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        The time has come for you to pay.

        And you will pay.

        This is just the beginning.

        The end is yet to come.

      

        

      

      

      Those words changed everything in Elijah’s world. He went from trying to save his brother to fighting to save the woman he loves more than life itself. But winning this war won’t be easy. Friendships will end. Trusts will be broken. And not everyone will survive.

      In the stunning series conclusion, Elijah and Daisy must do whatever it takes to find their way back to each other. After everything they’ve been through, will their love be able to handle this new divide, or will this be the end of everything they’ve ever known?

      

      
        
        Warning: This book contains mature themes that some may find offensive.

      

        

      
        Reader discretion is advised.
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      Everyone had finally stopped bickering, for now. I glanced around, noticing Daisy wasn’t in the room.

      I asked Jo, “Did Daisy say she was stepping out?”

      Jo shook her head. “I didn’t even notice she was gone.”

      I stood. “I’ll be right back.”

      Maybe she needed some air? I certainly knew the feeling. We’d been talking for hours and with no solution in sight. I stepped into the hallway and didn’t see her. Unease crept up my spine, into my chest. Where was she?

      I did a quick check of our room. Nothing. By now, the unease was warring to become full-fledged panic. I went back to the cafeteria.

      “Does anyone know where Daisy is?”

      Everyone grew silent, looking around, as if they, too, had just realized she was gone.

      “Did she go back to your room?” Kat asked.

      “No. I just looked.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “When was the last time anyone saw her?”

      Grey stood. “Don’t panic, Boss. We’ll find her.”

      I nodded but was drowning in fear. Where was she?

      James, one of Grey’s men, ran into the room, radio in hand. His eyes were wild, and I knew right away this had something to do with Daisy.

      “Boss, they want to talk to you.” He held out the radio, hand shaking.

      Grey met my gaze as I took it.

      “This is Elijah.”

      “Hello, fearless leader of the group. How do you fare on this winter night?” Air’s voice said on the other end.

      My hand tightened. “What do you want?”

      “No need to get snappy, sir. We just wanted to talk.”

      Sir was a common enough word, but it felt like a warning. Or a cry for help.

      Where in the fuck was Daisy?

      “Talk about what?”

      Air replied, “There are many subjects that would suffice. The weather. The brave and the Dead.”

      Grey whispered to me, “I don’t like this.”

      “I don’t either.” To Air, I replied, “Who are the brave?”

      “Shouldn’t the question be, who are the Dead?” There was a pause. “We had a visitor tonight. Wanted to talk about peace.”

      No! No! No!

      Grey took the radio from me. “This is Grey. Do you have Daisy?”

      “You are not who we want to talk to, Long-beard. Put your leader back on.”

      Sweat beaded on my forehead and I felt like I was going to pass out. Grey handed the radio back. My fingers tingled, and I feared I was going to drop it.

      “Are you there, fearless leader?”

      “I am.” My voice cracked. “Do you have Daisy?”

      “The lady came to talk peace today. Something no one has done before. Something we respected. Her efforts were in vain, though. We do not want peace. We want heads.” He paused. “Have you looked outside? It’s a beautiful night.”

      My legs gave out and I sat on the floor. No!

      Dave said, “I’ll look.”

      He went outside. It felt like he was gone for a million years. Finally, he came back. I couldn’t read his expression.

      “There’s a head on a pike. Dark hair. Looks like her.”

      A moan left my lips.

      Dave went on. “I went to get a closer look. It wasn’t her, Eli, just meant to scare us.”

      Air spoke over the radio. “The time has come for you to pay. And you will pay. This is just the beginning. The end is yet to come.”

      I gripped the radio. “You better not fucking hurt her.”

      There wasn’t a reply.

      Dave helped me to my feet and said, “She’s alive. That’s a good thing.”

      Grey added, “We’ll get her back.”

      Kat let out a sob. “Boss, we need to get her back. She… she…”

      Kat swayed on her feet, passing out. Grey caught her in his arms. His eyes were wild as he held her to his chest.

      “She’ll come to in a moment. It’s stress,” I said, trying to regain control of my emotions.

      But deep down, this felt like something more. Something bad. And the worst part was there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.
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      Air and his men sat several feet from me, warming their hands by the fire. My entire body shook from the lack of warmth and I was too cold to even think about trying to escape. Not that I could. They’d worked me up pretty good after taking me from the hospital. I think they’d enjoyed hitting me, too. My sides were still throbbing from where they’d kicked me.

      But death never came and now I realized how fucked I was.

      “Pl-please let me come closer to the fire.”

      Air glanced over his shoulder. “We do not sit in the same space as females. You will just have to make do over there, lady.”

      The anger I’d felt the last few days snapped, like a rubber band breaking. I didn’t even care if they hit me again. I was so fucking tired of all these games.

      “Then at least free my hands so I can make my own fucking fire.”

      He smiled at my outburst. “Careful, lady.”

      I glared. “Fuck you.”

      He nodded and one of his men came over to me, slapping me across my already bruised cheek. Tears filled my eyes, but I didn’t cry. I wasn’t going to let these fuckers see an ounce of weakness from me. Not when I didn’t know what their plan was.

      Air and his men continued eating as if I weren’t even there. They talked in low tones that I couldn’t hear and that worried me. When they were finished, he came to me.

      “You may go to the fire now. We have left you scraps.”

      I didn’t want to eat their food, but my stomach rumbled in hunger. He pulled a knife from his belt and fear rushed through my veins. He gave me a smile before cutting the binds on my hands, but I was certain he’d enjoyed scaring me.

      “Do not think of running, lady. You will be dead before you reach the door.”

      We were in the old shopping mall, only ten miles from Elijah. But it might as well have been a world apart. Nodding my understanding, I rubbed the raw skin on my wrists. They’d tied the ropes tight to ensure I couldn’t slip from my bindings. It was the throbbing in my ankle that’d kept me from running, though. I wasn’t sure if it was bruised or broken. I could put weight on it, but it hurt like hell.

      A piece of advice from Elijah came trickling back to me. He’d said he had a patient once who had walked around on a broken ankle for a month before going to the emergency room. When asked how he was able to stand on it, the man had told Elijah it was because he tied his work boots so tight that it didn’t hurt.

      I glanced at my ankle. My boots were tightly tied right now. What would happen when I took it off? Would my foot swell? Would the bone be broken? The thought of finding out made my stomach churn.

      Air gave me a little shove and I hobbled to the fire. The warmth from the fire beckoned me from several feet away and I increased my pace. There, in front of the fire, was a plate with literal scraps on it. A few rat bones with bits of fatty meat. Two carrot slices. A single potato. My hands shook as I reached for the plate. It was better than nothing. At least they hadn’t spit on the food. I wasn’t sure I could handle that.

      Air said, “Eat up. This is your only meal.”

      He didn’t elaborate, and I didn’t ask him to. I prayed my death would be soon but was starting to have doubts. Using my fingers, I ate every fucking thing on the plate, ignoring the hollow ache in the pit of my stomach.

      The men moved around me, setting up tents and unrolling sleeping bags, trying to protect themselves from the elements that managed to slip through the cracks and holes from the unkempt building. When I was finished, I put the plate on the ground and turned to Air.

      “Where do I sleep?”

      “You will sleep with me.”

      My stomach roiled again, and bile crept up my throat. I shouldn’t be here, with these men whose intentions I didn’t know. Why hadn’t I thought of that before? Why had I left the protection of my home to try to end this?

      “No. I won’t.”

      “You will, if you wish to be protected.” He looked me up and down. “My men have not lain with a woman since we left our home in Vinita. You would be wise to let me guard you, as my willpower is much stronger than theirs.”

      “Why haven’t you killed me yet?” The words left my mouth in a rush. “That’s what we agreed on!”

      He came toward me, smiling. “Lady, things change in war all the time. And you will die, just not today.” He brushed a piece of hair behind my ear. “Come. Sleep.”

      Tear filled my eyes and I blinked them away. “Just sleep?”

      I was so fucking tired, but what if this was a trap? What if I got in that tent and he raped me?

      He didn’t reply. Instead, he went to one of three tents his men had put up. Looking around, I realized the others were watching me with intense expressions on their faces. One of the men adjusted himself, looking right at me. While I didn’t trust Air, sleeping with him would be better than being out here, alone.

      Taking a deep breath, I went into the tent.

      Air held his sleeping bag open. “Come, lady. Let us sleep.”

      I prayed I wasn’t making another huge mistake as I moved toward him.

      Elijah, please find me!
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        Elijah

      

      

      I ran my hands through my hair. We’d searched the area around the hospital several times and came up empty handed. It had been hours and we had no fucking idea where Daisy was or if she was even alive.

      Grey touched my shoulder. “We’re going to find her.”

      I nodded but didn’t reply. Instead, I grabbed my coat and went outside. Snow was falling, covering our tracks, which meant Air’s tracks would be covered soon, too. Not that there had been many in the first place. That fucker knew what he was doing, sweeping the ground as they left.

      Cursing, I got in one of the trucks. Dave opened the passenger door and climbed in next to me. His eyes were red around the rims from exhaustion. I could only imagine what I looked like.

      “Which way do you want to go this time?”

      Gripping the steering wheel, I replied, “Fuck, I don’t even know. I just need to be out there, looking for her.”

      Dave said, “Let’s go east. We didn’t go very far last time. Maybe we missed something.”

      With the heavy snow coming down in the night sky, it was damn near impossible to see shit. I drove east, hoping we’d see tracks or something. Anything. But the only thing we found were tracks from a few stray biters.

      Dave cleared his throat. “Eli, I’m sorry. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have come here.”

      “No, it’s my fault. I was the one who couldn’t protect her.”

      But my sweet Daisy had tried to protect all of us by going through those gates to talk to Air. To try to reason with him. I let out a string of curses.

      When I was finished, Dave said, “I’ve never met someone like Air before. The way he toys with people is sick.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      Dave shook his head. “No, but it should give you hope. He didn’t kill her right away which means he wants to fuck with you. He’ll keep her alive long enough to attack us again. We just need to make sure we’re ready.”

      “What in the hell do you propose we do?”

      He eyed me. “You need to get some sleep. You’re not going to do anyone a lick of good if you’re worn down. Tomorrow, we’ll go check out those gun ranges, just like we’d talked about.”

      “You can’t expect me to leave!”

      “I can and do, Eli. You have to think long term here. Air didn’t kill her, but he might. We need to be ready to get her back and we can’t do that without guns.”

      Fuck. He was right.

      He said, “I can’t say that I know how you’re feeling. If I were in your shoes, I’d probably be doing the same thing. But we need to be wise about this or Daisy will die.”

      Hearing the words made my stomach sour.

      “You’re right.”

      If she was alive then I needed to do whatever it took to get her back. I turned around and drove home. Grey was waiting for us outside, not giving a shit that it was snowing.

      “See anything?”

      “No. Dave had an idea though.”

      Grey said, “He can tell me over a cup of coffee and some food.”

      I appreciated Grey’s thinly veiled attempt to shove food down my throat without outright telling me I needed to eat. We went inside. Everyone was sleeping, but, when we got to the kitchen, we were surprised to see Cooper looking out the window. His eyes were red, as if he’d been crying. He, too, had lost so much this week.

      He asked, “Is she back? Did you find her?”

      I shook my head.

      Dave asked, “Coop, can you fix us something to eat? And bring out a pot of coffee?”

      “Will do.”

      Grey, Dave, and I sat at a table in the cafeteria while Cooper cooked. Dave caught Grey up on his plan.

      Grey nodded. “I agree with Dave. Air is playing a game. We just need to figure out the rules.”

      I sighed. “I’m not sure there are rules.”

      “Then we’ll get enough ammo to go in there and kill them all.”

      I knew what he was trying to do, but all I could think about was Daisy and how scared she must be. Was she wondering why we hadn’t come for her yet? Did she know where they had taken her? Was she even alive?

      Standing, I said, “I’m beat.”

      When I got to our room, I stopped. There were reminders of her everywhere. Her brush. A vase with dried daisies she’d picked in the spring. Her backpack. It was too much. Being in here was like being surrounded by a ghost.

      Grabbing my pillow, I went down the hall to one of the empty rooms. If I was lucky, I’d be able to get some sleep. But I wasn’t counting on it.
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      I tossed and turned most of the night, imagining every worst-case scenario involving Daisy. There were so many ways to hurt a person, especially a woman. Ways that would haunt her for the rest of her life. Finally, I threw back the covers. When I opened the door, I was surprised to find a tray with bread and water on it and a note from Grey.

      Grabbing the bread, I ate as I walked to Dave’s room. When I tapped on the door, he opened it right away, fully dressed. Harper, Jeff, and Noah followed him into the hallway, leaving Rocco sleeping with Nikki. Rocco’s leg was still healing, otherwise I was certain he’d be right there with the others.

      Dave said, “Thought I was going to have to wake you.”

      Ignoring his attempt at humor, I said, “Let’s go.”

      “Are you going to bring Grey?”

      I shook my head. “Decided last night it was asking too much of him to go out there.”

      He had a family now and that changed things. Plus, Kat would never forgive me if something happened to him.

      “I know you’re not talking about me,” Grey said from the other end of the hallway. “If you are, you can just stop right there.”

      He, too, was dressed and ready to go.

      “Grey-”

      “Boss, you can’t treat me like this just because I’m a father now. Got it?”

      His expression was serious, so I did the only thing I could.

      “Fine. Let’s go.”

      Dave fell in step next to me. “Noah had some good ideas. Tell him, kid.”

      Noah came to my other side. “Grey actually gave me the idea yesterday. What about looking at pawn shops, too?”

      God, had everything that’d happened only been a day ago? The trip to Lawton. Coming back nearly empty handed. Losing Daisy.

      Rubbing the bridge of my nose, I nodded. “Sounds good. Everyone needs to be on their toes. If we see any of the fuckers, we’re going to take them down. No mercy.”

      Dave said, “I get where you’re coming from, but if we cross paths with them, it will be in our best interest to capture them and try to get them to talk. They might know where Daisy is.”

      I nodded once. “Fine. And then we kill them.”

      Because I was going to make every last of those fuckers pay. Siding with Air was a death sentence that I personally planned on executing.

      Dave nodded. “Deal.”

      Outside, the snow had stopped, but every track from last night was gone. The sun was out, though. Maybe some of the snow would melt off today.

      Dave said, “Come on. This will be worth it.”

      Nodding, I started the truck. We went to several gun ranges before finally hitting the jackpot. An old building that was on its last leg held three lockers full of guns and ammo.

      Dave said, “Combined with what we got yesterday, I think we might have a chance.”

      “Don’t get cocky. We still don’t know what they have up their sleeves. We have no idea what they were able to get in Lawton.”

      Dave asked Noah, “Any more in this area?”

      “There are several in Mustang.”

      I said, “Let’s go.”

      We drove down roads that were overgrown with dead grass. It was strange seeing how quickly the earth had taken back what was hers. By spring, this road would be impossible to travel on with new grass growing wild.

      Grey said, “Bet the hunting is good out here.”

      I replied, “When this is over, we’ll have to see.”

      Because this would be over sooner than later. I was determined to kill Air and get Daisy back. I had to hold on to that hope. I had to.

      The signs for Mustang came into sight. Vines grew up the horse statues and the first row of houses we passed had been burned down. Mustang had been known as a friendly town, so it was strange seeing so many houses torched.

      Grey said, “Well, that’s not good.”

      We drove into town, going to the first range. Right away, it was obvious that this store had been raided long ago. The second store was a little more productive, but I knew this wasn’t enough.

      “Isn’t there an old armed forces center somewhere out here?”

      Dave shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      Noah replied, “I think there’s one further out, maybe an hour or so. Might as well go out there and see what they have while we’re out.”

      I stopped so we could look at the map. He was right, the center was at least an hour away.

      “Everyone good with going?”

      Grey replied, “I am, but aren’t you worried Air might show up to the hospital while we’re gone?”

      I’d been trying in vain to keep my thoughts from Daisy, but he was right. If Air showed up and I wasn’t there, I would never forgive myself. But, we needed guns to beat Air and his group.

      I replied, “If he shows up, I want to be able to blow his ass up into a million pieces.”

      Grey held up his hands. “Guess that answers that question.”

      Dave said, “We’ll find what we need, Eli. I know it.”

      We headed for the center. With each mile that passed, I prayed I was doing the right thing. Should I be closer to home, looking for Daisy? What if Air came and I wasn’t there? What if-

      Dave said, “Turn left.”

      I did as he said, and the center came into sight.

      “Shit. Look at that gate,” Harper said with a whistle. “The armed forces didn’t go cheap on this one.”

      The fence stood at least ten feet high with barbed wire running along the top. Someone had reinforced it with extra barbed wire and wooden spikes facing outward, so the Dead would impale themselves on it.

      Dave said, “Someone’s living here.”

      Noah asked, “How do you know?”

      “Because their guns are trained on us to the left and right. Slow down, Eli.”

      I did as he said.

      In a low tone I asked, “Is it Air and his men?”

      “Negative.”

      I came to a stop. “Now what?”

      A man, who was maybe in his forties, walked toward the truck and aimed his rifle at us.

      “What business do you have here?”

      I opened the door, holding my hands in the air, and got out. “Name’s Elijah.”

      “I don’t give a god damn shit what your name is. What I want to know is what you’re doing here.”

      I took a step forward. “We’re from the City. Ran into some trouble there.”

      The man shrugged. “Don’t care. You need to answer my question before my guys take you down.”

      “We’re looking for supplies and help.”

      The man replied, “I’m going to give you a three-count. After that, my guys are going to start firing.”

      Dave got out of the truck. “You need to calm the fuck down.”

      The man’s lips twitched. “Do I now?”

      There was a loud sigh from within the gates. “For the love of god, Rhys, stop being a dick.”

      The man, Rhys, glanced over his shoulder and replied, “Thought I told you to stay inside?”

      A woman, who looked to be in her early twenties, if that, came through the gates.

      “God damn it, Paige! What in the fuck are you doing?”

      Paige ignored the man and asked me, “What kind of trouble?”

      “A group followed my brother from Vinita. Been threatening us.” I swallowed. “And now they have my woman.”

      Paige frowned. “That doesn’t sound good at all.”

      “It’s not.”

      Rhys let out a snort. “You’re not buying this shit, are you? Letting new people in brings nothing but trouble or have you forgotten?”

      “I remember,” Paige said. “But we have to help them.”

      I replied, “Your dad is right, Paige. Helping us might mean trouble finds its way here.”

      Paige’s cheeks flushed. “Oh, he’s not my dad. He’s my boyfriend.”

      There had to be at least a twenty-five-year age gap between them. Rhys moved so he was next to Paige and put his arm around her shoulder, as if daring me to say something.

      Grey let out a snort behind me. “Well, this is awkward.”

      One of the men with guns on us laughed loudly, obviously getting a kick out of this exchange.

      Paige sighed. “Come inside. I don’t want to attract the biters with all the noise we’re making.”

      “Park the truck just inside the gates and don’t try anything funny,” Rhys added with a glare.

      We got back in the truck as the gates opened.

      Noah asked, “Are we really going in there? What if they kill us?”

      I replied, “I think they would have already killed us if that was their plan.”

      I drove through the gates, parking in the grass. The center loomed ahead, its dark concrete bricks making it look ominous. To the left was a field that had clearly been a garden at some point. To the right was a pond with a washboard and clothes line. It was an impressive set up for four people, to say the least.

      We all got out, each of us uneasy. What if these people meant to harm us?

      I said, “As I said, I’m Elijah. This is my brother, Dave. That’s Jeff, Harper, Noah, and Grey.”

      Each man nodded their head when I said their name. Two more men joined Paige and Rhys.

      Rhys pointed. “That’s Austin and Darren.”

      Austin nodded while Darren glared. He was rough, like Grey had been when I first met him. Austin, on the other hand, looked hard, but there was wisdom behind his eyes.

      I said, “Nice to meet you.”

      Neither responded.

      Paige smiled. “Don’t pay any attention to them. They’re just protective over me.”

      Dave replied, “As they should be.”

      Paige asked, “I have to ask, what did you do to the other group?”

      “We were just traveling from Missouri to Oklahoma. They had some sort of system set up in Vinita and set off some explosions. Said if we didn’t turn around, they would kill us.” Dave frowned. “If I’d known they were serious, I would have turned around, but I was trying to find my brother.”

      “So you didn’t kill any of their people or attack them first?”

      Dave shook his head. “No, we didn’t.”

      Paige turned to Rhys and he let out a groan.

      “I told you, Paige, we can’t help every stray that comes our way.”

      She smiled up at him and it was literally like watching ice thaw. He cursed and turned to us.

      Rhys said, “We don’t have much to offer. By the time we got here, all the weapons were gone. There’s a tank you might be able to use, if you can get it started. We never had any luck with it.”

      I blinked in shock. I couldn’t believe he was just telling us what they had.

      I replied, “Anything is better than nothing. Thank you.”

      Harper asked, “Mind if we look around? See if there’s anything else we can use?”

      Austin spoke up, “Guessing you’re former military?”

      Harper smiled. “What gave it away?”

      “You seem to know your way around the center.”

      He replied, “We’re former Special-Ops. Dave, Noah, Jeff, and I used to be on team.”

      Jeff said, “Hey now. We’re still on a team, just a different one.”

      I asked, “What about you? Is that how you knew to come here?”

      Austin shook his head. “No. We’d been jumping from house to house for a few years. About the time we settled somewhere, we’d run into trouble.” He eyed me before going on, “Saw this place and, when we realized the fences were still up, we decided to stay here.”

      “Well, we’re not here to cause you any problems. As I said, we’re trying to take care of our own troubles back home.”

      Paige said, “You mentioned the other group had a woman. How long has she been missing?”

      “A day.”

      It felt like a lifetime. I was so worried about her and-

      Darren made a sound. “And you’re here instead of looking for her? Guess you must love her a lot.”

      I clenched my fists at my side. “You don’t know a damn thing about me. Believe me, being out here was our only shot at getting her back.”

      Paige said, “Darren, that was rude.” To me, she said, “I’m sorry about him. His people skills aren’t the best.”

      Rhys snorted. “That’s putting it mildly.”

      Paige ignored him and went on, “The tanks are behind the center. Feel free to see if you can get them to start. But that’s all we have to offer.”

      “Thank you.”

      I motioned for my guys to follow me. Paige, Darren, Rhys, and Austin didn’t follow us, which I found strange.

      When we were out of earshot, I said, “They must have a lot of manpower here to just let us walk in.”

      Grey replied, “I disagree, Boss. I think it’s just the four of them.”

      Ahead, several tanks came into view. Noah took off, reminding me of a kid at Christmas.

      Dave said, “If anyone can get them started, it’s him.”

      We watched as Noah bounced from tank to tank. Then, he started moving parts around while muttering to himself.

      “Does he need help?” Grey asked.

      Jeff shook his head. “This is how he works. Just watch.”

      Noah went back and forth for the next hour. Finally, he came over to us.

      “Let’s see if I still have it.” He grinned. “I’m certain number two will start. She’s going to be my winner.”

      He went to the second one, climbing inside. A moment later the tank came to life.

      I grinned. “Holy shit. That kid is going to save us all.”

      Paige, Austin and Rhys came outside, sans Darren. My gut twisted. This had been too easy. What if it was a trap? Or, worse, what if they changed their minds now that the tank was working?

      Paige clapped her hands together, making her look very young. “Oh gosh! You got it working!”

      Dave grinned. “Noah is a wizard with vehicles.”

      Austin asked, “Can he take a look at our car?”

      Noah killed the tank and climbed out, beaming. “Damn, I’ve missed the sound of a tank.”

      Harper shook his head. “You need a life, kid.”

      I said, “Noah, can you look at their car for them? See if you can get it started?”

      “Sure thing. Just show me where.”

      Grey said in a low tone, “Think I’ll stay here and protect our new find.”

      Nodding, I followed Paige around the building. Darren leaned inside hood of a car. I put my hand on my pistol, just in case. Noah went to the car, looking down.

      “It’s the spark plugs.”

      Darren glared. “How do you know?”

      “I just do.”

      Darren muttered something as he walked away. A moment later he came back with a part in his hand.

      Noah said, “I can do it.” He took the part and fiddled around under the hood. “Okay, give it a start.”

      Darren grumbled, but got into the car. It roared to life when he turned the key.

      Paige hugged Noah. “Thank you so much!”

      His face turned bright red. “I have a girlfriend.”

      This made everyone laugh, except for Noah.

      Jeff said, “The kid doesn’t get out much.”

      Paige replied, “I’m just so glad you all came along. Otherwise, I’m not sure what we would have done.”

      I looked around, noticing there were no signs that anyone else was here. Maybe Grey was right. Maybe it was just the four of them here. That wasn’t any way to live.

      “The four of you could always come back with us. We have a community that will be untouchable once we take care of our current situation.”

      Paige looked at Austin.

      He shook his head. “We thank you for the offer, but I think it’s best if we part ways here.”

      “Are you moving on soon?”

      He replied, “Once the weather is better. Thinking of heading out west.”

      Paige frowned at that, as if she didn’t want to leave.

      Dave said, “You aren’t going to find whatever it is you’re looking for. We came all the way from Boston. Nothing is safe anymore.”

      “Appreciate your opinion, but, as I said, I think it’s best if we part ways here.”

      Paige touched his arm. “Maybe we could go and help them?”

      The dynamic of this group was interesting. At first, I’d thought Rhys was her dad. Now, it felt like maybe Austin was her father, except for the way he looked at her. That definitely wasn’t father-like.

      Austin said, “Paige-”

      “If someone took me and you came across new people, I’d expect you to ask them for help. And, if they offered, I’d want you to take it.”

      Damn. This woman didn’t mess around.

      Austin said, “We’ll talk about it later.”

      The look Paige gave him was an outright challenge.

      I said, “We’ve taken up enough of your time. We should leave.”

      “Yeah you have,” Darren muttered.

      Dave rolled his eyes and asked, “Don’t suppose there’s a trailer we can borrow to haul the tank?”

      Austin shook his head. “Afraid not.”

      Jeff said, “I’ll drive it back. Might take me a bit, but I’ll get it home without anyone seeing it.”

      I nodded. “Good. Let’s go then.” To Paige, I said, “Thank you for your help.”

      “How do we find your place, if I can convince these stubborn men to help?”

      I told her how to find the hospital.

      “Do you have a handheld radio?”

      Austin nodded.

      “Go to channel fifteen. That’s where we usually talk. Just announce yourself when you get within three miles, so our spotters know you’re a friend.”

      Austin nodded, and I knew we’d been dismissed.

      Jeff said, “If I’m not back in a day, you’ll know something happened. Just know I’ll go down fighting.”

      Dave replied, “Wouldn’t expect anything less from you.”

      I said, “Let’s go. We need to get home and put a plan together.”

      I prayed we’d gathered enough weapons to kill every last fucker in Air’s group. Because none of them were going to walk away when this was over.
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      When we left the center, Grey looked over his shoulder. “Think she’s fucking all three of them?”

      Dave replied wryly, “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it.”

      Grey slapped his knee. “I knew it! You have to tell me how it works! Do you each take turns? Have a certain night of the week? Are you Nikki’s brother-husbands?”

      Everyone roared with laughter. Noah met my gaze in the rearview mirror. His face was bright red, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Grey, lay off. It’s none of our business.”

      “Fine, fine. But you can’t blame me for wondering.” He jabbed a finger over his shoulder. “And that shit back there was freaky. All three of those men are old enough to be her father.”

      Dave replied, “Maybe she has a daddy fetish.”

      Noah let out a loud sigh. “Can we please talk about anything else but this?”

      This made everyone laugh. For the next hour, we made idle chitchat. I got the feeling they were doing it so my mind wouldn’t wander, but it didn’t help much. Was Daisy okay? Was she wondering why I hadn’t come? Was she even still alive?

      “Fuck. There’s some of Air’s men ahead,” Grey said, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      Sure enough, three dune buggies were on the road ahead. They were parked, facing us. Waiting for us.

      “Think they were following us?”

      Dave answered, “Maybe. They wouldn’t have been able to follow us the entire time, so they must have stopped here.”

      I said, “Let’s take them out. We only need one alive to talk.”

      Grey pulled out his gun. “I’m ready.”

      Pressing the gas pedal, we sped toward the dune buggies. They took off, but they couldn’t outrun us. Instead, they did a zigzag pattern, making it hard to gauge where they would go next. Grey, Dave, and Harper rolled down their windows, leaning outside. They fired at the dune buggies. All three swerved, making a sharp right turn down an empty street. I followed.

      The street was empty, so they must have turned down an alley. I stopped the truck.

      “Anyone see them?”

      Grey said, “They’re circling back. Only two of them this time. Must have shot the tires on the third.”

      “We need to find that dune buggy and grab the fucker.” Turning to Dave, I asked, “Did you see which way it went?”

      “On it. Noah. Harper.”

      Noah and Harper jumped from the truck and took off on foot. As they moved, I could see how well they worked as a team. They blended with the shadows from the building and moved stealthily.

      Dave said, “We need to make some noise, so they don’t get suspicious.”

      Grey grinned. “On it.”

      He opened his door and fired at the approaching dune buggies. One swerved, crashing into a tree.

      “Holy shit. Didn’t think I’d hit them from this far away.”

      Dave replied, “It’s their tires. They’re so worn down that it made it easy to pop.”

      The second buggy stopped, letting the man from the first get inside. They turned, speeding off in the direction they’d come from.

      “They’re looking for the other dune buggy,” I said.

      I’d just finished speaking when an explosion rocked the ground, rumbling beneath our feet. Black smoke rose into the sky in the same direction Harper and Noah had gone.

      “Fuck,” Dave yelled. “Fuck!”

      He took off running.

      “Dave! Get back here!”

      My fucking brother had never listened to me before, so I wasn’t surprised when he kept going.

      I started the truck and took off in the direction Dave had went. We turned the corner, following the cloud of smoke. A few turns later and we saw the dune buggy, burning. Biters stumbled out, drawn by the noise and the smoke. But Harper, Noah, and Dave weren’t there.

      Grey said, “Turn around. We must have missed them.”

      I made a U-turn in the road, scanning each building that we passed.

      “Stop!”

      I hit the brakes. Noah, Harper, and Dave came out with an unconscious man in their arms. They threw him into the bed of the truck with a loud thud, before getting in next to him, lying flat.

      Grey said, “Boss, get us out of here.”

      “On it.”

      We’d traveled maybe fifty yards when we saw more dune buggies. But their small motors were no match to ours and we sped by.

      “Think they know we got one of their men,” Grey asked.

      “No. If they did, they’d be shooting.” I made a sharp left turn and said, “They might be out of ammo or might not know how to use the weapons they got at the base in Lawton.”

      When I was sure we weren’t being followed, I glanced over my shoulder into the bed of the truck. The man they’d brought had cuts on his face, but, other than that, looked fine. They must have knocked him unconscious, though, because he was out.

      I said, “We’ll find out what they were doing out here shortly.”

      Grey let out a laugh. “Gonna put those fancy bone breaking skills to use?”

      I nodded. I’d do whatever it took to get answers.

      “Hell yeah. Been a long time since I beat the shit out of someone just for fun,” Grey replied.
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      Air left the tent early in the morning. It was only then that I was able to sleep. And, surprisingly, no one had bothered me, so I was able to rest in my little corner of the tent, letting my thoughts drift. If I was going to get out of this, I had to keep my strength up and try not to think of Elijah too much. Thinking of him made me vulnerable and I needed to be strong or they would break me.

      I made a list in my head of things I would need to make it back home. A coat. A weapon. Food, if I was lucky. Something to distract Air and his men. It didn’t sound like much, but I knew it wasn’t going to be an easy task to get any of the items I needed.

      My stomach growled, finally making me sit. There was movement on the other side of the tent. Should I stay in here, or go out there? My choice was taken away when Air threw the flaps to the tent open.

      “Get up.”

      Something had happened. I could tell by the look on his face. Was Elijah here? Had he come to save me? Hope bloomed in my chest like a wildflower reaching for the sun. Air grabbed my arm, jerking me outside the tent. My ankle throbbed as he dragged me across the floor. A group of men waited, looking at angry as he did. The hope I’d felt mere seconds ago vanished.

      “What hap-”

      Air swung at me, striking me across my already injured cheek. Pain exploded behind my eyes, like a million fireworks going off. I cupped my cheek, as if that would help the pain I felt.

      Air said to his men, “Each of you may hit her once in honor of our fallen brother.”

      The men moved around me. I held up my hands, backing away. But there was nowhere to go. They moved in closer and tears filled my eyes.

      “Please don’t-”

      The first man spit in my face before shoving me as hard as he could. I fell to the ground, crying out. This seemed to fuel the men on as they each took their turn hitting and kicking me. My chest ached and I couldn’t catch my breath. Did they break a rib or was that anxiety driven?

      At some point I must have passed out. When I came to, Air stood above me.

      “You’re lucky, lady. Next time we’ll take a finger as payment on top of the beatings.”

      I shook my head and tried to back away from him, which was nearly impossible. I ached everywhere and my arms and legs were tingling. I knew that wasn’t a good sign.

      He squatted. “They did not strike your stomach, so you may thank me for that.”

      “Why?” My voice didn’t sound like me. I cupped my mouth, realizing how swollen it was.

      “In case you still carry the leader’s baby.” He smiled. “Once we know for sure, we’ll decide if we’re going kill you.”

      Panic rioted within me, but I was frozen in place. That was the reason they hadn’t killed me? Because they thought I was still pregnant?

      He brushed a piece of hair from my face. “If you have a son, he will live with us and take Samson’s place. If you have a girl, you will both give your lives to our cause.”

      I shook as tears filled my eyes. No!

      He stood. “Go to the tent, lady, and rest.”

      I tried to move, but cried out. They might not have kicked my stomach, but everything else hurt. No, hurt didn’t even begin to describe what I was feeling. Hot tears choked me as I forced myself to stand. I wouldn’t let them break me. At least, that’s what I told myself.
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      Andrews had the gates open when we drove up to the hospital. He raised an eyebrow when he saw Dave, Noah, and Harper lying on top of the man in the back of the truck. The man had woken up a few minutes ago and was struggling to get away, so they had subdued him.

      “Any news,” I asked.

      He shook his head. “None. Haven’t seen a single one of them today.”

      Which was odd. Since arriving in our area, we’d seen at least two of their men each day, looking. Watching. Waiting. Now they had leverage. Was that why they hadn’t come around?

      “Any chatter on the radio?”

      He shook his head again, looking away from me. It wasn’t his fault that there wasn’t any news.

      I said, “We caught one of their guys. Going to see if we can get him to talk.”

      Andrews replied, “Use the old barn in the south pasture. No one will bother you out there and there are still some tools you might find… useful.”

      I drove past the hospital, heading to the old barn. It was falling apart, but would serve our purpose. Grey and I got out and went inside. The musty smell made my nose itch. Grey walked to a shelf, pulling down garden shears that were rusted. He eyed them before looking at me.

      “You sure you want to do this?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “Just hear me out, Boss. Let us do this. There’s no telling what the prick is going to say to toy with you. We can question him and do all the dirty work.”

      “I appreciate what you’re offering, Grey, but I need to be the one to do this.”

      Grey said, “I’ll tell them to bring him in.”

      I looked around the barn and went to the workbench. There were pliers, nails, a mallet, and a hammer. There was even a chair and rope. Everything I’d need if push came to shove.

      There was a commotion when Dave and Harper came into the barn, the man between them. Noah was next, looking a little green. Grey came in last, closing the door behind him, making shadows bounce off the walls. Dave and Harper shoved the man into the chair while Grey tied him down.

      “Please, let me go! I didn’t do anything.”

      Dave struck the man across the cheek. “Shut the fuck up. We don’t want to hear it!”

      “But it’s the truth!”

      Dave hit him again, splitting his lip. The man, who was in his mid-thirties, clamped his mouth shut as tears rolled down his cheeks.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I said, “He’s right. We don’t want to hear it. What we want are answers.”

      The man nodded. “I’ll tell you anything.”

      “What’s your name?”

      He shook his head. “I have no name.”

      Grey let out a snort. “Guess this fucker is going to do things the hard way.” He picked up the pliers, opening and closing them. “You better watch yourself.”

      The man’s eyes were wild. “Wait! They call me Samson. That’s the name I’ve gone by for a long time now.”

      “What were you doing out there today?”

      He replied, “I was told to follow you. See where you went.”

      I asked, “And who were you to report to?”

      “Air. Everyone reports to him.”

      Grey asked, “How far did you follow us?”

      His throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Only to Mustang. My brothers and I were hungry, so we stopped.”

      Which is where we’d run into them, so that much was the truth.

      Harper let out a snort. “Some fucking solider you are.”

      “Please, you don’t understand. We cherish the moments we get away from the main camp. It’s well deserved freedom.”

      I asked, “What do you mean?”

      “If you don’t join the group on your own, you are forced to go through a series of beating for months. They beat you until they break you. But even then, you’re not free. They wait until you have no desire to flee before they’ll let you go out on patrol.”

      Dave asked, “How many of you are there?”

      “Like me? Not many. But there are at least one hundred who are in our group.”

      “Did they all come to the City?”

      He shook his head. “The women and younger children stayed behind with our leader, Apostle Judas.”

      “The who?” Grey asked.

      “Apostle Judas, our leader.” The man made a face. “No, not my leader. Their leader.”

      Dave gave me a look. Was this man telling the truth?

      I asked, “How did you come to be with the group?”

      “My old camp was starving. We came across Apostle Judas and his group. They gave us two choices. Leave or die. We left, but they followed us.”

      What he said matched up to what Dave said had happened to him in Vinita.

      Dave asked, “Why did they follow you after you did what they said?”

      “That’s what they do to everyone.” He looked at Dave. “You were in Vinita. If you had left, we would have followed you. And you would have been given the same choice my camp was given.”

      “And that is?”

      He replied, “Air would have said that the higher powers demanded a sacrifice. Death would please them the most, but they would accept someone joining their group, to work for three and a half years.”

      “Why three and a half years?”

      Samson made a face. “It’s how long the great tribulation is supposed to last before the end of time.”

      Grey said, “Un-fucking-believable. Does this Judas fucker really think he’s an apostle?”

      Samson shook his head. “No, he thinks he’s the next savior of men, which is worse. The second coming, if you will.”

      I said, “This seems like a load of shit to me. If it’s that bad, why don’t you just leave?”

      Samson let out a laugh. “I allowed you to capture me today. Do you really think you shot the tire on my dune buggy from that far away? You were my way to escape Air and the hold he has over people!”

      Dave shot me a look.

      I asked, “Why didn’t you leave on your own?”

      “You can’t just leave. Air hunts you down so he can kill you. But he doesn’t kill you right away. He fucks with you until you beg for death.” He shook his head. “That’s when the real fun starts. You’re beaten daily. Then, he starts cutting body parts off. If you survive all this, he stabs you in the chest and lets you become a biter. Even in death, he won’t let you go.”

      With each word that he said, I pictured Daisy receiving the punishments. My stomach roiled, and I swallowed the sour taste in my mouth.

      “How do we know you’re telling the truth?” Dave asked.

      “Why would I lie about this?” He looked around, frantically. “You have to believe me.”

      I did believe him. He’d told us everything we’d asked, except for one thing.

      I picked up the shears. “Where is Air’s camp?”

      His face paled. “It’s an old mall. About thirty minutes from here. We set our tents in the middle of the first floor, so we’d have eyes in all directions.”

      He spoke so fast that it was hard to understand him at first.

      “Is that where the woman you took yesterday is being held?”

      “I- I don’t know. I was on patrol last night and today they told me to follow your truck. I haven’t been back.”

      I glanced at Dave. He shook his head once, meaning he wasn’t buying the story.

      “Tell you what. We’re going to let you go, but you have one last mission before you’re free. Go back to the mall and find out exactly where the woman is being held. When you come back to us with the information, we’ll let you go.”

      He shook his head. “Please! He won’t trust me! If I go back, he’ll kill me!”

      I shrugged. “Not my problem.”

      His shoulders fell. “Then I’m dead either way.”

      Harper squatted. “It doesn’t have to be that way, man. If you help us, we’ll help you. We’ll have eyes on you the entire time.”

      “It only takes a single shot for it to be over,” Samson replied. “And Air is like no other man. He lives for battles like this and will anticipate it.”

      I said, “We’ll give you some time to think about it.”

      Motioning for everyone to follow, we left Samson tied to the chair. Outside, the air had grown colder and I wondered if another storm was on the way. I prayed not.

      Dave asked me, “You okay?”

      “I’ll manage.” I glanced over my shoulder. “Think he’s telling the truth.”

      “Hard to say.” Dave frowned. “My gut says he is, for the most part.”

      Harper nodded. “I agree. You can’t fake the fear that was in his eyes.”

      That’s what I had been worried about.

      I said, “Hopefully he’ll come around.”

      Dave asked, “And if he doesn’t?”

      “We’ll kill him and send his reanimated body back to Air.”

      We left Samson in the barn, with Noah keeping watch outside.

      Dave said, “You should get some rest. You look like shit.”

      “Hard to rest when I don’t know what’s happening to Daisy.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at the barn. “I know it’s hard, but it sounds like these guys like to fuck with people. Which is good. It means they won’t kill Daisy. Not yet, at least.”

      “You really suck at trying to reassure someone, Dave.”

      He replied, “All I’m saying is, no news is good at this point.”

      Harper added, “Hopefully Jeff gets back soon. I’ll feel better once we have the tank here.”

      Dave frowned at that. “Nikki is going to be so pissed when she finds out Jeff went by himself.”

      We entered the hospital. Kat, Nikki, and Rocco were waiting for us. Nikki’s face fell as she looked around.

      “Where’s Jeff and Noah?”

      Dave went to her. “It’s not bad. We found a tank, but there wasn’t a trailer. Jeff volunteered to drive it back. Noah is here, working.”

      She hit him in the chest. “You let Jeff go alone?”

      Dave shot me a grin. “See?”

      Kat asked, “Did you find anything useful out there?”

      Grey caught them up on what we’d found at the pawn shops and at the armed forces center, even mentioning Paige and the three men she lived with.

      “Think they’ll come here?”

      “I’m not sure. One of the guys looked pretty rough.” I paused. “We also caught one of Air’s men. Have him locked in a barn and Noah is taking the first watch.”

      Rocco said, “I’m going to join him. Always better to have two heads instead of one on a mission like that.”

      Kat asked, “The guy? Did he say anything?”

      “He said a lot. Some information we already knew. The group he’s with is very unstable.”

      “What does that mean for Daisy?”

      I frowned. “As much as I don’t like it, it might work out in her favor.”

      Kat shook her head, too. “I don’t like it, either, Boss. I think we should try to get her.”

      “We will. We just need everyone to be ready.”

      She narrowed her eyes, but didn’t say what was on her mind, which was probably a good thing. I wasn’t sure if I could listen to her rant right now. Oh, she’d probably voice thoughts I’d had myself, but I needed to think this through. One false move and Daisy would die.

      Grey said, “I think we need to start gathering everyone. Let them know what’s happening.”

      I nodded. “We need to send a messenger to Marshall’s camp and let them know he’s okay.”

      Grey replied, “I’ll do it.” Kat gave him a look and he said, “Woman, you know this is something I have to do.”

      Again, she didn’t reply. Her glare said it all.

      I asked, “Has anyone checked on Cooper today?”

      Kat replied, “Jo and Norm have been with him most of the day. He- he still doesn’t believe that Amos is dead.”

      That was unsettling, especially after he’d seen Amos’ head on a pike.

      “I’ll talk to him after I take a nap. Tell everyone that we’re meeting in the morning.”

      Grey asked, “You going to your room or to the extra room?”

      “Extra room.”

      As far as I was concerned, that room wasn’t home unless Daisy was there. With a nod, I left walked away from everyone. My entire body ached from lack of sleep, which was a blessing and a curse. Blessing, because I was too tired to worry about Daisy. And a curse because I wasn’t sure how long I’d be able to last like this. But I had to stay strong. Daisy’s life depended on it.
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      Something tapped my boot and I jerked awake. Grey stood at the foot of my bed.

      I sat up, heart pounding. “What is it? Has something happened?”

      “Didn’t mean to scare you. You slept more than twelve hours. Thought you’d want to get up for this meeting.”

      Rubbing my face, I said, “Fuck. I didn’t mean to sleep that long.”

      “It’s understandable. You’ve been under a lot of stress.” He paused. “I went to Marshall’s place while you were sleeping. Not everyone there is wanting to help us.”

      My stomach fell. We needed every able body to help fight. We’d do it for them, if they needed, so it really pissed me off that they didn’t want to help us.

      “How many do?”

      “Twenty. But they want to know what you’re going to do to pay them back for their help.” He shook his head. “Marshall was pretty pissed when he heard. Wants to go back home and talk to them, but Marianne wasn’t having it.”

      I asked, “Did anyone show up today?”

      “Cafeteria’s full.”

      That was promising, at least.

      “Give me ten minutes.”

      Grey said, “Hope you’re going to shower. You’re starting to smell.”

      Rolling my eyes, I went to the bathroom to clean up. My thoughts went to Daisy. Was she okay? Had she been hurt? Was she wondering why we hadn’t come for her yet? Guilt made my stomach churn. By the time I left the room, I was borderline sick.

      When I reached the cafeteria, I stopped. Grey hadn’t been kidding. The cafeteria was full. Several people even stood in the back. It was nice to see so many friendly faces. I made my way to the front, where Grey and Dave stood.

      Dave handed me a mug of coffee. “Look like you need it.”

      “Thanks.” Turning, I said to everyone, “Thank you all for coming here today.”

      A man in the back called out, “Sounded important.”

      “It is. As you know, we were trying to get rid of another group who followed my brother into the City. Our trip to Lawton to find weapons was unsuccessful.”

      Someone else said, “Gathered as much after those fuckers burst through the gates and hurt a lot of people.”

      “They hurt the women who went to the airport as decoys, too.”

      Kat and Nikki sat together at a table. Their bruises were reminders that we had failed them and Daisy.

      Nancy asked, “What exactly happened to Daisy?”

      I flinched. “She went out there to end this with Air and his group. Told him she would submit to death.”

      There were gasps throughout the room.

      “He didn’t kill her, though. And now he has her.” I paused. “I fear he’s going to use her as a pawn.”

      Nancy’s hand went over her heart. “Oh dear god. We have to get her back, Boss.”

      “That’s why I’ve asked you all here. Air has shown what kind of rules he plays by and we should all be afraid.” I met the concerned gazes of my people. “We have to end this. Now.”

      Grey came to my side. “We were successful in getting some weapons. Enough that we’ll be able to make an impact. But we have to be smart about this.”

      Dave added, “One of my guys is on his way back with a tank, too. Should be here tonight or tomorrow.”

      “How can you sit there, not doing anything? By tomorrow, it will be four days since Daisy was taken,” Marianne exclaimed. “We need to be out there, looking for her!”

      Marshall, who sat next to her in a wheelchair touched her arm, murmuring softly.

      Her voice broke as she spoke, “If it were me, I’d want to know everyone was doing everything in their powers to get me back.”

      Her words struck me directly in the heart. She was right. I should be doing more.

      Dave said, “We understand your concerns. We all wish we were doing more, but we have to be smart. It’s snowed twice since she was taken. All tracks are gone. And, while we have an idea where she’s at, we also don’t know what kind of weapons they have.”

      Marianne wiped a tear. “I’m sorry, but I disagree. I think we should go out today and look for her.”

      I nodded. “I agree with you.”

      Dave cursed. “Eli, this is-”

      I turned to him. “Don’t act like you wouldn’t be out there if Nikki was gone.”

      He dipped his head once. “Fine. But we need to be smart about this.”

      Grey replied, “I think it’s time we pay Samson a visit.”

      “I agree.” I said to everyone, “We leave at noon. Everyone stop by the main barn to get a weapon and ammo.”

      It was rash to leave before Jeff arrived with the tank. I knew that. But I couldn’t sit here while Daisy was out there. Everyone stood, talking amongst themselves. Marianne made her way to me.

      “Boss, I didn’t mean to sound disrespectful, but Daisy’s been so nice to me and I- I can’t just sit back and not do anything to help her.” She shook her head, “She’s the closest thing I have to a friend around here and this just brings up a lot of bad memories. It’s almost like losing my sister all over again.”

      Marianne had only mentioned her half-sister a handful of times since I’d known her. All I knew was that she had died in Atlanta, soon after the outbreak began. Marianne had never forgiven herself for not being there, with the rest of her family, when it happened.

      “I appreciate that, Marianne. And you weren’t disrespectful. You were only voicing my own thoughts.”

      “I want to go out there with you today. I want to help get Daisy back.”

      My eyebrows lifted. It was hard to believe that this was the same person who had betrayed me a year ago. I found myself nodding.

      “Get your coat. It’s cold out there.”

      She gave me a smile before leaving. Dave tugged my arm, looking like he had a lot to say.

      “I mean it, Eli. We have to be smart out there. We’re only getting one shot at this.”

      “We’re going to do this and get my girl back.”

      Dave gave me a tight smile. “I hope so, man.”

      “Let’s go see what Samson has to say today.”

      Outside, the sun was out, but it was still cold as hell. We reached the old barn. Harper and Andrews stood in front of it.

      Harper said, “He’s been bitching all morning about being cold.”

      “Did he say anything else?”

      Harper shook his head. “Nothing useful.”

      I opened the doors. Samson squinted his eyes as we entered.

      “Think any more about our offer?”

      He swallowed. “I can’t go back. You have to believe me.”

      “The only thing I believe is that you’re a piece of shit.”

      He nodded. “I am. I can admit to that. Just don’t make me go back, please.”

      Dave asked, “Can you draw a map of the mall and surrounding area? Show us where the guards are?”

      “Yes. I can do that.”

      Grey untied Samson’s arms. He flexed his fingers before taking the pencil Grey offered.

      “The ones here and here have rifles with scopes. They switch posts two times a day, usually at noon and when the sun goes down.” He drew some more. “This is where we entered the building. I’m not sure if there are other ways in. Part of the roof has collapsed, and the upper level is full of the Dead. We were able to barricade them, so they can’t come to the first level, but there’s no telling how long the barricade will last.”

      He continued to draw, showing us where the tents were down to the number.

      “There. That’s everything I know.”

      I smiled. “We thank you for your help.”

      The look of joy on his face was replaced by terror as I pulled my knife out. In one swift movement, I slit his throat. He gurgled and wheezed as he fell to the ground. Blood pooled around him and I felt a sense of relief as I watched his eyes lose focus. When he was gone, I pushed my knife through his temple, ensuring he wouldn’t join the Dead. He was granted that bit of mercy from me.

      Turning, I grabbed the map.

      Dave said, “Thought you were going to send his body back to Air?”

      “I’m done playing games. It’s time to get Daisy back.”

      We went back to the hospital and reviewed the map until we had it memorized.

      Dave said, “Everyone stay sharp. We only have one shot.”

      We left in two groups. Grey led one while Dave and I led the other. We’d changed our radio frequency, hoping Air wasn’t scanning the channels.

      I said to Dave, “If we get a chance to take Daisy without killing Air then we need to do it. I need her safe and protected and that means getting her far away from those fuckers.”

      Dave nodded. “Agreed. We can always kill them later.” He paused. “But if I get the chance, I’m going to take it.”

      I would, too.

      We drove for thirty minutes in silence. The mall came into sight. Five men with guns patrolled one entry, just as Samson had said there would be. I pulled over, parking behind what used to be an old fast-food restaurant at the edge of the mall parking lot. We’d go in on foot from there.

      Dave said, “They aren’t very smart.”

      I wasn’t buying it, though. Samson said there were more men patrolling. We just had to find them.

      “Grey, send men around the back.”

      Grey came back over the radio. “On it.”

      It was risky using the radios, but at this point it didn’t really matter. We were already on top of them. They had no way out.

      I said to Dave, “Let’s do this.”

      We moved along the side of the building, staying in the shadows as much as we could. Dave pointed and raised his gun with a scope, shooting a man on the roof. The man fell down, never standing again.

      The entrance came into sight. My heart pounded in my chest. We were so fucking close-

      Gunfire rang out from inside the mall. Dave met my gaze, eyes wide.

      Grey came over the radio, “Boss, get the fuck in here! We have eyes on her!”

      I ran, not caring that gun fire rang out all around me. Daisy!
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      Gunfire jarred me from my sleep on the floor. Air stood next to me, screaming out orders as I tried to process what was happening. My brain didn’t want to work, though. Who was firing? And why was Air yelling?

      “Grab what you can. We’ll use the tunnels!” He pulled me to my feet, ignoring my cries. “Come on, lady. We’re getting you out of here.”

      His nails dug into my skin. The gunfire got closer and I could hear voices. Elijah! He’d come for me! I snapped into action, jerking away from Air, not caring that his nails tore my skin, and took off running. I made it ten feet before he tackled me from behind, shoving me onto the hard, tiled floor. Crying out, I pushed myself to my feet, trying to get away. He grabbed my arm again, grasping so tight that I was afraid he was going to break my arm and covered my mouth with his other hand.

      “Don’t make a sound or I’ll break your neck.”

      I nodded my understanding. He dragged me to a doorway marked Staff Only. I had flashbacks of the stairwell at the airport that had been full of biters.

      “Have you been down here?”

      I was afraid he was going to hit me again, but he simply smiled.

      “Why lady, are you scared of the Dead?”

      “Just rather not go down a dark stairway to my death.”

      He pulled me behind him. “Everyone dies. It is the only way we can meet our maker. You will learn all about this one day soon.”

      I stumbled behind him, but he didn’t stop. We reached the pitch-black basement. Every fiber in my body screamed for me to run.

      “Pl-please. Let’s go back.”

      Air scooped me into his arms, which was almost worse. His people were making so much noise that we wouldn’t be able to hear the biters if they were down here. Closing my eyes, I prayed I’d make it through this. If I did, I would fight to get away from Air and his group.

      After what felt like forever, we finally stepped outside. I blinked in the sunlight and then shivered. I hadn’t grabbed anything to keep me warm.

      Air kissed the top of my head. “See, lady. We are safe because our journey is not over yet.”

      I pushed at his chest. “You can put me down now.”

      He didn’t, though. Instead, he ran toward an old car dealership that was near the mall. Where was Elijah and the others? Why weren’t they rushing to save me? Were they dead?

      The jarring and lack of food made my stomach churn as Air ran.

      “Please. I’m going to be sick.”

      He put me down at the same time I vomited everywhere.

      When I was done, he picked me up again. “There’s still hope that you carry a child.”

      His words should have brought joy to me. Maybe he was right. Maybe I hadn’t lost the baby. Instead, I felt terror. If I was pregnant, this would never end. Air would do whatever it took to make sure I didn’t get away.

      Air kissed the top of my head again, making my stomach roil.

      “Look, lady. Just over there.”

      He pointed. Elijah, Dave, and Grey came from the mall. I opened my mouth to scream. Air shoved his hand over my mouth, so my screams were muffled. I thought about biting his hand, but he pressed his other hand against my bruised cheek until my eyes watered.

      “Watch.”

      There was an explosion inside the mall. Flames rose high into the air and debris landed around Elijah. No! I cried out, wanting him to get to safety.

      Air said, “Your leader is determined, I’ll give him that much. But he has a lot to learn as well.” He carried me inside. “We’ll stay here tonight and move on tomorrow.”

      I knew I had to get away tonight. There was no telling where he’d take me tomorrow.

      

      For the rest of the evening, I stayed away from Air and his men. Some had perished in the fire and I feared they’d take it out on me. I didn’t know how many more beatings I could take, so laying low was my best option. We had stayed crammed in a room inside the dealership until word had come that Elijah and the others had left. I’d felt a moment of anguish. Why hadn’t he looked harder for me? I would have if this was reversed!

      Air came over, handing me a plate with scraps on it.

      “Eat.”

      “Please, is there an extra coat I can wear?”

      I rubbed my arms to show how cold I was.

      He nodded once. “I will see what I can do.”

      When he was gone, I ate the small amount of food that had been left on the plate. I wasn’t lying when I said I was freezing, but I’d also need a coat when I escaped. It was too cold outside. I’d die if I didn’t have protection from the elements.

      Air came back a moment later with a coat. “This belonged to one of our fallen brothers. You may use it for now.”

      I put it on, feeling better already. “Thank you.”

      He watched me with a look I couldn’t describe. It made me uneasy.

      He sat. “Some of the others have been angsty since you came to us. They say you are a temptress. A jezebel.”

      I blinked at him. “Why would they think that? I’ve done nothing to encourage them. I’m your prisoner.”

      “We left our families behind and some do not have strong willpower.” He eyed me until my skin crawled. “And you, lady, are very pretty. You should stick close to me. I am one of few who won’t give in to carnal needs.”

      I moved to put space between us. “Forgive me for not believing you.”

      He smiled. “I could have taken you, if that were my wish. My men would have held you down until I found my bliss, whether you wanted it or not.”

      Bile rose up my throat and I swallowed it down. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      “No. Only to show you that I am a man, too.”

      I didn’t know how to reply to that, so I didn’t.

      

      As the evening went on, I waited for the perfect chance to run. There were two doors that I could see. Once I got outside, I’d run to the old mall and hide out there. Hopefully the explosion hadn’t drawn the attention of the Dead. There was an entire second level. Maybe I’d find something I could use there.

      Air and his men talked in hushed tones, but I caught a word here and there. Elijah had been so close to getting me back. One more minute and he would have had me. That made me proud, somehow. And also very sad and even a little angry. If he had tried harder-

      I stood. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      Air nodded his head and I crossed the room, going into the single stall bathroom. I’d used it earlier and that’s when my plan came together. There was a window above the toilet. Standing on the commode, I opened the window. It was going to be a tight squeeze, but I could make it. I had to.

      The cold air seeped into the bathroom. Outside, the sun was starting to set. I hated to do this at night, but this might be the only chance I got. Pushing myself with my good foot, I climbed through the window, to the ground. My breath made little puffs of fog as I exhaled. Standing, I closed the window and took off.

      There were a lot of things I wished I had in that moment.

      A gun or weapon.

      Gloves for my hands.

      A coat that didn’t belong to a dead man.

      A flashlight.

      A way to erase my footprints in the snow.

      More time.

      I rushed forward, going toward the old mall. Smoke still rose into the air, which meant the fire was still burning inside. Behind me, I heard a noise. I didn’t want to look, though. I had to get away!

      I ran, ignoring the pain shooting up my ankle. The only sound was my boots hitting the snow. I reached the mall and ran inside. There were bodies everywhere, but worse was the Dead. They turned when they saw me and moved toward me and all the noise I was bringing. Crying out, I ran to the stairs and went to the second level.

      I realized why Air and his men hadn’t stayed here when I reached the barricade. It was filled with biters. How was I going to get out of this? There was no way I could fight the biters without a weapon.

      Turning, I made my way down the stairs, seeing the Dead had crowded at the base. Shit! I prayed Elijah would understand how hard I tried to get back to him.

      Gunfire rang out and biters fell in front of me, unmoving. I couldn’t deny the sense of relief I felt. It was short-lived as Air stormed toward me.

      “You have made a grave mistake, lady, and now you will pay.”
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      Air dragged me back to the building, where the others waited. The looks on their faces scared me, but it was Air’s silence that terrified me.

      Air shoved me forward. “I have been kind to you, lady. You came to us, asking for death and I showed you mercy. And yet you continue to play games. To try to escape me.” He removed his belt from his pants. “Tonight, you will pay more than you have paid before.”

      Two of his men grabbed me by the arms, holding me. My entire body quaked in fear.

      “Please, don’t.”

      He put his finger over his lips. “No begging, lady.”

      As he raised his arm, I braced myself.

      But nothing could prepare for the punishment he had in store.
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      “Get up, lady.”

      My eyes didn’t want to open. Not because I was sleepy, but because they were dried shut with blood and tears. I wasn’t even sure what time it was. I’d passed out at some point last night and after that everything was fuzzy. I wasn’t even sure what had happened, nor did I want to know.

      Something hit my arm and I cried out in pain and in fear.

      “Clean your face. If you’re not done in five minutes, I’ll do it for you.”

      My arm ached as I reached for whatever Air had thrown. I touched a wet cloth. When I lifted my arm to clean my face I moaned. I was certain my shoulder was out of place, maybe even broken. Gently, I wiped my face until I could see. My vision was blurry and my right eye didn’t want to stay open.

      Air came back and said, “Come, lady.”

      My feet were numb as I tried to stand. A wave a nausea swept over me when I put weight on my already bad ankle. Air watched me with a look of joy on his face.

      “See? That wasn’t so bad.”

      I looked around for my coat, but didn’t see it.

      Air noticed and said, “You do not get anything special. What you came to us in is what you will live in.”

      He grabbed my arm and drug me outside, ignoring my cries of pain. The snow-covered ground was so bright that my eyes watered. I didn’t have to worry about it much longer because a burlap sack was put over my head.

      Air said, “Do not even think of running. You will be dead before you take the first step.”

      I nodded my understanding.

      Air shoved me forward until I bumped into something hard. My hip ached and I blinked back tears.

      “Get in.”

      Feeling around, I climbed into what I assumed was a dune buggy. Men talked in low tones around me, but it was clear they were packing up. I moved my head, but only saw glimpses of light.

      Air said, “Careful, lady. I’m right here.”

      I froze.

      He said to someone nearby, “Make sure to cover our tracks. We do not want to give the enemy a chance to gain the upper hand on us after yesterday.”

      The dune buggy dipped as he climbed in next to me.

      “I am sorry you don’t have a coat. If you get too cold, you can lean against me. I shall keep you warm with my own flesh.”

      Sourness crept up my throat. There was no way in hell I was going to do that.

      Air called out, “Brothers, let us go to our new home far from here.”

      My stomach fell. Far from here? How far? Would Elijah be able to find me?

      We weren’t going very fast, but I felt every blast of air that hit my face and every bump we hit on the road. I inhaled. I could do this. I had to. We traveled for what felt like hours. By the time we stopped, my entire body felt frozen and I’d stopped shivering. A piece of information from high school crossed my mind. It was bad when a person was so cold that they couldn’t shiver.

      Someone grabbed me in their arms and I couldn’t even hold onto them for support. My arms felt like heavy blocks of ice hanging at my side.

      Air said, “Lady, this act doesn’t suit you.”

      Suddenly, warmth surrounded me and the bag was taken off my head. Blinking, I looked around. We were in another building. Maybe an old store. But where? Was this somewhere I had been before with Elijah or were we out of the city now? Air dropped me on the tiled floor. I was so cold that I couldn’t even feel my injuries from last night. All I could do was lie there until the feeling returned to my limbs, which was excruciating. Ice turned into fire that turned into pain so ripe that I wanted to claw my skin. Anything to make it stop hurting.

      The men moved around me, like I wasn’t even there. One man, who was younger than the rest, gave me a small smile as he walked past. It wasn’t predatory or even malicious. The gesture gave me hope. Maybe he’d be the one to help me get out of here.

      Air came over. “Do not even think about it, lady. My men are loyal to me and you will find that going against me means death.” He nodded his head in the direction of the man. “Young Matthew has a wife and child at home. Do not take a father and husband from his family.”

      I nodded once.

      I’d learned my lesson. I wouldn’t put anyone in danger to escape. Especially myself.
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        * * *

      

      Days went by. Air never left, but his men went out each morning before the sun rose. They would come back with news, news that I wasn’t allowed to hear, of course. At night, they would tie me up. Sometimes in a chair where I would have to sit until dawn. Sometimes just my arms and feet were bound and I would have to sleep in the middle of the floor, amongst them all. Air no longer cared if I was protected at night. But I wasn’t dead yet. So that was something. Wasn’t it?
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        * * *

      

      No one was watching me for once. I wiggled my ankle. The bruise was creeping past my boot, but I still hadn’t taken it off. What would happen when I did? I really didn’t want to find out.

      Standing, I walked slowly to the barred window, looking out. Another storm had blown in and was now covering the ground with fresh snow. In another time, the sight before me would have been beautiful. Now it only made me realize how alone I was.

      “It’s pretty, isn’t it?”

      My eyebrows lifted in surprise. Turning, I found young Matthew standing next to me.

      “You should go. You’ll only get in trouble for talking to me.” I paused. “Or I’ll get in trouble.”

      That was more likely.

      “He only does it because he wants to make sure you’re strong. Others would have died by now.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      He shook his dark head. “No. But it should give you hope.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small jar. “Here. This should help with the areas causing you pain. I’ve seen you limping.”

      I didn’t want to take the jar. What if this was a trap?

      He smiled. “Air said I could give it to you.”

      That didn’t make me feel better.

      I took the jar, holding it in my hands. “Thank you.”

      He nodded and left me to my thoughts. Opening the jar, I sniffed the contents. It smelled like peppermint, so I rubbed some on my shoulder. It felt better after a few minutes, reminding me of pain reliever cream that my dad used to rub on his joints after working in the fields all day.

      Air came over and said, “I see young Matthew gave you the ointment his wife made.”

      “I told him he shouldn’t talk to me.”

      Air replied, “And yet he did. Why is that, lady?”

      I didn’t have an answer.

      “Come. Let us eat. We’re having squirrel.”

      I followed him, knowing that if I didn’t, he’d just drag me. Then men ignored me as he handed me a plate, full of meat and canned vegetables.

      “I thought I couldn’t eat with the men?”

      Air replied, “I was reminded today that you are eating for two. So eat. Before I change my mind.”

      I still wasn’t sure if I was eating for two or not, but I wasn’t going to tell him this. Instead, I moved away from the men, eating as fast as I could. My stomach protested, not being used to this much food, but I ate every crumb I could find.

      When I was finished, Air said, “Come.”

      He led me to a chair in the middle of the room. A chair that hadn’t been there before. I stopped.

      “Sit.”

      I shook my head.

      “Sit or I will make you sit.”

      Three men joined him. One was holding twine in his hands. They were going to tie me to the chair. For what purpose? What were they going to do to me?

      “Sit. Now.”

      I held up my hands. “There’s a blizzard raging outside. I’m not going to run.”

      I hadn’t tried to run again. I meant it when I said I had learned my lesson.

      The men grabbed my arms and shoved me into the chair, tying me down. I cried out as the twine bit into my skin. When they were done, they left Air and me alone.

      Air replied, “Your words are empty, lady. There is something you can do to be free from the restraints tonight.”

      I eyed him, not believing a word he said. “What?”

      “Let us cut your hair. We’ll send it to your leader, so he knows we still have you.”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Then enjoy trying to find comfort tonight.”

      He walked away, leaving me in the chair. I thought for certain he’d come back. But he didn’t.

      I sat there until my legs were numb from lack of movement. This couldn’t be good for the baby if I were pregnant. The wind howled outside. My eyes filled with tears as I tried to move. The ropes were too tight, though.

      Air came over. “I can take them off. But you know what you have to do in return.”

      I dipped my head once. It was a small price to pay.
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        * * *

      

      Air held a mirror in front of me. A sob worked its way up my throat.

      It was only hair.

      I shouldn’t care.

      But I did.

      I wasn’t sure I knew the woman staring back at me. Who was she? And was she going to be able to continue fighting? How much more could she take?

      “Now you look like one of us, lady.”

      My stomach churned and I threw up on the floor.

      How was I going to get out of this?
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        * * *

      

      I slept on the floor the next few nights, with no blanket. But Air was true to his word and I hadn’t been tied up since cutting my hair. People moved around me, but I stayed in the same spot. Why hadn’t Elijah come for me? Would I ever see him again? Would he know how sorry I was?

      A tear rolled down my cheek.
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        * * *

      

      Air was almost gleeful as he entered the building.

      “Lady, we sent our message last night. It was glorious.”

      I had no idea what he meant and was afraid to ask. Had someone died? Was Elijah okay?

      He went on, “They grow closer to giving up. It’s only a matter of time before this war is over.”

      My stomach ached. What would that mean for me?
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        * * *

      

      Air tugged me to my feet, waking me from a dead sleep. “Come, lady.”

      I wasn’t surprised when the men formed a circle around me. Was this the day I would die?

      “Take your beating with pride, lady. Not many men could have handled this as you have. You are meant to become one of us.”

      A whimper left my lips.

      Air smiled. “You are one step closer to becoming pure.”
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        * * *

      

      My entire body ached as I crawled as far away from the men as I could get. I couldn’t even cry anymore. They’d stayed true to their words, though, and not struck my stomach.

      Air followed me and squatted. “Your leader hasn’t tried to save you in a while. Maybe he’s moved on.”

      The throbbing in my head intensified and my vision blurred.

      “Not to worry, lady. You have me.”

      The dark spot behind my eyes exploded into a giant mass and I let myself give in to the darkness. This was better than being present with Air and his men. At least here I had Elijah.
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        * * *

      

      The bag was pulled off my head, catching what was left of my hair. I didn’t make a sound. How many times had we moved now? I didn’t even know. Then men were already forming a circle and a few had belts.

      Air cupped my cheek. “Blessed are the meek.”

      I nodded once.

      Elijah, where are you?
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        * * *

      

      I was lying on my side on the floor, facing away from everyone. Today had been a strange day. Air was gone for most of it and I’d heard some of the men saying he was angry when he’d left. I moved and my stomach felt strange, as if a small bubble had popped. My heart lurched in my chest when it happened again. Could it be?
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        * * *

      

      Each day that went by brought two things.

      I felt the sensation in my stomach that gave me hope.

      And Air became angry, which made me fearful.

      I had to escape.

      I had to.
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        * * *

      

      Most of the men left, leaving me and only three others. Was this the day I could escape? I hadn’t been outside in weeks. Hell, I didn’t even know where I was. But I had to get out of here. I had to protect my baby.

      I made it all the way outside before I was dragged back in. My strength was no match to theirs, but I fought as hard as I fucking could. At least if I died, I would die knowing this.
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        * * *

      

      Something had happened. I knew it when Air and the men came back with blood splattered on their clothes. Looking around, I realized young Matthew wasn’t there.

      “Where’s Matthew?”

      Air’s fist swung through the air before I finished speaking, connecting with my jaw.

      My only thought as I fell to the ground was that I hoped they stayed away from my stomach because I was more certain than I’d ever been that I was pregnant.
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        * * *

      

      I stayed away from everyone as much as I could. Their moods turned sourer each day. Sometimes, when they came back, there were less of them, too. When that happened, Air would hit me until I passed out. But the flutters in my stomach never stopped. And that gave me hope.
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      The men woke me up, rushing around, packing what little supplies we had left. Our food was close to running out, so they were mainly grabbing clothes and blankets. Air grabbed me, tugging me to my feet.

      “Come on.”

      He dragged me toward the back door. It was then that I heard the gunfire. He met my gaze and, for the first time in longer than I could remember, I felt a rush of hope when I realized he was scared.

      “Yes, lady. Your leader has found us. But this isn’t going to end the way he wants.”

      He shoved me against the wall, holding me by the neck.

      “I should’ve let you die you that day you came to us, but my own lust got in the way. Maybe I should take you now.” His lips pressed against my forehead. “But when we make love, I want it to be because you’re begging for it.”

      I tried to shake my head, but Air’s grip tightened around my throat until I couldn’t breathe.

      “Please. I can’t-”

      He whispered, “I should kill you right now and send your reanimated body out there for him to see. That would be the end of this war and we would win.”

      My head felt foggy from the lack of oxygen, but I knew he was right. My death would end this all.

      “I’m not going to do that, though. Instead, I’m going to let you go. You’ll go to your home and be reunited with your lover.” His hand went to my stomach and I wanted to pull away, but couldn’t.

      “He will be overcome when he knows you carry his child, a child you’ve tried to hide from me. But your joy will be short-lived because I will return one day. I will kill him and all the others who sided with him. Then, you and your child will live with us. You will become one of us. And one day this will be a fading memory to you.”

      I shook in his arms, but didn’t have the strength to fight back.

      “Go now, lady. Go to him and let him think they have won. Go knowing I will come for you soon.” He pressed his lips against mine in a kiss that left my skin crawling. “Go.”

      Stumbling away from him, I ran. There was gunfire outside and I knew it was Elijah. I burst through the doors. The sunlight was so bright that my eyes watered and I was momentarily blinded. The cold air was a shock, but I didn’t care. I was free!

      “Daisy!”

      Turning, I saw Grey running toward me. His clothes were stained with blood. Whose blood? His? Theirs?

      “Grey!” My voice broke as I screamed.

      I ran toward him, not giving a fuck that there were shots being fired all around us. Grey pulled me into his arms, looking down at me.

      “Are you okay?”

      I nodded.

      He pulled a radio from his pocket. “We have her. Everyone get the fuck out of here.”

      Grey used his body to shield me as we ran toward a van. When I got inside, the door slammed closed.

      Nikki turned from the driver’s seat. “Daisy! Are you-”

      Grey yelled, “Nikki, get us the fuck out of here!”

      Nikki nodded and took off. Grey held his chest, breathing heavily.

      “Where’s Elijah?”

      “He’s at home.”

      I leaned back in the seat.

      He was at home.

      While I was out here.

      A cold fury settled in my stomach and my hands shook.

      Grey went on, “He was out last night looking for you. Wasn’t doing anyone any good in the shape he was in.”

      “How long was I gone?”

      Grey met my gaze. “Forty days.”

      Forty days. It felt like longer. It felt like less. Nothing made sense anymore. I nodded once, but didn’t reply. Instead, I closed my eyes. I was so tired-

      “Grey. Do you copy?” Elijah’s voice made me lean forward, as if he would suddenly appear in front of me.

      “I’m here, Boss.”

      “Do you have her?”

      “We do. We’re on our way home.”

      Elijah let out a sigh. “Oh, thank god. Is she hurt?”

      Grey eyed me, and I wanted to laugh. Yes, I was fucking hurt. What in the hell did he expect? That they would keep me as a welcomed guest?

      Grey replied, “She’s bruised, but no obvious injuries.”

      I was more than bruised. I was broken.

      “How far out are you? I can meet you.”

      I held up my hand. “Tell him no.”

      Grey’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Boss, Daisy said there’s no need. We’ll be home in a few.”

      Elijah didn’t reply, not that I expected him to. I closed my eyes again, praying I wasn’t about to be sick. That was the last fucking thing I needed.

      

      When the hospital came into sight I thought I’d feel some sense of relief. I only felt fear. Because now the game had started with Air. I rubbed my arms, trying to rub the feeling of dread away, but it was no use. Both gates opened and we made our way to the hospital. There was a large group of people standing in front. Kat with Hilly. Norman. Jo. Cooper. Nancy. Dave. Rocco. Harper. Jeff.

      “Where’s Noah?”

      Nikki met my gaze in the mirror and her eyes filled with tears. She simply shook her head. The realization of what had happened to my own people stuck me like a hot iron right over my heart.

      “Who else?”

      Grey replied, “Andrews. Marianne. James. Several of Marshall’s men.”

      My stomach churned. These people were dead because of me. Because I had thought I could end this war.

      Elijah stood in front of them all and I almost didn’t recognize him. He’d lost weight and looked like he hadn’t slept in weeks. Maybe he hadn’t.

      The van came to a stop and he was opening the door, reaching for me. He couldn’t hide the shock in his eyes when he saw me, though.

      “Daisy. Thank god.” He pulled me into his arms, kissing the top of my head.

      I wasn’t ready for this. His touch. The looks from others. Everything.

      “I’m cold.”

      He nodded and scooped me into his arms, carrying me inside. I pressed my head against his chest so I wouldn’t have to meet the gazes of our people. I wasn’t ready to talk to them. To anyone, really. Elijah took me to our room, closing the door behind him.

      “Do you want to take a shower?”

      There was no telling what I looked like, especially since Air had cut my hair. I shook my head and wiggled out of his arms.

      “I just want a blanket.”

      Anything to put distance between us.

      He grabbed the one from our bed, wrapping it around me.

      “I’m so glad you’re home, Daisy. I can’t tell you how worried I was.”

      I nodded, but didn’t reply.

      “When Air left the head at the gate, I can’t even tell you what went through my mind.”

      His voice wavered and he wrapped his arms around me. I jerked at the contact, feeling as if I were being suffocated, but he didn’t let me go. Instead, he held me close as he cried, but I felt nothing. What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I feel anything?

      “Please talk to me, baby,” he said against my hair. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

      I wanted to snort at that.

      Had they hurt me? The answer should be obvious.

      Was I okay? No. I wasn’t.

      But, I didn’t have the energy to tell him any of this. Instead, I pulled away.

      “I’m tired.”

      I crawled into the bed, pulling the blankets up to my neck. I wasn’t lying. I was tired. But I also didn’t want to talk. Closing my eyes, I let myself give away to slumber.

      

      Air and his men were chasing me. I was on foot, but they were in the dune buggies. I knew by the looks in their eyes that they were going to kill me this time. No more games. Air yelled something about running me over when a scream worked its way up my throat.

      “Daisy! Wake up!”

      I swung my fists and tried to get away from the voice. Strong arms went around me.

      “Daisy, it’s okay. You’re safe.”

      I cried out, “Get away from me!”

      The arms let me go and suddenly the room was filled with light. Elijah stared down at me in concern. Slowly, I realized it had just been a dream. No one was after me. Blood roared through my ears. No, that wasn’t true. Air was out there somewhere, waiting to strike again. There was no way he’d just let me go when he knew how much Elijah valued me.

      There was a knock on the door. “Everything okay in there?”

      Elijah opened it and I saw Kat peering in with a frown on her face. Tears filled my eyes and I ran into the bathroom, closing the door. I didn’t want anyone to look at me like she had. Like I was fucking damaged.

      Turning the shower on, I let the water run without getting in. Even with the water on, I could hear them talking in low tones. When I was sure she was gone, I opened the door. Elijah was there, a look in his eyes I didn’t know how to decipher.

      “Daisy-”

      “I’m tired, Elijah.”

      Pushing past him, I got into bed and faced the wall. I knew I wasn’t going to sleep, but maybe he’d take the hint.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Elijah

      

      

      Daisy’s body was so stiff next to mine that it felt like I was lying next to a board. I wanted to wrap my arms around her, pulling her close, but that wasn’t what she needed right now. So, I would do the only thing I could. I would be there until she was ready to talk and then I would be there to help her heal. Closing my eyes, I let myself fall asleep, knowing she was safe.

      When I woke up, I found the spot next to me empty. Standing, I almost tripped over Daisy, who was curled in a ball on the floor, asleep.

      “What did they do to you?” I whispered.

      She stirred at the sound of my voice and jerked away from me. There was a wild look in her eyes that made me feel… useless. She blinked and the look went away as she realized where she was.

      “Are you hungry?”

      She shook her head. “You should go eat, though. I’m going to take a shower.”

      She went to the bathroom, closing the door. When I heard the lock click, I tried not to take it personally.

      I left the room and went to the cafeteria. Grey, Kat, Jo, and Nikki were sitting together.

      “How is she?” Jo asked.

      I shook my head. “Still scared.”

      “Maybe I should go talk to her?”

      “She was in the shower when I left.”

      Kat said, “She’s been through a lot. It might take a bit for her to relax, especially since Air wasn’t killed.”

      I’d thought the same thing. If Air was dead, this would all be different. Yet again another way I had failed her. Hell, I hadn’t even been out there when she was rescued!

      I turned to Grey. “No one saw him at the compound?”

      “No, and that’s the part that pisses me off. We know he was there. So how in the fuck did he get away?”

      “Maybe Daisy will be able to answer that for us.”

      Jo asked, “Do you think she’s up to talking about it?”

      “I’m sure she’ll want him dead as much as we do.”

      Jo and Kat exchanged looks.

      “Spit it out.”

      Kat said, “Don’t take this personally, Boss, but we want to talk to Daisy. Alone.”

      Jo added, “If they hurt her in any way, she might not feel like she can tell you. But she needs to tell someone. We have no idea what they did to her.”

      My jaw ticked, but they were right.

      Nikki said, “We can ask her about Air later. For now, we need to work on making sure she’s okay.”

      “Fine. But if she doesn’t want to talk about it, don’t make her.”

      They nodded.

      Grey said to me, “Let’s go to the barn. Dave is out there, waiting. We caught a few of Air’s men yesterday. Maybe they’re ready to talk today.”

      The old barn had been very busy lately. In fact, that’s how we had learned where Air had Daisy hidden. Some young guy had spilled his guts before Grey sliced him, letting him spill his guts in another way.

      I cracked my knuckles. “Let’s go.”

      If I couldn’t help Daisy, I was going to crack some faces until I felt better.
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        Daisy

      

      

      The hot water rolled down my skin as I stood under the showerhead. No matter how hard I scrubbed, I could still feel Air’s touch on my skin. Hot tears filled my eyes, but I blinked them away. Finally, I gave up on feeling clean and got out of the shower.

      The mirror fogged and I wiped it away, looking at myself for the first time in months. My face was thinner. Haunted. And my hair… well, let’s just say it was a good thing I wasn’t vain because the jagged bob might have been enough to send me over the edge. Bruises in varying shades of blues, purples, blacks, and greens covered my skin. My ankle was still swollen, making me wonder if it had been broken, but had healed on its own. The only place not touched was my stomach.

      I was shocked to see the normally flat plane was now slightly rounded. It shouldn’t be possible that I was still pregnant, but I couldn’t deny the tiny flutter I’d felt in random moments while held prisoner. And now… now I had to keep my secret a little bit longer. I knew Elijah would hide me away to keep me safe if he knew. But this wasn’t over until Air was dead.

      I dressed in the bathroom in case Elijah had come back. When I came out, I was surprised to see Nikki, Jo, and Kat sitting on my bed. They eyed me as if not sure what to say. I eyed them back, feeling the same way.

      “You look better today,” Jo said with a smile.

      I was shocked to see how round her stomach was now compared to me. That’s what mine should look like, but I’d been held prisoner while she was here, safe. I wished I could share my news with her, so we could compare notes. Kat, too. She would have a lot of good advice to offer since having baby Hilly.

      Needing to keep a wall up, I replied, “You’re good at lying.”

      Kat asked, “How are you? Really?”

      I sighed as I sat in the chair next to the bed. “I’ve been better.”

      Nikki asked, “Did they… how bad did they hurt you?”

      “I’m alive, if that counts for anything.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. I hated that she now looked at me in pity and that Kat and Jo had similar looks on their faces. I didn’t want them to feel sorry for me.

      Needing to change the subject, I asked, “What happened to Noah?”

      Nikki flinched, as if she’d been hit herself and I felt bad for hurting her.

      “When we found out where you’d been moved to, we went to rescue you. Unfortunately, Air had anticipated that and had set up a road block.” Nikki’s eyes clouded over. “There was a gun fight and things were going in our favor. But, they blew up the tank we’d found west of Mustang and he… he was inside. After that, they won.”

      “Did he suffer?”

      She wiped a tear away. “He fought as hard as he could. We got him all the way home before he passed.”

      Her expression was now haunted, as if his passing had scarred her for the rest of her life. Poor, sweet Noah. He didn’t deserve this. None of them deserved this.

      “This is my fault.”

      Nikki’s eyes widened. “What? Why would you think that, Daisy? This is Air’s fault!”

      I shook my head again. “If I had just been able to kill him-”

      My words trailed off and I stood, needing to move.

      Kat asked, “Daisy, we have to know. Did they sexually assault you?”

      I laughed at that. Laughed until my bruised sides ached.

      “Do you really think that sexually assaulting me is the worst thing they could do?” I snorted. “Believe me, there are much worse things that could happen. And did.”

      They looked at me with varying expressions. Sympathy. Disbelief. Confusion.

      “To ease your minds, no, they didn’t.” I moved to the door. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get something to eat.”

      I left my room without glancing back. How could they be so naïve? And how could I explain what all had happened to me? Frowning, I went into the cafeteria. Elijah sat at a table with Norm and Dave. All looked surprised to see me. Elijah was at my side before I could take a step.

      “Did something happen? Are you okay?”

      I pushed away from him. “I’m hungry.”

      I went to the kitchen. Cooper ran over, throwing his arms around me. I flinched, but he didn’t notice.

      “Thank god you’re back!”

      I hugged him, not knowing what to say. Luckily, Coop didn’t seem to mind.

      “Are you hungry? Do you want some eggs? Or an omelet?” He snapped his fingers. “I’ll make you an omelet! Go sit!”

      I did as he said, because it’s not like we had anything to talk about. Elijah and Dave were talking when I came out.

      Dave stood. “I’ll let you know.” He gave me a smile. “Good to have you back, Daisy.”

      I nodded, taking his seat.

      When he was gone, I asked, “What was that about?”

      “Nothing.”

      I could tell by his tone that it had been something, though.

      “Elijah-”

      “Daisy-”

      He smiled. “You go first.”

      I shook my head. “No, you can say whatever it is.”

      “I’m so sorry that I wasn’t there yesterday. We’ve been working nonstop to get you back. After we caught some of Air’s men, we finally got answers.” He shook his head. “Can you forgive me for not being there?”

      I wasn’t sure if I could, if I were being honest.

      Instead, I asked, “How did you get answers from them?”

      He smiled. “One of the men we caught was young and ready to talk once we had him. Told us where you were. Even said what you were wearing.”

      I clasped my hands together to hide the shaking. “What was- did you know his name?”

      “Matthew.”

      My breath hitched in my throat. “Did he… is he alive?”

      Elijah shook his head, actually smiling. “We killed him when he told us what we needed to know.”

      I stood, backing away from Elijah. Couldn’t he see what he had become just to get me back? He had become Air.

      “Daisy?”

      Turning, I left him in the cafeteria. I wasn’t ready for any of this, but I knew one thing. I needed a plan before Air came back to get me because I was going to kill Air or die trying.
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        Elijah

      

      

      Daisy’s face was pale as she all but ran away. I was about to go after her when Cooper came out.

      “Where’s Daisy?”

      “She needed some time.”

      He nodded. “Used to be like that back in Texas.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Cooper sat across from me. “Lilly ran a tight ship. When people disobeyed, she punished them. Sometimes it felt like living in a war zone.” He shook his head. “People would come back from their punishments and need time to adjust.”

      I said, “Maybe you can talk to her.”

      He nodded. “I will. Hopefully, she’ll have news about Amos.”

      I cringed. Cooper still didn’t believe that Amos was dead. Maybe he wasn’t the right person to talk to Daisy…

      I said, “I’ll let you know when it’s a good time.”

      Cooper smiled and I stood, needing to do something with my hands. We hadn’t learned anything from Air’s men while questioning them. The last location they knew of was the one where we had found Daisy. I made my way to one of the empty rooms that we were using as a conference room. Dave, Jeff, and Rocco were inside, looking at a map.

      “What’s going on?”

      Dave glanced up. “Harper’s out at the barn getting more answers. One of the prisoners said something that stood out.” He pointed to the map. “If Air doesn’t have any places scoped out in the area, who’s to say he won’t go back to one of the old spots?”

      Jeff said, “We know of three other locations not including the mall. Harper thinks he can get the men to talk.”

      “Does he need any help?”

      Dave nodded. “Just waiting for you.”

      We left the room, making our way outside. It was still cold out, but there were hints of spring in the air. As we got up to the old barn, screams filled the air. I smiled, going inside. Harper had one man tied to a chair. Blood trickled from the man’s mouth and a freshly pulled tooth sat on the table next to Harper.

      The man whimpered when Harper picked up the pliers, handing them to me.

      I asked, “Are you ready to talk now?”

      The man nodded. “Please, don’t hurt me. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know!”

      I said, “Good. But just to be sure…”

      Harper and Dave held the man down as I shoved the pliers into his mouth, pulling another tooth. He whimpered, tears pouring down his cheeks.

      I sat across from him. “Let’s talk, buddy.”
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        Daisy

      

      

      I was getting pretty good at avoiding people. Elijah would walk into a room and I’d make an excuse to leave. Kat and Jo would try to talk to me, but I’d say I was tired and go take a nap. But I couldn’t control the way people looked at me, with pity in their eyes. I was the one who had stupidly been taken. Now, I was the one who didn’t fit in. Nighttime was worse, though. Elijah would climb in bed next to me, wanting to hold me. But I couldn’t let that happen. I had to be ready. Air was coming and I knew it was going to be sooner than later.

      It had already been ten days since I’d been back.

      I knew my luck here wasn’t going to last.

      I had to be ready.

      I had to.

      Because I wasn’t going to be the victim again.

      

      The next morning, I woke up to an empty bed. I felt relief and fear at the same time. What if something had happened overnight? I knew Elijah wouldn’t wake me. Dressing, I left my room. My stomach rumbled and I knew I needed to eat before I did anything. When I got to the cafeteria, Elijah was sitting at a table, writing in a notebook. I was surprised that no one was sitting with him since the room was fairly full. He smiled when I sat next to him, but put the notebook in his pocket.

      “Sleep well?”

      I hadn’t had any nightmares that woke me up, screaming and fighting for my life, so I guess that was considered a good night’s sleep these days.

      I nodded. “You?”

      His cheeks darkened. “I actually slept in one of the empty rooms last night. Figured you might sleep better if you had the whole bed to yourself.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. The only time I could think of that he’d slept in another room was when we first met and he was thinking of breaking up with me. But, he was right. I had slept better alone.

      I said, “I’m going to grab something to eat.”

      He nodded and pulled the notebook back out, looking down at it. Cooper wasn’t in the kitchen, so I grabbed some bacon and bread. That was the only thing that didn’t turn my stomach. Elijah was still in the cafeteria when I came out. He watched me with a slight smile as I poured honey over the bread and bacon, making a gooey, but delicious mess. I took a bite and moaned. This was exactly what I had been craving.

      Shit! I glanced at Elijah. He was a doctor, a surgeon. Would he recognize this as a pregnancy craving?

      I said, “What do you have planned today?”

      Anything to take his attention off me eating.

      His expression became neutral, which put me on alert. When he put the notebook back in his pocket I became downright suspicious.

      “Not much. Just going to check some fences.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I can help. I used to do that all the time growing up.”

      Elijah shook his head. “You’re still healing.”

      And he was lying. I didn’t point that bit out.

      Before I could reply, Grey entered the cafeteria. He was zoned in on Elijah, going right to his side. He whispered something in Elijah’s ear before leaving. My temper rose and I resisted screaming. They had to stop treating me like I was a fucking doll. Like I would fucking break.

      “What was that about?”

      Elijah turned to me. “Grey’s men picked up chatter on the radio. Someone is headed this way and we aren’t sure who. They’re wearing some sort of disguise.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck rose. “Is it him?”

      There was no need to say who I meant. Air’s name hung between us like an ax about to drop.

      “I’m about to find out.”

      My breath seemed to solidify in my throat.

      “No! You can’t!”

      He stood, looking away. “If it’s him, I have to be the one to kill him.”

      I grabbed his arm, pulling with all my strength. “You can’t!”

      Because, if it was Air, this was a trap. And Elijah would die, just like Air had promised. And then Air would come for me. I swallowed the thick bile threating to creep up my throat.

      “Daisy, I’ll be fine,” he said in a soothing tone as he pried my hand from his arm.

      My panic turned into annoyance. “Fine. Go.”

      He blinked at me before nodding once. When he was gone, I stood. The room had gone silent, the people around us hearing our exchange. Holding my head high, I left the cafeteria before vomiting in a trashcan. Elijah would never rest until Air was dead. I could see that now. Which meant I was going to have to look out for myself from now on.

      Wiping my mouth, I made my way to our room. Air had said he was going to kill Elijah, so that meant he was planning something. Since it had been nearly two weeks I felt like whatever he was going to do would be soon. But, if I got to Air first-

      “I know you’re not doing what I think you’re doing!”

      Spinning, I found Kat standing with her arms crossed over her chest. She glared daggers at me, which made me feel angry and guilty.

      “Have you lost your fucking mind?”

      I bristled at her tone. “Fuck you.”

      “No, fuck you, Daisy!” She stepped into the room, closing the door. “Do you have any idea what we went through to get you back?”

      An actual laugh left my lips. “What you went through? Kat, I can assure you that whatever you went through was nothing compared to what happened to me.”

      Her eyes softened. “So tell me about it, Daisy. Because it looks like you’re about to take off again.”

      I rubbed my temples, trying to east the ache I felt. “I didn’t take off the first time. I was ready to die to end this, but Air had other plans.”

      “What were about to do just then?”

      I replied, “You’re right, I was going to leave, but only to kill Air.”

      “Honey, you need to rest. You’ve only been back a few weeks-”

      “And that’s too long!” My chest rose and fell as I tried to rein in my emotions. “Kat, he fucking let me go. They didn’t rescue me and I didn’t escape! He let me walk away, but not before giving me a warning.”

      She shook her head. “Grey said-”

      “Grey was wrong. They’re all acting like they saved me, when the truth is Air let me go because this is all part of his game.” I wiped my eyes. “Do you know what he said to me when he freed me? He said that Elijah would be the first to die and then he would come for me. To make me one of them.”

      Saying the words out loud made it feel even more real.

      “Did you tell Boss?”

      I let out a curse. “Kat, I know you’re not blind. You see how he’s treating me. He’s not going to hear what I say. The only thing he can even think about is killing Air, which is what Air wants.”

      I could see the debate in her eyes.

      “I’m not asking for you to come with me or even help, Kat. I just need to get out there and do something before he strikes first.”

      “I’m not going to let you go out there again, Daisy.”

      Before I could reply, Grey came to the door. “You aren’t going to believe who’s here!”

      Judging by his expression, I knew it wasn’t Air.

      I followed him to the main lobby, trying to forget my exchange with Kat. She might think this was over, but it wasn’t. I was going to be the one who killed Air.

      When we reached the lobby, I stopped in my tracks.

      Theo grinned. “There’s a sight for sore eyes!”

      Theo was my childhood best friend. We grew up together and even in the apocalypse he had stayed true to my family by staying at the ranch, helping. When I had went back and found the state of my childhood home, I begged Theo to leave with us. But he said he couldn’t do that, not with my cousin being in charge and terrorizing the people who worked for her. No, he needed to make sure everyone was safe. And now he was here.

      I ran into his open arms, crying. “What took you so long?”

      “Got tied up in Fort Worth.” He leaned back. “Hey now, what’s all this?”

      Our reunion was short lived as Cooper came running into the lobby.

      “Theo?”

      “Coop!”

      I moved aside so they could reunite. Cooper threw himself in Theo’s arms, sobbing. Theo held him, his own eyes watering.

      He said, “Coop, I’ve missed you so damn much.”

      “I’ve missed you, too. There’s so much we need to catch up on.” His eyes widened. “Oh no! I left the rolls in the oven!”

      He took off toward the kitchen leaving Theo with a puzzled expression on his face.

      I said, “Coop cooks for everyone.”

      “I bet he loves that.” Theo looked down at me. “Shit, Daisy. What happened to your hair?”

      Most of my bruises were gone now, so my hair was probably the only thing that stood out to him.

      I glanced at Elijah before saying to Theo, “Let’s go talk. There’s a lot that’s been happening around here.”

      I led Theo to my room, not caring that Elijah looked hurt as we left.

      Theo must have noticed, because he asked, “Trouble in paradise?”

      “We’ve been fighting with another group. They took me and I’ve only been back for a few weeks now.” I let out a small laugh. “Their leader is a real piece of work.”

      “I’m guessing that’s why I was met with ten guns pointed in my face?” He eyed me. “What else aren’t you saying?”

      “Things have been bad here, since I got back. People are treating me differently.”

      He sat in one of the chairs. “That’s understandable, Daisy. They’re probably making sure you’re okay.”

      “I get that. I do. But, I need to be out there, doing something, instead of sitting in here, waiting for trouble to find me.”

      He nodded. “When I came through Newcastle, it looked like there had been a fight. Was that the other group?”

      “I’m not sure. I don’t even know where they found me, to be honest.”

      I’d never thought to ask and Elijah didn’t offer any details. When I looked back on it, it all felt like one huge blur. Maybe it was my way of coping.

      “Some of the biters looked fresh. I’d guess that’s where something went down recently.” He paused. “How has Coop been since you left Texas? I should’ve left with him, but I couldn’t leave everyone behind.”

      I cringed, not wanting to hurt Theo. But he deserved to know.

      “Coop was sad for a long time.”

      “But?”

      “But then he met someone.”

      “Oh.”

      I shook my head. “Amos, the man he was seeing, was killed recently, but Cooper doesn’t seem to believe it. He even saw Amos’ head on a pike, but still keeps hope that he’ll come back.”

      Theo let out a sigh. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come here. It might be too much for him.”

      “Or it might be exactly what he needs. And what I need.”

      He smiled at me. “I’ve missed you, Daisy. If anything, it’s nice to see a familiar face.”

      “I’ve missed you, too.” I paused. “Did you come alone from Texas?”

      He flinched before saying, “There was a fire. Everyone died.”

      “Everyone?”

      He nodded. “I was able to bury your mom under the pecan tree. Lilly is next to her.”

      That was somehow fitting.

      I felt dizzy. “How did the fire start?”

      “A horde came through. Broke through a fence. They brought the fire with them. Kind of wonder if someone didn’t set it, though.” He shook his head. “I tried to get everyone out, but it spread so fast with all that dry brush around and the cedar trees.”

      I took his hand. “You did what you could, Theo.”

      “Things were different after you left, Daisy. I know that’s hard to believe, but it’s true. Lilly was different. She even talked about coming to Oklahoma, but never got the chance.”

      I didn’t know how to feel about that. The last time I’d seen her, she had plotted to kill Elijah and turn me over to another group. Not exactly the family reunion I’d dreamed of.

      I said, “Well, I’m glad things were better, for the sake of everyone who stayed.”

      He didn’t reply.

      Cooper came back and said, “I’ve decided to make something special for dinner, since you’re back.”

      Theo smiled. “Can I help?”

      “Of course. No one peels potatoes like you, Theo.”

      They left hand in hand. I really did hope that Theo could help Coop understand that Amos was gone. I didn’t know what we’d do if Coop wouldn’t accept it.

      There was a knock on the door. I glanced up to find Elijah watching me with a frown on his face.

      “Where’s Theo?”

      “He’s with Cooper.”

      “Did he say if he came alone?”

      I let out a snort. “What? Afraid my fucked-up family is here to make things even worse?”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Whatever, Elijah. To answer your question, no one came with him because they’re all dead.” I stood. “So, you can rest easy tonight.”

      “Daisy-”

      I kept walking until I reached the doors going outside. I didn’t even have a coat, but I went out nonetheless. Grey and Norman were standing to the side of the hospital smoking and looked surprised to see me. I inhaled, catching a whiff of weed. Guess Grey had grown some while I was gone or maybe they found some. Yet another thing I’d missed.

      Grey asked, “Is everything okay?”

      “Just needed some fucking air.”

      Grey nodded. “I get that. Come on.”

      He led me toward the main barn, our shoes crunching against the dead grass.

      “What’s in here?”

      “You’ll see.”

      He opened the door and I let out a laugh that held no humor.

      “You built a boxing gym while I was missing? No wonder if took forty days to get me back.”

      His eyes narrowed. “People were so wound up when coming off shifts from looking for you. They needed a way to burn off steam. Jeff and Harper built it after Noah died.” He paused. “I don’t know what you went through out there and it’s not my place to say whether you should talk about it or not.”

      “But?”

      “But this right here is something you can do to burn off your anger. Maybe stop snapping at people who care about you and start punching the shit out of the punching bag we found.”

      I didn’t deny it. He was right. I had been snapping, but it was because I was hurt and scared.

      I nodded. “Are there gloves?”

      “Of course.”

      “I don’t want to punch a bag, but I’d love to brawl.”

      I could see the conflict in his eyes. But he didn’t know I was pregnant, and I really needed this. More than he knew.

      “I trust you, Grey. You’re not going to hurt me.”

      He nodded. “Let’s do this.”

      I lifted my hands, ready to strike. I was tired of being weak. Now, I was ready to take back what Air had stolen from me. Starting now.

      

      By the time we finished, I was exhausted. I left the barn, heading to my room. I had worked up a sweat and needed a shower. As I walked down the hallway, I laughed, remembering how shocked Grey had looked after I decked him in the face. He hadn’t held back after that.

      “It’s good to see you smiling.”

      Turning, I found Elijah standing outside of our room, watching me. For a moment, I wanted to throw myself into his arms and let him hold me. Maybe I had been doing this all wrong. Maybe, if he knew everything, we could work together and figure this out.

      I replied, “I feel better after burning off some steam.”

      “I was against the guys building the boxing ring, but people really seem to enjoy it.”

      “Not going to lie – I was a little pissed when Grey showed me. It felt like that was more important than finding me.”

      His lips parted, but I shook my head.

      “I get it Elijah. I really do.”

      He didn’t reply, but went into our room, going to the bed. For the first time since I’d been back I looked him over. There were dark smudges beneath his eyes and his cheeks were hollow, as if he hadn’t been eating. My chest ached and I crossed the room, sitting next to him. His eyes widened.

      “I know I haven’t been myself. Part of it is because of what they did to me. Part of it is because I’m scared.”

      He shook his head. “You don’t need to be scared. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      “Is that why you’ve been treating me the way you have?” At his look, I said, “Like I won’t be able to handle what’s happening with Air?”

      “Daisy, I don’t want to talk about that fucker.”

      I replied, “We have to talk about him. He’s the reason I’m scared. Elijah, he-”

      “I know he’s out there, but I swear I won’t let him hurt you. You have to believe that.”

      “I believe that you believe that.” I exhaled. “Elijah, you don’t know what he’s like.”

      “His men have painted quite a picture of him. Ruthless. Cunning. Conniving.”

      I nodded. “Yes, but he’s also evil, which makes him unpredictable.”

      I clasped my hands together in front of me. This is what Grey told me I needed to do while we were sparring – to finally clear the air with Elijah and tell him everything. I wasn’t sure if I was ready, but time was running out and I couldn’t do this on my own.

      “Elijah-”

      “Daisy, I swear to god nothing will happen to you. I can’t make you believe that, so I’ll have to show you.” He stood. “It’s my turn to patrol. I’ll see you tonight.”

      But we both knew he wouldn’t. He would sleep in the other room and we wouldn’t see each other until tomorrow and that might be too late.

      “Elijah, we need to talk. Please listen to-”

      He simply shook his head and left me sitting on my bed. Tears filled my eyes and I blinked them away. How in the fuck was I supposed to tell him what happened when he wouldn’t even stick around long enough to hear what I had to say?
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      I found Grey and Kat in their room. Grey held baby Hilly and was making silly faces at her while she cooed back at him. It was the sweetest thing I’d seen in a long time. I tapped on the door, hating to interrupt their private moment.

      “Mind if I come in?”

      Kat’s eyes widened, but Grey motioned me in.

      “Of course. I was just telling my little girl all about my day.”

      Kat made a face at that. “More like scaring the shit out of her by talking about the Dead.”

      Grey shook his head and asked me, “How’d it go with Boss?”

      “Not so good. He – he didn’t want to listen when I mentioned Air.”

      Kat’s eyes were wide again as she asked, “What were you going to tell him?”

      “Everything.”

      Grey replied, “That’s understandable. Air is the man who hurt you. Can’t say I’d do anything different if I was in the same situation.”

      “The problem is, he needs to hear what I have to say.” I glanced at Kat. “He needs to know what Air is planning.”

      She gave me a slight smile, letting me know she was proud of me. As strange as it was, knowing we were on the same page made me feel like things might be able to get back to normal in my life.

      Grey said, “Try again tonight. Maybe he’ll want to talk after having some time to gather his thoughts.”

      Time is what I didn’t have. I nodded.

      “I’m going to take a nap. Today has been draining.”

      That wasn’t a lie. They both were silent when I left. I didn’t want to go back to my room, so I made my way to the front lobby. There was an old couch there that no one ever used and was in a corner of the room where I wouldn’t be bothered.

      Curling into a ball, I held my knees close to my body and let my thoughts wander. Why wouldn’t Elijah listen to me? Sure, we had communication problems when we first got together, but since then things had been good. Deep down I knew this was because he felt like he’d let me down, but that wasn’t the case. If anything, I was the one to blame. I was the one who went out there, foolishly trying to make peace with a madman. If I had just stayed put-

      The front door opened and a gust of wind blew into the room, making me shiver.

      Elijah called out, “Grey, you in here?”

      From down the hallway, Grey answered, “What’s going on?”

      I was about to sit, when Elijah spoke again, making me freeze in place.

      “We’re going tonight.”

      Grey asked, his voice closer, “You sure that’s a good idea, Boss?”

      “It’s now or never. We know where Air is, thanks to the fucker we caught. This ends tonight.”

      There was a pause.

      “Alright. I’ll let Kat know I’m leaving.”

      Elijah replied, “Just make sure she knows not to tell Daisy.”

      Glaring, I burrowed against the couch in anger. So, he thought he was just going to fucking leave me behind after I had told him my feelings?

      Their footsteps faded as they went their separate ways. I stood, feeling sick. For the first time since I’d been home, I was glad I hadn’t told him that I was pregnant. Because he was likely to lock my ass up just to keep me safe. I snorted to myself as I went back to my room to get my bag.

      One would think that Elijah would eventually get it through his thick head that things tended to backfire when he kept me out of the loop.
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      Grey gathered his men while I went to find Dave. Grey had seemed ticked off when I told him I didn’t want Daisy to know, which confused me. He, out of all people, should understand how I felt. He damn sure wouldn’t want to put Kat in danger if this were reversed and I wouldn’t blame him a damn bit for it.

      Dave, Harper, Rocco, and Jeff came to the lobby with me, ready for what was coming. Nikki had been in the shower, so Dave let her know they were leaving, stressing not to tell Daisy. I just needed to know Daisy was safe before I went out there to kill Air.

      I said, “We have to move quick on this one. Air doesn’t know we know where he’s at.”

      It was a stroke of luck, really. The man we’d caught earlier in the day had told us everything we needed to know. Air was back at a previous location, proving our suspicions, but had plans to move again before the end of the week. The man also hinted that there was turmoil amongst those who were still at Air’s camp. They were scared, after seeing so many of their people die, and wanted to go home. Air refused to listen to them.

      I felt a twinge of guilt as the man’s screams echoed in my memory. We could have let him go, I supposed, but it was better this way. If we killed them, then we didn’t have to worry about them coming back to seek revenge. No, when this was over every last one of them would be dead.

      Rocco cracked his knuckles. “Air will be dead before the sun rises.”

      There was a round of agreement from the men.

      Grey said, “I hate to be that person, but Air’s been one step ahead of us. What if this is another game? It seems convenient that we got such a good tip today.”

      “I’ve thought about that. Either way, we’re going to end this. We’re going to bring enough ammo to out gun them. And if that doesn’t work, we’ll burn them alive inside.”

      Grey blinked at me once before nodding. “Sounds good to me.”

      I said, “I just need to check on Daisy before I leave. Make sure she’s okay.”

      Grey replied, “We’ll get the rest of the men gathered.”

      I went to my room, but Daisy wasn’t there. Dread filled my stomach and I tried not to panic. Where was she? After checking a few more locations, I ran back to the lobby.

      “Has anyone seen Daisy?” Panic rioted in my chest.

      She came forward, glaring. “Right here.”

      What was she doing in the lobby? Why wasn’t she in our room? I wanted to ask, but knew I was wasting precious time each moment that I was here.

      “I have to take care of something, but I’ll be back late, so don’t wait up for me.”

      “It’s late now. Where are you going?”

      I replied, “Going out to Marshall’s. Then we’re going to do some patrolling.”

      Daisy looked around. “Seems like there’s a lot of you going just for a patrol, especially when you’ve already been out once today.”

      She wasn’t buying my story. I shot her a smile, trying to appear at ease.

      “Better safe than sorry.”

      “Elijah, why are you lying to me?”

      I blinked down at her. “I’m not lying-”

      “Yes, you are.” Her jaw clenched. “I heard what you said to Grey. You know where Air’s at and you’re going to kill him. But you weren’t planning on telling me.”

      “Daisy-”

      “I’m only going to say this once. If you’re telling the truth, then go. But, if you’re lying to me, then you better think on this real hard. Because I won’t be with you if I find out you’re lying.”

      My chest tightened. “What are you saying?”

      “Elijah, I am your equal. But you haven’t treated me like one since I got back. Hell, you wouldn’t even listen to me earlier today. So, if you’re going out there to kill Air, just tell me and let me get my gun so I can be there.”

      No! That was the last thing I wanted! If she was out there, I wouldn’t be able to protect her.

      I shook my head, “It’s too dangerous.”

      “Fuck that and fuck you.” She poked her finger against my chest. “You’re not going to keep me on a shelf, like I’ll break.”

      “I can’t let you go out there, Daisy. If something happens to you-”

      She snorted. “Something already did happen. Hate to break it to you.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do. That’s why I’m here. I was going to go out there on my own, but then I thought about how pissed I’d be if you did that to me. So, I came here to give you a chance to be honest to me.” She inhaled. “I have to be there, Elijah.”

      I knew she was serious, but I couldn’t lose her again. I motioned Dave and Hunter forward.

      “It’s too risky, Daisy. You’re staying here. That’s final.”

      Hunter and Dave grabbed her by the arms. Her eyes widened before she fought back. I wondered what Air had done to her to make her fight like this. Her scream filled the lobby and Grey came to my side.

      “What in the fuck are you doing, Boss?”

      “Keeping her safe.” I said to Dave, “Take her to the extra room.”

      She fought harder as they drug her away. Her words to me echoed down the hallway.

      “Fuck you, Elijah. I’ll never forgive you for this!”

      I knew she wasn’t lying, but I had to protect her, no matter what it cost me.

      I turned to Grey, “We leave in ten.”
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      My throat was raw from screaming. It hadn’t done any good, but I felt better. I still couldn’t believe Elijah locked me in a fucking room. A room that didn’t even have windows, so I couldn’t escape.

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Daisy? I’m coming in.”

      The door opened and Kat came in with Nikki at her side.

      “Are they gone?”

      Kat nodded. “They left thirty minutes ago.”

      “Fuck!”

      I started to move, but Kat held up her hands. “Wait.”

      “I have to go! I have to be the one who ends this.”

      “I know.” She shook her head. “Boss shouldn’t have done that to you. And I’m sorry for not helping you sooner.”

      “Thank you.”

      “We’re going with you, though,” Nikki added. “You’re not doing this alone.”

      I started to protest, but realized that I had no right to. This war with Air had affected everyone in one way or another. Who was I to say who could or couldn’t fight? But, I knew that Air would show no mercy. I needed to make sure that Kat and Nikki were prepared.

      “What about baby Hilly?”

      Kat replied, “Jo and Norm are watching her. And if something happens to me or Grey, then I’ll die knowing my baby is safe.”

      There was a flutter in my own stomach. Was I wrong for putting this child in danger? I didn’t have an answer for that.

      Nikki said, “We should go, if we want to catch up to them.”

      I followed them from the room where we ran into Theo.

      He had a hard look on his face. “I heard what that fucker did to you. Are you okay?”

      I nodded. “I’m fine, but we’re leaving.”

      “Figured as much. I’m coming, too.”

      “Theo, you can’t. If something happens to you, I don’t know if Cooper will be able to handle it.”

      He shook his head. “Cooper isn’t himself right now.”

      The sad look on his face said it all. He needed to do this, too.

      I said, “Let’s go.”

      We made our way outside, where the sun was already setting. I hated that this was happening at night. Air would have the advantage. If Elijah would have listened to me…

      Kat said, “There’s a truck by the old barn that we can take. It’s what they were using to carry off the bodies.”

      The bodies of the people they had hurt to get answers about me. I frowned, but headed toward the barn. I was surprised to see blood covering the ground. What had Elijah done to get me back? Young Matthew’s face crossed my mind. He shouldn’t have been killed, especially by us. We were supposed to be the good people.

      Theo said, “Looks like some shit went down here.”

      Kat nodded. “This is how we were able to find Daisy, so I guess it was worth it.”

      Was it, though?

      We all climbed into the truck, which was a tight squeeze. No one wanted to sit in the bed of the truck, which was stained with dried blood as well. I’d even caught a whiff of the coppery scent that lingered as we walked by.

      Theo asked, “Anyone know where we’re going?”

      I cringed. Fuck. I hadn’t even thought of that! We’d never be able to catch up to Elijah and the others if we didn’t know where to go.

      Kat, who was driving, said, “Grey told me where Air and his group were spotted before he left. He wasn’t too happy with Boss.”

      I let out a laugh. “I’m not, either, but I’ll deal with that later.”

      Nikki said, “I can’t believe they’re rushing into this blindly. This reeks of a trap.”

      “That’s what I said to Grey,” Kat added with a frown. “He agreed, but couldn’t let Boss go out there alone.”

      I said, “All Elijah can focus on is Air, which is what Air wants. He’s not looking at the bigger picture.”

      Theo asked, “What’s our plan? How do we want to run this?”

      I replied, “If Air knows Elijah is on his way, then he’s going to be ready for them, which means he’ll be expecting us, too. We’re going to have to go in packing and, if push comes to shove, then we go down fighting.”

      Kat said, “Fuck, Daisy. When did you become such a badass?”

      “When I let myself get captured.”

      It was the truth. I’d made a mistake once. It wasn’t going to fucking happen again.
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      As soon as Kat told me where Air and his men had been spotted I knew it was a trap.

      “He knows this place better than any other place he stayed at,” I said.

      Theo replied, “We’re going to come out of this okay.”

      I prayed he was right.

      The mall came into sight in the distance. We parked and traveled the rest of the way on foot. Just seeing the building by the old mall made my skin crawl. It seemed smaller than I remembered, but also more ominous, if that was possible.

      “This was the same place I was able to escape Air.” I shook my head. “For a moment, at least.”

      Theo’s arm went around my shoulder and he gave me a quick squeeze.

      Nikki said, “This place gives me the creeps.”

      I replied, “Me, too. It feels like a bad omen being here.”

      Kat asked, “Do you remember how many entrances and exits there were?”

      “Two, that I know of. There might have been more in the back, though.”

      Theo said, “I say we go to the mall and get some altitude. See what things look like from above.”

      “The second level of the mall was filled with the Dead,” I said, remembering. “I don’t think we should go in there.”

      He gave me a small smile. “There should be access to the roof from the outside. We just have to find it.”

      That made sense, and was also probably what Air’s men had done. We made our way around the mall, never crossing paths with anyone or anything. Theo pointed to a ladder that led to the roof.

      I said, “Sure wish I’d thought about this when I got away last time. All I did was run into a building full of the Dead.”

      My attempt at humor fell short if the looks on their faces was any indication.

      Kat said, “You tried to get away. That’s more than most would have attempted.”

      I nodded, but couldn’t shake the feeling we were being watched. Theo went up the ladder first and I followed with Kat and Nikki right behind me. The air was colder on the roof and I shivered. But at least this time I had a jacket, gun, knife, and ammo. More importantly, at least I wasn’t alone.

      We crept to the edge of the roof, making sure not to step in any soft spots.

      Nikki said, “This would be a death trap if you weren’t able to see the rotten spots.”

      Kat pointed, “Looks like someone found that out the hard way.”

      I wasn’t sure if I was imagining it or not, but the groans of the Dead seemed to linger in the air.

      Theo whispered, “Get down!”

      We all crouched next to Theo. Two men stood in front of the building, looking toward the east.

      “What are they waiting on?” Kat muttered.

      A van pulled up and Air climbed out, looking happier than I’d ever seen him. The look of joy on his face terrified me.

      My finger hovered over the trigger. Just one shot-

      Theo said, “Hold up. They’re bringing someone out of the van.”

      I should have expected it, but when they pulled the sack off and I saw Elijah, I gasped. He was bloodied and bruised, much like I had been a few weeks ago. My heart ached seeing him like that, but I had to focus!

      “Fuck,” Kat muttered. “They have Boss. Who else do they have?”

      I replied, “We have to assume they have everyone.”

      Because I knew Air. This is what he had wanted the entire time.

      I said, “We have to take him out. If we don’t, we’re going to end up playing another game with him.”

      I looked through the scope, steading my shot.

      “Hands up.”

      Guns cocked from behind us and I let out a curse.

      One of the men said over a radio, “We have more of them.”

      Air’s voice came over. “Is she there?”

      “She is.”

      My skin crawled. There was no need for him to say my name. We all knew I was who he was referring to.

      “Good. Bring them down, brother. You have done well.”

      The man actually looked pleased with himself.

      He said, “Leave your guns on the ground and come with me.”

      Kat shot me a look and I slightly shook my head. With a curse, she put her rifle down. We all followed suit.

      The man said, “Head toward the ladder. The man will go first.”

      Theo led the way with Kat behind him. She reached for my hand, pressing it against her back, letting me know she had a pistol.

      I said in a low tone, “I have mine, too. When we get to the bottom, we show no mercy.”

      Nikki touched my back, where my pistol was. “No mercy.”

      We reached the ground and I looked up. The three men who had found us were climbing down, which was pretty reckless of them.

      Theo whispered, “I have a silencer.”

      I nodded once and he pulled his gun out, firing three shots. The men fell to the ground, dead. It was crazy how satisfying the sound of their bodies hitting the ground was.

      I turned and said, “We have to hurry. If Air comes over the radio and they don’t answer, he’s going to know we’ve done something.”

      Kat nodded. “We need to split up. Two of us go to the back and two to the front.”

      We all agreed and Nikki and Theo took off toward the back. I had a moment of panic. What if this was a trap? What if we really hadn’t gotten the upper hand?

      Kat turned to me. “Are you ready for this?”

      Inhaling, I replied, “Yes. I am.”

      We readied our guns and made our way toward the front of the building. Air and several of his men stood in the font, but Elijah was nowhere in sight. Where had they taken him? Kat held up her hand and I stopped. More people were being pulled from the van. I recognized Grey’s voice right away as well as Dave.

      Kat met my gaze and said, “That fucker is going to regret this.”

      We watched as the men were ushered inside, too.

      I muttered, “I don’t like this. At all.”

      Air lifted his radio and said something. He waited and then let out a string of curses that carried on the wind.

      “Guess he knows now,” Kat said.

      Air looked around frantically, as if trying to see us. We leaned against the building to conceal ourselves as best as we could. In that moment, I knew that Air hadn’t planned a trap for us. They were running scared and had gotten sloppy. This was our last chance to kill him, too. I was certain of it.

      I said, “We need to move now. Before he gets inside.”

      Kat nodded and we rushed forward. Men came from the building, surrounding Air, but we didn’t stop. They raised their guns, aiming at us. In a million years I never thought I’d be okay running toward men who were firing right at me. But I guess that’s what the apocalypse had done to people – making them do things they never thought they were capable of.

      Nikki yelled out from the other side of the building, “We got your back. Go!”

      Shots fired around me, but I was focused on Air. He gleefully laughed as I rushed toward him.

      “I knew you’d come back to me, lady. Our union is meant to be!”

      “Fuck you,” I said, lifting my gun.

      His eyes widened at the same moment I pulled the trigger. Time seemed to slow. The bullet made a whizzing sound as it fired. Someone shoved me from behind and I fell to the ground, but they were too late. I’d done it! Air grabbed his chest as red stained his shirt. He, too, fell, and he met my gaze in shock. I smiled as blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. Two of his men rushed to his side, but his gaze never left mine.

      Something buzzed past me and the two men fell, dead. I stood, brushing my scraped palms on my pants. I think someone may have called my name, but I had my sights on Air.

      When I stood in front of him, he wheezed out, “Why, lady? We could have-”

      I silenced him by stomping my boot into his throat. Blood oozed from his mouth, nose, and eyes. It was the most satisfying thing I’d ever seen in my life.

      “Fuck you.”

      I spit in his face before turning. His frantic attempts for breath filled the air and I simply smiled. He was going to die. There was no way he could overcome this. This was finally over.

      Theo ran into the building. A moment later, he came out with Elijah and the others right behind him. Elijah called out my name, rushing toward me. For the first time in months I let myself feel as I threw myself into Elijah’s arms.

      “Are you hurt?”

      I shook my head. “Are you?”

      “I’ll live.”

      Leaning back, I looked him over. He was bruised, but he was right. He would live.

      “Daisy-”

      “I don’t want to fucking hear it, Elijah. You should have let me come with you!”

      He nodded. “You’re right. I was going to say that I’m sorry. I really am.”

      I blinked away more tears. “Let’s end this and then go home.”

      Some of Air’s men had already fled, but those left behind were gathered, hands up in surrender. Some faces I recognized from my beatings, but others I didn’t. There was a moment where I wanted to lift my gun and kill them all. But that isn’t how I wanted our lives to be from now on. This moment was going to define the way we lived.

      I said to the men, “Air is dead. This is over. Go home and don’t ever come back here again. If you do, you’ll die.”

      The men were stunned as they stared back at me. I glanced over my shoulder to find Elijah nodding in agreement.

      One said, “We can’t go back. We have nothing for us there.”

      “Then I suggest you get the fuck out of Oklahoma,” Elijah said. “There’s no place for you here, either.”

      He was right. These men had stood by Air, going along with whatever he wanted. They weren’t the type of people we wanted living amongst us. But, they deserved a second chance to start over somewhere far away from us.

      Kat said from behind me, “Air is starting to turn.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. Air’s skin had turned a greyish color. Every once in a while, he would jerk and make a groaning sound.

      Elijah said, “Let him suffer the same fate he gave to so many others.”

      I shook my head. “No. I won’t live with his ghost haunting me.”

      Pulling the knife I had hidden in my boots, I went over and shoved it into Air’s temple. His entire body slumped, as if relieved to be dead.

      I said, “I want to go home. Now.”

      Because I meant it. This was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Elijah

      

      

      I followed Daisy to the truck she’d come in. My shoulder was killing me, but I’d suffered through worse. Daisy held the door open while I climbed in. Outside, Nikki and Dave held onto each other. Jeff and Hunter stood next to her, each touching her. They were lucky to be alive. I wondered if they knew it? I wonder if any of them knew how close we’d coming to dying tonight.

      Grey and Kat climbed into the truck.

      Grey pulled Kat onto his lap and said, “Let’s go home.”

      Daisy started the truck and we left the mall behind us. I glanced at her. I hoped it would really be that easy. I knew better than anyone that ghosts had a way of showing up when you least expected it.

      When we arrived home, I felt a huge sense of relief as it finally hit me. Air was dead. But was it really that easy?

      Cooper waited at the gates, eyes wide. “Where’s Theo?”

      Daisy replied, “He’s in the van behind us.”

      “It is over? Did we win?”

      Daisy glanced at me before saying, “We did.”

      It didn’t seem real that it was over. We’d fought Air and his men for so long and now it was just… done?

      We reached the hospital. Grey and Kat rushed away to find baby Hilly. Daisy turned to me.

      “We need to talk.”

      I nodded. “Yes. We do. But we need to let everyone know this is over first.”

      She dipped her head once and went to the intercom, asking everyone to meet in the cafeteria. I limped, following her down the hallway. Air had beat the shit out of me in less than an hour. Daisy had been with him for forty days. I couldn’t even comprehend what she had gone through.

      When everyone was gathered, I cleared my throat.

      “Sorry to wake everyone, but we have news. It’s over. We won.”

      There were cheers throughout the room, but there was also sorrow. Marshall sat with an empty spot next to him. A spot where Marianne would have sat if she hadn’t died. Dave, Nikki, Harper, Rocco, and Jeff sat together. But, they too were missing someone. Nancy met my gaze across the room, nodding her head once. Andrews would have been so proud to see us victorious and to know that we would move past this and thrive.

      Someone asked, “Did you kill them all?”

      Daisy came to my side and replied, “Many died, but there were some who lived. They know not to come here or else they will die.”

      Murmurs filled the room.

      Daisy said, “Their leader was a cruel man, but not everyone there was bad. They deserve a second chance.” She paused. “We are alive. Things will get better here and life will go on. What we did today has set the course of our future. Our gates will still welcome those who cross our paths, but we also will show no mercy to those who wrong us.”

      She was right. I hadn’t seen it before, but this was the dawn of a new era. From this point on, we were starting with a fresh slate.

      Grey called out, “I think it’s a damn good idea. We have to give new people a chance since the living are dwindling and the Dead continue to grow.”

      Kat added, “But we have to be smart about it.”

      Daisy nodded. “I was thinking that we could all come up with rules, together, as a community. Elijah has said that he’s not the leader anymore, but someone needs to be in charge.”

      “I agree with this. We need a checks and balances system,” I said. “And once that’s in place, we’ll vote a leader in.”

      “Does this mean someone will be president of our group,” someone asked.

      Dave grinned at me, “President Elijah? I think I like the sound of President Dave better.”

      “Fuck that,” Grey said. “I like the sound of President Grey.”

      This got a round of laugher, but I meant it. After we had established the new rules there would be a vote for a leader. And I’d be okay with it.

      Daisy said, “We’ve taken up enough of your time. Rest easy tonight, knowing we’re safe.”

      People stood, talking amongst themselves. Daisy took my hand into her own.

      “Let’s go talk.”

      She led me to our room. My pulse pounded as we walked. Before, she had said she wouldn’t forgive me if I lied to her. And I had lied. What if she was going to tell me she felt the same way now that she had time to think things over?

      She went into the room first and I closed the door behind us, locking it. She faced me and I couldn’t read the intense look in her eyes. My chest felt tight, as if something heavy was on top of it, making each breath painful.

      “It really made me angry earlier when you wouldn’t listen to me,” she began. “I had finally got the courage to tell you what happened to me and you just didn’t want to hear it.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not that I didn’t want to hear about it, Daisy.”

      “Oh? Because it sure as fuck felt like it.”

      Running my fingers through my hair, I said, “Daisy, I thought I was protecting you. I was wrong.”

      “How does not listening to me protect me?” She shook her head. “I guess that doesn’t matter now that Air is gone, but we have to figure out where we go from here.”

      My knees felt weak, like they might give out.

      “What do you mean?”

      “While I understand that you thought you were keeping me safe, it also brought an ongoing problem in our relationship to light. You don’t see me as an equal, Elijah, and I’m not sure if I can continue living this way.”

      Each word struck my heart like a hot iron.

      “You’re right. I fucked up.” I paused. “It’s not that I don’t see you as an equal. I do it because I can’t bear the thought of losing you.”

      She snorted. “And you think that I don’t feel the same way? That I would want to live if something happened to you?”

      “Daisy-”

      “Do you know why I went out there that night? I thought that I could talk to Air, to reason with him, because I could see that we were running out of options. And I knew that you would do whatever it took to get rid of him, even if that meant dying.”

      My throat felt tight. “I was so scared when we couldn’t find you. And then when he came over the radio-”

      My voice cracked and I blinked tears away.

      “That’s how you make me feel all the time when you do something without talking to me.” She sighed. “I should have told you what I was doing that night, but I knew you’d say no. And I know now that I shouldn’t have gone out there.”

      It gutted me that she felt this way.

      “Daisy, it’s not your fault. It’s mine. If I had been a better leader and had protected everyone, then none of this would have happened. Hell, maybe you would be better off without me.”

      Saying the words out loud hit me harder than I realized. It was true. I hadn’t been able to protect my people and the woman I loved. I wasn’t good enough. I could see that now.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Daisy

      

      

      The look on Elijah’s face broke my heart. I closed the distance between us.

      “It’s not your fault, Elijah. I was the one who went out there, trying to reason with Air. That had nothing to do with what kind of man you are.” I paused. “And you are a good man. I hope you can see that.”

      He shook his head. “I should have tried harder to get you back. You were gone for forty days, Daisy!”

      “Believe me, I know how long I was gone, but none of that matters anymore. Air is dead. You’re alive. I’m alive.”

      But we had lost so many people to get to this point. Friends. Loved ones. I knew that their deaths were partly my fault, since I had put myself in danger. I wondered if there was any way we could move past all the hurt left behind from this war. Could Nikki forgive me for Noah’s death? Would Marshall’s community recover from the loss of so many people? Would we stop expecting their faces to appear as we rounded corners in the hallways?

      There was a flutter in my stomach, something Elijah still didn’t know about. Something that gave me hope.

      I stood. “Elijah, we’re going to get through this. He didn’t break me, even though he tried. And as long as we’re honest with each other, then I know our love can withstand anything.” I inhaled. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      He stilled. “What is it?”

      I tried to find the right words, but couldn’t. Finally, I took another step away from him. He flinched, as if bracing himself.

      “I wanted to tell you so many times, but then the whole incident at the airport happened and I was afraid it was all over.”

      His forehead creased. “I don’t understand.”

      I went on, “If I had known, I wouldn’t have gone out there that night. I hope you know that. Ironically, that was one of the reasons Air didn’t kill me. He said time would tell and I think he knew it would devastate you when you found out.”

      “Daisy, what are you trying to say?”

      I looked into his brown eyes and said, “Why don’t I show you?”

      I lifted my shirt, revealing my stomach. Reaching, I took his hand, cupping the rounded flesh. His gaze met mine before going to my stomach.

      “Are you – Daisy, what are you saying?”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      His eyes widened and he closed the distance between us. “Are you certain?"

      I nodded. “I had my suspicions around the same time Jo announced she was expecting, but then I wasn’t sure. I felt the baby move while I was being held prisoner and that gave me hope. And it hasn’t stopped happening.”

      He pulled me into his arms, kissing the top of my head. “Daisy, this is a miracle.”

      I held him back and replied, “It’s the perfect start this new world.”

      And it was. No matter what happened from here, we would be okay.

      He looked me in the eyes and I thought he was going to kiss me, something I very much wanted. But instead he pulled away.

      Elijah’s face became neutral and he said, “I better go shower. I’m sure I smell awful.”

      He limped to the bathroom, starting the water. A memory of my first night here, with him, crossed my mind and I stood. There had been a distance between us for too long. That ended tonight.
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        Daisy

      

      

      Undressing, I went to the bathroom where he was already in the shower. Steam filled the room, warming my skin. For a moment I wondered if I was doing the right thing. What if Elijah was the one who needed time?

      But, I was tired of questioning every move I made. I was exhausted from worrying. It was time to live in the moment with the man I loved.

      I stepped into the shower behind him, wrapping my arms around his waist. His muscles tensed for a moment before he glanced over his shoulder.

      “I missed you,” I said with a smile.

      “I’ve missed you, too.”

      He turned, so we faced each other and hugged me close to his body. With one hand, I traced little patterns down his chest. The lower I got, the more aroused he became. When I wrapped my hand around his cock, he moaned. His lips met mine in a slow kiss as I pumped him equally as slow.

      “Daisy,” he breathed out.

      I gave myself freely to the passion of the kiss. When his lips seared a path down my neck and shoulders, it was I who moaned this time. I was conscious of where his flesh touched mine as his hand searched for pleasure points. When his palm fanned over my stomach, I met his gaze. The love I saw in his eyes made my eyes water and I kissed him again.

      “I love you so much, Elijah,” I said.

      “And I love you.”

      His hand moved lower, cupping my mound. I moaned when he parted my pussy lips, rubbing my core until I was thrusting against his hand. White sparks fired behind my eyes as I shattered, crying out his name.

      He scooped me into his arms, carrying me from the shower, to the bedroom. I shivered when he placed me on the bed, but was quickly warmed as he covered my body with his own. He slid into me slowly, filling me to the brim. I moaned and he silenced me with a kiss that left me dripping between my legs. When he thrust, it was the most pleasurable thing I’d ever felt in my life.

      “Fuck. I’ve missed this,” he panted out.

      I rocked beneath him, seeking another orgasm. The sound of our bodies meeting thrust for thrust was the most beautiful thing. I wrapped my legs around his waist, feeling him deeper. When he kissed my taunt nipple, I gasped in sweet agony.

      “Elijah!”

      With a wicked grin, he showered my other breast with the same attention. Waves of ecstasy throbbed though me and I knew I was close. I was ready to yield to the searing need I had for him that had been building for months.

      “Daisy! Fuck!”

      The hot tide of passion raged through us as we shattered at the same time. My breaths came in long, surrendering moans that mixed with his cries of pleasure as we moved against each other until we were spent.

      When we were done, Elijah rolled off me, pulling me into his embrace.

      He kissed the tip of my nose. “Hi.”

      Smiling I replied, “Hi to you as well.”

      “I wasn’t too rough, was I?”

      I shook my head. “You were perfect.”

      We laid in each other’s arms for a while before his hardness pressed into my side. Grinning, I climbed onto of him, straddling him.

      “Ride me, dirty girl,” he said with a smile that made my heart melt.

      Leaning forward, I kissed him. His cock grew even harder inside of me until I had no choice but to ride him. Each thrust felt deeper than the next and I moaned, losing myself to pleasure. When I came, I cried out his name. He was right behind me, filling me to the brim with his seed.

      There was a fluttering in my stomach that I hadn’t felt before and I gasped.

      “What is it?”

      Reaching for his hand, I pressed it on my stomach. His dark eyes met mine as his face lit up in joy.

      “Is that-”

      I nodded, my eyes filling with tears. “That’s our baby saying hello.”

      His eyes misted over. “Hi there, little one. This is your daddy.”

      There was another flutter and we both laughed.

      “That right there is what kept me going. It gave me hope.”

      His expression turned somber and I shook my head.

      “No more of that, Elijah.” I pressed his hand harder against my stomach. “This right here is our new beginning. No more looking back. Instead, we’re going to look to our future as a family.”

      He nodded. “Guess I can’t argue with a pregnant woman still straddling me.”

      I laughed. “Damn right.”

      He leaned forward, kissing me. “You are right, Daisy. This is the start of our new life together. And I want to do it right. Will you marry me?”

      Grinning, I nodded. “Of course I will, Sir.”

      His eyes darkened, and I kissed him, letting my tongue lick and taste his mouth.

      “You fight dirty,” he whispered.

      “Just wait until I’ve rested.”

      “Oh?”

      “I plan on showing you just how dirty I can get.”

      His expression made me laugh and feel so much joy at the same time. In a million years, I never thought I’d find the love of my life during the zombie apocalypse. No matter what happened, we would always find a way to work through our problems and become closer in the process. And I couldn’t wait to see what tomorrow would bring.

      “I love you, Daisy.”

      “And I love you, Elijah.”
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Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        7 Months later

      

        

      
        Daisy

      

      

      Elijah came into the room, trying to be quiet. He smelled like fresh hay and sweat, a scent that reminded me that our little community was growing.

      “Is she sleeping?”

      I nodded, pulling the blanket back so he could see baby Dahlia nestled next to me. She was still small for being three months old, but Elijah assured me she was healthy. Still, sometimes I woke up at night just to make sure she was okay. I think it was something mothers had done since the beginning of time and would do until the end of time. I was just glad I didn’t wake up from nightmares anymore. Healing mentally had taken some time, but I knew I was on the right path.

      “She zonked out right after she ate.”

      He gave me a wicked grin. “Can’t say that I blame her. If I got to drink from your delectable tits, I’d fall asleep a happy man, too.”

      I glanced down at my full breasts and grinned. “Is that so?” Sitting, I motioned him over, so I could kiss him. “Mmm. I’ve missed you today.”

      He kissed me back, letting his hand trail to cup one of my breasts. “I’ve missed you, too.”

      “Now, don’t get any ideas. I’m under strict orders from my doctor not to be intimate for a few more weeks.”

      He made a face that looked pain stricken. “Is it really two more weeks? I think your doctor is an idiot.”

      “You’re my doctor, in case you’ve forgotten.” I snorted. “And you’ll be fine, big boy.”

      “What can I say? I’m just anxious to start working on my garden full of little flowers.”

      I swear my heart melted even more, if that was even possible.

      I replied, “I told you we don’t have to name every kid we have after flowers. Dahlia just fit her.”

      Jo was the one who had found the name Dahlia in a baby book Nancy had given her. According to the book, it meant inner strength. And that summed my baby girl up perfectly. She was a fighter, with her daddy’s eyes and my blonde hair.

      He kissed me again. “We’ll just have to wait and see, I guess.”

      I smiled and asked, “Are you already done for the day?” At his look, I said, “I didn’t think you’d be back until the sun went down.”

      “We have some visitors at the gate. It’s the four people I told you about who gave us the tank during the war.”

      The war seemed so long ago, but at the same time felt like it had happened just yesterday. Sometimes I would look for Noah or Marianne and remember they were gone.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “The woman, Paige, said they were on their way out of town when she convinced them to stop by and say goodbye. I think she’s hoping they can stay.”

      I said, “As long as they’re good people, then I think it’s great news.”

      “Me, too.”

      I sighed. “Guess that means I should get dressed and go greet them.”

      “That’s why I’m here, Madame President.”

      I crinkled my nose. “Now I know how you felt being called Boss all those years.”

      “There’s a big difference, Daisy. You were chosen by people to be our leader. I just kind of fell into the role.”

      I still couldn’t believe that our people had wanted me to be the leader, at least for the next four years. We were making a new democracy in the zombie apocalypse and I was honored to be the first leader in this new world.

      He wiggled his eyebrows, “Plus, it’s sexy as hell being married to the President.”

      “And I do love having such a sexy First Husband.”

      He flexed and I giggled, letting him help me from the bed. Dahlia didn’t even stir, which was a blessing. She also had her father’s cranky disposition upon waking, so I tried to let her wake on her own.

      Elijah handed me my shirt and pants.

      I asked, “What about the baby?”

      “Kat and Hilly are going to come sit with her while we’re out.”

      We made our way to the front lobby where a young woman and three older men stood. Elijah hadn’t been kidding – they were old enough to be her father, but I knew better than to judge a book by its cover. The way they stood around her was proof they wanted to protect her.

      “Good afternoon,” I said with a smile. “Welcome to our community.”

      The young woman stepped forward and said, “I’m Paige. It’s so nice to meet you. When Elijah told us that you were okay, we were so relieved.”

      “Thank you.” I paused. “Elijah said you were leaving Oklahoma? Would you like a tour before you go?”

      Paige’s eyes twinkled. “I would love that.”

      Grey and Norm stepped forward, ready to show our guests around.

      As they left, one of the men with Paige whispered, “Holy shit! Isn’t that they guy from Jurassic Zombies?”

      I bit back a smile as the group left for their tour. Norm might not ever live down being on that show before the apocalypse began. It was amusing to see he still had fans even to this day.

      Elijah came to my side, pulling me into his embrace.

      “Today is going to be a damn good day.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        1 year later

      

      

      Nikki tossed her bag into the truck and came over to me. The warm breeze blew around us and brought the scent of flowers from the gardens near the hospital. It was comforting and yet I knew nothing could stop the ache I felt in my chest.

      “Don’t cry. If you do, then I’m going to cry, too.”

      I blinked back tears. “I’m just sad to see you go. I feel like I’m losing my sister.”

      Her eyes misted over. “This isn’t forever. I just… I have to do this. It was his last wish.”

      Nikki had confided in me that right before dying, Noah had said he wanted to go back home, to California. He knew it was a longshot that his family was alive, but he had to see for himself. I think I understood that need better than anyone, but I still hated to see her leave.

      Over her shoulder, Dave and Elijah were embracing. This was going to be hard on everyone.

      “Well, hug me one more time,” I said, wiping my tears away, trying to smile.

      We hugged and then she hugged Jo and Kat.

      “We’ll be back before you know it,” she said with a watery smile.

      We all knew that might not be the case. This might be the last time we saw each other, but, as Jo liked to remind everyone, we had to have faith that things would work out.

      Nikki said to Jo, “Let me kiss baby Noah goodbye.”

      Jo pulled back the blanket and Nikki pressed her lips against little Noah’s forehead. Jo and Norm had both agreed it was only fitting to name their son after the man who had saved Norm.

      “Goodbye, little one.”

      Nikki turned and went to the truck, climbing in. Dave and Elijah hugged one last time before Dave joined her in the truck. Rocco, Hunter, and Jeff all waved as they got it. We all stayed outside until we couldn’t see them anymore.

      Inhaling, I said, “They’ll be back one day.”

      I had to believe that.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        1.5 years later

      

      

      Dahlia and Noah toddled around, following Hilly. She was just like her mother and loved telling the other kids what to do, red hair and all. There were other new children in our community, too, and once a week all the parents would get together to let the little ones play.

      Kat lounged next to me, rubbing her full stomach. “This one is going to be a boy. I know it.”

      I put my hand on her belly, where the baby was visibly kicking. “What makes you think that?”

      “He’s totally different than Hilly was. Always moving and kicking. I never get any rest at night, either.”

      I replied, “You know, Elijah can use the portable ultrasound and tell you for sure.”

      She shook her head. “I want to be surprised this time.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        2 years later

      

      

      “Hilly! Stop trying to put bugs down your sisters’ pants!” Kat yelled next to me. She turned and said, “The twins already go through more laundry than the rest of us.”

      I smiled. “But look at those cute faces. Doesn’t that make it worth it?”

      We looked at little Lindsay and Maegan, who were covered in dirt.

      Kat let out a happy sigh. “Yeah. It does. I just hope the next one is a boy.”

      My eyes widened. “Are you?”

      She nodded and I leaned over, hugging her.

      “Well, maybe we’ll both have boys this time.”

      She gasped. “Daisy!”

      I grinned. “I told Elijah last night. He cried so hard he woke Dahlia.”

      But it had been happy tears. Because our little garden was growing.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        3.5 years later

      

      

      Elijah and I ate in the cafeteria, with Dahlia and baby Jared at our side. Elijah had gotten his wish by keeping up the flower theme in our children’s names, because Jared meant rose in Hebrew. I smiled. My mom would have been thrilled knowing one of her grandkids had become a namesake.

      Cooper and Theo had outdone themselves, making steaks, potatoes, and fresh greens. Just another sign that our community was thriving.

      Elijah asked, “Have you thought about it anymore?”

      “Having another baby or the other?”

      His eyes softened. “You don’t play fair. You know I want to have another baby. I meant had you thought about the election?”

      My first term as President was coming to an end, but no one wanted to run against me. I loved what I did, but some days were tougher than others, like when we had to make an example out of a group who had stolen from us. Those were the days I could live without. But, I was thankful to have Elijah at my side, ready to listen to me vent or cry.

      I replied, “If they will have me for another term, then I’m happy to be reelected.”

      He grinned. “I’ll let Grey know. He’s been pretty worried about it.”

      “Speaking of the devil, he’s headed this way.”

      Grey came toward us, carrying a baby girl in each arm, one in a sling around his chest, and little Hilly hanging onto his leg. It was as comical as it was precious seeing him with so many little daughters.

      “Madame President.”

      I laughed, “You don’t have to call me that, Grey.”

      “I do. Just like I have to call him Boss,” he said, jabbing a thumb in Elijah’s direction.

      Elijah winked at me, “Let him have this one.”

      “Fine.”

      Grey said, “I’m here on official business. There’s a small group at the gate. One woman and four guys.”

      My heart leapt. “Is it Nikki?”

      “No. Woman says her name is Ella. Says she’s related to Marianne.”

      Elijah and I exchanged glances.

      I said, “Bring the group to the lobby.” When Grey was gone, I asked Elijah, “Do you think it’s her half-sister?”

      “Stranger things have happened.”

      I stood. “Let’s go welcome our new guests.”

      We left our kids with Theo and Cooper, who were the best uncles any kid could ask for. As we left, we passed so many familiar faces. Paige, Rhys, Austin, and Darren sat at a table playing cards. They all fit in nicely with our community and I was glad they had decided to stay for now. Jo, Norm, and little Noah were talking to Nancy and her new boyfriend. It made me happy that Nancy was finally allowing herself to be happy. That’s what Andrews would have wanted, after all.

      All around us, life was thriving. Over the years we had lost a handful to the Dead, but things felt like they were shifting, like maybe we would win this war after all. That the living would come out on top.

      We reached the lobby and I stopped. The woman sitting on the couch looked like a younger version of Marianne. Elijah and I exchanged glances.

      Smiling, I said, “Welcome to our community. I’m Daisy.”

      The woman stood. “I’m Ella. Is my sister, Marianne here?”

      “Let’s go talk,” I replied. “And hopefully we can answer any questions that you might have.”

      It was strange how little bits of our past could creep up on us like this. What had led Ella to us? Was it a coincidence or something else?

      Ella asked, “Can my friends come, too?”

      “Of course.”

      I knew that this might not be easy for Ella to hear, but hopefully we would be able to provide her some answers and peace.

      Because, at the end of the day, that’s what we all deserved.

      Elijah stopped me outside of the conference room after the small group had gone inside.

      “How did I get so fortunate to have you in my life?”

      “I believe you pulled me from the loft of a barn, Sir.”

      We both grinned at each other.

      “Would you change any of it?”

      I thought back to all of our moments together; the good and the bad.

      “Hell no. You’re stuck with me, Elijah.”

      He kissed me. “No, not stuck with you, Daisy. Fucking lucky to have you.”

      Grinning, I said, “Just for that, you’re getting lucky tonight.”

      “My dirty girl,” he all but growled. “I love you.”

      “And I love you.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for going on this journey with me. This is where Daisy and Elijah’s story ends, but you never know when you might see a familiar face.

      

        

      
        That being said, Nikki’s Guide to Surviving the Zombie Apocalypse 2 will be out this summer. You’ll get to see what happened to Nikki, Dave, Rocco, Harper, and Jeff when they left Oklahoma and if they made it to California.

      

        

      
        I also have short read planned to release soon that shows how Paige meets Rhys, Austin, and Darren. Believe me, it’s sexy and full of surprises.

      

        

      
        And, Ella and her friends have a story of their own to tell. The Debutante and the Dead will be out late summer/early fall.

      

        

      
        If you’ve enjoyed reading this world, please sign up for my newsletter, where you’ll get release dates, cover reveals, and other book news.

        Sarah’s Newsletter

      

        

      
        XOXO,

        Sarah
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