott’s voice did carry, and his multi-faceted curse took more than one breath to complete. Ignoring Jenn’s curious stare, he slipped an arm around Liam’s shoulder and guided him swiftly away.

	“You and I,” he muttered, “Are going to have a long, very important conversation.”

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	It took the three of them nearly five days to traverse the thirty miles back to the Institute. Their slowness was due in part to Scott’s injuries. Despite his assurances that he was fine, the man’s face reverted to a pained grimace whenever he thought no one was looking.

	The larger reason for the delay, however, was simple caution. They were carrying a large amount of gear, recovered from the temporary camp Liam had shared with Scott upon their arrival, and the closer they drew to the Institute, the greater the chance of stumbling across Occ soldiers. The last thing any of them wanted was to fight with fifty pounds of gear strung across their backs. As a result, conversation dwindled, they took turns keeping watch at night, and Liam’s nightly coupling with Jenn grew infrequent.

	Then, much to his dismay, it stopped altogether.

	Not that the alternative was all that appealing, either. Scott watched the two of them like a hawk and seemed loathe to let either of them out of his sight for even a second.

	Which made it all he more surprising when, less than an hour after reaching the well-concealed cave that marked their destination, Scott announced he was leaving.

	“You’re what?” Liam said, rising and abandoning his now-familiar meal of fruit and dried venison. His legs ached from the days of endless hiking, so he could only imagine how Scott must be feeling. “Why?”

	“Keep your voice down,” Scott growled. He glanced at the door—a few ill-fitting planks disguised with stones and grass on the exterior—as if to assure himself it was not being kicked down. “I told you, I need to track down my men and try to contact my superiors. Two kids and a dozen middle-aged soldiers isn’t going to cut it.”

	Before Liam could reply, Jenn was at his side. She spoke in a hushed voice. “Are you sure you’ve healed enough to go alone?”

	“It’s not that far,” Scott said. “I’ll be fine. Besides, I thought you two would enjoy some privacy.”

	Jenn stiffened and went red. Turning quickly to hide her embarrassment, she busied herself with inspecting a box of ammunition. Liam, on the other hand, couldn’t bring himself to argue. The thought of Scott traveling alone worried him, of course, but the man had managed it for six years without incident. And it would be nice to enjoy a few intimate moments with Jenn without glancing constantly over his shoulder. 

	Not that he’d ever admit it to Scott.

	“What should we do until you return?” he asked.

	The corner of Scott’s mouth quirked upward, but he didn’t take the bait. 

	“Whatever you want,” he said. “You’re free, remember? It’d be good to start keeping tabs on the Institute’s convoys as soon as possible, just don’t do anything stupid. I don’t want to come back just to find out you’ve been captured or something.”

	“What if there aren’t any convoys?”

	“How the hell should I know?” Scott sighed, throwing his arms up in the air. “This is your suicide mission. Do whatever you two want. Scout? Hunt? Fuck?”

	The sudden rattling of ammunition drew both their gazes to an increasingly red-faced Jenn. She knelt quickly, righting the box she’d toppled and scooping up the spilled contents.

	With an uncharacteristic grin, Scott lifted a hand and delivered a playful salute.

	“Whatever you choose, just stay safe,” he said. “I’ll be back soon. Maybe a week or so.”

	Scott’s preparations were brief. He checked the pistol at his hip, glancing once at the magazine, then retrieved the small shoulder-satchel of food he’d carried throughout their journey here and slipped out of the cave.

	Liam watched him depart in silence, surprised by the emotions churning within him. Scott had been his first friend and a constant companion since the first night he’d fled the Institute. To be separated now, even temporarily, was unexpectedly terrifying.

	Apparently, his inner conflict was easy to read. Sidling up, Jenn slid her arms around him from behind.

	“He’ll be fine,” she assured him.

	“Yeah.”

	“Hey,” Jenn murmured. When Liam did not immediately respond, her arms tightened around his stomach. “Hey.”

	“Hmm?”

	“So… what do you want to do first?”

	Liam could hear the desire in her voice and was almost glad Jenn couldn’t see his face. Sometimes, it was nice to keep her in suspense and the reluctant smile spreading across it would have given him away.

	“First? Well…” he trailed off. Then, much louder, added, “I want to wait until the eavesdropping bastard actually leaves. Then we’ll complain about him for hours!”

	Something struck the door loudly—a rock from the sound of it.

	“I resent that!” came Scott’s voice from beyond.

	Liam expected Jenn to curse or grow embarrassed, as before. Instead, she laughed and buried her face against his shoulder. Then, she too joined in with a loud voice.

	“God, he’s just the worst, isn’t he? So predictable!”

	“Hey, fuck you too!” 

	Scott’s voice was growing more distant by the second. But even so, it still managed to bring a smile to Liam’s face. He leaned back into Jenn’s embrace, savoring the warmth of the moment—both literal and figurative.

	Of course, Scott would be fine. What had he even been worried about? Nobody could die with last words like those.

	The pair of them remained there for several minutes, until the moment passed of its own accord. Only then did Jenn’s hand slide down his front.

	“So, what do you really want to do first?”

	***

	 


They left the cave shortly after dusk, once the sun had vanished beneath the hills but before it grew too dark to make preparations in the light peeking in around the door. It turned out to be a good decision, since Liam had wasted several minutes staring wistfully at the stash of rifles. In the end, he reluctantly conceded to Scott’s wisdom and picked up his bow.

	Even absent, the man seemed determined to spoil his fun.

	“Ready?” Jenn whispered. She crouched by the door, her cloak of vines already twisted into so many thorny whips.

	Liam nodded and joined her. Silently, Jenn glided out, leaving a pleasant, floral aroma in her wake. He had just enough time to breathe deeply, once, before his rising adrenaline forced him out after her.

	They paused right outside the cave, scanning the hills and trees for any hint of movement or danger. When none revealed itself, Liam crept to Jenn’s side.

	“How about this?” he whispered, gesturing. “One big loop around the Institute. We find the supply roads, a few good places for an ambush, and then we come right back.”

	Jenn nodded slowly, looking thoughtful. “We can’t get too close. That makes it, what? At least eight or nine miles? It’ll take more than one night.”

	Liam shrugged and reached over to give one of her vines a squeeze. He’d gotten used to sleeping upon the things, even if his back had not.

	“We can camp,” he said.

	“Fine. No sex though.” At Liam’s scandalized expression, Jenn reddened and flashed an apologetic smile. “It’s too loud!”

	Liam chuckled and placed a delicate kiss on her cheek. “You’re the loud one,” he pointed out. He took a step forward and yelped far too loudly as one of Jenn’s vines—mercifully thornless—cracked against his ass. Turning, he found her wearing a wolfish smile.

	“Just you wait,” she said.

	Flirtation out of the way, they set off. Liam took the lead by unspoken agreement. It was fortunate, since the arrangement left him free to survey the deserted hills without the distracting sight of Jenn’s hips laid out before him.

	As the residual light of sunset faded, then disappeared altogether, the Institute gradually made its presence known. The night sky glowed with the indistinct brightness of spotlights and, whenever their path grew too near, echoed with the distant rumble of generators and industrial noise.

	Liam had nearly forgotten the ever-present sound and hearing it again sent chills down his spine. He froze up, staring indirectly at the spot where the massive complex lay hidden amid the far-off forest canopy.

	Jenn was at his side in a heartbeat, taking his hand. Her palm was clammy, but she seemed to be holding up better than he was, all things considered.

	“It’s okay,” she whispered. “They can’t hurt you. I won’t let them.”

	Liam nodded woodenly. It took him a moment to recover his voice.

	“We’re going to kill them all,” he said.

	Jenn’s fingers tightened around his, lingering until he slipped his hand free, at last. Clutching his bow, he continued walking.

	We’re going to kill them all. I’ll do it. I’m going to kill them all.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	It took roughly two hours for them to reach the road. Liam hesitated at the edge, crouching beside Jenn in the overgrowth as he studied the seemingly endless river of gravel and cracked asphalt that stretched immeasurably in either direction. There were no lights or signs of vehicles, but the sheer size of the manmade path gave him pause.

	“Is this it?” he asked.

	Jenn glanced at him, taken aback by the question. For a moment, she looked ready with a wisecrack, but then her expression softened and she nodded.

	“Yeah. Well, sort of,” she said. “This one leads northeast, toward the DMZ. There should be at least one to the west of the Institute. I assume that one is where the convoys will be.”

	“This one is for the Hunters.” Liam had intended it to be a question, but the words fell flat even as he spoke them. Beside him, Jenn seemed to wilt.

	“That’s right,” she said, finally. After a moment, she recovered. “We should keep moving.”

	That was when they heard the gunfire.

	Liam grunted as Jenn tackled him to the ground, her cloak twisting around them into a wall of defensive spines. No bullets found them, however, and after a few seconds, he realized they were not under attack. Jenn realized it too, rolling off him and climbing onto all-fours. She winced apologetically, then turned her attention toward the direction from which the sound had come.

	Liam’s nerves were screaming at him to flee, but he forced himself to remain still. The gunfire was so loud it seemed impossible it hadn’t been targeting them. But, now that he had a chance to listen closer, he could just make out the voices—shrieking, screaming, booming voices.

	He looked to Jenn and saw in her eyes the same inner conflict he felt. The same fears.

	We have to.

	He mouthed the words, not trusting himself to whisper appropriately under the circumstances. Jenn sighed helplessly, then nodded. The sturdiness of the road was strange after so long after the relative sponginess of the forest and hills, but it took only a few steps to cross it. Liam was almost relieved when they reentered the trees on the far side, but the sense of looming danger only increased as the sounds of gunfire grew nearer.

	Within a minute, he spotted the fires. At first, there was only the one. But, as he slowed and waited for Jenn to rejoin his side, the light spread quickly until it seemed the whole of the forest was burning in the distance.

	He crept closer, fear magnifying the near-silent crackle of leaves and twigs beneath his feet until each step seemed to echo.

	Then he saw them. Even without the white coats and surgical scrubs, there was no way he could have mistaken them for anything other than Occs. It was something about the way they moved, arrogant and purposeful. There were dozens of them, some carrying rifles while others simply moved about from shack to shack.

	“Please! Please, no!” cried a woman’s voice.

	Liam froze, eyes widening and hand tightening powerfully around his bow. Something in the voice had struck him and his eyes searched desperately through the gloom and the trees until he found the source.

	The woman huddled in the shadow of one of the ramshackle buildings, the reflected light of the nearby flames illuminating the only visible parts of her. Even so, Liam could tell she was trembling. Her head swiveled frantically as she stared up at the men surrounding her.

	No, not men—Occs.

	Two of the Occs carried rifles, though they didn’t even bother pointing them at the woman. From their body language, Liam didn’t even have to hear their words to understand. There was a casual, almost jovial cruelty to them. A fact that was confirmed a moment later when one aimed a kick her way. The woman cried out, shying away from her attacker. Her arms rose, shielding her face and hiding the mirrored light of her eyes.

	Liam felt a hand tugging at his.

	“Liam!” Jenn hissed, urgently. “We need to get out of here!”

	He couldn’t tear himself away. His blood was boiling. The entire world had faded away, save for the silhouettes before him.

	Another Occ approached, somehow managing to capture even more swagger and authority in the way he moved. From the reaction of those standing around, the newcomer was important and he knew it.

	And somehow, deep in his gut, Liam knew how things would end. He tried willing himself to look away, to allow Jenn to lead him back into the shadows.

	“No!” the woman cried, suddenly. Her voice was desperate and she struggled to her feet. “Don’t you dare hurt them! Don’t you—”

	The authoritative Occ gestured and the rifles rose without hesitation.

	Gunfire.

	The woman slumped without a sound.

	Before he even had time to consider what he was doing, Liam charged. He felt Jenn’s fingers clawing at his wrist and heard Scott’s warning ringing in his ears, but ignored them both. There was an arrow his hand that he didn’t remember grabbing, but he had it nocked to his bowstring before he’d gone a dozen steps. And when he drew it back, it seemed to take so little effort that he had to check to make sure he hadn’t snapped the string.

	He hadn’t.

	Liam couldn’t hear the sound of his heavy footfalls, but the Occs must have. The one in charge had just begun to turn when he loosed his arrow. It caught his target in the ribs and the man toppled backward with such an exaggerated motion that Liam couldn’t help but laugh.

	He was still laughing when the Occs returned fire.

	This time, as he toppled backward, Liam knew he’d been hit. And more than once, if the pain in his chest was anything to go by. It felt, perhaps unsurprisingly, like his wounds during his first meeting with Jenn, though a bit more centralized.

	The memory brought her face to mind and he felt a brief twinge of regret. He’d broken his promise. Jenn would escape just fine, of course, but he’d promised not to leave her alone.

	Hopefully, she would understand.

	***

	 


“—r to God, if you die after all this…”

	Liam groaned as he opened his eyes. His back felt as if it had been sliced open in a hundred different places. It wasn’t that unlikely since, given the stars above him and the way his arms were raised past his head, he’d apparently been dragged quite far along the ground. Long enough, in fact, for the pain in his chest to fade entirely.

	In a flash, Jenn was crouching over him. Her face was pale and shadowed by her hair in the moonlight, but from the streaks visible on her cheeks, it was obvious she’d been crying.

	“How long was I out?” Liam asked. A thought occurred to him and he sat up swiftly. “The Occs! What happened? Are—”

	Jenn slapped him viciously. Then, a second time.

	“You… idiot!” she hissed. “You colossal fucking idiot! What were you thinking? They could have killed you! They almost killed us both!”

	“I’m sorry,” Liam said. He glanced around at the dark trees surrounding them and realized he did not recognize them. There was no sign of the Occs, either, or their victims. In fact, he could neither hear the Institute’s ever-present noise, nor smell the piercing smoke of the fires they’d set. The unexpected change in scenery helped him collect his thoughts. “Did you carry me here?”

	Jenn nodded and made a sound halfway between a laugh and a sob. She kissed him then, every bit as passionately as she’d slapped him.

	“Idiot,” she grumbled. “I’m so mad at you right now.”

	“I know. I’m sorry.” Liam peered nervously over his shoulder. “Where are we?”

	“About a mile south of the road.” She jerked her head toward the top of a nearby slope. “The cave is twenty minutes that way.”

	Liam whistled softly and looked at Jenn with raised brows.

	“That’s… a long way to carry someone,” he noted. The sorry state of his back suddenly made a great deal more sense. “How long was I out?”

	Jenn shrugged. “Not sure. A while. It’ll be dawn in few hours.”

	Liam blinked in surprise and glanced upward. Jenn was right; there was a hint of not-quite-black to the sky that confirmed her words.

	“Any sign of the Occs?” he asked. “Why did you stop here?”

	Jenn bristled, glaring.

	“I was tired,” she snapped. “And you’re damn heavy, even with my vines.”

	“Shit. Jenn, I didn’t mean—”

	“And thanks to you, every Occ within a hundred miles is looking for us. I wanted to make sure nobody managed to follow us before we go back to the cave.”

	Liam lifted his hands, conceding. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Want me to carry you the rest of the way?”

	Jenn rolled her eyes, then let out a reluctant laugh.

	“Wait, are you serious?”

	In response, Liam climbed to his feet, crouched, and offered up his back. Jenn laughed again, stepping into place and wrapping her arms around his shoulders. At once, her pleasant, floral aroma pushed his unpleasant memories of the night before aside.

	Jenn gripped him tightly, playfully head-butting him as they set off.

	“A girl could get used to this,” she teased.

	Liam said nothing and merely angled his head to escape the range of her attacks. As they walked, her annoyance faded and she began peppering the nape of his neck with ticklish kisses instead. He certainly didn’t mind. That Jenn had managed to drag him well over a mile, undiscovered, was nothing short of miraculous. Letting her rest her feet and vent her frustrations on his body was a small price to pay.

	Despite the silence of the forest, there was a sense of danger looming amid the trees. Liam’s eyes scanned them constantly, searching for any sign of pursuit. He didn’t know how Jenn had managed to extract the two of them from the battlefield, but she was undoubtedly correct; the woods would be crawling with Occs for days, or longer. His bow had vanished, no doubt left behind after he’d been shot, and the idea of facing down potential foes without a weapon left him skittish.

	“Liam,” Jenn whispered. “Where are you going?”

	He paused, glancing over his shoulder at her. Jenn squirmed against his back and slid to the ground. There was an unmistakable look of concern in her eyes, but she masked it quickly as she took his hand and tugged him away from the winding path he’d been following.

	“It’s right over here,” she reminded him, gently.

	Liam shook his head. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m a little… off.”

	Jenn squeezed his hand, then released it as she pried open the concealed door. Holding it open for him, she glanced around. “Go get some rest,” she said. “I’ll keep watch for a bit.”

	“But, you dragged me here. You’ve got to be more tired!”

	A bit of her usual scornful expression returned. “I’m not the dumbass who got shot. Go. Sleep.”

	Reluctantly, Liam obeyed. Sleep proved elusive though, thanks in part to the overpowering scent of mildew that coated every one of the blankets stored within the cave. After tossing and turning for a few minutes, he eventually gave up on the idea of resting and settled for merely relaxing with the company of his own thoughts. Unfortunately, staring up at the roof of the cave proved even less restful than trying to will himself to sleep.

	He’d killed an Occ. And yet, however much he’d fantasized about the opportunity, the aftermath was a bit disappointing. He’d expected to feel… something, some sense of righteous victory or misplaced guilt. Instead, there was nothing. It was like taking a bath or preparing a meal: just another chore.

	He hadn’t saved the woman either. That was worse. Not because he’d somehow failed her; the Occs would have killed her no matter what he’d done. But the powerlessness made him feel small, somehow. Inconsequential.

	Could they really do this? Could two—three—people hope to topple something as powerful as the Institute? And even if they did, would it even matter? Who knew how many more Institutes were out there? Scott said Occs controlled over half the continent; there could be dozens more. Hundreds, even.

	Liam was still musing when Jenn returned. He sat up, forcing a grin as she opened the door. It faded a second later when she hurled herself inside and swiftly yanked the door shut behind her. After the brief exposure to the morning sunlight, it took his eyes a second to readjust.

	Jenn held a finger to her lips. As soon as he acknowledged the gesture, she crouched and began to prepare. Her hands swam through the air in front of her, briefly touching the tips of her vine-cloak. At each touch, the already thorny tips of the plant life stretched and sharpened into yet more deadly weapons.

	Liam scrambled to his feet, scooping up one of the rifles with as much silence as he could. The bolt was stuck, slightly rusted from prolonged exposure, and it took him a moment to work it. The quiet squeak of scraping metal made him wince, but he ignored Jenn’s furious glance as he plucked a bullet from the open box she’d knocked over the day before. Fortunately, the rifle’s action did nothing more than click as he chambered the round. Heart pounding, he shouldered the weapon and pointed it at the closed door.

	Then they waited. After a few seconds of tense silence, Jenn glanced at him. She held up a hand, flashing all five fingers twice, then pointing in roughly the same direction from which they’d arrived. Liam exhaled deeply and nodded with understanding.

	There were ten Occs, then. Heading this way, no doubt.

	Liam cursed himself for a thousand different reasons. For letting himself be shot, for forcing Jenn to drag him so far, for volunteering to carry her. Each one must have left a dozen clues that any competent tracker could have followed. The only thing they could hope was that the Occs would lose the trail before they reached the cave. The door was well-hidden from casual passersby, but wouldn’t stand up to the scrutiny of an experienced search party.

	As the minutes dragged on, however, he quickly realized that the waiting was much worse than the frantic violence itself. Every puff of breeze or imagined footstep sent a burst of adrenaline racing through him until it took all his effort to keep from shaking.

	Then it happened. A shadow crossed in front of the cave door and Liam’s breath caught in his lungs. His finger moved to rest on the trigger and he only just remembered to toggle off the safety.

	Another shadow. Liam’s eyes narrowed as he peered down the iron sights. A murmur of conversation trickled into the cave, spoken in a language he recognized but could not understand. It was answered with quiet laughter, strained and subdued.

	Then, yet another shadow passed. He could hear the crunch of rock underfoot and several dislodged pebbles clattered against the wooden base of the door’s exterior.

	Liam groaned inwardly as he prepared himself. That had given them away. There was no way the Occs could miss the unnatural sound.

	Another shadow passed and Liam couldn’t resist glancing at Jenn. She looked back, equally bewildered. It wasn’t possible. And yet…

	They crouched there, keeping their respective weapons trained on the door for what felt like hours. There were no voices, no footsteps, no shadows, and no invading Occ soldiers.

	Finally, when the weight of his rifle pushed Liam’s aching shoulders past the limit, he reluctantly lowered the weapon. He stretched slowly, then hefted the weapon once more and took a cautious step forward.

	Jenn caught his arm at once, her eyes full of alarm. Liam gestured helplessly at the door and stared back at her. Eventually, she relented. Nodding, she crept forward alongside him. Every one of her vines hovered around her shoulders, ready to strike at the slightest provocation.

	Liam fully expected to die the instant he pushed open the door, despite barely moving it an inch. When he did not, he opened it wider.

	There was no sign of the Occs, or anyone else, for that matter. From the doorway, he scoured the hills and trees, certain he was missing him. Beside him, Jenn did likewise.

	“It’s not possible,” she said, at last. “They had to have seen it.”

	“If they had, we’d be dead,” he pointed out.

	“It’s some sort of trap,” she insisted.

	Liam inched forward, pausing with each step to examine each newly visible tree and section of wilderness.

	“There’s no sign of them,” he said. “Maybe they weren’t actually looking for us?”

	“Bullshit. Who else would they be looking for?”

	“Scott?” he suggested, switching the rifle’s safety back on. “Or maybe they didn’t expect us to hide. They could be trying to chase us into some kind of trap.”

	Jenn shook her head and crouched to examine a track left by the passing soldiers. They’d passed within mere feet of the door.

	“I don’t like it,” she said. “I still think it’s a trap.”

	“So what now?”

	“I think we should find a new spot. Did Scott show you any others?”

	“No.”

	Jenn scoffed under her breath and straightened up. “Figures. How about we head west, this time? There might be another village like—” She fell silent, rather abruptly, and grimaced.

	“We can keep an eye on the supply road,” Liam said. 

	To his surprise, Jenn smiled slightly and nodded. Stepping closer, she slipped an arm around his and rested her head on his shoulder. As she exhaled, something within her seemed to deflate and she closed her eyes.

	“Good thinking,” she said, practically mumbling the words. She sagged suddenly, both her legs and her vines going limp.

	“Jenn? Hey!” Liam yelped, hastening to keep her from collapsing. “What’s wrong?”

	Jenn laughed softly, shaking her head.

	“Sorry,” she said. Weakly, she grabbed a handful of vines and waved their now thornless ends in front of his face. “Just worn out. These things take a lot of energy. Like your healing.”

	Frowning, Liam scooped Jenn up in his arms and carried her back into the cave, careful not to bash her head on the way. Gently, he deposited her on one of the mildewed blankets. If she minded the smell as much as he had, she gave no indication of it. In fact, by the time he’d retrieved his rifle, shut the door to the cave, and returned to her side, she was already snoring softly.

	Unwilling to leave her side, Liam sat down and brushed a lock of dark hair from Jenn’s face. He’d taken it for granted that he passed out after healing anything more than minor injuries. It had never even occurred to him that Jenn might be under similar strain. But, now that he considered the fact, it made perfect sense. Whatever enhancement he’d undergone at the Institute seemed fueled by his endurance. Despite the fact that Jenn had never broached the subject before, he couldn’t help feeling guilty for not noticing sooner. They’d been relying on her abilities quite a lot, after all, for both food and self-defense.

	There was no denying his own exhaustion, either. But, as before, Liam couldn’t bring himself to sleep. Nor would he have. After all she’d done for him, Jenn deserved a chance to rest with someone watching over her.

	He owed her that much.


Chapter Seven

	 

	 

	It was after midday when Jenn finally awoke. The first thing she did upon opening her eyes, beside berate Liam for not waking her sooner, was wrap him up in a ferocious embrace. There were the first hints of tears in her eyes and he was tempted to ask what her dream—a nightmare, presumably—had been about. He resisted the urge, knowing she wouldn’t appreciate it, and the moment passed quickly enough.

	He’d taken the chance to prepare their bags while Jenn slept. His had torn, much to his dismay, either from the passage of a bullet or their nocturnal escape through the woods. As a result, he’d been forced to wrap his share of the food and ammunition in one of the damn mildew blankets. Hers had been easier, though it felt oddly invasive to go through her pack while she slept.

	Jenn didn’t mind, however. Upon wiping the sleep from her eyes and noticing the bags, her face lit up and she pulled him close to deliver a firm kiss on the lips. She seemed almost giddy to move on, despite the dangers that had prompted them to do so.

	As before, they exited the cave with an almost absurd level of caution. And, exactly as before, they found the surrounding area utterly deserted. That fact might have seemed more suspicious than finding them full of armed search parties if Liam hadn’t witnessed the Institute’s utter disregard for human life firsthand. Perhaps, given the ever-present conflict with Scott and the Militia, such incidents were barely worth noting.

	The possibility gnawed at Liam’s stomach from the inside. It was all the more reason the Occs needed to be destroyed.

	“Ready?” Jenn whispered. Her eyes were bright and eager.

	Liam nodded and gestured with a rifle, one of the two he carried, for her to take the lead. Though a part of him felt he ought to, given his abilities, he simply didn’t trust himself at the moment. Lack of sleep was beginning to weigh on his limbs and he knew Jenn’s reflexes would far outstrip his own.

	Plus, there was something invigorating about the hypnotic sway of Jenn’s hips from behind.

	The view was so enticing, in fact, that he nearly stumbled into her from behind when they reached the Institute’s western supply road an hour later. Jenn turned to glare at him and Liam grimaced apologetically, shaking himself awake. He’d been so distracted that he’d failed to spot the river of asphalt until they were literally beside it.

	“This is the one,” Jenn said, guiding him into a thick cluster of pines. “See how well-maintained they keep it?”

	Liam nodded. He hadn’t actually noticed, but now that it had been pointed out to him, he could clearly see that Jenn was correct. Where the eastern road leading toward the DMZ had been cracked and pockmarked by gravel-filled holes, this one appeared far smoother. The asphalt was only occasionally damaged, and bore evidence of fairly recent repairs in the few spots where it was.

	“So, where do we ambush them?” he asked.

	Jenn chewed her lip and glanced east, toward the Institute.

	“We’re too close,” she said. “If we hit them here, they could send reinforcements in time. It needs to be somewhere more remote. Preferably with places to hide or destroy the supplies.”

	Liam nodded, too exhausted to discuss the point further. At the moment, he wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep, never mind the sun still blazing overhead. Mercifully, even without his saying so, Jenn seemed aware of that fact.

	“This is good,” she whispered, reaching out and taking one of the rifles he held. Laying it across her shoulders, she smiled and jerked her head away from the road. “I doubt the Institute will expect us to be heading deeper into Occ territory. We’ll find someplace safe and you can get some rest.”

	Liam nodded again, doing his best to flash an appreciative smile. It came out lopsided, but seemed to do the trick. Jenn led the way, guiding him amid the trees with a carefree attitude that caught him off-guard. And, unless his sleep-deprived mind was playing tricks on him, there seemed to be a flirtatious swing to her hips that hadn’t been there before.

	Despite her assurances that they’d ventured far enough, it took nearly another hour of hiking before they found a spot that satisfied Jenn’s strict requirements. In the end, they set up camp at the center of a willow grove, surrounded on three sides by thick pines and nestled in the hollow between two small, steep hills.

	Liam could barely remain upright as Jenn used her vines to construct the hammock-tent. Without even bothering to eat or drink from his canteen, he hauled himself onto it. His eyes were closed before he even had a chance to stretch out, leaving him no opportunity to enjoy the sight of Jenn undressing to convert her clothing into the walls and roof.

	It was a tragedy, but one that he was too tired to grieve. Nor was he lucid enough to appreciate the warmth and softness of Jenn’s legs as she folded them beneath his head in a makeshift pillow. But, even without appreciating them, he fell asleep all the same.

	***

	 


When Liam awoke, the world was dark, enough that it took his eyes a few seconds to adjust. When they did, the first thing he spotted was Jenn looming over him. Her back was propped up against one of the trees supporting the hammock and her eyes were closed, but from her breathing it was clear she was merely dozing. As Liam stirred, her eyes snapped open. A second later, she smiled.

	“Morning,” she whispered. Doubling over, she kissed him gently on the lips. The angle was awkward, however, and she pulled back, giggling, as her hair fell across his face and managed to find its way between their lips. Spitting it free, she straightened and set about rearranging the stray bits.

	Liam watched her, smile widening with each passing second. With her clothes shielding them from the outside world, Jenn’s breasts were utterly exposed and bounced slightly as she fiddled with her hair. It had been several days since he’d had the chance to enjoy the sight and he could feel himself reacting to the arousing scene.

	Jenn noticed his stare immediately, blushing slightly and rolling her eyes.

	“Pervert,” she grumbled, folding her hands over her chest.

	“Huh?” Even Liam’s confusion couldn’t diminish his grin. “What’s that mean?”

	Sighing, Jenn ceased shielding her breasts and instead covered his eyes. “It’s someone who gets turned on by things they shouldn’t,” she explained.

	“Oh? So I shouldn’t enjoy watching you?” Even without the benefit of his sight, Liam could tell Jenn was grinning, so he continued to give one right back.

	Her hands lifted from his eyes. Wearing a mock scowl, Jenn folded her arms. This time, however, she did not cover her breasts and even in the darkness, the stiffness of her nipples was obvious.

	“Happy?” she said.

	Liam reached up, feigning as if to go for her breast. Instead, he cupped the back of her head and guided her down into another kiss. Again, Jenn’s hair fell out of place. But this time, she made no effort to fix it. As their lips slowly parted, Liam made sure to keep his eyes gazing into hers.

	“I am now,” he murmured.

	Jenn blushed again, unable to keep her smile from peeking through. At last, she sighed and shook her head.

	“Showoff,” she said. “Did Scott teach you that one?”

	“Well… he might have suggested it.”

	She laughed, pulling her legs out from under his head. Liam started to rise, only to find Jenn’s hand resting on his shoulder.

	“Don’t move,” she said. “You’ll tip us over.”

	Liam lay still, eyes widening as Jenn stretched and climbed to her knees. She inched forward, straddling his head and grinning down at him. The view was extraordinary and she knew it.

	“Not a sound,” she murmured. 

	Slowly, an inch at a time, Jenn stretched out until her body lay flat against his. Her fingers found the edge of his trousers and peeled the garment down. Liam gasped as he felt himself pop free, the tantalizing warmth of her breath completing the preparations begun by the sight of her exposed skin.

	“Well, look at you,” she teased, trailing a single finger up the underside of his shaft. His body twitched in response, hips tensing. “Fully loaded and ready for war.”

	“Jenn, I—”

	Her fingers gripped the base of his erection without warning, tightening until his words became a gasp.

	“Not a sound, remember?” She slid upward, stroking him playfully. “I don’t want to hear one more word until we’re done.”

	Liam groaned under his breath and arched his back against Jenn’s hand. If anything, her words made it even harder to keep quiet, but it had been so long since they’d last enjoyed each other’s bodies that he would have endured far worse to maintain the caress of her fingers against his erection. As if sensing his thoughts, Jenn chuckled and planted a delicate kiss on his tip.

	Liam shuddered. His self-control was fading fast and he knew it was only a matter of time before he was reduced to a mindless animal, thrusting urgently beneath his lover’s ministrations—and not just because of how good it felt. As always, her skin carried the scent of grass and flowers. But with his head trapped between her knees, staring up at the defenseless petals of her womanhood, he could practically taste her arousal. The desire to claim her and hear her delighted moans was driving him further and further into complete desperation.

	When he could endure her teasing no longer, Liam reached up and roughly hauled Jenn’s hips down into range. She started to protest, her fingers squeezing down around his cock. But, when his lips touched her sex and he dragged his tongue purposefully up the length of her folds, whatever she’d been about to say was lost in a breathy, wordless gasp. He expected her to chide him, but instead, Jenn returned the favor twofold. Moaning deep in her throat, leaned in and devoured him.

	Liam groaned against Jenn’s thigh, struggling to maintain his composure. He could feel the woman’s tongue slide against his shaft as her lips formed a tight, hot seal around his base. The pressure and wetness of her mouth was intoxicating and it would have been so easy to simply lie back and savor the building pleasure. But, rather than give in, he steeled himself and redoubled his efforts.

	With all the urgency he could muster, Liam gave himself over to his work. His tongue explored every inch of Jenn’s thoroughly drenched folds, stroking her most sensitive areas as he fought to make her yield first. His lips roamed between her thighs, planting kiss after kiss and lavishing attention on her clit that grew more forceful with each whimpering moan he dragged from his lover’s distracted mouth.

	Eventually, his determination paid off. Jenn pulled back, replacing the warmth of her mouth with fingers that pumped furiously at his cock.

	“Fuck, Liam!” she groaned, her hips beginning to writhe and grind atop him. “Keep doing that!”

	He chuckled, swirling his tongue around her sensitive button before suckling on it gently. From her muffled cry, it was immediately clear that Jenn appreciated the gesture. Her fingers slid from his member as she braced herself against the hammock. Her fingers clutched at the vines as her hips began to move faster and her breath came in short, desperate gasps.

	“Please,” she hissed. “Like that! Please!”

	With a moan, Jenn came. A violent shudder coursed through her, juices leaking over Liam’s chin as she quivered against his tongue. For a moment she hung there, trembling through a chorus of quiet gasps, and then the tension seemed to escape her body all at once. She flopped against him, disheveled hair and warm brow resting against his hip as she panted.

	“You,” she mumbled. “Are a very fast learner.”

	And with that, she leapt into action once more. Liam didn’t even have time to prepare himself as Jenn pounced, plunging his cock back between her lips. She sucked him passionately, as if her own climax was nothing but a momentary inconvenience, though the sound of her breathing made it all too clear how winded he’d left her.

	Not that he had long to contemplate it. One of Jenn’s hands slid down to cradle his sack, carefully teasing the orbs within. Paired with the unceasing motion of her tongue, it proved just the right amount of stimulation to push him over the edge. As the oppressive, tingling pressure of his approaching climax spread throughout his body, Liam had just enough time to brace himself. His fingers clawed at the vines beneath him for support as he set his jaw and allowed the world to fade.

	Liam groaned through his teeth as climax overtook him. His body was rigid, spasming with the added force of his long denial. Even the warmth of Jenn’s mouth seemed to fade away as it washed over him. Everything he was seemed to fade away, leaving only the all-consuming satisfaction of spilling himself into a willing vessel. And for that brief, perfect moment, all his pain and exhaustion ceased to exist.

	Of course, it couldn’t last forever. And as the warm brilliance of his orgasm faded away, Liam slowly remembered the aching of his back and the not-quite painful pressure of Jenn’s elbow digging into his hip. The latter vanished a second later, as Jenn clumsily dismounted him. Her eyes were wide and watering and from the motion of her throat, she seemed to be having difficulty.

	“Damn it, Liam!” she exclaimed, at last. Clearing her throat, she wiped away a few tears then laughed. “We are definitely not waiting that long again. I almost drowned!”

	Her words were delightful for some reason Liam couldn’t quite identify. Nevertheless, he had to resist the urge to preen as Jenn carefully rearranged herself to lie next to him.

	“Sorry,” he murmured, kissing her brow. “Won’t happen again.”

	Jenn scowled, pressing a finger to his lips.

	“I said not one more word!”

	“Until we’re done,” Liam corrected. The meaning of her words reached him then and he stiffened. “Oh!”

	“That’s right.” Jenn looked up at him, grinning fiendishly. “I’m not done with you yet.”

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	True to Jenn’s promise, it took several hours before the both of them were spent. By that time, night had fallen in earnest and they climbed from the rather sticky hammock in silence. Parts of Liam felt as though they could wither away at any second, but on the whole, his nap and subsequent exercise had left him oddly energetic. He dressed quickly, and spent several minutes peering into the darkness while Jenn disassembled their camp. At the touch of her hand on his shoulder, they departed.

	For several hours, they traveled westward. The Institute’s supply road weaved haphazardly through the hills, and they were often forced to scale the jagged hills or risk venturing too close to the winding asphalt. Still, Liam didn’t mind the inconvenience. This was how he’d envisioned their crusade would go and the sense of progress was refreshing. At last, they were doing something.

	It was Jenn who spotted the houses first.

	“Wait,” she whispered. Dragging him into the shelter of a large, mostly rotted tree, she gestured ahead. Liam followed her gaze, eyes narrowing when he spotted the cluster of darkened structures.

	There were four of them. And, unlike the rough, obviously improvised construction of those he’d seen before, the size and uniformity of the houses spoke to their pre-war construction. And, after a moment of study, he glimpsed a faint shifting of the light that gleamed in a single, unbroken window.

	Liam glanced at Jenn. How in the world had she noticed something so subtle?

	“Occs?” he asked, mouthing the word.

	Jenn shrugged.

	Liam lifted his rifle a few inches, and then pantomimed the recoil of firing it. His brows rose to indicate the implied question.

	Jenn frowned at him, then shook her head. Tapping an ear, she motioned several vines of her cloak up into a ready position and began to creep forward toward the houses. Liam followed after, moving his rifle to his shoulder. Hopefully, Jenn was correct.

	There was no harm in being prepared, though.

	They took their time approaching, cutting a wide circle that took them nearly all the way around the houses before drawing close. The four structures were arranged in a crescent, facing a central clearing perhaps fifty yards across. A small wooden fence encircled the gap, filled with rows of tilled earth on one side and several hound-sized grazing animals on the other.

	It wasn’t until they had reached the other side of the makeshift village that Liam spotted the source of the light they’d seen. A single candle swayed in the upper window of the outermost home. Though the flame was small, almost to the point of invisibility, the light it cast far exceeded the cloud-covered moon overhead.

	There was no sign of whoever had lit the candle.

	Liam turned to Jenn. He already knew what her answer would be, but he couldn’t help but ask. They had fruit—thanks to her abilities—and enough dried meat to keep their hunger at bay, but there was nothing quite like fresh meat. He’d never seen the animals in the pen before them, but for someone to go through so much trouble, they couldn’t be anything but delicious.

	As expected, Jenn shook her head. Wordlessly, she angled away from the houses and back onto their original path. Liam followed with a grave expression, suddenly aware of the first stirrings of hunger twisting within his belly.

	Once they’d left the houses a safe distance behind, Liam sped up to join Jenn’s side.

	“They could have been Occs,” he pointed out.

	Jenn didn’t reply immediately.

	“They could have,” she admitted, not looking at him. Oddly, one of her vines swiveled to do precisely that. “But they could have been ordinary people. Just trying to survive.”

	Liam scoffed. “This close to the Institute?”

	Jenn stopped walking, and finally turned his way. There was something foreign in her expression that looked vaguely like regret and yet was not.

	“Liam, there are thousands of them,” she said. “Thousands and thousands of people who aren’t like us, or Scott. All they want is to survive. They don’t care about the war, the Occs, or any of it.”

	“They should,” he growled, surprised by the venom in his own voice. A ferocious heat had kindled in his chest and he had to let it out to prevent being burned. “How can they not? Everyone knows what the Occs are! How can they live this close to the Institute and not care?”

	Jenn stared back at him, accepting the anger in his words without comment or reciprocation.

	“Everyone knows what the Occs are?” she echoed. “It took me months of being free to even hear that name. They might know who the Occs are, but they don’t know what they are. And the ones who do tend to wind up dead.”

	“Then they should fight!”

	“Some do. Most die.” The corner of Jenn’s mouth curled into a wry, gentle smile. “We don’t all heal like you do.”

	Scowling, Liam pushed past her and resumed walking. It took several minutes for his anger to cool and allow him to glance back and ensure Jenn was still following.

	It wasn’t that she was wrong. Hell, even he knew that she was right, on an intellectual level, at least. But the idea that he’d suffered for years—they both had—and there were thousands of people just living mere miles away was so infuriating it left him shaking. Every one of them deserved to know firsthand how much he’d endured.

	And yet, in the midst of such ruminating, Liam’s thoughts turned to the woman he’d pointlessly avenged. She hadn’t been selfish or callous. She’d known what the Institute was. But her last words had been an attempt to protect others. Surely, she would have done the same for him, if she’d had the opportunity.

	He groaned under his breath. Why did everything have to be so complicated?

	“Hey.” Jenn’s voice caught him off-guard. Reaching his side, she indicated a rather steep section of hillside that appeared to have been sheared away to make room for the road. It was flanked on either side by a thick patch of fully grown trees. “What do you think about here?”

	Liam nodded, eyeing the location further. “It could work.”

	Jenn made a face and punched him softly on the arm.

	“It will work,” she insisted. “I can bring down a few of those trees. You can use the rifles from up top. They won’t stand a chance.”

	“Unless they have Hunters with them.” He knew he was being petulant, but couldn’t resist.

	“Not likely, if they’re heading toward the Institute. Besides, that’s true no matter where we attack.”

	Liam didn’t reply. From the look on Jenn’s face, she knew something was wrong and wanted to press him on it. To his relief, she did not. Instead, she gave his arm an affection squeeze and guided his first few steps toward the slope.

	“Let’s go find a place to make camp,” she said. “Knowing the Occs, they’ll send their convoys during the day, so we should try and get used to sleeping at night again.”

	“Where’s the fun in that?”

	Jenn blinked in surprise, then grinned and slipped her arm around his. “I thought I wore you out,” she teased. “You came, what, like three times?”

	Reluctantly, Liam allowed himself to be coaxed out of his negativity.

	“I heal quickly,” he said. “It’d take more than that to wear me out.”

	“I’ve created a monster.” Jenn chuckled quietly, a subtle blush coloring her cheeks. “Better learn to pace yourself. Otherwise, I’m going to be walking funny this whole war.”

	***

	 


Unfortunately, they were not afforded the chance to sleep, or to pass the time in more enjoyable ways. Scarcely had the pair of them reached the hilltop when Liam spotted the lights. They were a long way off, traveling east along the Institute’s supply road, and unmistakably manmade.

	Jenn spotted them an instant after he did, wearing an expression that conveyed a thousand different thoughts.

	“We could wait for the next one,” she offered.

	Liam shook his head. Already, adrenaline had rendered his heartbeat a furious drum, and he felt all the resentment he’d so recently pushed down reassert itself.

	“We don’t know how long that will be,” he growled. “Don’t you want to save Nora?”

	Jenn’s eyes flashed dangerously and, momentarily, she looked as though she wanted to strike him. Then, her look hardened into an icy, purposeful mask. As one, the multitude of vines dangling from her shoulders rose to frame her head like a deadly halo.

	“I’ll stop the convoy,” she said. “Don’t miss.”

	In a flash, Jenn was gone. Her vines clutched at trees along the way, rapidly carrying her down an impossibly steep section of the hill without her feet even brushing the ground. Liam watched, too impressed to anything more than stare, until she vanished among the canopies.

	With a curse, he returned his attention to the road and the approaching vehicle. It was difficult not to rush, even though it would be several minutes before the convoy arrived. His hands shook anyway, and more curses followed the first as he struggled to locate the loose ammunition floating around his torn pack. Both rifles were already loaded, but without knowing how many Occs were approaching, there was no harm in being over-prepared. 

	As with their near-discovery in Scott’s safe-house, the waiting proved the worst part. Liam’s breathing was already ragged and he fought to steady it as he followed the convoy’s lights with his rifle. From below, the cracking of branches echoed.

	At last, the convoy emerged from the trees. The brilliance of its electric lights was so intense that Liam was forced to squint and duck out of sight until it drew nearer. And, as it did, the lights coalesced into specific points of origin.

	“Shit,” he muttered.

	The convoy was not a single vehicle, but four. Those at the front and back were comparably smaller, though still large enough to give him pause. Boxy, with darkened windows, they had been painted with shifting patterns of green and brown. It struck him as an odd choice, since the intensity of their headlights made the camouflage pointless. Far from superfluous, however, were the Occs atop them. Emerging from the top of each vehicle was a man, clutching an enormous, mounted rifle whose caliber obviously exceeded Liam’s.

	The central vehicles were a bit more in line with his expectations. Though larger than their escorts, the central vehicles were no less protected. Layer after layer of sheet metal had been affixed to their exteriors, the storage compartments of which could easily have held more food than he could eat in a lifetime.

	Trembling slightly, Liam followed the convoy. And waited.

	With a deafening crack, several of the largest trees began to fall as one. Liam forced himself not to watch them as they did. He thumbed the safety off.

	Jenn’s timing had been flawless. The lead vehicle saw the trees falling, but had no time to slow down or evade. Even the man peeking out from the top could do nothing more than cry out, briefly, before the incomprehensible weight landed atop him. Not that it would have made much difference, the largest of the trees landed squarely atop the vehicle, practically splitting it in two with a metallic crunch.

	Then, with an even louder sound, the second vehicle in the convoy plowed into the makeshift roadblock. It had tried unsuccessfully to brake. Liam must have underestimated how swiftly they were traveling, since he was utterly surprised when it launched into the air. The large, boxy compartment of supplies snapped free of the foremost section, both arcing in different directions and rolling wildly before coming to rest against trees on opposite sides of the road.

	The trailing vehicles were more fortunate. Both managed to stop before suffering the same fate. Concerned voices shouted as men from both surviving vehicles disembarked and ran to help their unlucky comrades. Others were quicker to realize the truth. The armed man in the last vehicle swiveled, aiming his weapon dangerously close to Liam’s location.

	Exhaling, Liam aimed carefully. He could see the man’s head twisting about as he searched for the ambush he obviously sensed coming. He wore a hood, the lower half of his face covered as well, while a pair of goggles rested unused on his forehead.

	Liam waited until the pink of the man’s nose lay squarely in his sights, then pulled the trigger. The rifle kicked with a booming retort, hard enough to make him blink involuntarily. When he opened his eyes a split-second later and looked again, his target had slumped. The body shuddered, blood splattered across the camouflaged top of the vehicle. 

	Immediately, the atmosphere changed. Gone were the shouts for aid and frantic rush toward the crumpled vehicles. Instead, men dove for cover and shouted orders with a curt, practiced tone that Liam knew all too well. The sound of it touched something in his chest and he bit back a whimper and a snarl at the same time. Working the bolt of his rifle, he searched for a new target.

	The Occs were disorganized, but far from helpless. Though he doubted anyone but the man he’d killed actually knew his position, they’d obviously identify it soon. He had one more shot, at most, and then they’d be on him.

	Liam waited until one made a mistake. It didn’t take long. A man, carrying only a sidearm, sidled along the rear of the supply vehicle. Apparently, he assumed the shot came from near Jenn’s hiding spot.

	Liam dropped him with a single round to the chest.

	At once, a hail of gunfire erupted from the ground below. Liam yelped, dropping his rifle and scrambling back as the trees above and on either side of him exploded into a cloud of splinters and sawdust. His heart pounded desperately as he scooped up his spare rifle and waited for the onslaught to cease.

	It did not. Soon, past the ringing in his ears, he thought he heard the sound of shouted orders. Reluctantly climbing to his knees, he crawled and rolled through the vegetation until he reached another sheltered position some ten yards away.

	Cautiously, Liam poked his head up to find another target.

	He never got the chance. The instant his brow emerged from his new hiding place, another wave of gunfire washed over him. Dropping back into cover, Liam blinked the shredded debris from his eyes.

	“Shit.”

	What was he supposed to do in situations like these? He vaguely remembered Scott lecturing about combat and immediately wished he’d paid closer attention to those lessons. Move around to keep his foes guessing?

	More orders, more gunfire.

	Liam frowned. This time, none of the trees sheltering him had been hit. Cautiously, he moved to another tree and briefly peeked out. The sight that greeted him made his heart rise into his throat.

	Jenn had turned her body sideways to hide it better behind the thin tree. Two men lay on the ground before her, bleeding and clawing at the ground. Several of her vines were coated with blood, but twice that number had been splintered and lay uselessly on the asphalt.

	And from three different directions, Occs with rifles were advancing.

	Liam had taken no small amount of pride in the rare compliment he’d received from Scott. Normally, they centered on his ability to avoid repeating his mistakes. But if Scott could seen him now, Liam knew he’d take back each and every word of praise he’d spoken.

	Roaring, Liam hurled himself off the cliff. It wasn’t a perfectly vertical wall of rock, but in some ways that would have been better. Rather than landing hard and breaking both legs, he had the chance to savor every inch of the rocky slope as it battered him on the way ground. He felt ribs and fingers snap as he tumbled, blood and broken teeth filling his mouth as his face took its turn striking the cliffside.

	Don’t stop. Don’t pass out. Jenn needs you. Don’t pass out. Don’t pass out.

	Truthfully, Liam wasn’t certain if he’d fainted or not. All he knew was that one moment he was falling and the next he was lying facedown in the dirt. Every inch of him hurt, worse than he could ever remember before. It wasn’t all bad, though. Somehow, he’d wound up on top of his rifle. As he reached for it though, the sight of his warped and broken fingers gave him pause. How was he supposed to aim with those? Much less shoot?

	Frowning, he focused everything he had on his index finger. That was the only one he needed right now. He could worry about the rest later.

	It took several seconds before anything happened. Then, all at once, the digit straightened with a sickening crack. Immediately, the pain there faded, though it only highlighted the agony the rest of his body was suffering. Pushing the thought aside, Liam climbed to his feet. The moment he did, however, one of his legs gave out and a surge of pain shot through his left ankle.

	Liam groaned, weakly hauling his rifle up from the dirt with a four-fingered grip. He frowned. Somehow, he’d lost the magazine during the fall, leaving only the single shot he had chambered. Ignoring the urge to search for it, he lifted the rifle to his shoulder. He had to use his forearm to raise the rifle, since both his wrist and left thumb felt broken.

	A thought occurred to him and he barked a painful laugh. He really was an idiot, wasn’t he? If he was going to wind up this injured, he might as well have simply let himself draw fire from the top of the cliff.

	No helping it now. Forcing the pain from his mind, Liam limped forward on one knee. He could still hear the panicked cries of dying men and the splintering of wood. That was all the confirmation he needed that Jenn was still alive. That was all that mattered.

	A man moved in front of him and it took Liam a moment to realize it. The man’s back was turned, his pistol raised and pointed the opposite direction. Staring down the barrel of his rifle, it took Liam another few moments to realize that he wasn’t just struggling to aim from dizziness. The fall had warped the weapon’s sights, as well.

	Liam fired, heart leaping as he saw the man in front of him flinch. The man whirled quickly. Too quickly, Liam realized with a sinking sensation. He’d missed.

	The man returned fire, and although Liam didn’t feel the shots connect, he certainly felt the ground as he fell backward. The impact made his vision flicker and sent white-hot pain through his jaw. Coughing, he realized he’d lost or broken several more teeth.

	Could he even heal those? He’d never had occasion to try, though now seemed as good a time as any.

	Wait—no. Bullets. Get those first. Then teeth.

	With tremendous difficulty, Liam lifted his head up enough to see the wound in his side. Or wounds, rather. From the amount of blood and torn skin across his torso, it was impossible to tell where he’d been shot and where he’d simply been injured during the fall.

	Well, if he couldn’t tell which wounds were more serious, the order in which he healed them probably didn’t matter all that much, either. And deep down, Liam knew it probably didn’t matter if he healed them at all. There was no way he could recover before the battle was decided. If the Occs killed Jenn, they’d finish him off too before he had a chance to stabilize. And if Jenn won, she’d watch over him like always.

	There was something freeing about being powerless. Infuriating, too, but at the moment Liam did his best to ignore that part of the equation. He closed his eyes, doing his best to ignore the pain of his wounds as he focused on each of them in turn. The seconds dragged by, each one an eternity in itself.

	“Liam? Liam!” Jenn’s voice was a shriek.

	Liam’s eyes opened and he lifted his head weakly. His vision wavered and seemed to be tinted red in one eye, but there was no mistaking the sight of Jenn as she rushed toward him. She was limping and blood trickled out beneath the hand she pressed to her temple, but otherwise she seemed unharmed.

	Liam breathed a sigh of relief and grinned.

	“Ey, Yehh,” he mumbled. With so many missing teeth, it was impossible to pronounce words properly. The realization added a hint of urgency to his healing. He really did not like the idea of mumbling through conversations for the rest of his life.

	Jenn’s face was pale and only grew more so as she approached. Hands trembling, she dropped to her knees at his side. She started to reach for him, then pulled her hand back and pressed it to her mouth as a fist.

	“You’re… you’re going to be okay, Liam,” she whispered. Hesitantly reaching out, she pressed her palm to his cheek with a feather-light touch. “You’ll be okay. Just focus on healing. I’m right here.”

	Nodding, Liam closed his eyes and tried to do as she instructed. It felt like trying to wade against the current. For every wound he healed, the more pain he felt from the remaining injuries. It was utterly maddening. Eventually, when the pain in his mouth grew too distracting to bear, he decided to ignore his splintered fingers for a few minutes and focus on them.

	To his relief, it turned out that he could replace teeth. The broken ones were easier, of course, and repaired themselves in seconds. Those that were missing completely were harder, but when he felt the first edge of a missing incisor poking out from the gum, he felt a great weight lift from his shoulders. Still, it was a slow, painful process, going from gap to gap with his tongue to discover precisely what needed repair.

	“Damn it,” he muttered at last, when the last of the oral injuries had been repaired. “Teeth are the worst.”

	Beside him, Jenn let out a laughing sob, prompting Liam to open his eyes. He found her watching him over tear-wetted cheeks and the second their eyes met, she leaned in and kissed him desperately. The kiss tasted of blood, but she didn’t seem to mind.

	“You idiot,” she whispered, voice hoarse. “Don’t scare me like that. What in the world happened to you?”

	“I—” Liam hesitated. Even if it was the truth, admitting he had jumped off the cliff seemed unlikely to soothe Jenn’s worries. Wincing, he cleared his throat and struggled into a sitting position. “I sort of… fell. Off the cliff.”

	“How? Did they shoot you?”

	“Yeah. At least once, I think.” 

	Well, it wasn’t technically a lie. And it was better if Jenn thought he’d been shot first.

	“You think?”

	With a lopsided grin, Liam gestured at his blood-soaked torso. The motion reminded him of his still-unhealed fingers and he paused long enough for them to shift back into alignment. They seemed to be healing faster now.

	“It all kind of blends together,” he said. “I’ll be okay, though. Don’t worry.”

	“Don’t worry?”

	“That’s right. Don’t worry.” Cautiously testing each of his joints, Liam climbed slowly to his feet. Jenn grasped his elbow, which proved fortunate when he nearly pitched over from a sudden fit of lightheadedness.

	“Liam!”

	“I’m fine,” he assured her. “Just lost a lot of blood. I’ll be fine in a minute.”

	Scowling, Jenn offered her canteen. He drank from it gratefully, surprised by how thirsty he felt. It took all his willpower not to finish it off before handing it back.

	“So,” he said. “Want to see what the Occs were guarding?”

	Jenn helped him with the first few steps, but by the time they neared the abandoned vehicle, Liam’s legs were strong enough to support him unassisted. To his surprise, there were multiple locks securing the supplies. He frowned, glancing around for a discarded weapon with which to destroy them. Jenn, however, got there first. With a wave of her hand, one of the few surviving cloak-vines snaked forward to examine the first lock. Fibrous threads, so thin they were practically invisible in the gloom, fed themselves into the keyhole. It took the better part of a minute, but soon an internal mechanism clicked and she pulled the lock free.

	“That’s clever,” Liam said. Jenn did not respond, but her grin was obvious.

	Several minutes later, the last of the locks had been dealt with. Liam wasn’t entirely sure he had recovered enough to handle the weight of the trailer door, but he stepped forward anyway. With Jenn’s help, they undid the final latches and swung the armored doors wide.

	“The fuck?” he said.

	The trailer was empty. Rather than the floor-to-ceiling pallets of food and weapons he’d expected, there were only a few bare shelves. And beyond them, lying in a pile of rags—

	A girl.

	“Liam!” Jenn yelped.

	The girl pounced, moving faster than was humanly possible. In a single leap, she closed the distance between her hiding spot and the trailer door. She struck Liam with all four limbs, sending the two of them hurtling back onto the asphalt.

	Liam grunted as they landed hard. The girl crouched atop him, golden eyes narrowed to slits. Her mouth was open wide, revealing four wicked-looking fangs. In the time it took to blink, her jaws closed around the exposed side of his neck.

	And bit down.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	Liam groaned as the girl’s fangs slid free of his neck. As they did, a jolting, struck-nerve pain shot through him and blood spurted from the puncture wounds.

	“Liam!” Jenn shrieked.

	He reached for his neck, intending to halt the bleeding. Instead, his fingers found the girl’s head. Her lips closed around the side of his neck, gulping noisily as she suckled.

	Then she was gone. Liam hissed, instantly clamping a hand on his wounds. Blood seeped out beneath his fingers as he willed himself to heal. Unlike his tumble over the cliff, these injuries could not afford to wait.

	It took close to a minute to complete the healing. By the time it was done, Liam had grown so lightheaded he didn’t dare attempt to stand. But, because he couldn’t do otherwise, he forced himself to sit up, though the effort left him breathless for multiple reasons.

	His attacker dangled in midair, feet kicking desperately at the side of the transport vehicle that had held her. One of Jenn’s vines coiled tight around her throat, while others clung to her wrists. Already, the girl’s face was a dark, strangled red.

	“Jenn, no!” Liam barked. He started to rise, but the blurring of his vision made him reconsider. “Don’t hurt her!”

	Without a sound, the vine around the girl’s throat uncurled. She hit the ground hard, then cried out as her arms were yanked back by the remaining vines.

	“Why not?” Jenn snarled, turning to cast a wild, haunted look Liam’s way. “She almost killed you! She’s dangerous!”

	“She’s just scared,” he said. This time, he moved slower and succeeded in climbing to his feet. Grimacing, he wiped his hand, still drenched with blood, onto the leg of his trousers.

	“Doesn’t look scared,” Jenn said.

	She was right. The girl was kneeling, though not by choice. Jenn’s vines had fully entangled her wrists and forced her body into an involuntarily submissive form. What they could not do was erase the murderous expression she wore.

	Now that he had a chance to examine her—without bleeding to death, of course—Liam was surprise by how young the girl was. She looked no older than Jenn, perhaps even younger by a year or so, but her waifish frame made her appear much younger than her face suggested. It was difficult to tell, though. Her silver-blonde hair was cut short, nearly as short as Liam’s, and the matching, pale gold of her eyes was so captivating that it was difficult to focus on any other characteristic long enough to take note.

	Any characteristic but one, at least. Contrary to his initial impression, the girl was not clothed in rags, but rather a white gossamer dress so thin it was practically transparent. Not that it concealed much to begin with. The hem fell just above her knees and the low cut neckline had fallen open to reveal her inhumanly pale skin all the way to her navel.

	Liam forced his eyes up to meet the girl’s venomous stare.

	“What’s your name?” he asked.

	The girl’s lip curled into a sneer.

	“Not scared,” she said.

	“What?”

	“Not scared,” she repeated. “Hungry. Lucky, too. Both dead if not hungry.”

	Beside him, Jenn let out a bitter laugh. “You see? Let me kill her.”

	Liam ignored her. Kneeling, he tilted his head and made a show of rubbing the newly grown skin where the girl had bitten him. For just an instant, he could see surprise register before the girl managed to hide her reaction.

	“We’re not with the Institute,” he said. “And we’re not Occs. My name is Liam.”

	The girl stared him down, a hint of uncertainty beginning to peek through her callous expression. She fidgeted, tugging irritably at her restraints.

	“Don’t care,” she said. “Institute, not-Institute. Don’t care.”

	“Yes, you do,” Liam murmured. He sat in front of the girl and stared deep into her eyes, trying to convey everything he couldn’t hope to convey with words alone. “I’ve been there. I know what it’s like. I know exactly how much you care.”

	“Don’t care,” the girl muttered stubbornly. Then, after a moment of hesitation, reluctantly added, “Kathryn.”

	“Kathryn,” Liam echoed, smiling. He jerked his head. “This is Jenn.”

	Kathryn’s eyes did not so much as twitch in Jenn’s direction. Instead, she stared him down and cocked her head in a So, now what? gesture.

	“The Institute enhanced you,” Liam said. It was not a question. “And now you… drink blood?”

	She flashed a fanged smile. “Drink blood, fast and strong. Can show.” Craning her neck, she nodded at one of the fallen Occs. “Warm?”

	Something about the way she said it made Liam’s skin crawl. He glanced at Jenn. By the revulsion on her face, it was clear she shared his opinion.

	“You can show me later,” he said, returning his attention to the girl before him. “First, I—”

	“Hungry.”

	“—need to know that—”

	“Hungry!”

	Liam sighed as the girl glared at him. He shared another look with Jenn. Her thoughts were obvious, almost uncomfortably so.

	“We have some food,” he said.

	“Liam,” Jenn growled, warningly.

	He barely heard her. Kathryn’s demands had ceased and she beamed up at him with bright, unnervingly wide eyes.

	“Food now!” she chirped.

	Liam shook his head as he climbed to his feet. This time, much to his relief, there was no accompanying dizziness.

	“Not right now,” he said. At Kathryn’s frown, he continued, “Institute could be here any minute. We need to find a new hiding spot. Then, you can have some food.”

	Kathryn continued to scowl, but gave a grudging nod and began to tug at the vines still pinning her arms back. For a moment, it appeared Jenn was not going to release her. Then, with an all-too-obvious note of disapproval, the vines went limp and retracted.

	Jenn stepped close, eyes not leaving the new girl.

	“I don’t like this,” she murmured. “I don’t like her. She’s too dangerous, Liam. I don’t care if she’s scared; she nearly killed you.”

	“So did you,” he reminded her, gently. “Just give her a chance.”

	Jenn stiffened, eyes narrowing. Without a word or a glance, she turned on her heel and marched away. Liam watched as she began to check the pockets and bags of the Occs they’d killed, claiming whatever supplies caught her eye. When he finally turned back around, Kathryn was standing in front of him, uncomfortably close, with a ravenous smile on her face.

	Without so much as asking, the girl reached out and dragged her fingers across his chest until they were covered in his blood. She licked them clean with obvious relish, then started to reach for a second helping. This time, Liam caught her wrist and shook his head.

	Grumbling, Kathryn drew back

	“Food when?” she asked.

	***

	 


Despite having fully recovered from his wounds, the hike that led them away from the scene of the ambush was easily the most uncomfortably one Liam had ever experienced. Jenn would not speak to him. Unfortunately, the same could not be said for Kathryn. In fact, the girl hardly seemed capable of shutting her mouth. She chattered endlessly, mostly with questions about the promised meal and the spare rifle Liam had recovered, but also concerning every little thing they passed, however ordinary. Fallen trees, unusual rock formations, and even the occasional remains of dead wildlife. At one point, a passing bird so fascinated her that Liam had to literally drag her away by the back of her dress.

	All the while, Jenn watched with the same silent, disapproving glare.

	They’d set out looking for a cave like the one Scott had used. And though they passed several, none proved large enough to shelter even one of them, much less all three. So, in the end, it was not a cave that they settled on, but the remains of a modest barn.

	Two of the walls had given out some time ago, but rather than collapse, the structure had managed to catch itself against the base of a tree. Over time, dead branches and sprouting bushes had grown to more or less replace the exposed walls.

	Declaring the barn ‘safe enough,’ Jenn had promptly retired to a nearby tree. She lounged in the lower branches, pulling vines from the trunk and stripping off the leaves to replenish the tattered remains of her cape. Nothing proved enough to distract her from her work, no matter how many pleading looks Liam sent her way.

	Kathryn, on the other hand, proved utterly delighted by their new lodgings. Though every other sentence she spoke was a request for food, it seemed to be from mere habit at this point. She climbed one of the barn’s inner supports, uninhibited by the effects this had on her dress, and entertained herself for several minutes by poking at an abandoned bird’s nest.

	Resigned to the current state of affairs, Liam decided to see to his own needs. Not the least of which was a bath. His clothing was utterly ruined by now, from both his fall and the canteen’s worth of blood he’d covered it with. Reluctantly stripping off his shirt, he retrieved his rifle and set off hunting for a creek or spring in which to clean himself up.

	Much to his dismay, he found neither. Apparently, while the changing terrain had proven better for hiding, it had also grown drier. As a result, he was in a decidedly fouler mood by the time he returned to the barn.

	Kathryn was waiting for him.

	“Food now!” she demanded. There were bits of straw and dried grass clinging to her hair and dress. It seemed the bird’s nest had not survived her appetite.

	“Quiet!” Liam snapped, unable to suppress his rising irritation. “Do you want the Occs to hear you?”

	For just a second, shock appeared on Kathryn’s face. Then it faded, along with any hints of a smile or frown. All emotion seemed to vanish entirely, and she stared at him with cloudy eyes like those of a corpse.

	“Don’t care,” she murmured. “Liam give food. Laoban give food. Hungry. Hungry….”

	Liam sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. It wasn’t Kathryn’s fault. Hell, he didn’t even know the last time she’d eaten. The Occs could have been starving her on the way to the Institute, for all he knew.

	“Sorry, Kathryn,” he said. “We’ll eat now.”

	The blankness of the girl’s face disappeared at once, replaced by a wide grin. Practically dancing, she followed him into the barn. Her enthusiasm made things difficult, as she crowded around him and blocked the light. At the scent of the mildewed blanket he’d wrapped things in, however, she recoiled.

	“Smells bad,” she said.

	Liam chuckled, nodding in agreement as he unwrapped the bundle and began gathering up the loose ammunition that had mingled with the food. It seemed cruel to make Kathryn wait any longer, though, and he offered her a cloth-wrapped package of berries. From the dampness of their container, it was obvious they’d been crushed beyond recognition, but the tart aroma was enough to make his stomach growl.

	Kathryn accepted the food hesitantly, sniffing at the cloth and giving it an experimental squeeze.

	“Better,” she noted. Then, somewhat awkwardly, she bit into the cloth wrapper.

	“No!” Liam said, startling her. At Kathryn’s expression, he laughed again and helped her unlace the top of the cloth. “You don’t want to eat that part.”

	Even in the semi-dark of the barn, he could see Kathryn’s eyes light up. She tore into the berries with a snarl, shoveling the dripping pulp into her mouth with both hands. In seconds, she’d devoured the entire bag of them, fingers stained and juice leaking down over her chin.

	Given her penchant for blood, the sight was more than a little disturbing. Liam stared at her, stomach flip-flopping.

	“Good,” Kathryn said. She beamed, fangs gleaming. “Blood better. Food good, too. More?”

	Liam shook his head and said quickly, “No. Those were the last berries. But I have a little meat.”

	Kathryn’s eyes went wide. The second Liam’s fingers brushed the package of dried meat, she lunged. He flinched, lifting the meat out of reach by pure instinct. Which, of course, meant that the girl flopped directly onto the pile of supplies laid out before him and sent ammunition rolling in every direction.

	“Hey!” Liam growled. Pushing her back with a hand to her brow, he glared at the girl. “Behave!”

	Kathryn growled unhappily, but picked herself up and seated herself in an identical fashion. When Liam continued to hold the meat out of reach, she made a face and quickly gathered up the loose rounds she’d displaced.

	“Meat now?”

	Liam eyed her sternly. “Please,” he said.

	She made a face. “Meat now, please.”

	Well, he couldn’t expect much more. The first meal he’d shared with Scott had undoubtedly been at least as uncultured. In fact, if he recalled correctly, the food had been the only reason he’d even stayed to hear what the man had to say.

	Unlacing the bag, Liam handed over the meat. Unlike his first meal with Scott, however, Kathryn did not immediately tear into the food. She stared down at the strips of venison, frowning.

	“Meat?” she asked, plainly disappointed.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“Smells old. Bad.”

	Frowning, Liam reached over and plucked out a bit. He sniffed it, found it smelled exactly as it should, and then popped it into his mouth. The taste was fine. Far from old and fresher than some he’d eaten over the past few weeks.

	“It’s fine,” he said. “Just dried. That way it doesn’t spoil as fast.”

	Cautiously, Kathryn followed his example and chewed a small piece. She made a face immediately and maintained it long after she’d swallowed.

	“Tastes bad,” she confirmed.

	Liam shrugged, moving to take the meat back. He was thwarted by the girl, who promptly held the meat out of reach. Despite her obvious distaste, there was a faint smile on her face.

	“No. Old meat, my meat.”

	Unwilling to argue the point, Liam settled back and watched the girl feast. With every bite she took, her look of disgust faded.

	He wanted to speak to her. It felt like he should. But in her current state, he doubted Kathryn would even hear him, so instead, he merely mouthed the words to himself.

	You’re free now. So let’s keep you that way.

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	 

	After her hunger was satisfied, Liam had expected some of Kathryn’s enthusiasm to fade. Upon further consideration, it proved a foolish assumption. Apparently, the only thing holding back the girl’s boundless energy and inquisitive nature had been her desire to feed. Freed from such concerns, she took to interrogating him as she climbed among the barn’s lopsided rafters.

	Liam did his best to answer her questions, keeping his eyes safely averted and subtly guiding the conversation whenever it began to stray into unimportant curiosities. Along the way, he learned a few interesting tidbits, mentally filing them away for later discussion with Jenn. According to Kathryn, she’d been born and enhanced at a sister-Institute far to the south. But, aside from stories of the few other enhanced she’d met, she didn’t seem to know anything they could possibly use against the Occs. She had no idea why they’d decided to bring her here. She had no idea how many Occs there were, what they wanted, who their leaders were, or anything remotely useful in that regard.

	In fact, aside from an expressed desire to feed and continue having ‘fun’ with Liam, she didn’t seem to want much of anything, either. Certainly, she lacked the deeply ingrained hatred for the Institute that he shared with Jenn. Still, she was free now. And if she proved willing to hunt alongside them, that was loads better than having her hunt them. 

	He was lost in such thoughts for quite some time. It wasn’t until the conversation ceased, Kathryn descended from the rafters, and stretched out to lay her head on his thigh that he realized the lateness of the hour. The light filtering in from outside had gone from colorless to gold to a murky blue.

	Liam waited until Kathryn’s breathing steadied and carefully extricated himself from beneath her. Though he was loath to subject her to the mildew-blanket, he nevertheless wadded it up and slipped it beneath her head. Even asleep, the girl’s face twisted into a grimace, but she did not stir.

	Stifling a groan as he stretched, Liam exited the barn. He immediately looked for Jenn, but found her former perch vacant. Frowning, he moved forward and began to search. When the surrounding treetops turned up nothing but empty branches and mutely rustling leaves, his heart began to beat harder to a silent note of panic.

	Jenn wouldn’t have left, would she? She’d been angry about his decision to bring Kathryn with them, but not to the point that she’d abandon them, surely. The idea of being alone had been so terrifying to her, after all.

	But then, where was she?

	Pacing, Liam continued to scan the hills for any sign of her. If she’d been captured, they would have heard. Perhaps she’d gone searching for water? Or stepped away to relieve herself? Or gone searching for more food?

	Unable to calm his nerves, Liam hauled himself into the low-hanging branches of a nearby tree. If he had a higher vantage point, he might be able to catch a glimpse of her.

	He’d barely begun reaching for the second branch when something wrapped tight around his ankle and pulled him off-balance. He yelped, only to have a thick wooden gag slide between his teeth. More vines caught his wrists, his waist, and his other leg, all pulling him forcefully out of the tree.

	Liam fell, bracing himself to hit the ground. The impact never came. Instead, the vines twisted, righting him and depositing him on his feet.

	Jenn stepped out from behind the tree and the sight of her was such a tremendous relief that Liam could have cried. But, upon further inspection, he barely recognized the woman. Aside from her face, there was barely a part of the woman that remained unchanged.

	Gone were the cloak of vines and the clothes of woven grass. Or, more precisely, little of them remained visible beneath the new layers that had been added. Every inch of Jenn’s body from the neck down was covered in layers of wood that bore a striking resemblance to the tactical gear worn by several of the Occs they’d ambushed. And, while the cloak of vines remained, it had been expanded beyond what Liam had thought possible. The number of vines appeared to have tripled, many of them curling around her limbs and writhing across her brow in a makeshift helmet.

	“What do you think?” Jenn asked. She lifted an arm and, as if by some unseen mechanism, several of the vines encircling her arm lashed out like living bayonets. “I thought it would help with the next ambush.”

	Liam stepped forward and wrapped her in a tight embrace. Jenn stiffened in his arms, then relaxed.

	“It’s brilliant,” he whispered. “The Institute doesn’t stand a chance.”

	“How’s your friend?”

	There was an edge to Jenn’s voice that gave him pause. Forcing himself not to frown, Liam stepped back and glanced toward the barn.

	“Kathryn’s sleeping,” he said, putting just a hint of emphasis on the girl’s name. “And she’s on our side. I’m fairly sure that she’ll help us with the next ambush.”

	“Oh? And how did you convince her?”

	“She was hungry. I gave her some food.”

	“Really? Are you sure that’s all you gave her?”

	Liam sighed, fighting to keep the growl out of his voice. “Jenn, why are you being like this?”

	At the look of fury that flashed in Jenn’s eyes, Liam immediately knew he’d made a mistake. She stepped forward, vines rising. Rather than lashing out physically or verbally, however, she used pulled him forcefully against her and kissed him powerfully. There was no softness to her mouth, only steel.

	“Because,” she whispered, as their lips parted. “I don’t want to share.”

	Her words made Liam want to laugh, but the manner in which she’d said them left no room for humor. He leaned in and kissed her again, every bit as forceful as the first. Then, struck by sudden inspiration, he bit at her lower lip and tugged gently. Jenn moaned softly and the stiffness of her posture slackened somewhat.

	“You’re not sharing me,” he said.

	Jenn nodded and rested her brow against his shoulder. The brush of her skin reminded him of the dried blood still flaking across his chest, but Jenn didn’t seem to care.

	“I’m still mad at you,” she murmured.

	“I know. I’m sorry.”

	“Don’t be.” Jenn lifted her head and from the look in her eyes, Liam knew immediately what she wanted. He eyed the multiple layers of her newly armored clothing.

	“Does that take long to put on?”

	“Yes.” Jenn retreated a step and gave a subtle wave of her hand. Several vines responded, unwinding from around her waist. At once, the lower half of her armor fell away, baring her skin from navel to knees. “Comes off quick, though.”

	Liam expected her to continue undressing, but apparently Jenn had other plans. She grinned, squeezing him through the front of his trousers. His body had already begun to respond to the sight of her and did so further at her touch. Satisfied with the progress, Jenn turned and bent over. Her arms braced her against the tree and she gave her naked rear an enticing shake as she glanced back at him.

	“Don’t be gentle.”

	Liam didn’t need to be told twice. The demand, paired with the urgency in Jenn’s voice, left him fully erect and aching before he even had a chance to drop his trousers. He stepped close, lined himself up, and buried himself inside her with a single, rough thrust.

	Jenn moaned loudly, back arching and her insides clenching down around him. She was already soaked and he found himself wondering if she’d been planning this outcome even before she picked a fight. He had little time to consider it before Jenn began to move. She rocked her hips, coaxing him to move even as she squeezed. Only too happy to oblige, Liam did precisely that.

	Their coupling was fast and passionate, almost brutal. Jenn’s delighted gasps and shivering moans left no room for romantic murmurings, nor was he in the mood to provide them. The position and half-dressed pounding made it clear what she wanted. Jenn didn’t want to be seduced; she wanted to remind them both that she was his. And that he was hers.

	Grunting, Liam grasped the woman’s hips as he hammered into her. He couldn’t recall the last time Jenn had felt this tight, or the last time he’d felt so large, for that matter. Something about the way she’d invited him to claim her made him feel unexpectedly powerful. And that power spilled over where their bodies joined, urging him to make her cry out for him.

	Unleashing a series of enthusiastic thrusts, Liam made her do just that. Jenn whimpered, the sound turning into a moan as she came. Her insides fluttered around him, juices gushing out as he continued to take her without the slightest pause. The slap of his hips colliding with her rear grew louder, as he increased the pace.

	“Fuck!” Jenn yelped, her fingers clawing at the bark of the tree. For a moment, Liam worried he’d hurt her. Those fears evaporated as Jenn twisted to stare at him with a single, lust-clouded eye. “Pull my hair! Use me!”

	Liam practically doubled over, breathless with pleasure. Every inch of him tingled, egged on by her words. Curling his fingers through Jenn’s hair, he yanked her head back until she groaned and tightened around his member. Without even being asked, he delivered a fierce spank to her exposed rear.

	Soon, the passion of their coupling grew to be too much and Liam felt his climax nearing. He threw more weight into his thrusts, struggling to bury every bit into Jenn’s warm, inviting depths. Pleasure was welling up inside him, threatening to spill out at any second.

	A flicker of motion caught Liam’s eye and he turned to find a pair of eyes watching him. Kathryn peeked out from the barn door, invisible except for her wide, golden eyes and a hint of her pale dress. Breath catching in his lungs, Liam stared back.

	It was too late. His eyes closed as he felt himself slide headlong into his orgasm. His balls ached from the force of his release as his cock throbbed and flooded Jenn with his cum. Eyes closing, Liam groaned and shook in time to the waves of bliss rushing through him like a second heartbeat.

	And then it was over. Face flushed and heart racing, Liam looked to the barn. There was no sign of Kathryn. He wasn’t entirely sure what he would have done if she’d still been there, but her absence filled him with anxiety nonetheless.

	Nothing he could do about it now. Sighing with satisfaction, Liam straightened and slipped out of Jenn’s body. She shivered as he left her, trembling slightly as she panted.

	“Liam,” she murmured. “Help me up.”

	Chuckling, Liam did precisely that. Jenn appeared unsteady as she gratefully accepted his arm and was still swaying even when she found her feet. Giggling under her breath, she leaned against his shoulder, her face unusually warm.

	“That,” she said, “was amazing. Guess you like it rough, huh?”

	Liam didn’t answer, except to lean over and kiss her brow. From the corner of his eye, he continued to search the barn for any hint of Kathryn. There was none. Giving up, he bent down and retrieved one of the discarded pieces of Jenn’s armor. She accepted it, but hugged it to her chest instead of donning it.

	“I guess so,” he said, wishing he could give the conversation the attention it deserved. As it stood, it took all of his self-control not to let his anxiety show. “Want me to take the first watch?”

	Evidently, sex had left Jenn’s observant nature otherwise occupied. Rather than picking up on Liam’s obvious discomfort, she merely grinned at him.

	“Are you kidding? You’d be asleep in fifteen minutes.” Planting a kiss on his cheek, she gave him a playful shove. “Go get some rest. I’ll keep an eye out.”

	When Liam returned to the barn, he found Kathryn curled up on the ground, feigning sleep. The only sign she’d woken at all was the mildew-blanket, which had been thrown several feet away in obvious disgust. The girl’s arms were folded beneath her head and her legs drawn up with her knees tucked inside the hem of her dress.

	Rather than call her out, Liam simply dropped to the ground, himself. He eyed the blanket, wrestling internally for a moment before deciding that Kathryn had the right idea. Even without his shirt, the nights were plenty warm and there was no need to spend the whole night grimacing at the smell. He stretched out facing the girl, one eye open and waiting to see her move.

	She didn’t. And soon, despite his best efforts, Liam soon lost himself to sleep as well.

	***

	 


When Liam awoke, it was to the sensation of a slender hand easing its way down the front of his trousers. He sat up swiftly, looking for Kathryn and blinking in surprise when he found her several feet away, still asleep. Glancing down, he gave a wry smile.

	One of Jenn’s vines tugged at his trousers, fumbling in a blind search. Unable to resist, he offered up two fingers, held erect in an obvious parody.

	Obvious to him, at least. Jenn’s vine curled around the digits with relish, squeezing and stroking at them with a technique that would undoubtedly have felt wonderful under different circumstances. Such as one in which he was not being jerked off by a plant.

	Grinning, he rose silently and made his way out of the barn. He found Jenn waiting for him, once more retired to her chosen tree. Her face was flushed with excitement, though her smirk turned to a scowl when she realized what her vine had actually been playing with.

	“That’s not funny,” she grumbled, quickly withdrawing the vine. Her indignation only made the whole situation more amusing, however, and Liam was forced to mask his laugh with a groan as he stretched.

	“My turn to keep watch?” he asked.

	Jenn nodded. “I’m about to pass out.”

	“Head inside then. There’s a mildew-blanket with your name on it.”

	Jenn made a face and glared at him. “She’s in there too. I’ll sleep right here.”

	Liam briefly considered arguing the point, but quickly decided against it. He watched as Jenn guided a few of her vines further up into the tree. There they wrapped around assorted branches, apparently to keep her from falling in her sleep. She must have been every bit as exhausted as she’d said, since her quiet snoring was audible within minutes.

	Liam returned to the barn, seating himself just outside the doorway. Now that night had fallen in earnest, the slight breeze had turned cool. Not cold enough to drive him back inside, though. Fortunate, since between the mildew-blanket and his torn, bloodstained shirt he was quickly running out of options.

	“Plant-girl sleep?” Kathryn murmured.

	Liam whirled, heart pounding suddenly. He hadn’t even heard Kathryn stir, but she’d somehow managed to close within a foot. Pressing a hand to his chest, he let out a shaky breath.

	“Damn it, Kathryn. Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

	“Sorry,” she said, sounding not the least bit apologetic. Grinning, she sidled up and pressed herself against his back. The warmth was welcome, but the soft pressure of her breasts and the stiffness of her nipples were decidedly less so.

	Liam shrugged away from the touch and glared at her.

	“Don’t do that,” he said.

	Kathryn smiled at him, the very picture of innocence.

	“Do what?” she asked. The teasing in her voice was palpable, even if it was not reflected in her face. “Cold.”

	“There’s a blanket.”

	“Smells bad. Worse than meat.”

	Despite himself, Liam chuckled and nodded in agreement. Patting the ground beside him, he waited until Kathryn crawled forward to join him before taking his eyes off her.

	“Yeah,” he agreed. “It does.”

	The two of them fell silent then, staring out at the trees and the small patches of night sky visible beyond their canopies. Unsurprisingly, it was Kathryn who spoke first. The surprising part was the uncharacteristic hesitation in her voice.

	“Liam… heals?” she said. Frowning, she seemed to struggle with the words. “Before… Kathryn bites. Feeds. Liam blood. Plant-girl attacks. Liam heals. Fast.”

	He looked at her and was surprised to discover that Kathryn would not meet his gaze. She’d never shown such reticence before and the change gave a significance to her question.

	“That’s right,” he said. “Why?”

	Kathryn’s frown deepened and there was an even longer delay before she spoke again.

	“Liam hurt… heals new blood? New blood fast?”

	He frowned, uncertain if he liked the direction the girl’s questions were going. But seeing her struggle so visibly to make herself known was surprisingly intimate. Her grasp on language seemed tenuous and he wanted to respect the effort she was making to communicate.

	He nodded.

	Kathryn reached out and took his hand. The gesture was so unexpected Liam had no time to consider the implications before she spoke again.

	“Hungry,” she said. “So, so hungry. Not meat. Blood. Blood-hungry. Liam heals… Kathryn can feed?”

	It felt as though the world had gone cold. Liam stared at the girl and felt her fingers tighten around his hand. She stared up at him, golden eyes full of earnest desperation.

	“Not attack,” Kathryn whispered. “Not attack. Not hurt. Not kill. Only feed.”

	Without meaning to, Liam glanced toward Jenn. From this angle, the only part of her he could see was a single dangling leg. He let out a slow breath.

	This was almost exactly what Jenn had feared from the beginning. If Kathryn was lying, or even if she merely lost control, he could easily wind up dead. And from there it wasn’t hard to imagine what would happen. Memories of Jenn’s vines wrapped tight around Kathryn’s throat, choking her, rose to the surface of his mind.

	“What happens if you don’t drink blood?” he asked.

	Kathryn’s face dropped and she shrugged.

	“Slow, weak, tired,” she said. “Now? Bad. Worse soon. Hurts. Hurts bad.”

	Liam groaned, already knowing what his answer would be, however much he wanted to refuse. He cast another glance in Jenn’s direction. He’d made plenty of mistakes, but this could easily prove to be the worst one.

	“Okay,” he said. Squeezing Kathryn’s hand, he gave her the sternest look he possibly could. “Just a little bit. If Jenn finds out, she’ll kill us both.”

	Kathryn nodded enthusiastically. Following the direction of Liam’s earlier looks, she glanced toward Jenn and smiled.

	“Only feed,” she said. “Plant-girl sleep. Kathryn feed. Secret.”

	Sighing, Liam stared toward Jenn, watching for any sign of movement. He cocked his head to expose his neck and tried not to think about those fangs had felt the last time. It was one thing to experience them immediately after enduring a dozen broken bones, quite another without such comparable pain.

	To his surprise, Kathryn climbed into his lap. Straddling him, she wrapped her arms around his back.

	Liam started, pulling back instinctively.

	“What are you d—?”

	Kathryn pressed a finger to his lips, silencing his protests. Leaning in, she nuzzled the side of his neck. The feeling sent shivers down his spine.

	“Secret,” she whispered. “Before, Kathryn not sleep. Kathryn see Liam and Plant-girl. Secret. Now, Liam and Kathryn. Secret.”

	“Only feed,” Liam said quickly. He frowned. Why had he started speaking like her?

	“Only feed,” Kathryn agreed. 

	Her breath was hot against his neck and Liam felt the brush of something impossibly sharp against his skin. He shivered again, closing his eyes as he waited.

	“For now,” she added and bit down.

	***

	 


Liam forced himself to continue breathing evenly as another fit of dizziness flared up. His eyes were already closed, but the feeling of the ground beneath him was enough orientation to make his head spin, regardless. He held Kathryn against his chest, partly because the warmth of her body helped keep the chills at bay and partly because he was certain that the stability she provided was the only thing keeping him seated upright.

	The girl’s hair was incredibly soft, even more than Jenn’s, and he couldn’t help but run his fingers through the short, downy fluff as she nursed. It was a strange way to think of it, but the comparison was undeniable. Especially given that the quiet slurping of the girl drinking his blood was the only sound that broke the otherwise silent night.

	The pain in Liam’s neck grew suddenly worse and he let slip an involuntary gasp as Kathryn drew back slightly. The pain of her fangs sliding free of his flesh reminded him of how it had felt to lose teeth. It was a short-lived discomfort, however. And the girl kept her lips tightly wrapped around the wound until it finally closed and she had lapped every last drop of blood from his skin.

	“All done?” he asked. He kept his eyes closed, waiting for his body to catch up and his vertigo to fade.

	Kathryn answered with a contented giggle and flopped over. She was still lying on her back when Liam opened his eyes, staring up at the sky with an almost drugged expression.

	“Good blood,” she mumbled. “Good, good blood. Best!”

	Unable to keep a straight face, she broke out into a wide grin and kicked her legs up into the air. Liam immediately looked away, face growing warm. Kathryn wore nothing beneath her dress and, though he was surprised his body still had enough blood to manage a blush, he wasn’t so lightheaded to give in that easily.

	Reaching over, he guided Kathryn’s legs back to the ground and blindly tugged the hem of her dress back into place.

	Kathryn giggled again as she grasped his wrist and tried, unsuccessfully to keep it there. Rolling onto her side, she made a show of allowing it to ride up again as she stared at him.

	“Why?” she said. “Liam like.”

	“I don’t,” he lied. “And I don’t want Jenn to kill me.”

	Tugging her dress up until it left nothing to the imagination, Kathryn grinned. “Secret,” she said. “Liam and Kathryn secret.”

	Scowling, he forced her dress back down, yet again.

	“No more secrets,” he insisted. “I only have room for one.”

	“Two.” At his look of confusion, her grin widened. “Plant-girl secret. Blood-secret. Two secrets.”

	Liam pinched the bridge of his nose and pointed behind him into the barn. “Would you just go to sleep?”

	“Please.”

	He sighed. “Please, Kathryn, go to sleep.”

	With another giggle, the girl climbed to her feet. For a moment, she made as if to obey. Then she paused, raced back, and kissed his cheek. With eyes full of mischievous energy, she twirled and darted into the barn’s darkened interior.

	Liam watched for a time, to ensure she would not poke her head back out a few seconds later, then muttered a curse and returned to his vigil.

	What the hell have I done?

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	 

	Liam didn’t remember dozing off. He hadn’t even fallen asleep—not really—but the sky was certainly several shades lighter than it had been the last time he checked. In any case, it was the sound of Jenn scrambling out of the tree that startled him back to full alertness.

	And, instantly, he spotted the reason why she had stirred.

	Lights, still distant but unmistakably manmade, swiveled through the early morning gloom. It was too dark to discern any details about those wielding them, but the implications were clear.

	Liam leapt to his feet and locked eyes with Jenn. He gestured at himself, the barn, at her, and then made a sweeping gesture with his arm, indicating a path that would lead them away from the searchers at a right angle.

	Jenn nodded and began to stretch. No, not stretching—a multitude of vines rose at her command and began to arm themselves with thorns and crudely manufactured javelins. Apparently, she’d already been awake for at least an hour.

	Fighting down a surge of shame at having fallen asleep, Liam turned and slipped silently into the barn. He found Kathryn already stirring when he entered and quickly held a finger up to his lips. She shook herself awake as he gathered up his rifle and the supplies he’d stored, and the two of them exited together.

	From her expression, Jenn was no happier to see Kathryn than she’d been the day before, but obviously made no comment as the three of them did their best to vanish into the woods without a trace.

	It wasn’t long before Kathryn spotted the lights. She stopped short, catching Liam’s wrist and gesturing.

	“Institute!” she whispered, before he could shush her. Quieter, she added, “how many?”

	Ignoring Jenn’s furious glare, Liam kept still as he counted the approaching lights. Though it was difficult to be sure, given their constantly shifting nature, it looked to be approximately a dozen. Certainly no fewer than ten.

	“Twelve?” he whispered back. “Could be more without lights.”

	Kathryn’s face lit up with a brilliant smile.

	“Can kill!” she said, unable to keep her enthusiasm to a whisper. “Can kill twelve! Fast and strong! Can show!”

	This time, Liam took note of the look Jenn sent his way. Or, more precisely, he noted the rather threatening way her vines rose as if to strike. The message was clear.

	Shut her up, or I will.

	He took Kathryn’s hand and gave her a gentle tug to urge her along.

	“Later,” he whispered. “You can show me later, Kathryn.”

	“But—”

	“Kat, please! Show me later.”

	“Kat?”

	Biting back a growl, it was all Liam could do not to scoop the girl up in his arms and carry her to safety.

	“Secret!” he hissed. “Later! Come!”

	This time, mercifully, she did not argue. Kathryn allowed herself to be led away from the men, though she glanced back over her shoulder from time to time as if mourning the lost opportunity. 

	It was not until more than an hour later, when the sun had begun that peek out over the hills, that they stopped to rest and Liam allowed himself to breathe a sigh of relief. The feeling was short-lived, however, as Jenn whirled and fixed him with a look that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up.

	“That’s twice that she’s almost gotten us killed,” she reminded him.

	Liam glanced toward Kathryn, who balanced atop a fallen, half-rotted log, hands outstretched.

	“It won’t happen again,” he promised her.

	“I know. Next time, she’ll actually get us killed.”

	Liam accepted the comment without a retort. It wasn’t as though he disagreed—not really. Kathryn was dangerous. But, at the same time, he couldn’t simply abandon her. Though not publically or in as many words as Scott, he’d promised himself to protect her in much the same fashion.

	“So, what’s the plan?” he said.

	Jenn glanced around, surveying the terrain, then at the sliver of sun visible through the trees.

	“We’re headed northwest, back toward the road,” she said. “The Occs are obviously looking for whoever ambushed the convoy. They’ll know we have her.”

	“We’re not using Kathryn as a distraction.”

	Jenn growled. “I wasn’t going to suggest that. I say we keep heading this direction, until we find a place to ambush the next convoy. Then, we wait.”

	“Sounds good. How far do you think—?”

	“Liam!” Kathryn chirped suddenly. She was still balanced atop her log, now with one foot held out to the side for extra challenge. She wavered momentarily, then caught herself and pointed straight ahead. “Who?”

	Liam was moving before he even spotted the person. He caught Kathryn around the middle, half-tackling, half-carrying her to the ground. Jenn wasn’t far behind, sliding into cover behind the fallen tree. Her vines rose, some interweaving to shield them while others rose to retaliate.

	After several seconds, when no gunfire came their way, Liam carefully poked his head up. Beside him, Jenn did the same thing, while Kathryn busied herself scowling and wiping the dirt and bits of crumbling log from her dress. It took several seconds more for them to spot the person Kathryn had pointed out.

	And, even then, Liam did not believe what he was seeing.

	It was a child. The boy couldn’t have been older than six or seven. He darted from tree to tree, barely waiting between sprints, and from the carrying sound of his indistinct voice, seemed to be talking to himself. Every so often he would look around, raise a broken piece of wood to his shoulder, and pantomime firing a rifle.

	When he could stand observing no longer, Liam turned to Jenn and muttered quietly, “What the hell is he doing?”

	After the panic of hiding themselves, Jenn’s smile caught him off-guard.

	“He’s playing, Liam,” she said.

	“Playing? Shouldn’t he be training or working or something?”

	“Probably.” The stifled laughter in Jenn’s voice was so out of place that Liam couldn’t help but glance around, searching for the trap. It had to be a trap, didn’t it?

	“But, why here? Doesn’t he know there are Occs?”

	“He must live around here,” she replied. “Let’s just wait. We can follow him home. If there are people, they must have a source of water.”

	Liam couldn’t argue with her logic and settled back to wait. Unfortunately, the boy seemed to have no interest in returning home. He continued to roam and leap about, gunning down a seemingly endless number of imaginary foes. Eventually, despite his impatience, Liam couldn’t help but admire the boy’s determination. He’d single-handedly killed hundreds, after all.

	Finally, after an eternity of waiting, reinforcements arrived.

	It was a woman, red-faced and wearing trousers beneath a too-small dress. She spotted the boy and quickly stomped toward him. The lad froze as he spotted her and, contrary to his demonstrated martial prowess, made no attempt to flee.

	“—hell do you think you’re doing?” the woman raged. Her voice carried easily. The boy’s muttered reply did not. “I told you to watch your sister!”

	Again, the boy made an inaudible reply.

	“No, no! I don’t care! Get your ass back there right now, or I swear to Christ you’ll be cleaning up the goat shit with your bare hands!”

	That did the trick. At this, the boy took off at a run, presumably heading back to the duty he’d been avoiding. The woman, on the other hand, lingered and cast a suspicious look around.

	Crouching in the underbrush, Liam held his breath as he felt the woman’s searching gaze. It wasn’t as though she was a threat, but she could easily bring the Occs down on them. Her voice was rather booming, after all.

	Eventually, she left, and Liam turned his attention to the women on either side of him. Jenn squatted in a similar manner, eyes narrow as she tracked the woman through the trees.

	Kathryn was asleep. The sight was so surprising that Liam nearly forgot all about the need for stealth and laughed aloud. He gave her a gentle shake and averted his eyes as the girl stirred and the motion hiked her dress up dangerously high.

	“Food?” she mumbled.

	Liam shook his head as he helped her to her feet. “No,” he said. “Hopefully water, though.”

	Kathryn nodded sleepily and yawned, exposing her fangs. The sight of them made Liam’s neck ache and, again, he looked away.

	“Let’s go,” Jenn said coldly. She climbed over the log that sheltered them, using her vines, rather than her hands for balance.

	Nudging Kathryn’s side, Liam followed after. He allowed her to pass him and used his position as the rearguard to search the hills and trees for any hint of the Occs. There were none, but the confirmation didn’t make him feel any better. They had covered only a few miles since the ambush, so there was no telling how many were still nearby.

	Liam clutched the strap of the rifle slung over his shoulder. One shot and they’d have every Occ this side of the Institute descending on them. He’d do it if forced to, of course. But the mere thought of the consequences left him exhausted. 

	He’d already had enough running and hiding for a lifetime.

	***

	 


It took them a quarter of an hour to reach the village, since they were forced to remain hidden as they advanced. Truthfully, they could have moved faster if it wasn’t for Kathryn. The girl seemed to have woken from her nap with more energy than Liam could fathom and if it hadn’t been for the hand he kept locked around her wrist, she would undoubtedly have rushed ahead and given them away.

	The trees had been cleared from around the buildings, leaving fifty yards of fenced, tilled earth in every direction. And, unlike the mostly abandoned, pre-war structures that Liam and Jenn had passed before, these were obviously occupied. Two of the largest, pre-war as well, had armed sentries stationed atop them. The others were more ramshackle, but nevertheless showed signs of professional construction. Rather than a hodgepodge of reclaimed sheet metal and wooden scraps, the dozen or so buildings had been efficiently constructed of felled timber and a dirty grey mortar that filled the gaps.

	Jenn stopped first, hiding herself in a natural ditch a short distance from the edge of the tree line and waving them over. Liam joined her carefully, half-dragging Kathryn after him.

	“They’ve got bows,” Jenn whispered, studying the roof-based guards.

	Liam frowned, squinting. “Those are rifles.”

	“They’re just for show.” She pointed at the nearest of the buildings. “Look. Left side, right at the edge.”

	As soon as she pointed it out, Liam saw the bundle he’d missed. He muttered a curse and glanced her way, one brow lifting in inquiry.

	“I’ve seen it before,” she said, modestly. “Ammunition is rare. They probably don’t want to use it unless they have to.”

	“Do they know we’re here? How many do you think there are?”

	Jenn shook her head. “I doubt it. They might’ve heard the ambush though. Based on the buildings, I’d say there are probably fifty or so. They probably keep a few guards at all times.”

	“Fifty?” Kathryn cut in, eyes wide. She looked at Liam. “Institute?”

	He shook his head. “No. They might not even be Occs.”

	The girl’s expression brightened and she flashed her fangs. “Not Institute? Can kill fifty. Can show?”

	Liam’s fingers tightened around the girl’s wrist as he shared an uncomfortable look with Jenn.

	“No,” he said, decisively. “Definitely not. We’re not going to kill anyone.”

	“None?” Kathryn sounded disappointed.

	Ignoring her, Liam returned his attention to Jenn. 

	“What’s the plan?” he asked.

	Jenn didn’t answer right away. She chewed her lip, eyes flicking from building to building as she considered the question. Eventually, she sat back and shook her head slowly.

	“It’s too risky,” she said, at last. “The fence, the guards—they’re too well defended. I think we should move on.”

	“We need water,” he reminded her, tapping his canteen. The sound it made was unmistakably hollow.

	“We can find it somewhere else.”

	Liam wanted to argue, but knew she was right. With the Occs so near, they couldn’t take unnecessary risks. He’d been thirsty before. He would live.

	With the sound of rustling leaves, a man dropped from the trees ten yards behind them. Liam spun, breath catching in his chest and a paralyzing fear seizing him in the time it took to blink. The sight that greeted him would have emptied his bladder if it hadn’t already been empty.

	The man was clad in an unmistakable uniform of greens and browns, blended together with so much detail it was almost hypnotizing to look at directly. His knees had barely even bent to soften the impact of his landing, so the only motion was that of his arm as he leveled his pistol.

	“Tingzhi,” he growled.

	As frightening as the man’s sudden appearance was, it was the utterly inhuman quality of his voice that drove Liam into outright terror. The multi-layered, shifting gravel tone stung his ears in the same way he might bash his elbow and leave it numb.

	Not a man, then. A Hunter.

	Somehow, though otherwise petrified, Liam had the presence of mind to release Kathryn’s wrist. He could hardly bring himself to speak, as if the effort would take the last of his strength.

	He managed it anyway.

	“Show me.”

	It was like lightning struck from clear skies. Kathryn moved so quickly, Liam’s mind struggled to process it, even after the fact. In a single, fluid motion, the girl crouched then leapt. Her feet never once touched the ground after the first, so powerful was the force of it. She struck the Hunter in the chest with both knees, the bottom half of her dress flaring out around her like a corona. One of her arms drew back, fingers twisted into the shape of claws, and then slashed horizontally across the Hunter’s throat.

	Silently, Kathryn pushed off her foe’s chest and managed to extricate herself before a single drop of blood could soil her dress.

	Liam blinked in shock. Kathryn had always been quick, but she’d moved nowhere near as fast during their first encounter.

	It wasn’t over.

	Snarling, the Hunter discarded his pistol and pressed a gloved hand to his wounded neck. With the other, he tore the helmet from his head. Dropping into a defensive stance, he held his free hand away from his body. And then, as Liam watched, he began to change.

	Where the Hunter could once have passed as human, albeit a particularly bestial one, there could be no hiding the effects of his matured enhancement once they began to manifest. His muscles bulged, fingers thickening and sharpening into deadly talons, and jaw drooping into a wicked, drooling maw. And last, but most insignificantly, his ears stretched and flared until they were nearly half as large as his head, apiece.

	Liam fumbled with his rifle, knowing he had no chance of shooting it accurately, but unable to do otherwise. Beside him, Jenn remained utterly frozen, her vines lying limp upon the ground.

	“Watch, Liam!” Kathryn shouted. She didn’t look at him, but her mouth was stretched into a joyous smile every bit as alien as the transformed Hunter’s. “Can show! Can show!”

	She never got the chance. The deafening crack of a rifle erupted suddenly and the Hunter shuddered. For an instant, Liam thought its oversized ears had simply left it vulnerable to the noise. But then the creature staggered and slumped to one side.

	With a cry of dismay, Kathryn leapt toward it. As before, her movements were a blur. This time, she ended up perched atop the Hunter’s shoulders, before they had even struck the ground. Again, her arm rose. This time, when it fell, she buried her arm into the side of its head, half-way to the elbow. Twisting, she buried her face against the Hunter’s chest. She lifted it a moment later, chin red with blood and her mouth twisted in a bitter scowl.

	“Not fair!” she bellowed. Gesturing violently with her gore-soaked arm, she glared at the village. “Not fair! Kathryn show! Was show!”

	Shaking, Liam twisted to follow Kathryn’s gaze. The nearest sentry knelt atop his roof, rifle still pressed to his shoulder. His partner did the same, facing the opposite direction. Even as he watched, additional men scrambled onto rooftops holding firearms of their own. Below, he caught flashes of movement as people rushed about without a sound.

	Jenn reached her feet a split-second before Liam.

	“Let’s go!” she snapped, grabbing him by the pack and shoving him back the way they’d come.

	“So soon?” called a voice, made distinct by the utter relaxation in its tone.

	Despite a million instincts urging him otherwise, Liam turned to look. He frowned, intensely aware of the rifle in his hands and resisting the urge to raise it.

	With a practiced gesture, a man hopped the perimeter fence. He was dressed in a uniform nearly identical to the Hunter’s. But unlike the Hunter, he was unarmed and lifted his empty hands in a reassuring gesture.

	“No need to run,” the man said, continuing to advance. His eyes moved to Jenn as her vines rose. He slowed, but did not otherwise react. “I’m Lieutenant Chandler, Indy Irregulars.”

	Slowing to a stop, the man glanced at each of them in turn. As an uncomfortable silence fell, he cleared his throat.

	“So, you guys hungry?”

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	 

	“Not fair,” Kathryn grumbled. She glared at the large bowl of water that had been provided for washing and slurped a handful of water before resuming her work—in this case, stubbornly licking the Hunter’s blood from her arm. “Was show. Not help. Can kill.”

	Liam watched her from the corner of his eye as he stood and sipped from his freshly filled canteen. The clean water tasted better than he could ever remember, but their current situation was too unnerving to enjoy it fully. That was why he kept his back to the barn’s exterior wall, rifle propped within arm’s reach, as he watched Lieutenant Chandler’s prepare the promised meal. They’d wanted to hold it inside but after he and Jenn had objected, the lieutenant had relented and agreed to speak to them outside.

	He doubted Kathryn would have cared but she was indignant enough to object to anything at the moment.

	“I don’t like this,” Jenn whispered, turning her head slightly to speak out the corner of her mouth. Like Liam, her eyes continued to scan the buildings and passing men for any sign of danger. “Who gives food to strangers?”

	Liam nodded in agreement, but made no reply. It was all he could do not to sprint for the trees. From their current location, near the center of the village, he couldn’t quite see the sentries at their posts. That fact alone made him nervous, to say nothing of how a Hunter had managed to follow them.

	He didn’t have long to stew over such mysteries. Lieutenant Chandler returned, wearing a grin and the same uniform as before. His grin faded slightly as he eyed the food that had been laid out, and winced apologetically as he seated himself on the far side of the dishes.

	“Sorry about the hospitality,” he said, helping himself to a bowl of something yellow. “We already had breakfast, so this is just leftovers.”

	When none of them moved to join him, he gestured.

	“Sit, please,” he said. “Help yourselves.

	Liam shared a look with Jenn, who nodded him forward. She continued standing, keeping guard as he sat. Kathryn, on the other hand, continued to lick at her arm as if she hadn’t even noticed the lieutenant’s arrival. From her expression, the offered food held no charm.

	“Lieutenant,” Liam said, studying the man for a moment before turning his attention to the food. He didn’t recognize any of it. Not wanting to seem ungrateful, he grabbed a platter of some kind of meat. He didn’t recognize the smell, but nearly cried out in delight as he bit into it. Rather than dried, it seemed to have been cooked fresh and the warmth and juiciness of the meat nearly brought tears to his eyes.

	Then a thought occurred to him and he paused. What kind of life did these people live that they had enough meat to spare for strangers? It was either wealth or wastefulness, neither of which spoke well of their intentions.

	“I didn’t catch your names,” Chandler said, setting his food aside.

	Liam did the same, ignoring his body’s urgent demand that he stuff himself with every mouthful he could.

	“We didn’t say them.”

	“She did,” the man said, nodding in Kathryn’s direction. “Kathryn, was it?”

	The girl glanced up, met the lieutenant’s eyes, then went back to work. The reaction made Liam want to grin, but he resisted. Suspicion aside, there was no harm in being polite. These men could be friends of Scott, after all.

	“Liam,” he said, recapturing the Lieutenant’s attention. “Jenn.”

	“Kathryn, Liam, and Jenn,” Chandler said, nodding to each of them in turn. “Like I said, I’m Lieutenant Chandler. Care to tell me why the Occs are after you?”

	Liam shrugged. “Why are you here?”

	The man bristled for just an instant, then gave a snort of amusement and leaned back to rest his weight on his arms. “Slept with the wrong woman, I guess.”

	“Huh?”

	“A joke, sorry.” Chandler shook his head and grinned. “We’re here to fight Occs, of course. Only damn reason I’m on this side.”

	Something about his jocular tone struck Liam wrong and he frowned. “You don’t want to be here?”

	“That’s, well—” Chandler straightened and studied the assorted dishes between them for a moment. “That’s complicated. I want to fight the Occs. And I’m here to kill as many of them as I can. That’s the important thing.”

	Lifting his head, he studied Liam expectantly. Picking up on the unspoken cue, Liam shifted where he sat. He could feel Jenn’s eyes on him and knowing that she’d disapprove of anything he said, he chose his words carefully.

	“We escaped from the Institute.”

	“The what?”

	Of all the things the lieutenant could have said, this was the one Liam had expected the least. He stared at the man, expecting him to dismiss the comment as another joke. He didn’t. Instead, Chandler stared at him with uncomprehending interest.

	Liam’s throat grew tight, though he couldn’t quite identify the reason.

	“The Institute,” he repeated. Glancing up at the sun to orient himself, he pointed in the approximate direction. “The Occ building that way. The one where they make Hunters.”

	“Another one?” Chandler said, eyes following Liam’s gesture. His voice dropped to a murmur. “Why the hell did they put us here? The whole state is one damn minefield.”

	Liam gaped at him, stunned beyond speech.

	“You didn’t know?” he said. “How is that possible?”

	Chandler shrugged, rising. “Sorry, kid,” he said. “You can’t throw a rock without hitting an Occ factory around here. Anyway, you’re safe now. If you feel like joining up, I’m sure we can find you a couple guns.”

	Liam climbed to his feet, utterly bewildered by the path the conversation had taken. He shook his head to clear the distracting thoughts racing through it.

	“We’re going to destroy it,” he explained. “Scott went to find his men. Maybe you’re—”

	“Who is Scott?” Chandler said.

	“He’s… he’s with the Free States Militia. He’s the one who—”

	“Never heard of him,” Chandler said brusquely. His expression had become a scowl at the mention of the militia.Turning, he gestured to another uniformed man, who came trotting over. “This is Sergeant Menendez. He’ll find a place for you to stay.”

	“Wait!” Liam cried, desperation rising. He stepped forward, noticing with some alarm the way Menendez’s hand shifted toward his sidearm. Tearing his gaze from it, he stared at the lieutenant with all the urgency he could muster. “Lieutenant, there are still people inside the Institute. We have to save them. That’s why we ambushed their convoy. If they—”

	“That was you?” Chandler snapped. His expression and voice were full, not of admiration or gratitude, but a blistering, barely contained anger. “This just keeps getting better and better. Fuck! No wonder the Hunter—” 

	The lieutenant trailed off, then turned on his heel and stalked away. Liam watched him go, then turned to Jenn. She did not meet his gaze. Instead, she continued leaning against the wall, arms folded and vines hovering around her shoulders. Her face, however, bore a look of weary resignation.

	A hand settled lightly on Liam’s upper arm and he instinctively shrugged away from it. A part of him still could not believe the manner in which his words had been dismissed. Well, if Chandler and his men wanted nothing to do with the Occs that was fine. They could stand on their rooftops, eating meat and ignoring the suffering of those around them. He would do something.

	Unfortunately, it seemed the lieutenant had other plans in mind. Again, the hand closed around Liam’s arm and, again, he twisted free. He stepped away, only to find his rifle held by another uniformed man. This one was no older than Liam himself, though he carried himself in the same mature way as the others. He did not even blink as Liam neared.

	“Give that back,” Liam growled.

	“Liam,” Jenn murmured softly, warningly.

	This time, when the expected hand caught Liam’s arm, he did not pull away. Still glaring at the man who held his rifle, Liam allowed himself to be led away by Sergeant Menendez. Jenn followed after him, unassisted. She hesitated briefly, then stooped slightly to gain the attention of Kathryn.

	The girl still sat in the same spot as before, her arm now thoroughly licked clean. At Jenn’s touch, she seemed to awaken to the world. As her eyes found Liam’s, she leapt to her feet and raced to join him.

	“Liam!” she chirped, grinning. “Feed, soon?”

	Eyes narrow, Liam ran a hand through her hair. It had clumped in several places where she’d not been fast enough to avoid getting blood in it. Despite its overall softness, those spots were a tangible reminder of how deadly the girl could be.

	And, even though Liam knew he shouldn’t dwell on such things, the memory offered a brutal sense of satisfaction as it burned in his gut. He glanced back at Jenn and shared a brief look of understanding.

	“Yeah,” he said. “Soon.”

	***

	 


The place they’d been assigned, ironically enough, turned out to be the home of both the boy and the woman who’d led them here. The boy initially hid behind his mother as Sergeant Menendez explained the situation to the woman, but soon gathered his courage and began to stare at the three of them with undisguised fascination.

	The woman, however, needed no such time to make her thoughts known.

	“Bastards show up and think they own the whole damn place,” she grumbled. 

	Leaning against the wall of the small wooden house, she continued the work she’d been occupied with as they arrived: patching a torn garment of some kind. She was obviously well practiced, since from the enraged manner in which she stitched, Liam was astonished she hadn’t stabbed herself with the needle.

	“Listen up,” she continued. “You call me Julie, or ma’am. You sleep on the floor, keep quiet, and keep out of my way. And God help me, if any of you lay even a finger on either of the children, I will skin you alive. Understood?”

	It was. However, it wasn’t until Julie had spoken that Liam noticed the babe seated on the small corner bed. The child was impossibly small, clad in only a simple cloth diaper and seemed unsteady though she merely sat there.

	He glanced at Jenn, though she did not seem to share his wonder. Still, the discovery of the child managed to distract him for a few moments before reality came crashing back in to smother him. He slid to the floor as its weight settled heavily on his shoulders.

	They were trapped, barely a step up from being outright prisoners. And though it took him a bit to accept the painful fact, under the circumstances, he had to admit that the Irregulars were no better than the Occs. As long as they were not free to ambush the Institute’s supply convoys, they were among enemies.

	The house’s windows were simple gaps in the wood, filled with cracked and ill-fitting pieces of glass, and Liam stared through one at the bright, blue sky beyond. They would have to wait until nightfall, then escape. The thought of doing so without a rifle left him uneasy, but he’d been in worse situations. And given what he’d seen Kathryn accomplish, it wouldn’t be long before he found another.

	Kathryn, however, did not look able to wait. She sat in the corner, legs drawn up to her chest and her arms hugging them tightly. Her small frame shook with each breath and her eyes, though pointed in Liam’s direction, did not see him. Even more startling, her already pale skin was now an almost colorless white.

	Concerned, Liam quickly went to her side.

	“You okay?” he asked. Julie’s orders still ringing in his ears, he kept his voice to a whisper. “Kathryn?”

	“Small,” the girl whimpered suddenly, still not looking at him. She was practically panting. “Too small. Too small. Trapped. Outside? Please?”

	Liam hesitated. Though no one had explicitly said as much, the manner in which Sergeant Menendez had shut them in left no question as to their status as prisoners. As did the patrolling guards. And the last thing he wanted to do was raise suspicion before their escape.

	And yet, looking at Kathryn and the panicked look in her eyes, he knew exactly what she was feeling. He’d felt it himself. He’d seen it in Jenn. The Institute left scars, both visible and invisible.

	“Soon,” he whispered, running his hand through her hair in what he hoped was a comforting gesture. “We’ll go back outside soon.”

	“No, no. Not soon. Now. Please. Please! Outside.”

	Liam glanced at Jenn. The woman was seated on a small stool on the far wall, eyeing him while attempting to draw Julie into conversation. From the intensity of her stare, it did not appear to be working.

	There was nothing else to do.

	“Feed?” Liam whispered. His stomach knotted with the knowledge of everything that would follow. “Blood-secret? Would that help?”

	Kathryn’s head perked up. She looked at Liam, pupils dilating as if noticing him for the first time. His suggestion seemed to have calmed her the slightest degree, though she continued to pant for breath as her attention shifted past him to Jenn.

	“Blood-secret? Not secret?” she whispered. “Can show… Plant-girl?”

	Liam shrugged, putting on a brave face as he continued to stroke her hair. He knew there would be hell to pay, but if it made the waiting bearable for Kathryn it would be worth it.

	“We’ll escape tonight,” he said, forcing a smile. “You’ll be fast and strong, right? Like when you killed the Hunter?”

	Kathryn’s eyes sparkled as she flashed a weak grin. She seemed to puff herself up at the slight mistruth.

	“Fast and strong?” she said. “Was not. Blood-secret? More fast. More strong.”

	Liam chuckled. Seating himself beside her, he patted his lap and cocked his head. Kathryn moved unsteadily, but without hesitation. She was already situated and was nuzzling him in preparation when Jenn finally noticed.

	“What are—” she began. Her eyes widened with shock as Kathryn bit down, drawing a grunt. Jenn surged to her feet, snarling a curse and waving her vines to life with a single gesture.  “You bitch! Get off him!”

	Liam lifted an arm to ward her off. The slight motion shifted Kathryn’s fangs in the flesh of his neck and he winced.

	“Jenn, wait!” he said. “Just wait. I can explain.”

	“Like hell! Hold still, I’ll—”

	“Jenn, stop!” he snapped, arm still outstretched. He raised the other carefully, cradling the back of Kathryn’s head. “I asked her to.”

	Jenn recoiled a step, eyes widening as if she’d been slapped. “Are you crazy? She’ll kill you!”

	“She won’t. She only takes a little bit and I can heal as fast as she drinks it. It makes her stronger.”

	“You don’t know that!”

	“I do,” he said. “You saw her almost kill that Hunter.”

	“That’s—wait. When did she… the two of you…?” Comprehension filled Jenn’s eyes and the tension drained from her body. Her arms dropped to her sides, vines following suit a second later. When she spoke again, her voice was flat and emotionless. “The barn.”

	Liam started to nod, then froze as the sudden burst of pain made him wince.

	“That’s right,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. There wasn’t time.”

	“There wasn’t time?” Jenn repeated. She scoffed, shaking her head and turning away. “Fine. I don’t care.”

	“Jenn.”

	“Fuck you.”

	“Jenn!”

	“Liam!” she spat back, voice little more than a mocking echo. She turned, just enough for him to glimpse the small tears welling up in her eyes. “Fuck. You.”

	And with that, she turned back around and hid her face. One hand rose, presumably to wipe away tears, but her vines rose as well. The flattened around her head and shoulders like a hood, shielding her from sight.

	Liam sagged against the wall, allowing the back of his head to land audibly on the wood. The shift sent a jolt of pain racing out from his neck, but he welcomed the sensation. His heart was already aching, so why not the rest of him? He almost wished Kathryn would lose control and take more blood than he could handle. Even passing out wouldn’t feel as bad as this did.

	Unfortunately, she did not. And so, Liam was permitted to sit there, pretending he couldn’t hear Jenn’s muffled sobs. As a result, he was almost grateful for the distraction when another voice broke the silence, sounding horrified.

	“What… what the hell are you people?”

	 

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	 

	Contrary to his first and second impressions, Julie was actually a rather pleasant woman. Short-tempered and foul-mouthed, certainly, but also an exceptional source of information. Kathryn had fallen asleep shortly after gorging herself on blood and Jenn was still pretending not to notice him, so Liam had turned his attention to the woman rather gratefully. He still sat against the wall, but had moved closer to the bed where she’d taken shelter alongside her children. Adam and Morgan—he’d learned. There, she’d listened to his story, cradling her daughter in her lap and offering sympathetic words at the appropriate times.

	“This world feels like a nightmare, sometimes,” she said, when at last he’d finished. “I’m sorry you three had to get mixed up with this lot.”

	“What do you mean?” Liam asked.

	“Irregulars,” Julie said, practically snorting the word. “Militia. Let me tell you. I’ve heard stories about them since I was a girl. Heroes, fighting the Occs all across the empire, that sort of thing. Load of goatshit. They’re nothing but a bunch of bandits these days.”

	“They’re not all like that,” Liam protested.

	“Well, maybe you met some good ones. But this lot? Don’t give two shits if the Occs kill every last one of them.” At Liam’s look of astonishment, she shrugged and gave a moderating smile. “Can’t stand the Occs either, but at least they show up and then leave. Two weeks ago, these bastards arrive and start stealing food and kicking people out of their homes. We’ll be lucky if we don’t starve come winter.”

	Liam stared down at his feet, surprised to find his boots sprinkled with dried blood. Was that his? Or was it Occ blood? Not that it really mattered, he supposed.

	“We’re going to destroy the Institute,” he said. “I’m sure they have food there. If things are really that bad, we can send some here. You won’t starve.”

	Julie stared at him for a moment, then laughed softly.

	“You’re a good kid,” she said, then paused. “Well, no. I guess you’re older than half the bastards outside. You’re a good man, Liam. I hope you manage it.”

	As the conversation turned to silence, Julie leaned in close. Her face remained rather unreadable, but there was a conspiratorial note to the way she whispered.

	“This is a small house,” she said. “So I couldn’t help but listen, earlier. You want my advice? Go apologize to that pretty, young woman with the plants. Trust me.”

	Too stunned to do otherwise, Liam glanced over at Jenn. She stood in the far corner, as far from him as possible, staring out one of the home’s small windows. Even so, it seemed likely that she would have overheard Julie’s whispered advice. If she had, however, she gave no indication of it.

	“What do I say?” he whispered back, even quieter.

	“I’m sorry. I was wrong,” Julie said with a smirk. “And, I won’t do it again. That usually does the trick.”

	The notion irked him and Liam scowled.

	“I wasn’t wrong,” he insisted.

	“If she’s upset then you’re wrong. Which is more important to you? Being correct or being happy?”

	Now, that rang true. He could stand being wrong if it made Jenn happy. Hell, he’d endure far worse just to see her smile again, even if it was the cold, haughty smirk she so often resorted to. But, was now really the best time? Kathryn was sleeping right there, after all.

	“I’m not sure now is—”

	Julie smacked him, not hard, but hard enough to sting. She eyed him sternly and sighed. “Men.”

	“What?”

	“You want to wait? Fine. Maybe she’ll forgive you, maybe she won’t. You want her to ever sleep with you again?” Julie leaned forward and jerked her head in Jenn’s direction. “Go. Apologize. Now.”

	Liam froze, a sudden blush warming his cheeks. How in the world had Julie known? Was it really that obvious, or had the Institute given her the ability to read minds?

	“It’s called being a parent,” Julie said, grinning. Then, mouthing the word, “Go!”

	Reluctantly, Liam climbed to his feet. He could feel Julie’s eyes on him as he made his way toward Jenn’s side. She could undoubtedly hear his footsteps as he approached, but even so, she did not turn around or even turn away from the window.

	“Jenn,” he said, as tenderly as he could. “Can I talk to you?”

	She made no reply. Taking a deep breath, he continued anyway.

	“I want to apologize. I shouldn’t have kept it a secret from you. I… I had planned to tell you as soon as I got the chance. But, with the Occs and everything else, it just didn’t—anyway, I’m sorry.”

	Still, no response. Reaching out, he gently set a hand on her shoulder. At that, Jenn tensed. She did not pull away, however.

	“I promise, nothing else happened. You don’t have to worry about Kathryn. I’m not—you don’t have any competition. You don’t have to share. You’re the only woman I… love.” He tripped over the final word for the unfamiliarity of it.

	And yet, at the same time, it felt like the most natural thing in the world to say. He loved Jenn. Of course, he did. And, like Scott had once advised him, he would do anything to hold onto it. He wouldn’t lose Jenn over something like this. He couldn’t.

	Without warning, one of Jenn’s fists slammed against the wall of the house. The booming sound of it was loud enough that he glanced at Kathryn to ensure it hadn’t woken her.

	It hadn’t. Rather than try again, however, Jenn spun round. The skin surrounding her eyes was red and there were fresh tears on her cheeks, but the corners of her mouth were quirked up in a strained attempt at a smile.

	“You idiot,” she grumbled. Stepping close, she buried her face against his shoulder and wrapped her arms tightly around him. Several vines came with them, squeezing him until he felt she might break his ribs. “I was right. You are a colossal fucking idiot.”

	“I’m… sorry?” Liam managed, struggling to breathe.

	Jenn laughed, releasing him with a sniffle and wiping the tears from her faintly blushing cheeks. Her smile widened in earnest and she laughed again.

	“I’m not jealous,” she said, with a playful scowl. “You already said I don’t have to share. I believe you.”

	“Then, why…?”

	“Because it was dangerous!” Jenn said, reaching up to caress his neck where Kathryn’s fangs had pierced him. The wounds were long since healed, but the feeling lingered and flared at her touch. “We had only just met her! We barely knew her and you put yourself in that position! Without telling me! While I was asleep! If it had been a trap, she could have killed you and I would…”

	Resting her cheek against Liam’s chest, Jenn wrapped her arms around him once more. This time, no vines accompanied the gesture.

	“You promised, remember?” she said. “You said I wouldn’t be alone anymore.”

	“You won’t be,” Liam said, with all the feeling he could muster. Catching Jenn’s chin, he lifted it and kissed her purposefully.

	The kiss lingered, neither of them willing to be the first to pull back. When at last they drifted apart, however, Jenn’s smile had faded and her smirk had returned.

	“So,” she said. “You love me?”

	Liam flushed. He did, naturally. They both knew it, and had known it long before he spoke the words. Still, being put on the spot left him unexpectedly flustered.

	“Yeah,” he said, fidgeting. “I do.”

	Jenn made a satisfied noise and leaned against him, yet again. Though doing so hid the majority of her face, the bit he could see was thoroughly red, as well.

	“Smart man,” she teased. Then, more earnestly, “I love you too, Liam.”

	“About damn time!” called a voice opposite. They turned as one to see Julie reclining on the bed, grinning. “Ain’t you two just the cutest?”

	They separated quickly. That turned out to be the wrong thing to do, however, since Julie’s smile only widened. She waved them over, eyes gleaming wickedly.

	“All right,” she said. “Time to listen to Auntie Julie. I’ve got a lot of wisdom for you little shits and not a lot of time to share it.”

	***

	 


As it turned out, it took less than fifteen minutes for Auntie Julie to convey her wisdom. Most was interesting, though not particularly relevant to their current circumstances—rumors of Occ and Irregulars activity in the area, mostly. What was relevant, if not particularly heartening, was the fact that, for the past year, the Institute had been sending patrols to each of nearby villages to claim a tithe of their crops and livestock.

	Liam had forced himself not to look at Jenn during that particular revelation. Not that he worried about Julie holding her responsible, but simply because he didn’t want to make her feel as though he himself did. Of course, it did present some very real obstacles to their present plan.

	If the supply convoys were not the Institute’s sole source of imported food, then was there even a point to targeting them? Scott had believed that the Institute’s stolen food constituted only a small part of their resources but Julie vehemently disagreed. And, after hearing her arguments, Liam was inclined to agree with her. Knowing what they did about the Occs, wouldn’t the Institute simply increase the levies to ensure their own were being fed? Even if they successfully ambushed every single convoy that might pass through, there was no possible way for them to guard each and every homestead. Such a fact could easily add months or years to the Institute’s ability to hold out.

	To Liam’s surprise, it was Jenn who comforted him. She reached out, taking his hand and squeezing it.

	“We’ll figure something out,” she said.

	Liam nodded. Of course, they would.

	The rest of Julie’s wisdom turned out to be even less relevant. Or, rather, it was tremendously relevant, though the specifics left both of their faces crimson and stammering answers to the intimate, probing questions she asked.

	As a result, a small part of Liam’s brain was momentarily relieved when he heard the first rounds of gunfire erupt. He was on his feet in a heartbeat, rushing to the window with Jenn at his side. It was still bright enough that he could just make out the movement of forms among the trees beyond the farms, though he did not need to see the details to know who they were.

	“We need to leave,” Jenn announced. She glanced at him. “Now.”

	Liam nodded, glancing down to find Kathryn crowding near. She was only just tall enough to see out the small window, and pushed between the two of them to peer through. More guns joined the chorus.

	“Food?” she asked. “Outside?”

	Liam drew her away without answering. He looked to Julie.

	“Occs,” he said. “It’s not safe here. Come with us?”

	Julie’s face, already pale, grew whiter still. She glanced down at her children, Adam already taking shelter at her hip, and the newly woken Morgan in her arms. From her daughter’s expression, the sound of the gunfire was profoundly disturbing and it would not be long before she began to cry.

	“We’d slow you down,” Julie said, eyes still downcast. She covered the girl’s ear with her palm. “Just go.”

	Liam hesitated. Julie was correct, but if the Occs proved victorious…

	“They’re worth the risk,” Jenn said, coming to his rescue. She stepped past Liam, her vines spreading out behind her and rising like so many arms. “Can you carry both of the children? I promise, the Occs won’t even notice you.”

	The anguish and uncertainty on Julie’s face were palpable but she nodded after a moment. Bending, she grunted as she hauled Adam up into her arms. The boy did not appear thrilled at the prospect of being carried, but the deafening roar of continued gunfire had silenced his protests and he wrapped his arms tight around his mother’s shoulders.

	Liam took the lead, easing the door to the house open. He poked his head out, scanning the surrounding buildings for any sign of danger before proceeding into the road. There was no sign of combatants, Occ or Irregular, and he quickly waved the others to follow. Once again, he felt naked without a rifle and the lack of one was like a physical ache in his hands.

	They moved silently toward the northern side of the village, away from the sound of gunfire. Along the way, they passed several more homes, the occupants of which peeked out through windows in obvious fear. At the sight of them, most vanished into the darkened interior of their homes. A part of Liam wanted to stop and encourage them to join the exodus, but the adrenaline pounding through his veins was enough to keep such foolish ideas at bay. It was challenging enough to move with the six of them, much less an entire town.

	Even so, it wasn’t long until they were noticed.

	The crack of a rifle split the air and Liam backpedaled instantly. His ears rang from the noise, but some part of him had noticed the muzzle blast and he glanced up. A uniformed man lay on the high, slanted rooftop of the nearest pre-war building. He stared at Liam, rifle pointed directly at his chest, and slowly shook his head.

	The message was clear.

	For a split-second, Liam considered moving anyway. He could survive a single gunshot; that wasn’t the issue. Being shot would keep him limping, if not unable to move at all. And since Jenn and Kathryn would not leave him behind, being crippled would expose them to the rest of the gunman’s magazine.

	Liam slowly raised his arms, empty palms upturned toward the man.

	“Kathryn,” he said, softly. With his ears still ringing, it was tough to judge how loud he was speaking. “Above us. On the rooftop. Fast and strong.”

	He couldn’t turn to look. But, as it turned out, there was no need to. Several more men swept around the edge of the far building, rifles trained on Liam. Then, as they neared and fanned out, several swiveled to target the others.

	Liam’s empty hands balled into fists as they dropped to his sides. He recognized the men—Irregulars, not Occs. And, as if to confirm the fact, Lieutenant Chandler stepped out as well. He had drawn his pistol and kept it pointed at Liam’s forehead as he approached.

	“This is your fault,” the man growled. “Your fucking fault.”

	Liam glanced over his shoulder, taking in as much information as the brief look could provide. Jenn and Kathryn remained still, the former’s vines splayed to shelter Julie and her children as best they could. Despite the multiple guns pointed his way, the sight brought a smile to Liam’s face.

	“Look at me when I’m talking to you!” Chandler bellowed, spittle flying. He stalked forward, pressing the barrel of his pistol to Liam’s brow.

	Suddenly, as though the weapon’s temperature had spread to every inch of him, Liam felt cold. His breath stilled in his lungs, throat closing and chest tightening painfully. The corners of his vision trembled as his heartbeat turned frantic.

	Fuck. Not now.

	Look at me! Look. At. Me. Look at me!

	The sudden terror, all the worse for being irrational, gripped him with an iron embrace. He choked out a growl, full of self-loathing. This stupid, stupid fear. Why was he like this? How could he stand there, a pistol pressed against his skull, and feel only the slightest anxiety—and yet a simple, growled command could turn his knees to water and want to piss himself?

	Chandler was still ranting.

	“You bastards,” he growled. “I should have killed you the second I saw you! This would never have happened! The Occs want you! Not us!”

	“So what?” called a voice. Too shocked to do otherwise, Liam turned to find Jenn standing there, eyes blazing. She glanced at him, and he could read her worry and vengeance in her expression. “You’re going to hand us over? Now? Face it, we’re all dead.”

	For a split-second, Chandler was too stunned to respond. Then he grinned.

	“No,” he said, turning to aim his pistol at her. “But you definitely are.”

	Liam moved without thinking. The fear was still there, strangling his roar into a squeak, but he moved anyway. Lunging, he grabbed the distracted lieutenant’s arm and drove them both to the ground. He heard, rather than felt, the guns around him firing, though from his sudden weakness he knew he’d been shot. More than once, in all likelihood.

	Still, he had enough strength in him to keep the lieutenant’s arm pinned to the ground beneath him. He could feel the man fighting him, his free hand pummeling Liam’s ribs with vicious jabs. Even so, the pain was yet distant and he kept his face blank as he stared down at the man.

	“Coward,” Liam muttered. There was so much he wanted to say to the man, but he could feel his wounds beginning to take their toll. His strength was waning. “Coward.”

	With a shove, the lieutenant rolled them. Too weak to do otherwise, Liam stared up at him. Rifle by rifle, the nearby gunfire ceased, but the man did not seem to notice. His eyes were narrowed to mere slits as he made a show of checking his pistol’s slide to inspect the round in the chamber. Even more than his expression, it was that act that made him look like an Occ.

	Again, Chandler pointed his weapon at Liam’s brow.

	Then he shuddered, chest erupting with dozens of branches. They writhed, several yanking his arm aside while others curled up to his face. Thorns sliced at his throat, his eyes, his mouth, and the hot blood splattered Liam’s face. For a second, the lieutenant knelt there, body rigid. Then he slumped, discarded as the vines withdrew to the sickening sound of torn flesh.

	“Liam!” Jenn whispered, voice urgent. She knelt at his side, fingers darting across his chest and abdomen. “Where are you hit?”

	Liam shook his head. It didn’t really matter where he’d been shot. He’d either live or he wouldn’t.

	“Others?” he asked.

	Jenn shrugged, vines shifting to clear his obstructed vision. Hissing under his breath, Liam forced his head up several inches. It was worth the effort though, as the sight sent a flood of relief through him. Kathryn had somehow leapt or climbed nearly twenty feet, up the side of the pre-war building, and currently had her fangs buried in the neck of the former sentry. Noticing his gaze, she gave a playful wave.

	Julie, on the other hand, did not regard the slaughter with such a carefree spirit. She leaned against the side of the building, hyperventilating as she hid her children’s faces against her chest. Aside from her obvious panic, however, she appeared otherwise unharmed.

	“Liam!” Jenn growled, reclaiming his attention. “Where?”

	He considered her question. His ribs ached where they’d been battered, but not with the focused intensity of a gunshot wound. It took several seconds of quiet contemplation before he felt the stinging numbness and confirmed he was not simply lying on a pile of rusty knives.

	“My back,” he said.

	“Can you move your legs?” she demanded.

	Grimacing, he verified he could, in fact, move them. The effort sent a jolt of pain up his spine, though. Eyes closing, he nodded.

	“How long?” she asked, quieter.

	“A few minutes? An hour?” He shrugged, instantly regretting it. “Take the others and find a place to hide. I’ll follow when I can.”

	Even as he said the words, Liam knew that Jenn would not obey. That was fine; he still had to try. And, her reaction did not disappoint. Scoffing, Jenn rolled her eyes and leaned in to give him a kiss that was as fleeting as it was gentle.

	“Idiot,” she grumbled.

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	 

	Liam tried to focus on healing his injuries. It was difficult to maintain concentration though, both for the flurry of movement around him as Jenn and Kathryn scurried into defensive positions nearby, and since the gradual diminishing of gunfire on the far side of town served as an improvised, unmistakable countdown.

	He didn’t know which side had proven victorious. But, as before, it didn’t matter. The Occs would have no mercy for the wounded, and the Irregulars wouldn’t take kindly to would-be escapees surrounded by their fallen comrades.

	So, despite the fact that he could tell his wounds had not fully closed, Liam struggled to his feet. His back felt as though he’d undergone the same rough treatment as Lieutenant Chandler and blood loss made his vision swim. Even so, his rising caught Jenn’s attention and he waved her over with a thin smile.

	True to form, she noticed his injuries immediately.

	“You’re not healed,” she protested, scowling.

	“I’ll live,” he insisted. It wasn’t a lie. Perhaps it was all the practice he’d had recently or simply adrenaline, but he was almost certain he was healing faster than before. The last of the gunfire ceased then, and they shared a sharp intake of breath. “We don’t have time to wait.”

	His voice must have carried, since both Kathryn and Julie chose that moment to approach. With difficulty, Liam bent down and retrieved a discarded pistol—Chandler’s or another’s, he didn’t know. It didn’t matter either; the reassuring weight of it in his hand served to calm his nerves.

	Without another word, they took off a run. Liam tried to bring up the rear, since the most he could manage was a limping trot. Jenn would have none of it though and took up position behind him, vines spread into the familiar shield formation.

	With every step he took, Liam expected to hear another wave of gunfire. It never came. Instead, they crossed the tilled farmland and mounted the fence beyond without as much as a shout of alarm. As they moved among the trees, Liam hesitated and cast a final look back.

	A cloud of smoke hid the far side of the village, thick as morning fog. From the color and lack of motion, it looked to be from the battle and not a fire. He hoped he was right, though the alternative might have been preferable for the survivors.

	Guilt twisted Liam’s gut as he made to join the others. He didn’t mourn Chandler’s death, of course, but the man’s furious words stuck with him. They’d been nothing but an outpouring of emotion, but…

	This is your fault!

	Had the man been right? Was Liam really responsible for the fate of those left behind? If the Occs razed the village to the ground, was that on him? They could have gone around, after all. There was no disputing that the ambush had stirred the Occs to action and, according to both Julie and the lieutenant, the Irregulars had been laying low for weeks without incident.

	They continued to move hastily through the woods for several minutes, until the village faded from sight. Liam barely noticed the journey and was so lost in thought that he nearly collided with Julie from behind.

	“Sorry,” he muttered, then realized she was not moving. Kathryn stood beside her, stationary as well. Frowning, he lifted his head.

	Liam spotted the Hunter instantly. He stood twenty yards away, leaning casually against a tree. And, unlike the one they’d encountered before, his enhanced body was already evident. Nor did he wear the Occ camouflage. Rather, the Hunter was clad in a plain grey, utilitarian outfit.

	“Hello,” he growled. Still, he did not look at them. His gaze was focused on his hands, studying the large, twisted claws that had replaced his fingers.

	For a second, there was silence as the Hunter’s greeting hung in the air between them. Then Julie whimpered. At the sound, the Hunter’s head snapped upward, overlarge eyes seeking her out.

	“Quite the harem you’ve got there,” the Hunter said. At last, he pushed off from his tree and took a casual step closer. As Jenn’s vines rose, he paused and gave a wolfish smile. “You must work fast.”

	“Kat,” Liam murmured, leaning forward without taking his eyes off the Hunter. “Fast and—”

	“Really?” snapped the Hunter, face twisting into a frown. “Just like that? You’ll have your pet vampire kill me?”

	Surprised, Liam straightened. At this, the Hunter’s grin returned, wider than before.

	“That’s right, Liam,” he growled. “I know all about your little pets. And about you too, Fuyuan.”

	Liam stiffened, forcing down the spike of fear that rose at the mention of the name. Glaring, he redoubled his ongoing effort to heal his back. If the Hunter knew his old name, then he certainly knew his abilities too. That alone made him more dangerous than the rest.

	And also, there was something oddly familiar about the Hunter’s face. It was unfamiliar enough that Liam knew he’d never known him personally. Yet something in his eyes felt almost like a memory. Had they crossed paths at the Institute before?

	“Who are you?” Liam asked. He knew the Hunter was almost certainly just stalling them, but a part of him couldn’t resist. “What do you want?”

	The Hunter shrugged.

	“The Institute wants you dead,” he said, seemingly unconcerned by the notion. “But, you probably already knew that. You saw the soldiers. Half the Institute is out here, looking for you. That’s why you didn’t ask. So, what do I want?”

	The Hunter’s face twisted suddenly. Liam took it for a snarl at first, until he noticed the wry smile and realized there was no malice in the expression. Instead, he appeared almost… embarrassed? It wasn’t a look Liam had dreamed Hunter’s capable of making.

	“It’s funny,” the Hunter said, look fading. Again, he glanced down at his claws. “Or, petty, I suppose. But this is actually your fault.”

	There it was again. Blame, responsibility, and guilt.

	“You were supposed to be the Hunter. Zhao—one of the docs—spent weeks adjusting the serum to respond to your enhancement. It was almost ready, too. If you’d waited another day, then our places might have been switched.”

	He looked up. Gone was the thoughtful, almost bemused look. In its place was a vicious, unmasked loathing that sent chills down Liam’s spine and made his still-healing wounds burn. Whatever effort he’d been using to keep his distended jaw from dropping open ceased, and his mouth opened to reveal a mouthful of teeth, sharpened to points.

	“I guess I want you dead,” he growled. The grating, crushed-gravel quality of his voice returned. “I’ll take what should have been mine. The girls. The freedom. All of it.”

	“Wait!” Jenn barked. She took a step forward, twisting her arm from Liam’s grasp when he made to stop her. “Just wait a second.”

	The Hunter eyed her, shoulders fluttering and shoulders rising and falling with each breath. He did not pounce, though.

	“What’s your name?” she asked.

	“Not important.”

	“It is!” Jenn protested. “It’s—”

	“No,” the Hunter interrupted. He barked a laugh. “That’s my name. Wuyong. Not Important. Worthless.”

	If the exchange caught her off guard, Jenn did not show it. She shook her head.

	“It doesn’t matter what they called you,” she said. “You had a name before that one. The Institute is the one who did this to you. They’re the ones who hurt you. Why kill Liam when you can kill them? We’re going to destroy the Institute. Help us do it.”

	“Can’t,” Wuyong growled. “No one can. They’re too strong.”

	“No one can escape the Institute, either,” Jenn said, softer. She lifted her hands, gesturing to herself, then Liam, and even Kathryn in turn.

	For just an instant, Liam saw the conflict in the Hunter’s eyes and dared to hope. The difference Wuyong could make to their cause was unimaginable. And with a Hunter’s might alongside them, the foes who might threaten them were few and far between.

	Wuyong didn’t even bother to speak before leaping. He lunged for Jenn, claws outstretched and jaw dropping open. She yelped at the suddenness of his assault and it was only the instinctive way her vines swept in to shield her face that saved her life. They could not stand up to a Hunter’s assault though and fell to the dirt as Wuyong’s claws sliced through them by the dozens. Jenn cried out as the claws found her shoulder.

	By then, Kathryn was moving as well. She hurled herself at the Hunter, faster than the eye could follow.

	Unfortunately, Wuyong proved supernaturally quick as well. He shrugged, twisting at the waist as Kathryn collided with him. Her nails tore furrows in his side, but the momentum of her strike was wrong and offered no purchase. She bounced off him, hissing.

	Liam raised his pistol, heart pounding. He wanted to curse, but everything was happening to fast. Between his adrenaline and the lingering effects of his injuries, he couldn’t hold the weapon steady enough to aim.

	And then, Julie was there, prying the pistol from his grasp. In the time it took to blink, she claimed it, aimed, and fired once. Liam saw the Hunter jerk violently, slumping over, and then flinched himself as the woman tossed the weapon back to him.

	“For fuck’s sake,” she grumbled, words taking a second to penetrate the ringing of his ears. Still tucked against Julie’s chest, Morgan began to wail. Wincing, she did her best to comfort the child then leaned down to check on her son, as well. “You’ve got to be faster than that, kid. Morgan’s going to wind up deaf at this rate.”

	Not even bothering to tuck his pistol away, Liam rushed to Jenn’s side. She was wincing, sucking air through her teeth as she pressed a hand to her wounded shoulder. Wuyong’s body lay across her legs, but she made no effort to move it. Still, she squinted up at him and nodded appreciatively.

	“Thanks,” she said.

	“Thank Julie,” he replied, using his foot to roll the Hunter’s body off her. Kneeling, he indicated her shoulder. “Let me see that.”

	Jenn brushed him aside as she climbed to her feet. Her injured arm hung limply at her side, the blood leaking out beneath her fingers.

	“Later,” she said, kicking the still-twitching corpse at her feet. “I’ll be fine.”

	“Jenn,” he said sternly. “I know—”

	“Liam,” she growled suddenly, glaring. “The Occs heard that. We need to move. I will be fine.”

	He wanted to argue. Despite her words, the seriousness of Jenn’s wound could not be missed. But her words and the determination gleaming in her eyes made it impossible to argue.

	“If you slow us down, I’m carrying you,” he warned her.

	Jenn grinned, briefly, and took off at a lopsided run. Liam waited, just long enough to confirm that Julie and Kathryn were keeping pace, then followed after.

	It was not until they paused, roughly an hour later, that Liam realized the sun was now at their back. The hills and game trails they’d followed had turned them east—toward the Institute.

	***

	 


“One of these days,” Jenn snarled through gritted teeth. “We’re going to make it from sunrise to sunset with—ow! Careful! Without someone getting shot. Or stabbed. Or clawed to shreds by Hunters.”

	Liam merely smiled, unwilling to laugh as he picked splinters from Jenn’s wound. She’d managed to keep herself from bleeding too terribly along the way, though the tattered remains of her vines had chafed the skin and left it full of plant matter. He continued working, angling her as he went to use the last of the daylight to inspect her. Though he had closed most of the wounds themselves with his blood, he didn’t trust her body to expel the last of the debris on its own.

	“It was worth it though,” she said.

	Liam looked up sharply. Jenn wasn’t teasing him; her expression was wholly earnest. Aside from the knowing smirk, of course.

	“Remember what the Hunter said?” she continued. “Those Occs came from the Institute. Half of the Institute is out looking for us. We can sneak in, free the others like us, and take the whole place before the Occs know what’s happening! If we attack them now, they won’t stand a chance!”

	The hair on the back of Liam’s neck stood up. He did likewise, staring down at his blood-soaked hands. Their stickiness left him nauseous and he turned to Kathryn. The girl crouched contentedly nearby, sipping from his canteen. Waving her over, he held out his hands, palms cupped expectantly.

	He should have known better. Instead of cooperating, Kathryn seized his wrists and popped the first of his bloody fingers into her mouth.

	Startled, Liam tried to pull back. The girl’s grip proved too strong, however. So trapped, he looked to Jenn and cleared his throat.

	“Won’t stand a chance?” he said.

	Jenn sighed, but her reaction was lost on Kathryn. The girl nodded enthusiastically.

	“Fath an’ throng!” she mumbled, mouth full of fingers. Apparently satisfied with her contribution, she began to hum.

	The buzzing warmth and wetness of Kathryn’s mouth were distracting, while the caress of her tongue proved even more so. It reminded him of intimate moments he’d shared with Jenn. To be reminded of them now, by a kneeling Kathryn, no less, was unsettling in the extreme.

	And, to make matters worse, she knew it. Kathryn’s large, golden eyes were half-lidded as she stared up at him suggestively.

	And then, the corner of her mouth twitching upward, she moaned softly.

	Liam yanked his hand back so violently he nearly sliced it on her fangs. His heart was racing, the echoes of Kathryn’s lusty voice doing more for him than he cared to admit. He glared at her and snatched his canteen back to finish the job her tongue had begun.

	All the while, Kathryn’s smoky-eyed stare lingered.

	Desperate for a distraction, Liam turned to Julie. She was seated against a tree, dress tugged down off her shoulders, with her daughter firmly attached to one breast.

	Noticing his obvious awkwardness, Julie grinned broadly.

	“Sorry, kid,” she teased. “Better than listening to her cry all night. Trust me.”

	Liam couldn’t argue with that. Still, he couldn’t bring himself to look at her either, however natural the act might be. He eyed the tree instead, focusing several inches above the top of her head.

	“So,” he said. “Any advice from Aunt Julie?”

	“About attacking the Institute?”

	“That’s right.”

	“It’s a good idea,” she said, without hesitation. At Liam’s look of incredulity, she chuckled and continued. “Well, it’s a damnfool crazy idea. But, if you’re going to do it, this is a good time.”

	Liam nodded slowly with a dawning sense of resignation. This was really going to happen. The three of them—four if you counted Julie—were going to challenge the Institute directly. Even at half-strength, the audacity of it took his breath away.

	“We’re all going to die, aren’t we?” he said.

	Julie barked a sudden laugh and shrugged.

	“Probably,” she admitted. “But you’d die doing something good. Helping people. Maybe even saving a few.” Another shrug. “Not a bad way to go.”

	Liam had nothing to say to that. Scott had said something similar before he’d left. He wondered briefly if they would have liked one another. They certainly shared a certain crass gallows humor.

	Julie stirred, tugging her dress back up before standing. As if on cue, her son scrambled down from the branches of the tree he’d been climbing and silently grabbed her free hand.

	“On that note,” Julie said, “I’m going to head back.”

	A stunned silence greeted the announcement. Liam and Jenn stared at her in unmitigated shock, and even Kathryn looked up from her feet.

	“W-what?” Liam stammered. “Why? What about the Occs?”

	“I’ll be careful,” Julie said. She shrugged, yet again. “If they’re still there, I’ll wait. I doubt they’ll stick around past dark.”

	She glanced up at the sky, now darkened to a rich purple, then back at Liam. “If you’re going to go, it should be now. You can make it there by sundown. It’s not that far.”

	For several seconds, Liam stood motionless and tried to find any justification to argue. And then, there was nothing for it but to bid farewell. He’d known the woman less than a day, but Liam was surprised by the emotions parting raised. Perhaps, in hindsight, it shouldn’t have been unexpected; Julie had accomplished an awful lot in those short hours.

	Liam wasn’t sure how such things were supposed to go. His sole experience with one had been Scott. And, while the man was many things, normal could not be counted among them.

	Fortunately, Julie saved him from himself. She drew him into a crooked, one-armed hug, Morgan carefully cradled between them.

	“Don’t die,” she warned him.

	Liam grinned and, when it faltered, merely nodded. He stepped back, then again in haste as Jenn pushed past him to embrace Julie as well. Theirs lingered far longer. It ended with a brief, whispered exchange that left Julie laughing and Jenn’s cheeks pink.

	Then, to Liam’s astonishment, Kathryn approached. She moved with a nervous energy, the tightness of her face suggesting she might flee at the slightest provocation. Julie clearly noticed, since she held out an arm and waited for the girl to draw near before giving her an exceedingly gentle hug.

	“You’re in good hands,” Julie murmured.

	Kathryn stiffened, then smiled. She was practically beaming as she slipped free of the woman’s arm.

	“Good hands,” she chirped, testing the words. Liam pretended not to notice the glance she sent his way.

	The intimacy of the moment, made all the more profound by the relative quiet of the early evening, left him wishing they could continue on like this, dragging out the farewell for all eternity. But that wouldn’t do. Julie was right; they needed to hurry if they hoped to beat the Occ forces back to the Institute.

	“Be careful,” he said, casting a final look in Julie’s direction.

	She did not look back at him, already turned toward home. Instead, she lifted a hand and gave it a casual wave.

	“Always am,” she said.


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	 

	Night had fallen in earnest by the time they reached the Institute. Deliberately or not, Liam had learned from his mistakes. He halted deep within the woods, a hundred yards from the edge of the tree line and half again that distance from the twenty-foot, razor wire laced perimeter fence. Jenn and Kathryn followed his example, crouching low in the darkness beside him.

	“Ready?” Liam asked.

	“Not yet,” Jenn whispered, scurrying away. “Give me a second.”

	At first, Liam thought she’d gone to relieve herself, until she laid a hand on the trunk of a nearby oak. This was followed by a sound like tearing cloth and the crack of branches high above. Jenn caught the falling vine in her arms and managed to keep all but the very end from striking the ground. She tested it then, pulling and twisting the length she held in her arms. Liam didn’t know what she was testing for, but whatever it was, she was obviously satisfied with the result. She held out her arms and maintained the stance for several seconds, as the vine coiled around her waist and torso. Though she’d collected scraps along the way, this newest contribution was, by far, the most significant in both length and girth.

	Eyeing it, Liam couldn’t but feel a bit jealous. Jenn gestured, grinning as the vine shot down her arm and froze, rigid and quivering, inches from a tree some twenty feet away.

	“Now, I’m ready,” she said.

	Beside him, Kathryn made a face.

	Silent as the grave, the three of them inched forward until only a few trees separated them from the moat-like clearing between the woods and the walls. The sight of them set Liam’s hands to trembling.

	The compound was absolutely massive. A dozen structures lay at the center, sheer, imposing, and of unmistakably pre-war construction. Even the smallest of them could have consumed the entirety of Julie’s village with ease. And, encircling the buildings at eight points, squat, blocky guard towers punctuated the darkness with dazzling spotlights.

	Liam exhaled slowly. Looking back, it seemed a miracle that he’d escaped at all.

	A growl tickled his ear and Liam turned to find Jenn staring straight ahead. Her eyes gleamed with a savage light.

	“Bastards,” she snarled. “I’m going to kill you all. Every last one of you.”

	Liam reached over and squeezed her hand. Jenn flinched, then relaxed as her rage softened to a tight-lipped smile.

	“What’s the plan?” she asked.

	Liam balked. He’d assumed—mistakenly, it seemed—that Jenn had a notion on how to proceed. But, since she had not…

	“First things first,” he said. Pulling his pistol from the waist of his trousers, he used it to gesture in a sweeping motion. “The fence.”

	Jenn made no reply. Watching her for some reaction, Liam canted his head. “There’s too much razor wire so I don’t think we should try climbing. I could manage it, but it’d be slow and that doesn’t help you two. There are plenty of gates, though. Could you handle the lock like you did for Kathryn?”

	Jenn nodded and Liam blew out another slow breath. A hand found his and he glanced over to find Kathryn staring back at him.

	“I’m Kathryn,” she said.

	Despite his rapid heartbeat and looming sense of dread, this helpful contribution made Liam smile. He leaned over and placed an affectionate kiss on the girl’s brow. Though he did not speak, Kathryn’s eyes lit up as if he’d praised her. She shot a smug look at Jenn, who sighed.

	“Okay,” Jenn said, visibly impatient. “Then what?”

	“Once we’re through, it’s open until we reach the buildings,” Liam said. He gestured to the nearest guard towers, then at the hundred yard gap between them. “The only problem is the towers. They’re not always manned, but we won’t know until we get close. And under the circumstances…”

	He trailed off, grimacing as his words hung over them.

	“I’ll take the lead,” he continued. “Just in case. If there are any guards—”

	“Fast and strong!” Kathryn interrupted.

	“That’s right.” Again, Liam grinned. “If anyone fires at us, Kathryn can handle them.”

	“I’m Kathryn!”

	In her enthusiasm, Kathryn’s voice had grown beyond a whisper and Liam quickly shushed her with a finger to her lips.

	“How are you feeling?” he asked her. “Still fast and strong? Or do you need more blood?”

	Kathryn hesitated, then shrugged. This time, her voice remained at an appropriate volume. “Fast and strong,” she said. “Feed now and fast is faster.”

	It took Liam a few seconds to wrangle her words into a comprehensible shape. Once he had, he tugged at the collar of his shirt to better expose his neck. This yanked free several spots where blood had congealed and glued the fabric to his skin. The feeling of peeling it free was oddly satisfying and held his attention long enough for Kathryn to press up against his back and bite down.

	“Just a little bit,” he reminded her, wincing. “I still need to be able to heal.”

	She answered with a gurgle.

	“So,” Jenn said, a peculiar note in her voice. “We get past the guard towers. Then what?”

	Liam’s hands balled into fists against his knees as he struggled to think, and speak, past the burning ache radiating out from his shoulder. At least, he told himself that was the reason for his distraction—not the feeling of Kathryn’s soft, nubile body resting against his back.

	“Do you know where they keep the other, uh, ones like us?” he asked.

	Jenn shook her head. “I don’t remember,” she admitted. “I barely remember this place. Guess I tried too hard to forget.”

	What would that be like, Liam wondered. He could barely even glance at the distant buildings without wanting to curl up in a ball. Just the mechanical hum of generators and unidentified machinery was making the hair on the back of his arms stand up.

	“They kept me in that one the last few months,” he said, gesturing slightly with the arm opposite Kathryn’s bite. He indicated the northmost building, jaw clenching. From this angle, the upper story window through which he’d fled was hidden behind a guard tower. He resisted the urge to crane his neck and search for it.

	“Should we start there?” Jenn asked.

	He shook his head—or started to, anyway—then hissed in pain and caught himself.

	“No,” he said. “I don’t think they kept anyone else there. Not that I saw, at least. And if Wuyong was telling the truth, that might just be where they… turn people into Hunters.”

	“That might make a good place to look,” Jenn suggested, almost delicately.

	Liam could grasp the truth of her words, even if Jenn was too thoughtful to speak it directly. But a part of him just couldn’t do it. Not yet.

	“Let’s start somewhere else,” he said. Fighting his body’s urge to begin shaking, he pointed at an adjacent building, virtually identical in size and joined to his by a small, brick-enclosed walkway. “How about that one? It’s a bit closer and we can search both without coming back outside.”

	“Okay, Liam.”

	At the use of his name, Liam glanced at her, despite the pain it created in his neck. Jenn’s expression was subdued, her hands nervously kneading a section of the thick vine she’d recently obtained. Already, there was a pile of mossy, castoff fragments piling on the ground between her knees.

	She was scared, he realized with no small amount of surprise. For all her rage and determination, Jenn might actually be more frightened than he was. And, somewhat counterintuitively, that understanding soothed his own fears.

	“It’ll be fine,” he assured her. Setting his pistol down, he reached over and tenderly cupped her cheek. “This is what you wanted, remember? We’ll burn it to the ground.”

	Jenn reached up and cradled the hand he’d pressed to her cheek. Her fingers were hot—or perhaps his were simply chilled—but the contrast only made her faint trembling more apparent. Blinking back tears, she kissed the inside of his wrist.

	“Liam,” she whispered. “I love you. No matter what happens. I love you.”

	It wasn’t the first time she’d said the words. But, under the circumstances, hearing them now somehow made them feel far more real to him than they had before. Real enough to make his heart pound from an emotion other than fear.

	“I love you too,” he said.

	A sudden, sharp pain in his shoulder nearly made him cry out. Twisting, Liam glared at Kathryn from the corner of his eye.

	“All right,” he said. “That’s enough.”

	Kathryn tugged her fangs free, though she kept her mouth tightly sealed around the puncture wounds to collect the leaking blood until they healed. Her eyes were twinkling brightly, practically aglow. And within them, Liam saw something beyond the mischievousness he’d come to expect.

	When at last she drew back, Kathryn smiled at him with red-stained teeth.

	“Love Liam too,” she announced. It was not a joking comment, but one she spoke in earnest.

	Liam hesitated. He wanted to glance at Jenn, but sensed it would be the wrong thing to do. Instead, he grinned, then leaned down and kissed the girl’s brow a second time.

	“Course you do,” he murmured. “Love you too, Kat.”

	***

	 


They ran for the fence, crouching low despite the darkness concealing their approach. Liam’s heart was pounding and his hands were so slick with sweat that he had to take extra care not to drop his pistol along the way. The last thing they needed was an unplanned gunshot to give them away. Still, they managed to reach the chosen gate without incident.

	He squatted low, Kathryn beside him, as Jenn worked her magic on the locks. Her muttered cursing filtered to him as she did so, and he forced himself to remain silent. His heart nearly stopped each time the guard towers’ spotlights glided toward them, despite having all but memorized their pattern by the third sweep.

	Even so, the soft mechanical click of the final lock mechanism was music to his ears. He stood, helping Jenn lift the large, metal gate to keep its hinges from squeaking or its frame from dragging noisily across the dirt. They did not throw it wide, of course, but merely pried it open the foot or so necessary for the three of them to squeeze through the gap.

	And then, they were in. If the anticipation had been stressful, the reality of setting foot inside the Institute’s grounds was nearly unbearable. Liam panted as they scurried forward. The echo of their footsteps seemed as loud as thunder in his ears. He was so fixated on that fact that, when the unthinkable happened, he barely had time to react.

	With deliberate suddenness, one of the spotlights snapped to him. Liam threw up an arm to shield his face from the blinding light, too stunned to dive for cover as the others had. A gunshot boomed out. He didn’t feel it hit, though it must have. One second, he was standing there, and the next he’d been spun and his left leg had given out.

	Kathryn’s roar was nearly as penetrating as the bullet. Liam looked to her and saw only the blur of her limbs as she hurtled toward the guard tower. It must have been twenty yards, not to mention the ten or so necessary to reach the lip of the platform, but the girl managed it with ease. There was a cry, cut short a split-second after it sounded, and then the spotlight beam that had discovered him veered wildly up into the night sky.

	Jenn was at his side in an instant. Her face seemed pale, though it could have been nothing more than the afterimage floating in front of Liam’s eyes, and she glanced nervously at the second guard tower. Then, when no additional gunfire sounded, she returned her focus to Liam.

	“Can you walk?” she asked, voice tense.

	Liam glanced down. The bullet had struck him in the hip and, from the pain beginning to lance down his leg, had almost certainly shattered bone.

	“No,” he growled, teeth gritting as he fought to keep the pain at bay long enough to focus. “I need a minute.”

	Jenn glanced around, again. “We may not have a minute. We need to get inside.”

	Groaning as a new, stronger wave of pain began to assert itself, Liam pressed a hand to his wounded side and willed his body to begin healing. He could feel hot blood welling up under his palm and cursed himself for not reacting faster. Jenn and Kathryn had managed it, so why hadn’t he?

	Lifting his spare arm, he waved it helplessly. “Drag me, then.”

	He expected Jenn to hesitate, but she did not. Instead, her hand found his wrist, fingers tightening as vines spiraled around their joined limbs to provide extra support. Then she began to move, dragging him as he’d instructed.

	At first, it wasn’t so bad. How many times had he been dragged from a battlefield? Whatever the number, Liam was strangely used to having his back bruised from such treatment. What made it worse was the first time his heel caught on a slight divot in the dirt. The jolt it sent through him was infinitely worse than the gunshot itself and he howled through his teeth.

	He felt Jenn hesitate, though only slightly. Bracing himself for more, Liam blinked away tears and dug his fingers into the flesh of his thigh. He’d healed from worse and he’d be damned if his body surrendered now.

	To his surprise, it worked, and quite efficiently at that. He heard the crunch of adjusting bone—uncomfortably familiar by now—and then the blisteringly hot itch of his flesh knitting back together. By the time Jenn hauled him to the edge of the building, the worst of the pain had completely faded.

	“Help me up,” he muttered. At her skeptical look, he scowled and gestured impatiently. “I’m fine! Really!”

	Relying on her vines, Jenn pulled him upright. Liam winced as he cautiously shifted weight to his shot-through leg and sensed its weakness. He’d be limping a bit longer, but it could still support him. He gave it a shake, then looked around.

	“Where’s Kathryn?” he asked.

	Jenn shrugged, then turned. She’d scarcely done so when, out of the gloom, Kathryn emerged. The girl still moved inhumanly fast. Each step carried her several yards, giving the impression that she was skipping, despite traveling faster than Liam could have while sprinting.

	She was moving so quickly, in fact, that she failed to stop in time. Liam watched, grimly amused, as the girl planted her heels and skidded hard into the wall. She yelped as she caught herself, then flashed a lopsided smile as she proudly lifted her chin. It, like her hands, was covered in fresh blood.

	“Fast and strong!” she chirped. “Can show! More inside?”

	Liam nodded, then set off toward the nearest door. There were several along the building’s outer edge, placed seemingly at random. And, despite the Institute’s otherwise significant security, they were unlocked as well. Rather than the handles he was accustomed to from the interior doors, this one possessed a flat, horizontal bar that shifted slightly as he put his weight on it.

	He stormed into the building first, fully expecting to suffer additional gunfire as he did. Instead, he found himself in a recessed corner of an unspeakably large chamber. Dozens of enormous, metal tanks filled the center of the room. Pipes lined the ceiling, carrying unknown liquids to and fro, while large vats that looked like massively oversized canteens gurgled audibly. And, shuffling from place to place on some unknown task, stood a half-dozen men.

	Liam wanted to gawk, both at the sheer size of the room and its inscrutable contents. Instead, it all faded to insignificance as he studied the uniforms worn by the occupants. They were not the camouflaged, tactical outfits he’d seen on the outside, but the long, white coats he remembered from before.

	Memories, a surge of them so powerful it took his breath away, washed over him. Memories of hours spent sobbing in his cell. Of pain so intense he could do nothing but scream. Of shouted orders that left him trembling. Of cold, feminine eyes staring down at him as he begged for the suffering to end.

	Memories of white coats and gloved hands that held him down, no matter how hard he fought or how much he begged.

	Run. Get away. Run. They’ll hurt you.

	Rage, then.

	Liam’s pistol was in his hand. He didn’t remember carrying it; he was certain he’d dropped it when he’d been shot. But, there it was.

	And, there they were.

	He knew Jenn and Kathryn were behind him, but he didn’t turn to look. He couldn’t look away. Not anymore.

	“Kill them all,” he ordered.

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	 

	Liam’s ears rang with the echo of gunfire. He barely heard it, however, over the furious pounding of his own heartbeat. His pistol was empty, but he continued to clutch it, white-knuckled, as he stared down at the body of the last man he’d killed.

	The man’s coat was stained red in three places, eyes wide. A pale blue mask covered the lower half of his face, but from the way it lay, Liam suspected his mouth was still open.

	He bent down, peeling the top of the mask back to be sure, and then nodded in satisfaction.

	Still open.

	Seized by a sudden impulse, Liam struck the dead man in the face. The blow stung his knuckles, but heard something in the man’s face crack. The sound was satisfying, almost poetically so.

	These men had hurt him, not so long ago. They’d hurt him, over and over. And each time, they’d walked away unharmed. Now the situation was reversed.

	Before he knew what he was doing, Liam had settled into a rhythm. His fist rose and fell, each new blow adding to the satisfaction burning a hole in his chest. And, with each passing second, the man’s body shattered more.

	It took a long time for Jenn to pull him off the corpse.

	“Liam!” she cried, when she finally managed it. “Stop it! We have to keep moving!”

	He blinked, feeling as though he’d woken from a nap he hadn’t remembered starting. He glanced down, stomach turning at the sight of what his hands had wrought. Very little of the man remained recognizable.

	Liam’s hand itched, as the skin on his knuckles repaired itself. 

	“Liam,” Jenn repeated. Her eyes were wide with urgency. “We need to move.”

	He nodded, struggling to shake off his numbness. Glancing around, he was surprised to see more corpses bearing the red-coated signs of gunfire. He barely remembered firing. How many of the dead were his?

	“Liam!”

	“Right,” he said, tearing his gaze away. “Let’s go.”

	Together, they picked their way over the dead. Kathryn did likewise, staring up at Liam with an admiring grin. Unlike the two of them, she had no qualms about walking across the bodies of the fallen Occs.

	“The next building is yours,” Jenn reminded him, as they neared the hallway that led to the next building.

	Liam paused, just long enough to take a preparatory breath. The idea didn’t seem real to him yet, at least not in his current state. Some part of his fugue remained, numbing him to the reality of what awaited them.

	The hallway was narrow, windowless, and crammed with spare equipment. Once again, Liam took the lead and eased open the double doors. Something about the passage alarmed him, and for greater reason than what awaited them at the end. If there were Occs waiting for them, he’d have absolutely no shelter.

	“Where is everyone?” he said, glancing at Jenn. “This feels wrong.”

	She nodded, waving her vines forward. Several were covered in blood, he noticed. Not that it seemed to matter much, as they snatched up improvised weapons. Most would be poor implements—how many Occs had ever been killed by a broom?—but the sheer volume of them was reassuring. So armed, the three of them inched forward.

	They’d only just passed the midway point of the hallway when they Occs pounced. Two men spun into view, one on either side of the far doors. They leveled pistols, immediately firing through the glass.

	Unlike when they’d been ambushed by the guard tower, Liam moved first. He flung himself in front of Jenn, tackling her to the floor and sheltering her with his body. He felt himself struck, two—three times in the back, before the violence ceased.

	Jenn grimaced beneath him, obviously pained but not looking as though she’d been shot. Liam lifted his head slightly and spotted Kathryn, too. The girl had wedged herself in the gap between a metal cart and an upended table. She had not been hit, either, though her mouth was twisted into a vicious snarl.

	Liam exhaled slowly, expecting the pain to reach him. But, it did not. He frowned, reaching for it with his mind. He could feel the wounds on his back and the tunnels through his flesh left by the bullets. He could even measure to which the damage should have pained him.

	And yet, the pain wasn’t there. It was as though something inside him held it at bay. Keeping it just beyond arm’s reach. Was he in shock? Had the bullets somehow damaged a part of him necessary for regulating pain?

	Liam struggled to his feet, his injuries slowing the effort. He heard the Occs curse in the language he could almost understand, and turned to find them urgently reloading the guns they’d shot him with. He stepped forward, dropping his own pistol and holding his arms outstretched.

	“Jenn,” he said, calmly. “Your turn.”

	The Occs finished reloading and Liam grunted as he felt more rounds strike him. He staggered, feeling his body weaken as the new wounds took their toll. But, as before, the pain did not come when expected.

	By then, Jenn was moving. And, as she hurtled past him, Liam knew he would never see a more majestic sight. Every one of Jenn’s vines was alive. Some held her aloft, braced against walls and the floor until she filled the narrow hallway. Others hurled the weapons she’d collected. Most clattered against the doors, but a few found their marks.

	Liam watched, barking an involuntary laugh as the broom he’d so casually dismissed buried itself in one of the Occ’s chest. The other suffered a similar fate as Jenn’s primary vine lashed out and speared him through the heart. Both tumbled back. If either made any cry, it was inaudible amid the crash of debris.

	And, just like that, Jenn shrunk back to normal. She rushed to Liam’s side, vines going limp, save for a few that knit together to shield them both.

	“Oh, Liam,” she murmured, hands shaking as she reached toward his chest.

	He glanced down, noting the fresh holes in his shirt. He smiled wryly. Not at the wounds, of course, as those were undeniably serious, but at the continued mystery of the absent pain.

	A flicker of movement caught his attention, and he lifted his gaze to spot Kathryn leaping from her hiding place. She was headed toward the end of the hall.

	“Kathryn!” he called out. But, naturally, he was too slow. The girl had already reached the doors and vaulted through the shattered, inlaid windows before her name had left his lips.

	“Don’t talk!” Jenn snapped, pressing her palms against his wounds. “Focus on healing!”

	Liam could feel the pressure there just fine. And, bizarrely, that discomfort remained far greater than the wounds themselves. Still, he didn’t want to worry Jenn any more than was necessary. Closing his eyes, he lay back and focused on healing.

	He’d been healing faster than usual the last day or two, but the swiftness of it now floored him. Liam had scarcely begun to focus when he felt the wounds begin to close. He wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t heard the rattle of a bullet onto the floor as his body expelled it.

	He sat up, ignoring Jenn’s protests. He pulled her hands off his wounds and focused. And, as before, within seconds, the bullets popped free and the wounds resealed. His back took a bit longer, perhaps because he couldn’t see the precise spot he’d been hit, but nevertheless repaired itself in the time he might previously have handled a simple scratch.

	“Huh,” he said.

	Liam climbed to his feet. Jenn remained kneeling, her face ashen and full of disbelief.

	“How did you—?” she began.

	“Later,” Liam said. “We need to help Kathryn.”

	Reaching down, he helped Jenn to her feet. She moved slowly, unsteadily, as if she’d been the one shot. He left her standing there, confident that she’d be able to follow. The effort proved in vain, however, since by the time he reached the end of the hallway, the battle was already over.

	Kathryn stood in the center of a ring of corpses, licking the blood from her hand. Six men lay at her feet, their bodies twisted and torn in numerous ways. And, though her dress was now stained a vibrant pink, Kathryn’s self-satisfied grin was unmistakable.

	It vanished as Liam stepped through the door, replaced by a look of relief.

	“Liam!” she chirped. “Not dead!”

	As Liam approached, her expression took on a note of bewilderment. “Not hurt?” she said. “How?”

	“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I can heal faster now. Like, really fast.”

	Kathryn darted toward him, still moving impossibly quick. This time, she did not overshoot her target, but instead came to a stop inches in front of him. Grabbing his shirt she yanked it up as if to confirm he was, in fact, fully healed. And, when that did not prove enough to satisfy her curiosity, poked his stomach with a slick finger.

	“Fast and strong,” she said. “Kathryn too. Faster fast, stronger strong. Liam and Kathryn. Faster and stronger. Both.” Cocking her head, she frowned and continued. “Blood-secret? Special Liam blood?”

	“Maybe,” he said, considering the girl’s words. And, more precisely, whether or not he’d pieced together her meaning. “But, Plant—er, Jenn has gotten stronger too, I think. And she doesn’t drink blood, so…”

	Liam’s words faded away as his mind finally began to take in the reality of his surroundings. The walls, the doors, and everything about them were so familiar that it struck him like a physical blow. He couldn’t breathe. His heart pounded so ferociously it felt as though he was being stabbed with each beat. His eyes closed and he sank to the floor, groaning.

	Don’t hurt me. Don’t hurt me. Don’t hurt me. Please. Please.

	“Shut up!” he snarled. His nails dug into the meat of his arms until he felt blood leak out around his fingertips. “Shut up!”

	It didn’t help.

	Run. Get away. Run. They’ll hurt you.

	“Stop,” he moaned. His voice was pitiful and insignificant in his own ears. “Please. No more.”

	A hand touched his shoulder. Liam flinched, but did not bother trying to escape. What was the point? He was back. Why had he done this? Why had he come back? They were going to hurt him again!

	Jenn’s arms enveloped him, pulling him close. He could feel the warmth of her body, the ever-present scent of flowers filling his nose as he gasped an involuntary breath. Her cheek lay against his temple, lips tickling his ear as she whispered.

	“It’s okay, Liam. You’re okay.”

	Run.

	“We’re going to burn it down.”

	Run.

	“They’ll never hurt you again.”

	Slowly, painfully, Liam allowed himself to uncurl. His whole body ached from his sustained panic, arms stinging as they healed from self-inflicted wounds. Even as they did, Jenn continued to embrace him. It was not until he breathed a shaky sigh that she pulled back enough to look him in the eye.

	“I love you,” she whispered.

	The words felt almost blasphemous under the present circumstances, but brought a weak smile to Liam’s face, nevertheless. He nodded, running a hand through his hair. Then a second time. Anything present, anything real, to distract him from the terror and the voices screaming in his ear.

	“Love you too,” he managed, after a moment.

	Jenn beamed at him as she helped him to his feet.

	“Let’s go kill some Occs,” she said.

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	 

	 

	“That’s the one,” Liam said, the tightness of his throat making him hoarse. Merely looking at the cell door made his legs weak and he dropped his gaze back to the first floor as soon as he was certain Jenn had the right one.

	She kissed his cheek.

	“I’ll go check it,” she offered. “You stay here with Kathryn. Don’t let her wander off.”

	Liam gave a small nod and gratefully turned his attention to the girl. She stood beside him, eyeing him with transparent worry. At his look, she donned a gentle smile and offered him her a hand, mostly licked clean of blood. He took it gladly, surprised by its quivering. It took several seconds of study to realize he was the source of it.

	The sound of Jenn’s footsteps drew his attention as she mounted the stairs, three at a time. Though he couldn’t bring himself to look directly at her as she neared the source of his anxiety, he continued to track her progress from the corner of his eye.

	The rasp of metal-on-metal as she undid the exterior bolts sent another jolt of panic through him. Liam’s fingers tightened around Kathryn’s as he forced himself to glance up in Jenn’s direction. He did so repeatedly, holding it for a heartbeat at a time.

	As the door opened, however, the sound of movement reached him. Liam looked up fully, just in time to see someone rush from the cell. They collided with Jenn, pinning her to the thin railing that lined the edge of the second-floor walkway.

	“Jenn!” he yelped. Kathryn’s hand yanked free of his as she prepared to leap.

	He needn’t have worried. A second later, the sound of sobbing filled the air and Liam realized that Jenn was not under attack. Instead, the person who’d emerged from the cell had wrapped their arms around Jenn’s back in a desperate embrace.

	Jenn’s vines, which had risen in anticipation, now dropped to dangle loosely over the walkway’s edge.

	“It’s Nora!” Jenn called down to them. The relief and delight in her voice were unmistakable. “It’s really you! Liam, it’s her! We found her!”

	The next few moments were a blur of activity and rushed introductions that felt nearly as unreal to Liam as the non-pain of his earlier wounds. Nora was every bit Jenn’s equal in most ways. They shared the same pale blue eyes, the same smile, and even looked to be the same age. In fact, they could have passed for sisters, if Nora had not stood more than a full head taller than Jenn. She loomed over Liam as well, though she scarcely noticed him for the way she fawned over her friend.

	Liam was more than content to observe, however. Much as he tried not to, there was no missing the woman’s long, elegant legs and accompanying curves. In fact, everything from the neck down was wholly enticing. So instead, he studied the woman’s hair—a rich auburn to Jenn’s black—since he could look nowhere else without distraction.

	There was something familiar about her, in much the same way that he’d had the vague impression of recognizing Wuyong. The comparison, apt though it was, left him feeling guilty. Even more guilty than he’d felt ogling the woman.

	He was still staring when Jenn’s voice startled him from his reverie.

	“Liam, we should go.” She stepped toward him, still clutching Nora’s hand. “We’ve made a lot of noise. If we don’t leave now, they’ll trap us here.”

	He was just about to agree when Nora interjected.

	“Wait!” she exclaimed, glancing at Jenn and gesturing toward another hallway. This one lay opposite the direction they’d come, heading deeper into the Institute proper. “There are others! At least ten of them. They’re in the next block.”

	Kathryn looked at him. Then Jenn did likewise, followed by Nora. All of them looking at him. Waiting.

	Liam froze, panicking under the sudden, unwelcome responsibility. Being here, in this building, only made thinking harder. They wanted him to decide? How would he know what to do? It wasn’t fair, leaving the decision to him.

	Gunfire rang out, distant and muffled, but unmistakable. At the sound of it, all the adrenaline that had evaporated in the minutes since their last fight returned.

	If they were still here when the Occs arrived, it would be over. Whether reinforcements from Julie’s village or not, there would still be dozens or hundreds of Occs just waiting to slaughter them. Even if he could survive their bullets, the others could not. He would be captured. He would lose everything.

	Run.

	But, others. There were others. Just like him. Suffering, just as he had. If he left them, their fate was sealed.

	More memories returned to him, not of the Institute. Memories from outside these walls. He remembered charging headlong toward a burning village, downing an Occ officer with his bow, despite knowing it would accomplish nothing. Remembered that overwhelming helplessness.

	He would never have a better chance.

	“Fuck it,” he said. “Let’s go get them.”

	It proved easier said than done. No sooner had they breached the hallway to the next block than an alarm sounded. The siren was piercing. Liam clapped his hands over his ears and backpedaled, certain they’d sprung a trap of some kind.

	He realized his error a moment later, in a flash of insight. He’d heard the sound before, albeit much quieter through the door to his cell. And then, as if to confirm his suspicions, he heard an eruption of distant gunfire.

	“Come on,” he shouted, hands still pressed to his ears. The others followed him, showing similar signs of discomfort at the continuous wail.

	Unfortunately, the siren was not the worst obstacle. That honor fell to the doors on the far end of the hallway. Where the others had obviously been designed for convenience, those now before them mirrored the door to his cell. Both the frame and the doors themselves were made of steel, and reinforced many times over.

	They were also locked.

	Liam did not even try to break it down. He stood aside, permitting Jenn to test her vines. She tried the locks first but quickly gave up with a shake of her head. Neither did brute force prove successful. The cracks above and below the doors were sealed tight and the metal plates did not even buckle beneath the fiercest blows she could deliver.

	Liam was just about to suggest they find another way in when Nora stepped forward. She stilled the agitated flailing of Jenn’s vines with a hand, then glanced between the two of them, smiling.

	“I can do this,” she said. “My enhancement… well, it does weird things to metal.”

	At Liam’s expression, her smile widened and she gestured back the way they’d come.

	“Head back to that block,” she said. Then she hesitated and pointed at Liam’s pistol. “Can I see that?”

	Confused but curious, he handed the weapon over. It was out of ammo, so he wasn’t sure why he’d continued carrying it, but—

	“Go!” Nora said, waving him away. “Trust me, just do it.”

	Frowning, Liam obeyed. He hurried to join Jenn and Kathryn, both of whom peeked out around the corners like the Occs who’d originally guarded the room. There he waited, squinting to make out the details of Nora’s actions. Seeing, however, proved far different than understanding.

	Nora stood, halfway down the hall. She clutched Liam’s pistol in one hand and, as he watched in utter bewilderment, lifted it and delivered a slow, purposeful lick along the barrel. Then she hurled it at the door, promptly turning and fleeing toward them.

	“Get back!” she shouted.

	The door exploded. Liam yelped and toppled backward in surprise. He scrambled to his feet, rushing after Jenn who had darted into the hallway a split-second before him. There they found Nora, flat on her face with her arms shielding the rear of her head. The back of her clothing was scorched in several places, though, admittedly, it was so filthy to begin with that it made the damage fairly irrelevant.

	As Jenn helped Nora to her feet, Liam darted past with Kathryn on his heels. The doors had been blown open. On one side, the door was simply gone. On the other, the lower half had been warped back by the force of the explosion, hinges torn. He paused a moment to confirm that Jenn and Nora were following, then plunged through the lingering cloud of black smoke and into the block.

	***

	 


As before, Liam expected to be shot the moment he emerged on the other side of the acrid cloud. And, in a sense, he was half-right.

	There were Occs and they were armed. But there were only two of them, standing opposite him near the center of the room. They were surrounded on three sides by mountains of machinery and hastily overturned tables, and their guns were trained, not on Liam, but on a dozen or so slouching figures with bound arms and covered faces. At the sight of them, Liam froze, mind racing.

	He was too far away. If he charged, the Occs could kill every one of their hostages twice over before he reached them. Kathryn could have made it, but it wouldn’t be clean. They were simply too far. Their best would be to provoke the Occs somehow. If they fired at Liam, he could endure their gunfire long enough for Kathryn to do the rest.

	If only he still had his pistol.

	The wail of the siren ended suddenly, more conspicuous in its absence than it had been in life. Past the ringing in his ears, Liam heard footsteps and turned slightly to spy Jenn and Nora approach. Both froze as he had, once they spotted the Occs and their hostages.

	No one moved.

	“You’re late, Fuyuan,” called a gravelly voice.

	With exaggerated slowness, Wuyong rose from behind a table. It took several seconds for Liam’s brain to recognize the Hunter. If it hadn’t been for his wide, too-malicious smile, he might not have. He looked to Jenn and found her expression of shock mirrored his own.

	Beside him, Kathryn merely growled.

	“You look surprised to see me,” the Hunter said, strolling closer. He appeared to have stopped his transformation mid-way. While his fingers had shifted to their clawed form, his jaw and ears remained mostly human. “Want me to explain? I can, you know. I’m just here to stall for time.”

	“Damn it, Wuyong!” snapped a new voice. The speaker emerged from cover, opposite the Hunter.

	The woman looked to be several years older than Julie, although it was difficult to be sure with her face red and her features contorted into a furious scowl. Her fists hung at her sides, but she seemed to want to raise them. They shook slightly, barely visible within the sleeves of a too-large lab coat.

	“I ordered you to stall them, not tell them you were stalling!” she growled.

	Liam’s heart raced as he studied the woman. There was something horrifyingly familiar about her, particularly the tone of voice she used. It was cold and virtually emotionless. Just like her eyes.

	Turning his head as subtly as he could, Liam spied Jenn from the corner of his eye. He twitched a finger, beckoning her closer. The instant she stepped toward him, however, one of the armed Occs spoke up. He couldn’t hear the words, but whatever was said interrupted the glaring hostility between Wuyong and the woman scolding him. Both looked over at once.

	“Not another step,” the woman snapped.

	Though her words were aimed at Jenn, her eyes stared at Liam with such loathing he felt his throat tighten. It took several strained breaths before he recovered enough to speak.

	“Wuyong,” Liam said. “Explain.”

	The Hunter appeared surprised, as if he had not expected to be taken up on his offer. Then he grinned, stepping closer.

	“This is Zhao,” he said, jerking his head in the woman’s direction. “She runs the place.”

	Oh. That explained it then. Liam had never known the names of those who’d worked on them. In fact, he’d barely known their faces, thanks to the ever-present surgical masks they wore. But he’d noted their mannerisms, observing the quiet deference they offered a handful of observers who looked on as he screamed.

	The woman. Zhao. He remembered her. He had a face and name to attach to his fear, now. And his hatred.

	Again, it took him a few moments to respond.

	“Not doing a very good job of it,” he spat, then forced a laugh as he glanced around. Returning his gaze to Wuyong, he adopted a more neutral expression. “I thought you said the Institute was too strong to fight. You said that was why you couldn’t help us.”

	For just a heartbeat, fear flashed across the Hunter’s face. He started to look in Zhao’s direction, like a child whose wrongdoing had been discovered, then caught himself. His eyes narrowed.

	“They are,” he growled. “You can’t even imagine how strong they are.”

	“The only strong one is you,” Liam said. Though he had no idea where he was going with this line of reasoning, the words seemed to come naturally. He smiled, despite the panicked racing of his heart. “I thought you were dead.”

	“Not quite,” Wuyong said. Again, his eyes flickered in Zhao’s direction. “I told you how your escape ruined things. Zhao had already made your Hunter serum. I guess it was easier to give me your enhancement than it was to alter the serum. ”

	“You… you can heal?”

	“That’s right. I could have stood up by the time you lot moved on. You should have shot me again to be sure.”

	Liam laughed before he could help himself. The feeling was so unexpected he had no time to prepare. If Wuyong could heal, he wasn’t alone. There were others. Other enhanced who could understand his pain, his gifts.

	Unfortunately, his laugh could not convey this idea. If anything, it suggested the opposite.

	“Don’t laugh at me!” Wuyong roared. “Don’t you dare!”

	With an audible crack, the Hunter’s jaw distended and his filed teeth gnashed once. He leapt, claws lengthening.

	Liam grunted as Jenn’s vines caught his waist and yanked him forcefully aside. He stumbled, off-balance but upright, and saw the blur that was Kathryn as she moved to intercept the Hunter. They collided in mid-air, then spun away in opposite directions from the force of their impact.

	Wuyong landed first. He hit the ground with a reverberating growl, one claw rising to shield the gash Kathryn had left on the side of his neck. He climbed to his feet slowly, glancing between Liam and the girl as if uncertain who to pursue first.

	Kathryn demonstrated no such hesitation. She landed atop a piece of displaced machinery, crouched catlike on all fours. The midsection of her pink-stained dress had been sliced open and, had it not been for the paleness of her skin beneath, Liam might have missed the wide, bloody lacerations that raked her abdomen. Rather than clutch her wounds or leap toward Wuyong for retaliation, however, she leapt backward, away from him. Away from Liam.

	And toward the hostages.

	Lightning-fast though she was, there was no missing the look of glee on Kathryn’s face as she landed. Her heels struck the first Occ in the shoulders, toppling him. And before his body hit the ground, she’d already torn his throat with her nails and lunged toward his partner. That man had just enough time to raise his gun, but not enough time to fire it before he too fell at the girl’s hand.

	Crying out in rapturous delight, Kathryn pounced on Zhao.

	The woman caught her around the throat.

	Liam was too startled to cry out. And, from the look of astonishment on Kathryn’s face, she was too. Not that she’d have been able to, anyway. Zhao’s fingers tightened and, with the same inhuman swiftness, drew back her other arm. Her hand vanished within the too-long sleeve. When it reemerged, a split-second later, it could not be called a hand at all.

	An enormous spike, white as bone, emerged from her sleeve where her hand had once been. It was easily two feet long and thick as a rifle’s barrel near the base.

	And with practiced efficiency, she skewered Kathryn through the chest.

	Liam felt as though he’d been the one struck. He watched, numbly, as Zhao casually tossed the girl aside. Kathryn landed without a sound, unmoving. Flicking the blood from her weapon, Zhao raised her arm as the spike melted back into her wrist.

	“You see?” Wuyong said. The Hunter stood, hand still pressed to his neck, watching Liam as if gauging his reaction. “They’re too strong. You can’t beat them. Your vampire couldn’t even touch Zhao.”

	Rage, then. Rage and desperation.

	Roaring, Liam charged—not at the Hunter, but at Zhao. He could do it. If he killed her, he could get to Kathryn. In his current state, with his healing so absurdly efficient, he knew he could heal her wounds in the same way that he’d healed Scott’s so many weeks ago.

	Jenn’s vines were still coiled around his waist, but they slipped free without any resistance. Liam didn’t even consider what that meant. All his focus was on Zhao. On how it would feel to wrap his hands around her throat and watch the light drain from her eyes.

	She watched him approach, utterly unconcerned. If anything, she looked curious. Her head was cocked, brow furrowed slightly. That should have been a warning.

	Zhao sidestepped effortlessly, moving with the speed and effortless grace Liam recognized from Kathryn. In the next instant, one of her legs was amid his. Liam tripped, head slamming against the ground. He saw stars and tasted blood, but the first hint of pain he felt came from his back as Zhao’s spike skewered him.

	There was the pain. It was still muted, nowhere near the overwhelming, thought-annihilating wave it should have been. But there was enough of it for Liam to cry out. He thrashed, pain worsening as his efforts tugged Zhao’s weapon through impaled muscles. In the end, his efforts yielded nothing more than a hand on the woman’s ankle.

	She laughed, the sound every bit as grating as a Hunter’s voice, as Liam managed to force her to one knee.

	“Pathetic,” she said. “I expected better, Fuyuan. Perhaps you should have been called Wuyong, instead.”

	Liam’s fingers tightened around Zhao’s ankle. He tried to turn his head to look back, but found he could not. The weakness of his injuries was growing, if not the pain.

	“Jenn!” he called out.

	Again, Zhao laughed. The spike of bone in Liam’s back twisted slightly as she turned to look.

	“Don’t bother,” she said. “Nunongmin is busy. She’s doing rather well, though. I suppose she’s had time to practice. If she knew how to kill healers, I might even worry.”

	Liam forced himself to continue breathing. He could feel his body fighting to heal and the pain was growing worse with each passing second. He’d never tried to stop himself from healing before, but he needed to be in complete control for what was coming.

	“There’s a trick to it, you see,” Zhao continued. Her free hand moved to Liam’s neck and he shuddered as her thumb massaged a spot just above the nape of his neck. She leaned in close, until he could feel the warmth of her breath as she whispered. “Well, two of them, actually.”

	Liam tried to lift himself off the ground. He even managed a couple inches before Zhao bore down with her thumb and drove him back down. He muttered a curse. Was he so weak that even a single finger could manage to restrain him?

	“Normally, you just have to damage the body enough,” Zhao said. “Eventually, even healers run out of macrophages. Or they produce so many that your arteries clog with them. Blood loss or heart attack, one of them gets you in the end.”

	Liam tensed as he felt Zhao’s thumb suddenly grow sharp. The broad pressure of it vanished, replaced with a sharpness that felt terrifyingly similar to a syringe.

	“But your enhancement has matured,” she said. “That’s why you’re not screaming in pain. You heal fast enough it would take a bomb to kill you. Or something equally traumatic. A severe brain injury, for instance.”

	Jenn cried out suddenly, voice full of pain. Liam whirled, or tried to, only have Zhao growl in displeasure and pin him back down with the back of her wrist. A wet, sickening sound filled Liam’s ears and he soon spotted another of Zhao’s spines extending from her wrist into his field of vision.

	And, just beyond it, he saw Kathryn. The girl lay half on her back, half slumped over toward him, surrounded by a pool of blood. Her shoulders still quivered slightly from shallow breaths, but her eyes were unfocused.

	The sight chilled him.

	He was going to die. It was actually going to happen. Liam hadn’t thought his heart capable of pounding any harder than it already was, but it quickly proved him wrong as it strove to pump as much blood throughout his body as it could, before the moment of truth.

	Run.

	Roaring, Liam lifted himself off the ground, once more. And, once more, Zhao’s wrist pressed overwhelmingly against the back of his neck. This time, however, he wasn’t trying to lift his head. Liam hunched his back, forcing himself higher along the spike skewering him. The sudden burst of pain that resulted turned his vision momentarily white, but he didn’t need to see right now. With one hand, he clutched the length of bony shaft that emerged from his stomach. With the other, he dug his fingers into Zhao’s ankle.

	“Nora!” he bellowed.

	Liam had no idea where Nora had found his pistol. He’d looked for it when they entered the block, but the cloud of black smoke had stung his eyes and he’d written it off as destroyed. And, even now, he’d expected something else. But there was no mistaking the scorched and twisted remains of the metal as it bounced and skidded toward him. It came to rest between them, fittingly pinned between Zhao’s foot and his thigh.

	Liam saw Zhao look down, her expression shifting from confusion, to shock, to outright horror. She tried to flee, cursing violently as Liam’s fingers clung to the fabric of her trousers and the blood-slickened end of the spike she’d driven through him. In his weakened state, neither hand had even the faintest chance of keeping her there.

	But, slowing her escape by a half-second? He could manage that.

	Zhao grunted as she twisted away from the warped sidearm, yanking her transfigured arm free of Liam’s back. He tugged hard at her ankle, more surprised than Zhao when he managed to pull her off balance.

	Their eyes met.

	“Fuck you,” Liam said.

	And then, the pistol exploded.

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	 

	 

	Liam knew that he was dying. Even with the pain in its muted state, what remained was sufficient to leave him fading in and out of consciousness.

	Fortunately, Nora’s explosion hadn’t knocked him far. He managed to open his eyes and was rewarded for his efforts by the sight of Zhao. The woman lay opposite him, shuddering as her eyes stared blankly up at the ceiling. One of her legs was simply gone, the other in tatters.

	He glanced down and, unsurprisingly, found that his own had suffered a similar fate. Worse, really. In addition to a pair of stumps where his knees had been, there were nauseating burns that stretched up to his ribs.

	Breathing out a sigh, Liam settled back and closed his eyes. There’d be no running now.

	Liam!

	He didn’t hear the word. His ears didn’t seem to be working, presently. But somehow, he knew that it had been said, nevertheless. Cracking open one eye, he saw Jenn rushing toward him.

	Somehow, even knowing his own death was approaching, Liam had time enough to grieve her wounds. In addition to a dozen scrapes covering the rest of her, Jenn’s face had borne the worst. One of Wuyong’s claws had obviously caught her, and there were great gouges torn from temple to chin. That side of her cheek was bathed in blood and its eye was closed tight.

	Wordlessly, Liam waved her over. It was only then that he realized he’d also lost several fingers from his hand. Frowning, he didn’t pause to consider it. He fumbled awkwardly with his abdomen, scooping up blood on his remaining fingers and reaching for her wounded brow.

	Jenn caught his wrist, shaking her head violently. She said something he couldn’t hear.

	Irritated, Liam pulled free of her grasp and resumed his work. He’d only managed to dab at the topmost portion of one of Jenn’s wounds when she shrugged away and grasped his and again.

	Suddenly furious, Liam thrashed free, again. Didn’t she understand he was beyond recovering? He had no idea if his enhancement would work after his death and he wanted—needed—to accomplish as much healing as he could before that happened. If Jenn didn’t want it, he’d turn his attention elsewhere.

	“Kathryn,” he murmured, uncertain if he’d actually spoken.

	Liam found that he couldn’t lift his head and so lolled it from side to side, searching for the girl. There was no sight of her. Perhaps he’d been thrown further than he thought, or perhaps he was simply too disoriented to recognize her.

	Instead, he managed to spot Nora. She was kneeling amid the hostages, pulling off gags and blindfolds.

	Well, at least they’d accomplished something. Liam was too tired to feel pride in the work, but trusted Jenn would do it for him. Right now, he just wanted to close his eyes. Sleep would be nice. He’d earned it, after all.

	***

	 


When Liam awoke, he knew he was dead. Or, rather, that he would be soon.

	Someone had forgotten to notify his heart, though. It raced as he sat up and took in his surroundings He was alone, naked, and staring up at the all-too-familiar concrete walls of an Institute cell. Only the bed beneath him was new.

	And the window.

	Liam lunged for it, only to discover his legs no longer worked. Or, more precisely, they weren’t there. The stumps had healed, though, as had the burns that had marred his side. Ordinarily, he would have been grateful. Under the circumstances, he cursed the fact that they had healed at all.

	Better to have died than wound up back here.

	Liam scooted for the window, noting along the way that his missing fingers had regrown. Their flesh was still tender and pink. They managed to hold his weight anyway as he hauled himself up onto the narrow windowsill.

	The sight visible through the window was less encouraging. It was morning, but several buildings were still ablaze. There were uniformed Occs stationed in the sole guard tower he could see. And, perhaps most troubling of all, he was on the third floor.

	As much as Liam wanted to simply throw himself out the window, he knew it would be a terrible idea. He’d somehow survived being blown up, so the odds of a broken neck doing him in seemed long. Still, better long odds than none at all. If he stayed here, he’d have nothing but a fate worse than death awaiting him.

	Hopefully, Jenn had managed to avoid such a thing. Presumably, she’d mistaken his unconsciousness for death and had fled with Nora.

	Liam just hoped they’d had enough time to heal Kathryn, too.

	Taking a deep breath, Liam drew back and slammed his fist against the glass. It cracked, along with several of his fingers. Mouthing a stream of curses, he clutched his wrist and waited for them to heal before trying again.

	Then, even that luxury was taken from him. Shouts erupted beyond the door, followed soon after by the sound of someone fiddling with the locks.

	Fueled by adrenaline, Liam slammed his elbow against the glass and grinned as it shattered appropriately. Knocking the last shards free of the frame, he doubled over and prepared to squeeze through.

	“Who the hell decided to lock it? Idiots! Liam!”

	The sound of the voice, muffled though it was, gave him pause. Liam frowned, maneuvering until he could pass through the window at a moment’s notice. Then he waited. Again, came the fiddling of the locks. Then the door swung open.

	Liam almost didn’t recognize him. Clean shaven and wearing a uniform, Scott looked like a different person. In fact, until the man spoke, a part of Liam couldn’t quite believe it wasn’t all a ruse.

	“What the hell you do that for?” Scott asked, glancing at the shattered window.

	Liam was so shocked he nearly fell through anyway. A million thoughts poured through his mind: answers, questions, and accusations. In the end, he merely shrugged.

	“It was too hot,” he said. “I wanted a breeze.”

	Scott grinned, broadly enough it made him squint.

	“Of course you did,” he said, stepping into the room and closing the door behind him. “Sure you didn’t just want to flash your ass at my men?”

	“Your men?”

	“What, you thought they were Occs?” Scott moved to join him at the window, then frowned. “Damn, I guess they do look like it. Sorry. I’ll tell the bastards to quit slouching.”

	“They’re not… you’re… What is going on?” Liam demanded, as his thoughts threatened to overwhelm him.

	Scott chuckled, then gestured back toward the bed. “I’ll explain,” he said. “We should probably get you back in bed, though.”

	“I’m fine. Just tell me what’s going on.”

	“You’re not fine,” Scott growled, a hint of his usual gruffness returning. “You got your damn legs blown off and I don’t feel like staring at your balls while we talk.”

	That was a fair point. Liam thought about pressing the issue, but decided he cared more about getting answers than whatever small entertainment needling Scott might provide. He climbed down from the window, relying more on his arms than the stumps of his legs, and similarly managed to haul himself back into bed. Once there, he made a show of arranging the blankets to cover his lower half and folded his arms.

	“Better,” Scott said. “Might be the only advice of mine you’ve ever followed.”

	Liam scowled. “What are you talking about?”

	“I said I’d be back soon. I told you and the girl to track the convoys.”

	“We did!” Liam protested.

	Scott didn’t even blink. “And not to do anything stupid! Then, when I get back here, I find you two have burned half the Institute to the ground!”

	“It wasn’t just us—” Liam began, then cursed. In his shock and delight at being reunited with Scott, he’d forgotten all about more important things. He leaned forward, ignoring Scott’s scowl as the blanket fell away.

	“Where’s Jenn?” he demanded. “Is she okay? What about Kathryn? Where are they? What happened to—?”

	“Relax!” Scott ordered, holding up his hands in a placating fashion. “Your girls are fine.”

	“You’re sure? Kathryn was st—”

	“Where Liam?” Scott exclaimed suddenly, adopting a falsetto voice and a very Kathryn-like frown. “Hurt Liam, Kathryn feed! Fast and strong. Can show!”

	He sighed, leaning against the wall and studying Liam with an exasperated look. “That the one you mean?”

	Liam had never equaled the sigh of relief he gave then. Settling back against the pillow, he stared up at the ceiling and allowed his smile to return at its own pace.

	“She’s alive,” he whispered. Somehow, speaking the words allowed seemed to make the facts feel truer than simply thinking them. “They’re both safe.”

	The bed shifted suddenly and he sat up to find Scott seated at the foot of it. The man’s expression was unreadable as he grabbed a handful of blanket and threw it up over Liam’s newly exposed nethers.

	“It was a near thing, but yeah,” Scott said, voice soft. “You did good, son. Scared me to death, finding you like that. But it’s thanks to what you three did that we were able to take this place.”

	“What do you mean?” Liam asked.

	“All of it,” Scott said, unhelpfully. He smiled faintly, staring out the broken window. “Your girl—er, Jenn, that is—told me what you’ve been up to. Attacking the convoy, rescuing the blonde one, raising hell in Abernathy. All—”

	“Abernathy?”

	“That village west of here. Where, um, Julie lives. It’s called Abernathy. Or used to be.” Scott gave himself a shake, then continued. “Anyway, I guess you lot made quite a stir. Then, when you got inside the Institute and started blowing stuff up, my men decided to move in. You actually found more of them than I did. Anyway, there were only a handful of guards left and we managed to repel the reinforcements from ‘Nathy. The rest pulled back to another outpost ten miles south of here.”

	“So… it’s over?”

	“Over?” Scott barked a laugh, finally turning from the window to look at him. “Not by a longshot, Liam. We’re fifty miles from the DMZ. This isn’t just a border skirmish. A week from now, this place is going to have troops from all over the Occupied States bearing down on it. Hunters, drones, hunter drones, you name it.”

	The bulk of Liam’s joy and relief evaporated in an instant. He drew the blanket higher, suddenly quite cold.

	“What do we do?” he asked, quietly.

	Scott shrugged and turned back to the window.

	“That’s up to you,” he said, after a moment’s pause. He spoke hesitantly, choosing his words carefully. “Ideally, I’d like to take you three east of the DMZ. Then, we can—“

	“Yes,” Liam said.

	Scott flinched slightly, glancing at him.

	“Just like that?” he said.

	Liam nodded, feeling oddly as though Scott had been expecting him to refuse. For the life of him, he couldn’t imagine why, though.

	“Of course,” he said. “We’re free now. I trust you to keep us that way.”

	“That’s…” Scott studied him for a moment, and then flashed a gentle smile. “Fair enough. I’m no expert, but I’d guess your legs should be healed in about a day, maybe a day and a half. We can leave then. Should still be relatively safe.”

	Liam stared at the man, lifted the blanket to examine at his missing legs, and then back again.

	“What do you mean they’ll be healed?” he asked.

	For a second, Scott met his eyes, looking equally confused. “I assume they will be?” he said, hesitantly. “You’ve got knees again.”

	Taken aback, Liam lifted the blanket, yet again. He did indeed have knees. Had those been missing before? Everything had happened so fast, his recollection was practically a blur.

	“Huh,” he said.

	Scott rose from the bed, cast one last look at the shattered window, and then headed for the door. He paused just in front of it. Turning, he fixed Liam with a stern look.

	“Get some rest,” he ordered. “You’ll heal faster. The girls are sleeping too. I’m sure they’ll want to see you later.”

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	 

	 

	Liam didn’t remember falling asleep. In fact, he quite distinctly remembered thinking he would never be able to. So much had happened, and despite the answers Scott provided, there were still so many things he needed to find out.

	And yet, sometime later, he found himself stirring to pain—actual pain!—somewhere around the middle of his shinbones. The first thing he realized upon waking was that, once again, he had actual shinbones.

	The second was that he was no longer alone.

	“Quiet!” Jenn’s voice hissed, practically in his ear. “You’ll wake him up.”

	Struggling to keep the grin off of his face, Liam did not open his eyes. He mumbled a sound, shifting slightly where he lay to feign as if he had not really woken.

	“Plant-girl fault,” Kathryn muttered. The bed on the other side of him shifted slightly as she spoke. “Big. Heavy. Kathryn small.”

	Even as he lay there, Liam prepared to intervene. The last thing he wanted was to be caught between the two women as they fought. That was an almost certain way to die.

	“You’re just jealous,” Jenn said, obviously relishing the fact.

	“Jealous?”

	“That’s right.” Jenn’s hand ghosted along the surface of the blanket as she whispered, coming to rest just below Liam’s waist. “If you were bigger, he might have actually chosen you.”

	“Chosen?”

	Liam didn’t need to open his eyes to hear the understanding creep into Kathryn’s voice. He could perfectly envision her expression, the way comprehension brightened her golden eyes and smugness curled the corner of her mouth.

	“Plant-girl not chosen,” she said. “Plant-girl first. Kathryn second. Soon. Kathryn chosen.”

	“He won’t.”

	“Can show.” Another hand drifted over Liam’s leg and displaced Jenn’s with some difficulty. The pressure of Kathryn’s small, slender fingers made it virtually impossible not to react, but he did his best. “Small better. Fast and strong. Liam choose.”

	Jenn sighed and Liam prepared himself to stir. As enjoyable and stimulating as the eavesdropping was, he didn’t plan to be caught. That, too, seemed like an efficient way of tempting fate.

	“It doesn’t matter,” Jenn said, finally. “Even if he ‘chooses’ you, it won’t be the same. It’d just be sex, not love. Not choosing. I’ll always have his heart.”

	Kathryn laughed. “Heart fine. Plant-girl choose heart. Kathryn choose…” she struggled for a minute to find the right word. Then she growled, fingers squeezing Liam through the sheets as she mimed an explicit gesture.

	Liam expected Jenn to lash out and, again, prepared to intervene. What he did not expect was for her to laugh.

	“That Hunter was right,” she said, sounding amused even as she grumbled the words. “It’s turning into a damn harem.”

	That seemed as good a time to wake as any. Liam inhaled sharply and opened his eyes. He’d prepared himself to act surprised at seeing the two women, but as he laid eyes upon them, his surprised expression became honest.

	Both Jenn and Kathryn were bandaged so extensively he would hardly have recognized either one of them. The left side of Jenn’s face was entirely encompassed with gauze, almost shocking in its whiteness. Kathryn on the other hand, had been wrapped from ribcage to hips, so extensively that she wore her same, torn dress without any hint of immodesty.

	“They didn’t use my blood?” he gasped, swiveling between the two of them. Suddenly furious, he tilted his head to offer up his neck. “Here, Kathryn. Just break the skin.”

	The girl started to lean in, but Jenn held her back with a hand.

	“We used some,” she explained. Staring into Liam’s eyes, her smile widened until it contrasted utterly with the words she spoke. “Just enough to keep us alive. You needed it more.”

	“But, Kathryn—” he protested.

	“—Is alive, thanks to you,” Jenn continued. Her expression turned petulant as she met the girl’s eyes. “And thanks to me.”

	Kathryn made a face, but did not argue the point. Somehow, seeing her wear such an expression settled some deep-seated part of Liam’s soul. Things were as they should be. They were together again, wounded, but on the mend.

	Gently, careful to avoid their bandaged wounds, Liam reached out and wrapped an arm around both women. He drew them closer, pulling both into tender embraces before settling back onto the pillow. He expected the close proximity to prove unbearable for one or both of them, but apparently his company was too precious at the moment. Both Jenn and Kathryn settled against his chest, snuggling close until their brows very nearly touched.

	“Wuyong escaped,” Jenn whispered. She tensed against him.

	Liam didn’t speak. He’d assumed as much, after seeing her wounds. The idea that the Hunter was out there, somewhere, was troubling. But such things could be worried about another time. For now, he was out of reach—and so were they.

	“How is Nora?” he asked, canting his head to kiss the top of Jenn’s. She sighed pleasantly at the brush of his lips.

	“Fine,” she said, relaxing. “Not physically hurt, at least. Same with the others. They all just need time to adjust.”

	“What about you two?”

	Silence answered him. After a moment, Jenn stirred and nuzzled his chest with her uninjured cheek.

	“It’ll be good to leave this place,” she said, softly.

	“Fast,” Kathryn agreed.

	Liam nodded. He could understand the feeling. Hell, he’d almost thrown himself out a window to accomplish just that.

	“We’ll leave soon,” he promised.

	Kathryn perked up at that. Lifting her head from Liam’s chest, she stared at him with wide eyes. “When soon?” she asked.

	He shrugged. “Waiting on my legs. Hopefully by morning.”

	Apparently satisfied by his answer, Kathryn smiled and dropped her head back down to his chest. No sooner had she done so, than Jenn lifted hers. She wore her usual smirk, eyes twinkling mischievously. Rather than speak, however, she merely met his gaze and slipped a hand beneath the blanket. Her fingers were slightly cool, but smooth as she trailed her hand upward along his thigh. The higher she went, the harder it became for Liam to maintain his composure and the more ravenous her smile became.

	Brow furrowing, Liam jerked his head silently toward Kathryn. The girl’s eyes were closed and she seemed intent on napping against his chest.

	Jenn shrugged, then leaned in and kissed him tenderly. The instant their lips met, her fingers arrived at their destination and curled around him.

	“Let her sleep,” Jenn whispered. “I know how we can pass the time.”

	***

	 


“Okay, I take it back. This is the weirdest thing I’ve ever felt.”

	Still leaning on Jenn for support, Liam studied his feet. They’d finally returned, though it had been several hours and they had yet to grow beyond half their normal size. He could walk on them without pain, but doing so felt utterly bizarre, like balancing on his heels.

	Noticing his stare, Jenn smiled. “At least the rest of you is normal-sized.”

	“Only normal-sized?”

	“Perfect, then.” Jenn blushed faintly and shoved him with her hip. Then she grew stern. “That’s all you’re getting out of me.”

	“What about getting into you?”

	Several paces behind, Scott groaned loudly enough that they both turned to look. The man’s expression was guarded. His words, however, were not.

	“I swear, if I hear one moan on the road, I will leave the two of you behind.”

	Jenn’s face flushed pink. For a second, her eyes lit up as though she’d found the perfect retort. Then she smirked, shook her head, and kept silent.

	Liam was not so reserved.

	“You mean to tell me you’ve never…?”

	“Never what?” Scott growled.

	“You know…”

	“Of course, I have,” Scott snapped. “I just have the decency to keep it to myself.”

	“Decency?” roared a new, familiar voice.

	Liam whirled, nearly losing his balance in the process, and found Julie stomping toward him. For an instant, her expression filled him with absolute terror and he desperately racked his brain for anything he might have done to upset her so. Then, as she neared, he noticed the woman was glaring, not at him, but at Scott.

	Julie held Morgan in her arms. Adam, silent as always, trailed after her, as did several harried-looking men who Liam took for sentries or functionaries. And, bringing up the rear, Kathryn watched curiously. She’d run off early in the morning to explore the Institute, so for her to have returned now implied she’d followed Julie all the way from the outer gates.

	Which, all things considered, made Julie’s rage that much more intimidating.

	“Where the hell do you get off talking about decency?” Julie demanded. She utterly ignored Liam as she passed, not pausing until her face was inches from Scott’s. “You son of a bitch! You’re the one who didn’t even say goodbye!”

	What Scott did then caught Liam completely off-guard. He’d never even seen the man blink in the face of confrontation. But now, beneath Julie’s withering stare, he looked more like a startled child than a seasoned veteran.

	Eyes widening and face reddening, Scott stepped back. “Julie, I—”

	“I was pregnant, you bastard! And you decided to run off and play soldier again!”

	“You were—?” Scott’s eyes widened further as he glanced down at the child in Julie’s arms. For several seconds, his mouth continued to move, though no sound issued forth.

	Liam risked a glance around. The soldiers who had accompanied Julie so far had drawn back. Their severe, business-like expressions had vanished, and it was obvious they were doing their best to mask their grins. Even Kathryn was grinning, though her attention was more directed at Liam as she skipped to his side.

	“We should give them some privacy,” Jenn whispered in his ear.

	Liam hesitated, a part of him wanting nothing more than to watch Scott endure a scolding. But as Jenn’s arm led him away he did not resist. He did, however, cast a final look back in Scott’s direction as they departed.

	The man was holding Morgan, cradling the girl to his chest with an expression unlike anything Liam had ever seen.

	Stairs proved even more challenging than simply walking, though Liam managed it with Jenn’s help. They made their way down into the common room of the Institute’s barracks, drawing nothing more than the occasional glance from passing soldiers. Once inside, however, they discovered several people waiting.

	The first was Nora. The woman was every bit as breathtaking as Liam remembered, even more so now that she’d managed to find a bath and a change of clothes. She smiled as they approached, but did not speak until he’d shrugged free of Jenn’s arm and collapsed into a large, too-plush chair.

	“You look like you’re feeling better,” Nora said.

	Liam nodded and tapped his knee.

	“Having legs again helps,” he said.

	Nora grimaced and looked away. At her reaction, Liam instantly regretted his words. He was about to apologize, to clarify, but the woman spoke up first.

	“Sorry,” she said. “You know, for blowing them off.”

	Liam laughed. “Don’t be sorry. You saved our lives.”

	“But, if I’d done it sooner—”

	“You couldn’t have,” Liam assured her. “You were perfect. Really. Thank you.”

	Her smile returned then, as did her gaze. “I hear you’re going east? Across the DMZ?”

	“That’s the plan.”

	“Do… do you mind if I come with you, then?”

	“You want to?” Liam said, sitting up straighter. “You don’t have, um, family to look for?”

	For a split-second, Nora’s smile seemed to falter. She shook her head.

	“I doubt it,” she said. “It’s been… a while. Ten years, at least. I don’t even know where I’d start looking. If I did, I would’ve gone with the others. But, under the circumstances, I was hoping I could stay with Jenn for a while.”

	Liam nodded slowly. “I know what that’s like.”

	“You do?” Nora said, apparently without thinking, since she blushed immediately after. “Oh. Right. Of course. So, it’s okay, then?”

	“It’s fine with me.” He glanced up as Jenn seated herself on the arm of his chair. “Jenn?”

	The woman smirked down at him.

	“Of course, it’s fine. She’s my friend.” Leaning down, Jenn kissed his cheek. And then, soft as the breeze, she whispered in his ear. “So don’t get any ideas.”

	 


Chapter Twenty

	 

	 

	Several hours later, Liam found himself standing on the Institute’s grounds, sporting a full pack, a rifle, and freshly claimed pair of normal-sized boots. Beside him, Nora was similarly equipped. The main difference being the cloth-wrapped pack of metal scraps belted tightly around her waist. Liam still wasn’t entirely certain how her ability worked, but the sight was reassuring nevertheless.

	Jenn and Kathryn had declined firearms of their own, preferring instead to reinforce their gifts. Jenn had reluctantly agreed to put on a padded vest and fatigues, though she reinforced the uniform with her usual vines and bark plate. She had, however, claimed with relish a quiver full of repurposed industrial wire, thick enough to serve as javelins.

	Kathryn, on the other hand, demonstrated none of the same attachment to the past. At her request, one of Scott’s men had managed to modify an Occ’s white lab coat into a dress that somewhat resembled her soiled and torn one. The sight of this gift elicited a gleeful shriek and, before anyone could stop her, in full view of dozens, she had stripped down to try it on. Mercifully, it fit, and she rewarded the blushing, would-be tailor with a powerful hug. Her other acquisition had been a pair of small, curved knives. Liam had no idea where she had found the things—nor did anyone else, for that matter—but Kathryn had been only too happy to demonstrate their effectiveness on a nearby wall. The enormous gouges torn in the wood had been enough to silence additional conversation on the matter.

	Both women now stood at Liam’s side, clutching an arm apiece. Though the behavior drew stares from Scott’s men as they began to gather, it was not enough to free him.

	Scott was the last to arrive, trailing after Julie with transparent weariness. From the carried sounds of argument over the last few hours, he’d fought a losing battle. He was smiling though, with eyes for no one but the girl he cradled in his arms. Julie walked before him, leading her son by the hand. Unlike Scott, Adam seemed to have nothing but energy. He tugged at his mother’s arm, eager to pull free and mingle among the militiamen. That too, seemed a losing battle.

	And then, without ceremony or fanfare, the whole company was gathered together. Then, just like that, they departed.

	It was almost surreal as Liam walked among them, down one of the winding dirt roads leading east. He’d expected more discussion, somehow. This was the Institute, the bastion of pain and abuse that he’d dreaded for years. And he was leaving it for the second time, almost by accident.

	Though, not entirely.

	Jenn’s fingers intertwined with his, squeezing tight. At his glance, she smiled and breathed out a deep breath.

	“We did it,” she said. “We destroyed them.”

	“Course we did,” Liam said. He couldn’t help but feel torn in two. Rather than savoring the destruction they’d wrought, he found himself vastly more satisfied by this: The feeling of Jenn’s hand against his. And yet, what else could they do? They’d literally been made for the fight.

	“So, what now?” she asked.

	Liam shrugged and glanced back at the Institute. The sight of the buildings still made his heart race, but it was still… something. For all the pain it had brought him, it was familiar. An awful home, but a home, nonetheless.

	And from the look in Jenn’s eye, she understood. Her fingers tightened.

	“Well then,” she announced, smirking. “I have a few ideas.”

	Leaning in close, she whispered them. And within seconds, Liam could not hold back his blush—among other things.

	They were very, very good ideas.

	 

	To Be Continued

	 

	 


 

	Thank you!

	Thank you so much for reading Feral Empires: First Spark! It’s only thanks to the support and encouragement of fans like you that I’m able to write books like this. If you enjoyed the story, would you consider leaving a review? Your feedback helps ensure other readers discover my books, helps me improve as an author, and allows me to write novels that people love to read.

	Liam and company will return in Book Two of Feral Empires. 

	 

	 

	Interested in updates?

	I offer two different mailing lists, depending on your interest. 

	The first, Stephen L. Hadley, is for those interested exclusively in my novels. You’ll receive updates when a book is released, including opportunities to become Advance Readers and receive a free copy of new books several weeks before they’re released. That’s it.

	The second list, S.L. Hadley, is for those interested in everything I write. I’ve published roughly a hundred erotic shorts and novellas, primarily erotic sci-fi and fantasy and usually publish 1-2 per month new stories per month, depending on how badly I need a break from novel-writing.

	 

	You can also find more information on my (infrequently updated) website: www.slhadley.com

	Or contact me directly at steph@slhadley.com
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