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(Recap from Book One)

Screaming and pops of gunshots startled me out of sleep. “What the fuck?” Caleb growled as he leapt from the bed and pulled his jeans on. I could hear Aiden and Zach moving around.

“Go and find Lily and get to the medical unit,” Aiden growled as he strapped guns to his chest. “Take this. But don’t use it if you can avoid it.”

He slapped a sword in my hand. I hadn’t had a lot of training, but I’d done enough work with Adam that I could at least protect myself somewhat. I nodded silently and ran out of the cottage. People were scrambling, and screams sounded from everywhere. I scanned the crowd as they took off in all directions. A lot of the guys took up their guns and weapons and ran toward the front of the property. Others gathered up the kids and took them to the tents.

“Where’s Lily?” I shouted to Peyton, who was gathering some of the little ones up and into one of the caravans.

“I don’t know,” she called back to me. I ran through the crowd toward the caravan that Clare shared with her daughter, Summer. I smashed my fist against the door and swung it open.

“Lily,” I shouted.

“Ilah,” I heard cry from beneath one of the beds. I moved into the caravan as more pops of gunshots sounded. 

“Come here, little one, you’re safe. We are going to go to the medical unit with Brodie.”

Lily nodded her head. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she climbed into my arms, burying her face into my neck. I held her tight against me as I ran around the cottage and headed toward the back of the main house. I instantly realised my mistake when I got to the side of the house. To get in, we had to go in through the front door, which meant going around the front of the building. The fighting I could hear was coming from the front of the property. While the property line was a little way from the main house, it would still put me and Lily out in the open. I could hear voices shouting, but couldn’t make out what they were saying.

“Ilah,” I heard Linda call. I looked up and saw her in a window. “Pass Lily up here to me and then go to the back door. Tom is moving the desk in front of the door, and we will be able to help you climb up.”

I nodded and moved to the window that Linda was hanging out of. “Here, Lily girl, go to Aunty Linda.”

Lily nodded and lifted her body enough that Linda could clasp her under the arms and pull her into the window. Once Linda had Lily safely inside, I raced around to the back of the property. Everyone who wasn’t part of the security team was hidden away in the tents and caravans. Some of the security team stood guard between the main house and the rest of the community. Their guns were poised and ready for action. I made it to the door of the main house, and Tom had it propped open.

“Here, climb up here,” Tom called as he lowered a chair to the ground. I climbed onto the chair and pushed myself up into the house. Tom closed the door behind me, and I helped him move the desk back against the door. We ran back through to the front of the house. I could hear Linda talking quietly to Lily and knew they would be in the treatment room. 

“We need to block these windows,” I said, pointing to the windows that lined what once was a living room. Tom and I moved in unison and started to shove bookshelves across the floor to cover the windows. It wasn’t ideal, but it would create more of an issue for people to get in if we were being invaded. 

“I’ve locked the front door and put chairs against it,” Tom said. I nodded my head. We had already boarded up the windows of the treatment rooms, so that would prevent people from getting in there easily. If they really wanted to get in, they would, but it would at least give us some time to fight back.

“Do you know what is going on?” I asked as we breathed heavily.

Tom shook his head. “I couldn’t make it out. There was a gunshot and a few screams, and then the next thing I knew, there were a lot more gunshots.”

“Shit,” I growled. My mind instantly went back to the crawlers. Surely, they wouldn’t have made it out this far already. My belly was full of nervousness, and I felt sick at the thought of what was happening. This was the first time the community had faced any kind of danger. I felt completely unprepared, but I would do what I could to protect everyone.

“There are security members in front of the building,” Linda said as she came into the room.

The gunshots had stopped, but the shouting continued. We moved into the treatment, and I sat down beside Brodie.

“Has he woken again?” I asked Linda over my shoulder.

She shook her head. “No. He is still unconscious. He responds a little more to stimulus, so he is floating just beneath the surface.”

“That’s good news.” I stroked my hand over his hair and kissed the top of his head. “You’ve got this, Brodie. Lily is here with you.”

“Hi, Brodie,” she said quietly. “There are some bad people here, but Aiden, Hamish, Zach and Caleb are going to protect us. Ilah has come to protect you and me.”

I smiled and felt my eyes burning. I wanted nothing more than for Brodie to wake up and be okay. We didn’t know how he would be once he did wake up. I’d felt so much more hopeful once he woke up earlier, but now my heart was aching again. His cheeks were still pale, and he looked like he was starting to lose weight. 

A knock on the front door made me jump and yelp. Tom and I went out of the room. Linda locked the door behind us, and I heard her murmuring to Lily quietly.

“Who is it?” Tom growled.

“It’s me,” Aiden answered. We moved the chair, and I swung open the door. My eyes widened and I gasped. Aiden held a girl of about fourteen in his arms. She was unconscious and bleeding badly. Her face was bruised and broken, and looked like she had been beaten to a pulp.

“Jesus,” I gasped as I moved out of the way and ran toward the treatment room and swung open the door. 

Linda looked up, and her eyes widened. “Put her here,” she directed, moving over to the bed that was set up opposite where Brodie was lying.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I don’t know. But three more girls are coming in,” Aiden called over his shoulder just as I heard more movement coming through the house. Hamish, Caleb and Adam moved into the other room that was set up as a treatment room.

“Linda, you work on this one. Aiden, you and Ilah come with me and start to help the others.”

I nodded silently and raced into the other room. The girls who were laid out on the treatment tables looked like they ranged from the ages of sixteen to twenty. They were so thin and looked like they had been beaten. All three were awake and conscious, but they were trembling like leaves.

Aiden and Tom immediately started working with the first two, checking them for signs of concussion and their injuries. I moved over to the third girl. She watched me with wide blue eyes. She was painfully thin, and her lips were cracked like she were dehydrated.

“Hello, my name is Ilah. What is your name?” I asked.

She shook her head and clamped her lips tight together. I frowned. “Were you being held captive?”

She glanced over at her friends before looking back at me and nodding her head subtly. I frowned but nodded in understanding. “How did you get here?”

Her lips tightened again, but she looked down at her hands that were trembling. “We ran away,” she whispered. 

I nodded. “They are going to need fluids, the wounds are superficial, and the others are in the process of healing,” Aiden explained. “I’m going to set up some IVs of saline.”

Tom and Aiden went and grabbed some equipment and explained to the girls what they were doing as they went about putting cannulas in their arms to get the hydration started. 

“I’ll go and help Linda,” Tom said quietly, squeezing Aiden’s arm once all of the girls were settled on the bed. 

“How long have you all been running away for?” I asked.

The girl who was in the middle bed that Aiden had been working on looked up at me. “Just over a week.”

My eyes widened, and I exchanged a glance with Aiden. “What is your name?”

“I’m Sofia, this is Mya and Ruby. The girl that your men shot is Aria.”

“Shot?” I gasped as I looked over at Aiden in alarm. 

He shook his head. “Cameron shot her after she shot at him. He hadn’t seen who shot, just the direction it came from. She took a bullet to the stomach.”

“Christ,” I whispered.

Aiden nodded and turned back to Sofia. “I’m sorry that your friend got shot. You are safe here. We aren’t the people you escaped from.”

Sofia scoffed. “You just shoot people.”

“We only shoot people who shoot at us. What were you thinking?” he growled in rebuttal.

Sofia’s eyes dropped. “We were stupid. We saw the guys in your guard house and thought we wouldn’t be able to sneak past them. We haven’t eaten anything in weeks. We haven’t had anything to drink in days. We needed something; we were desperate.”

“But why not just approach?”

Sofia scoffed again. “And what? Be captured and returned to the cunts that took us.”

I shook my head. “We would never.”

“But we didn’t know that,” she replied.

I sighed and nodded. “I understand. I’m sorry that Aria got shot. I really am. Linda and Tom will do everything they can to save her. You are safe here. We will protect you, and I promise you that we aren’t going to send you back to your captors.”

Sofia nodded. “I guess we don’t really have a choice but to believe you. You have us here now, and we can’t go on any further.”

I reached out my hand and gently squeezed her ankle. “Do you know who the people are that took you?”

“She’s stable,” Linda said from behind us before Sofia had a chance to answer my question. 

“She is going to be alright?”

Linda nodded. “She is very lucky that Cameron is a terrible shot; she got skimmed across the side. She is going to get a few stitches and some antibiotics, but that is the least of her injuries. She is very dehydrated and has been sexually assaulted; she has a lot of damage.”

Aiden growled, and I felt my throat tighten. I turned my attention back to Sofia. “Is that the same story for all of you?”

Sofia’s eyes welled up, and she bit into her bottom lip as she nodded her head. My heart ached, and the air in my lungs escaped. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “Crawlers?”

Sofia looked at me with confusion. “I don’t know what they are.”

“The people who took you, were they called crawlers?”

Sofia shrugged. “I don’t know. They were a group of men. There are more girls. Lots of them. They wanted to get us pregnant and make a new community.”

The thought that these girls might all be pregnant with their rapists' babies brought a whole other level to their story.

“Where were you held?” I asked.

“Near Geelong.”

My eyes widened, and my mouth dropped open. No wonder they had been running for a week. They had managed to get so far. How they had survived this long was amazing. 

“You are safe now. I’m going to let you rest, and we will bring you some food,” Aiden explained as he turned to leave the room. “It’s time to bring the war against these bastards.”

I nodded my head, but couldn’t stop my stomach from clenching with fear. This was dangerous, but as I looked at the girls, I knew it was time. We needed to stop these men and protect the girls and women that they had taken. It was time for war.
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A member of each team sat around the large dining table by the fire pit. I looked up and down the table. This was our first council meeting, and there was so much to discuss. The last few days had been a nightmare. The three girls who had arrived on our doorstep were still in the hospital with injuries and dehydration. They had all been sexually assaulted over a period of time, and one of them was worse than the others, having been beaten badly before they ran and then having a bullet skim her body.

“Thank you, everyone, for coming to our first council meeting. While this is our official council for now, that doesn’t mean that over time we won’t have changes as the community's needs grow,” Aiden addressed the table. He looked absolutely exhausted. We were all feeling the same way. It had been so exhausting since the strike happened. It felt like so long ago, but in truth, it had only been just over a month. 

“First of all,” Aiden said, drawing my attention back to him. “Our medical unit is currently full. The building team has been graciously working their asses off to get the extension finished on the medical unit, but if we have more girls and women coming back here, I’m thinking we are going to need to either build a specific building or make the medical unit bigger again.”

“We could use the women's tent for a medical unit to begin with; the women would fit in the main house for now,” Zach suggested.

Aiden nodded his head and jotted it down on the pad he had in front of him. “That is something to think about. How many people do you have in your team at the moment?”

“Fifty-seven. Some of them are qualified or were apprentices in different building industries.”

“That’s a good number. Some of the teen boys have spoken to me and said they are interested in learning. Do you have some that could take them under their wing?”

“Definitely. The more hands we can get in the building team, the better.”

“I can’t lose any of my team,” Hamish said. “We are going to need as much security as possible.”

“I agree. I don’t want to take any of the security team away. How many do you have?”

“Forty.”

Aiden winced and shook his head. “That’s not enough. If we do get ones coming with guns, then we need more security. The fence is good, but it only covers the front of the property. We are going to have to secure the rest of our property. We can’t take risks that they are going to come from the back, especially if the crawlers realise we have a lot of women.”

I felt my anxiety racket up into my throat. The very thought of crawlers coming here was terrifying. They wouldn’t stop until they had all of our women and girls. We weren’t safe.

“We need to revisit the teams and do some shuffling,” I suggested. “We have eleven on the cleaning, kitchen and stock team.”

Aiden wrote it down on his list with a frown. “That makes one hundred and eight; there can’t be another hundred adults and teens on the gardening team and collections.”

“There isn’t,” Shane said.

“So, where are these people? What are they doing and how have we missed them?”

“Aiden, you all have been so busy,” Evie soothed. “It’s not been easy to do what you’ve done in such a short time. Do you have the list of everyone that is currently in the community that doesn’t include the children?”

Aiden nodded and handed over his notebook that had all the names.

“Zach, can you tell me who is in your team?” Evie asked with her highlighter poised. 

As Zach started to go down his list of people, she highlighted each name. She then grabbed a different colour and highlighted the kitchen team and the medical team, before asking Caleb and Shane for the people on their teams.

“Okay, so by calculation, we have got seventy-eight people that still need jobs assigned to them. Ironically enough, they are all very able-bodied people, and not teens.”

I frowned and took the list from Evie, and scanned over the list. “I was sure that we had assigned these people to teams.”

Evie hummed. “I recognise a few of these names; there are a couple of them that will do anything they can to get out of work.”

“So, what do you suggest we do if they refuse to work?”

“Kick them out,” Hamish growled. “We can only support the people who are willing to support us. We don’t have enough food to feed people who aren’t going to give of themselves to the community.”

“I agree,” Evie said with a firm nod. “We don’t have any place for laziness.”

Evie was an elderly lady, a grandmother of an adult, and yet she worked just as hard as the others here. If she could do it, then there was no excuse for anyone else. Evie was our eldest resident. 

“Alright, let’s address this tomorrow. Shane, can you give us an update on how the foraging, gardening and hunting are doing?”

Shane began to talk about the garden beds his team had started to grow and the food that they had managed to forage with the help of Micah. Each council member gave a rundown on what they were doing and what needed to happen. My team was coming along really well. We had been working closely with Caleb’s collections team and had a huge amount of stock. While our stock room was full, it wouldn’t last like that forever. We still had to be careful and ration. One of the issues that was starting to present itself for us was that people wanted stock, and they wanted more than their fair share. They were scared of running out, and there had been some grumbling about the rations.

So far, we had been able to squash any problems before they happened, but it wouldn’t be long before there would be more issues. We had to consider that birthdays were coming up and people wanted to give their kids gifts, but while the items were being stocked by us, it was causing a bit of a headache. I knew in time we would be able to fix it and come up with a solution that would work for the majority.

“I had an idea if I can share,” I spoke. Aiden turned his attention to me and nodded his head. “I’ve been made aware of three birthdays coming up within the next few weeks. A couple of the parents came to me and asked about presents for their children. Obviously, there are no stores where they can buy toys and stuff from. I’m wondering if we can come up with a way for parents to buy products like that from our stock room.”

“That’s a good idea,” Evie agreed readily. 

“What would you use for money?” Caleb asked.

“I was thinking we could give people vouchers for the work they do. That might encourage others to work. Those who have vouchers can use them to buy luxury items; we have makeup, clothes, toys, books, all that sort of thing. Even coffee and stuff that we find that is brand new. All these items we aren’t using just as a staple. So, if they can buy those things with their vouchers, then it keeps the stock moving in our store room, but it might stop some of the grumbling that’s been happening.”

“Grumbling?” Aiden questioned.

I nodded. “Some people aren’t happy with the rationing that is happening. They want specialised items that we aren’t willing to give away. So, if they can buy those items with the vouchers, that stops the grumbling.”

“Good idea,” Caleb grinned over at me and gave my knee a squeeze beneath the table.. “The collections team is planning on going further afield. We’ve seen a few towns that don’t seem to have many people there.”

“That brings up another thing,” Shane interrupted. “What do we do if others want to join the community?”

“We have the space,” Aiden mused. “We don’t have the buildings at the moment, but if they are willing to put in the work and they are good people, then I’m happy for them to be here.”

“How will we know if they are good people?”

Aiden shrugged. Shane took the question straight out of my mouth. “I will be interviewing each person,” Hamish answered. 

Shane smiled and sat back in his seat. “Very good then.”

“On the topic of buildings, I was told by one of the guys today that there is a truck company that’s been abandoned not far from here. A couple of the trucks have cranes on them. I was considering the high school, which has all of them portable buildings, we could use them as housing.”

My eyes widened, and a huge smile formed on Aiden’s lips. “That is fucking brilliant.”

“Do you know if they have containers at the truck depot?” I asked.

“Possibly, but if we can find a bus company, they could work too for housing.”

“Shit. I never thought of anything like that,” Aiden chuckled with a shake of his head.

“That’s why you have a council and a group of people to work with you,” Evie laughed. 

Aiden’s smile was bright, and I felt the air begin to lift. For the first time in days, it felt like we were moving forward quickly. 
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Screaming filled the medic unit as I walked inside. “Brodie, you’re safe, come on, it’s going to be alright,” Tom was shouting over the top of Brodie’s screams. Caleb had come running into the cottage, yelling that Brodie had finally woken after being in a coma for over a week. Relief had filled me, but now, hearing the blood-curdling screams, my heart sank. We hadn’t been able to ascertain if Brodie had suffered a brain injury in the attack when Kasen had slammed him in the head with a rock. Brodie had been protecting one of the girls from Kasen’s grabby hands, and Kasen hadn’t taken kindly to it. 

“Brodie, settle down, sweetheart,” Linda cooed. 

I moved into the treatment room. Brodie was kneeling at the end of the bed, his eyes were wild as he flung his arm around. IV lines were swinging, and his arms were bleeding where they had once been, causing me to wince.

“Brodie,” I gasped as I rushed to his side. He looked at me, but his eyes weren’t seeing me. His fear was all over his face. I looked back at Tom and Linda. “Is there something we can give him?”

Tom nodded. “I can give him some Valium, but I’ve only got pills available.”

I winced. “Shit.” I turned back to Brodie. He was filled with terror, and I didn’t know how to get through to him. 

Aiden and Zach appeared in the doorway with worry etched into their faces. Aiden slowly started to approach Brodie, who was pressed firmly against the wall, and his fingers were clawing at his neck and chest. My heart was breaking, and I felt completely helpless. Caleb and Hamish appeared in the room.

“Brodie,” Aiden called quietly. He held his hands up and slowly approached Brodie like he was facing off with a wild animal.

Brodie watched Aiden, tears streaked down his cheeks, and he twisted his neck to look around the room at everyone who stood staring at the boy with concern.

“It hurts,” he sobbed.

Aiden sighed and stepped closer. All of the fight dropped from Brodie’s body, and he allowed Aiden to pull him into his arms. I noticed the moment that Brodie finally became aware of who we were. His sobs grew louder, and his body shook under the weight of his tears.

I moved to the side of the bed, and Brodie let go of Aiden to crawl into my arms. He clung to me as I smoothed my hand up over his back. 

“Sweetheart, it’s going to be alright,” I whispered.

“I’m scared.”

“I know you are. You’ve been very sick, but now that you are awake, it’s going to be okay, you are going to be okay.”

“My head hurts.” 

I looked over at Aiden, who nodded his head. “I’ll get him some painkillers.”

“Brodie, can you lie back on the bed? We need to clean your arms up, sweetheart,” Linda explained gently.

Brodie lifted his head and sniffled before he nodded and lay back on the bed. I pulled the blankets up over his legs, and Linda quickly moved over to clean the blood from his arms where he’d pulled the cannulas from his veins.

“Okay, buddy, I’ve got you some medicine, it’s going to help take away the pain,” Aiden said when he came back with a glass of water and some pain pills.

Brodie reached out with shaky hands and took the tablets, swallowing them with a wince. He gulped the rest of the water and sighed. “I’m still thirsty.”

“I’ll get you some more,” Aiden replied with a smile. Brodie gave him a shaky smile and nodded before grimacing.

“It hurts when I move my head.”

“You had a bad bang on the head,” I explained. I wasn’t sure how much he remembered of what happened to him. There would be time to explain that if he didn’t have memory, my main concern was making him comfortable. “You’ve been in a coma for over a week, so it’s going to take some time for your head to heal.”

“I remember,” he moaned. “Why did Kasen do that?”

Brodie’s eyes welled with tears again and started to fall down his cheeks. I reached out and squeezed his hand. “Kasen lost his temper and did something really bad. He is being punished by Hamish and Cameron.”

Brodie yawned, and his eyes started to droop. Aiden returned with a bottle of water and uncapped it to hand to Brodie, who took a sleepy sip. 

“I’m tired.”

I squeezed his leg and smiled. “Go to sleep, Brodie. I’ll be here.”

“Thanks, Mum,” he murmured as he drifted off to sleep.

My eyes widened. He was confused. He’d been through a lot. He didn’t mean that.  A hand gripped me, and I glanced back to see Hamish squeezing my shoulder. He smiled warmly at me and nodded his head. 

“He’s going to be okay.”

I nodded and reached up for Hamish’s hand, squeezing it. “I hope so,” I whispered. God, I hoped so.
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Brodie fell into a peaceful sleep. I don’t think I let out a breath until he was calm again.

“Jesus, what a way for him to wake up,” I murmured.

Aiden chuckled and skimmed his fingers up onto my neck and squeezed. “It often happens when they come out of a coma, there is high anxiety. He will wake up a little easier next time.”

I nodded and felt my heart start to ease. I held Brodie’s hand firmly and skimmed my thumb over the back of his hand. “Lily will be glad to have him awake.”

“I haven’t told her yet, but when he is more stable, I’ll let her know so that she can come in and visit.”

I leaned back into my chair, and Aiden put his arm around my shoulders, pulling me into his chest. He kissed the top of my head, and I lifted my face. Aiden lowered his face and pressed his lips to mine. I moaned quietly as he deepened the kiss and tangled our tongues. His eyes were dark when he broke the kiss. 

“We’ve got this.”

I chuckled and sighed. “I hope so. I don’t think we have a choice.”

“I’m glad I get to do this with you, though.”

I smiled up at him and nodded. “I’m glad that I get to do this with you, too. Without you guys, I think I would be dead.”

Aiden’s fingers skimmed along my cheek and chin before dipping to my neck. “I’ll always protect you.”

My belly flipped with his words. I had felt safe with Aiden since I first met him. The more I got to know all of my men, my boyfriends, I had never felt so protected. My thoughts went to Hamish and the way he’d comforted me after Brodie woke up. I wondered if that meant he was interested in joining our unusual relationship. The option had been left open. But I’d understood his feelings. He’d lost his girlfriend in the strike. That was hard to overcome, and I understood he wouldn’t want to jump into something. I’d not pushed him, and as far as I’m aware, the guys hadn’t either. 

“I have to go and check on Aria; she still has a high fever from the infection.”

I winced and shook my head. The poor kid. She was fourteen years old and had been through so much. When she came to us, with her three friends, she’d been in the worst condition of all of them. Her body was starved and beaten. She’d still managed to shoot at Cameron. Thankfully, Cameron had been shooting back blindly and managed to only skim her with the bullet. However, the damage was already done. Aiden had to operate with Tom and Linda’s assistance to remove her uterus that had been damaged by the bastards that held her. The very thought of what she’d been through caused bile to rise in my throat. 

I stood and took Aiden’s hand. “I’ll come with you.”

I followed Aiden out of the treatment room and into the one that held Aria. “The collections crew should be back soon with the trucks and some of the portables. Zach and the building crew are going to get them set up so that we can move the medic unit over there. We were thinking about what to do with this building, what do you reckon that we use it for the security?”

I nodded. “I agree,” I said as I went to Aria’s side. “Have you talked to Hamish about it?”

“Yeah. He thought it was a good idea, considering it’s the first building. Until we can build something more permanent at the gates.”

I sighed. “There is so much to do still.”

“There is, baby, but look how far we’ve come.”

I smiled over at him and glanced down at Aria, who was lightly sleeping. I reached out and touched her forehead. Her temperature felt like it had come down. I hoped that meant the antibiotics that were running through the IV were working. Aria’s eyes blinked open, and I smiled down at her.

“Hey girl, how are you feeling?” 

She looked over at Aiden, her eyes were still filled with fear, and I could tell from the way that her hands trembled that she was uncomfortable around him. She reacted the same way around all men. I didn’t blame her. She’d been through hell.

“Better. It doesn’t hurt so much today.”

“That’s great news.” I ran my hand over her blonde hair. “The girls have been pretty keen to see you. Do you feel up to having some visitors?”

“They are still here?” Aria’s eyes were wide, and she gasped.

“They sure are, they won’t be going anywhere without you.”

Aria’s brows pulled into a frown as she looked at me. “But if we wanted to leave, we could?”

I nodded. “Of course. No one here is held captive. You can come and go whenever you want.”

Aria let out a sigh. I was keen to get the team up and happening to go and rescue the girls, but there was more that had to be done. The collections team were working hard gathering as much as possible, including weapons. The building team were working long hours to get the buildings up and ready to have space for them, and the security team were training everyone. We were almost ready. I knew that this was going to be a war, and I worried about how many people we might lose. We weren’t a skilled army. And for all we knew, the crawlers were a lot more deadly than we. But we had to take the chance. We couldn’t leave these girls in the hands of the sick fucks that had them. I couldn’t look the other way.

“Do you think they will come looking for us?”

I slipped my fingers over Aria’s and squeezed her hands. Adrian busied himself around the room, pretending not to listen. He’d been very mindful not to be overbearing or get too close to any of the girls. 

“They might, but they would have to know where you went first. Can you tell me about your escape?”

Aria breathed in deeply and slowly let it out. “We left in the middle of the night. We’d watched the guys for a week to see what their routine was. Sofia noticed that at around three in the morning, the guards went to bed and left the place unguarded. We snuck out of the building and through the gates. Then we just ran. We didn’t have a direction. We ran along the edge of the highway but stayed off the road so that we could hide better.”

God, I couldn’t imagine how scary this must have been for them. And to know that they were already sporting various injuries. The pain that Aria must have been in to make it this far was unbelievable. 

“You all did a great job getting away.”

“I wanted to take more girls, but they were too scared, so we could only take the ones that would leave.”

I nodded. “How many other girls were there?”

“In our building, there were twelve.”

“And they were all teenagers?”

Aria’s eyes filled with tears, and she shook her head. “There were even little girls. The youngest was four.”

Bile rose in my throat, and I exchanged a look with Aiden. Four years old. Fuck. Fury washed over me. I wanted to tear their world apart. I had never wanted to kill anyone, but sitting there thinking about a four-year-old being put through what Aria had been through made me want to destroy every man who dared to look at a child the wrong way.

“Where are your parents?”

Aria shrugged a slim shoulder. “I was at my friend's house when the asteroid struck. We thought it was a big joke. Her parents had invited heaps of people over, and we were going to watch it. No one expected it to end up being the way it did.”

“How did you survive?”

“I don’t know. Everyone at Laney’s house was dead. There was a big boom, and then suddenly I was knocked back against a tree. When I woke up, there was ash all over me, and everyone around me was dead. I ran back to my house, but the house had collapsed. I tried to find Mum, Dad and my brothers, but I couldn’t find anything. I was going to go to my Nana’s house, she lived around the block, but a guy said he would help me. I was stupid.”

Aria’s eyes were filled with tears, and she shook her head. “I thought he was going to help me. But he took me to that building. I was the first girl there. He said he was keeping me there safe to help me and would bring my family back when he found me. But then, over the next few days, more girls were brought there. And then more than. That’s when they started hurting us.”

“Christ,” I groaned. “He was targeting you.”

Aria nodded. “I tried to escape, but when he caught me, he beat me and chained me to a pole on the wall and wouldn’t feed me.”

I’d never felt anger like it. “Do you remember where the place was?”

“Yeah, it was down on the docks in Geelong. My dad worked with the guy. His name is Arthur Gillespe.”

I glanced up at Aiden, who nodded his head in acknowledgement that he’d heard and made note of what Aria told us.

“We are going to do everything we can to put a stop to this,” Aiden growled.

Aria’s eyes widened, and she looked over at him. “You promise?”

“I promise.”
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Chapter Four
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Zach offered to sit with Brodie while I went to go and visit with the security team with Aiden. I wanted to know more about what they had planned and who they were going to have go with them to attempt to get some of these girls free. The thought of what danger was going to face us scared me, but my anger was stronger. I walked into the makeshift security tent that had been set up at the front of the property. Caleb’s team hadn’t returned yet with the trucks. We were expecting them very soon, and then it would be all hands on deck, so I needed to get in to speak to Hamish before I no longer had time.
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