
  
    [image: Jane Thornton]
  


  
    
      JANE THORNTON

      THE COMPLETE TRILOGY

    

    
      
        C.E. BLACK

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        
          Hunger

          Jane Thornton Trilogy: Book 1

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

      
        
          Starved

          Jane Thornton Trilogy: Book 2

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

      
        
          Sated

          Jane Thornton Trilogy: Book 3

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by C.E. Black

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      JANE THORNTON: THE COMPLETE TRILOGY

      

      Copyright © 2019 by C.E. Black

      Cover Design by C.E. Black

      Editor: Kimberly Gallant

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchased only authorized editions.

      For information: authorceblack@ceblack.org

      

      Printed in the United States of America

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR HUNGER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "The passion between Jane and her two men is off the charts hot. There's lots of danger, fights, survival, and plenty of panty melting scenes in this first installment of CE Black's new series. I loved it and can't wait to see what happens next."

        - Just One More Page

      

        

      
        "I always know that I am going to experience a story that is nothing short of spectacular, and this was no exception. Hunger tantalized all my appetites and left me starving for more."

        - Author S.H. Timmins

      

        

      
        "This book was thrilling, dangerous, hot as f**k and just so...well, AMAZING!"

        - Marie's Tempting Reads

      

        

      
        "It's not your typical romance and it's not your typical zombie read. It's so much more!"

        - My Book Obsession
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      “‘Have you seen the girl?’

      I was the only girl here. The only living soul in this whole damn town. It had been almost a year since the beginning of the end, and I’d been here the entire time. It was my hometown, where I’d grown up. And where I thought I would die. Eventually. But I wasn’t ready. Not yet.”

      

      A year ago, Jane Thornton watched quietly as the world fell apart. Like a thief in the night, something took over humanity, leaving behind only the dead and the flesh eaters. Or so she thought.

      Being born mute was a weakness in the old world. Now she used it to her advantage. If there was one thing she was good at, it was hiding. Until they found her.

      Kaden and Mason were two of the biggest, most threatening men she’d ever seen. And she was now their captive. But if they were holding her against her will, where were her chains? Why were they so concerned about her safety and empty stomach? And how could her heart survive if she ran now?

      

      Warning: This book contains strong sexual content, violence, and adult language. Not suitable for readers under the age of 18.
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      “Do you see her?”

      Sucking in a breath, I held it as I stared at the pair of dirty tan work boots that stopped only inches from my face. They stepped sideways as the owner turned in a circle.

      My heart beat erratically, and my head swam from lack of oxygen. Please say no, please say no, I chanted over and over in my head.

      Another pair of boots, these black, military like appeared next to the others, and I had to swallow a gasp of air. “No,” another man said, his voice more of a grunt than anything.

      Instead of sighing with relief, I let out my breath slow and even. I couldn’t afford to make a sound. From the tone of the second man’s voice, deep and unforgiving, I wouldn’t like it if they found me.

      I’d spotted the two men a few days before. They were walking down the center of a two-lane road, out in the open, where anyone could see them. One tall and built like a linebacker, the other not as tall, but just as big. Just as muscular. Just as dangerous. 

      At first, I’d been so surprised to see actual living human beings, I’d frozen. The shorter man had laughed at something the other had said, though his friend only grimaced. Whatever the joke, it must not have been too funny. Still, the sound had carried on the wind to where I stood only a few feet away. My lips had tugged up into something akin to a smile. I hadn’t smiled or laughed in so long, I wasn’t sure I still knew how. 

      However, the moment was short-lived. A glint of light had caught my attention and my eyes followed to the gun strapped on the taller man’s belt. Yes, we lived in a world where guns were most definitely needed. I’d have had one myself if I hadn’t run out of bullets weeks before. But I didn’t trust people… Didn’t trust men… Especially men with guns.

      I’d seen with my own eyes what had happened when the world went nuts. Murder and rape… Out in the open, and no one stopped them. I saw it all from a tiny window in my basement. Where I’d stayed until there were no more people.

      Ducking out of sight, I’d waddled down the center of a ditch until I came to a drainage pipe. Having been there before, I knew where it led and thought nothing of crawling inside. I followed the small stream of water to the other side and ran.

      I thought I’d hidden in time. Thought they were just passing through and had never noticed me. I’d been wrong.

      Every once in a while, I’d catch a glimpse of them, and before long realized it was me they were searching for. Sometimes, I’d catch one of their voices, asking the other if they’d seen the girl. I was the only girl here. The only living soul in this whole damn town. It had been almost a year since the beginning of the end, and I’d been here the entire time. It was my hometown, where I’d grown up. And where I thought I would die. Eventually. But I wasn’t ready. Not yet.

      I’d believed they would get tired of searching and move on. No such luck. They weren’t going to give up. And if they weren’t going to leave, then I had to.

      “I saw her run behind that trailer. Where could she have gone?” The lower tone of the man’s voice was soft, almost, but not quite a whisper.

      The other grunted again. “I don’t know. Maybe she ran off into woods.”

      “We would have seen her.”

      A spider crawled across the top of my hand, tickling the skin. I had to get out of there. The cool dirt beneath me caused my body to tremble with chills. And though I wasn’t afraid of spiders or bugs, getting bit could cause me to itch. Between the shivers and the itching, I’d give myself up in a heartbeat. 

      “If she were smart, she’d be inside one of these, warming up.”

      “You’re right. Let’s check one out.”

      As the boots moved out of sight, I stretched my neck, keeping an eye on my stalkers. They continued straight to the mobile home in front of this one. It was the best chance I was going to get.

      Using my forearms, I wiggled backwards until my legs reached the open air. I’d only gotten halfway out when the sickening sound of chattering teeth caused me to still. But only for a second. I scrambled to get back under the trailer and hadn’t been quick enough. 

      Cold, hard fingers clamped down just above my ankle and yanked. I dug my nails into the dirt and kicked out, hoping it would be enough to keep those clicking teeth from reaching my flesh.

      This was it. I would die. Or worse yet, become one of them.

      No! No giving up. Not, yet, Jane. 

      Gritting my teeth, I kicked it again. Its grip loosened. But not enough. It held on tight, nails digging into my flesh as I pulled with all my strength. I did everything in my power to keep my leg away from its teeth.

      I flipped onto my back, twisting my legs crisscross, the position giving me more flexibility. Yet the sight of the hideous creature’s snapping teeth so close to my skin had me hesitating in horror. I jerked back as his mouth descended. That hesitation had cost me. The thing was able to drag me farther out from under the trailer. I struggled to crawl backward once again, but my strength waned. It had been so long since I’d had to fight one, I’d forgotten just how strong they could be.

      The tug of war continued, and as I pulled back one more time, I reached for the knife strapped to my leg. It would be impossible to stab the flesh eater from my position. But if I wiggled just enough to pull him closer…

      The grip on my leg was ripped away as the flesh eater disappeared. I leaned up, my scalp prickling with unease. I pulled my legs under the trailer and listened, hearing nothing but my own heart pounding.

      The cool dirt met my chest as I ducked down enough to see out. More dirt, grass, a dead flesh eater with its brains decorating the ground, and two sets of boots. I gasped, and got up on my hands and knees, ready to make a run for it. My heart racing, I began crawling backward, as slow and soundless as I could.

      “Come on out.”

      Ice slid down my spine, and I froze.

      “We just want to help. You can’t stay under there forever.”

      My lips pressed together. Want to bet?

      After a deep grunt, the different voice whispered, “Shut it, Kaden.” Then louder, he said, “Come on, sweetheart. We need to get somewhere safe.”

      I looked to my left. If I crawled out that way, would I have enough time to run before they noticed?

      A gasp escaped my lips when a cold hand settled on my ankle. Then a face appeared up under the trailer. Warm brown eyes met mine. “Hi,” he said. “We won’t hurt you. Promise.” He smiled, and it was a charming smile, a nice smile. A smile that said, trust me. I couldn’t, though. I couldn’t trust anyone.

      Tugging my leg did no good. He held on. Not tight, but enough to let me know he wasn’t going anywhere.

      Heart in my throat, I nodded and started crawling out behind him. My gaze landed on those boots, both pairs, and I shivered. I flicked a glance at the dead thing next to them and the shiver turned almost violent. I had a feeling I might have been better off with the flesh eater. The living could be much more dangerous.

      “Here you go,” the brown eyed man said as he grasped my arm to help me stand.

      Clutching the strap of my bag to my shoulder, I looked at the two men who’d followed me. The one who’d spoken, the brown eyed guy, smiled his nice smile again. He had a couple of days’ worth of growth on his chin and cheeks, brown, like his eyes and his shaggy hair. He was maybe three or four inches taller than me and twice as wide. Not an ounce of a fat, though. He was all muscle, broad shoulders, and chest that narrowed down into thinner hips. Still wider than mine. Over the course of the last few months, I’d lost so much weight, I’d become nothing but skin and bones. I tried not to starve myself, but I had to ration my supplies. He looked like he’d been eating well, and taking care of himself if that white smile was any indication.

      “Hi, I’m Mason,” he said as he held out a hand. “But you can call me Mace. Everyone does.”

      I looked at it, then back at his face as I hitched my bag higher on my shoulder. When I didn’t respond, or give him my own hand, his smile wilted. I kind of hated that. But not enough to touch him.

      He dropped his hand and cleared his throat. “This is Kaden,” he gestured to the other guy I hadn’t yet even glanced at. And boy when I did, I wished I hadn’t. I’d thought Mason was big. He had nothing on Kaden. The guy stood another five inches or so taller than Mason, and just as broad. Tilting my head to get a good look at his face was a bad idea. As I took a step backward, his scowl deepened and his blue eyes narrowed.

      “Stop scaring her, Kaden⁠—”

      Before Mason could finish his sentence, I took off. A curse sounded behind me as I pumped my legs as hard as I could. My breathing was already ragged from my ordeal under the trailer, and my backpack weighed a ton. I almost threw it off to gain more speed, but my life was in that pack.

      As my shoulders slumped, I thought, the hell with it! I yanked off the damn bag, letting it tumble behind me. If I could just reach the trees, I’d be safe. If there was one thing I was good at, it was hiding.

      My legs flew across the grass as I forced a burst of speed from my tired body. Close now. Only maybe a yard away.

      My knees buckled and I came crashing down, face first onto the grass. I scrambled to get back on my feet, but before I could stand, I was crushed flat. I’d been caught.

      The man on top of me grunted, his hot breath blowing across my neck. Laying on my stomach made maneuvering impossible. I wiggled, using my shoulders to push him. He only groaned and put more of his weight on me until no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t move a muscle.

      “Be still,” he grumbled.

      Sitting up, he flipped me over onto my back. Eyes wide, I stared up at my captor with pursed lips, my emotions jumping from fear to anger and back again. The fine lines around his mouth and eyes tightened the longer he stared at me. I held my ground, narrowing my own eyes right back at him.

      Then the realization that a man straddled my waist sent a cold chill down my spine. Swinging my arms, I aimed to punch him in the face, but I was no match for him. With hands that were twice as big as mine, he captured my wrists, pinning them to the ground on either side of my head. The move brought his face inches away from mine, causing me to tense.

       “Mace said we wouldn’t hurt you,” he grunted.

      When I didn’t reply, his eyes tightened into narrow slits. Then he sighed and looked away as Mason jogged toward us.

      Without the intensity of his eyes on me it was easier to look at him. He had a square jaw that jumped when he ground his teeth together. Like he was doing now. And his nose wasn’t too straight. It had a small bump in the center. His face was lean with high cheekbones that I could see even though he wasn’t smiling. I got the impression he didn’t smile often.

      Feeling my eyes on him, his gaze flickered back to mine. When I looked away, he grumbled something under his breath. Then he shifted on top of me. The move caused his arousal to press against my belly. Panic clawed up my throat and I jerked against his hold.

      He cursed under his breath and pressed down on my wrists. It took a moment for me to register that, though he could have, he wasn’t causing me any pain.

      “Ignore it. I am,” he ground out through clenched teeth.

      Ignore it? How could I?

      He pulled his hips back, but the memory of his thick length seared into my brain. I refused to be played with like some freaking sex doll they found in the midst of a world where living females were rare. But I’d gone a long time without physical or emotional intimacy. I couldn’t help but appreciate the stunning man above me. He and his friend could have been plucked right out of any one of my wet dreams. Good thing I’d never let my hormones rule over my brain cells, or I would have been in big trouble.

      Bringing his nose almost touching distance from mine, he stared at me, his gaze intent. “We will not hurt you. Trust us.”

      Easy for him to say. He was the one holding me down.

      “Kaden!” Mason said as he approached. “Get off of her.”

      Kaden stared into my eyes for a split second. Then he let go of my wrists and stood, his expression daring me to run again.

      I rolled over to stand and saw Mason’s hand dangling in front of me. “Here, let me help—” I batted his hand away, cutting him off as I stood on my own.

      “Fine, here,” he said as he handed me my pack.

      Yanking it out of his hand, I slipped it over my shoulders. He handed Kaden his rifle back. He must have dropped it to chase after me.

      I looked back and forth between the men. They stood on either side of me, blocking my route to the trees. Now what?

      “I’m sorry we scared you.” Mason ran a hand through his messy hair and blew out a breath. “We didn’t mean for that to happen. We haven’t run across anyone in so long, we just wanted to talk to you, see that you were okay. How long have you been out here alone? You shouldn’t be. It’s safer in pairs. Three’s better, though. Think of how safe you’d be with us.”

      I cast a furtive glance at Kaden while his attention was solely on our surroundings. A gust of wind blew through his hair, sending a few dirty blond strands falling over his forehead. Mason continued to talk, but I had no clue what about. I’d stopped listening as I took stock of them both. Mason’s expression was the complete opposite of Kaden’s. Animated and with a slight tinge of pink on his cheeks, Mason’s hands gestured as he spoke. Clearly the social one of the two.

      Kaden never stopped frowning as he gripped his rifle, barrel pointed up. Both men had plenty of weapons. I counted at least three knives each, a couple of handguns, and the rifle. Each also had a backpack. These men weren’t playing. I couldn’t blame them. Times were tough.

      “So, are you hungry? We have a little food,” Mason was saying, just as my ears picked up the sharp chattering sound. At the same time, I saw Kaden stiffen. “We have to go,” he snapped,

      He reached for my arm but I yanked it back as I turned to see what he had. A group of flesh eaters, at least a dozen, were heading straight for us, their hands reaching out, ready to grab the nearest thing to feed on.

      “Come on,” Mason said. 

      He grabbed my arm right above the elbow and dragged me toward the trees I’d just been chasing after. I went with them. Nothing else I could do. There was no way I could fight off so many flesh eaters on my own.

      As soon as we started running, Mason took the lead as Kaden hung back, leaving me in the middle of our little group. A means to keep me from running off, no doubt. Lucky for them, I was too pumped with adrenaline to care about that right now. The flesh eaters didn’t have much speed, but it was amazing how fast they were when they got right up on you. The further away we got, the better. Yet as we scrambled uphill through dense woods, I thought of nothing but my escape.
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      The three of us eventually came across one of those packed, cookie-cutter-house neighborhoods. I’d been through this one before and it looked just as desolate as the last time I’d been there. A mixture of trash and kids’ toys littered the lawns along with a few dead bodies. Seeing the dead had become such the norm that it didn’t even bother me anymore. Not much anyway. I averted my eyes from the worst ones while still keeping a watch on my surroundings as the men led me to one of the houses.

      “Stay here,” Kaden ordered before stalking around the back of the house, leaving me alone with his sidekick.

      Mason smiled, the one that said he was ready to talk. Again. After only a day, I already knew his tells. Holding back an eye roll, I leaned against the porch railing with my arms crossed, bracing myself for the onslaught of chatter about to ensue. Though I wasn’t sure how much more he had to talk about. I was pretty sure he’d given me his and Kaden’s whole life story already.

      Kaden and Mason met in college, a lifetime ago, he’d said, but fell out of touch when Kaden joined the military. Mason got recruited into the NFL. I looked him up and down from lowered lashes. Yep, definitely a football player. He’d never said what position he’d played, and I wasn’t into the game myself so I couldn’t guess, but he had that solid look about him. And Kaden screamed military, so that wasn’t a surprise.

      According to Mason, Kaden had called him right away when he’d learned what was happening. He’d warned him to get somewhere safe. Instead, Mason drove from Tennessee to Fort Hamilton to get his friend. Now, they were headed back to Tennessee, where Mason had some land or something. I wasn’t clear on that part. After a while, I’d zoned out.

      The sun dipped below the tree line, sending blinding orange light into my eyes. Squinting, I looked away, careful not to make eye contact with Mason. I had no desire to converse with the man. Though I doubted he cared all that much. My fingers curled inside my palms. Even if I wanted to talk to him—which I didn’t—I couldn’t. Being born mute had its advantages, I supposed. And here I thought my silence was only good for hiding from flesh eaters and evil men.

      He cleared his throat, then made a scraping sound with his shoe against the concrete pathway before I heard his footsteps taking him in the opposite direction.

      I watched him in my peripheral vision, surprised he hadn’t started another one-sided conversation. The man sure knew how to talk someone’s ear off.  Instead, he faced away from me, his hand rubbing the back of his neck as he stared down at his feet.

      My brows furrowed as I watched him. Had he been hurt by that flesh eater? I gave myself a mental shake and slumped back against the railing. Why was I worried over a strange man who had pretty much kidnapped me? He deserved a little pain. Maybe he hurt so much he wouldn’t be able to catch me the next time I took off.

      I straightened my shoulders, my arms slowly dropping to my sides. This was my chance, I realized. Excitement had me wanting to bounce on the balls of my feet, but I held completely still, keeping my focus on Mason. While Kaden was inside and Mason’s attention otherwise occupied, I’d get a decent head start. By the time they caught up, they wouldn’t be able to find me. Except for my last disastrous attempt, I was pretty damn good at hiding. I had to be in this world.

      My eyes burned into Mason’s back as I took a hesitant step away from the porch. Then another more confident step, then another. I was just about to make a run for it when the creak of the front door alerted me that Mason and I were no longer alone. A scowling Kaden stepped out of the house, his knowing eyes taking in the scene. First, he glanced at Mason, standing several feet away, his back to us. Then that impenetrable gaze landed on me, his eyes narrowing on my position. One foot out, my body leaned the same way, ready to run. I swallowed hard and slowly stood upright, crossing my arms with a sigh.

      Kaden’s eyes turned into narrow slits before giving a single nod to the inside of the house. “All clear.”

      And there went my chance.

      Why did you hesitate, Jane? I gave myself a mental shake for being so stupid. Next time—yes, there would definitely be a next time—I would run. No hesitation. And I wouldn’t look back.

      I matched Kaden’s glare, refusing to be intimidated by his muscles, good looks, or his scowl. Good looks? Where had that come from?

      He frowned, his brows lowering as he tried to get a read on me. Dream on, I thought.

       “This will do,” Mason said as he followed me inside. Kaden had stayed by the door, his eyes glued to me as I crossed the threshold. I pretended my heart didn’t flutter like a damn hummingbird’s wings. I also pretended not to notice his enticing masculine scent. It called for me to lean in, bury my nose into his neck, and take a deep drag. My lips parted. From now on, I would be breathing through my mouth.
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      As night fell, the interior of the house became dimmer and darker. While Kaden made sure all the windows were covered, Mason gathered an armful of candles, setting them in the center of the room before lighting them. I’d watched as they’d unpacked, impressed with how much stuff they’d been able to put inside each bag.

      I’d pulled out my one blanket. It was a wedding ring quilt, off white with vines of little burgundy flowers and deep green leaves inside the rings. It looked a little worse for wear, the edges stained and one corner had ripped. But it was warm. In more ways than one.

      I wrapped the quilt around me, taking a moment to bury my nose in the fabric. It didn’t smell like anything, but the comfort it gave relaxed my tired muscles. The blanket wasn’t a personal heirloom. Wasn’t mine at all. I’d found it while scavenging for food. But I loved it all the same.

      Sitting back against the wall where I’d taken residence against the far corner of the room, I pulled the quilt over my front and watched the men as they set up for the night. They had their sleeping bags laid out, Mason’s in the center of the room, while Kaden put his closer to the front door. Neither were laying on them, though. Instead, they both were still quietly moving around the house. Searching for supplies, I assumed. They wouldn’t find much. I’d been through this neighborhood, and all the good stuff had already been taken.

      “Hey,” Mason said as he moved toward me. The grip I had on the knife beneath the blanket tightened. He must have seen the tension enter my shoulders because he stopped a couple of feet away, and with a hesitant smile, knelt down on the balls of his feet. “You need to eat,” he said.

      My eyes fell on the can of food he held out. My mouth watered. I hadn’t eaten all day. Still, a part of me wanted to refuse him.

      I started to shake my head no when my stomach decided that was the moment to speak up, letting out a growl so loud Kaden turned to look at me from across the room. Mason chuckled and my cheeks heated.

      “Go on, take the food,” he insisted.

      Nodding my thanks, I pulled my free hand from under the blanket and took the can from him. As I stared down at the gelatinous orange sauce covered pasta, Mason held out his hand again, this time holding a fork. “Here, you’ll need this.”

      Setting the can on the floor next to me, I took the offered utensil with another nod. Mason glanced down at the blanket where my other hand hid underneath. He didn’t say anything, but his gaze flickered to mine and gave a single sharp nod before standing up and backing up a step.

      “Eat up, then we should get some sleep.”

      He walked away and sat down next to Kaden to eat their own dinner. Though instead of them each having a can like I did, they shared one. As I took a bite, my eyes never strayed from them. They took turns. One would take a bite, then the other. And in seconds, the can was empty. Both stared at it before sitting down their forks.

      Mason cleared his throat. “We need to find more food,” he whispered. His eyes shifted toward me but only for a second before he looked back at his friend. “She needs more. Hell, we all do. I can’t keep going like this.”

      “I know,” Kaden said softly. “I’ve searched this entire neighborhood. There’s nothing left. We need to move on.”

      “Yeah. Think we can convince her to come with us?”

      Kaden’s gaze met mine and held. I looked down at my can and took another bite of pasta. “She might. Think it’s still there? And empty?”

      “Yeah, it’s in the middle of nowhere,” he replied. “I seriously doubt anyone has found it. Uncle Jay had the place set up like a dream. A well, generator, and garden already started. It’ll be perfect. Plus, if I remember correctly, it’s also easy to defend.”

      “Guess we’ll find out,” Kaden said.

      “Yeah,” Mason sighed. “We still have a way to go, though.

      As they continued to talk about their plans, I thought about the food issue. They were right. There was nothing useful left in this neighborhood. I’d raided most of the town myself. And I didn’t have much on me. But… I glanced at the empty can sitting between them, then back at my half-eaten dinner. I wasn’t used to eating so much, and I couldn’t see a reason for eating the rest when I didn’t need to.

      I felt the weight of their gazes as I got to my feet and made my way toward them. Stopping in front of Mason, I leaned down to set my half-empty can between them, then backed away, all the while, keeping the knife hidden behind my thigh.

      Once settled, I glanced up to see them still staring at me. Mason looked at the can then back at me. “Are you sure you’re finished?”

      Making eye contact with Kaden, I held his gaze even as I gave Mason a single nod.

      Tension coiled between Kaden and me until I couldn’t take it anymore and had to look away. I sucked in a deep breath. Had I been holding it the whole time?

      “Oh, wow! She answered me,” Mason said, his voice lacking mockery.

      Mason grabbed a fork and took a bite of my leftovers then handed the can to Kaden. “So, if you’re in a talking mood,” he began, “do you want to tell us your name?”

      Using my bag as a pillow, I laid down, pulling the blanket up over my chest.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” Mason murmured.

      I squeezed the handle of the knife hidden by my side and closed my eyes. I wasn’t sure if I could sleep in the same room with two strangers. Two male strangers at that. But I had to get some rest. I had a long day ahead of me.

      “Thank you.” The sound of Kaden’s deep voice surprised me, and I almost opened my eyes to look at him. Instead, I nodded again and turned away to face the wall. My body held stiff as I listened to the guys rummage around. The scraping of the can ended too quickly, then the rustling of bags could be heard as they cleaned up.

      “I’ll take the first shift,” Kaden said softly, almost a whisper. “Probably best if you sleep over there.”

      There was a pause, then Mason grunted what sounded like an agreement. “You’re right. She’d freak if I got too close.” The disappointment in his voice caused my muscles to tense.

      “You go near her, I’ll break your fingers,” Kaden snapped.

      My breath caught. Not only was his willingness to protect me surprising, he had also implied that Mason wasn’t trustworthy.

      “Of course I wouldn’t,” Mason cursed angrily. “I’m fucking ecstatic that she’s here. Safe. I would never hurt her.”

      There was a long sigh. “I know. Just… I also know you get overly excited about things. And though you wouldn’t purposely hurt her, if she were to wake up and see you laying too close, that would scare her. Scaring her, in my book, is the same as hurting her. So just keep your distance for now.”

      “I agree.”

      “Good.”

      My heart had raced the entirety of their conversation. This was the first time I’d heard so many words come out of Kaden’s mouth at once. And the things he’d said? They made me feel.... safe. They made me want to stay. But I couldn’t afford to feel that way. It was too dangerous. They hadn’t tied me up, I was fed and had a roof over my head. Nonetheless, they’d essentially kidnapped me. They’d also saved my life. I might’ve been able to get away from that flesh eater on my own, but it had definitely been a close call. I owed them now.

      At peace with the knowledge that neither of the men would bother me—tonight at least—I relaxed my shoulders and willed myself to sleep. In a few hours, I would make a break for it.
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      Pink and orange streaked the sky as the first rays of morning sunlight brightened the sky. From behind, the darkness beckoned me to turn around. Instead, I hitched my bag higher up on my shoulder and moved forward. The guys weren’t following me. I’d made sure of it. But a few seconds later, I couldn’t help but double check. Nothing. My stomach twisted and I sighed, unsure if what I was feeling was disappointment or relief.

      While Kaden had taken the first watch, just like he’d said, I’d rested. I couldn’t call it sleep because it was so light my eyelids had fluttered open on and off all night. When Mason took his friend’s place, I’d laid perfectly still and waited. Mason had paced for an hour or two, circled the house then went outside for a while. Eventually, he’d sat down in the room with Kaden and I. A few minutes later, his breathing had slowed. Bad watchdog.

      Though he’d sounded asleep, I’d waited another half hour or so, listening to the men’s soft snores. Then I’d carefully and silently got up. After a long glance at my quilt, I’d left it on the floor with an internal sigh and threw my bag over my shoulder. Repacking the blanket would’ve made too much noise.

      Now I was climbing the fence that circled the local elementary school. Clearing the chain-link, I landed on my feet and glanced around. A bird squawked, and the light tinkle of a wind chime sounded in the distance. Not another living soul, or dead one for that matter, made their presence known, and I made my way quickly to one of the back entrances of the school.

      Rummaging inside my bag, my fingers encountered the cool metal I was looking for. I pulled out a set of keys and unlocked the rusted deadbolt attached to the double doors, then jumped inside, shutting the door behind me.

      My steps were silent as I swiftly made my way down the deserted hallway. Trash littered the floors and most of the classroom doors stood wide open. I kept a safe distance from the ones that were shut. I wasn’t sure which rooms were worse. Behind the closed doors, the sound of shuffling feet sent a cold shiver down my spine. However, I did my best to keep my eyes from straying toward the rooms that stood open. At least the bodies had decomposed to mostly skin and bones by now.

      I stiffened as I passed the one locked classroom that stood silent. It was the one with a broken window. The one I’d had to come through the first time. The memory of those children…

      I shook my head and kept going, keeping my eyes forward as I listened for anything unusual. I spent most of my time here, but that was no reason to become complacent or lose focus. Bad memories could do that. It was best to just forget.

      In the cafeteria, I found one of the utility closets and using the same set of keys as before, I unlocked the door. Against one wall stood a large metal shelf with cardboard boxes containing my clothes. On the other, was a simple cot and a small nightstand. I emptied a shelf of its contents, pulling down the boxes before lifting the entire shelf off the wall and setting it down beside me. Hidden behind it was a cut in the drywall, making an uneven square.  Digging my fingers into the drywall, I lifted the piece out, revealing a hole big enough to crawl inside. There wasn’t room, however, because the fourteen by twenty space was filled with an assortment of food I’d stashed over the last six months. As far as food went, I was set for a long time. With a sigh, I opened my bag and filled it up with as much as I could carry.

      Once the shelf was back in place, I sat on the cot. I had no clue why I’d come to the school to find shelter when there had been plenty of homes I could have lived in. At the time, it had seemed like a good idea. There had been no going back to my own house. It was haunted by bad memories now.

      As I looked around the cramped closet, my chest tightened with loneliness for the first time in so long. I thought maybe I could stay, forget what I’d come here for in the first place, and hide. Again. Instead, I packed what clothes I could and the Dean Koontz paperback I’d left on the nightstand before locking the closet door behind me.

      I grunted as I lifted the heavy pack onto both shoulders, but I also smiled to myself. My mission was only half-way complete and so far, it had been a success.

      The way back out of the school was as easy as when I’d entered, but just as I pocketed the keys I heard the unmistakable sound of vehicles approaching. Flattening myself against the brick wall, I craned my neck around the corner.

      Tires squealed as two large pick-up trucks swerved around the corner, stopping in front of the school. The first thing I noticed were the guns. They were pointed toward the sky, each held by dirty, rough looking men in the back of the cargo beds. Between the two vehicles, there were five of them all together. And more inside the cabs.

      The men jumped out as the cab doors opened. As I counted them up, my heart raced. Nine. Nine heavily armed men. I swallowed hard, my fingers trembling as I dug them into the brick at my back. How the hell was I supposed to get past them?

      The men stalked the front entrance, their guns pointing up as they scanned the area. When one swiveled his head in my direction, I jerked back, slamming the back of my skull against the hard wall. I winced but held perfectly still and quiet as I thought out a plan. The distance between me and the men wasn’t all that much. Maybe fifteen yards. Could I outrun them?

      I risked another peek. The men were facing the front of the school now. It looked like they were going to break in. Though my heart raced, I waited patiently. When they went inside I could make a run for it. I jerked my head back when one looked over his shoulder. The sound of glass shattering caused me to jump.

      Once the last guy cleared the door, I took a deep breath, let it out, then ran. When I got close enough to the fence, I leaped, my fingers clamping painfully to the metal. I heard a shout behind me and my stomach dropped. I swung my leg over the fence and jumped. Behind me, the shouts were getting louder. They were coming after me.

      Don’t look. Don’t look. Arms pumping at my sides, my breathing labored, causing my lungs to ache, but I couldn’t stop. I made it to the road then cut through a patch of woods. Except, in order to get back to the house, I’d have to go out in the open again. Just as I sprinted across another two-lane road, an engine growled and a male, “Whooped,” behind me. I glanced back, my eyes widening when I saw them gaining speed.

      My feet pounded the pavement. They’d seen me, but the neighborhood was on the other side. It was the only way. I hefted the pack up on my shoulders, wondering not for the first time if I should ditch it. But then none of this would have been worth it.

      Determined to get the food to Kaden and Mason, I hunched down and ignored the burning in my thighs as I pushed for more speed. I blocked out the sound of the men chasing me, my focus solely on the long uneven line of wooden privacy fences ahead. I leaped over a small ditch and sprinted into the field of dead grass, searching frantically for the spot I wanted.

      Where is it? Where is it? I panicked. They all looked the same. Every fence. Every roof.

      There!

      The breeze flipped the slender gray cloth over to this side of the fence. At the last minute, I’d decided to leave the sock hanging on an exposed nail. I was patting myself on the back now. In my panicked state, it would probably have taken me longer to find the right house without it.

      I sprinted forward, doing my best to ignore the growling engine in the distance and the hoots of excited men on a hunt. If I could just get to the house, we could hide, and they would give up.

      Huffing and out of breath, I threw my bag over the fence, then leaped. The wood dug painfully into my fingers as I slipped. Gritting my teeth, I tightened my grip and used my toes to pull myself up. Ass backward, I slung my leg over the top then paused to look. The coast was clear. I couldn’t even hear them anymore.

      Sighing with relief, I quickly swung my other leg over the fence. But just as I was about to hop down, the world around me slowed. Cool fingers wrapped around my exposed ankle and pulled, causing me to gasp and instinctively yank back. Instead of getting away, I fell backward. My eyes widened, seeing only the wall of gray clouds above as I opened my mouth in a silent scream.
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      Expecting to hit the ground, I froze when instead my landing was softened midair. Then sanity returned and I began to fight. My elbow sunk into something hard and a grunt sent warm air blowing across my neck. Goosebumps spread across my skin, and I shivered. Flailing my arms, I pushed at the thing that held me.

      “Hey! Stop! It’s okay. It’s me.”

      Every one of my muscles stiffened at the sound of the gruff voice in my ear. I turned to look at the man holding me in his arms. Mason stared down at me, his dark brows furrowed as he scanned my face. The lines around his mouth and eyes deepened. “Are you all right?”

      My body slumped against him causing him to stumble back with the sudden weight. As he tightened his arms around me, I pressed my nose against his chest and breathed in deeply, letting his scent relax me.

      “We thought you left us,” he whispered. “We waited. Just in case. You left your blanket. I told Kaden you wouldn’t have left your blanket if you hadn’t planned on coming back. He didn’t believe me, but he still wanted to wait. Where did you go?”

      When I pushed at his shoulders, he let me get to my feet but kept his hands on my arms as I stumbled. Turning swiftly, I met his eyes, then pointed to the fence.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      I pointed again. However, when he only stared at me, I curved my fingers like a gun and pretended to shoot. Then I pointed at the fence again.

      He shook his head slowly. “I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me. Just say it.”

      “Hey, what’s going on?” Kaden came around from the side of the house, his steps faltering when he saw me. His expression didn’t change, but his lips did press harder together causing them to thin.

      “You came back,” he said, sounding like I shouldn’t have bothered.

      “She keeps pointing at the fence.”

      Though Kaden’s lack of enthusiasm for my return stung, I nodded along with Mason’s words, pointing and pretending to shoot.

      “See?” Mason said, his hands flying up.

      “Yeah, I do,” Kaden murmured, pushing past me to look over the fence. Just then, the growl of truck engines caused us all to glance up. When the guys looked at me, I nodded, eyes wide as I used my hands to tell them we should go inside. Instead, Kaden used his own hand gestures for us to duck down. Though we were on the other side of a six-foot-high fence, Kaden cleared that by at least two inches. Mason almost. And with the hilly terrain, we could easily be seen from the right angle.

      Noticing my bag a few feet away, I reached for it, then put my arms through the straps. When we ran—because we would have to run—we’d need the food.

      Kaden peaked over the top of the fence, but for only a second before he was ducking back down.

      “What is it?” Mason asked.

      “Trouble,” he replied tightly. Mason stepped up beside him and took a look, cursing under his breath.

      Turning to Mason, his jaw tight and eyes stern, Kaden gestured toward the house. “Take her inside and hide. Do not leave her side.”

      Mason, his face more serious than I’d ever seen, gave Kaden a terse nod. Then he turned to me, jerking his head toward the house for me to follow. Gripping the straps of my bag, I swallowed hard then stopped to look back at Kaden.

      Kaden’s gaze locked with mine for a full five seconds before it flickered to my bag and narrowed. I let him have it when he held out his hand. His expression, flat and unreadable before, morphed into surprise as he pulled open the top flap. When he glanced back up, his lips were parted, his eyes wide, confused, but appreciative. Then it was all gone and his expression was even once again.

      Hooking the flap back, he handed me the bag. “Go,” was all he said.

      At first, I just stared at him. “Come on,” Mason said in a whispered shout just as the engines came too close for comfort, along with a few familiar shouts. “Go,” Kaden growled. I went.

      Inside the house, Mason pointed toward the stairs. “Come on. It’s best to go up, I think.”

      Nodding, I followed him up and into one of the bedrooms. He shut the door behind us, then went to the window, pulling back the blinds to get a look. Not knowing what else to do, I stood in the middle of the room. It was pretty plain. Gray walls, a twin bed with white sheets and dark gray quilt with yellow flowers.

      As voices grew louder outside, I shook my head and joined Mason at the window. I pulled back a blind and sucked in a sharp breath. Three men with guns walked below us. Their voices carried up, muffled, but clear enough to hear.

      “I saw her go over this fence. We should check inside.”

      My heart skipped a beat, and I glanced at Mason. His face pinched as if he was thinking hard about something. Licking my lips, I looked back out the window. Where was Kaden?

      Mason touched my shoulder and nodded at the closet. “See if you can hide in there,” he whispered just as a shout outside caused us to still.

      “Hey!” a man called out. “Is that her? Go. Follow her!”

      Then silence settled over us, and the only sound left was our ragged breathing. When my shoulder brushed Mason’s, my eyes fluttered up, catching his gaze already on mine. We stared at each other, just breathing, our arms now pressing against one another. My heart pounded, either from fear of the men looking for me or because of the man standing next to me, I didn’t know.

      Mason stiffened. “Shit,” he exclaimed softly. That’s when the smell registered. I followed his gaze to the smoke billowing under the door and gasped.

      We both turned to the window at the same time, Mason reaching for the seal first. It slid open easily and we leaned over to get a look. There wasn’t a soul that we could see, but the drop would be rough.

      I looked over my shoulder. The smoke had thickened and I could have sworn the heat singed the hairs on the back of my arms.

      “We have to jump,” Mason said unnecessarily. “I’ll go first. That way I can catch you.” I started to shake my head, but he began climbing out the window, ignoring my protest.

      Once sitting on the window seal, feet dangling, he turned so he could face me, then let himself hang from his hands. Giving me small smile, he winked. “See you down there.”

      Pushing off the side of the house with his feet, he let go, landing on the grass with a roll before hopping back up. After looking both ways, he looked up at me and smiled triumphantly. Then he held out his arms and nodded. Right. Time to go.

      After dropping my bag to the ground, I took a deep breath and slid out the window, sitting on the seal just like he’d done. Instead of turning around, I tucked my arms and jumped, trusting that Mason would catch me.

      The drop was short. Nevertheless, it caused my breath to catch and my heart to race with adrenaline. Mason caught me easily, but when I expected him to set me back on my feet, he hesitated. He pierced me with the same smoldering look as before. Would he kiss me now? We shouldn’t. For multiple reasons. The most imperative being how much danger we were in. But as his head dipped toward mine, I lost all sense of logic.

      I gave a breathy sigh as his lips brushed mine. I’d barely gotten a taste of them when he suddenly tensed.

      “Put down the girl and take a step back.”

      The command had my heart leaping into my throat, and I clung to Mason’s shoulders as he placed me carefully on my feet.

      “Come over here,” the deep voice said.

      I couldn’t take my frightened gaze off Mason. Like a lifeline, our gazes connected, and I couldn’t look away.

      Lifting his hands up, palms out, he took a slow step away from me, then another, until he was too far for me to reach. The man who’d spoken grabbed Mason’s shoulder and pressed a gun to his temple.

      “There. That’s better,” the man said. His red beard was just beginning to gray, but the lack of lines around his eyes either meant he wasn’t that old or he never smiled.

      His dark blue eyes
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