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      Elijah prowled toward me, a sexy smile on his face.

      “Well. Well. Well. What do we have here?”

      My heart missed a beat as I backed into a tree. The bark scraped my skin through my too-thin shirt.

      “I thought I told you to stay at the campsite with the others.”

      Cool air whipped around us and I shivered, though it wasn’t entirely because of the weather. He was so close that his chest brushed against mine. My nipples hardened at the contact.

      “I needed to go to the bathroom.”

      He made a sound in the back of his throat. “Not good enough, Daisy. It’s dangerous out here. You know that.”

      He took another step and pressed himself against me. I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him in for a kiss. Our lips brushed against each other in air-light kisses that I knew drove him crazy.

      “You worry too much, Sir.”

      A smile played at his lips. “Is that so?”

      I nodded. “Yup.”

      He nibbled on my lower lip and said, “Sounds like you need to be reminded who is in charge.”

      Heat pooled between my legs. God, it had been too long since we’d done this and I was more than ready.

      Since escaping my family’s home in Fort Worth, we’d been traveling the long way back to Oklahoma City. We’d been on the road for nearly a month now and just made it a hundred miles to Henrietta, Texas. I prayed the rest of our journey went smoothly, but I wasn’t counting on it.

      Elijah reached between us, slipping his hand under my shirt. Air hissed through my lips when he grazed my breast, toying with my nipple.

      “How long do you think we have before we’re missed?”

      He grinned. “My dirty girl, always thinking ahead. We have some time. Grey is going to make sure the others give us some privacy.”

      He continued to rub his thumb over my nipple until I was moaning.

      “Thank God for Grey,” I said as I crushed my mouth over his.

      Our kiss was frenzied like we were both afraid of losing each other. Maybe we were. Maybe that’s what this all boiled down to. We’d nearly lost each other more than once and things didn’t seem to be getting any better.

      “Stay with me,” he said against my lips.

      I reached down, fumbling with his belt. He pulled away and unbuttoned his pants, letting them drop to his ankles. In another time and place we would have a bed to fuck in. But for now, I was more than willing to let him take me against this tree in the middle of nowhere.

      His hands went to work on my pants. I shivered as the cool air hit my skin, but I didn’t have to wait long. He held onto my hips as he thrust into me. The tree bark bit into my skin, but I didn’t care. I wrapped my legs around him, taking him in even further. Our movements were frenetic as we tried to get enough of each other.

      I bit his shoulder through his shirt and moaned. “God, I’m so close.”

      He nipped my earlobe. “Stay with me.”

      I lifted my head and met his gaze. His lips parted as he thrust. My body responded and heat spread through me like wildfire. Reaching between us, I rubbed my clit until I shattered around him. He continued pumping until he came, filling me with his seed.

      Moaning, I kissed him deeply.

      “God, I love you,” I said.

      He kissed me back. “And I love you, Daisy.”

      He pulled out of me and I missed him right away. In an instant, his eyes clouded with memory. He wasn’t aware of the look he got on his face when he thought of Oklahoma, a thought that took him a million miles away from me. I wanted to tell him to let me in on his fears, but I knew he wouldn’t. My Elijah would do anything to protect me. Even if it meant bearing this weight on his own.

      So, as much as I wanted pull him on the ground and toy with him until we were ready for round two, I knew what I had to do.

      Pulling up my pants I said, “I need to help Cooper with dinner. You okay?”

      He nodded as he dressed. Taking my hand, we went back to the campsite. Cooper stood by the campfire opening a few cans. We were trying to ration our food supply, which meant Cooper had to get creative with our meals. Luckily Kat and Grey had been able to catch wild game the farther we’d gotten from Fort Worth. Unfortunately for us, most of the game hadn’t been very meaty.

      Elijah kissed my knuckles before going to Grey. I went the other way to Cooper.

      Coop glanced up at me. “Just in time. Jo and Faith are gathering pecans. If they get enough I’ll add it to these canned yams.”

      Jo was quickly becoming my best friend. She was a bright light and made things seem better. I loved Kat to death, but she never let me get too close to her, though I had a feeling it was her way of protecting herself. If you didn’t have friends, then it was one less person to worry about. Jo, on the other hand, was like a sister. I wished Faith would open up, too, but that would hopefully come in time.

      “Where’s Norm?”

      Norman, or Norm as we called him, was a former celebrity, pre-apocalypse. Of course, the way Grey treated him, you would think he was still one.

      “He’s out scouting for supplies with Grey’s men.”

      Several of Grey’s men had abandoned the group over the past month, making those of us left vital. We each had chores and responsibilities. Kat, who was pregnant, was the only one who didn’t have chores, though she still helped out. Probably more than she should, really. I frowned. She pushed herself too hard and wasn’t eating enough food. That couldn’t be good for the baby.

      I asked Cooper, “Are we having squirrel with the yams?”

      He cringed. “God. I think my Grandma just rolled over in her grave. I bet she would have never guessed that the culinary degree she funded would be used to cook rodents!”

      I laughed. “Coop, nobody makes squirrel quite like you.”

      He grinned back at me. “Thanks, Daisy. And yes, we’re having squirrel. They’re nice and fat, too. Must be gearing up for winter. They’re hanging in the tree over there.”

      “I’ll get to work on skinning them. Maybe Faith can do something with their skins.”

      Before the apocalypse Faith had been in school to become a fashion designer. Her sewing skills had come in handy on more than one occasion and she really could make amazing things out of random objects.

      Cooper snorted. “I’m sure she will.”

      I grabbed the squirrels from the tree and took them to a tree stump. Skinning and gutting animals had taken some getting used to. Okay, a lot of getting used to. No one ever warned you how strong the scent of blood was. It’s something that stayed with you for a while. But, it was my job and I did it well.

      I’d just finished when Jo and Faith came back with a basket full of pecans.

      Jo said, “We hit the motherlode out there. We’re going to empty our basket and go out for more.”

      There was an angry meow from the cage Faith carried and she put it down with a sigh.

      “He’s been acting weird all day. It’s getting annoying.”

      “Percy can stay with me. I have some scraps for him.”

      Norm hated it when I fed his cat, Percy, scraps. These days cat food was hard to come by and he had to eat something.

      Jo winked at me. “Better feed him quick. I could hear Norm and the guys talking in the woods.”

      Faith put the carrier next to me. I shoved a few scraps though the bars and Percy ate them as fast as I could feed him. Elijah hadn’t been too sure about having a cat around camp, but Percy was an asset. He would hiss and freak out when he caught a whiff of a biter, letting us know to be on guard. His warning had saved our butts more than once. Plus, he was cute and cuddly.

      When I pushed the last piece of meat through the bar, Percy licked my finger and rubbed his face against me. I’m sure he wanted out, but it wasn’t safe. Maybe when we got back to Oklahoma-

      Gunfire rang out in the distance and we all became alert. Our men knew better than to fire unless something bad was happening. Elijah and Grey rushed past me, guns out.

      Cooper came to my side. “Let’s put Percy in the back of the car, just in case.”

      What he really meant was just in case we had to pack up in a hurry. Norm would never forgive us if something happened to his cat. I grabbed the cage and put it on the backseat. Percy meowed at me, but didn’t hiss, which meant there weren’t any biters nearby. Cooper grabbed the items closest to him, packing them away.

      I pulled my gun from the back of my pants, ready to fire if needed. Cooper wasn’t a fighter, unless he had to. He gave me a thankful look. Nothing happened for a few moments and then I heard loud voices coming our way.

      “What in the fuck were you thinking? I didn’t send you out there to fucking waste bullets.”

      Uh oh. Elijah was pissed.

      One of Grey’s men replied, “We saw a doe. Thought we could bag her.”

      Cooper met my gaze. “Well, they’re fucked.”

      This made me laugh. Elijah, Grey, Norm, and the rest of Grey’s men came around the corner. Norm came over to us, shaking his head.

      “That asshole doesn’t listen to anyone. Thinks he knows everything.”

      Kat crawled out of the backseat of her car, yawning. “What did I miss? Who fired the gun?”

      We caught her up and she shook her head. “Hope they tell him to take a hike.”

      I asked, “Can we afford to lose more men?”

      “Can we afford to keep someone who is sloppy? What if he draws a horde to us? Or worse.”

      Her “or worse” was truer than I wanted to admit. Having someone who was sloppy could get everyone in a camp killed. It had happened at the last group I was with before Elijah found me. In fact, that’s how Elijah’s men were able to overtake my old group so easily.

      And, as much as I hated to admit it, it had nearly happened to us in Texas.

      Elijah’s voice rose as he talked to the man. “You think you can do better than me? Than Grey?”

      My lips parted. “Oh shit.”

      “I do.” His chest puffed out. “And, since I’m sure I’m about to be told to fuck off, let me add this – I think you’re making a mistake going back to Oklahoma.”

      Elijah’s voice went low. “Oh, you do, do you? It’s a good damn thing that you won’t be traveling with us.”

      The man spit at Elijah’s boots. “Better hope you have a shovel when you arrive. Your gal is going to need it to dig your grave when Wyatt gets a hold of you.”

      Elijah lunged before the man finished speaking. His fist connected with the side of the man’s face in a satisfying crunch. Grey held up his hands to the others and no one moved. Elijah struck the man a few more times until the man curled up in a ball.

      I said, “Stop. He’s had enough.”

      Elijah met my gaze and there was so much anger that I almost backed down. Instead, I took a step forward.

      “Let him go, Elijah. He’s done.”

      Elijah kicked dirt at the man. “You’re not worth it. Get the fuck out of here and don’t come back.” To the others he said, “This is the last time I’ll say this. If you don’t think what I’m doing is the right thing then get the fuck out of here, too. We need team players and fighters where we’re going.”

      No one said anything as the man who’d fired the gun crawled off. I hoped he was going to be okay, but knew better than to go after him.

      Grey looked at each man, nodding in assessment. “Looks like you’re stuck with my crew, Boss.”

      Elijah replied, “I’m honored to have you on my side. All of you.”

      He came toward me and the men scattered. I touched his cheek where there was a splatter of blood. He saw it on my finger and wiped it away with his shirt.

      “It’s not mine.”

      I replied, “Didn’t think it was. You should be more careful with your clothes.” At his look I went on, “You’re on laundry duty this week.”

      He groaned and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Maybe we can work out a deal,” he said, wrapping his arms around my waist, pulling me flush against him.

      His sweaty scent filled the air and it turned me on, even though we’d already fucked earlier. That’s what the zombie apocalypse had done to me – made me a woman who got horny when her man was sweaty and dirty.

      Sighing, I pressed my hand against his chest. “I need to help Coop.”

      He frowned, but let me go.

      When I joined Coop by the campfire he raised his eyebrow at me.

      “What?”

      “Girl, the sexual vibes you two put off are crazy. I’m all hot and bothered and I don’t even know what you were talking about.”

      I grinned. “I was reminding him that he’s on laundry duty this week.”

      Coop shook his head. “Don’t ruin this for me. In my head, you were planning a rendezvous later in the evening.”

      I shook my head and began shelling the pecans that Jo and Faith brought. Jo joined me, grabbing a handful of the nuts in her hand.

      “I thought you and Faith were going out for more.”

      Jo replied, “Faith is scared after what just happened. She thinks the gunfire drew the hordes.”

      “She may be right. We won’t know for a while.”

      Air hissed through her lips as she sighed. “If it’s not one thing it’s another with her. She mostly just wants to lie around and be negative.”

      I asked, “Was she always like that?”

      “She’s been that way for as long as I’ve known her, but it’s gotten worse in the last few weeks.”

      Jo and Norm had met Faith in Houston right after the outbreak began. Faith had been running down the street and asked them for a ride. The rest was history.

      Jo glanced at me. “Can I tell you something private? Something you won’t judge me for saying?”

      I replied, “I’m all ears.”

      “I think Faith has a crush on Norman. And sometimes I get the vibe that she wishes I was out of the picture.”

      Ouch. That was a tough one. I didn’t want to tell her that I had noticed Faith gazing at Norm more than once over the campfire. I mean, she hadn’t acted on anything and it wasn’t my business, so I didn’t want to make waves.

      I asked, “Have you talked to Norm about this?”

      “He thinks it’s just a crush, but I’m not so sure.” She paused. “Sorry. I just needed to get that off my chest.”

      “Did something happen while you were out there gathering pecans?”

      Her cheeks flushed. “She just said she wished he was with us and it rubbed me the wrong way. It’s probably just my pretend time of the month making me sensitive.”

      I knew what she meant. My menstruation cycles had never been regular and definitely not after the apocalypse. The lack of nutrients had taken care of that. In fact, it was pretty damn amazing that Kat was pregnant considering our lack of food in general.

      Jo said, “Anyway, thanks for listening to me.”

      I nodded. “Any time.”

      We worked in silence until we’d shelled enough pecans to satisfy Coop. When we were done, we helped him dish up plates for everyone. I glanced down at my small portion of squirrel and yams. It wasn’t enough to fill my stomach, but at least I wouldn’t go to bed hungry. That was something to be thankful for, but I couldn’t help but wonder if we would ever have a bountiful supply of food again.

      And what were we going to do when our supply ran out?
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      The men gathered around the campfire and ate in silence. Grey slipped Kat half of his meat and she smiled in thanks. I felt bad for not offering her some of my own portions, but I was just so hungry.

      When we were done eating, Elijah pulled me aside.

      “I want to show you something. Bring a blanket.”

      I wiggled my eyebrows. “I like the way this is sounding.”

      He laughed and waited as I grabbed a blanket. Hand-in-hand, he led me through the wooded area until I couldn’t hear our campsite.

      “Norm told me about this. They found it while scouting.”

      We stopped in front of a large tree. I looked around.

      “Found what?”

      He smiled. “Look up.”

      Above us, high in the tree was a treehouse. Elijah led me to the other side of the tree where wooden planks had been nailed into the trunk.

      “Are you sure it’s safe?”

      He nodded. “The guys checked it out earlier. Come on.”

      He tossed the blanket over his shoulder and climbed. None of the planks seemed flimsy under his weight, so I went after him. He entered the treehouse through a hole in the bottom of the floor and helped me in.

      The treehouse was empty on the inside except for two curtains made out of faded camouflage material that fluttered in the wind.

      Elijah pushed a piece of wood over the opening in the floor. “There. That should keep us safe tonight.”

      “Tonight?”

      He grinned at me. “Told the guys not to expect us until the morning.”

      “I like the way you think.”

      He pulled me onto his lap and kissed me. “Thought after our romp earlier that you deserved some pampering.”

      I kissed him back and said, “By pampering I hope you mean treehouse sex.”

      His chest rumbled as he laughed. “Of course.”

      “Won’t Norm be mad that he didn’t get to use the treehouse with Jo?”

      He replied, “I told him we’d be in this area for a few more days. I’m sure he’ll manage to steal Jo away.”

      This was the first I’d heard about us staying here longer than a day.

      “Any reason we aren’t going on?”

      His forehead crinkled as he frowned. “Grey wanted to let Kat rest. She was spotting again.”

      Pregnancy in the apocalypse was dangerous in so many ways. If she were to have a miscarriage, then her life would be in danger. Traveling was hard on Kat and I felt bad for her. On the other hand, we needed to get back to Oklahoma as soon as possible so we could prepare for the birth, especially before winter set in.

      He squeezed my arm. “You were a million miles away.”

      I smiled, though it was only half-heartedly. “I worry about her.”

      And any other woman, really. I didn’t voice this thought because it would only worry him, too, and then he wouldn’t want to have sex. I mean, we were basically playing Russian roulette every time he came inside of me.

      He said, “I know you do. And I know Grey does, too. That’s why I said we’d stay for a few days.” He sighed. “Besides, it’s not like we’re rushing back to a guaranteed home. There’s still a chance that this will all be for nothing.”

      Ah. So that’s what had been on his mind earlier.

      “We knew that going into this.”

      He gazed down at me. “I know, but the closer we get the more pressure I feel. There are so many people depending on me.”

      “On us,” I corrected him. “And everyone knows what they’re getting in to. They’re coming because they believe that this will work out.”

      His lips lifted into a smile. “You always know what to say to make me feel better.”

      “Show me how much you like that.”

      His laugh filled the space around us and made me feel better.

      He cupped my face with his hands. “I love you, Daisy.”

      “I love you, too.”

      His lips brushed against mine as he said, “You are my world. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      His hand brushed over my breasts through my shirt. The slight contact sent shivers of anticipation through my body. Somewhere nearby an owl hooted. The wind blew through the curtains, cooling my heated skin. In this moment there was nowhere else I’d rather be.

      Elijah helped me undress, taking his time. Moments like this were rare – ones where we could each show the other how much we cared. Up here, in this treehouse, we were safe. Nothing could hurt us. And that felt pretty damn good.

      When we were both naked, I laid back onto the blanket. Elijah stared at me.

      “What?”

      “You’re so damn beautiful.”

      He dipped his head, catching my lips in a kiss. I couldn’t help but move my hands over his chest and stomach. My Elijah was so strong. When my fingertips moved over the scar on his shoulder air hissed through his lips. I knew that was a sensitive spot because of his previous injuries.

      “You don’t have to touch it if you don’t want to.”

      “Why wouldn’t I want to touch it?”

      His cheeks darkened. “I know it’s not easy on the eyes.”

      Leaning up, I kissed the scarred skin that crept over his shoulder. “I love everything about you, Elijah, even your battle scars.”

      His eyes flashed and he kissed me again. He moved lower, his lips covering my nipple with tantalizing possessiveness. I moaned softly at the contact. His hands seared a path down my stomach, to the apex of my thighs. When he touched me between my legs, I jumped at the contact.

      “God. Yes. That feels so good.”

      He smiled and continued stroking me. My heavy breathing filled the space around us until I came apart. His body moved, partially covering mine. When he slid into me, we both moaned. Being with him always made me feel so complete. Like a piece of my soul had been found. In this moment it was flesh against flesh, man against woman. Just as it should be.

      We took our time to explore, arouse, and to give each other pleasure in that little treehouse. Finally, I couldn’t take any more and shattered around him. He came, too, and we rode out the waves of our orgasms together. My chest rose and fell as I caught my breath.

      He brushed a piece of my hair from my face. “I love you.”

      Yawning, I replied, “I love you, Elijah.”

      Snuggling against him, I let myself give into sleep knowing I was safe.
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      Daisy stirred in my arms. I’d been watching her sleep for a while. Long enough that the sky had gone from the dark of night to the pinks and purples as dawn arrived. Daisy looked so peaceful and it made me feel better just gazing at her. She smiled at me as her eyes opened.

      I said, “Morning.”

      She groaned as she stretched, her back popping multiple times.

      “You okay?”

      She sat up, revealing her perky tits. I loved that she didn’t bother covering herself.

      “Sleeping in a treehouse sounds so romantic in theory, until you wake up the next morning with a crick in your neck.”

      I asked, “Want me to rub it out.”

      She glanced down at my cock, eyebrow raised. “Rub it out or rub one out?”

      My morning wood rested against my stomach. I didn’t try to hide it, either.

      I shrugged. “What can I say? My cock can never get enough of you.”

      It was true, though we didn’t have many chances to sneak away. Last night had been a rare treat, to say the least.

      She laughed and said, “On your back, Sir.”

      I did as she commanded and she straddled me, settling herself onto my cock. We both sighed at the contact.

      “God, you feel so good this way,” she breathed out. “So big.”

      I held onto her hips. “You feel pretty damn amazing, too.”

      She set the pace as she rode me and I was more than willing to let her. The treehouse groaned as her pace increased. Through the window, leaves fell. I’m sure our rocking was helping nature along.

      Daisy leaned forward, licking my chest. She then covered my nipple with her mouth. There was a jolt of pleasure as she nipped me with her teeth. I fucking loved it. Moaning her name, I urged her on. She swiveled her hips, leaning her head back. Her hair was so long that it brushed against my thighs. The light sensation on my skin was almost a sensory overload, especially when she flexed her pelvic muscles.

      “Daisy,” I cried out as I filled her.

      She continued to ride me until she came. Then she fell against me, breathing heavily. After a few moments, she got off me and dressed. This was the second time she’d done that after making love. I couldn’t pinpoint it, but something about her actions just felt… off.

      “Everything okay?”

      She nodded, but didn’t meet my gaze. “Yeah. We should get back.”

      She pulled the wood from the covering and climbed down the ladder. Well shit. That was strange. I quickly dressed and followed her. She was already walking, so I had to jog to catch up to her.

      “Hey,” I said. “Talk to me.”

      She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Sorry. I’m just cranky today.”

      “Why?”

      “Just ready to be somewhere with a real bed.” Her stomach growled. “And to have a decent meal.”

      I knew how she felt. What kind of leader did it make me when I couldn’t take care of my people and my woman?

      She touched my arm. “I’m not saying that to make you feel bad, Elijah. You asked.”

      “I know. It just makes me wish there was more I could do.”

      She replied, “I know, which is why I try not to complain. Things will get better. I know it.”

      I hoped she was right.

      When we got back to the campsite, Grey grinned at me. Daisy shook her head, cheeks flushing.

      “He better not-”

      Grey called out, “Well, well, well, looks like the rooster has returned.”

      I laughed. “At least he didn’t say-”

      Grey went on, “Such a good little cock, eh Daisy?”

      Daisy replied, “I hate you all.”

      Everyone chuckled at Grey’s teasing. I went to his side.

      “How’d everything go last night?”

      Grey handed me a mug of diluted coffee. I took a sip, wishing it was stronger.

      “Nothing to report, other than Norm’s loud snoring.”

      I asked, “How’s Kat?”

      His expression sobered. “The bleeding’s stopped, but she hasn’t felt the baby move.”

      “That doesn’t mean something bad has happened.”

      He nodded. “That’s what I keep telling her.”

      I replied, “Well, I only did one rotation in the obstetrics ward, but I’m confident I will be able to deliver a healthy baby for the two of you.”

      Grey’s eyes watered. “Maybe you could tell that to Kat? Reassure her?”

      I slapped his back. “Will do. I’ll head over to her right now.”

      Crossing the campsite, I found Kat sitting next to Jo and Faith.

      “Mind if I join you ladies?”

      Jo stood. “I’m actually going to find Norm.”

      She winked at me before taking off. When she was gone, Faith sighed.

      “Guess they’ll be gone all day. Must be nice.”

      Kat replied, “There are plenty of men here, Faith. Take your choice.”

      Faith replied, “No thanks.”

      She grabbed her book and headed to one of the cars.

      “Maybe I misjudged her,” Kat said. “Maybe she’s into chicks, which is cool, just not a lot of options here.”

      “I think she has her eye on a certain man. That’s the problem.”

      I’d noticed the way she watched Norm. It seemed harmless, so I hadn’t mentioned it to anyone.

      Kat’s eyes widened. “She better not have a thing for my man. Pregnant or not, I’ll kick her ass.”

      This made me laugh, but I knew she was also very serious. “It’s not Grey. It’s Norm.”

      “Oh. Wow. That’s pretty shitty since her best friend is with him.”

      I replied, “I think it’s a case of close quarters. I bet when we get to Oklahoma she’ll get over her crush and find someone to shack up with.”

      I’d seen it happen before. Hell, that’s one of the reasons I’d hooked up with some of the women in my past.

      Kat nodded. “You’re probably right.”

      “Speaking of Oklahoma, I wanted to talk to you. About your birthing plan.”

      Her face paled. “Not sure I’ll need it. I’m guessing Grey spoke to you?”

      I nodded. “He did. I’ll tell you what I told him. Just because you’re not feeling anything right now doesn’t mean something terrible has happened.”

      “I hear what you’re saying, Boss, but it’s hard not to jump to the worst conclusions.”

      I took her hand. “Just know that there’s still hope. And when we get to Oklahoma you’re going to need a birthing plan. That’s where I come in.”

      She sniffled. “Damn hormones. Got me all choked up.”

      I let her gather her composure, knowing how much she hated showing emotions in front of others.

      Finally, she said, “I thought you were a bone doctor or something. How do you figure you’re going to be able to help me?”

      “Orthopedic surgeon,” I corrected. “But I also did a rotation in obstetrics during my residency.”

      “Have you actually delivered a baby before?”

      I nodded. “Two.”

      “Two’s not very many.”

      “It’s more than anyone else around here has delivered.”

      She dipped her head once. “You got me there. But didn’t you have all that fancy equipment?”

      I wasn’t going to tell her that I did, because that wouldn’t solve anything. I was going to do my best to help her. That’s all I could offer.

      “Kat, everything is going to be fine. I promise we’ll get through this.”

      She looked around before leaning in. “I trust that you’ll do everything in your powers to help me.”

      She paused and my gut felt heavy.

      “But… I need you to promise me something.”

      I didn’t want to ask, but I did. “What’s that?”

      Her eyes were bright as she said, “If something goes bad during the delivery you have to be the one to put me and the baby down. Don’t let Grey. He won’t be able to live with himself.”

      And there it was. The words that made my stomach feel as if I’d eaten something sour.

      I shook my head. “Kat, you can’t think like that.”

      “Boss, one of us has to. I need you to swear that you’ll do what needs to be done, even if it’s not what you want to do. Promise me.”

      I did the only thing I could.

      “I promise.”

      Her shoulders sagged in relief. “Thank you. That helps more than you know.”

      She stood, patting me on the back as she passed. I watched as everyone moved around the camp and the weight of these lives on my shoulders became more real than ever. Every choice I made affected them. The good and the bad. And now there were future lives on the line.

      Standing, I strolled through the trees, heading away from everyone. A tree branch broke and I turned, finding Daisy there. Without a word, she took my hand and walked at my side. We made our way down a ravine, our shoes crunching on leaves. In another time it would have been picturesque. Leaves of reds, yellows, and gold. The woman I loved at my side. The crisp air, minus the scent of death that lingered everywhere-

      “This reminds me of the time of year when you found me,” she said.

      I replied, “I was thinking the same thing.”

      We reached a creek and stopped on the banks. The water was murky and smelled.

      Daisy looked upstream. “Must be a biter stuck somewhere. Hope no one is drinking this stuff downstream.”

      Because it would mean certain death for them.

      She picked up a rock, tossing it into the water. “I was worried when I saw you walking off.”

      “Just needed to catch my breath.”

      “Did something happen?”

      I glanced down at her and replied, “Grey wanted me to talk to Kat about the baby.”

      “Oh?”

      “So I did. But then she asked me to do something for her.”

      Daisy turned to face me. “I’m glad she finally mentioned it. It’s been on her mind.”

      This surprised me. “You knew she was going to ask?”

      “I didn’t mention it because I was hoping she would change her mind or at least let me do it, if it comes down to that.”

      I didn’t want to do it, but I damn sure didn’t want Daisy living with that kind of choice.

      Sighing, I said, “That’s a lot to ask of someone.”

      “That’s the world that we live in.”

      She was right.

      She touched my arm. “Elijah, I would ask someone to do the same for me. I wouldn’t want you to be the one to put me or, heaven forbid, our child down.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t want to talk about this, Daisy.”

      “I know it’s not easy, but-”

      Turning from her I said, “We should head back.”

      It was a dick move, but I meant what I said. I didn’t want to talk about that because the thought of living without her was unbearable.
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      Elijah was distant the rest of the day. It didn’t surprise me, but it still stung. Jo and Norm came back around dinner, huge grins on their faces. Grey embarrassed them as he’d done to Elijah and me.

      Kat snorted. “He’s being passive aggressive since I won’t give him sex right now.”

      I asked in a low tone, “Are you feeling okay?”

      Her face paled. “Still haven’t felt the baby.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t know that.”

      She was right and it wasn’t fair to say things I wasn’t sure would come true. She might not ever feel her baby again, which wasn’t something I wanted to think about.

      Elijah got everyone’s attention. “We’re going to head out after diner. We’ll take it slow. Switch drivers as often as you need. The last thing we want is for someone to fall asleep behind the wheel.”

      Kat asked me, “Did you know we were leaving tonight?”

      “No. This is news to me.” Standing, I went over to Elijah. “Did something happen?”

      His expression was grim. “Grey spotted a horde coming this way. We’re going to try to beat them.”

      Nodding, I went back to Kat, filling her in.

      She said, “I just hope we’re not making a mistake. Traveling at night is risky.”

      She was right, but Elijah was determined. After dinner, everyone packed up and got into their vehicles. Jo’s car had run out of gas, so we were leaving it behind. Jo, Norm, and Faith packed their belongings into cars that had room. Jo ended up in our car, sitting next to Cooper. They played a card game while Elijah and I sat in silence.

      I was reminded of the first time I’d rode in a car with him. He had just found me and took me back to his home. Though I didn’t know him, I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. There was something in his eyes that confirmed this. And now we’d been together for over a year. It was hard to believe that it had been that long. I snorted softly to myself.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Just thinking about the day you found me.”

      This made him smile. “Oh?”

      “Yeah. Remember what a dick you were?”

      He laughed. “I don’t recall it that way. What I remember is how a silly girl was walking around without a weapon.”

      Jo leaned forward and said, “I don’t think I’ve heard this one.”

      Shaking my head, I replied, “It’s a long story. Short version is Elijah found me in the loft of a barn and took me under his protection.”

      “I’d like to be under him.” Coop coughed. “I mean, his protection.”

      Elijah shot him a grin.

      I went on, “He is right, though. I shouldn’t have been out there without a weapon, but the group I was with at the time wasn’t very good at surviving.”

      Jo said, “Sounds like the last group we were with before we met up with y’all.”

      Elijah replied, “Sadly a weapon can mean the difference between life and death these days.”

      “Guess it’s a good thing we’re with an expert,” I replied, kissing him on the cheek.

      He smiled, but said, “You should try to get some sleep.”

      Before the apocalypse, I had a strict rule that the passenger in the car had to stay awake to make sure the driver was okay. I thought about mentioning this, but he gave me a look. Sighing, I leaned my seat back.

      Driving at night was different. Before, lights from street lamps would cast shadows into the car. Now, it was just darkness. Elijah dimmed the interior lights so they barely glowed. Cooper and Jo fell asleep pretty fast, but I couldn’t.

      Elijah whispered, “Sleep while you can, Daisy.”

      “I just want to make sure we’re okay. You seemed distant today.”

      I could barely see him nod. “We are.”

      I reached out and found his hand. Holding it against my cheek, I finally gave into sleep.
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      The car slowed and the grinding breaks woke me. Rubbing my eyes, I sat up in the backseat. We’d changed spots around one in the morning and Jo and I had used each other as pillows while Cooper drove and Elijah slept. I glanced at the clock on the dash. It was only seven. The sun was barely even out.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Cooper parked the car and Elijah got out. I followed him as did the others as they came to a stop.

      Grey called out, “What’s going on, Boss?”

      I walked up to Elijah. It was then that I saw what the issue was. There was a massive hole in the middle of the bridge, making it impossible to cross. It was amazing the bridge was even standing. And even more amazing that Cooper had seen the hole in the morning light.

      Elijah cursed. “Mother fucker. When in the fuck are we going to catch a break?”

      I touched his arm, but he jerked and walked away from me. Trying to hide my hurt feelings, I looked down. The drop below had to be at least twenty feet and there was no way we could jump over the hole.

      Grey came to my side.

      “There’s no way we can get across this bridge. Gap’s too big.” He called out to one of his men, “James, check the map. Where’s the next crossing?”

      James replied, “About twenty miles to the west, if it’s still there.”

      He was right to question if the other bridge would be there. This looked very suspicious.

      I asked in a low tone, “Do you think this was intentional?” At Grey’s look, I went on. “Do you think someone took the bridge out on purpose? To stop people from getting into Oklahoma?”

      “Thought crossed my mind.” He pointed. “Looks like something landed over there. Maybe a cannon.”

      “That is insane. Where would someone get a cannon?”

      Grey replied, “There’s a military base in Lawton. About fifty miles north of here. And, I think there’s a base in Wichita Falls, too.”

      Oh. Well, a cannon was definitely possible then.

      I peered down and said, “Maybe we don’t have to go to the next bridge. The water doesn’t look very deep. I bet we can drive through.”

      Grey called out to Elijah, “Boss, we want to run something by you.”

      Elijah came over to us looking frustrated. “What?”

      “Daisy just pointed out that the water doesn’t look deep. Maybe we can drive down the banks and through the water. Might be better than going out of the way-”

      “Out of the question.” His words were clipped.

      Grey held up his hands. “Just a thought. I mean, there’s a good chance the other bridge is out.”

      I said to Elijah, “What if I drive one of the cars down there and test it? If it works then the others can follow. If it doesn’t then we’ll only be out one vehicle.”

      His gaze landed on me. “I said no.” He called out to the others. “Everyone take a break. We’re going to head out to another bridge in a bit.”

      He went back to our car, ignoring the groans of some of the men.

      I turned to Grey. “He’s being ridiculous. He should let me try.”

      Grey nodded. “Agreed.” He leaned in. “Keys are in my jeep. Four-wheel drive should get you across. Don’t gun it or you’ll bury yourself in quicksand. Don’t look back, either. It ain’t going to be pretty over here.”

      My heart missed a beat. “Keep him distracted.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      I casually made my way to where Coop was. He was busy moving things around in the car, so I quietly kept walking. Jo and Norm were talking and didn’t acknowledge me as I passed. The jeep was in my sight. Kat leaned against it, staring off into the distance.

      As I got closer she said, “That man of yours is going to be pissed at you. You ready to face the consequences?”

      I replied in an even tone. “I think once I get across he’ll see that I was right.”

      “Brave girl.” Her lips twitched. “Try not to sink the jeep. It’s the next best thing since we traded in our bikes.”

      I nodded. “I’ll do my best. Is anyone looking our way?”

      “Nope. You’re good to go.” She moved to the side and said, “If I were you I would go down the east bank. Looks less bumpy.”

      “Thanks.”

      She smiled. “This is going to be awesome. Good luck.”

      I waited until she took one more step before opening the door of the jeep. It smelled like leather and a little bit like weed, which was totally the way I’d imagine Grey’s vehicle smelling like. Shaking my head, I climbed in.

      Kat said, “Be ready. The engine is going to get some attention when you start it.”

      I closed the door and started the jeep. It roared to life and did indeed get everyone’s attention. Elijah, who was thankfully the furthest away, lifted his head. When our gazes met I could see the curse words leaving his lips. I threw the jeep into gear, backing up. Some of the men ran toward me, but most of them just watched. Grey gave me a thumbs up when Elijah rushed past him.

      My heart pounded as I drove off the bridge, onto the road. Kat had been right – the east bank was definitely the way to go. I shifted the jeep into first gear and drove down the bank gripping the steering wheel as I bounced around. When I reached the bottom, the tires glided across the sand and over debris that lined the area.

      I thought I heard Elijah yelling my name, but I ignored him.

      I needed to do this.

      I had to do this.

      There was a slight drop as I drove into the water. The jeep swayed as the current pulled around me. I gripped the wheel so tight that my knuckles turned white as I plowed through the water. I’d never been more thankful for a dry summer and fall than I was at that very moment. The jeep dipped as I hit a low spot, but no water seeped in. My heartbeat pounded in my ears, drowning out the sound of the water.

      I reached the middle and let out a sigh of relief. I could do this. I was half way there. Ahead, I could see a biter floating in the water. Its arms and legs thrashed as it tried in vain to gain its footing. Fuck. At the rate it was floating down the river I was going to hit it. But I didn’t want to steer in a different direction. What if the waters were deeper or what if I got stuck?

      Gritting my teeth, I braced for impact. The biter hit the bumper of the jeep and then went under water. There was a moment where I thought I’d gotten lucky. And then the jeep jerked as the tires spun, trying to climb over the biter.

      “Come on!” I said the words like a prayer.

      Finally, the jeep lurched forward. I cried out in joy as I reached the other bank. There was more quicksand on this side, but I was able to keep moving forward until I drove up the other side and onto solid land. I let out a sigh of relief, driving onto the other side of the bridge.

      When I got out of the jeep Grey and Kat cheered for me. And then Elijah spoke.

      “What in the fuck was that?”

      I’d only seen the look on his face once and I shivered in remembrance. Because the last time he’d looked at me like that he’d fucked me until I couldn’t see straight. This time he looked a little angrier. And I was probably going to pay for it later, but that was a hill I was willing to die on.

      Shoving my horny thoughts aside, I called out, “Just showing you that it’s safe to cross.” I amended, “Well, some of the vehicles probably won’t make it, but the majority of them can.”

      Grey said, “Works for me. Boys, you saw how she did it. Follow her path. Take it slow and don’t be a dick out there.”

      Elijah turned to Grey. “Convenient that she drove your jeep across.”

      Grey shrugged. “What can I say? When I believe in something I support it one hundred percent.” To Kat he called out, “Come on, woman. Let’s get one of the cars across.”

      Elijah turned and stared at me, a scowl on his face.

      I blew him a kiss. “Don’t be mad at me. Finding another bridge was going to take too long and this worked out just fine.”

      He sighed. “You could have been hurt.”

      “But I wasn’t. Now get your ass in a car and get over here.”

      He replied, “We’ll talk about this tonight.”

      I nodded. “Yes… Sir.”

      He shook his head, but couldn’t hide his smile. I went to the end of the bridge and watched as everyone drove over one by one. When Kat and Grey came across, Kat leaned out of the window and waved at me. I waved back. Norm, Jo, and Faith looked as scared as I’d felt, but they made it. Last, Elijah and Cooper came across.

      Elijah came to a stop and got out of the car. “Since we made it across sooner than I thought, let’s keep going. If we’re lucky we’ll reach Lawton today.”

      I went to him. Anger rolled off him in waves and his jaw ticked as he stared at me. Honestly, he had never looked sexier.

      “What?”

      I grinned. “Just observing how sexy you are.”

      “You’re not going to sweet talk your way out of this one.”

      I leaned forward, kissing the tip of his nose. “Guess you’ll have to teach me a lesson then.”

      “Daisy.” The way he said my name was a mixture of a groan and a prayer.

      I took a step back. “Elijah, I know you’re mad that I took a risk, but it paid off. I promise we can talk about it when we get to Lawton.”

      He nodded his head. “Then let’s go.”

      I climbed into the passenger seat as he got behind the wheel. I’d barely closed the door before he took off. Cooper held onto the oh-shit handle in the back.

      “Uh. Is it safe to be going this fast?”

      Elijah glanced at him in the mirror. “Yup.”

      Rolling my eyes, I turned to face Cooper. “You doing okay? You looked pretty green crossing the river.”

      He replied, “Yeah, that’s not my cup of tea. I can’t swim, so of course every bad scenario crossed my mind.”

      That made me feel bad.

      He went on, “But I’m glad we’re on our way now. I used to love visiting Lawton as a kid. My grandparents would take me to Medicine Park and the Wichita Mountains.”

      Elijah said, “I used to go there as a kid, too. Pretty fun.”

      Cooper nodded. “I especially loved seeing the prairie dogs.”

      “Prairie dogs?” I asked.

      He replied, “They have colonies of them in the Wichita Mountains and they are just adorable. You won’t see anything and then all of a sudden they start popping their heads from the ground.”

      Elijah snorted. “Don’t mention them to Grey. He’ll want to try to catch them for dinner.”

      Cooper’s mouth dropped in horror.

      I swatted Elijah’s arm. “Don’t be a dick.” To Cooper I said, “Just to be safe, don’t tell Grey. Elijah’s right – he’ll want to eat them.”

      Cooper nodded and I turned back around. The road was mostly cleared of debris, totally unlike I-35.

      “Think someone moved the stalled cars off the road on purpose?”

      Elijah tapped the steering wheel. “I was just wondering that. Could have happened when the military came through.”

      I asked, “What makes you think the military was here?”

      He pointed to the west. “Saw some tents with red crosses on them. Figured the military had been here at one point in time. Looks like they’re long gone now.”

      We drove in silence. It was eerie not passing a single car. I didn’t want to say it, but I had to.

      “What if there’s some kind of group in this area?”

      He replied, “Daisy, everything is fine.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. Easy for him to say. The last time we’d traveled on a major highway I had been injured… by a freaking group in the area. Plus, we now knew there were people who used the highways to network and find out information. What if the news of our group had spread?

      Elijah touched my leg and I jumped.

      “It’s going to be okay. Look, we’re officially in Oklahoma now.”

      To the right of us was the pathetic remains of a Welcome to Oklahoma sign. The flowerbed around it was overgrown. And right in front of it three walkers ate what was left of a deer. I really hoped that wasn’t a sign of things to come. Because it kind of felt like an omen. A bad one.
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      The drive from the state line to Lawton was a breeze. I’m not sure how we managed to stay so lucky. I still couldn’t believe that this section of the highway wasn’t crowded like I-35. Soon, signs for Lawton came into view.

      Elijah said, “There used to be two hospitals in this area. I know one was hit early on by looters.”

      “How do you know so much about the area?” I asked.

      He tapped on the steering wheel, a gesture that stemmed from nerves.

      Finally, he said, “I had a family member who was stationed here at the base, so I came to town to see him on the weekends.” He smiled, remembering. “The bars around the base were always a lot of fun.”

      “I imagine so.”

      In all my time with Elijah, he hadn’t talked about his former life very much. I could count the things I knew about him on one hand. Any time I mentioned it he would reply that those things didn’t matter now. Maybe he was right. But I still wondered.

      “Was it a cousin?”

      He shook his head and replied, “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      Cooper asked, “Did he die in combat?”

      Elijah said, “I lost touch with him right before the outbreak, so it’s very likely that he died. His unit was deployed overseas.”

      Ah. I guess I could understand not wanting to talk about it then. An idea crossed my mind.

      “I want to play a game.”

      Cooper asked, “Like i-spy?”

      “No. We each say a tidbit about our lives before the apocalypse. Our goal is to learn five new things about each other before we get to the base.” Both men frowned, so I rushed on. “I’ll go first. As you know, I was an only child. I was supposed to be a twin, but the other one didn’t make it.”

      Elijah’s lips twitched. “Two of you? God help us all.”

      I poked him. “I am a delight. Now it’s your turn.”

      He said, “I hate hotdogs.”

      My mouth dropped. “Seriously? But… why?”

      He shrugged. “They just gross me out.”

      Cooper laughed, “That’s a good one. I used to figure skate in high school.”

      I could see him doing that. He moved in a very graceful way.

      I said, “I always wanted to enter a wet t-shirt contest, but was too scared. And underaged.”

      Elijah wiggled his eyebrows. “I can help you with that.” He thought. “I went to Europe on a class trip when I was fourteen and got wasted with the chaperone.”

      “I went to Europe, too, but went to the Vatican.” Cooper said. “And then got drunk on communion wine.”

      We all laughed.

      “Y’all seemed to have more fun than me. The craziest thing I did was smoke a cigarette behind the barn when I was sixteen.”

      Elijah replied, “You’re making up for it now, living your best life in the apocalypse. My next one is that I didn’t want to be a surgeon. I did it to piss my dad off.”

      “How did becoming a surgeon piss him off?” Cooper asked.

      “He was an attorney and expected me to follow in his footsteps.”

      Cooper said, “I understand that. My dad had a construction business. When he found out I was going to culinary school he flipped out.” He shook his head. “It was worth it. And, I was able to travel on a cruise ship as a sous chef.”

      “You went on a cruise ship and you can’t swim?” I laughed. “Brave man. Okay… my next tidbit is that I was the president of the book club at my junior high.”

      Elijah said, “I’m picturing you as a sexy librarian now.”

      “Gross.” Cooper fake gagged.

      “Hey! I’d make a super sexy librarian, thank you very much.”

      Coop grinned. “Now Theo on the other hand…” His smile faded. “Sometimes I forget he’s not here. It feels like he is.”

      I replied, “Maybe he’ll catch up to us.”

      We both knew the chances of that happening were slim, but it didn’t hurt to hold onto a little piece of hope.

      Elijah pointed ahead. “There’s the base.”

      I was sad that our game was over, but glad that he had at least played. Even though I hadn’t learned anything major about him, it was still nice. Maybe we could work up to the big things.

      We exited the highway.

      Elijah made a sound. “There should be a gate here.”

      I replied, “Looks like it’s been removed.”

      I prayed that wasn’t a warning for us. We drove until the base came into view. There wasn’t anyone in sight. We parked and got out of our car.

      I asked Elijah, “Shouldn’t there be someone here?”

      “Not if they all bailed.”

      Bailed. Died. Same difference.

      Elijah called out, “Stay with your groups. Don’t get cocky and take it slow. We don’t know what’s inside.”

      Grey added, “If someone open fires, get to safety.”

      I fell in step next to Elijah. Our group consisted of Norm, Jo, and Faith. Grey’s group was most of his men. And Coop and Kat stayed behind with the vehicles. We slowly made our way up the gravel road.

      Elijah said in a low tone, “See those burned buildings over there?”

      To the right was what was left of two multi-story buildings. Each was covered in black soot and all of the windows were blown out. I nodded.

      Elijah went on, “Those were the soldiers’ barracks.”

      “Wonder what happened?”

      “There’s no telling.”

      We made our way up to several single-story buildings. A charred Humvee sat in front of a sign that read Sergeant Major. As we passed it, there was a groan from the vehicle. Inside, where the driver’s seat should have been, was an equally charred biter. There were bits of his army fatigues that could be seen. I shuddered.

      We reached the first building while Grey’s group went to the other.

      Elijah said, “Guns up.”

      Everyone got their weapons ready. He tapped on the door before going through. We entered a lobby that smelled moldy. It actually reminded me of the way my grandparent’s house smelled. Mold and mothballs. Magazines lined a table and there were a few toys for a child on the floor. Elijah went through a swinging door and we followed. There was a long hallway with several doors on each side.

      “Norm. Jo. Take the doors on the left. Daisy. Faith. Take the ones on the right. I’ll check the one at the end.”

      Nodding, I went to the first door, tapping on the frame. When I didn’t hear anything, I opened it. The room was literally empty.

      Faith said, “On to the next one.”

      She tapped on it before opening it. It, too, was empty.

      I went to the last door on our side and tapped. When I opened it, a huge biter stumbled toward us, knocking Faith into me. Faith pushed at it, but it lunged again. I’d never seen one so big. Regaining my footing, I kicked it backward, grabbing my knife from my belt. Before it could get up, I stabbed it in the head, right through the eye.

      Faith said, “You’re being reckless, Daisy! You should have just shot it! Why didn’t you have your gun ready?”

      Her face was pale and she looked stunned. I couldn’t blame her. The thing had to weigh at least four hundred pounds! It was amazing the biter was mobile!

      I shrugged. “Why waste a bullet?”

      I wiped the blade on the rug covered with alphabet blocks. And then I looked around.

      “Holy jackpot.”

      One wall was lined with baby cribs, bedding and all. There were also diapers, clothes, and powdered formula.

      Faith went to a cabinet, opening it. “There’s some pediatric medicine in here. And it’s not expired!”

      “Kat’s going to be so happy.”

      Elijah said from the doorway, “Found some canned baby food in the room I checked. This must have been a daycare.”

      Norm and Jo joined us emptyhanded.

      Jo said, “The rooms we searched were bare. Looks like someone raided it pretty good.”

      I replied, “We found baby supplies.”

      Elijah came further into the room, going to a pink metal cart. He lifted a small box. “We found more than that. This is portable ultrasound machine!”

      I grinned and said, “Let’s start packing stuff up to take back.”

      Jo and Faith gathered clothing and diapers. Norm packed the food up while Elijah and I found a crib that had decent wheels on it. At the last minute, Elijah tossed in an army issued cot. We loaded everything up and made our way outside. Grey and his team waited for us, a few items in hand.

      A large grin spread across his face. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

      I shook my head and he let out a laugh.

      Elijah added, “That’s not the best part. Look.” He held up the box. “I can give Kat an ultrasound.”

      Grey’s eyes watered and he nodded, unable to speak.

      James, one of his men, said, “Want us to look at the other building while you take that stuff to the cars?”

      Elijah nodded. “Thanks, James.”

      James’ cheeks turned pink and he nodded, telling the men to head out.

      I fell in step next to Elijah. “Looks like someone has hero envy.”

      He chuckled. “He’s a good kid. It’ll be nice to have a third, for when Grey can’t help with things.”

      We reached the vehicles where Kat and Cooper waited.

      Kat asked, “Find anything good?”

      Grey went to her, pulling her into his arms. “Look.”

      She gasped, putting her hand over her chest. “A crib? Diapers! Oh my gosh, look how cute that blanket is!”

      We sat the crib down so she could examine it.

      Elijah said, “We also found a portable ultrasound machine.”

      She turned to face him, eyes wide. “Let’s do it. Now.”

      Elijah said, “I’ll set up the cot.”

      Ah. So that’s what he had grabbed it for. He unfolded it and helped Kat as she sat. Her lips trembled and she fought to keep her composure.

      I turned to the others. “Let’s give Kat and Grey some privacy.”

      Norm asked, “Want to help the other guys search?”

      Elijah met my gaze, nodding.

      To the others I said, “That sounds like a great idea. We’ll cover more ground that way.”

      I prayed that Elijah would be able to give Kat and Grey the news they were looking for. We went toward the building where the men were.

      Jo asked me, “What’s wrong with Faith? She’s acting pissed off.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. Sure enough, Faith had a scowl on her face and she walked several feet behind everyone.

      “We took down the biggest biter I’ve ever seen in my life. She was mad that I didn’t shoot it, but it was easier to just stab it through the head.”

      Jo nodded. “She has no right to tell anyone how to take down a biter. I bet she’s only killed three her entire life.”

      I replied, “Well, she can get glad in the same pants she got mad in.”

      “That’s an… interesting expression.”

      I laughed. “My grandma used to say it. Guess she was on my mind.”

      Jo said, “I feel ya. I’ve been thinking about my old life a lot. Mostly I’ve wondered if my best friend would be alive now if we had stayed home instead of going to that comic-con in Houston.”

      I touched her arm. “You can’t think like that. There’s no going back.”

      “I know. It’s just hard not to wonder sometimes.” She smiled. “But, I have Norm in my life because of that comic-con, so I can’t regret my choice.”

      James and the rest of the men came from the building.

      Norm asked, “Find anything?”

      “Nah. Let’s head to the next one.”

      We followed his lead. Our search was looking bleak until we found a kitchen with dry goods in it. Coop was happiest of all about this.

      He picked up a bag of brown sugar, pressing it to his cheek. “This might be the best day I’ve had in a long time.”

      One of the guys said, “Dude… you need to get laid if that’s true.”

      I looked at the goods and said, “I’m with Coop on this one. There’s coffee!”

      This made the men change their tunes real quick. I opened a can, inhaling. God. When was the last time I’d had a cup that wasn’t watered down?

      Jo poked my side. “Hand it over. I need a whiff!”

      I handed her the can. The look on her face was pure bliss as she inhaled. Soon, the can was passed to everyone, leaving huge-ass smiles on their faces.

      I said, “Let’s take what we found back to the vehicles.”

      I hoped that Elijah had enough time to do the ultrasound. And, I prayed the news was good.

      When we reached the vehicles, I could see Grey and Kat hugging each other. Kat’s body shook as she cried and my stomach felt heavy with dread.

      I went to Elijah’s side.

      “Well?”

      He smiled. “Baby’s fine. Heartbeat was a little slow, but that could be because Kat’s not eating enough.”

      “Oh, thank God.” I hugged him and said, “As for the food, we found canned goods, so hopefully that will help. We also found coffee.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “That’s damn good news.”

      It was silly that something so simple could make everyone happy. I just hoped our good luck could last.
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      After our haul at the base everyone was more than ready to get back on the road. It felt like things were finally working in our favor.

      Elijah held up his hands, quieting everyone. “This might be our last chance for a good night’s sleep where no one is wanting to kill us. When we get back to the City we don’t know what is waiting for us.”

      The men murmured amongst themselves. It was still early afternoon. If we waited then we might be inviting trouble. Plus, we were going to face the same thing in the City no matter how long we put off our departure.

      I said, “I can’t speak for everyone else, but I’d rather go now. One night isn’t going to change what’s waiting for us.”

      Elijah gave me a look. I’m sure that’s not what he wanted me to say, but that’s how I felt.

      Grey cleared his throat. “I agree with Daisy. It’s now or never, Boss.”

      Elijah nodded. “Then let’s go. If the road is clear we should get there in two hours.”

      Two hours. That’s all the separated us from our home. It was a crazy feeling after everything that we’d been through.

      We got into our cars. I laughed as Grey strapped the crib onto the top of his jeep before hopping into his own vehicle. Elijah led the way as we got onto the highway. We passed what was left of an old gas station that sat on the west side of the road.

      Elijah pointed to it and said, “That’s where I used to get all my junk food before going to the Wichita Mountains.”

      Coop laughed. “Me, too. And a drink from Sonic.” He paused. “God, I’d give anything for a cup of their ice.”

      It was strange what you’d randomly miss in the apocalypse. Like a cup of ice. But, I totally understood how he felt. Because I would probably pass out if I stumbled across a pumpkin spice latte.

      We sped down the highway. The Wichita Mountains came into view and I laughed.

      “That’s a mountain? Seriously?”

      Elijah grinned. “It’s our version of one.”

      It was more like a big hill, but I didn’t comment. Instead, I took in the view before me. The mountain, or hill, sat to the west. The grass grew high on both sides of the road and bits of red and yellow peeked through the grass.

      “Are those sunflowers?”

      Cooper said, “Aren’t they beautiful?”

      They really were, but it also made me sad for some reason.

      We sped along the road, passing tiny towns with unusual names. And then a sign came into view that made my heart pound. Oklahoma City: Twenty Miles.

      Reaching out, I took Elijah’s hand.

      “Are you ready for this?”

      He rolled his shoulder. “No.” He paused. “But you’re right. There’s no sense in putting this off.”

      “Do you have a plan?”

      He let out a laugh. “Well, I don’t think we can just drive up to the hospital.”

      I didn’t take his tone personally. I knew how hard this was for him. And he had to be worried after everything he’d gone through at their hands. He’d be crazy not to be concerned.

      “Didn’t they used to have their own camp?”

      Elijah nodded. “Yeah, but I imagine they’re living at the hospital now. Wyatt’s men were never good at taking care of their home.”

      “But I’m sure someone still lives at their old home. Wyatt doesn’t seem like the type of person to let a piece of property go.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that, to be honest.” He thought for a moment. “That might work.”

      He put his blinker on and pulled over. The rest of the vehicles did the same. Everyone gathered. The tension in the air bounced off everyone.

      “Daisy just gave me a good idea.” He shot me a smile. “When we get to the City, we’re going to the old building Wyatt lived in.”

      Grey raised his eyebrows. “Huh. That’s actually pretty clever. Plus, they won’t be expecting us that way.”

      Elijah nodded. “Exactly. We get there and tell whoever is around to get Wyatt. That we want a meeting.”

      Grey glanced at Kat. “We can leave Kat and a few people at an undisclosed location with the vehicles and supplies until we know it’s safe.”

      “Great idea. Anyone want to volunteer?”

      Cooper raised his hand first and I bit back a smile. Faith was next. She’d been acting strange since leaving the base. Jo and Norm also raised their hands. Finally, Kat raised her hand, glaring at Grey.

      “I’m only doing this to keep my little monkey safe.”

      Grey closed the distance between them, pulling her into his arms for a kiss.

      Elijah waited to see if anyone else was going to volunteer before saying, “Let’s go. Be alert. If anything feels off then we get out of there.” To the ones staying behind he said, “Where we’re going is only twenty minutes away. If we’re not back by nightfall then you’ll know something bad has happened.”

      Jo’s face paled. “What do we do then?”

      Elijah replied, “Get the fuck out of Oklahoma.”

      It wasn’t the best speech he could’ve given to boost morale, but it was an honest one. Part of me wanted to say goodbye to the ones staying behind, just in case, but I didn’t. That’s not the vibe I wanted to put into the universe.

      We loaded up into two vehicles leaving our friends behind. Kat waved until we couldn’t see her in the mirrors anymore.

      Grey dabbed his eyes and said, “Hopefully Wyatt will want to talk.”

      I patted his shoulder over the seat and he gave me a grateful smile.

      Elijah replied, “Not getting my hopes up.”

      We pulled up to a massive building that looked like an old warehouse. Just glancing at it, it didn’t look ominous. But looks could be deceiving.

      We got out of our cars, guns out. The air was still, as if the wind was holding its breath.

      Elijah said, “I’ll knock.”

      I wanted to stop him, but Grey touched my arm. “This is how it has to be, Daisy. Elijah is the only one who can do this. The rest of us are just bait.”

      He was right, but I didn’t like it. All I could think about was that these people were the same ones that had hurt him. Twice. Took our home. And killed our friends.

      Elijah reached the very normal looking door and knocked.

      Nothing happened for what felt like forever. And then the door opened. A man, who I’d never seen before, stood there, gun pointed at Elijah’s chest. A million different thoughts crossed my mind, none of them good.

      Elijah said, “I’m here to talk to Wyatt.”

      “That so?”

      “Yes.”

      The man stared at Elijah and finally said, “Step off the porch and I’ll get someone for you.”

      The door closed and Elijah came over to us.

      “That was strange,” I said in a low tone.

      Before, I hadn’t felt like anyone was watching us. Now, it felt like there were at least a dozen eyes zoned in on us. Elijah glanced around, nodding.

      “He’ll let the others know we’re here.”

      The door opened and I gasped. There before my very eyes was Marianne, the bitch who had betrayed us. She stepped outside with several women behind her. I glared as she sauntered toward us, figure still curvy. Only she would manage to stay fed in the apocalypse. The other women didn’t appear to be faring as well.

      “Boss! Didn’t think we’d ever see you again.” She smirked. “Heard you met some trouble in Texas.”

      Elijah asked, “Where is Wyatt?”

      She pouted. “Aren’t you going to kiss me hello, lover?”

      My jaw actually ached.

      Grey touched my arm. “Don’t crack a tooth on that bitch’s account.”

      He was right. Marianne and Elijah had been together a very long time ago, before I was in the picture. This was just a mind game, much like the one my own cousin had tried to play.

      I stepped forward, putting myself between her and Elijah.

      “No. He’s not kissing anyone except for me.”

      She needed to know he was still taken. By me.

      She looked me up and down. “I’m really surprised to see you. Thought for sure your cousin would have killed you on sight.”

      “You thought wrong.”

      She obviously didn’t know what had happened in Texas, which was a good thing.

      I asked, “Where’s Wyatt?”

      An older man came from the building. His back was bowed and he relied on a cane to walk. And, not to be judgmental, but he looked meaner than a snake.

      “Girls, get your asses back inside. You know you ain’t supposed to be out here without chaperones.”

      Marianne’s face turned pink, but she did as the man said without another word to us. The other women followed her, heads bowed.

      I said to Grey, “Dude! I want that kind of power.”

      The man glared at us. “Women belong in the kitchen and should be silent and meek. You’ll do good to remember that.”

      What was it with some men still having that mindset? You would think after the world fell apart men would realize that women were their equals. Even Elijah had treated women differently when I’d first met him. Luckily, he had learned from his mistakes.

      Elijah stepped in front of me, putting me out of sight. “Where is Wyatt?”

      “Wyatt’s dead.”

      We were all silent. I don’t think any of us expected that.

      The man went on, “I’m his cousin. Name’s Bobby.”

      Elijah nodded his head once. “You in charge here, Bobby?”

      “I am.”

      “Then you’re the man we need to talk to. Wyatt took something that belonged to me and I’m here to get it back.”

      Bobby snorted. “He always said you’d come back for revenge, if you didn’t die first. He’d be pissed to know he died a few weeks short of seeing his prophecy come true.”

      I asked, “How did he die, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      Bobby glanced at me. “Hunting accident.”

      Funny. I would have guessed poisoning or murder.

      Bobby went on, “One of our own men shot him. Said it was an accident, but there was a whore involved, so we can’t be sure.”

      That sounded right.

      Elijah said, “Sounds like he didn’t have very good control over his men.”

      Bobby shrugged. “Guess he learned the same lesson that you did.”

      “And that is?”

      “That you can’t trust anyone. Not even your own men.” Bobby smiled. “But, we’re not here to talk about how easily my cousin took over your place, now are we?”

      Elijah’s expression became neutral. “No. We’re not. We’re here to talk about you giving me my home back.”

      Bobby replied, “Done. Now get the fuck out of here.”

      Everyone was stunned.

      Elijah asked, “What?”

      Bobby waved his hand in the air. “I said you can have that shithole back. Now get out of here and don’t come back. We don’t want any beef with you and I expect the same in return.”

      He turned and went inside, letting the door slam behind him.

      Grey ran his fingers through his beard. “What in the fuck just happened?”

      I replied, “I think he just gave us our home back.”

      Elijah shook his head. “There has to be some kind of catch.”

      The door opened and a boy, who was probably ten, came out with a shotgun in hand. It would be comical, except for he cocked the gun, aiming it at our group.

      “My Pa said you have three minutes to get out of here before I get to use you for target practice.”

      Grey asked, “Boy, do you know why your Pa said we could have our old home back?”

      The boy nodded. “Pa says that place is cursed.”

      He quickly made the sign of the cross, shotgun dropping.

      Grey replied, “Seems legit. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      We left Bobby’s property. The drive was silent as we made our way back to the others. They were waiting as we got out of our vehicles.

      Jo asked, “Well?”

      Elijah shook his head in disbelief. “Wyatt’s dead. His cousin said we could have the hospital back.”

      Kat asked, “Just like that?”

      Grey went to her side, pulling her close to his body. “He was a superstitious hillbilly. Thinks the hospital is cursed.”

      I said, “I just can’t believe he’s handing it over.”

      Cooper sighed. “I hate to be that person in such a beautiful and yet creepy moment, but there’s probably a reason they’re just giving it to us. Like, it’s not even there anymore.”

      I met Elijah’s gaze. I hadn’t thought of that.

      Elijah inhaled. “Guess we’ll find out soon enough. If we leave now, we’ll get there by nightfall.”

      Faith stepped forward. I noticed that her hand trembled as she pushed a piece of her hair from her face.

      She said, “I won’t be going with you.”

      Jo gasped. “Faith! You have to come! We’ve made it this far-”

      “I’ve been bitten.”

      Norm went to her side. “When?”

      “Back at the army base.”

      She met my gaze and I felt the blood drain from my face. It was the biter that had been in the nursery. She’d said I was being reckless. I just hadn’t put it together.

      She held out her arm, pulling up the sleeve to her jacket. There was a bite mark on her wrist. The skin was inflamed and there were already black lines following her veins.

      Elijah cursed. “Why didn’t you say anything? I could have cut your-”

      “That’s not what I wanted.” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I’m not meant for this world. You know it. I know it. It’s because of Jo and Norman that I made it this far.”

      Jo wiped her own tears away. “That’s not true, Faith. We are all here because we helped each other out.”

      Faith smiled. “It’s okay, Jo. I’ve made my peace. I just hope you can, too.” She turned to me. “You have to promise me something.”

      I replied, “Anything.”

      “You have to promise that you’re not going to blame yourself for this. It’s not your fault.”

      It was hard to believe that.

      “Daisy, promise me.”

      I nodded. “I promise.”

      “Good.” She exhaled loudly before turning to Elijah. “I’m sorry I won’t see the hospital.”

      He said, “You could still come with us.”

      “No. This is a good place to die.” She paused. “I do have a favor to ask.”

      “Anything.”

      She replied, “Leave me a gun.”

      A sob worked its way up my throat, but I refused to let it out. I stepped forward and handed her my pistol.

      “Thank you, Daisy.”

      Elijah said, “One of us can stay behind with you.”

      “No. I don’t want that.” She glanced up to the sky. “Better hurry if you want to get to the hospital while the sun’s still up.”

      Norm and Jo said their goodbye’s to Faith. She smiled at me as I got into the car. Elijah put his hand over mine as we drove away. I’m not sure if it was my imagination, but I thought I heard a gun fire.

      “You okay?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m not.”

      I’d lied to Faith back there. This was my fault. And I would have to live with that for the rest of my life. Elijah was silent, but squeezed my hand. Because when it came down to it he knew how I felt. Sometimes you just had to live with the guilt. That’s the world that we lived in now.
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      It was strange traveling back to the hospital. We passed the old house that Elijah had once used as a place to escape to when he needed time alone. The house was burned to the ground and the gardens no longer existed. Elijah met my gaze, frowning. I gave him a weak smile in return.

      We turned down the road that would lead us home. Burned cars lined each side of the street and biters roamed aimlessly around.

      “We’re going to have to clear the area out once we get situated,” I said.

      It wouldn’t do to have this many of the Dead around. They would be drawn to the noise we’d make and then we would be in trouble.

      Elijah nodded. “Agreed.”

      Finally, the gates came in sight. I don’t know what I had been expecting, but this wasn’t it. For a moment I thought this couldn’t be the same place. I knew it was, though, because I would recognize those gates anywhere. They had been beacons of hope when Elijah and his men had found me. Later, they had symbolized the death of a friend and the end of my safe home as we had fled. Now, they were barely hanging and ridden with bullet holes.

      We parked so we could open gates. Everyone got out of their vehicles and looked around.

      Norm asked, “You sure this place is worth it?”

      He had never seen the hospital in its prime, so there was no way he could understand the potential.

      Elijah nodded. “Yeah. I’m sure.”

      Grey clapped Elijah on the back. “I’m ready when you are, Boss.”

      Elijah smiled and said, “Let’s do this. Cooper, you drive my car.”

      Elijah and Grey pushed the gates open. One creaked and moaned, barely hanging on. They led the way to the next set of gates, which were as damaged as the first. The cars followed us.

      Grey said, “This is an easy fix.”

      We made our way through the second gate and they closed it behind us. The houses in the connecting addition still stood, though some looked like they had been burned.

      Elijah said, “Let’s go to the hospital first. If it’s still standing then we can see if anyone has hung around.”

      We walked up the road. Debris and litter lined the path. The grass grew high, almost to our waists. It appeared that no one had been around in a very long time. We turned the corner and stopped. There before us was our old home.

      I took Elijah’s hand. “It’s still there. That’s a good sign.”

      He nodded and moved forward. The building showed signs of damage, but the roof was still intact, minus a few of the Spanish tiles that had been shot out as we’d fled. I saw the exact spot that Elijah, Juan, and I had escaped from the roof and tears filled my eyes. That was one of the last moments I’d spent with Juan before he died.

      The group parked the vehicles and everyone came to where we stood.

      Jo put her arm around my shoulders. “You okay?”

      I nodded, but couldn’t speak. If I did, I would cry and I wasn’t sure if I would be able to stop. And the last thing I wanted to do was worry Elijah and the others.

      Elijah and Grey went around the building to make sure it was secure. I hated that he wouldn’t let us come with him, but I knew this was something he needed to do on his own.

      Jo said, “I can see the potential here. It feels safe, even with the damage.”

      I replied, “We thought it was safe before, but we were wrong.”

      My tone was flat and I couldn’t help it. I only spoke the truth.

      Kat shook her head. “You weren’t wrong, Daisy. This place is safe. It just needs a security boost.”

      Cooper nodded. “If we build a guard tower like the one Theo did-” His voice wavered. “What I mean is there’s hope here.”

      Kat hugged him, knowing how much he missed his lover. My one regret from leaving Texas was not making Theo come with us. But, he was stubborn and refused to leave.

      I said, “You’re right. We can make this place better than it was before.”

      “Damn straight,” Elijah said as he and Grey came up to us.

      “Well?”

      He replied, “Both barns are gone, but we suspected that when we fled. Fields still have potential for next spring. The cellar still had some dry goods and seed.”

      I asked, “Did you see anyone?”

      Grey answered, “There was a message painted on the side of the hospital. Said this place was cursed. Must have been enough to scare the folks who lived here away.”

      Or they were dead.

      Elijah must have sensed my train of thought. “None of that, Daisy. We can’t think like that. It’ll eat us alive if we do.”

      He was right.

      Norm asked, “So what do we do now?”

      “First, we’ll go inside a scope things out. Hopefully some of the rooms are still livable.” Elijah paused. “While everyone is setting up here, Grey and I will check the housing addition.”

      I said, “I don’t want you to go out there without backup.”

      Grey put his hand to his chest. “You’ve wounded me, Daisy.”

      “Wounded or not, it’s a bad idea. If you go, we all go.”

      Kat nodded. “I’m with Daisy on this one.”

      Grey protested, “But you’re pregnant.”

      “And you’re the father of my child. Do you really think I’m going to let you go out there alone?”

      Elijah said, “Fine. We’ll all go. Does everyone have a weapon?”

      Cooper shook his head. “I’d be useless out there. I’ll stay here with Percy and watch our things.”

      Elijah handed him a pistol. “I know you don’t like using them, but you need it on you.”

      Jo stepped forward. “I’ll stay here with him.”

      I didn’t blame her. She’d just lost her best friend. Because of me…

      Elijah led the way back down the road to the housing additions. There used to be at least twenty homes that were livable. Now, there were maybe ten.

      Grey said, “We can scout the burned homes tomorrow. Take what we can use and tear down the what we can’t.”

      Elijah replied, “They can use the empty lots to garden in.”

      He was holding out hope that there were still people around. By the looks of things, they were long gone. Grey went up to the first door, knocking. He waited a moment before rapping the door again. Nothing.

      Elijah went to the next house. Again, nothing.

      By the fifth house I could tell he was losing hope.

      But then someone answered the door at the sixth house.

      Elijah smiled. “Andrews! Damn good to see you.”

      Andrews frowned, crossing his arms. “Can’t say the same about you.”

      Ouch. That was harsh.

      “Family still here?” Elijah asked, ignoring the dig.

      Andrews replied, “What’s left of them. Lost the little one a few months ago.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Andrews shook his head. “I don’t want your apology. I want to know what in the fuck happened.”

      Elijah squared his shoulders. I knew that his shoulder was probably throbbing in pain now, as it did most evenings. Wyatt and his men had been monsters when they tried to saw him arm off the first time. The second time had been just to toy with him. He was lucky that he was still able to use it.

      Elijah replied, “I was hurt after the coup and fled.”

      Andrews said, “I understand that. We all heard what happened. But what I want to know is why you didn’t come back.”

      I stepped forward, unable to listen anymore. “He didn’t come back because I talked him into going to Texas.”

      “Daisy-”

      I said, “No, it’s the truth, Elijah. I know you would have come back here if I hadn’t asked you to go to Texas.” To Andrews I said, “He was in no condition to come back here and fight for his home, so I took him to mine.”

      Andrews huffed. “Guessing that didn’t work out for you.”

      I replied, “Your guess would be correct. We realized that this was our home and that we needed to come back.”

      “Why are you telling me this? I don’t care.”

      I said, “Because we’re going to make things right. Things will be better than they were before.”

      Elijah nodded. “Andrews, I made a lot of mistakes before, but I’ve learned from them. If you stick around I promise you won’t regret it.”

      Andrews stared at us, not saying anything. There was a noise behind him as a woman pushed around him.

      “Stop being so stubborn headed and listen to what the man’s saying. He didn’t have to return here.”

      Andrews glanced at the woman, love in his eyes. “Wife, I know that, but I’m also not going to be fooled-”

      She waved her hand. “Blah. Blah. We all know the old saying.”

      I liked this woman already.

      Elijah said to her, “Nancy, it’s nice to see you.”

      She nodded. “You as well. Thought for sure they killed you.”

      “Nope. Still alive and kicking.”

      She slapped her husband’s chest. “Despite what he said, I want you to know that we’re glad you’re back. This place hasn’t been the same since you left.”

      “I appreciate that. And, as I said to Andrews, I plan on doing things better this time around.”

      “Good.”

      Elijah said, “We’ve taken up enough of your time. We’re going to head back to the hospital, but we’ll be in touch.”

      We stepped off the porch, but Andrews stopped Elijah.

      Andrews said, “There’s something you should know before you decide if you’re going to stay here or not.”

      Elijah asked, “What’s that?”

      “This place isn’t what it used to be. People get sick at the drop of a hat. Nothing will grow. Even the animals die.”

      Elijah rubbed his chin. “How long did this start after I left?”

      Andrews replied, “Maybe a month or so?”

      “Noted. We’ll get to the bottom of it.”

      Andrews said, “I hope you can.” He paused. “You should also know that we’re the only ones who stayed behind. Everyone else left when people got sick.”

      Elijah’s eyebrows rose. “Thank you for staying.”

      “Don’t thank me. We were planning on leaving in a few days. Just needed to get over the loss of our little one.” He clamped his mouth shut as his eyes filled with tears.

      I said, “We’re sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you.” With a nod, he closed his door, locking it.

      We made our way to the hospital in silence.

      Grey finally asked, “What do you think happened to make people ill?”

      Elijah replied, “Could be a lot of things.”

      I said, “It’s the water.”

      They both looked at me in surprise.

      “Think about it. If something is in the water, it would make people sick and kill plants and animals.”

      Elijah said, “I hadn’t thought of that. I was thinking poison.”

      I replied, “We both might be right. They could have poisoned the water.”

      Grey asked, “How many wells are there around here?”

      “Two. One near the fields and one by the back of the hospital.”

      Grey said, “Let’s try the one by the hospital first.”

      We reached Jo and Cooper, who were busy cooking dinner over a campfire.

      Elijah said, “There’s a nice kitchen inside, if no one stole the equipment.”

      Cooper replied, “Here’s to hoping this is the last night we have to eat outside then.”

      Elijah told everyone our thoughts on the water being tainted. Cooper volunteered to stay behind again while the rest of us went to the well. It took eight men to move the metal lid aside. As soon as it came off, we saw what the problem was.

      Grey whistled. “Well shit. Guess that’s why nothing would grow here.”

      We all looked down into the well in horror.

      Jo asked, “Who would do something so horrible? That’s clearly a child!”

      I shuddered. A very long time ago I had forced myself to stop looking at the biters as ‘him’ and ‘her’ and I definitely didn’t think about their age. But she was right. This was a child that someone had murdered. There were bags floating in the water that were tied to the biter’s legs.

      Grey said, “I’m guessing they had sand in the bags to weigh the little fella down. No one would know he was down here, but it would be enough to taint the supply.”

      The biter thrashed at the sound of our voices and a bit of skin peeled off, floating on the water. And the smell – I’d never smelt anything so pungent, and that was saying a lot.

      Grey went on, “Funny story. I knew a guy who used to work at the medical examiner’s office. Said water deaths were the worst because the skin of the deceased would crumble off like parmesan cheese. Guess he was wrong, because that looks more like gouda.”

      Bile rose in my throat and I took a step back. “That’s not a funny story, Grey.”

      “Better laughing than vomiting. Am I right?”

      Norm covered his nose and asked, “What are we going to do now? Pull him out?”

      Elijah grimaced. “That biter has been down there too long. If we try to get it out, the body is going to disintegrate. Our best bet is going to be to close this well off and dig a new one.”

      I asked, “Do you think that will be safe?”

      “I think it’s our only shot. The nearest river is ten miles out.”

      Grey said, “We can work on that in the morning.”

      He was right. There wasn’t anything we could do except go back to Coop and enjoy our dinner – if anyone could get their appetite back. We went back and I tried not to think of the little biter. Who could be so heartless to hurt a child? Wyatt? Marianne? Did I even want to know?

      Elijah touched my arm. “Let’s eat and then call it a night. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day.”

      He was right, though I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were about to face an unknown foe. And I didn’t like it one bit.
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      The next morning, I woke up before anyone else. We’d slept in our cars one last time, but today everything would change. Gun in hand, I went through the front doors of the hospital. There was glass everywhere and it crunched under my boots. I made my way through the lobby, tapping the walls. If there were any biters inside then the sound would draw them out.

      I finally reached the door to my old room. Gun holes covered the door and I ran my fingers over them. This is what Daisy had faced on her own. Shoving the door open, I stared in shock.

      The room was untouched. The bedding was still unmade, as if Daisy had just woken up and climbed out of bed. The drawers to the dresser were open, but our clothes were still there. Grasping the wooden trim, I closed my eyes. Time had stood still in this room. I could still feel the panic I’d felt when telling Daisy of my plan to get her out of harm’s way.

      There was a sound behind me. I knew who it was without turning.

      She said, “I can’t believe it’s still here.”

      She went into the bathroom and then came out with a bottle of shampoo in hand. “Why didn’t they take any of this?”

      I replied, “I don’t know.”

      Because it didn’t make any sense.

      She sat on the edge of the bed and dust rose from the blanket in a little cloud.

      “You should have woken me.”

      “I needed to do this alone.”

      She asked, “Have you been anywhere else? The kitchen? The generator room?”

      “No. This was the first place I came to.” I opened the bottom drawer of the dresser and pulled out a rolled paper. “This I what I came for.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s the blueprints to the hospital.” I unrolled it and pointed. “But this is what I really wanted. It’s a geological survey of the area. It’s how we knew where to dig the wells last time.”

      The survey showed several underwater streams that could be tapped into. With any luck the water sources were still there and not contaminated.

      I pointed. “We dug here for the well out back. But there’s also this.”

      I touched a spot that was on the side of the hospital. It was a little further away, but definitely doable.

      Daisy grinned. “That’s great news.”

      I laughed. “Now, let’s go see if our luck will hold.”

      I took her hand and led her to the generator room. The tanks were empty, but that was an easy fix. The laundry room was still intact, though two of the machines were gone. The washing boards that Bertha had found were still there, too. I touched one, remembering the kind woman who had helped me run the hospital when the outbreak first began.

      Daisy said, “I miss her, too.”

      The kitchen was the hardest room to inspect. Being there reminded me of Bertha’s death and how Juan had given up his life to save me. Bullet holes covered the walls as did blood. It was probably my blood. All of the dry goods had been taken, but the stove, oven, and stainless-steel tables remained.

      I sighed. “This is a good start.”

      Daisy touched my arm. “It is.”

      We went to the cafeteria. Thankfully, there were no biters or bodies. For some reason I had this fear that I would walk into this room and come face to face with Bertha, or what was left of her. Daisy told me that Bertha had been shot in the head, but I’d always had doubts that it was a clean shot through the brain. Thankfully some kind soul had cleared the room. I wondered if it had been Andrews or his wife.

      After checking a few of the other rooms we made our way outside. Everyone was awake, waiting for us.

      “Well?” Grey asked.

      “Looks good. Looks real good.”

      Grey hooted. “What’s the plan, Boss?”

      I replied, “We’ll let Andrews know what we found here and then start working on the new well.”

      Daisy said, “I’m going to start cleaning the inside of the hospital. Anyone want to help me?”

      Cooper was the first to volunteer, which didn’t surprise me. Jo and Kat also said they would help.

      Kat blew a kiss at Grey. “Got to find a nice spot to deliver this baby when the time comes.”

      Grey nodded. “After we dig the well I’ll start looking for medical supplies.”

      Everyone’s morale seemed high as they went to do their tasks. It was small, but it was a start.
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      At the end of the day I met Daisy at the front door of the hospital. My body ached from the manual labor I’d done, but it also felt damn good.

      “Did you get the well dug?”

      I shook my head. “We’re close, but ran out of light.”

      Plus, it had taken a while to find enough shovels so that everyone could dig. I hated that the days were getting shorter and shorter. It was only a matter of time before the first snow would fall, which put a deadline on what we could accomplish before winter set in.

      Daisy said, “Cooper found some diesel. We got the generators going. The appliances still work, though we had to haul water from the river since we couldn’t use the plumbing.”

      “You walked all the way to the river?”

      It was a good ten miles away.

      “Hell no. We took one of the trucks and filled three tubs with water.”

      I kissed her cheek. “Sounds like we’re headed in a good direction. Once we get the well dug we can run a pipe from the hospital to the well and have water inside.”

      “That’s what I wanted to hear.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Guess that means we have to sleep in our dirty clothes tonight.”

      “Or we can get naked.”

      Someone cleared their throat and I turned, finding Andrews standing there with a grin on his face.

      “Just wanted to let you know that I talked things over with Nancy.”

      “And?”

      He said, “We know where some of the families went after the attack. We want to let them know that you’re back and the things you’ve already done.”

      I couldn’t help but to smile. “That sounds great. Thank you.”

      Andrews shook his head. “No, thank you, Boss. This is all because of you. You’ve found a way for us to stay in our home.”

      He left and I turned to Daisy.

      She threw her arms around my neck, kissing me. “Elijah, that’s freaking great news.”

      “I know.”

      I didn’t want to get my hopes up. People might not want to come back after everything that had happened, but I hoped they would. Daisy tugged on me and I let her lead me to our room. When she opened the door, I was surprised at the amount of changes she’d been able to make. The bedding had been replaced with clean sheets and blankets. She had dusted and mopped the floor making the room smell like lemons. And she had even unpacked our clothes, which wasn’t much, but felt significant.

      I closed the door behind us.

      “Daisy, it looks great in here.”

      She grinned. “I know. It’ll look better when I have hot water to mop with, but we made do today. I even found some old lemon water to use to make things smell better.” She took a step back and said, “Elijah, I disobeyed you the other day, at the river.”

      “You don’t have to apologi-”

      She went to the side of the bed and lifted my old belt that I’d left behind. My mouth literally went dry as she held it out to me.

      “I think I should be punished.”

      My cock twitched in my pants, agreeing with her. I took it from her, closing my fist around the strap. The first time I had used it on her had been partly out of anger and partly out of lust. This time would be purely for pleasure. I sat on the edge of the bed.

      “Take off your pants.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “Excuse me?”

      “Take. Off. Your. Pants.”

      She grinned, doing as I said. She slid her jeans down her legs, kicking them aside. Then she turned, facing me with bright eyes. God damn. This woman took my breath away.

      “Come here.”

      She closed the distance between us.

      “I’m going to spank you, Daisy. Eight lashes for disobeying me at the bridge. And you’re going to count them.”

      Her lips twitched. “Only eight?”

      I squeezed her hip. “Now you can cry. You can scream. You can even curse me. But don’t you dare try to run from me.”

      Air hissed between her lips and she whispered, “Yes!”

      I grinned as she dragged the word out into multiple syllables. I knew exactly how she was feeling. I moved her so her stomach was flush against my thighs, holding her in place with my free hand. When I lifted the belt, she glanced over her shoulder at me with a hooded expression. I struck her across her butt and then rubbed the sting away.

      “One.”

      I spanked her again, this time on her upper thigh.

      She moaned. “Two.”

      The leather came in contact with her skin harder this time, but, again, I rubbed the sting away.

      “Three.”

      When I had done this the first time, she had cried after her third strike. This time she reached between us, cupping my cock through my pants. Her smile was nearly my undoing as she stroked me.

      I struck her and she moaned out, “Four.”

      The fifth one left her thrashing for me. Her skin was red and pink and so fucking sexy.

      “Five.”

      I caressed her ass with the pad of my thumb. And then I spanked her again. Her throaty breaths filled the room.

      “Six.”

      The next one left her bucking against me. I knew that if I put my hand between her legs that she would be soaked.

      “S-seven.”

      Sweat rolled down my back, but I wasn’t the only one. Her entire body glistened in a light sheen of sweat. I wrapped her ponytail around my fist, tugging her head. Her nipples scraped over my jeans as I raised the belt.

      “Eight,” she cried out.

      I dropped the belt and ran my fingers through her folds. As I suspected, she was drenched.

      “You took your punishment so well that I’m going to reward you.”

      I rubbed her clit in a circle. She thrust against my hand. When I slid a finger inside, she moaned.

      “Does my dirty girl like that?”

      She breathed out, “God. Yes.”

      I slipped in another finger and worked her pussy and clit until she cried out in pleasure. Watching her shatter was so fucking beautiful. She rode my hand, enjoying herself and I loved it. I worked her until she stopped shaking.

      She stood and said, “Pants off. Now.”

      Grinning, I did as she said, not even taking my boots off. She pushed my chest and I fell back onto the bed. She straddled me and slid onto my cock. Her movements were slow and torturous as she rode me.

      Holding onto her hips I asked, “Is this my punishment?”

      She grinned and did a swirl motion with her hips. “Maybe.”

      I groaned. “Then punish away.”

      She ran her hands over my chest, leaning forward to kiss me. I kissed her back. For the first time in a very long time everything felt right.

      “Play with my breasts.”

      I cupped her full breasts, running my thumbs over her nipples. The dusty rose peaks hardened as I toyed with them. She was always so responsive and I loved it. Her movement became frenetic and her skin flushed. Reaching between us, I rubbed her clit until she cried out. Her own orgasm set me off and I came, filling her until I had nothing left to give.

      Sighing happily, she rolled next to me.

      “Damn. I missed this.”

      I kissed her. “I did, too.”

      She chewed on her bottom lip. “Can I tell you something?”

      “Always.”

      Her gaze met mine. “It worries me every time you come inside of me.”

      “What?”

      I thought I heard her wrong.

      She went on. “I’ve watched Kat and it scares me thinking what could happen if I got pregnant.”

      I couldn’t blame her for being worried. Childbirth was dangerous before the apocalypse. Now, it was more so.

      “Do you want me to pull out?”

      She shook her head. “No. I like the way you feel when you come inside of me.”

      And I loved coming inside of her warm depths, but I would do whatever it took to make her feel at ease.

      I ran my fingers through my hair. “I’m not sure what you want me to say, Daisy.”

      She replied. “There’s nothing to say. I love you. And I love when you come inside of me. I just want you to know that the thought of having a baby scares me.”

      “I hear what you’re saying. I can try to find condoms to use.”

      It would be hard, but I would try. Everything was picked over at most stores, including contraception.

      She shook her head again and sighed. “No. I don’t want that either. I guess what I’m saying is how do you feel about it? About a baby?”

      Ah. So that’s what this was about.

      I replied, “I hadn’t ever thought of kids until I met you.”

      “Me either. Obviously.”

      Because she had been a virgin when we met.

      I went on, “I told you once before that if things were different that I could see us having a kid together. I meant it, too.” I kissed her. “But I can see us having a kid now. I think we’d be great parents.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “So, you would be okay if it happened?”

      My heart missed a beat in my chest. “Are you trying to tell me something?”

      She replied, “God no! Nothing like that. I just want to make sure we’re on the same page.”

      I said, “If we have a child it might be scary, but I think it will be worth it. I’m not in any rush, but if something were to happen, I would be happy.”

      She relaxed. “Good.”

      I kissed her again. “Good.”

      She snuggled into my embrace and said, “I’m so glad we came here.”

      “Me, too.”

      And I was. We’d only been back for two days, but it felt so damn good, like this is where I was meant to be.
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      The next morning I awoke to an empty bed, unsurprisingly. Elijah had tossed and turned all night, so I had known he would get to work as soon as the sun rose.

      After dressing, I went outside and found Elijah and some of the men working on the well. Elijah’s shirt was tossed to the side and sweat glistened on his skin, even though it was still early out. He shot me a grin that made my heart do funny things in my chest. I waved and then went inside to see what chores I could find for the day.

      The first thing on my agenda was getting rid of the spoiled food in the kitchen. Jo, Kat, and Coop agreed to help me.

      Coop gagged at one point. “God, this might be worse than cleaning up after biters.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The smell was so awful that I wondered if I’d get my appetite back.

      Kat screamed when she discovered a rat’s nest in one of the drawers. We all ran, squealing, until Grey came and took care of the problem.

      He laughed at us, saying, “Y’all are a bunch of sissies!”

      Kat replied, “That thing was as big as a damn cat.”

      “Means this winter is going to be bad,” Grey replied with a frown. “Too bad there aren’t any persimmon trees around. Then we’d know for sure.”

      I said, “My dad used to look at the persimmon seeds to gauge what kind of winter we’d have, too.”

      He would let me get the persimmon fruit so that he could slice it open. Then he’d take the seed, cutting it vertically. The shape inside of the seed would determine what kind of winter we’d face. We used to get such a kick out of the seed’s prediction. The funny thing was it was usually right.

      Cooper said, “If you find one, bring me the persimmons. I can stew them and make jam.”

      Grey nodded. “Will do. Now, if you babies are okay, I’m going to finish digging this well.”

      We laughed as he left, the mood feeling lighter. We took the spoiled food out back, making a burn pile. Then we went to work on cleaning the cafeteria. By the time lunch rolled around, we were working on the hallways.

      Jo asked, “Are there really enough rooms here for everyone?”

      We’d only been able to clean a few rooms yesterday, but by the end of the day everyone would have their choice in rooms.

      “Yeah. They’re spacious, too. Apparently, this used to be a privately-owned orthopedic surgery center. Elijah said they were big on treating patients like VIPs. Said each person deserved the best and it didn’t matter how much money they made.”

      Places like that were rare. Before the outbreak, most hospitals did whatever it took to make the most money. The funny thing was that the rich got off with better deals than the poor. Elijah said it hadn’t been that way here.

      Coop said, “I can’t wait to have my own room. Even at Lilly’s I never had my own space.”

      “After we eat you can pick your room.”

      The men came inside, dirt covering their clothes, but they, too, were in good moods. Elijah kissed me as we went to the cafeteria.

      “Damn. You’ve been busy.”

      I replied, “We’re just ready to have things in order.”

      I told him about our plan for the rest of the day.

      “Hopefully everyone will be in a room by tonight.”

      His lips curved in a frown. “Just don’t overdo it.”

      “We won’t.” I paused. “I just have this feeling that we need to get this place in shape as soon as possible.”

      It felt like we were racing an unknown force and the loser wouldn’t survive. I hated feeling like that. Before the apocalypse I suffered from bouts of anxiety that left me feeling the same way. My heart would race for no reason. I’d feel restless or like something bad was about to happen. And my stomach would churn if I wasn’t busy. It was everything I’d felt since getting back to Oklahoma.

      Elijah touched my arm. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll have this place livable sooner than you think.”

      I nodded, but didn’t respond. It wasn’t fair for him to make promises like that. We didn’t know what was going to happen from day to day.

      Sighing, I went to the table where Cooper had laid out our lunch. Today we were eating canned meat that we’d found at the base and canned veggies.

      I took a bite, moaning. This was literally the best thing I’d consumed since leaving Texas. The room was silent as everyone ate. Grey closed his eyes, sighing as he took a bite.

      Elijah said to me, “Never thought I’d be excited to eat canned meat. My dad used to fix it all the time growing up.”

      I smiled. “We ate it, too, when my dad would cook. Mom used to say it’s because it was so easy to prepare.”

      “That’s probably why my old man would fix it for us.”

      I took a bite and asked, “Was he around much?”

      “Not really. Drove my mom crazy, but we managed.”

      I wanted to ask more, but he finished eating and stood. “Tell Coop to fix something light for dinner. We’re going to be out there until the sun goes down.”

      I nodded as he left. Jo came over, sitting next to me.

      “Sounds like they’re making progress on the well.” She smiled. “I can’t wait to take a hot shower.”

      “Yeah, that’ll be nice.”

      “Is everything oaky?”

      I asked, “How well would you say you know Norm? I mean, about his life before the outbreak.”

      She replied, “Pretty well. He’s always telling stories about being on set and everything he did before. Why do you ask?”

      “Does he talk about his childhood?”

      “All the time. He was raised by his grandmother. She took him and his sister in when they were young. Never had any pets because she was allergic. That’s why he got Percy. It was his first pet ever.” She paused. “Is something wrong between you and Elijah?”

      I sighed. “No. It’s just me being… me. He doesn’t talk about his old life. Like ever. I feel like I don’t know anything about him.”

      “Have you asked him about his old life?”

      I replied, “I’ve tried. We just don’t get very far. I couldn’t even tell you his parent’s names.”

      She said, “Try not to look too much into it. Maybe it makes him sad thinking about the past.”

      That made sense. I know when I thought about how my parents used to be versus how they ended up it made me very sad. It was kind of like the time I’d gone to an open casket funeral as a child. My great aunt was a warm, friendly lady with rosy red cheeks. After seeing her in the casket, that image of her was burned into my memory and not how she used to be.

      “You’re right.” Standing, I said, “Let’s go clean some rooms.”
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      By the end of the day we’d cleaned enough rooms so that everyone now had a place to stay. Jo and I moved the baby items we’d found in Lawton to Kat and Grey’s room. Kat supervised and I remembered just how bossy she could be.

      “No. Move the crib a little to the left. A little more.” She clapped. “There! That’s perfect.”

      Jo, whose back was turned to Kat, made a face. I held back a laugh.

      “Need anything else?”

      Kat shook her head. “This is great. Thank you so much. You don’t know how much this means to me.”

      She rubbed her growing stomach, smiling. But then her eyes moved from item to item in the room and I got the feeling we were about to be stuck helping her move things around. Again.

      I said, “I’m going to head to the cafeteria. See if Coop needs anything.”

      Jo quickly said, “Me, too.”

      We left Kat in her room. Jo shook her head as we walked.

      “If we moved that crib one more time I think I would have screamed.”

      Laughing, I replied, “I think it’s sweet that she wants everything perfect.”

      “I get wanting it to look nice, but moving the crib one inch doesn’t help anything. At all.”

      We reached the kitchen, where Cooper was standing at the stove cooking. He had a towel thrown over his shoulder and looked like he’d been working there all his life. He would have gotten along wonderfully with Juan. My chest ached at the thought.

      Coop grinned when he saw us. “You guys, I found some apples out back. We’re having cinnamon glazed apples!”

      He lifted the lid of the pan and the sweet scent drifted our way. My stomach growled in response and we all laughed.

      “It’s like a grown-up version of applesauce,” he said.

      “Don’t knock applesauce,” I laughed. “That was my favorite snack back in the day.”

      Jo asked, “Where did you find an apple tree?”

      “Along the wooded area south of the fields. The apple trees aren’t very big yet, but I managed to get enough for dinner.”

      I said, “I think there’s berry bushes out there, too, if the birds haven’t got them all.”

      Cooper replied, “We should check it out tomorrow.”

      Jo said, “I’m down.”

      We went to the cafeteria and sat at a table while we waited for the apples to finish simmering.

      I asked Jo, “How are you holding up without Faith?”

      She frowned. “Does it make me a horrible person if I say that part of me is glad she’s gone?” She quickly went on, “Of course I miss her, but we weren’t getting along very well toward the end.”

      I could understand how she felt.

      “It doesn’t make you horrible at all.”

      She said, “Faith just couldn’t get over her crush on Norm, which I totally get because he’s amazing. But her feelings for him put a strain on our friendship.”

      I replied, “She broke girl code. I get it.”

      Jo smiled. “Does girl code still apply in the apocalypse?”

      Norm entered the room with a few of the men. He waved at Jo before going to a bucket of water we’d brought it so they could wash up.

      I said, “You tell me.”

      “Okay. It does. I know some people are okay sharing their lovers, but I’m not one of them.”

      My eyebrows rose. “Is that really a thing?”

      She chuckled. “I forget sometimes that Elijah is the only man you’ve been with. Yeah, it’s a thing. My cousin was into multiple partners.”

      “How did that even work?”

      “They took turns with each other, so no one felt left out.” She grinned. “Used to drive my mom and aunt bonkers at holiday gatherings.”

      I grinned. “That’s pretty badass.”

      Jo said, “I always thought so.”

      Norm came over and said, “I’m so glad we’re done for the evening.”

      He sat heavily in his chair, rubbing his temples.

      Jo said, “My poor baby. Still having a hard time with manual labor.”

      He grinned. “These hands weren’t meant to dig. They were meant to be used for art.”

      I couldn’t help but to say, “Just look at it as the role of your life.”

      “Well, I could look at it that way, if my feet weren’t covered in blisters.”

      Jo said, “You need to wear a second pair of socks. It’ll help.”

      I agreed with her. “That’s what we used to do at the farm.”

      “Guess it’s worth a shot.” Norm looked around. “Where’s Elijah?”

      “Wasn’t he with you at the well?”

      Norm shook his head. “No. He and Grey went off and I didn’t see him after that.”

      I did a quick scan of the cafeteria, searching anxiously for him. Grey stood in the doorway with Kat, but there were no signs of Elijah.

      I said, “I’ll be back.”

      Crossing the room, I made my way to Grey.

      He said to Kat, “The room looks great, baby. You did good.”

      Kat blushed. “The girls did most of the work.”

      Grey said, “Fine work you did in our room, Daisy.”

      “It was no problem.” I paused. “Do you know where Elijah went?”

      Grey’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Uh. Yeah?”

      Before, I’d gotten a funny feeling when I didn’t see Elijah. After Grey’s response that feeling was now full-fledged worry.

      “Where is he, Grey?”

      “Went to talk to Bobby. Said something wasn’t sitting right with him.”

      My stomach dropped. “You let him go? Alone?”

      “You know how he can be. There’s no talking him out of something when he puts his mind to it.”

      He had a point there, but still!

      “How long has he been gone?”

      Grey’s cheeked darkened. “Since lunch.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Turning, I left the cafeteria. If that stubborn headed man of mine didn’t start communicating with me, I was going to show him the consequences. Starting with making his ass sleep on the floor.
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      Bobby shook my hand. “Damn good of you to come here. My cousin was wrong about a lot of things, including you.”

      We’d just spent the better part of the afternoon talking, making sure we were on the same page. I didn’t want him to come knocking on our door one day, trying to get the hospital back. On the other hand, he needed to know that I had no beef with his group since Wyatt was gone. As long as we could respect each other then we were good.

      “I wouldn’t say that, sir. I made a lot of mistakes in the past.”

      “But it seems like you’re making up for them now. And no one is perfect.”

      I replied, “I’m going to do my best to make things right.”

      And that meant speaking to the people who had once lived under my protection. If the human race was going to survive, we had to stop fighting each other.

      Bobby stood, knees popping. He shot me a grin when he realized I’d heard.

      “Cold weather’s about to move in. I haven’t been this achy since the winter of 2009.” He rubbed his knee. “That was the same winter we had the blizzard.”

      I replied, “I remember. I was in surgery and couldn’t leave the parking lot by the time I got out because of snow drifts.”

      Blizzards in Oklahoma were rare. In the winter of 2009, the drifts had been over six feet in some areas. Thousands of people were stranded on the roads and some even died.

      Bobby nodded. “That should have been our warning that the world was about to go to shit. Mother Nature seemed to know what was going to happen. We just didn’t listen to the old gal.”

      I followed him from the office. Being in that room brought back memories I didn’t care to remember. But this man was different than Wyatt, so I was willing to look past my own pain and sit in the same chair I’d been in when Wyatt had cut my arm the first time.

      As we walked I asked, “Have you had any communication from Texas?”

      I’d wondered for a while if Lilly had been telling the truth about the communication between groups. She’d known certain facts, so it was possible she told the truth. But I needed to know for sure.

      “You mean through the networking system? Nah. The runner never showed up. Figured he got killed or took off. No skin off my back.”

      I said, “It’s still hard to believe that a system like that existed.”

      He said, “It was severely flawed, but, I’ll give it to that gal in Texas who set it up. She was scary, but smart.”

      That sounded like Daisy’s cousin for sure.

      We reached the back door and stepped out to the courtyard. Before me were several faces I recognized, some that didn’t look happy to see me.

      Amos, a man who used to work for me, crossed his arms. “Bobby, what’s this all about? Why were we all summoned and why is he here?”

      He glared at me as he finished speaking.

      Bobby held up his hands. “You’re all here because I reckon you should hear what this man has to say. You owe it to him, especially if you’re one of the ones who turned on him.” He scanned the crowd. “I’m talking to you, Marianne.”

      I stepped forward. Nerves made my stomach feel heavy. Inhaling, I got a whiff of manure and death, which didn’t make my uneasy stomach feel better.

      I said, “Amos, you’re right to ask why I’m here. I wanted to talk to those of you who used to live under my protection and work for me.”

      Amos sneered. “Your protection was a joke. When it came down to it you ran, leaving us to figure things out.”

      “You’re right. I did run. I was injured when Wyatt’s men took me. There was no way I could help anyone, not even myself.” I looked around. “Daisy was the one who got me out alive. I wouldn’t be here without her.”

      Someone called out, “Why did you come back?”

      “I left with Daisy, hoping to find a new home. We discovered that there’s not much left out there, nothing worth fighting for at least. Nothing like my home here.”

      Amos asked, “Do you expect us to feel sorry for you? We’ve suffered hard times. We lost our homes and people we cared about.”

      “I’m not asking anyone to feel sorry for me. I came back expecting a fight. But that wasn’t the case. Instead, Bobby gave me my home back without question.” I met Amos’ gaze. “So now I’m here, asking if anyone wants to come back.”

      He snorted. “That’s pretty funny. Like we’d go back to your ways.”

      “And that’s your choice.” I paused. “I know I made mistakes in the past, but I’ve learned my lesson. Just know that if you want to come back, you can.”

      The crowd murmured amongst themselves. Bobby slapped my back, narrowly missing my injured shoulder.

      “Well, that could have gone better.” He grinned, revealing several missing teeth.

      I shook his hand. “Thank you again for letting me speak to them.”

      “No need to thank me. If they’re wise they’ll give it a go. Heck, if that place wasn’t cursed, I might go, too.”

      I thought about telling him about the biter in the well, but thought against it.

      Instead, I said, “I’ll take my leave now. I doubt anyone will want to come today.”

      “Probably not.” He slapped my back again. “See you around.”

      I looked around one last time. People were still talking, but no one made any moves to come to me. I made my way through the gate. The gravel crunched under my boots. And then another set of footsteps came from behind me.

      “Boss. Please wait.”

      Marianne came toward me. Her hands were clasped in front of her, a nervous gesture. I prepared myself for whatever was about to come out of her mouth. With her, there was no telling.

      “Boss, I’d like to come back home.”

      Out of all people, she was the only one who wasn’t invited after what she’d done to me. Surely to God she had to know this?

      She rushed on, “I know I messed up, but you did, too.”

      “You’re right, I did make mistakes.”

      She nodded. “I knew the day you brought that girl back that-”

      “No. Do not bring Daisy into this. She is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. She saved me, Marianne, when you did the opposite and handed me over to be slaughtered.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “I only wanted your love. Is that so wrong?”

      I felt bad for her. I truly did. But that didn’t change anything.

      I tipped her chin up with my finger. “Wanting love isn’t wrong, but what you did to me was unforgiveable. Surely you see that?”

      Her eyes watered. “Please. I’ll do any chore you assign me, even field duty. I won’t complain. You won’t even know I’m there.” Her voice broke. “I can’t stay here. The way they treat women is awful. We’re used to clean, cook, and fuck. Even if it’s not what we want. They take us against our will, Boss.”

      Something tightened in my chest. How could I leave her here if that was true? Even if she didn’t come back to the hospital, maybe I could find a safe place for her.

      Sighing, I said, “Let me think about it.”

      I would need to talk to Daisy, because the decision would be hers. I wasn’t going to make her uncomfortable, even if what Marianne said was true.

      Marianne nodded. “Thank you, Boss.”

      I turned, heading toward my car. Amos leaned against it, arms crossed.

      “Boss.”

      “Amos. Anything I can do for you?”

      He replied, “I have a few more questions for you.”

      “I’ll do my best to answer.”

      “How are you going to do things differently?”

      I said, “We’re rebuilding now. Making the fences stronger. Adding watchtowers. Rebuilding homes in the house addition.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      I replied, “We won’t be making unnecessary runs like we did before. Our goal is to be self-sufficient.”

      Amos rubbed his blonde beard. “That’s not what I mean, either, though I do like what I’m hearing. How are you going to rule differently? Are we expected to bow down to you as we did before? Will you listen to us and give us all fair shots?”

      I exhaled loudly. “I never asked anyone to bow to me before.”

      “But you never put a stop to it, either.” He smiled. “I get it. The power was nice, but obviously it didn’t work.”

      “You’re right. It didn’t work and I almost died because of it,” I said. “I can’t make you trust me. But I can tell you that I will give everyone a fair shot. We’ll work together as a team and thrive together. You’re more than welcome to stop by and see what we’re doing.”

      That was the best I could give him.

      He replied, “Thanks for talking to me. We’ll see.”

      We’ll see. That summed up the entire world these days.

      I said, “I’ve got to be going before it’s too dark to travel.”

      Amos chuckled at this. “Don’t want to spend the night in the same place as Marianne? I understand that.”

      “Can you tell me how the women are treated here?”

      Amos looked around before saying, “Not very well, in my opinion. They’re more of objects that can be traded for other goods. But, this isn’t my place, so I can’t change a thing.” He paused. “I will say this – if I had a woman, we wouldn’t live here.”

      “Thank you for answering.” I paused. “I hope you’ll consider coming back home.”

      Amos nodded his head. I got into my car and left. As I drove my thoughts went to what Marianne said. It wasn’t right for women to be treated that way. Even when I was in charge I never forced a female to do anything she didn’t want to, especially with a man.

      The drive back to the hospital was a quiet one. In the west, the sun began to set, putting on one hell of a show. Clouds to the east made me wonder if we’d get snow overnight. I prayed not. It was too soon and we had too much work to do.

      As I approached the property, I was pleased to see the two main gates were back in working order. Even the bullet holes had been repaired. That made me feel better. If a stranger happened to pass by, they wouldn’t be able to look right in.

      Grey waited for me when I parked my car.

      “Daisy was pissed when she found out you were gone. Been pacing a path in that cafeteria carpet.”

      I replied, “I’m sure it’s not that bad.”

      Grey’s lips twitched. “Your funeral.” As we walked he asked, “So, how did it go?”

      “Good for the most part. I learned something that’s not sitting well with me.”

      “Oh?”

      I filled him in on what Amos and Marianne had told me as we made our way to the cafeteria.

      He frowned. “If it was just Marianne I would say she was lying, but if Amos is saying it then it must be true. He was always a fair man.”

      “That was my thought.” I sighed. “Marianne asked to come back here.”

      “The fuck she didn’t!” He glanced at me. “Fuck me. You’re actually considering it, aren’t you?”

      “I can’t just leave her there if she’s being mistreated. It’s not right.”

      He huffed. “Neither is selling your leader out, but what do I know.”

      We reached the cafeteria. I was surprised to see so many people still out and about. A few of the tables had fabrics on them.

      Grey said, “Daisy’s been showing everyone how to mend their shirts. And how to make curtains for their rooms.”

      “Well, I guess that’s something they need to know.”

      He snorted. “Or something she did to keep her mind off your whereabouts.”

      Daisy lifted her head at the sound of Grey’s laugh. Her eyes narrowed and she crossed the room with a determined look on her face. Grey gave me a look before walking away. I was about to ask how her day had gone when she punched my arm as hard as she could.

      I rubbed the spot. “What was that for?”

      “You stubborn, frustrating man! When are you going to learn?”

      My eyebrows raised. “I’m guessing Grey told you where I went.”

      “Yes. He did. And do you know what I’ve done for the last few hours? Worried about your stupid ass!”

      Her voice rose louder with each word she said. Norm and Jo glanced up and then they quietly made their way from the room.

      I said, “Maybe we should go to our room to talk. We’ll have more privacy that way.”

      “Privacy?” Her voice rose to the point of screaming. “You want some privacy?”

      The rest of the room cleared out. Coop gave me a wide-eyed expression as he closed the cafeteria doors behind him.

      “Daisy, nothing happened. I’m fine.”

      She inhaled and then counted to ten. Out loud. It would be comical if she wasn’t scaring the shit out of me.

      When she was done, she said, “That. Is. Not. The. Point.”

      “I-”

      “It’s my turn to talk, Elijah. You put yourself in a dangerous situation. We don’t know Bobby and what he’s capable of. Just because he gave us our home without a fight doesn’t mean he’s a good person. What would you have done if something went wrong today?”

      I didn’t have an answer for her. Not one that she would like at least.

      “We’re a team. You should have talked it over with me and then we could’ve come up with a solution. Together.” She went on, “Knowing you, you wanted to talk to the people who lived here before. Am I right?”

      I nodded. “I wanted them to know that things are going to be different.”

      “I get it. I really do. But what you did today was fucking stupid.”

      “Daisy, I had to go. Those people used to be under my protection. I needed them to know they could return here if they wanted.”

      She said, “And I support that. I don’t support how you handled the situation, though.”

      “If it makes you feel better none of them came back with me.”

      “No. That doesn’t make me feel better.” She paused. “Do you think any of them will come?”

      “I hope so.”

      Marianne’s face crossed my mind and I cringed.

      “What’s that look for?”

      I sighed. “You’re not going to like it.”

      “Then you should definitely tell me.”

      “Marianne wants to come back.” Daisy’s mouth dropped open so I rushed on, “Things are bad for women there. I told her I would talk to you about it and let her know.”

      “What in the fuck, Elijah?” Her voice bounced off the walls. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Well, that could have gone better…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ten

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Daisy

      

      

      Elijah stared at me, not speaking. Surely I heard him wrong?

      “You’re seriously considering letting her come back? After everything she did?”

      He nodded. “The women are traded like objects there.”

      “Oh, did she tell you that?”

      If so, that was awfully convenient.

      “Amos did, too, which confirmed everything she said.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Daisy, I can’t leave anyone there that wants to come home. It’s not right.”

      I couldn’t believe he was saying this.

      I closed the distance between us, taking his hand. “I know you feel like you owe something to the ones who lived here before. But Marianne betrayed you, Elijah, and that has to count for something, too.”

      “I was thinking that if we don’t let her come back here that we can find somewhere for her to go. Maybe let her live in a house until then?”

      Why couldn’t he see that once she came back she wouldn’t leave? This place was a gold mine in a world gone to shit. And I didn’t trust her, even if she was being mistreated. I decided to voice my thought.

      “You were the only reason she stayed here before. When you moved on with me, she got angry and that’s when she turned on you. How in the heck do you think she’s going to act when she has to see me every day?”

      He rubbed my arms, but I pulled away.

      “She won’t be here, in the same building as us.”

      I took another step away from him. “You’ve already made up your mind, haven’t you?”

      I could tell that he had.

      “Daisy, I wouldn’t do anything to put you in danger. I swear it.”

      “I know. But sometimes you forget that I’m your partner and that we’re in this together.” An idea crossed my mind. “Take off your pants.”

      His eyes widened. “What?”

      “Take. Off. Your. Pants.”

      He watched me for a moment.

      “Don’t make me count, Elijah.”

      His lips twitched at that, but he did as I said. He kicked his boots off and tugged the dark jeans down his muscular thighs.

      “Kick them to me.”

      He pushed them across the floor with his foot. I pulled his belt from the loops.

      His eyes widened. “What are you doing?”

      “Ah, so you’re a giver and not a receiver?” I grinned. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to spank you, even though you deserve it.”

      Crossing the room, I used his belt to lock the door, looping it through the handles. When it was secure, I went back to him, tugging his head down for a kiss. I slowly explored his mouth, tasting and licking until he moaned. As I kissed him, I moved my hand under his shirt, feeling his firm muscles. His arms wrapped around me, pulling me closer.

      When I moved my hand lower, over the flat planes of his stomach he groaned.

      “Do you like that?” I asked against his lips.

      “I do. Very much.”

      I pulled back and said, “Take your shirt off.”

      He pulled it over his head, tossing it to the ground, and then tugged my shirt off as well. With one hand he unclasped my bra. I rubbed my nipples against the hair on his chest until we both made sounds of pleasure. He caught my lips in a kiss again. I cupped his cock with my fist and pumped him at the same pace we kissed.

      “Daisy, I want to fuck you.”

      “Do you?”

      He moved his hands to the buttons of my jeans, but I stopped him by pulling away. His cock was hard and ready to go. My mouth watered just looking at it. But now it was time to teach him a lesson. I picked my clothes up from the floor as Elijah’s forehead crinkled in confusion.

      “Daisy?”

      Pulling my shirt over my head, I said, “Maybe next time you’ll think about me before you run off without back-up.”

      I went to the door, removing his belt. “And maybe next time you’ll talk to me before doing something that affects us all.”

      His mouth hung open as I left the cafeteria.

      I walked as fast as I could back to our room. Knowing him, he would be right on my heels. Grabbing a blanket and pillow, I tossed them onto the floor. I then kicked my boots and pants off got into the bed. He came into the room a moment later, his cock tenting his pants.

      “Want to tell me what in the fuck that was?”

      I replied, “I believe it’s called a cock tease.”

      “What?”

      I smiled sweetly. “It’s where you arouse someone with no intention of following through.”

      “I know what it is, Daisy.” He looked down. “Why is my pillow on the floor?”

      “Your blanket is there, too.”

      “Why?”

      I replied, “Because that’s where you’re sleeping, silly.” I turned the lamp off before pulling the covers up to my chin. Yawning, I said, “Good night.”

      Even though the room was dark, I could see the outline of his body standing by the bed. He cursed and then laid on the floor. I smiled to myself. Maybe I’d get a point through his stubborn head.

      “How long is this punishment going to last?”

      I replied, “Until you see the errors of your way.”

      He muttered something about blue balls, but didn’t say anything else.

      Teasing him had been hard on me, too. I slid my hand between my legs. Air hissed through my lips as I touched myself. I was so wet from our little encounter earlier. Leaning back, I spread my legs and continued to touch myself.

      Elijah let out a groan. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      I increased my pace, flicking my clit. My breaths came out in short pants and I realized his breathing was off, too.

      “Don’t stop,” he pleaded.

      The sounds of him jerking off aroused me even more. Raising my shirt, I tweaked my nipple, which made me moan.

      “How wet are you?”

      I ran a finger through my folds. “So wet.”

      “I can smell your scent. It’s driving me crazy.”

      I licked my finger, tasting myself. I said, “I taste so good.”

      “Daisy.” He let out a long, audible breath.

      Closing my eyes, I touched myself but imagined it was Elijah. My stomach tightened and I knew I was close.

      “I’m about to come.”

      He made a sound in the back of this throat and increased his pace to match mine.

      “Come for me, dirty girl.”

      My body shattered, my pussy pulsing around my fingers. He cried out as he came, too, and I ached for him. But this was a lesson he needed to learn. I laid still until my heartbeat returned to normal.

      “You okay down there?”

      His deep chuckle sent shivers down my spine. “I’m good. You?”

      “Feeling good up here.”

      “You sure know how to punish a man.”

      I grinned and replied, “You didn’t sound like you were in pain to me.”

      “I would have much rather come inside of you.”

      I wanted that, too. Instead, I said, “Maybe you’ll remember that in the future, then.”

      He was silent for a moment. Finally, he said, “I will.”

      “Good night, Elijah. I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Daisy.”

      I snuggled deep into the blankets, letting myself give into sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning I awoke before Elijah. He looked uncomfortable on the floor and I felt bad for a moment. Quietly, I went to the bathroom and dressed. With any luck the well would be finished today and we’d have running water inside. For now, I could only wipe down with a wet rag.

      I slipped from the room and went to the cafeteria. Cooper was serving more apples and waved as I came over.

      I took a scoop and said, “Too bad we don’t have eggs and bacon to go with this.”

      He moaned. “Don’t say the E word to me. I can’t even think about it right now.”

      Grinning, I said, “We’ll find you some eggs eventually.”

      Jo joined us and asked, “Are you almost ready to go?”

      I finished my food and nodded. “Let’s go.”

      We went out the back doors of the hospital. Everything was covered in a hard frost that glistened in the sunlight. Elijah stood next to the old tractor talking to Grey. He gave me a pleading look as I passed, but I simply waved at him. When we’d gotten a safe distance from the building, Coop turned to me.

      “What was that all about?”

      I grinned. “Just teaching him a lesson.”

      Jo said, “You might be my hero.”

      “He just needs to learn that I’m his partner and, even if I don’t like something he’s about to do, he still needs to talk to me about it.”

      Jo nodded. “Norm needs to learn that lesson, too.”

      “Just make him sleep on the floor. Oh, and withhold sex.”

      Coop whistled. “Damn, girl. You are really sticking it to him, aren’t you?”

      We all laughed as we made our way past the fields. It was strange to see them empty, but, after the frost we’d gotten last night, there was no way we could plant wheat. That would sadly have to wait until the spring. With any luck the tractor would be up and running by then.

      Cooper pointed ahead. “The apples were this way.”

      I said, “Hopefully the berries didn’t freeze.”

      “The thought crossed my mind, but I bet we can save enough to at least make jam.”

      Coop led the way through some trees. I glanced up, hoping we’d find a pecan tree or two. It was late in the season, but the trees would still have the hulls of the shells hanging from the branches, which would help us find the nuts on the ground. I froze.

      “Oh my gosh!”

      Jo pulled out her knife. “What is it?”

      “Look!”

      I pointed to one of the trees where a chicken perched.

      Cooper put his hand to his chest. “Do you think there’s more?”

      “Only one way to find out,” I replied with a grin.

      We made our way toward the tree with the chicken. A stream gurgled nearby. And then I heard the distinct sound of chickens clucking.

      Jo’s eyes widened. “That sounds like a lot of them!”

      We made our way down the ravine and my mouth dropped open. There had to be at least fifty chickens walking around, pecking at insects in the tall grass. And, more importantly, there were roosters, too!

      “Where on earth did they come from?” Jo asked.

      I replied, “We used to have chickens at the hospital. I wonder if some escaped and then reproduced?”

      Coop rubbed his hands together, his eyes glistening. “We’ll have omelets, roasted chicken, scrambled eggs, and so much more. Oh, happy day!”

      “Whoa, dude. You’re getting ahead of yourself. Have you ever tried to catch a chicken?”

      Because I had. My dad loved the taste of free-range chickens, so all of our poultry had wandered around as they pleased. When it came time to catch them, it usually took the entire day. Lilly, Theo, and I would be exhausted when it was all said and done.

      Cooper shook his head. “No, but how hard can it be?”

      “Let’s go back to the hospital and see if there’s anything we can use to cage them.”

      Cooper all but jogged back to the hospital while Jo and I took our time.

      Jo laughed. “That put a giddy-up in his step.”

      “He’ll get over his excitement when he sees how difficult it is to catch them.”

      By the time we got back to the building, Cooper had already told Elijah about the chickens.

      Elijah said, “I think we have an old dog kennel that you can use. Might be able to catch a few and bring them back.” He glanced at the new barn that was being built. “They won’t have a place to roost for a few weeks, though.”

      I knew he was frustrated at the slow pace, but there wasn’t anything that could be done without more help. I was glad the frame was up. With the men working on the well, too, it was a miracle this much was accomplished.

      I said, “What about bringing them inside the hospital? The old physical therapy room would be big enough. And, if we take some of the storage bins from the shelves in the old pharmacy, we can make roosts.”

      Elijah’s eyes brightened. “That’s a damn good idea.”

      “It’ll at least work until we get the barn built.” I looked around. “Don’t suppose you want to come with us?”

      He grinned. “Thought you’d never ask.” To the men standing around him, he said, “Boys, let’s go catch some chickens.”
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      By the end of the day we’d managed to catch thirty hens and two roosters. Grey had unwittingly discovered the eggs hidden throughout the grass when he’d stepped on one, so we also had two baskets full of eggs.

      Norm asked, “But how do we know if they’ve been fertilized?”

      I replied, “Hold it up to the light. If there’s a chick inside you’ll be able to tell.”

      Coop said, “I can’t even begin to express how happy this makes me.”

      Grinning, I replied, “I’m glad.”

      “Are we still going to gather apples?” Jo asked.

      Elijah glanced up to the sky. “We’re losing sunlight.”

      Cooper said, “It’s not far, I promise.”

      He led the way to the apple trees, where our group went to work collecting the fruit. Thankfully, the frost last night hadn’t damaged them. This would more than likely be our last shot at apples this season, though.

      I called out, “Elijah, weren’t the berry bushes nearby?”

      “Just over that hill.”

      I grabbed a basket. Jo and Coop joined me as we went up the hill. The sky was turning light shades of pinks and purples. When I exhaled, I could see my breath.

      “Feels like it’s getting colder,” Jo said as she shivered.

      I replied, “I’m worried about how bad winter is going to be.”

      Ahead, there were a few berry bushes. We went to work picking them. I popped one in my mouth, letting the juice burst on my tongue. The berry was a little tart, but would make an excellent jam.

      Cooper said, “This reminds me of reading the Little House on the Prairie series as a kid. The Ingalls got sick from berries in one of the books.”

      “I read those books, too. Again, what stood out to me was the terrible winter they had where they had to burn hay to survive.”

      Jo sighed dreamily. “And Almanzo saved the town.”

      We all grinned at each other.

      “We’re a bunch of nerds.” I said.

      Jo replied, “I can live with that.”

      We chatted about other books we’d read growing up until the sun set and it was difficult to see.

      Elijah came over the hill.

      “You about ready to go home?”

      Home. Such a small word, but it held great meaning. And that’s where we were. Home.
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      It was amazing how so much could change in such a short amount of time. Finding the chickens had been the start of that change. Then, we’d finished the new well and had running water inside the hospital. The barn was coming along, too. But the biggest change was the people who had come back.

      Andrews and Nancy were true to their word. They went out each day finding people who used to live under my protection and brought them back. I was surprised at how many people who hadn’t gone with Wyatt. It meant a lot to me.

      As of now, there were about ten families living in the housing addition. Each morning we would all get up and have breakfast together. Cooper was proudly serving eggs most days from the chickens he so proudly tended to. Then we would get to work going through the burned homes to see if anything could be salvaged.

      We’d cleared out all of the lots with burned houses. The families seemed excited about having spaces for their own gardens in the spring. It was simple, but, more importantly, it was something to look forward to.

      Andrews asked, “Are you still going to plant crops behind the hospital?”

      Since the new well was finished we’d be able to have clean water to use for irrigation. We’d also discovered the second well at the end of the fields hadn’t been contaminated.

      “I am, but not until Spring. It’s important for everyone to learn how to work the fields.” I answered with a smile.

      I was going to do everything in my power to make sure these people could rely on themselves if something were to happen to me.

      Andrews said, “I’d like to help with the crops. I used to work with my grandpa on his farm, so I think I’ll be useful.”

      Nancy added, “Plus, he’ll look so sexy with a farmer’s tan.”

      We all laughed as his cheeks darkened in a blush.

      I said, “I’ll hold you to that.”

      Grey, who sat across from me, asked, “What’s on the agenda today?”

      I said, “Daisy and I talked last night. We’re going to head over to Bobby’s place today and ask one last time if anyone wants to come back.”

      Daisy nodded. “They need to settle in before the weather gets too bad. Plus, we need to know how many mouths we’ll be feeding.”

      Grey darted his glance between Daisy and me. “Who all are you going to talk to over there?”

      Daisy sighed. “I’m not thrilled at the prospect, but if Marianne really wants to come back, then I’m not going to stop her.”

      We’d talked about the situation several times. I respected her opinions and feelings, so we’d come up with a few guidelines to protect us.

      I put my arm around her shoulders. “I’m going to make sure that anyone who wants to live here understands the rules.”

      The rules were simple. Everyone was coming in with a clean slate. But, if they messed up, they were gone. No exceptions. This time I vowed to know my enemies. I would weigh risk against reward. And I would fight for my people. Daisy had liked my new rules so much that she said she was going to cross-stitch them onto a pillow.

      Grey shook his head. “You’re a brave man, Boss.”

      Kat added, “But we trust you.”

      “Thank you, Kat.”

      She nodded. “No need to thank me. Just make sure they know not to come near my room or my man and we’re good.”

      “If anyone comes back they’ll be staying in the two empty houses until more can be built. For now, the group that came from Texas is the only one who will be staying inside the hospital.”

      That was something else Daisy and I had agreed upon. She gave me a small smile.

      I said, “We should go. I don’t want to waste the day over at Bobby’s place.”

      Grey said, “We’re going to work on the barn today. I think we might finish it, if the wind doesn’t pick up.”

      “That’s damn good news.”

      Hand-in-hand Daisy and I made our way outside, to the van we’d found. I opened Daisy’s door and then went around to the driver’s side.

      As I started the vehicle I asked, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      Though we’d talked about the situation, I needed to make sure one last time that she was okay with our plan.

      She shrugged. “I think that anyone who wanted to come back would have done so by now, but there’s no harm in asking one last time.”

      “I was talking more about Marianne.”

      Her mouth curved in a frown. “She’s not my favorite person, as you know, but I’m okay with it if she can follow the rules.”

      I brought her hand to my lips, kissing her knuckles. “Thank you.”

      I drove toward Bobby’s place. The roads were empty, but there were signs that a large horde had been through the area. Stalled cars had scratches on them and the mirrors were broken. There were also bits of flesh dangling from trees and on the sides of buildings.

      Daisy cringed. “Wonder which way that horde went?”

      We both knew that if they came our way we’d be in trouble. The fences were mostly repaired, but we also needed extra layers of protection, like wooden stakes for the biters to impale themselves on. Plus, we still didn’t have enough ammunition if things went to shit. Grey and a few others had gone on a couple of runs, but hadn’t found much other than this van.

      I said, “I’m sure they headed toward the river.”

      Biters were drawn to the sound of running water, so it was possible. The look on Daisy’s face let me know that she wasn’t buying what I was selling.

      We turned the corner and Bobby’s home came into view. Nothing looked out of place as we parked. When Daisy and I got out of the van a young kid ran inside the building. A moment later Bobby came hobbling out.

      “Back again?” He glanced at Daisy. “With a woman, I see.”

      He wasn’t pleased that she was here. His tone gave it away as did the frown on his wrinkled face.

      I nodded. “We came to see if anyone had decided to come back.”

      “Reckon they would have showed up at your place if they wanted to be there.”

      A curtain moved in one of the windows on the second floor and I caught a glimpse of a woman. She quickly moved out of view before I could get a good look at her.

      Daisy cleared her throat and said, “We’d like to try one last time to talk to them, if that is okay with you?”

      I didn’t think he was going to answer her, which irritated me.

      Finally, he said, “One last time. Because this is getting tiresome.” He pointed to the gate. “Go to the back and I’ll send them out.”

      He went back inside, closing the door, and we made our way to the gate.

      Daisy glanced over her shoulder and asked in a low tone, “This doesn’t feel right. Why won’t he let us in?”

      “I wondered the same thing. Did you see the woman in the window?”

      She nodded. “I did.”

      We reached the backyard to find a few people waiting, none of them female. Amos was also missing. In fact, none of these people were from the old group. I didn’t know a single person there.

      Daisy said under her breath, “They look ill.”

      That was putting it mildly. These men looked like they were on their deathbeds.

      I asked the man closest to me, “Where are the others? Where are the women?”

      “There aren’t anymore. We’re it.”

      I looked him over. The whites of his eyes were yellow as was the undertone of his skin. He was clearly suffering from some sort of liver condition. A man behind him coughed and spit blood.

      I said to Daisy, “It appears he’s sent us the members of his community who are ill.”

      The man in front of me wheezed out, “He said you were going to take care of us.”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t let you come to my community like this.”

      They hadn’t lived there before and it wasn’t fair to ask my people to take them in, especially when they wouldn’t be able to help with chores. Plus, there was no telling if they were contagious.

      His eyes widened. “You have to. If you don’t, they’re going to kill us like they did the rest.”

      Unease crept up my spine. Had Bobby killed the members of my old community? Is that why no one had come back to the hospital?

      Another man nodded. “That’s the way it works here. If you’re sick, you die.”

      Daisy tugged on my hand, pulling me aside.

      She whispered, “We can’t leave them here, Elijah.”

      “I agree, but I need to know where the rest are.”

      If they were alive then I had to help them.

      She sighed. “I’ll take them to the van. If you’re not out in ten minutes I’m coming after you.”

      I kissed her and replied, “Know your enemy. If you go inside, there’s a chance he will hurt you.”

      “I’d like to see him try.”

      I knew she was serious, so I said, “I’ll hurry.”

      She turned to the men as I went up the steps to the building. I prayed I wasn’t making a horrible mistake by going into Bobby’s home. Opening the door, I stepped inside and was met with an eerie silence. Above me, a floorboard creaked. There was a cough down the hall. Since the woman had been upstairs, I decided to go that way first.

      I crept up the stairs, praying I didn’t make any noise. The wooden steps were mostly silent, until the last one creaked loudly. Cursing under my breath, I made my way down the hallway. Most of the doors were closed. I went to the one at the end of the hallway, which was the room where the curtain moved. Slowly, I turned the knob. The door groaned as I opened it. I stepped inside, closing it behind me.

      There before me was Marianne and ten other women. They were totally nude and had bruises covering most of their bodies.

      Marianne came across the room, throwing herself into my arms. “Thank God! I knew you’d come back for us.”

      I whispered, “What happened?”

      “Bobby’s lost his mind. After you left he locked us up, saying we weren’t going to leave him. Said it would make you stronger than him.”

      One of the other women asked, “Do you know where they’ve taken my husband?”

      Marianne said, “She’s married to Hardy. He was out there the day you came.”

      I replied, “I don’t know where the men are, but I’m going to find them.” To Marianne I said, “Take these women outside. Daisy is waiting in a silver van. When you get to her, tell her to take you back home and find Grey. Tell her to bring back help. Can you do that?”

      She nodded. “I can do that.”

      I felt bad that these women had no clothing, but there wasn’t time to find them any. Plus, the longer I spent in the building, the more dangerous it became.

      Opening the door, I made sure the coast was clear.

      “Take the first door on your right at the bottom of the stairs. Run when you get outside and don’t look back no matter what.”

      Marianne grabbed my hand. “If he hasn’t killed the men then they’re either in the basement or in the old jailhouse down the street.”

      “Thank you. Now go!”

      She nodded and led the women down the stairs. I followed, making sure no one came up from behind. They reached the door and took off running. I went the other way, heading toward Bobby’s office. Gunfire rang out and my blood ran cold. No! I couldn’t think about what was happening out there! I needed to find the men before I was discovered.

      The door to Bobby’s office was open, but he wasn’t inside. I went to the desk and opened the drawers. There was a pistol and two magazines with bullets. It was better than nothing. I slipped the weapon in my waistband. There was a set of keys hanging on the wall. My gut said to grab them, just in case.

      When I slipped out of the office I heard Bobby’s laugh.

      “Good one, boy. You got the bitch right between the eyes.”

      I froze. Daisy! But I didn’t know for sure that’s who had been shot. And I needed to free the men while I could.

      A younger voice replied, “I want to shoot another one.”

      “Looks like they took off. Fucking pussies.”

      “Pa, how did they get out?”

      Bobby replied, “Huh. Didn’t think about that. Why don’t you go up there and see?”

      They were in a room a few feet ahead of me. I ducked into the nearest room, praying it was empty. When I saw where I was, I could have wept in joy. Apparently, Bobby liked to keep his weapons near the door, in case he needed them. I grabbed a backpack lying on the desk and loaded it with as much ammo and as many guns it could hold. Then I slipped another pistol into my waistband.

      Pressing my ear against the door, I listened. A door slammed from somewhere in the house, but other than that I didn’t hear a thing. The last time I’d been here, I had noticed a door behind the stairs. If I were to guess, that door led to the basement. Slowly, I made my way from the room to the stairway. The door was slightly open, so I slipped through it. I tried to shove my nerves away, but it was hard. I had no good memories associated with this building and being in the pitch dark didn’t help. I couldn’t even see my hand if I waved it in front of my face.

      When I reached the last step, I heard a deep groan.

      “Amos. Are you down here?”

      “Boss? Is that you?”

      I replied, “Keep talking so I can find you.”

      “You shouldn’t be down here. There’s no telling what Bobby will do if he finds you.”

      I reached a cell, touching the bars until I felt the door. “You in here?”

      By the shuffling inside, there was more than one person there.

      Amos replied, “Yes. There should be a flashlight on the ground. Might help you see better.”

      Squatting, I felt around until I found the light. Flipping it on, I saw Amos smiling back at me. Behind him stood twenty men. They were crammed in the cell so tight that they couldn’t even sit. Judging by the smell, they’d been in the cell for a while, forced to shit and piss themselves.

      Pulling the keys from my pocket, I unlocked the door. It squeaked loudly as it swung open.

      “Fuck.” Amos said, “We should get out of here. Now.”

      “Is there another way out?”

      “No.”

      I handed the bag of weapons to him. “Everyone gets a gun. We’re going to have to fight our way out of here.”

      I’d made a mistake by underestimating Bobby. I wouldn’t make it again.

      Amos handed everyone a weapon and said, “We’re ready.”

      “Get to the road. If you make it that far, run.” I looked at each man. “Help is on the way, but it might not get here in time.”

      I hated that I’d let these men down for a second time, but I was going to do everything in my power to make sure they got out.

      “On my count. Three. Two. Go!”

      We ran up the stairs. Somehow, I ended up in the middle of the group. When the door opened the first two men were shot dead on the spot. We fired back as all hell broke loose. This was it. One way or another, this ended today.
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      My mouth fell open as a group of naked women ran toward the van, Marianne leading the way.

      “Boss said to go. Now!”

      Something in her tone told me she wasn’t lying. I got into the van, starting it. The women piled in next to the men as gunfire rang out. One of the women cried out, falling backward.

      “Tanya!” Marianne yelled. “No!”

      “Marianne, we don’t have time!”

      She glanced at me before closing her door. I took off, praying Elijah was okay.

      “What happened in there?”

      Some of the women sniffled, but Marianne met my gaze straight on.

      “Bobby has lost his mind. He thinks your group is out to get him.”

      “That makes no sense. We haven’t done anything to make him think that.”

      Marianne huffed. “He’s related to Wyatt. Doesn’t really need a reason to be crazy, now does he?”

      She had a point.

      “Why did Elijah stay behind?”

      “Boss was going to try to find the men. Said to have Grey bring back-up.”

      I pressed the gas pedal in until we were speeding down the road. Everyone was silent as we made our way back. I honked the horn as I got close. The gates opened and I was relieved to see Grey with a group of men. I stopped the van and got out.

      “Saw your dust cloud a mile away. What happened?”

      “Elijah’s in trouble. He said to send help.”

      Grey nodded. “Don’t tell Kat where I’ve gone.”

      I grabbed his hand. “I’m coming, too, Grey.”

      He stared at me, nodding. “Let’s go. I’m driving, though.”

      I nodded and went to the passenger side of his jeep. The other men piled into a truck.

      Marianne asked, “What do we do?”

      “Go to the housing addition. Andrews and his wife, Nancy, will be able to show you where you’ll be staying.”

      Marianne said, “I’m sorry this happened.”

      I gave her a weak smile. “Don’t be. It was our choice to come back for y’all.”

      She smiled back.

      Grey cleared his throat. “Daisy, we need to go.”

      We were soon speeding down the road, headed back to Bobby’s place. Luckily, my honking hadn’t drawn the attention of the Dead.

      As we drove I filled Grey in.

      “Wonder if someone got inside Bobby’s head? Seems like a leap for him to go from trusting us to wanting to kill us.”

      I replied, “Seems like he was twisted and we didn’t know it. Did you see the women? Those bruises were fresh.”

      Grey nodded. “I’m glad you decided to let them come here. No one deserves to live like that.”

      I didn’t want to tell him that I was still uneasy about Marianne being back. What if she caused trouble again?

      Grey cleared his throat. “I didn’t mention this earlier, but Kat hasn’t been feeling well today. Keeps having contractions.”

      I could tell by his tone that he was worried.

      “It’s probably Braxton Hicks.”

      “That’s what she said, but I think she’s hurting more than she’s letting on. She tries to put on a strong face, but I can tell.”

      If my calculations were right, it was too early for contractions, even if they were Braxton Hicks. I kept that bit of information to myself.

      Instead I said, “We’ll have Elijah check her out when we get back.”

      As we turned the corner, Grey cursed. I echoed his thoughts. In the short amount of time we’d been gone all hell had broken loose. We parked and got out. Bodies were scattered in the yard, thankfully none that I recognized.

      Grey said. “Fuck. They’re starting to turn.”

      Which would only slow us down when we left.

      I said, “I’ll take care of the Dead. Find Elijah and make sure he’s okay.”

      I could see the debate in Grey’s eyes. And then gunfire rang out from the house followed by answering shots.

      “Grey, go! The sooner we have Elijah the sooner we can get back to Kat!”

      I pulled my knife from my belt and went to the first body, sliding the blade into its skull.

      Grey called out to his men. “We need to find Boss and get the fuck out of here. If you see a biter, take it down, but don’t waste your time on helping the injured.” To me, he said, “We’ll hurry.”

      They disappeared from sight, splitting into two groups. It always amazed me how well Grey’s men worked together. They’d been in a biker gang before the apocalypse and somehow that made them even stronger now.

      I moved onto the next body. It was the little boy who had been with Grey the first day we’d come to their home. I took care of him, trying not to dwell on it. Soon, I’d slipped the blade in over twenty skulls.

      There was yelling from the building and then Elijah, Grey, and several men came running out. Blood  was splattered on Elijah’s clothes, but he appeared to be okay.

      Elijah called out, “Get to the jeep, Daisy.”

      I did as he said, and started the engine. The men piled into the backseat, but Elijah stood next to Grey.

      “What is he doing?” I asked.

      Why wasn’t he coming?

      A man replied, “He’s waiting on what’s left of Bobby’s men to come outside.”

      What was left? Good god!

      About fifteen men and a few women came outside, all looking terrified. Elijah held up his hand, motioning them to stop.

      He said, “Who’s in charge now?”

      No one moved. I couldn’t really blame them.

      Finally, a short man with red hair stepped forward. “If these people will have me, I’ll be in charge.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “It’s Marshall.”

      “Nice to meet you, Marshall. Can you tell me something? Do you think Bobby was running this place as it should be?”

      Marshall shook his head. “No, sir, I don’t.”

      “What will you do differently?”

      Marshall replied, “The women who want to stay will no longer be treated as objects. Anyone who doesn’t agree with me can leave or will pay the price of death.”

      Elijah asked, “Does anyone object to this new rule?”

      The people shook their heads.

      A woman asked, “What if we don’t want to stay here?”

      “You can come with me to our home or you can seek shelter elsewhere. No one will stop you.”

      She replied, “May I take a bag of food with me?”

      “Marshall?”

      Marshall replied, “That will be fine.”

      The woman nodded, looking relieved.

      Elijah said, “I want each and every one of you to know that I didn’t ask for the fight today. It was Bobby who decided my group was the enemy.”

      Marshall nodded. “We know that. I can vouch for the people standing behind me. None of us thought what Bobby did was right. In fact, we tried to stop him.”

      Several people chimed in, confirming Marshall’s words.

      Elijah said, “My offer still stands. Anyone who lived under my protection can come back.” He looked around. “But it also looks like things are changing here, too. I’ll give you a moment to decide.”

      He came over to the jeep. Only then did I notice that his hand was shaking. I got out and threw myself into his arms.

      “Damn you! You’ve got to stop scaring me like that!”

      Elijah hugged me close to his body and kissed the top of my head. “Sorry. Didn’t expect things to go down like this today.”

      “Is Bobby dead?”

      His chest rumbled. “Fucking prick took his own life when we cornered him. Didn’t even give me a chance to talk to him.”

      I replied, “I’m glad he’s gone. We won’t have to worry about him coming after us later down the line.”

      Elijah glanced over his shoulder. “I thought the same thing.”

      “Do you think anyone from his group will want to seek revenge?”

      “Depends on how well they thrive here. If they do well, then no. If not, then yes.”

      My chest felt tight. Before I could reply, Grey came over.

      “I hate to be that guy, but can we get the fuck out of here?”

      Elijah cleared his throat. “Has everyone had a chance to think it over?”

      Amos said, “We’re coming.”

      About eight men stepped forward.

      Marshall nodded. “Hate to see you go, but know that you can always come back.”

      “Anyone else want to come?” When no one responded, Elijah said, “Then let’s go.”

      Marshall said, “They can take one of the old trucks. Someone can bring it back later.”

      Elijah and Marshall shook hands before Elijah turned, coming back to the jeep.

      “Let’s go home.”

      The drive back was silent. I don’t think anyone knew what to say to each other. When we got back to the hospital Elijah went with Grey to check on Kat. I made my way to the kitchen to see if Coop needed help. When I was almost there, the first tears fell from my eyes.

      Glancing around, I slipped into the laundry room. For the first time in a very long time I allowed myself to cry. I cried for the fear I’d felt today. I could have lost Elijah! He was my first and only love. What would I do without him? I couldn’t even bring myself to think about it. Next, I thought about Faith. I know she said it wasn’t my fault that she was bit, but what if it was? And what about the ones I’d left behind in Texas? My Mom. Theo. What had happened to them?

      There was a knock on the door and I tried in vain to wipe my tears away. The door opened and Jo came into the room.

      “Did something happen?”

      I shook my head, sniffling.

      “Just feeling sorry for myself, I guess.” I paused. “Do you think it’s my fault that Faith died?”

      “No! Why would you even think that?”

      I answered, “Because I didn’t kill the biter who bit her. If I’d just shot it-”

      Jo put her arms around me, hugging me. “Daisy, you can’t think like that. Thoughts like that will eat you alive.”

      My eyes watered again. “I know. Like I said, I guess I’m just feeling sorry.”

      “I get that. Norm always freaks out when I cry. I think people see it as a weakness.” She gave me another hug. “It’s not. It means you’re human.”

      I nodded. “You’re right.”

      She asked, “How did it go today?”

      I filled her in on what’d happened.

      She said, “I agree with you. I’m glad Bobby died. We don’t need that hanging over our heads.”

      “Hopefully that’s the end of it.”

      She said, “Time will tell. You ready to get out of here?”

      I replied, “Yeah. I’m going to step outside. Let the cold air cool my face.”

      She gave me a smile. “I’ll be in the cafeteria if you need me.”

      I nodded and went out the back doors. The sky was already darkening and everything felt so still. But, the cold air made my puffy face feel better. Closing my eyes, I tilted my head back. There was a loud sound from the side of the building. I rushed around the corner, gun drawn. What if the fence had collapsed? Or worse, what if someone from Bobby’s group was already seeking revenge?

      Norm held up his hands, motioning for me to stop.

      “Don’t move.”

      My heart pounded, but I did as he said. He crouched down in front of some crates.

      “It’s okay, fella. Come here.”

      There was a soft meow from the depths of the crates.

      I whispered, “Did Percy get out?”

      Norm shook his head. “It’s not Percy. I spotted this fella the other day and I’ve been trying to get him to come out, but he’s shy.” He tried again. “Come on, kitty-kitty.”

      My lips twitched. It was kind of adorable seeing a grown man on his hands and knees, sweet talking a cat. He kept calling until a small black kitten peeked its head out from the crates.

      “That’s a good kitty. Come here.”

      He opened his palm revealing some chicken scraps. The cat sniffed the air and walked tentatively toward Norm. I held my breath in anticipation as the cat leaned forward, eating a bit of the meat. Norm moved his other hand over the cat, petting it.

      “That’s a good kitty-boy.”

      The cat arched it’s back as Norm petted it until it was purring loudly.

      Norm grinned at me and said, “Percy’s going to be mad when I get this cat to come inside.”

      I replied, “Maybe. He might be glad to have the company.”

      Norm continued to pet the cat until it was rubbing against his legs.

      “Moment of truth,” he said.

      He picked the cat up, petting under the chin. The cat’s eyes widened, but then settled into his arms. It was the cutest damn thing I’d ever seen in my life.

      “What are you going to call him?”

      “I’ve always liked the name Beau.” Norm replied. He tilted his arm, looking under the cat’s tail. “Except this little thing is a girl.”

      I grinned. “What’s your other name choice?”

      “Lucy.”

      “Percy and Lucy. I like it.”

      He took a step toward the doors and said, “Good kitty. Lucy is a good kitty.” To me, he said, “Jo’s going to be so mad.”

      I laughed. “I think she’ll understand. She’s in the cafeteria right now, so you’ve got some time to come up with a plan.”

      He grinned and went inside, talking softly to his new pet. I was glad he’d found her. It was wonderful to find a small piece of how things used to be, like having a pet. Just then, something wet hit my cheek and then my nose. Lifting my head, I realized it was snowing.

      Elijah came outside, wiping his hands on a rag. He asked, “What’s that smile for?”

      I told him about Norm finding Lucy. “It just made me really happy.”

      He kissed me. “I’m glad.”

      Snow continued to fall around us and the wind picked up. I shivered.

      “How’s Kat?”

      He replied, “I think it’s Braxton Hicks, like she suspected. Told her to take it easy for a few days.”

      “Hopefully she listens.”

      “Hopefully.” He smiled at me. “Let’s go to bed.”

      My heart fluttered and I nodded. Arm-in-arm, we went inside.

      When we were in our room, I turned to him. “Do you think we’re safe here?”

      “I don’t think anyone from Bobby’s group is going to come after us, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      Sighing, I sat on the bed.

      “What’s going on?” he asked as he sat next to me.

      “We weren’t safe here before and we definitely weren’t safe in Texas. I guess I’m just trying to figure out if we’re ever going to be able to stop running.”

      Because I was tired of running. And, as much as I hoped things would change, it didn’t seem like it was. In fact, the world seemed to get darker every day. The Dead outnumbered the living and nothing we did could change it. It took us at least a decade and a half to be ready to reproduce, whereas it only took them one bite.

      I rubbed my face, feeling the emotions from before returning. Clenching my hand into a fist, I dug my fingernails into my palms. I wouldn’t cry in front of him. It would only worry him.

      “Daisy, I promise we’re safe here. The watchtowers are nearly finished and, with all the extra help from the people who returned, we’re going to be able to plant a good crop in the spring.”

      The wind howled at that moment as if to remind us that Mother Nature still had a say in how things worked out.

      “With more people comes more mouths to feed.”

      He rubbed my back. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      He was about to reply when Grey burst into our room.

      “It’s not just Braxton Hicks! Kat’s water just broke.” His eyes were wild. “It’s too soon, isn’t it?”

      The look on Elijah’s face confirmed that this wasn’t good. Elijah grabbed his bag and we followed Grey to his room. Kat stood, bracing herself against the wall. She rocked back and forth, moaning.

      “Kat, how far apart are the contractions?” Elijah asked.

      Sweat beaded on her forehead. She shook her head, breathing loudly.

      I went to her side, rubbing her lower back. “Kat, breathe with me.”

      Together, we did the breathing techniques I’d read in one of the old pamphlets from the front lobby. The breathing seemed to help her.

      She panted out, “They’re about two minutes apart. Thought it was just indigestion until it felt like I pissed my pants.”

      “This might not be the real deal. You were fine earlier.” Elijah said, “I need to check and see if you’re dilated.”

      She moaned, but nodded. Elijah went to the sink, washing his hands. He moved to Kat’s side, reaching between her legs.

      “I can feel the baby’s head. It has a full head of hair, too.”

      Kat swayed again, crying out. When the contraction passed she said, “It’s too early. I’ve been keeping track.” Her voice broke.

      I could tell that Elijah was worried, too, but he didn’t voice his thoughts.

      Instead he said, “Kat, it’s time to lie down and push. Grey, help her onto the bed. Daisy, make sure there’s a blanket ready.”

      I went to the closet in the hallway, grabbing a small blanket. When I returned Kat was on the bed, Grey at her head. He held onto her hands as she tried to breathe through another contraction.

      I placed the blanket next to Elijah and said, “Kat, remember to count. In..2..3..4..5.. Out..2..3..4..5..”

      Kat nodded and began breathing to my words.

      Elijah raised an eyebrow.

      I grinned. “The pamphlets in the lobby were super helpful. I also can help a person determine if a mole might have melanoma skin cancer.”

      He replied, “We’ll make a doctor out of you yet.” To Kat, he said, “Kat, I’m going to check the baby’s positioning. You’re going to feel some pressure, but that’s it. Now I need you to bend your legs.”

      She did as he said, spreading her legs wide. Elijah checked the baby’s positioning. He smiled to me, nodding.

      “Everything feels good and the baby is already lower. On your next contraction I want you to push.”

      She nodded. Her body tensed and she pushed until she was screaming. The top of the baby’s head was visible and it had bright red hair, just like Kat. Elijah felt the baby again and then his face paled.

      “Kat, don’t push. The cord is wrapped around the baby’s neck.”

      Kat screamed, “I need to push.”

      Grey said, “I know you need to push, honey, but don’t do it.”

      Using both hands, Elijah worked until sweat ran down his face. Kat moaned again as she had another contraction. Finally, he removed his hands.

      “Did you get it?” I asked.

      He ignored me and said, “Kat, the next time you need to push, push with all your might!”

      She nodded. A moment later she groaned as she pushed. The baby’s head came out. The cord was still around its neck. Elijah grabbed a clamp and put it on the cord and then cut it. The shoulders came out next.

      Elijah said, “One more big push, Kat.”

      She cried out as she gave it her all. The tiny baby slipped out into Elijah’s hands. Its skin was light blue and it wasn’t moving. Elijah met my gaze. Fuck! This wasn’t good. Elijah turned the baby onto its back, rubbing it in small circles. Finally, the baby cried out. I exhaled in relief.

      Elijah said, “Congratulations, Mom and Dad. It’s a girl.”

      Grey’s eyes watered. “A girl? Is she okay?”

      “She’s a bit small, but she’s a fighter.”

      The baby squirmed in Elijah’s hand as he wiped her eyes, nose, and mouth. I reached over, taking her into my arms. She was the tiniest baby I’d ever held in my life. I swaddled her in the blanket I’d grabbed from the hallway and handed her back to Elijah.

      He checked her over one last time before taking her to Kat and Grey.

      “Meet your daughter.”

      Kat sobbed as she held out her arms. “I can’t believe I’m a Mom!”

      Grey kissed the top of her head. “Best damn mom in the world!”

      Elijah said, “Now that you’ve seen her, it’s time to do the rest.” To me, he said, “Will you take Grey and the baby to the kitchen? I think she’s small enough that we can weigh her on the scale down there.”

      Grey seemed hesitant to leave Kat, but she said, “Get out of here. I don’t want you to see me giving birth to a bunch of muck. And, I might poop myself, if I haven’t already.”

      That was enough to get Grey moving. He carefully walked from the room with the baby in his arms.

      As we walked I asked, “Have you thought of any names?”

      He grinned. “We mostly talked about boy names. Guess we’ll have to get creative.”

      When we got to the kitchen Jo and Cooper rushed over to see the baby.

      Jo cooed. “Oh my gosh, look at that hair! She’s the spitting image of Kat!”

      Cooper said, “I’m going to kill a few chickens for dinner tomorrow to celebrate the arrival of our newest member.”

      Grey dabbed his eyes. “You sure know how to make a man feel special.”

      “Let’s weigh her. I’m sure Kat will be itching to hold her before too long.”

      We went to the scale that was normally used to weigh meats. Grey put her onto the tray and the scale moved.

      “Four pounds, six ounces,” I read. “You’re a little dove, aren’t you?”

      The baby’s face scrunched up as she began to wail. Grey looked worried for a moment.

      “She’s just hungry. Let’s get her back to Mom.”

      I picked her up, handing her to Grey. By the time we got back to the room, Kat was cleaned up and the bedding had been changed. Elijah wasn’t there, but Kat told us he’d taken the linen and afterbirth out to burn.

      Grey put the baby in Kat’s arm. She freed a breast and situated the baby. Her eyes widened as the baby latched on.

      “Oh! That feels different.”

      Grey sniffled. “Damn beautiful if you ask me.”

      Elijah came back into the room. “She’s nursing. That’s good.”

      I went to his side, wrapping my arms around his waist. “You delivered the first baby in our new world.”

      He grinned. “I did, didn’t I?”

      It wasn’t anything that anyone else would remember in the future. And, I’m sure it wasn’t even the first baby born in the apocalypse, but it meant something to our group. Life would go on and that was one hell of an inspiring notion.
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      I checked on Kat and the baby a few times throughout the night. Each time I went in there, Grey watched with a mixture of fear and pride. By morning he looked exhausted.

      I patted his shoulder. “There’s a rule with new babies.”

      “Oh?”

      I grinned. “Sleep when they sleep.”

      He gave me a sheepish smile. “I know I should, but she’s just so damn cute.”

      Shaking my head, I closed the door silently behind me and headed toward the front door. I wanted to talk the people who had come back yesterday. And, with any luck, we’d finish the watchtowers and barn by the end of the week.

      Andrews waited for me outside his house, standing in the light snow that had fallen overnight. The end of a cigarette glowed from his lips. When he exhaled, the smoke mixed with the fog the cold air made.

      “Morning, Boss.”

      “Morning. How’d it go last night?”

      He took another puff. “Nancy took care of the ladies. They’re all thankful to be here. Everyone seemed to settle in just fine.”

      “Nothing suspicious?”

      He shook his head. “No, sir. They’re all glad to be back home. A few of the couples were reunited. Guess that prick, Bobby, was keeping them apart.”

      I replied, “I’m sure they told you that he’s no longer an issue.”

      “They mentioned it.” He grinned. “Glad you took care of the problem before it got out of hand.”

      “Learned my lesson the first time. But he took care of the problem himself.”

      He said, “Saw a fire last night. Everything okay at the hospital?”

      “Kat had her baby. We burned the linen after the birth.”

      His eyes lit up. “That so? I’ll have to let Nancy know. She used to make baby blankets before…” He paused. “Well, it’ll give her something to look forward to.”

      “I’m sure Kat will appreciate that.”

      Andrews finished his cigarette. “Not as good as the ones I used to get from the store, but it’ll do. Ready to talk to the group?”

      “Let’s do this.”

      He led me to his house. I was surprised to see everyone crammed into his living room, kitchen, and dining room. People talked amongst themselves, but grew quiet when I entered.

      Andrews said, “Boss just told me some good news. Kat had a baby last night.”

      Nancy bounced in her seat. “What did she have?”

      “A little girl.”

      Nancy replied, “Oh, this is great news! I’ll start on a blanket today!”

      I smiled. “I’m sure she’ll like that. How did everyone sleep last night?”

      Amos said, “I can’t answer for the others, but it felt damn good to be home.”

      “Thank you for letting us come back,” Marianne said. “You don’t know how much it means.”

      I replied, “There’s no need to thank me. But I do need to talk to everyone.”

      I explained the rules of our community and how everyone was expected to help out where they could. Everyone agreed it was more than fair.

      “You all have a clean slate. But this is the only chance you’ll get.”

      Amos asked, “What can we do to help?”

      “Our goal is to finish the watchtowers and barn before we get more snow. We were able to dig a new well, so there’s running water now.”

      One of the men said, “I can get us more permanent electricity if I can salvage enough of the solar panels. That’s what I used to do before the outbreak.”

      I replied, “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

      He smiled. “Boss, you saved us from Bobby. That’s more than enough.”

      I cleared my throat. “That’s another thing. You don’t have to call me Boss. My name is Elijah.”

      Amos grinned. “Can’t call you that, Boss. It ain’t right.”

      I replied, “That’s up to you, I suppose.”

      Andrews said, “Everyone finish your coffee. We have some towers to build.”

      I stood to the side watching the people interact with each other. This really felt like a community. Marianne came to my side. For a moment I felt dread.

      She laughed. “You can get that look off your face, Boss. I only wanted to see if the ladies at the hospital needed any help. There’s a group of us looking for something to do.”

      “Old habit, sorry.” Then I said, “You’ll have to talk to Daisy to see if anything needs to be done.”

      She nodded. “I’ll do that. Thank you.”

      I went to Andrews side. “I’m going to the barn. I’ll meet you at the watchtowers by noon.”

      When I reached the barn, I was surprised to see Grey working.

      “Thought I told you to get some rest.”

      He grinned from the ladder. “Can’t do that when there’s a barn to build.”

      Grey had helped build the first barn before, so I was thankful for his knowledge. I climbed the other ladder.

      “Kat’s going to come after me when she finds out you’re not in the room.”

      “Daisy and Jo were with her, helping with the baby. I should be good for a while.”

      I smiled. “Let’s get to work then.”
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      Grey and I worked until noon, finishing the barn. Cooper sent out baskets with easy-to-eat foods and we were able to join the other men at the watchtowers. My heart swelled with pride as everyone worked together.

      Amos came to my side. “Boss, these towers are something else. I can’t believe we didn’t have them before.”

      I told him about Daisy’s old home in Texas.

      “That’s where we got the idea. The towers worked out well for them. Figure it was something to use here.”

      Amos nodded. “Agreed. In the spring we can build more around the area. Really get this area under surveillance.”

      “Surveillance? What did you do before the outbreak?”

      He replied, “I was a cop.”

      “Thought as much.”

      He laughed. “Sure do miss donuts.”

      “We’ll have to talk to Cooper about that. He’s a wizard in the kitchen.”

      Amos said, “I’ll be sure to mention it.”

      By the time the sun dipped to the West the two towers were complete. The men cheered in excitement.

      I called out, “Great job everyone. Let’s go back to the hospital and eat.”

      Grey and I led the way back to the hospital.

      He said to me, “I think this baby broke me.”

      “How so?”

      “Because she’s all I’ve been able to think about all day. I can’t wait to hold her in my arms and inhale that sweet baby scent.”

      I slapped his shoulder. “Definitely broken.”

      He laughed good-naturedly as we entered the hospital. When we got to the cafeteria, he went in search of Kat and the baby. Daisy came to my side with a smile on her face. I pulled her in for a hug and a kiss.

      “How’d it go today?”

      She glanced over her shoulder to Marianne, who sat at a table with the women. They were mending clothes and blankets. All of them looked at ease.

      “Surprisingly well. I think Ms. Marianne and I just got off on the wrong foot.” She kissed me again. “How’d it go out there?”

      “Got the barn and the towers finished. Not sure how we did it, but they’re done.”

      “Elijah! That’s wonderful.”

      I was about to reply when I caught a whiff of something heavenly.

      “Is that roasted chicken?”

      She grinned. “Coop killed a few of the chickens in honor of the baby. Oh! They named her!”

      She tugged me across the room to where Grey and Kat sat. The baby was in Grey’s arms, which made him look massive and the baby even smaller.

      “I hear this sweet girl has a name.”

      Grey grinned, looking like the happiest man alive. “Meet Hilarie Eliza Greyson. We’re calling her Hilly for short.”

      I’d never asked Grey what his real name was before, but it made sense that his last name was Greyson.

      I squatted. “Nice to meet you, Hilly.”

      The baby stirred in her sleep and I smiled.

      “How did you come up with Eliza?”

      Grey grinned. “We thought about making her middle name Elijah, after you, but settled on Eliza.”

      “I’m honored. Thank you.”

      Kat said, “I imagine there will be a lot of kids with Elijah as a middle name running around here before too long.”

      Daisy added, “Maybe even a junior.”

      I pulled her into my arms and whispered into her ear, “Want to go practice making a baby?”

      She replied back, “Thought you’d never ask, Sir.”

      Grey laughed. “I know that look. I’ll be sure to tell Cooper to save you each some food.”

      Daisy led me from the cafeteria, to our room. The door had barely closed before we were on each other. We pulled at each other’s clothing until we were both naked. She stroked me until I was thrusting into her hand.

      “I want to taste you.”

      She dropped to her knees, pumping me a few more times. And then she took me between her lips, into her warm mouth. I groaned.

      “Daisy. Fuck.”

      She bobbed her head in a torturously slow pace, just the way I liked it. She pulled back and then took me all the way. I grabbed her hair, moaning.

      “Yes. Suck me, Daisy.”

      Her throat moved as she swallowed, tightening around me like a fist. My hips thrust on their own accord. She moved her head back and forth as I fucked her mouth.

      “Daisy, I’m about to come.”

      She pulled back and spun around, leaning over the bed with her ass in the air. Holding onto her hips, I slid into her drenched folds. I was so close to coming that I knew I wouldn’t last long. I pumped in shallow thrusts, my balls slapping against her ass. She was so wet that each time I pounded into her it made a delicious sound.

      “Elijah. Fuck. Yes.”

      I loved it when she lost herself in passion. Tilting my head back, I increased my pace. Our heavy breathing filled the room as did the sounds of our bodies connecting. She screamed out, shattering around me.

      “Yes! God, yes!”

      I was right behind her, my nails digging into her hips. She moaned, coming again. I thrust into her until I was spent.

      We collapsed onto the bed with happy sighs.

      She grinned. “I’m so glad we came back here. I missed being able to ravish you whenever I wanted.”

      I laughed. “Me too.” I wiggled my eyebrows. “Let’s take round two into the shower.”

      “I like the way you think, Sir.”

      We’d just stood when there was a knock on the door. Daisy covered herself with a blanket and I pulled my pants on.

      I cracked the door open and found Grey grinning back at me.

      “Sorry to interrupt. We just got a delivery from Marshall at the gate.”

      He handed me a note.

      Thought you might need this since you have extra mouths to feed. Looking forward to working alongside you.

      -Marshall

      I said to Grey, “What did he send?”

      “A truckload of canned food as well as grain and two female goats.”

      Daisy said, “We’ll be able to have milk now.”

      Grey grinned. “Cooper’s about to have an orgasm himself right now.”

      Daisy laughed. “I should go help him unpack.”

      I closed the door and turned to Daisy. “First, let’s shower.”

      Her cheeks flushed, but she nodded. We made our way to the bathroom where she managed to rock my world again. The water had run cold by the time we’d finished, but I didn’t care. I hadn’t felt this happy in a long time. And it felt fucking great.
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      Over the next few weeks things came together even more at the hospital. We were able to move the chickens to the barn. The hens seemed content in their new home and began to lay more eggs than we could consume. We sent a basket full to Marshall and his people. In return, they sent us a hog and a slab of pork.

      Cooper threw his arms around Amos, who’d brought the meat into the kitchen.

      “You sweet man. You’ve made my day.”

      Amos’ ears turned pink. “It was nothing.”

      “No, it’s everything.

      They shared a look that made me wonder if they were an item. Daisy confirmed my thoughts later.

      “He still loves Theo, but he can’t wait forever. I think it’s great they have each other.”

      I replied, “I agree. They suit each other.”

      “He’s going to ask Amos to move in with him.”

      I smiled. “I’m sure he’ll like that.”

      The watchtowers had also come in handy over the last few weeks. We were able to pick up radio signals being that high in the air and could keep in contact with Marshall.

      Andrews came up to me in the evening with a frown on his face.

      “Picked up some chatter on the radio. Sounds like there’s a group nearby.”

      I asked, “Did you hear anything alarming?”

      “No. They’re looking for someone. Sounded like a member went scouting and hasn’t come back.”

      We weren’t sure how far the radios could pick up. Could be ten miles. Could be fifty.

      “Did you send anyone to check it out?”

      He nodded. “We searched our perimeter. Didn’t see anything out of place. Killed a few biters.”

      “Keep me updated.”

      He’d walked away when Grey came over with something in his hand.

      “Found a persimmon tree while I was scouting for tractor parts.”

      In his palm was a seed that had been cut in half. The image on the seed looked like a knife or spoon.

      He said, “Looks like we’re going to have a cold, wet winter.”

      We’d already had two more snowfalls since the first, so this wasn’t too surprising.

      I replied, “As long as there aren’t any blizzards I think we’ll be fine.”

      “Hope not.”

      He left my side and sought out Kat and baby Hilly.

      I slipped from the cafeteria into the hallway. Daisy came around the corner, smiling.

      “What’s that look for?”

      “I’m just happy. One of the men shot a wild turkey. Cooper wants to have a Christmas dinner this week.”

      I laughed. “I don’t think it’s December yet.”

      Since we’d lost our notebook keeping track of the days, we couldn’t be sure. One of Marshall’s men thought it was the end of November, though.

      “Maybe Thanksgiving then.” She hugged me. “We have a lot to be thankful for.”

      I sighed.

      “I still feel like there’s more we should be doing,” I confessed.

      Daisy said, “Just look at everything we’ve done here. Elijah, it’s all because of you.”

      “No. It’s because of all of us. That’s something I won’t forget again.”

      “I know you won’t.” She kissed me. “But you’re the one who inspired people to want to build something.”

      I knew that wasn’t the case. People would find a way to survive. They just needed someone who could take charge. I’d learned the hard way that a person on top could easily be knocked down. But, I would do my best to lead these people for as long as they would have me.

      Grey came from the cafeteria, a frown on his face.

      “Ready to take a look at the tractor?”

      He shook his head, glancing at Daisy.

      She asked, “Is everything okay with Kat and the baby?”

      “They’re fine. Didn’t mean to scare you.” He met my gaze. “There’s some visitors at the gate. Look rough. They’re asking for you.”

      Was it the people Andrews heard on the radio?

      “Did you get their names?”

      “Nope. Leader seems like the type not to leave until he gets what he wants.”

      Whispers of doubt crossed my mind. Who in the fuck would come to the gate asking to talk to me?

      Daisy must have been thinking the same thing because she said, “You don’t have to go out there. Grey can send them away.”

      “No. That’s not how we’re going to do things around here. If someone wants to talk, then I’ll talk to them.”

      Her eyes flashed. “You’re being thoughtless about this.”

      I’m sure there was more that she wanted to say, but didn’t.

      “Daisy, I know you don’t like it, but I have to do this. We’re trying to do things differently. For that to happen we can’t go back to our old ways. No more hiding. No more running.”

      She held out her hand. “Then we do it together.”

      I took her hand, bringing it to my lips.

      To Grey, I said, “Bring them to the lobby. I’ll make sure everyone knows to stay in their rooms.”

      Grey nodded. “Will do.” He paused. “Tell that stubborn woman of mine to stay in our room. She’s been feisty since little Hilly came.”

      Daisy grinned. “I’ll go talk to her.”

      When she was gone I asked Grey, “Should we be worried about these guests?”

      “It’s hard to say. There’s something about the leader that seems familiar, like I’ve met him before.”

      “Was he one of the men who used to work here before?”

      Grey shook his head. “Not that I can recollect.”

      “Bring them here and let’s see what they’re here for.”

      Grey nodded and left. I went to the lobby and picked up the phone, pressing the button to talk over the speaker that Hardy had fixed.

      “We have unknown visitors coming inside the gates with Grey. Please return to your rooms until an all clear is called. If an all clear isn’t called, you know what to do.”

      I prayed they would listen to me and not make any rash decisions, like coming to the lobby with guns drawn. Reaching behind the receptionist’s desk, I pulled out the pistol that was hidden there. I tucked it in my waistband, pulling my shirt over it.

      Daisy came back, trying to hide her fear.

      “I don’t like you being here.”

      She butted me with her hip. “Then we’re even because I don’t like you being here, either.”

      There was movement from the front yard.

      “Here they come.”

      Grey led the group inside. The first man was covered in dirt. He wore army fatigues and looked like he was about to collapse on his feet. The next man nodded his head at me. The third man went right to one of the chairs, sitting. His leg was wrapped, but was bleeding through the bandage. Definitely a gunshot wound.

      I was surprised when a woman entered next. The first thing I noticed was the bruise across her cheek. Did one of these men hit her? Daisy shot me a look. Obviously, she was wondering the same thing. The dark-haired woman went to the man who’d been shot and squatted, looking at his leg. Another man came in and had cuts on his cheek. His eyes were full of worry.

      And then the last man came in and I froze. He met my gaze, eyes widening.

      “Holy fuck. I didn’t think I’d really find you here.”

      Daisy reached for my hand, but I barely noticed.

      I cleared my throat. “How did you-”

      The man replied, “The last letter I got from-”

      The man who’d been shot moaned and the female looked up.

      “He’s losing too much blood. I can’t get it to stop.”

      My medical instincts kicked in and I went to their side.

      To Daisy I said, “Go get my bag from our room.” I turned my attention to the man. “Sir, how long has it been since you were shot?”

      The woman answered, “His name is Rocco and he was shot about three hours ago.” Her hands shook as she pressed his leg. “I thought I had the material tied tight enough.”

      I replied, “Rocco is going to be fine. I just need to get the bullet from his leg and stitch him up.”

      She looked relieved. “Thank you.”

      Daisy came back with my bag, handing it to me.

      I said, “We need hot water.”

      She replied, “Jo is bringing it.”

      I loved that she knew to think ahead. Opening my bag, I pulled the items I would need. Grabbing scissors, I cut Rocco’s pants so I could see what I was dealing with. Blood and dirt covered his skin making it impossible to see how bad the wound was.

      “Rocco, this is going to hurt.”

      I poured some rubbing alcohol on it. Rocco howled in pain and the woman held onto him.

      “It’s going to be okay, baby.” She said, trying to soothe him.

      He moaned, “Nikki, I feel sick.”

      Daisy grabbed a waste basket and handed it to Nikki. She held it as Rocco vomited. I could tell by the contents that this group hadn’t eaten a decent meal in a while.

      Jo came into the room with a bowl full of steaming water. She passed it to Daisy, who put it next to me.

      “Do you need anything else?”

      Daisy answered, “We’re fine.”

      Jo left the room, looking relieved. Dipping the rag into the water, I gently dabbed the skin around the wound.

      “Doesn’t appear to have hit the artery, but I won’t know for sure until I get the bullet.”

      Daisy handed me forceps and a tourniquet. I tied the tourniquet as tight as I could. With any luck, the femoral artery hadn’t been hit. But, if it had, then I would need as much pressure on his leg as I could or he would bleed out.

      I said, “Rocco, this isn’t going to feel very good, but I need you to be as still as possible.”

      One of the other men asked, “Don’t you have anything you can give him?”

      “Afraid not. But, it would be helpful if you could hold him down.”

      This mountain of a man came over and held Rocco down. “Sorry, man.”

      “No worries,” Rocco murmured.

      I said, “He’s more than likely going to pass out, which will be for the best.”

      The man holding Rocco down nodded. I began to dig and Rocco cried out in pain. Nikki held his hand, whispering calming words to him. Finally, I felt the bullet and pulled it out. Daisy handed me a needle that was already threaded. I smiled in thanks before sewing Rocco’s leg closed.

      He surprised me by not passing out. When I was done, he reached out to shake my hand.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Name’s Elijah. This is Daisy.”

      Nikki said, “I’m Nikki.”

      The man who’d held Rocco down said, “I’m Harper.”

      “Name’s Jeff,” the man who’d come in after Nikki said.

      The youngest man said, “I’m Noah. Nice to meet you.”

      “Even in the apocalypse this one still has manners,” the last man said with a grin.

      I crossed the room. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, it’s a funny story.”

      I snorted. “I’m sure this is going to be good.”

      His eyes flashed. “You were the only one I could think of who could help.”

      Daisy came to my side. “Elijah, who is this man?”

      His lips twitched and he tuned to Daisy. “Name’s Dave.”

      “Nice to meet you, Dave.”

      I poked his shoulder. “Don’t talk to her. Tell me what you did and what mess you’ve brought with you.”

      “Fuck you, man. We’ll get out of here and you can forget we even stopped by.”

      Nikki went to Dave’s side, touching his arm. He immediately relaxed.

      “Babe, you said he could help us.”

      He sighed. “I was wrong, Nik.”

      “For fuck’s sake. Tell me what’s going on, Dave.”

      Dave straightened his shoulders. “We met trouble east of Tulsa. They’ve been trailing us.”

      Which meant he’d led them right to our home.

      “How many?”

      “A lot.”

      Fuck. I ran my fingers through my hair.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen. Dad’s last wishes were for me to find you. I was trying to honor him.”

      Daisy stilled next to me. “Dad?”

      Dave gave her one of his smiles that most girls couldn’t resist. “Yes, ma’am. Elijah here is my big brother.”

      Daisy’s face paled, but she didn’t say anything. I had a feeling we’d be talking about this later.

      He asked, “So, can you help us?”

      Dave was my brother. My only brother. There was no way I could turn him away. But what about my people? Was it fair to ask them to fight for someone they didn’t know?

      Nikki said, “I can tell this is a lot to process. We should leave.”

      Daisy shook her head. “No, there’s plenty of room here. You’ll each have a place to sleep.”

      Dave watched me, waiting for me to speak.

      Finally, I said, “You can stay tonight so I can keep an eye on Rocco. In the morning I’ll talk to my people. It’s up to them whether we help you fight.”

      Dave clipped his head. “Fair enough.”

      Daisy led them down the hall to a room far from ours. The nagging voice in the back of my mind refused to be silent. Was I making a mistake by letting my brother stay? Would it be better to tell him to fuck off?

      Daisy returned and wrapped her arms around my waist.

      “Elijah, I think we need to talk.”

      Nodding, I said, “You’re right.”

      I prayed she would understand why I hadn’t mentioned my past – I thought they were all dead.

      She asked, “Are we going to help them?”

      “I meant what I said, it’s up to everyone here.”

      She said, “They all went to one room, like they were scared to be separated.”

      I could understand that. In this world you learned to rely on those closest to you.

      “Elijah?”

      Sighing, I said, “Let’s go to our room, Daisy. There’s a lot we need to talk about.”

      As we passed the window looking outside, she said, “It’s snowing again. Looks like it’s sticking, too.”

      “It’s a good thing I have you to cuddle, then.”

      She grinned, tugging my hand into our room.

      I didn’t know what tomorrow would bring. Tonight, I would make love to Daisy, the love of my life. I would go to sleep for the first time since the outbreak began knowing that my brother was alive. And I would pray that this wasn’t the end of the peace we’d found by coming back to Oklahoma.

      Because, as I’d learned, anything went in this New World.

      
        
        The End.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Want to see how Nikki met Dave and his group? Enjoy a sneak peek of Nikki’s Guide to Surviving the Zombie Apocalypse:
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      When the apocalypse began the world went to shit. My perfect life crumbled into a million pieces and I was literally left at the altar while my groom joined the Dead. That was the first time I saw HIM. He burst through the double doors, guns blazing, and shot my sweet fiancé right between the eyes. I hated him right away.

      Things haven’t got much better in the last two years. Seems like wherever I go HE is there, like dog crap on the bottom of my shoe. Sure, he’s saved my ass a time or two, but that doesn’t mean I like it. When a new group moves into town, ready to take charge, I have to lean on the last person in the world I want to.

      He’s arrogant.

      He’s a dick.

      He’s egotistical.

      He’s kind of sexy.

      He’s Doomsday Dave.

      And now I have to deal with him and his annoying squad.
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        Chapter One

      

      

      I didn’t cry when I tried on my wedding dress. Really, that should’ve been a hint that my upcoming nuptials were doomed. You see it all the time on those wedding dress TV shows. The bride puts on her dress and sobs. You sob watching the show. Yeah… that’s so not what happened.

      I walked out of a fitting room that smelled like moth balls.

      “How much is that one?” My soon-to-be-mother-in-law snapped to the associate.

      She spouted off a number, which made me cringe. I’d had underwear that cost more, but since my fiancé was buying my dress I couldn’t complain. In retrospect I should have.

      “Go take the dress off so we can leave. I’m not going to spend the entire day here.”

      I’d only tried on two other dresses. But, I did as she commanded. Mostly because she scared the shit out of me. As I changed, I let my mind wander. I had high hopes that Steve and I would move far, far, far away from her after the wedding.

      Yeah. Didn’t happen.

      Blinking, I take in my current surroundings. The street is empty, lined with stalled cars. I know this because if they were drivable they would be gone. Tall buildings loom on each side of the street casting shadows, but there’s not a soul in sight. My boots crunch on broken glass as I walk. I’m not worried about being quiet. There haven’t been biters in this area, well not since we cleared them out.

      Ahead, five very muscular men walk with their guns out. I glare at the back of the leader’s head. He must sense it, because he glances over his shoulder and smiles at me. In another life that smile would’ve made my knees weak. Now it only reminds me that no matter what I do I can’t get away from this man.

      Believe me. I’ve fucking tried. He just ends up chasing me, bringing me back to the group. Says he has to keep me safe. I hate that I kind of like it.

      Doomsday Dave says, “Everyone hold up. Nikki is dragging.”

      The again is unspoken, but rings loud to my ears.

      I grit my teeth. “I’m not dragging. I’m only a few steps behind Jeff.”

      Jeff frowns and I feel bad for calling him out. He’s moving slower than normal after our last run-in with a hoard. He got tripped up in barbed wire and it messed his leg up pretty bad.

      I shake my head. “Keep going.”

      Dave replies, “No can do. Everyone, ten-minute break.”

      The guys do the same thing they’ve done for the last two years when a break is called. They get away from me as fast as they possibly can. I was insulted at first. Now, it’s welcomed.

      I find a curb that’s not too dirty and sit. Before the outbreak, I would’ve gotten on my phone to check social media or texted Steve. I legit had withdrawals from social media for a while. It sucked going from checking my phone all the time to not having any form of communication. Let that sink in. No way to communicate. With anyone. Ever.

      Well, Doomsday Dave has a handheld radio, Army issued, I’m sure, but I’ll never get my hands on it. It stays in his backpack. So, yeah… basically nothing.

      Now all I can do is watch the men as they scope their surroundings and talk to each other. All of them except for Doomsday Dave, of course. He makes his way to me. I wonder if it’s his personal mission to make my life a living hell. If so, he’s doing a good job.

      “If you need to stop, just say so. You’ll only slow us down more if you get too tired.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “What makes you think I’m tired?”

      “You were dragging back there.”

      “No. I wasn’t.”

      He smirks. “You were.”

      “Whatever. Can you just leave? Go give someone else a pep talk.”

      He grins like he thinks what I’ve said is funny or something.

      “Seriously. Go.”

      He squats so we’re eye to eye. I hate that I notice how his camouflage pants are tight over his muscular thighs. And how his shirt is as equally as tight over his chest and arms. And how the green shirt brings out little flecks of the same color in his mostly brown eyes.

      “Is this attitude because it’s our anniversary?”

      “Our what?” My voice echoes and some of the guys give me a look before resuming to their conversations.

      He grins. “Our anniversary. You know, from when I stopped that biter from eating you.”

      My stomach drops. He’s – oh god. He’s right! How could I have forgotten? That must be why I was thinking about my stupid wedding gown.

      His dark eyes soften a bit and I hate him even more for showing me sympathy. I need him to be an asshole. It’s the only way this is bearable.

      “I just assumed that’s why-”

      I cut him off. “Seriously, just go.”

      His expression changes and I’ve finally pissed him off.

      He nods. “About time to head out.”

      I want to scream ‘head out to where?’, but I don’t. I’m not sure he’ll answer and it’ll only make the others glare at me even more. Sighing, I grab my pack and slip my shoulders through the straps.

      In the beginning, I’d take the pack off each day and have massive blisters on my shoulder blades. I am fairly fit, but there’s a difference between being tone and being apocalypse fit. That was probably the worst part. That and watching my fiancé turn into a biter at our wedding.

      I fall in line with the guys, trying not to let my thoughts wander. That’s how people die these days. Because memories can be killer. But I can’t stop the onslaught that’s happening.

      I still remember it like it was yesterday. I finally got my hideous wedding dress zipped up. I didn’t remember it being so tight. I wouldn’t put it past Steve’s mom to order a smaller size just because she can. My best friend simply shakes her head as she looks at me.

      “Don’t say it.”

      Skeeter shrugs. “I’m not going to. Because you already know. It’s fucking horrible.”

      We stare at my reflection. Her dress is at least decent. Since Steve’s mom wouldn’t pay for it, Skeeter got to wear her own dress that’s a beautiful shade of blue. My dress, on the other hand, still looks awful. Skeeter pokes one of the slightly yellow fluffy sleeves.

      “You must really love Steve.”

      We both giggle and I feel better.

      “I do.”

      She gives me a serious look and my stomach drops. I know she’s been wanting to talk to me, but I’ve been avoiding her for this very reason.

      “I know I gave you shit for staying with him after he cheated on you, but I want you to know I hope the two of you are happy.”

      I nod my head once. What else can I say? After the incident, as I like to call it, things were tense between Steve and me. I wasn’t sure I would marry him, but he begged until I gave in.

      I finally say, “Thanks.”

      There’s a knock on the door and Steve’s mom says, “It’s almost time. The new preacher finally showed up.”

      “I’m ready,” I call out.

      When she’s gone, Skeeter asks, “New preacher?”

      “The other one got sick.”

      She nods. “Probably has the bug going around.”

      I reply, “That’s what I said, too. Steve was bummed when we found out last night. I guess the preacher was the same one who baptized him.”

      “Bummer.”

      I didn’t care who married us. I just wanted this wedding to be over. Of course, I didn’t voice my thoughts to Steve. He would just freak out. Wonder what his preacher would think if he knew Steve cheated on me?

      The door opens and we are ushered from the room. Since I don’t have family, both sides of the church are filled with Steve’s family and friends. Skeeter walks down the aisle first. I grit my teeth together when I see that the runner on the floor is a burnt orange, the color of Steve’s mom’s favorite football team. She’s standing at the head of the church, next to Steve, and gives me a sweet smile.

      Bitch! She knew I wanted the colors to be pastels. My teeth ache from gritting and I’m not even halfway down the aisle yet. Finally, I reach Steve’s side. He takes my hand into his very clammy one. In my heels I’m a good foot taller than he is. He’ll have something to say about my height later, but I’ll have words of my own.

      The preacher steps up to the podium. Dude is like a hundred years old! Not even kidding. He reminds me of the priest in The Princess Bride, which is my favorite movie. Skeeter snorts next to me and I know she’s thinking the same thing.

      The ceremony begins. Steve’s hands shake and more sweat drips off him and onto me. I gaze at him out of the corner of my eye. His skin is ashy and he’s sweating bullets.

      “You okay?” I murmur.

      His mom leans forward, cutting her eyes at me. Steve meets my gaze and I gasp. His eyes are bloodshot, red vessels everywhere.

      “Steve?”

      He whispers, “I don’t feel so hot.”

      I’m about to say he should sit down when the doors to the church burst open. A woman wearing a white dress sets her sight on Steve and comes toward us. I know right away who it is.

      “You mother fucker!” She screams. “What did you give me?”

      There are audible gasps throughout the room. I don’t say anything. Instead, I drop Steve’s hand.

      “Honey,” he whines. “What are you doing here?”

      She reaches us. Shit. She looks as bad as he does. There’s a second where I fear whatever they have is contagious.

      “You fucked me, got me sick, and now you’re actually going to marry this bitch?”

      More gasps. This time Skeeter steps forward, ready to protect me, whether it be with fists or words.

      The preacher asks, “Would you like to take a moment to discuss this privately?”

      He’s looking at Steve’s mom, who shakes her head.

      Steve says to the woman, “I didn’t give you anything. I told you it’s that bug that’s going around.”

      “Like I’m going to believe that. We shoot up together, fuck, and now I’m sick.”

      He darts his eyes to his mom and then to me. I must admit I’m surprised at the drug bit. I never saw any indication of this, but I’m starting to think I don’t know the man standing next to me.

      Steve takes a step toward the woman. “You should leave. We can talk about this later.”

      “We can talk about this now, you son of a-”

      The woman’s face pales and then she collapses. I stare at her, not knowing what to do. I’m not much of a believer in God, but this has me wondering if someone is trying to tell me this wedding is a bad idea.

      Steve’s mom shrieks, “Steve, take care of this problem. Right now.”

      As I’m sure Steve has done his entire life when his mom barks out an order, he bends, ready to help his mistress. The thought makes me cringe. Mistresses sound so classy when you read about them. Kept Women. Women of leisure. All that. What you don’t picture is someone that looks like they’re on meth wearing a wedding dress that probably cost more than the piece of shit you have on.

      Steve bends to check on the woman. At the same time, the church is filled with buzzing and the chirping of cell phones.

      Skeeter’s bra dings and she lifts her phone. “Shit. There’s a warning about the virus. They’re saying we need to stay inside.”

      More phone chirps, some with the emergency broadcasting tone.

      Someone from the back of the church yells out, “The Civil Authority has issued a contagious disease warning for the entire state! Travel is restricted. They say to avoid contact with people with fevers, sweating, confusion, and erratic behavior.”

      I glance down at Steve and his mistress. Uh. Yeah. That basically describes the two of them.

      Skeeter says to me, “Nikki, we should get out of here. It sounds like things are pretty bad out there.”

      Steve glances up. “You can’t seriously be thinking of leaving. We’re at our wedding for Christ’s sake!”

      “And you can’t seriously think I’m going to marry you after your mistress, the woman you cheated on me with, just showed up to our wedding.”

      His mouth gapes, reminding me of a fish. He’s about to say something when the woman groans. It’s the freakiest thing I’ve ever heard in my life. It’s like the life is leaving her body in one loud exhale of breath.

      Steve’s mom bends to get a better look. “Is she oka-”

      Her words turn into screams as the woman sits up and latched onto Steve’s mom’s neck, ripping the flesh away. Blood sprays into the air and covers my dress. Thankfully, it doesn’t get on my face.

      Skeeter pulls me away just as the woman sits up.

      Steve gasps. “Honey! I thought you were dead!”

      I stare at him as people scream and leave the church. This bitch just ripped his mom’s neck out and he’s glad she’s okay? What. The. Fuck.

      The woman stands on shaky legs. Her eyes are milky white and she’s snapping her teeth like she’s ready to sink them into more flesh. Skeeter tugs my arm again.

      “Nikki, let’s get out of here.”

      I’m about to agree when the woman lunges for us. I manage to jump out of the way, but she grabs ahold of one of my ruffled sleeves, ripping it. I struggle to get away, but this bitch is scary strong. Skeeter pushes the woman, who falls against Steve. They fall to the ground and he cries out once.

      Someone screams. “God save us! There’s another one.”

      Steve’s mom is now rising to her feet. Blood oozes from her neck, down her dress. She sniffs the air and then attacks the poor preacher. He goes down as the rest of the guests flee. I think I hear ambulances outside, but it might be wishful thinking.

      Skeeter cries out, “Nikki!”

      I turn as Steve lunges at me. He, too, has become one of the monsters. I try shoving him away, but he’s too strong. I push his chest, looking frantically for something to hit him with. Skeeter screams as the mistress attacks her. There’s nothing I can do to help her because Steve is coming at me again.

      He stares at me and I know the man I once knew isn’t there anymore. My arms ache as I hold him back. If they give in, I’m dead.

      “Close your eyes,” a deep voice yells from the back of the church.

      I don’t want to do it. What if Steve gets a burst of energy and I don’t see it?

      “Fucking listen to me!”

      Something in his tone snaps me into action. I close my eyes as a gun fires. Something wet and sticky sprays my face. A sob works its way up my throat, but I refuse to open my mouth. There are three more shots and then nothing.

      Something cool touches my face and I cringe.

      “I’ve got you. Hold on.” He wipes my face. “There.”

      I don’t realize I’m crying until his thumb brushes a tear away. Slowly, I open my eyes and try not to gasp. The man before me is fucking stunning. Tall, muscles for days, dark hair, and dimples that appear as he smiles down at me. And then he has to ruin it by fucking talking.

      “If you’re done being dramatic, there are others I need to help. Come on.”

      He takes me by the hand, pulling me from the altar. I glance over my shoulder and see Steve’s lifeless body. And then I see Skeeter.

      “Wait! My friend – she’s hurt.”

      He shakes his head. “She’s as good as dead. We don’t have time.”

      I dig my heels into the carpet. “I’m not leavi-”

      With a heavy sigh, he lifts his gun and points it at Skeeter. She’s gone a moment later. I don’t even hear the gun go off. I think I’ve gone into shock. This man, no- monster, tosses me over his shoulder and we leave the church.

      Outside, it’s like stepping into a nightmare. People run everywhere. Gunshots ring out in the air. And then there’s those things, just like Steve became. One gets close to us, reaching out. I let out a half-moan half-scream. The man holding me turns, and kills it with a knife.

      “Can you walk?”

      I nod, but realize he can’t see me. “Yes.”

      My voice doesn’t crack, which I’m glad for. I get the feeling this guy hates emotional people. He puts me on my feet and aims his gun at one of the monsters.

      “Why are your shooting them?”

      He glances at me like I’m crazy. “Because they’re fucking zombies!”

      You hear the word in movies all the time, or even on the news when people started doing bath salts. But to hear it in real life is just… almost too much to handle. Zombies? Like really? How can he be sure?

      I must have voiced that last thought because he says, “Because they are zombies. Look at them!” He shoves me back as one comes close. “Haven’t you watched the news recently?”

      I don’t like his tone. I don’t tell him that no, I haven’t watched the news because I’ve been too busy with planning my wedding. Instead, I watch him take down an older man with milky white eyes. The only thing out of place with him is the black ooze coming from the corner of his mouth. Oh, and he smells. Like super bad.

      There was a dead mouse in the vent of my car one time. There wasn’t anything the mechanic could do to get it out, so I had to wait for it to decompose. Every time I got into my car and turned the A/C on I would be blasted with the scent of death. That’s what this old guy smells like, only way worse. So, maybe this gun-toting man knows something I don’t.

      He grabs my wrist and pulls me behind him as we run. More people are on the streets. Some are in cars and I can see this is getting out of hand very fast.

      “Where are we going?”

      He glances at me. “Somewhere safe.”

      I should have told him to let me go. I should have gone back to the church to see if anyone was still there. I should have done anything but let him drag me along. But I didn’t. And now I’m stuck with him.

      That’s when I made Rule 1: Listen to your gut.

      Available Winter 2018/ early 2019

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Sarah Bale:

          

        

      

    

    
      Virgin Wars

      Wedding Wars

      

      The Contender (Wrestling Diaries #1)

      The Rematch (Wrestling Diaries #2)

      The Main Event (Wrestling Diaries #3)

      

      Daisy and the Dead (Book #1)

      Elijah and the Living (Book #2)

      Daisy and the Lost Souls (Book #3)

      Elijah and the New World (Book #4)

      

      Nikki’s Guide to Surviving the Zombie Apocalypse (Doomsday Dave Book #1)

      

      Hard for the Money (A Bangers Book #1)

      Hard Lessons (A Bangers Book #2)

      Hard to Handle (A Bangers Book #3)

      

      Sexting St. Nick- A Happy Ending Holiday Novella

      Seducing Jack Frost- A Happy Ending Holiday Novella

      Tasting Sugar Plum- A Happy Ending Holiday Novella

      

      Ruled by Pain (Goddess Unveiled Book #1)

      Ruled by Power (Goddess Unveiled Book #2)

      Ruled by Pleasure (Goddess Unveiled Book #3)

      

      
        
        Anthologies featuring stories by Sarah:

      

      

      Gone with the Dead

      Lone Star Zombie-Con – An anthology of Horror and Hope

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah Bale's family always knew she was destined to write romances when they saw the elaborate stories she created for her Barbie dolls. At fifteen she penned her first book, which will never see the light of day if she has any say.

      When Sarah isn't writing she enjoys spending time with her family and friends and also planning what she’d do in a zombie apocalypse. She resides in Oklahoma and doesn't plan on leaving any time soon.

      You can find her at: www.SarahBale.com

      Twitter: @Sarah_OKC

    

  

cover1.jpeg
BOOK4






images/00002.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
)/ oy





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg
T0 SURVIVING TE ZOMEE APDBALYFEE

124 e
SARAH BALE





