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    Chapter One




    NO ONE, IN THE HISTORY of all of mankind, had ever been as big an idiot as Sean Daniels.




    He tapped the yellow number two pencil in quick rhythm against the stack of weekly guard assignments and stilled his drumming foot. He had to settle down. She was taken. He had missed his chance and missed it big.




    Laney Landry was perfect, and he hadn’t seen it until it was too late. Until she’d given her heart to another man because Sean hadn’t nurtured it enough. Hell, he hadn’t nurtured it at all.




    He let out an explosive sigh and leaned back into the creaking office chair. Dead Run River hadn’t changed all that much in the year since she’d left with Derek Mitchell. But him? She’d started a change in him the likes of which he’d never undergone his entire twenty-eight years.




    It had started slowly, like a small ember throwing a lazy spark onto dry tinder. The night she’d admitted she was leaving with Mitchell, something had gone cold in his gut, a clawing at him that said he’d made a terrible mistake, and it was much too late to right the wrong. She’d chosen, and it hadn’t been him. It’s not like he could blame her. She’d put herself out there time and time again only for him to swat her down like some jungle cat teaching its young to stop playing with mice and hunt them instead.




    But there had been Aria. Aria-the-Dead, the wife he’d coveted even after her heart stopped beating. Even after she had come looking for him with her empty eyes and bloodstained summer dress. He hadn’t been worthy of Laney when she’d been ready. He’d only just laid Aria to rest, and if he was honest with himself, Laney scared the shit out of him.




    She was impulsive, deadly, brave, smart-mouthed, and wouldn’t take an order from him if her life depended on it. She was perfect. He had just been too messed up with the second death of his wife to see it.




    “Sean!” Mel snapped from the open doorway. “I’ve called you three times. You alive in here?”




    He jumped up like he’d been caught rifling through someone else’s underwear drawer. “What?”




    She took a long, slow breath, and her moss green eyes focused on him. “She’s here.”




    His face was a careful mask of ambivalence, but inside, tiny explosions were pinging against his organs. Laney.




    His hand shook so badly as he set the number two on the stack of papers, he accidentally knocked a jar of paperclips to the ground with a clatter.




    Well, hiding his emotions from Mel to spare her feelings was going swimmingly.




    Her eyes held the slightest hint of sadness in their seafoam depths before she washed her face clean of the vulnerability. “Leave them. And Sean?”




    He hesitated just a moment before bringing his apologetic gaze to hers. He really was sorry they hadn’t managed to be more than friends. She deserved more. “Yeah?”




    A slow grin crooked her lips. “It’s okay. I know what she meant to you.” She turned, and he followed her out of the small log cabin that served as guard headquarters and his office.




    Maybe if he could explain. “I just thought I’d never have to see her and Mitchell again and I would eventually be able to move on. And now she’s back and it’s making me—”




    “Crazy?” she offered.




    He huffed a surprised laugh. “Yeah. Crazy works.”




    “Have you made any headway with moving on over the past year?” she asked.




    He couldn’t bring himself to admit such a weakness out loud, so he shook his head instead.




    “Then maybe seeing her will be your answer. She’s moved on. It’s time you do too.”




    The Dead Run River colony leader set a quick pace, and Sean jogged to keep up. The winding trail that led to the front gates was littered with dry plants curling into themselves in preparation for the long, frigid Rocky Mountain winter, and pines that stretched to the clouds towered over them in a protective canopy.




    Finn, his second-in-command, was talking to Sean’s four-year-old daughter, Adrianna, just inside the towering wooden front gates of the colony. The gates that kept humans in and Deads out.




    “Hey, Ade,” he said as the little dark-headed girl waved. She looked so much like her mother, it sometimes struck him like a blow. “You been good for Mr. Finn today?”




    “Yeah, and he taught me how to aim his gun.”




    Sean arched an eyebrow at the muscle-bound behemoth. “Unloaded?”




    Finn cocked a toothy grin. “For now.”




    A clearing stood between the treeline and the large felled timbers constructed in an impenetrable wall to keep Deads out. And in that clearing was the red truck they’d come into Dead Run River in after the fall of his own colony near Denver the year before. The paint was chipped in a few places, and the Chevy sported a few new dings here and there, but it was mostly as he remembered it. Guist, who had asked for gate duty that day, was clapping Mitchell on the back and grinning from ear to ear. Sean’s heart picked up in a thumping cadence to match the pounding of peppered gunfire.




    There she was.




    From where he stood, he had a perfect view of her face. She smiled at Eloise who had already made her way to them. Laney’s dark hair was pulled back from her face, and her cheeks glowed with a rosy hue to match her full and smiling lips.




    He closed his eyes to steady himself, and Mel leaned her head against his shoulder. “It’s hard having something you want so badly just out of your reach, isn’t it?”




    He draped his arm around her shoulder in understanding. Nothing had worked out the way it was supposed to. Not for him and not for Mel.




    Laney unzipped her jacket and exposed a sweater-clad belly swelling with child.




    A knife. It was a knife in his gut.




    “Steady there, Captain,” Mel murmured. “You’ll give yourself away with that face.”




    “Did you know?”




    “No. Doesn’t even look like they told Guist.”




    Indeed, it didn’t. Guist’s expression had gone completely blank, and a big dumb smile slowly spread across his face, wide enough to crack it open completely.




    “Appear weak when you are strong, and strong when you are weak,” Mel murmured.




    “Quoting The Art of War to me right now isn’t really helping. That’s the book I gave her last year.”




    Mel looked steadily at the happy reunion in front of them. “I know.”
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    Vanessa chatted with her brother Nelson as they strolled along the barbed wire path that led from the garden gates to the colony entrance.




    “Well if I show you favoritism, it’ll cause dissension among the ranks,” she said.




    “Yeah, but it’s garden duty. It’s not guard duty. Everyone knows I’m your brother, and nobody cares if I get a longer lunch than them. Plus, Laney is going to teach me to shoot, and there isn’t enough time if I don’t have a longer lunch.”




    Vanessa pulled a face. Laney. There she was again, all pretty and irresistible and irritating. Even Nelson couldn’t hide his gigantic crush on the canker sore. What was it about her?




    “Eloise!” a ragged scream sounded.




    Vanessa jerked her head up. Speak of the devil and she shall appear.




    “What the hell is Laney screeching about,” she mumbled.




    It was then that she saw the unbridled fear in her nemesis’s face. And she wasn’t looking at Vanessa or Nelson. She was looking off into the woods.




    Fear crashed against her insides, filling her until it was difficult to breathe and even harder to move. “Nelson,” she whispered, shoving her brother behind her.




    The monster crashing through the woods was huge. How had a creature so foul looking once been human? Even hunched over in full sprint, he had to be six-five. His face was the color of a gray-sky morning and tatters of flesh hung from his sagging cheeks. His filmy, empty eyes were trained on her as he picked up speed and bellowed. The fence between them wouldn’t hold him—not at his size. Not with his determination.




    A shot zinged through the woods, echoing as the bullet found nothing to lodge itself in. Laney had missed, and he was bearing down on them. Too late to run. They’d never make it to the gate in front of or behind them. She was so frozen, the cry for help that bubbled forth sat lodged in her closing throat.




    The Dead lifted his hands and lunged the last few yards between them, and she screamed as the final shot rang out.




    Vanessa sat up, gasping for breath that wouldn’t come easily. Her lungs burned to be fed oxygen, but her tensed body wouldn’t give it. Sweat trickled between her breasts, at odds with the cold autumn air that seeped in through the sealant between the logs of her small room to prickle her skin.




    That dream. No, that nightmare. She hadn’t had that nightmare since she’d started the guard training program three months earlier. Why her dream decided to edit out her friend, Eloise, was a mystery. She was always missing, though her real memories of that day included the strawberry blonde down to the most minute details. She could see the way Eloise crumpled to the ground in a faint. She could see Laney cradling her friend’s limp body and yelling for help. The monster’s body, jerking and stilling across the electrified fence just feet from them, and Mitchell. Mitchell had come running at Laney’s cry and had eyes only for her. Vanessa should’ve known right then. He hadn’t even spared her a glance as he passed. How had she ever thought she stood a chance with him after that moment?




    Stupid. It was the apocalypse for chrissakes. It was the dumbest move to get attached to a zombie snack. Everyone left or died.




    Dim morning light filtered through the simple window by the door into her small cabin room. Her table sat cluttered with notes on guns and ammunition, knife positions, and saber strokes. Drawings of night-vision glasses and lists of bug-out bag essentials littered the ground beneath. She’d be more prepared for the monsters next time. Training kept the fear at bay.




    A cold and unlit lantern sat over the pages, waiting to illuminate the darkness. A crudely made table sat under a weathered mirror and served as home to an old fashioned washbasin filled with clean water. She’d collected the splinters from the floor boards in her tender feet the first few months she’d lived here, and now they were worn and smooth. Her bed was on the wall beside an old wood-burning stove, her savior on cold Colorado nights. Pictures Nelson had sketched for her dotted the wall above the writing table, and a small chest of drawers filled the corner, holding everything she owned. It wasn’t much, but it was hers.




    The water from the washbasin was as cold as a mountain spring, but it washed away the last shaking rivulets of that awful dream. With her teeth newly brushed, she gave the mirror a quick glance before turning around and leaning against the table. She used to love the routine of primping and preening in the mornings. Of brushing every hair into place and slathering on the perfect shade of lip gloss. Even after the Dead outbreak, she’d kept up appearances. Now, she looked like a ghost of her former self. What fun was it to look in the mirror every day and see the haunted planes of her face that were so unlike her old self? Besides, guard training didn’t require perfectly rosed cheeks and mascara. It required a competent trigger finger and more care for the person next to you than for yourself. And for some reason, over the past year, one had become more important than the other.




    She dressed quickly in standard-issue gray cargo pants and a tight-fitting, black, thermal sweater. The leather of her holster let off a familiar fragrance as she latched it around her waist, and she checked her Glock 17 before sliding it into place. A simple, plum-colored hairband held her long, blond tresses away from her face, and a pair of sturdy hiking boots covered her woolen-socked feet. With one last look at the room, she strapped an M16A2 across her back and shut the door behind her. The definition of “accessorizing” sure had changed since the outbreak.




    Frozen breath puffed in front of her as she jogged up the winding dirt path that led to the mess hall. The trail snaked around clusters of giant pines and huge ferns and foliage growing dormant with the cold weather. The end of the world had been great for plant life. The jungle was retaking the earth without droves of humans to pollute it and cut it down. Go weeds.




    If she was early enough to the mess hall, she’d be able to snag a seat for both her and Nelson, and maybe a few of her teammates who were straggling in for a quick breakfast before PT.




    Just as she threw open the door, a mountain of a man, not paying attention in the least bit, crashed into her like a Mac truck.




    “Whoa!” he yelled as he caught her arms, preventing her from falling backward. His fingers seriously almost fit all the way around her puny bicep.




    “What the hell?” she groused, upright again. His hands were annoying, touching her like they were. She judo-chopped one, and he let go.




    Staring at her stiffened palm like it had grown a brain of its own, she lifted her gaze to the most intense pair of blue eyes she’d ever seen. Oh, she knew who he was. Anyone with the ability to ovulate had every angle of Sean-freaking-sexy-man-Daniels’ face memorized.




    “You just karate-chopped me.” He sounded almost hurt as he rubbed the inside of his thumb slowly. The smirk on his face said she hadn’t hurt him at all.




    “I don’t know why I just did that. I don’t even know karate.”




    “Hey, I know you. You’re…”




    Seconds ticked by, and she snorted. “Nicely done. You can’t even remember my name? It’s not like there’re millions of us here.”




    His eyes narrowed, and she blew past him. He made her heart do flip-flops in an uncomfortable way when he was standing so close to her, and escape seemed like the best option to be able to breathe again. Damn his beautiful face.




    She hunched against the humor in his voice when he called, “It was nice to meet you.”




    She wouldn’t look back at him—no way. Her neck itched where he was no doubt staring at her as she left, and she didn’t want to see whatever expression was on his face. Nice to meet her? He’d been her commanding officer for months! Granted he wasn’t in charge of training new recruits, but it wasn’t as if there were a ton of girls signing up to brain Deads. And Dead Run River numbered in the hundreds, not thousands. And thirdly, she wasn’t exactly an eyesore.




    Nelson waved from a table in the back. She should’ve known he’d be there even earlier than her. He rose with the dawn even more readily than she did. The breakfast line was long, and by the time she finally sidled up next to her brother on the bench seat, she only had a few minutes to eat. Her teammates were nowhere to be found, so she ate with the tenacity of a starving wolfhound gnawing on a bone.




    Nelson stared. “What’s wrong with you?”




    A bite of egg flopped out of her mouth, and she frowned at its gumption. “Nothing. Had a bad dream is all. And I’m going to be late to PT if I don’t hurry.”




    “Oh, that reminds me. Steven said—” Nelson searched the rafters for inspiration “—Finn is out. Brewster is in.”




    She choked on a half-chewed biscuit. “Bruiser’s in?”




    “No, Brewster,” he clarified.




    “Same thing.” She gulped her warm milk and bolted for the trashcan. “See you at dinner.”




    Brewster was the worst. He was mean, tyrannical, and had a particular taste for picking on five-foot-two blond girls with meagerly controlled bitchy retorts. Where the hell was Finn this morning? What could be so important that he’d bail on early morning PT and leave the new recruits in the hands of that pretentious pride-squisher?




    She ran. Finn was good with on time, but old Bruiser’s mantra was that ten minutes early meant you were late.




    With a silent curse on Finn flung out into the universe, she rounded a trio of fat-trunked pines that hid guard headquarters. Freaking seriously? All seven of the other new recruits were lined up doing jumping jacks, and from the sweat pouring down Boris Finch’s face, they’d likely been at it for a while. Fantastic. Maybe Brewster wouldn’t notice if she just slid on into the back row and looked sweaty.




    “Summers!” he barked as she jumped into her first jack. “Up front and center!”




    “What crappy timing,” she muttered as she made her way to the front.




    “What’s that, recruit?”




    She smiled cheerily. “What happy timing, sir.”




    “Shut up and give me sixty.”




    “Hmm? Sixty what?”




    “Push-ups, Summers! And I swear to all that is wrong with this mucked up earth, if you smart-mouth me today, I’m going to make your life miserable.”




    She dropped to her hands and knees and started pumping them out.




    “Get off your knees,” Brewster said blandly. “You wanted to be a guard with the big boys. Do you see them doing girly push-ups?”




    “No, sir.” But in her defense, they were still doing jumping jacks and not push-ups at all. Brewster probably wouldn’t want to hear the shortcomings of his argument, though.




    “Then you won’t be doing those girly push-ups either! Sixty. Start over.”




    Her arms turned to Jell-O-textured fettuccini noodles about half way through, but somehow she managed. She couldn’t hold her Glock in her numb fingers now even if she wanted to, but she’d done it, and the success counted.




    “Now, I want you to make tracks around the fence line of Dead Run River. Rifles above your heads. And knees to the chest, worms. I don’t have all day.”




    Vanessa followed Boris down the trail that would lead to the fence line, and Brewster happily screamed in her ear about her many inadequacies for the first two miles. After that, he paid more attention to Boris, who had lagged behind and allowed her to pass. It wasn’t until the final straightaway, miles later, when Brewster commanded, “Halt!”




    She peeked around Steven Carpenter’s broad and heaving shoulders. The other recruits moved off the trail to let the oncoming group pass, but she found herself locked into place. She was hallucinating.




    Mitchell led the group through the woods like he belonged there. Like he’d never left.




    “Mitchell?” Vanessa squeaked.




    He snapped whiskey-colored eyes to her and stopped. She bolted for him but within two steps skidded to a stop. She wasn’t hallucinating. Laney was beside him, and her proudly displayed stomach told of a child to come. His child.




    Something dark and terrible churned within her and fury blasted through her veins. Not at them. At herself. She should never have let him affect her like this. Not after all this time. It was just a stupid crush! Her gaze drifted to Sean. How could it not? His blue eyes were practically glowing like a freaking bug light.




    She recognized his look of utter despair. It likely mirrored her own in that horrible moment.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    THE TRAIL GLIDED ALONG the fence line and cut in toward the mess hall. It was late for breakfast and too early for lunch, but Eloise and Laney had enlightened their companions that if the two of them didn’t eat, they’d adopt sourer dispositions than even the grumpiest Dead. Food it was.




    Sean pitied the new recruits. Finn had been given the morning off to hang out with Adrianna and meet up with Laney, and Ned Brewster was the one leading PT. The old badger was relentless, and from the recruits’ flushed and grim faces, he’d been in an especially unsavory mood.




    “Halt,” Brewster called out. The sound of the command echoed off the trees, and the eight trainees stopped in their tracks. They moved to the side to let the group pass. All but one.




    A tiny woman with rosy cheeks and hazel eyes stood frozen with her gaze locked on Mitchell.




    A tremor of uncertainty tainted the edges of her question. “Mitchell?”




    A mixture of hope and desolation churned in her eyes. The ghost of a smile faded from her full lips as swiftly as it had arrived. She charged at a motionless Mitchell for two steps that spoke of her relief, but her abrupt halt said she’d seen Laney. Maybe Sean’s heart wasn’t the only one that had been broken that day a year ago. Was that what he looked like?




    “Hi, Vanessa,” Laney said, breaking the resounding silence that seemed to fill every space between the ancient evergreens. “It’s good to see you again.”




    The small statement, void of emotion, seemed to snap the woman out of herself. She snorted. “Not likely. As I recall we weren’t the best of friends. You back to annoy the shit out of me some more? It has become a tad boring around here.”




    “Ha.”




    Everyone turned and looked at Sean with the oddest expressions on their faces. Had he laughed out loud? He cleared his throat and gave an apologetic shrug. She had a mouth on her for such a tiny little thing. “I know you.”




    “You should. You ran me over this morning and forced me to use my karate moves on you.”




    He’d had a hard time taking his gaze off her this morning. Maybe it had to do with her rush to escape him or the angry blush that had crept into her cheeks when she figured out he didn’t remember her name. More likely it was because he was unsettled with why he hadn’t noticed a face as pretty as hers before now. Even winded, she was attractive. This pining for Laney had clearly gone on too long.




    Mel cleared her throat, and Mitchell led them past the recruits. Sean stopped in front of the woman, and she dragged her eyes away from Mitchell’s back long enough to grace Sean with their blue-green color.




    “What’s your name?” he asked.




    “Who wants to know?”




    He gave her a charming grin. Games were a delicious distraction from the chronic ache that had taken over his chest cavity. “You know who. Don’t make me call you ‘recruit’ like the rest of these yahoos. Just give me your name.”




    “Vanessa Summers. Sir.”




    He narrowed his eyes at the last word. It was meant to distance herself from him.




    “Hmm.” He nodded respectfully to Brewster. “Carry on.”




    “Line ’em up, maggots!” the drill sergeant bellowed.




    Vanessa lifted her M16A2 over her head with one final mind-bullet glare for Sean and whirled around to join her team. He watched her go until they disappeared into the trees. What was a girl like that doing in guard training? She hadn’t a stitch of makeup on, save maybe a dab of lip balm to protect those perfectly pink lips from the bitter morning wind. Still, her pale skin was flawless, and two perfectly arched eyebrows only a shade or two darker than her hair gave away every emotion she had. The hazel in her eyes was surrounded by dark lashes, and her petite nose turned up at the end in an appealing way. What was she doing hanging around with a bunch of fighters? The occupation didn’t tend to attract the best mannered men, and the female guards were usually all gristle. A far cry from the tough-talking woman with the vulnerable eyes.




    He turned and trailed the group at a slow walk. Plucking a long blade of dry grass, he rolled it distractedly between his fingers and glanced once more to the place he’d last seen her. Last year there’d been a girl who sat with Laney and her friends from time to time during dinner, but he’d only seen her once or twice, and he hadn’t paid her any attention. It had to be her.




    And she’d had a thing for Mitchell—that much was written all over her face before she’d rearranged it into a defensive sneer. She looked like a pissed off kitten.




    “Daddy, c’mon!” Adrianna yelled from up ahead.




    His boots made soft thudding sounds against the dirt path as he jogged to catch up. “Listen, I’m going to take Ade and get some work done. Finn, you go relieve old Bruiser before he kills our recruits.”




    “Aww,” Laney said. “We just got back. Surely work can wait.”




    Mel frowned at him and spoke up. “Actually, Sean heads up all of the guards now. Fridays are his busiest days because he works out the guard schedules for the entire upcoming week. We can stop by later and visit if you’d like, but I’m afraid he’s right.”




    God bless that intuitive woman.




    Laney squeezed Adrianna’s hand. “I’ll come by later and spring you, okay? We’ll go fishing or something.”




    Adrianna beamed. “Can I, Daddy?”




    She looked up with those dark eyes so like her mother’s, and he was helpless to deny her. “Of course. You girls have lots of catching up to do.” Thanks, he mouthed to Laney, who smiled and nodded her head.




    Adrianna slipped her tiny hand into his as they headed back to guard headquarters. “You know, you won’t be able to come to work with me anymore once you start school next year,” he told her. “You’ll have work of your own.”




    “Is Laney going to have a baby?” Adrianna asked.




    He swallowed the loss down. “Yes. How do you know about those kinds of things?”




    “’Cause Eloise is having a baby. I told her I always wanted a baby brother or sister, and she told me her baby could be like that to me.” She beamed up at him. “Now I will have two.”




    Her hand was so fragile and small in his as he squeezed it. “Well, that’s very kind of her to share her baby with you. And between Eloise’s and Laney’s babies, you will be swimming in little playmates, huh?”




    He’d always wished to give her a sibling someday, with the right person, but it just hadn’t been meant to be. His chance was now having a child with another man. He cleared his throat as if it would settle the churning emotion in his stomach.




    Adrianna kicked a pinecone off the trail. “Mr. Finn said Mommy couldn’t have a baby sister for me because she got ate up.”




    He frowned at the top of the little girl’s dark hair. “You’ve been talking about this a lot lately, haven’t you?”




    “Yes. You were gonna marry Mel, but we don’t go to her house anymore, and Mr. Finn said you and Mel have growing up problems.”




    “That’s grown-up problems. Mr. Finn is right, but, honey—” he squatted down and held her arms so she’d hear the truth of his words “—you can talk to me about this stuff whenever you want to. You know that, right?”




    Her lip quivered. “I know, but every time I do, you look really sad. And I want you to be happy, not sad.”




    He pulled her to him so she wouldn’t see the effect her sweet words had on him. He hadn’t been doing a very good job of hiding his turmoil, and that had to change. “From here on, I’ll be happy, okay? And it’ll make me happy if you talk to me about this stuff. Even if it’s things I can’t give you, like a baby sister or brother, talking about it will make us both feel better.”




    She nodded against his cheek.




    A few hundred more yards of hiking later and he opened his office door for Adrianna. She flopped onto the floor with a drawing book and a pack of colored pencils, and he tackled the stack of paperwork taunting him from the oversized desk. Days like these, he missed working at the sawmill. Paperwork was the worst distraction from things he’d rather not think about. What he wouldn’t give for a day of sawing, counting, stacking, sweeping, anything physical that got him out from behind the desk. Most days he was out in the field, and thank goodness for that. If he was trapped in this office more than one day a week, he’d feed himself to a Dead just to escape the tedium. This must’ve been what it was like for Laney to go from a nomadic Dead-fighting lifestyle to a boring job in the gardens. He regretted stuffing her there, even if his intentions had been to keep her safe. He’d stifled her, and as long as he lived, he’d never do that to another. That promise extended even to Adrianna.




    A soft knock on the door had him signing the last page in a hurry. “Come in.” With the freshly inked page on the top of the stack, he glanced up to find Laney peeking her head in.




    “Can I talk to you?”




    He leaned back in his chair and grinned. “That sounds foreboding.”




    “What I have to say will likely piss you off.”




    He groaned and leaned on the desk with his knuckles over his smile. “Here an hour and already asking favors?”




    “I need a job.”




    Cocking his head, he said, “Are you sure it’s safe for the baby?”




    “Well, I’m not signing up for guard duty.”




    “Oh. What assignment are you asking for then?”




    “Cattle? I know I pissed and moaned about how much I hated it, but it offers a chance for more action, and Mitchell has already been assigned guard duty, and he’ll be on cattle too so he can make sure I’m okay and—”




    “Laney, Laney, okay. You don’t have to explain to me. I’m not your keeper. Cattle will be fine, and you can start on Monday if you’d like. I’ll go back and add Mitchell to the guard schedule and make sure he’s on cattle with you if that’s what you want. He has enough field experience that he won’t need any training. He’ll get back into the swing of things around here soon enough.”




    She pursed her lips. “It’s kind of strange being back here.”




    “How so?”




    “Like this.” She waved at the space between them. “I don’t know how to be us again, you know? Like after we decided we were better as friends and things were easy. I feel like I have to watch what I say so I don’t hurt you or make you mad.”




    “I’m not the same man I was back then. The reason you’re feeling all of that is my fault. I toyed with you and didn’t take care with you, and I saw how bad it hurt you.” Lying would be best if they ever had a shot at being normal around each other again. “We’ve both moved on, Laney. I’m happy to see you so happy. I’m glad you’re back. Adrianna over there missed you terribly.”




    “Mel told me you guys aren’t together.” Her face said she hadn’t meant to blurt that little gem out, but there it was, hanging between them.




    “We work better as friends.” With a sad smile, he said, “Seems I’m better friend than boyfriend material.”




    “But you said you’d moved on.”




    He bit back a growl. “Damn it, Laney, you’ve been back for thirty seconds. I’m not sharing the details of my love life with you.”




    She narrowed her eyes and stood. “Right. Adrianna, you ready to blow this popsicle stand?”




    “What’s a popsicle?” his daughter asked.




    Shaking her head in mock sadness, Laney said, “That’s just a tragedy right there. As soon as it gets cold enough out, we’re going to figure out how to make popsicles. Come on. I think I need the grand tour of this place again, and Mel says you’re the best one for the job.” She turned at the door. “What time should I have her back to your cabin, and where am I allowed to take her?”




    “Uh, how about we meet at the mess hall at six, and I’ll grab her then. You got the old Mini-14 with you?”




    She pointed to the strap that held the assault rifle securely across her back. “Never leave home without it.”




    “Then I don’t care where you take her. I trust you to protect her. You always have.”




    Laney’s eyebrows nearly touched her hairline. “Are you serious right now? I really can’t tell if you’re joking.”




    He laughed at the unbridled look of shock that had washed over her face. “I told you—things are different now. Have fun you two.”




    She gave an absent little wave before Adrianna pulled her the rest of the way through the cabin door.




    Maybe things would’ve been different if he’d gotten his crap together sooner. If he’d treated her differently and hadn’t been so careless with her attention. But any man with eyes could see how crazy she was about Mitchell and how head over heels he was about her. When they looked at each other, everything in him sang that things had worked out just like they were supposed to. Why it hurt so dang much, he hadn’t a clue, but he had to get hold of the tidal waves of emotion that had come back with Laney’s reappearance in Dead Run River.




    She and Mitchell were right where they were meant to be. It was him and Vanessa who’d lost out. Vanessa. He wouldn’t wish this feeling on anyone and especially not someone so intriguing. The shocked sorrow in her expression played across his mind time and again. Finn would know more about her.




    He snatched his jacket and bolted for the door. Vanessa, that delicate and fierce wounded bird, made an irresistible distraction.
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    When Vanessa was younger, before the end of the world, she had seen a Seventeen magazine article with a picture of a girl all curled up on her bed, mooning about a breakup with her boyfriend. Oh, for the love of peanuts, she was now that girl. When had the transformation occurred? The one where she went from strong, unfeeling Vanessa to emo, tear-stained, sensitive-about-other’s-feelings Vanessa. New Vanessa was a total drag. She wiped her eyes and sat up in her bed. Even the happy purple comforter didn’t bring her joy. Apparently, she couldn’t just live on the simple things anymore. Apparently, her stupid heart thought she needed love and friends and a family. Ugh! What a mouse she’d become.




    She flung her hunting knife into the wall over her writing desk, and as it vibrated against the wooden board it had lodged in, someone in the next room yelled, “Knock it off!”




    “Sorry,” she called. She wasn’t sorry.




    And who could she talk to about all of this? Eloise had come to be her closest friend in the past year, but at the moment she was probably trading secret ingredients for stretchmark cream and baby-growing tips with Laney, and no way in hell was she going to go traipsing in on that conversation to talk about her messed-up, leftover feelings for Laney’s boinking buddy. In fact, she likely wouldn’t be able to confide in Eloise ever again without being suspicious that what she said would somehow make its way back to Laney.




    And she couldn’t talk to Nelson about it either. He was the best brother she could have asked for, but the kid had his own crush on Laney back in the day. The whole freaking colony was full of Landry worshipers.




    The knock on the door was so loud it was borderline rude. “What?” she yelled, not bothering to get up.




    Steven Carpenter, another one of the new recruits, shoved open the door and muscled his way into her tiny room. His face was flushed, and he breathed like he’d run through a swamp in soggy boots to get to her. “Mel just posted a supply run call. She said there’s room for two new recruits to get some field experience.”




    Yes, there it was. The solution to all of her problems. Her escape. “Even though we haven’t graduated yet?”




    The feather mattress sank as he folded himself beside her. “She said if we do well in the field, we’ll go through the graduation ceremony when we get back.”




    She wiped all traces of the traitorous tears from her face with the sleeve of her sweater and lurched for her weapons and jacket. “Where do we sign up?”




    “Thata girl. I knew you’d be up for an adventure. Boris, that wanker, was like, no, there’s Deads out there and—”




    “Steven! Where are sign-ups?”




    “I’ll show you.”




    She was damn near skipping by the time they tracked down the sign-up sheet. Two senior guards had already scratched their names on it, but she and Steven were the first new recruits.




    “Is it first come first serve?”




    “Nah, Mel picks. She’ll probably talk to Finn about it, and they’ll decide who goes based on who would work best together.”




    Her heart slipped from her throat back into her chest cavity. Chances were she wouldn’t be picked. Still, there was hope, and she wasn’t above begging Finn and Mel to give her an out from her own personal hell. She was running from a possible awkward meeting with some dude she’d barely dated by charging headfirst into a horde of Deads. Questionable logic, yes, but she’d get field experience, speed up graduation, escape Brewster’s soul singeing PTs, and she’d finally, finally get a freaking crack at one of the monsters that had scared the old Vanessa right out of her.




    Vanessa Summers, she scrawled across the yellowed paper with a grin.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    WHERE WAS FINN? It wasn’t as if the man was an easy miss. He was arguably a giant and roughly the width of the broadside of a barn. Superior genetics had been gifted to the man. He’d been created to be an apocalypse survivor.




    Sean checked his watch. He’d spent way too much time looking for his second-in-command, and dinner was creeping up on him. “Tate,” he hailed, as one of the guards on duty walked past him in the bustling colony center. “Give me your walkie.”




    “Yes, sir.”




    He handed it over, and Sean jammed the speaker. “Anyone seen Finn lately?”




    Static.




    “He was headed for the showers last I saw him, but that was over an hour ago,” came a reply.




    “I think he picked up a shift at the garden gates after he finished with the new recruits,” came a second.




    “Appreciate it.” He handed the radio back to Tate and jogged for the trail that led to the back gate of colony.




    The garden gates were usually protected by two senior guards, and today was no exception. They saluted as Sean opened the gates and scanned the woods outside the barbed-wire fence. Now that the main fence was finally completed, the next task would be to erect a fortress around the pathway that led to the separate gardens outside colony. As it stood, the ground was too cold and hard to dig proper post holes, so that chore would have to hold until spring. For now, all that stood between Deads combing the woods for a meal and Sean’s flesh was a three-foot-tall fence, embellished with bells and electrified for good measure. It wouldn’t stop the monsters hunting them, but it would slow them down. Sometimes that extra few seconds was the difference between life and death.




    He’d touched an electric fence once on a dare, back before the outbreak, when he’d had endless summers to spend with his friends back in Montana. Felt like getting kicked in the back by a horse with hellfire-shod, dagger hooves. The memory had him clenching his arms a little closer to his sides as he jogged for the next set of looming gates. Towering pines had been used to erect them, and he called out when he reached the other side.




    Finn tugged it open and grinned. “Hey, boss.”




    “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”




    “Not everywhere.”




    The heavy doors closed behind him with a thud. “Everywhere but here. You got a minute?”




    Finn’s dark eyebrows lowered, and he nodded his head at the other guard. “You got this for a minute?”




    The guard saluted Sean and took his position while Sean and Finn wandered toward a trio of hay bales the garden workers used as bench seats when they took their lunches.




    Sean didn’t much feel like sitting, but Finn plopped down on the biggest one like he hadn’t a care in the world. “Look, I wanted to know about one of your new recruits.”




    “Boris will come along once he loses the weight. He’ll need a little more time than the rest, but he’ll be good in a pinch.”




    “No, not Boris. A woman on your team. Vanessa.”




    Finn’s face went comically blank. Not a muscle twitched, and Sean waved a hand in front of his unblinking eyes. When a flicker of life returned, he said, “Sean, Vanessa couldn’t be less your type if she tried.”




    “And how do you know what my type is?”




    “I knew Aria, remember? She was the sweetest woman on the planet. You had your thing with Laney last year, and I thought you’d rip each other’s throats out, you were that mismatched. Vanessa is a ball-buster. You won’t have a shot in hell at compromising with that woman.” He leaned forward and rubbed his face. “I don’t know what’s been going on with you, and you don’t seem inclined to share, so I don’t ask out of respect for our longstanding working relationship. But I know you. I’ve guarded you and your family for years, and I know when something is up. You and Aria—that was right, you two were a good match. Vanessa couldn’t be further from her, do you get what I’m saying?”




    Sean slumped into the hay bale beside Finn’s. “Aria was my perfect match. Before the outbreak. I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m not the same person I was four years ago. I liked my boring desk job and my benefits. I liked Aria seeming happy with me taking care of her. But I screwed up. Instead of giving her weapons to fight what was happening, I coddled her, sheltered her. It was her inability to defend herself that got her killed, and that falls on me. I just couldn’t see that until Laney came along and set me straight. I need a partner who will fight beside me. One I don’t have to obsess over whether they’re tucked away safe somewhere when things get gritty.”




    Finn shook his head slowly. “I get where you’re coming from, man. I do. But you’re looking in the wrong place on this one. Vanessa ain’t it. She’s not good for anyone but the fighter next to her right now, and you have Adrianna to worry about.”




    Sean opened his mouth to argue, but the pulling of the gate stopped him. Vanessa ran through with the frantic pace of the hunted and didn’t stop until she came to a clearing some distance off from them. “Shut it, shut it, shut it,” she chanted as the guard pushed the gates back together again.




    Heaving breath, she made a scared noise in the back of her throat and looked around with wide, panicked eyes. Over and over she wiped the palms of her hands on her cargo pants. What could’ve frightened the woman that much?




    “Are there Deads out there?” Finn asked as he reached for his rifle.




    “N-No,” she stammered, her throat moving as she swallowed.




    “Then why the hell did you blast through those gates like the engine of a crazy-train?”




    “Sorry,” she squeaked as her frightened gaze collided with Sean’s.




    “You okay?” he asked.




    “Of course I’m okay,” she snapped.




    He held his hands up in surrender as she marched toward them.




    Angry little fists blasted onto her hips as she glared at near eye-level with Finn. “I need to talk to you. Alone, if you don’t mind.”




    “If it’s about your feminine problems, I told you before, I don’t want to hear about it. Anything else you can say in front of your commanding officer.” Finn gestured languidly to Sean.




    Even from there he could see her hands shaking as she fought to keep them on her hips. Something had spooked her and bad, though the glare she was bestowing upon him made it really hard to give in to his protective instincts. She might actually give him a fist to the face if he tried to help. Curiosity piqued, he cocked his head and stayed right at the safe distance he was.




    “Fine,” she grumbled ungraciously. “Mel posted sign-ups for a supply run.”




    “And?”




    Her hands flopped to her sides, and in a much more reasonable tone, she said, “And I want in.”




    Two beats of thick silence passed before Finn asked, “Why?”




    “I want the field experience. And it’ll help me to graduate.”




    “Okay,” he drawled. “Now, care to share the real reason?”




    “What are you talking about?”




    “You running in here like a bat out of hell kind of screams desperation, Summers. Now, every one of those recruits, except maybe Boris, will be signing up for that supply run for the same reasons you just listed, but you came flying in here like a cannon and asked me a favor. I’m not telling you yes or no until you tell me what I’m getting myself into.”




    For several tense moments she stared, a myriad of emotions playing across her face. Seething anger, resignation, fear, and anger again. Finally, she said, “Forget it,” and spun for the gate. Without a glance back she barked for the guard to open up and left.




    Before she was out of the gate though, she pulled her Glock and held it ready. The woman was a mystery. If she was so scared of Deads, why was she in guard training? And why on this tainted earth would she ever want to sign up for a supply run?




    “What do you think?” he asked Finn.




    “Hell no.”




    “But it’s not because she’s a girl, right?”




    “What? No! Gender has nothing to do with this. Laney put all those misconceptions to rest long ago. And Vanessa’s fierce. But she’s green, and she’s definitely hiding something. I can’t risk putting a team with her when her reasons for being there are some super-secret mystery, which will no doubt reveal itself at the worst possible time when we’re out in the field and surrounded by Deads.”




    “What’s she like in training?”




    “Intense, which is great, but it’s the I need to graduate or else my life is over kind of intensity, you know? She’s mouthy but good. Scary good, and her knife-throwing skills put the rest of the new recruits to shame, but she’s a liability until she wrestles whatever demon she’s fighting right now. This supply run is too soon for her. I’ll see what Mel thinks, but it’s a no for me.”




    Sean rubbed the two-day scruff on his face and frowned at the gate where Vanessa had disappeared. “I think with the right team, the supply run might be exactly what she needs to get over whatever is ailing her. If she fails, she fails, no graduation, and she can move on.”




    “No, it’s not if she fails, she fails. If she fails, she dies, or worse, takes her own team down with her and has to live with that kind of poison. It’s not like starting her out on patrol, Sean. We’d be okaying her to spend a week outside the gates with Deads who haven’t found a meal in a while.”




    “You’ll take the Terminator. That truck is made to protect. You’ll be careful where you make camp and teach her how to keep a wary eye until it comes natural. This could be her test. The one that makes or breaks her. She knows what’s at stake. If she thinks she’s ready, maybe she is.”




    “You think she’s ready after her mini panic attack just walking to the gardens? You know she used to run the gardens, right? She walked it every day, and now she breaks out in hives over it.”




    “I don’t think that determines how she’ll do in the field. That could work itself out with one Dead encounter. One Dead kill. You just don’t know until you give her a shot.”




    “Seaaan,” Finn groaned, rubbing his hands through his cropped hair.




    “I’m not trying to piss you off, man. It’s up to you and Mel. I’m just offering advice.” He clapped him on the back and stood. “Now, get back to work, you lazy sod. The gardens aren’t going to protect themselves, you know.”
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    Sean, that dick, staring at her with that dumb smirk on his face while Finn ran her down. Now she was going to be stuck in make-out town where the featured stars were Laney and Mitchell. Gag her with a jump rope.




    “Vanessa!” Eloise called from a table to the right.




    She veered toward her with a dinner tray in hand before realizing Laney was sitting with her. Quick as a whip, she did an about-face for an empty table in the corner. Nope. She wasn’t ready to play nice quite yet.




    “Why are you sitting alone?” Nelson asked, sliding into the bench seat beside her.




    “I don’t feel like playing Chatty Cathy over dinner tonight, that’s all.”




    His golden brown hair shone in the evening light of the illuminated mess hall as he searched the room. “Ooooooh, Laney’s back, huh? I’m sure Eloise has enough room in her heart for both of you.”




    “Shut up.”




    She slid a glance to the mess line. Sean stood there talking with his daughter as he stacked a double portion of food onto his tray. What was it about men who were good with children that made them so attractive? He wore a tight fitting gray shirt over forest green cargo pants. Even from where she sat in the corner, the outlines of his flexed triceps as he moved were obvious. He was tall, six-foot maybe, with a body that said he was disciplined with PT and patrols. His short, summer-kissed chestnut hair only enhanced the impossible blue of his eyes.




    As he started to turn, she went back to eating and avoided direct eye contact. He’d been at Dead Run River an entire year, and he hadn’t crossed her path much in that time. Their schedules and duties were different, and she’d rarely seen him eat in the mess hall. And admittedly, on his part, he’d barely noticed her at all. So why was he everywhere her eyes landed today? She bit back a growl and spooned another heap of beef stew into her maw. The entire day had been one disappointing experiment in annoying.




    “Hey,” Mitchell said from above her. She tried to keep the panic from her face. “Can I sit down?” he asked.




    “I’d rather you not.”




    The bench screeched across the wooden floorboards as he pulled it out and sat anyway.




    “Your wifey is going to be pissed when she sees you talking to me.”




    “Laney’s not like that. I just wanted to apologize for everything that happened when I left. You came to tell me your feelings, and I was short with you. I just didn’t want to lead you on, and I had no plans on coming back.”




    “Nyaah, stop talking. I really don’t want to have this discussion. Whatever you need from me, you have it. I forgive you. I absolve you from any further guilt. Just please, please don’t talk about it anymore. It doesn’t make anything better. It’s just embarrassing.”
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