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        The enemy soldier says he’s keeping me.

      

        

      
        When a huge, gruff Zasforran soldier takes me captive, all I can think about is escape. But Commander Luka Dawson makes it very clear that he intends to keep me—no matter how much I beg and plead to be let go. He says I’m his to do with as he pleases—and he plans to claim me as his wife. The darkly handsome soldier also promises to punish me if I defy him, and I soon learn that he won’t hesitate to redden my bottom when I give him trouble.

      

        

      
        But my resolve to escape falters with each passing night I spend in Luka’s arms. Though he’s a strict man who expects my absolute obedience—both in and out of the bedroom—he also possesses a tender side, an affectionate side, and it’s in these quiet moments that I start to wonder if we might find some semblance of peace together.

      

        

      
        We’re both fighting our own demons, wrestling with our own painful losses, but when he’s kissing me and holding me tight, the war-ravaged world seems to fade away.

      

        

      
        Would it be so terribly wrong if I surrendered to the enemy?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      August 2136

      

      LUKA

      

      Rain falls in angry torrents, soaking the entire camp in an extra layer of misery. I march through the mud, weaving my way around hastily pitched tents and soldiers on guard duty. A sudden flash of lightning illuminates the encampment, revealing the rows of tanks, Humvees, and armored box trucks that rest beyond the sea of tents.

      When General Clover’s makeshift shelter comes into sight, I quicken my pace and duck inside just as the downpour intensifies. Warmth immediately envelops me, and a hint of cigar smoke mingles with the smell of rain and mud. Lanterns flicker all around, casting a soothing yellow glow against the walls of the heated tent. I hasten toward the general, who’s standing over a table gazing at a holomap.

      “You wanted to see me, General?” My body aches and I long to retire for the night, but I stand at attention, posture perfect and alert as ever.

      “At ease, Commander. Yes, Luka. I did.” Dark circles rim the old man’s eyes. His face also appears more sunken than usual, and he grimaces as he straightens and settles a tired gaze on me. War has taken its toll on him. “How is your unit faring in the new settlement you’ve recently established?”

      “Very well, sir. The team I’ve brought with me is scheduled to return to our Deep Creek settlement in three days. After we make a detour through Baltimore, that is.”

      General Clover scratches his bald, age-spotted head. He clears his throat and regards me with a speculative look. “I suppose you’ll be searching for more women during your travels home.”

      “That’s correct, sir. Women, children, or any survivors in need of assistance.”

      “Hm. Have you given any thought to our last conversation?”

      I suppress the urge to cringe. “I have many responsibilities, sir. A wife would be a distraction.”

      The general gives me a fatigued, almost wistful smile, and all the lines on his face deepen. “You need to set a good example for your men. We’re settling down. Starting over. I want us to embrace the same traditional values we held dear on the islands, and the best way to do that is for our soldiers to take wives and start families. Trust me, it’ll help them heal.”

      “Sir, with all due respect, the Zasforr Islands are gone, and technically, we are still at war,” I say. “Taking a wife, likely against her will, is not my top priority at the moment. Sir.”

      “Ah, war. Yes, that. We have the American president and other top-ranking officials in custody.” The general shrugs. “It’s only a matter of time before a treaty is signed, Luka. They destroyed our island nation, and now we’re stuck here, over one hundred thousand of us. The finest soldiers the world has ever seen, I might add. But it’s time we looked to the future. We won’t be fighting for much longer. We’ve nearly decimated the American military and we occupy most of the East Coast. The war is winding down.” He places his hands on the table and leans forward. “Take a wife, Commander Dawson. That’s an order.”

      My mind reels, though I’m careful to keep my expression neutral. I know better than to argue with a superior officer. I also know better than to disobey a direct order. “Yes, sir,” I force out. “Is that all, General?”

      “Yes. That’s all. Dismissed.” He waves a hand at the tent flap and sticks a fresh cigar in his mouth.

      I step into the dismal night. I pause in the rain for a few seconds and lift my face, letting the cool drops sting my cheeks.

      A wife. The general has actually ordered me to take a wife.

      Displaced women sparsely inhabit the war-torn cities of the East Coast, along with other survivors. But if you know where to look, you could easily locate them. Finding a woman to claim wouldn’t be difficult, but that isn’t the point.

      Though other Zasforran soldiers are clearly ready to begin anew—ready to take wives and start families on enemy soil—I simply can’t fathom it. My heart is too hardened by anger and grief. I can’t imagine moving on. Not today, and not tomorrow. Maybe fucking never. The very idea feels like a betrayal and reminds me of all I’ve lost. Reminds me of who I lost.

      I had a wife once. A daughter, too.

      But they’re gone now. Casualties of war.

      Memories of that fateful day—the day my whole world went dark—return with all the force of a tidal wave rushing in, and breathing through the anguish becomes difficult. The heaviness of despair presses in from all directions. It’s suffocating, this endless grief.

      If only I had been there...

      I growl. If only I had been there, what?

      Logically, I know I couldn’t have single-handedly stopped the nuclear attack on the Zasforr Islands. If I’d been there, I would have perished alongside my wife and daughter, perished alongside millions of my fellow citizens.

      Even months later, the scale of destruction and loss of life seem unimaginable. A truth that’s so terrible it’s difficult to comprehend.

      There are days I still can’t believe what happened, days I feel as though I’m trapped in a nightmare. Surely this can’t be real fucking life.

      My head throbs as I return to my tent.

      Regret wells inside me, and my mood darkens further.

      I should’ve sent my wife and daughter to neutral ground in Europe or Australia to ride out the war. They would still be alive. But I didn’t send them away. I hadn’t believed the Americans would manage to reach the Zasforr Islands, let alone blast the entire island nation to dust. The nuclear attack had taken us, as well as the entire world, by surprise.

      I curse under my breath, remove my hat, and run a hand through my damp hair.

      Would the unbearable, hollow ache in my chest ever fade?

      I rip off my wet uniform and set it out to dry, then go through the motions of my evening ablutions, washing off a day that had been spent patrolling the nearby highways. After donning some dry sweats, I crawl into my cold bed on the ground. I stare at the single lantern lighting the tent. Despite the chill in the air, I don’t turn on my portable heater. Discomfort, whether mild or severe, helps ground me in reality.

      Images of my late wife, Isabell, and our baby daughter, Harlow, haunt me until dawn. I dream of Isabell’s silky brown hair, her soft skin, and the sweet sighs she used to make in her sleep. I dream of Harlow’s chubby cheeks, wailing cries, and cooing smiles.

      Gone forever. Just… gone.

      I awake to a clearing sky as the sun splinters through the tall trees of the surrounding forest. After attending a morning briefing with other unit commanders, I set off with my men in a large solar box truck that’s brimming with supplies. Most of my unit has remained behind in Deep Creek, but I’d brought five of my best men to the encampment after being asked to escort another commander’s American relative to safety.

      I weigh General Clover’s words as we journey through the war-torn countryside, moving south through New York and Pennsylvania.

      Take a wife, Commander Dawson. That’s an order.

      Throughout my travels, I keep an eye out for such a woman, despite my reluctance to marry again. I’d married Isabell for love. This time around wouldn’t involve love or even companionship. This time would involve forcing a woman from the enemy’s side into holy matrimony.

      I can scarcely fathom what I’ve been ordered to do, and yet I cannot evade my duties. God help the poor woman I set my sights upon.

      During our time on the road, we pass out medicine, food, and other supplies, and most Americans receive us with cautious optimism. Only a handful attempt to kill us, though they are easily neutralized. Most Americans want the war to officially end as much as we do, and they must also realize their own government has all but forsaken them.

      There are no signs of American forces until we reach Baltimore. I detect patches of enemy soldiers around the city, though it’s easy to avoid them while traveling slowly and watching the sensors.

      Two of my men, Gunnar and Forrest, make their desire to find women amidst the rubble perfectly clear. After the return to Deep Creek, no immediate plans exist to venture outside the settlement.

      “It’s now or never,” Forrest says.

      Now or never. Fucking hell.

      I suppose it’s the truth, and I have orders to follow.

      I must set a good example for my men.

      As much as I despise the general’s order, I know in my gut that the old man is right. These are the rules of command, and it’s my duty to lead by example.

      I swallow hard when the truck stops, knowing what I must do.

      My resolve hardens.

      As soon as Gunnar and Forrest find their women, it will be my turn. I’m the least enthusiastic about it, so I might as well go last. No sense being picky, either. Any healthy woman of childbearing age will do.

      I put on heat detection goggles and jump out of the truck, weapon in hand. The driver, Alan, and another soldier, Jared, stay behind to keep watch over our equipment. Only Gunnar and Forrest follow.

      The three of us spread out down a residential street, scanning for signs of life. The majority of the American population has tucked tail and fled west, but not everyone has evacuated the cities on the East Coast. Most of the men in my unit who stayed behind in Deep Creek have wives who were plucked from war-torn cities such as this one. Some of them have even adopted war orphans and are raising little blended families.

      “Here! This building!” Forrest gestures to a small brick house with boarded up windows. Graffiti decorates the outside, and rubble from the destroyed house next door blocks the front steps.

      I run around the side and kick open a back door. We enter a kitchen and aim flashlights through the rooms on the first level.

      “Two bodies below. Must be a basement.” Gunnar feels along a wall in a hallway covered with tapestries. Sure enough, he locates a door behind the largest one.

      I study my weapon scanner. “They aren’t armed.” I clear my throat. “Unless they have knives.” Weapon scanners only detect blasters and explosives. Knives are another matter, and I’ve become quite skilled at de-arming a knife-wielding opponent.

      Forrest kicks the door open and calls out a friendly greeting as he directs a flashlight down the steps. “We won’t hurt you. Show yourselves. We’re here to help.”

      Two young women appear at the bottom of the steps, eyes wide and faces pale.

      Two women.

      I give an inward sigh, knowing my men have found their prospective brides. Assuming these girls are healthy, over the age of eighteen, and unmarried.

      As it turns out, the women—Adella and Chloe—are sisters, and both are in their early twenties. Medical scans prove them healthy, and neither are married, though the females balk and exchange a worried look when asked about their marital status.

      After we all return to the truck, Gunnar and Forrest inform the sisters that they’ll be traveling to the Deep Creek area with us.

      “Is it safe there?” Chloe asks in a guarded tone.

      “Yes,” Forrest replies. “I promise it’s safe.”

      I close my eyes and let my mind drift. Gunnar and Forrest speak softly with the women and finally explain why they’ve been taken—this isn’t a simple rescue mission.

      “Wait a second. You want us to marry you? What? You don’t even know us!” Adella cries in a voice filled with shock and alarm.

      “The war is nearly over, and thousands upon thousands of Zasforran soldiers like us are stranded on American soil. We are in the process of creating settlements up and down the East Coast, but we need women. Wives,” Gunnar says.

      “Where we’re taking you,” Forrest says, “we have plenty of supplies—food, medicine, safe drinking water, clothing, books, anything you might need.”

      “Are you trying to bribe us with material things?” Chloe asks.

      “No,” Gunnar says, firming his voice. “We aren’t bribing you. You’re coming with us no matter what. We found you and we’re keeping you—as our brides.”

      The truck engine roars to life, momentarily drowning out the sounds of indignant feminine gasps. A static noise indicates the viewing screens have been activated, and I open my eyes as the truck lurches forward, my gaze on the passing scenery. The viewing screens mimic windows almost perfectly, and the heavily armored box of the solar truck is not only blaster proof, but it can withstand bazookas and rocket-propelled grenades. It can also withstand the old-fashioned weaponry, such as rifles and handguns, that many Americans still possess.

      I struggle to keep a straight face as the sisters continue to argue with Forrest and Gunnar. Several times, the women make a move for the back door, only to be grabbed by their soon-to-be husbands.

      Eventually, Adella whispers to Chloe that perhaps being found by Zasforrans might be the answer to their prayers, and the sisters slowly begin to warm to their captors and start asking more questions about the Deep Creek settlement.

      Will the next neighborhood contain an eligible woman? The driver has instructions to stop one last time before hitting the highway.

      I steel myself as if preparing for battle.
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      JUDITH

      

      Distant explosions rattle the bedroom windows, serving as a harsh reminder that the war isn’t over. Not by a fucking longshot. I peek through the blinds. The streets below are strewn with trash, debris, and abandoned cars, but otherwise empty. No signs of soldiers or regular citizens. But just five days ago, I had witnessed a group of armed men rush down the street, and every few hours I hear the rumble of an engine or the steady humming of Zasforran armored solar trucks.

      Trapped. I’m trapped in my expensive, fourteenth-floor apartment in downtown Baltimore.

      Sometimes I tell myself it’s a haven, but mostly, I feel trapped.

      A deadbolt and three heavy pieces of furniture separate me from the warring world outside. I’ll be doomed if a bomb strikes the building, of course, but remaining hidden inside seems like the best option at the moment.

      Certain death looms in the city streets where bands of Zasforran soldiers roam in search of their next victims.

      Two weeks have passed since the last news station went off air, but the final report on the war had been chilling. A wide-eyed, trembling news anchor had announced that the American president was missing, Zasforrans were executing nearly all Americans they encountered, including women and children, and all Americans in eastern states were strongly advised to travel west.

      I move away from the window and head for the shower. By some miracle, the building still has running water. I always make a point to get dressed every morning, shower in the evening, and put on pajamas at night. It’s a simple thing that gives me a sense of normalcy, a sense of routine, even if there’s nothing normal about my present situation.

      Is there anything normal about the end of the fucking world?

      That’s what this feels like. The End.

      Once I finish showering, I slip into a nightdress and head for bed. I curl up under the cool, silky sheets as my mind drifts.

      Five years ago, my older sister, Sophia, had moved to the Zasforr Islands in the Atlantic to start a new life after a nasty divorce. I’d always meant to visit but never got around to it. Now it’s too late and Sophia is dead. All because of a stupid war caused by stupid, power-hungry men.

      Zasforr had been a chain of twelve man-made islands whose inhabitants had mostly consisted of wealthy Americans and their descendants, but many nationalities from around the world had also called the islands home.

      When the United States began seizing Zasforran citizens who visited friends and family in the States, accusing them of espionage, tensions between the two nations rose. Threats were made, dozens of American trading ships were sunk, and war was soon declared. After the Americans dropped a nuclear bomb on each of the twelve islands, the invading Zasforran forces became stranded in the states—and they are winning, no doubt fueled by hatred and despair over the destruction of their homeland.

      Blaster fire pierces through my reverie, and I hurry to look out the front window again. Two figures scurry through the maze of abandoned cars. Over a dozen men follow in their wake, weapons in hand. None of them are wearing uniforms. Just regular citizens fighting over resources. Sinking back from the imminent bloodbath in the street below, I cover my ears and pray for this nightmare to end.

      My stomach growls, but I don’t dare eat. Not yet. I’ll eat something in an hour or two. The sooner I deplete my supplies, the sooner I’ll have to venture into the scary outside world in search of food and water. So, I’ve taken to starving all day until just before bedtime, when I finally allow myself a small meal, because falling asleep on a semi-full stomach is easier than falling asleep hungry.

      I already scavenged what food and supplies I could from the empty apartments in the building, but I didn’t find as much as I’d hoped, and my gut twists with the knowledge that I will eventually be forced to leave my lonely sanctuary. I haven’t left the building in three weeks, and I hope to stretch my supplies for another month. Perhaps by then the war will be over. Perhaps it will be safe to come out.

      An eerie silence permeates the once-noisy apartment building, evidence that I’m the only one foolish enough to remain, or smart enough. Time will tell. During the early hours of the evacuation, someone stole my car before I had a chance to decide whether I would stay. Many city residents without their own transportation were bused out, but the television images of swarming crowds and rioting eventually deterred me from attempting to leave.

      Some days I wish I’d joined the mass exodus. Other days I become convinced the people who left died somewhere along the road, of starvation or an enemy attack.

      It doesn’t matter. I’m here and I’m alone.

      I move through the dark rooms back to my bedroom, grab a battery powered lantern and a tattered copy of my favorite romance novel, and curl up in bed. The unread books sitting on my nightstand will have to wait their turn. Right now, I need the comfort of something familiar, a story I know from start to middle to end, no surprises.

      Hours later, a dull thundering sound catches my attention, and I set the book aside. I hold my breath as the strange noise grows louder.

      What the hell is that?

      A boom splits the air. I gasp and jump to my feet. The building quakes and the scent of smoke hits me. Scrambling toward my doorway, I fall against the wall as another explosion rocks the floor beneath my feet. My heart lurches with panic.

      On an adrenaline rush like no other, I push the heavy furniture away from the door.

      Blasts ring out all around me and I can scarcely breathe through the thick fog of smoke. I say a silent prayer and rush into the fourteenth-floor hallway.

      Crawling on my hands and knees, I finally reach the stairwell.

      Oh God, oh God, oh God.

      Would I make it out alive?

      I stumble desperately down the steps, falling and scraping my palms bloody when a new explosion upsets the building. Or maybe they aren’t explosions. Maybe the building is just collapsing, floor by floor. Whatever it is, it’s fucking loud, and it sounds like death and destruction.

      It sounds like my impending demise.

      My heart races as I continue down the stairwell.

      Floor twelve... floor nine... floor five.

      I lose count as the burning in my lungs deepens and I feel increasingly lightheaded, until I finally slip away into nothingness.
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      LUKA

      
      Boom! An explosion pierces the air, and the truck shakes from the force of the bang.

      I glance at my scanner. “Three men. One rocket launcher. They missed us and hit a building.” I pause for a second as I come to a decision. “Let’s chase them away. Too many standing buildings in this city. They could destroy one and end up trapping their own civilians underneath the rubble.” I lift a transceiver to my mouth and order the driver to pull over.

      The truck screeches to a stop beside a heavily looted convenience store. I instruct the women to remain locked inside the safety of the armored truck while my soldiers investigate.

      Blaster fire rings out across the street.

      I duck behind a car, checking my blaster charge and readying my weapon.

      In a flurry of movement, the Americans run down the street in the opposite direction, hanging low between automobiles and rubble.

      I follow with my men, chasing the Americans until they’re long gone from the area. Catching them isn’t our top priority. Neither is killing them. As General Clover said, the war is nearly over, and most American soldiers have already given up fighting and fled the East Coast alongside civilians. Those who remain are on their own and possess few resources.

      As we return to the truck, the telltale sound of another rocket launching rings out, this time from a completely different direction.

      Fuck. Don’t these fools know when to give
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