
Camriel

––––––––
[image: ]


Knights of Order: Book Two

––––––––
[image: ]


J.C. Diem
Copyright © 2025 J.C. DIEM

www.jcdiem.com 

All rights reserved. Published by Seize The Night Publishing Agency.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, storage in an information retrieval system, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author.

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

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Table of Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Titles by J.C. Diem in chronological order:

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


“YOU THINK YOU CAN TAKE me, mother fudgers?” Victoria Tudor called out, taunting her adversaries. Dressed in black Lycra despite the cold midnight temperature, she was crouched in a defensive position that did nothing to reduce her bulk. “Come get it, you cork sucking azzholes!” she added with a smirk.

“She’s crazy,” one of the four men who’d cornered her in Central Park muttered. Like most people roaming the city, their clothes were filthy. They hadn’t showered since the water and electricity had shut down.

“Yeah, but at least she’s clean and she doesn’t look diseased,” another retorted.

“We outnumber her and we’ve got weapons,” a third delinquent said, but his tone was doubtful.

“She’s twice your size,” the fourth man said with a sneer at his thin friend. “I’ll handle her,” he added, supremely confident that he could win a fight against a lone female opponent.

Victoria’s smirk widened as she listened to their whispers. Her hearing had always been exceptional. Balancing her weight on the balls of her feet, she was ready to spring into action. Her midnight runs through Central Park since the world had ended a week ago had changed dramatically. They’d morphed into death sports during the past few nights. She’d lured these losers to a clump of trees for some privacy.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Victoria crooned, beckoning to the biggest one to come closer. “I’m going to send you to hell along with your teeny weeny peenie friends,” she said, knowing exactly where to hit guys like him where it hurt.

“I’m hung like a bear,” the big guy said, cupping his junk for emphasis. “I’m gonna split you in half when I-yurk!”

Victoria cut off his monologue by lunging forward to grab him by the throat. He dropped his knife, instinctively clawing at her thick wrist as she picked him up like he was a toddler. Laughing like a loon, she twirled him around above her head, drawing attention from everyone in the nearby vicinity when he screeched in alarm.

“What the hell is that?” one of his friends asked as bright red light flared in the sky.

All three of them tilted their heads back to stare upwards. Even Victoria paused in spinning her opponent around. Still holding him in the air, she peered at the sky to see a dazzling meteor shower. Glowing red tails trailed behind the rocks that seemed to be heading straight for New York.

The thug she was about to dispatch was gaping at the comets in wonder. “It’s beautiful,” he murmured.

“It’s also the last thing you’ll ever see,” Victoria told him, then slammed him down onto her raised knee, snapping his spine in several places. She’d never imagined using any of her wrestling moves to actually harm people, let alone kill them, yet here she was.

“She killed him!” one of his friends shouted in dismay.

They rushed at her with their knives raised and she let her instincts take over. The ominous glow of the meteors bathed the city in a scarlet glare as the muscular, Lycra-clad female took on her opponents. “Take that, azzhole!” she exclaimed, kicking the lead dude in the gut and sending him flying backwards.

The other two men reached her and she caught their wrists as their weapons descended. “What the hell are you?” the thinnest guy asked plaintively.

“I’m Victory, the most fearsome female wrestler in New York,” Victoria said, then bent their wrists back, snapping their bones.

Wailing in pain and terror, they didn’t get a chance to flee. The fighter snatched their knives up from the ground and rammed the blades into their hearts.

The fourth man she’d kicked scrambled to his feet. He took off running, sparing a terrified look at her over his shoulder. He screamed when he saw she was right on his heels.

“Gotcha!” Victoria declared triumphantly when she grabbed hold of his sweater by the hood. Yanked off his feet, his legs kicked the air ineffectually as she snatched the knife out of his hand and tossed it away. “Do you have any last words?” she asked, shaking him as he desperately tried not to choke to death.

“Screw you,” he gasped, face turning red from lack of air.

“Fudge you, too,” the wrestler retorted, then used her free hand to wrench his head sharply to the side. “That’s four losers tonight already,” she said, dropping the corpse and wiping her hands on her tight pants.

Everyone who’d witnessed the short battle was wise enough to slink into the shadows when she glanced around. Now that the danger was over, she could concentrate on the meteors.

The scarlet glow grew brighter as the space rocks fell faster and faster. Everyone in the city who was awake stared in awe, wondering if this was another sign of the end times. The Rapture had taken everyone who was good, leaving only the bad and people with questionable morals behind. Like Victoria, the survivors were still trying to deal with their new reality.

“If I was religious, I’d probably think this was a bad omen,” Victoria murmured as the comets zoomed ever closer.

“We’re doomed!” an old woman shouted from somewhere else in the park. “Doomed!” she repeated, drawing the word out and ending it in a mad cackle.

“No shiz,” Victoria said with an eyeroll.

All movement stopped, including the endless battles over food and water as the red light became bright enough for half the country to see it. Squinting, Victoria lifted her hand to shield her eyes. “They’re going to destroy Manhattan,” she predicted, then braced herself for the impact.

The light became too bright to look at, so no one witnessed the meteors landing in the East River. Those closest to the river heard the cacophony of dozens of projectiles splashing into the water. Then the light vanished and the survivors of the apocalypse let out a collective breath.

“I guess we dodged a bullet,” Victoria said, but the swelling sense of doom that had become lodged in her gut said otherwise. Her instincts were telling her to get the hell out of Manhattan.

Curiosity was a powerful force that she couldn’t resist. She took off running, speeding through the streets that were clogged with unmoving vehicles. What was left of the authorities had abandoned their jobs, leaving the war zone of a city to rot. This was her home, so Victoria hadn’t tried to leave yet. Now, she had a feeling this was the last place she should be, but she kept running anyway.

Within minutes, the wrestler reached the East River. She climbed up the fire escape of one of the apartment buildings and peered towards the water.

“What the fudge?” Victoria murmured, eyeing the dozens of naked men who stood on the boardwalk right next to the river. They were all tall and muscular, but the mere sight of them gave her a sense of foreboding. One of them turned his head as if he sensed he was being watched. She instinctively ducked out of sight, pressing her back against the brick building.

Something tried to probe her mind, seeking entrance to her thoughts. Revulsion made her slam a mental door shut that she didn’t even know existed. Her feet went on the move as she listened to her instincts this time. She raced down the stairs and leaped to the ground rather than using the ladder. The presence in her head faded as she sprinted as fast as she could.

“It’s time to leave Manhattan, Vic,” she told herself. “I don’t know who those guys are, but it’s obvious those mother fudgers are bad news.”

Her apartment was in Chelsea, which was on the West Side of Manhattan. Victoria pushed herself to her limits and made it home in record time. Racing up the stairs, she let herself into her luxurious home and hurried to her bedroom to get changed. “Looking good,” she said to her reflection as she studied herself. She’d dressed in winter gear, since she would be on foot. The black pants and jacket were expensive and had a thermal lining. They would keep her warm, just like the others she would be taking with her.

Flicking her bangs out of her eyes, she was glad she kept her black hair short. She’d been told she was pretty, but would be beautiful if she wasn’t so huge. Appearance didn’t matter to her. It was what was inside that counted. “Fudge anyone who thinks I’m too masculine,” she muttered. One day, she’d hoped to meet a decent guy who wasn’t intimidated by her height and muscles. That had become highly unlikely now that only shizbags seemed to be left.

Victoria stuffed clothes into a huge backpack and headed to the kitchen with a duffle bag. She put it on the white marble kitchen counter and filled it with food and water.

“I hope it’ll be enough to last until I reach a safe place,” she said. “If such a thing even exists anymore,” she added mournfully. She stepped out into the hallway and closed the door, sensing she’d never return to her home.
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RAHAB SENSED SOMETHING was wrong after he and his men hauled themselves out of the water and climbed up onto dry land. Naked and dripping wet, his soldiers shook off their daze from the fall. They’d all landed together this time, which meant he wouldn’t need to waste time hunting for them.

“I have news,” Rahab said to his unit. They immediately stopped gawking at the towering buildings and turned to face their commander. “Anarchy spoke to me before sending us back to Earth,” he told them. Anarchy was Chaos’ right hand and Fate’s nemesis. “Our eons of service will be rewarded if we’re successful in our war against the Knights of Order this time,” he said. His gaze swept over his crew, seeing the same red tint that was the mark of Chaos that tinged his own eyes.

“What will our reward be, Lord?” Phul, his second in command asked, using the title Chaos had bestowed on their commander. All of the Soldiers of Chaos were over six feet tall and were heavily muscled, just like their enemies. Phul was cruelly handsome, with black hair, dark brown eyes and dark olive skin.

“We won’t return to the Void this time,” Rahab said. “We’ll remain here and rule this planet however we see fit.”

Low murmurs of surprise came from the team. They were too disciplined to cheer loudly. Deep down, they found the prospect hard to believe. Anarchy had promised them many things during their long existence. This was just the latest lure to incentivize them to comply with his orders. Not that they had a choice.

Phul’s head turned towards one of the gigantic buildings that loomed nearby. The city was dark and the shadows were heavy. He knew someone was watching them and he reached out with his mind.

“Do you see something, Phul?” Rahab asked.

His sharp tone had his second glancing at him for a moment. “I can sense someone watching us, Lord,” Phul replied.

“Is it one of the knights?” one of the soldiers asked, drawing on his dark gray sword that was embedded with rubies. Lachial was the blood-thirstiest of them all.

“No,” Phul denied, straining to dig into the mind of whoever was watching them. He flinched when a mental door slammed shut, then the person fled. “I believe she’s my offspring,” he said, picking up that the being was a cambion.

“That’s what’s different!” Rahab snarled, finally pinpointing what felt so wrong. “Fate must have meddled with us after we were briefly released from the Void,” he said. She’d targeted all of his soldiers rather than just the ones who’d been let loose.

“What do you mean, Lord?” Lachial queried. With pale skin, white-blond hair and glacial light blue eyes, he was even more sadistic than most of the soldiers. He’d been one of the men who’d been released from the Void to impregnate a human.

“We’re sterile,” Rahab said, fists clenching in rage. “The cambions we sired during our previous visit will be the last offspring we will be able to produce.”

“That must be the penalty Anarchy paid for breaking the rules,” Xathan mused. The opposite in appearance to Lachial, he had dark skin and eyes, but was bald. He was the smartest soldier, but less bulky than his kin.

“We’re the ones who will pay the price,” Phul said in annoyance.

“How long will we rule, Lord?” Lachial asked.

“Chaos planned for us to become immortal once we bind our offspring to us,” Rahab said.

“I think Fate did more than just make us sterile,” Phul said reluctantly. It wasn’t wise to be the bearer of bad news to their commander, but he needed to share this information.

Rahab narrowed his eyes. “Explain yourself,” he commanded.

“I didn’t feel the usual ability to be able to compel my youngling to do my bidding,” Phul said. “The bond has been severed.”

That shocked them all and Rahab growled in fresh rage. “We need to find our offspring and force a bond with them so we can remain here indefinitely,” he said, striving to control his temper.

“Should we begin searching for them now, Lord?” Xathan asked, flicking a look at his naked body.

Rahab mastered his anger enough to think logically. “First, we need to find clothing and shelter,” he decided. “Then, we can begin our search.”

Xathan had been listening to the humans who inhabited this modern city. “It appears something has gone awry, Lord,” he said cautiously. “The humans are at war with each other.”

“That’s hardly new,” Phul scoffed. “They’re always trying to kill each other.”

Rahab cocked his head and made a shushing motion. They all tuned in to the mayhem that had resumed after they’d landed. Screams of pain and anger came from everywhere. Anarchy had given them all the information they required to function in this new era. The city should have been lit up even at this late hour. Instead, there was a total blackout.

“Grab a coherent human and bring them to me,” Rahab ordered Phul.

“Yes, Lord,” Phul said, bowing subserviently. He headed for a short tunnel beneath an overpass where he could sense people hiding. They were huddled behind a paltry wall made out of cardboard, warming their bodies with a large metal drum that had a fire inside it. Picking one at random, Phul grabbed the man. He compelled him to be silent with the innate ability Chaos had imbued his soldiers with. Their power was weaker than their foes’, but they’d learned to hone their skills.

Rahab waited impatiently until his second in command returned a couple of minutes later. He took over the mind control of the dazed, filthy man. “What happened to this city?” he demanded.

Short, rotund and half-drunk, the human was trembling in terror even beneath the mind control. “The Rapture took all of the good people,” he mumbled. “Only the bad ones have been left behind.” 

“What is the Rapture?” Rahab asked. Modern religion wasn’t a topic Anarchy had taught them.

“God has judged us all and took His faithful and the innocent up to heaven,” the man said. “The rest of us have to live in this stinking hellhole,” he added bitterly. “My wife was good enough to be raptured, but me? Hell, no! I’m still here, trying to scrape by and eating rotting food I find in Dumpsters.”

At a flick of Rahab’s finger, Phul ended the man’s ranting complaints by snapping his neck. “Get rid of the body,” he ordered Lachial.

Disappointed that he hadn’t been given the kill order, the pale-haired soldier picked up the corpse. He trotted over to the edge of the river and tossed the body into the water. Dozens of other dead people were floating in the river, so at least he wasn’t alone. Laughing silently at his own wit, Lachial returned to his comrades.

“Fate may have ruined our chances to procreate, but I’m betting she didn’t alter our offsprings’ reproductive organs,” Rahab said craftily. We can build an army of cambions by breeding them with suitable humans.”

“Cambions aren’t genetically compatible with humans, Lord,” Xathan reminded him.

Rahab curbed his instinct to send Xathan back to the Void for his impertinence. “You’re correct, of course,” he said, seething on the inside that he’d forgotten that fact. His careful plans for world domination had just been destroyed. Or had they?

“Lord?” Xathan asked, recognizing the rare spark of genius their leader showed from time to time.

“I’m sure I’ll come up with a solid plan that will ensure our eternal dominance over humanity,” Rahab said, turning to study the city again. His confidence in his abilities was supreme. “For now, we should stick to my original plan to find clothing and shelter.”

“At least we don’t need to find food or water,” Lachial murmured to Phul. Unlike humans, the Knights of Order and Soldiers of Chaos were above such petty biological requirements.

Xathan did a quick headcount. He was unsurprised to see Anarchy had sent all of his underlings to war this time. He usually kept a couple of dozen in reserve, deploying them if the knights were winning too quickly. If Rahab was wise, he would listen to Xathan’s counsel. Their commander would need his advice if he wanted to win this war.

Rahab headed for 5th Avenue. The knowledge he’d been given told him it was where the elite of New York lived. Wealthy people tended to skew towards gray or black souls. Most of them would have been left behind. They would be cowering in their homes if they hadn’t already fled from the area.

Choosing an apartment building that speared high into the air, Rahab headed for the door. Several men were guarding the entrance with guns. “Stop right there!” one of them barked. Soft and pampered, the human’s hands were shaking in terror. They were taking turns to guard their premises.

Rahab moved so quickly that the five men didn’t have a chance to react. He shoved the glass door open and took three of them down with swift, economical punches. Lachial killed the other two, chuckling beneath his breath in pleasure.

“Clear the building,” Rahab ordered. “Keep any attractive females, but dispatch all of the males and remove their corpses,” he added.

“Should we send someone to search for clothing, Lord?” Xathan asked, keeping his tone servile.

“Of course,” Rahab said. “Most humans are smaller than us, but there are bound to be some stores that have clothing in our sizes.” He turned his attention to Phul. “Head up to the penthouse and clear it first,” he commanded. “Try not to make a mess,” he added, intending the penthouse to become his private domain.

His men scattered to do his bidding. Lachial led the bulk of the soldiers up the stairs after Phul. He was eager to root out the human scum and end their miserable lives. Several soldiers remained behind to guard their leader. Xathan chose a dozen men to follow him back to the street. They would scour the stores along 5th Avenue for suitable clothing. Most stores would have been looted already, but there had to be some clothes left.

Rahab sat down on a plush gold seat off to one side, enjoying the soft sensation of the velvet fabric against his naked skin. His gut still churned with rage at Fate’s machinations, but he intended to win this war despite her interference.
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CAMRIEL WATCHED THEIR enemies fall from the sky, leaving a trail of blazing red light in their wake. He shared his friends’ trepidation. Amaros had his arm around Zoe’s waist. The newly bonded pair leaned against each other, seeking support. It was still a shock that the stoic commander of the Knights of Order had fallen for a cambion. Fate had orchestrated a mate for all twenty warriors. Camriel couldn’t wait to find his match.

“I wonder where they landed,” Grace murmured when the scarlet light lit up the entire city and surrounding area. For a brief moment, they could clearly see the New York skyline before the soldiers’ journey ended. He glanced at the tiny young female, feeling protective of her. They didn’t have a potential bond, yet he already loved her like a little sister.

“Hopefully, on a pile of rusty nails,” Zoe said as the light abruptly faded. “With luck they’ll get tetanus and die.”

Grace snorted out a laugh and Zoe giggled along with her. Amaros gave his mate an indulgent smile. His cambion had an engaging sense of humor. “We should get some sleep,” he suggested. “Cam and I will drive to the city in the morning and scout the place.”

Zoe’s face fell at being left behind, but Camriel was instantly excited. “Maybe we’ll run into my cambion,” he said in anticipation.

“You’re going to scare the poor girl away with your enthusiasm,” Grace predicted in a slightly dour tone. He had the feeling she was just as keen as he was to meet her match.

“What woman wouldn’t want to become bonded to me?” he asked, holding his arms out wide to show off his muscular body. It was freezing with most of the doors and windows in their base still missing, but he was just dressed in sweatpants. The tattoo of a sword and stylized wings on his shoulder stood out starkly against his tanned skin.

“Make him put some clothes on, Amaros,” the kid said with a scowl, holding her hand up to shield herself. “I’m too young to be subjected to all that testosterone.”

At eighteen, she was by far the youngest member of their small group. Camriel knew she’d had a tough childhood. Neither of the females had divulged exactly what had happened to the teen yet. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know all the details. Grace’s mother had been horrible, that much he knew.

“Dawn is only six hours away and I want to leave at first light,” Amaros said, herding them back inside now that the meteor shower was over.

Camriel returned to bed, but he couldn’t sleep. He had a corner room with two windows at the back of the south wing. Amaros had helped him board them both over, but it was still freezing. He didn’t feel the cold as badly as humans and hadn’t bothered to light the fire.

“I’ll be sharing this bed with my mate soon,” he said quietly. The stone room was large. It looked stark with just the bed for furniture. He would need to install a closet and dressers for his cambion to keep her happy.

He finally fell asleep with a dreamy look on his face, planning for a life and a future he never thought he’d get to have.

Amaros tugged on his mind to wake him up shortly before dawn. Cam quickly dressed in some of the clothes his leader had given him. They fit far better than the sweatpants and t-shirt he’d stolen in Manhattan, but were still a bit snug.

It was strange to see his boss chowing down on venison when he ambled into the kitchen. “What does it taste like?” Camriel asked curiously.

“I have nothing to compare it to,” Amaros said wryly. “It’s salty and tough, but tasty enough,” he added with a shrug. “I prefer eating the energy bars, but I need more substantial fuel for my body.”

“We’ll all have to adjust to being partially human once we’ve become bonded to our mates,” Camriel figured. Seeing the pinched look on his commander’s face, he figured their journey was about to be delayed by a few more minutes.

“I’ll be right back,” Amaros muttered, hunching over slightly as he hurried out of the room.

Snickering beneath his breath, Cam took out the romance book he’d tucked inside his jacket. Females changed drastically each time the knights were deployed in their endless wars. This time, he would be armed with crucial knowledge on how to deal with them. The books would hopefully help him to woo his woman into accepting their bond quickly. The last thing he wanted was for it to drag out for a long time.

Hearing his boss returning a few minutes later, he tucked the book away again. He had a backpack full of snacks and water ready by the time Amaros entered the room. “Thanks,” the knight said, taking the pack when it was offered. “Let’s hit the road,” he said. “Dawn is about to break and we need to get moving.”

They left the main building and cut through the north wing to reach the big black pickup truck. Zoe and Grace had nicknamed it ‘the tank’. Camriel’s midnight blue truck was almost as big as his leader’s ride. He gave it a wistful look where it was parked a few yards away beneath the trees. Both vehicles were covered in tarps to protect them from the vicious late afternoon storms.

“We’ve got enough fuel to last for a few days,” Amaros said, making sure the cannisters of gas were still in the back after stripping the tarps off.

“We won’t be gone that long, will we?” Camriel asked.

“I hope not,” Amaros replied, clearly reluctant to be parted from his female so soon.

“I’m surprised the females didn’t insist on coming with us,” Camriel said. They climbed inside and Amaros backed the truck out from beneath the trees.

“This is just a scouting mission and we need to be able to move fast,” Amaros said. “Zoe hasn’t received any new visions, so I don’t expect to find any knights or cambions.”

Cam’s shoulders slumped at the near certainty that he wouldn’t run into his mate during this mission. “I’ll try the radio,” he said, waiting until they reached the narrow, twisting road before switching it on. Nothing but static came through the speakers, but he turned the volume down and left it on.

The Mad Prophet remained off the air during their long drive to New York city. “We’ll be out of range by now,” Amaros figured as they left the clogged freeway and closed in on the area where they’d parked the last time. He switched the radio off and turned into a side street.

“There’s an open garage,” Camriel pointed out, gesturing to the left ahead.

Neither knight could sense anyone in the nearby houses, so Amaros reversed into the large garage. He manually closed the door to hide his tank from view, then the pair took off running.

“How are you feeling, boss?” Cam asked after they’d been sprinting for an hour.

Amaros wasn’t puffing and arched an eyebrow. “I feel fine,” he replied.

“So, being part human hasn’t made you weaker?” Camriel queried.

“It doesn’t look like it,” the knight said. “I still need to test my fighting abilities.”

A feminine scream came from just ahead and they exchanged a look. “This is your chance,” Camriel said with a grin.

They slowed down, then stopped to scan the neighborhood. “I can hear someone crying in there,” Amaros said, pointing at a big house with yellow paint and white trim.

“There are several humans inside,” Cam said, picking up on them. “Do you want me to wait here, or do you want me to be your backup?”

Amaros gave him a chiding look for the insulting question. He left his second behind as he loped down the street.

Camriel took the romance book out of his jacket. He listened to the short, one-sided battle as he resumed reading. Amaros returned a few minutes later, looking pleased with himself. The romance novel was safely out of sight when he came to a stop.

“Everything is in full working order,” the knight announced. “I’m stronger and faster than before. My bond with Zoe has definitely enhanced my skills.”

“Sweet,” Camriel said with a sunny smile. “I can’t wait to become even more awesome than I already am when I bond with my mate.”

The knights shared a grin, then resumed their journey.
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VICTORIA DIDN’T MANAGE to get very far after fleeing her home last night. Large mobs were fighting at all of the exits along the Hudson River. She figured things would be just as bad to the east as well. Flaming metal drums lit up the tunnels she’d scouted, making it impossible to sneak past the brawling crowds. She’d prowled up and down the river, wishing she knew how to swim, or drive a boat.

Dawn arrived and she found herself at the northern tip of Manhattan. The Henry Hudson Bridge was blocked by vehicles in both directions. Someone was up high, sniping people for fun. She could hear him cackling every time he hit someone. 

People were crammed onto the bridge, taking cover behind the vehicles. Most had suitcases and other luggage. They looked defeated rather than rebellious. Clearly, they weren’t about to root out the sniper and take him down.

“Screw this,” Victoria said and trotted back along the bridge. Few people spared her a glance. They’d hiked for miles only to find they were stuck here. There was no food, money had no value and they had nowhere to go.

Dense shrubs and trees lined both sides of the wide bridge. Victoria picked up her pace. She ran until the structure was low enough for her to leap down into the shrubbery. Crashing through the foliage, she backtracked to the water. “Ew, gross,” she complained when she saw bloated bodies floating past.

Spying a white and orange plastic barrier bobbing on the edge of the water, she strode over and grabbed it. “Perfect,” Vic said in satisfaction. She undressed down to her underwear and removed her socks and shoes. She stuffed her gear into her backpack and placed both of her bags on the barrier. While she couldn’t swim, she wasn’t a complete idiot in the water. “Here we go,” she said and waded into the river. The cold didn’t bother her as much as it did for normal people, which she was grateful for. Holding onto the improvised floatation device, she kicked her legs to propel herself forwards.

“You can’t get away from me!” the sniper screeched angrily when he spotted her. He fired and hit the edge of the plastic barrier.

“Fudging shizbag,” Victoria muttered, kicking as hard as she could while angling away from the bridge. She turned the barrier sideways to shield her from view. A few more bullets slammed into it, narrowly missing her. She quickly crossed to the other side and slogged her way onto dry land.

“Made it,” she said in relief, then loped over to a large tree with her bags in hand. She used it for cover to change into fresh underwear. Squeezing the water out of her undies, she shoved them into a plastic bag she’d brought with her. Using a t-shirt as a towel, she dried off and pulled her clothes back on.

A plan had come to her during her long night of prowling through the city searching for a safe way out. She’d seen a photo of the Adirondack Mountains in the window of a travel agency a few hours ago. It would be secluded and seemed like the perfect place to hole up in.

“It’s going to be a long journey, Vic,” she told herself. She’d stolen a map from a gas station and had worked out a route. “It’s about two-hundred and forty miles to the base of the mountains,” she went on. “It’ll take you about six days to reach it if you can run forty miles per day.”

She usually ran five miles a night without much trouble. Forty miles didn’t seem like too much, but it would wear her down if she didn’t fuel her body sufficiently. That meant she would have to forage for food fairly frequently.

“Try saying that five times fast,” she joked, then began jogging. Her pace was slow and steady, since she had such a long way to go. Vehicles clogged the streets leading to Manhattan. It was a mystery why so many people had tried to reach the tiny island. It would have been far smarter to head for rural areas like she was planning to do.

“People are fudging stupid,” she figured, wrinkling her nose at the stench of rotting flesh. Bodies were scattered all along her route. The survivors weren’t coping well at being left behind. Most seemed to be trying to kill each other. She’d had to take down over twenty fools who’d thought they could murder her, or worse.

Her first kill had been harrowing to say the least. Her mind skipped over it rather than lingering on the details. Victoria had always known she was different from everyone else. It wasn’t just her size and strength that set her apart. She could anticipate what people were going to do. It wasn’t like she could read their minds, it was more like she could foresee their actions moments before they did something.

“I’m a freak,” she said with a heavy sigh. Her mom had given her up for adoption when she’d been a newborn, so Victoria didn’t know who either of her parents were. She’d been in the foster care system her entire life, moving from home to home because she didn’t fit in.

Another quirk she possessed was the innate ability to know if people were good or bad. She’d always been able to tell if her foster parents or siblings were going to be abusive. One perk of being so big was that she couldn’t be bullied. Victoria had always been a fighter. It had come to her as naturally as breathing. It had also been the reason why she’d been moved around so much.

At fifteen, she’d decided she’d had enough. Too many of her foster fathers had tried to do inappropriate things to her. Breaking their fingers had always been a good deterrent. The authorities never believed her when she reported their transgressions, so she’d finally run away.

“That’s when my life of crime really took off,” she joked as she jogged down the sidewalk.

In reality, she’d always been a law-abiding citizen. She’d bought a fake ID from a lowlife shizbag and had gotten a job as a bouncer in a nightclub. Victoria’s size made her look older than she really was back then. After a couple of years, she’d been spotted by a talent scout. He’d watched her throw two men out of the club and had gotten her a job in pro wrestling.

“I miss it already,” Victoria lamented. She’d spent the last seven years working her way up the pro wrestling circuit to make a name for herself. Finally, she was at the top of her game and had been earning big money. “Then the world ended and now I’m a nobody again,” she grumbled.

Sensing someone to her left, she heard furtive footsteps, then a man came barreling towards her from behind a tree, snarling silently. An inch taller than her, he held his arms out ready to grab her.

Evil emanated from him like a palpable stench. Victoria didn’t even pause when he leaped at her. She grabbed his wrist and tossed him to the ground, snapping his arm, then stomping on his neck. His body jittered in its death throes as she continued running.

“Victory wins again,” she muttered, annoyed at how many bad people had been left behind. “Is everyone I run into going to try to kill me?” she complained, angling around a car that had veered off the road and had smashed into a lamppost.

Victoria kept up her steady pace and ran for a few hours before stopping. She broke into an empty house where she’d be out of sight for a while. Using the facilities, she was glad to at least have the use of a bathroom, even if the toilet didn’t fill back up with water now.

She sat down at the dining table to eat, noting dust was already beginning to settle on the furniture. Vic ate some energy bars and hydrated herself with water. She was just about to leave when she felt a prickling sensation in the back of her mind.

“Uh, oh,” she murmured, getting to her feet and slamming her mental door shut again. Just like at the East River, she could sense someone trying to pry into her mind. She let herself out through the back door, then sprinted away as fast as she could run.
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Chapter Five
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“WHAT’S WRONG?” AMAROS asked his second. Camriel was frowning as they ran towards Manhattan. The blond warrior had been acting strangely since the brief fight a few minutes ago.

“Do you feel that, boss?” Cam asked, slowing down to peer at the houses.

“Feel what?” Amaros asked, slowing to a stop.

“I can sense someone,” Camriel said, now turning in a circle.

“So can I,” his commander said when he picked up on a bunch of humans. “And they’re heading this way,” he added.

Camriel focused on the small group of idiots who were now racing towards them. They carried a variety of weapons, but wouldn’t pose a threat. Amaros had become even more lethal after bonding with Zoe. Cam was amazed and envious at the speed his boss used. His movements were precise and his strength had increased.

In seconds, the pair had defeated the humans. None held worthy weapons, so the knights stepped over their bodies and continued their sprint.

It wasn’t easy to ignore the niggling feeling in the back of his head. Camriel kept sneaking glances behind him, but the strange sense had faded away.

“There’s trouble ahead,” Amaros said when they finally reached a bridge leading to Manhattan. “I can see a mob milling around,” he added.

“That’s a sniper,” Camriel said when he heard a shot ring out. The bullet hadn’t been aimed at them, but at someone on the far side of the structure. “The humans
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