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      Dear readers,

      Thank you for purchasing Skye’s Sanctuary, the 5th book in my Sanctuary Series, and the second and final book in Wolfe and Skye’s story. For the best reader experience, this book should be read after The Road to Wolfe.

      Please be aware that this book explores themes of flu, vaccination, and civil unrest. In consideration of the coronavirus pandemic, some readers may find these themes difficult to read. Please read with caution. This book is a work of fiction and shouldn’t be taken as a realistic representation of a pandemic.

      I hope you enjoy the conclusion to Skye and Wolfe’s love story.

      Thank you,

      Nikita Slater

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “I've begun to look at the world through apocalypse eyes. Our society, which seems so sturdily built out of concrete and custom, is just a temporary resting place, a hotel our civilization checked into a couple hundred years ago and must one day check out of.”

        Neil Strauss

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          Skye

        

      

    

    
      Time slows as the body of the Outsider leader hits the dirt at my feet. I hold a smoking gun in one hand and a bloody knife in the other. The eyes of his followers move from his body to me, their disbelief palpable. I’m not sure if it’s because I murdered the hell out of their leader or if it’s because I’m a woman.

      “Come and get me, motherfuckers!” I scream the challenge.

      If I don’t survive this confrontation, then I’ll go down with the same die-trying attitude I’ve lived my entire life.

      Someone shouts and the other Outsiders wake up to what has happened. I hit the ground, dig my fingers into the dead man’s coat and roll with the body against the side of the vehicle.

      Bullets thump into his carcass as I use him for cover. I twist my head around to look under the vehicle. I’m on the edge of the clearing with the Outsiders to my front. There’s no one to the back of the car. Maybe if I can get to the other side, I can disappear into the trees.

      I can almost guarantee I’m faster than any man here. They won’t get a chance to touch me if I can put some distance between me and them.

      I check the chamber of my gun. Ten bullets.

      I pull myself under the vehicle, keeping my eyes on the booted feet approaching the car. The fit under the car is tight, but I’m able to maneuver my gun around to shoot the foot off someone who gets too close.

      He screams as he goes down; a warning to the others that I’m not fucking kidding around.

      I drag myself out from the other side of the car and calculate the distance to the tree line where Scarlett disappeared a few minutes ago. I twist around to peek over the top of the car. The Outsiders are converging; I won’t have time to make it to the trees. Even a bad shot could get me in the back at that distance.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I mumble.

      I reach over my head and try the door handle. It’s unlocked.

      I drag the car door open and dive inside. The car will provide minimal cover, but it’s better than staying out in the open.

      They quickly realize where I’ve gone and shout at each other to shoot inside the car. I use the few bullets I have left in the gun to take them out one at a time.

      Wolfe taught me how to shoot. He’d been relentless, forcing me to do it over and over until he was satisfied that I was a better shot than he was.

      Every bullet out of my borrowed gun finds a home. One after the other, the Outsiders go down. I’m confident they won’t be getting up again.

      I can’t be sure how many are left, but my original count was eighteen and I know for sure I’ve maimed and killed seven of them, including their leader. Eleven is plenty enough left to finish me if they come at me all at once.

      “Fuck!” I snarl.

      I’ve slowed them down though. They know I’m taking my shots carefully, waiting until I see heads before picking them off.

      I open the chamber of the gun. Two bullets left.

      Slamming it shut, I dive between the car seats, into the back. Bullets whiz in and around the car as they see me move. I curl into the smallest ball I can manage and wait until a head pops up in the window.

      I take the shot, satisfied that the spray of blood indicates a solid hit.

      I reach over my head, feeling around the dirty cloth-covered seat. I’d noticed earlier that the back seat of this vehicle pulls down.

      I hook my fingers around a loop and pull as hard as I can. The seat creaks with disuse on its way down, but it moves. The second I have clearance, I dive into the trunk.

      The men don’t seem to know what’s happened to me. Through the gap in the seats, I can see them cautiously approach the front of the car. I see five of them, which leaves another five unaccounted for. They could be at the back of the car and I only have one bullet and a knife left.

      I kiss the edge of my blade, smearing the blood of the Outsider leader across my lips. If I go down, I’ll go down soaked in the blood of my enemy.

      I hit the trunk release, holding my breath in anticipation. These old cars are unpredictable. Either the release will open the trunk, or I’ll become a sardine in a can, waiting for my turn to die. 

      The trunk pops open and I leap up, my gun hand out, my knife held at the ready. There are two startled men standing directly behind the car. One recovers faster than the other, bringing his hand up, rifle at the ready. I put a bullet between his eyes.

      I don’t give the other guy a chance to defend himself; I hurl my knife at his face, getting him directly in the eye. He goes down screaming.

      I’m out of weapons.

      I dive out of the trunk, rolling between their bodies before coming to my feet. I don’t look back; I don’t waste a single second. I hurtle into the trees, zigzagging as shots ring out all around me. A bullet hits a tree trunk several inches from my head as I use the tree for leverage.

      I run for all I’m worth. I run until my insides scream for mercy. I run until the sound of gunfire dims, and I know I’ve left my pursuers behind. Even then, I continue to run.

      I don’t stop until I hit a mountain stream that’ll take actual effort to cross. I drop to my knees, take a couple of deep gasps of air, then scoop water into my mouth, desperately drinking until my thirst is quenched.

      Breathing hard, I sit in the dirt, shaking off the residual adrenaline rush that urges me to continue running. I don’t need to run anymore; I need to think.

      How am I going to get back to Sanctuary? Back to Wolfe? Once I tell him what’s happened, he’ll find the stragglers and make examples of them. He’ll display their bodies on the wall of our Sanctuary, warning others of the perils of fucking with the Warlord.

      Of fucking with me.

      I’m about to push myself to myself to my feet and scout the area when the audible sound of a click has me freezing.

      I turn my head slowly, so slowly, and find myself staring down the barrel of a sawed-off shotgun.

      Motherfucker, this day is going from bad to worse. 
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      “Up.” He waves his gun, indicating I should climb to my feet.

      I remain on my knees as he looks me up and down, his eyes narrowed.

      “Who are you?” I demand.

      He doesn’t look like the men who shot at me in the clearing. He’s cleaner, less rugged. His face is clean shaven, and his clothes have been meticulously patched. He looks more like a citizen of Sanctuary than an Outsider.

      “I would ask you the same question, but I already know who you are.”

      What the hell is with all of this recognition? First the guys who kidnapped me, now this stranger. Had I turned into a celebrity while delivering the vaccines?

      The idea of celebrity has changed since the Great Fall. Before, celebrity belonged to men and women who entertained. Either through sports, music, movies, books or politics. Now, celebrity belongs to the toughest of the tough. The true survivors. Warlords and soldiers. Even Outsiders can gain status if enough people know about them.

      I would be the first woman in fifty years who’s gained that kind of recognition.

      “Who am I?” I ask coolly.

      “I’m the one holding the gun. You answer my questions.”

      Moving slowly, I stand up, reaching my full height, which is around the same as his. He’s not a big man, but he looks like he knows how to handle a weapon.

      Even if he doesn’t, we’re standing a few feet apart. He’ll be hard-pressed to miss me.

      “Then ask your questions.”

      He doesn’t speak.

      He tips his head to the side, listening. Faint shouts sound through the forest. The Outsiders are searching for me. Persistent fuckers.

      They’ve either regrouped and gone back to the original plan of taking me captive or they’re out to kill me for killing so many of them, including their leader. I’m good with them coming at me again. I don’t mind another chance to take them down.

      “Don’t suppose you’d give me that gun and be on your way?” It never hurts to ask.

      He gives me an ‘are you really that stupid’ look, to which I shrug and give him my best ‘now what’ look in return. 

      “We go back to my camp,” he says, answering my unspoken question.

      “I’m not fucking you, if that’s what this is about, Outsider.” I say the word in a way that makes my disdain clear.

      “I have no interest in your body, Warlord’s woman,” he addresses me with just as much snark.

      So, he does know who I am. I’m relieved that rape is off the table, though he’d lose body parts if he tried. I’m not exactly helpless. His comment does sting… a little. I’d been hand selected for a harem and made a first wife. Wolfe rebuilt a Sanctuary for me. I’m pretty awesome and this fucker needs to know it.

      “Hands on the back of your head, move when I tell you.” He keeps his gun steady on me.

      I sigh, think about my options, roll my eyes and comply. I’ll take the man out first chance I get, borrow his gun, and hunt down the rest of the Outsiders who dared to take me from my Sanctuary.

      Then he messes with my plan by letting out a long, low whistle. Not loud enough to reverberate through the forest, but enough to get some attention. Several people step out from the trees; two men and three women. All holding weapons and looking like they know how to use them.

      “Who are you people?” I ask.

      My chances of knocking the guy with the gun down are becoming slimmer.

      “We need to move, now,” a woman says, not taking her eyes off the tree line around the creek. “Those guys are widening their net. Determined to get their prize back.”

      The guy holding the gun, the man who appears to be their leader, nods and waves his gun at me, showing I should cross the stream.

      I was afraid of that. It sucks getting your shoes wet when you have no idea how far you have to walk or when you’ll get to dry your feet again. As I pick my way across the stream, doing a terrible job of staying dry, I decide my best bet is to play along with these people. If they’d meant to kill me, they’d have done it by now.

      They don’t look short on women, and the women don’t appear to be slaves, so it’s doubtful they’re kidnapping me for a harem.

      The woman who’d spoken to me comes alongside me. “You can drop your hands. We’re not going to shoot you.”

      I lower my hands.

      “Juniper,” the man behind us growls.

      ‘Juniper’ turns around to glare at him, walking backwards. It would be easy for me to snatch her gun and use her as a shield. In fact, none of the people surrounding us look like warriors except the guy behind me. He knows how to hold his gun, how to watch, how to react. I would bet he’s the leader, and she’s his lover.

      “She won’t attack us. We saved her from those other Outsiders.” Juniper flashes me a grin.

      I nod and smile. She’s completely wrong if she thinks I won’t take the first opportunity to grab a weapon and run.

      She turns back around to walk with me. There are two in front of us and three behind. They seem agile, easily able to pick their way through the forest. As though they belong here.

      “So, you live out here?” I ask, trying to sound casual.

      “Yeah,” Juniper says. “Deeper in the forest.”

      “Outsiders?”

      “Not like them,” she says scathingly, wrinkling her nose. “Those assholes decline Sanctuary because they think lone wolf is the way to get ahead. They use people, killing them when they’re no longer of use. We’re a proper settlement.”

      “But you decline Sanctuary,” I point out.

      She nods. “Yeah, it’s not for us. We’d rather live off the land. Create our own micro society and live in peace.”

      “And do you?” I ask curiously. “Live in peace, I mean? What about the Zom… Primitives?”

      “They mostly leave us alone. We hunt in groups. We’re fast and we use the trees for shelter. As you know, Primitives don’t climb well. That’s why you guys build your walls. We climb trees and hang out in the canopy until they’re gone. I’ve actually heard stories of villages in South America surviving by lifting entire settlements into the trees.”

      “Juniper!” the guy behind us snaps. “That’s enough talking.”

      “Alfie!” she mocks his exasperated tone. “I can talk if I want to. We haven’t seen anyone new in ages, except for those assholes trying to kill the Warlord’s woman. Now we have two guests in one day.”

      I could argue with Juniper’s definition of ‘guest’, but I’ll withhold judgment until I see their facilities.

      I look over my shoulder at Alfie. His gun is still trained on my back. I suspect he doesn’t know the definition of guest either.

      “You said there were two of us?” I turn back to Juniper to ask her the question. “You found someone else wandering around out here?”

      “Yeah, another woman. Beautiful, like you. She was wearing a torn up dress and terrible shoes for running.”

      “Scarlett.” I’d hoped my former harem-mate had made it far enough away from the Outsiders to keep herself from getting killed. “Is she safe?”

      Juniper nods. “A few of the other hunters took her back to our camp. You’ll see her shortly.”

      We walk in silence for a few more minutes before Juniper talks again, as if she can’t hold the words in. “Are you really the Warlord’s woman? You look like her, but it’s hard to believe he’d allow his woman to get captured.”

      My hackles go up and I nearly stop walking, but the gun at my back encourages me to keep moving. “I am not the Warlord’s woman, I am the Warlord.” 

      Okay, so I haven’t formally accepted the title, but it’s as good as done. When Wolfe decides a thing, then that thing happens. He’s decided that Sanctuary will belong to me, and so it does.

      Juniper stares at me like I've suddenly grown another head.

      “But that’s unheard of.”

      “Fifty years ago, zombies were unheard of, yet here we are.” I squint into the trees. I can vaguely make out the shape of a building.

      “So, why did those guys take you?” Juniper asks as we close in on what looks like a fortified encampment.

      There’s a scattering of wooden buildings placed strategically through the trees. I’m surprised at how organized the small village looks. I was expecting more of a cave people type of settlement.

      “Why do you think?” I murmur, barely paying attention to the other woman as I catalogue everything I can about the outsider camp. The fact that there seems to be a permanent or semi-permanent settlement defies expectations.

      Outsiders are mobile, nomadic. They never stay anywhere long. That’s their survival mantra. Don’t stop moving. Their core belief is that they can live off the land and keep one step ahead of the Primitives. It’s why they’re known for being tough and resilient.

      Yet, here I am, walking into a settlement of Outsiders. A different kind. As I gaze around, I wonder if there are more villages like this one.

      “Sex.”

      “What?” I swing my gaze back to Juniper.

      “You asked why I thought they took you,” Juniper says, her eyes shining with humour. “Sex, obviously.”

      I snort my derision at the idea.

      “Are all of your houses built into the trees?” I shade my eyes and gaze upward at what appears to be a series of tree houses.

      “Mostly,” Juniper says. “It’s harder for the Primitives to get to us. We have a few communal buildings on the forest floor, but we only use them during the day when we’re alert. We use them for cooking and meetings and stuff.”

      “This way,” Alfie says gruffly, pointing his weapon toward one of the few buildings on the ground.

      A large, wooden and well-built structure. It almost looks like a community hall. People are coming and going from the building, smiling and talking with each other. They appear relaxed and mildly curious when they catch sight of the stranger among their hunting party.

      They look… healthy.

      How is it possible? I’ve lived most of my life with the unassailable understanding that humans need Sanctuary to survive. There are Sanctuaries all over the world. We attempt to remain in touch using radios, though it isn’t always easy. Global communication is no longer something that exists without a lot of effort. Sanctuaries often go silent. When that happens there’s usually an understanding that they have fallen. Hawaii has been dark for twenty years and no one has tried to cross over to the islands to find out what happened. We just assume the Primitives somehow got over there and infected the citizens, then died out as their food source disappeared.

      “You live here all the time?” I ask Juniper quietly as we enter the communal wooden structure.

      “Yes, unless we’re hunting or trading with other settlements.”

      “How did I not know about you?” I’m in awe of what I’m seeing. Healthy people everywhere, a flourishing society out in the open where they can be easily taken by Primitives, but still somehow manage to survive.

      Juniper shrugs. “We keep to ourselves. Sanctuary is dangerous for us so we avoid it.”

      “How is Sanctuary dangerous?” The very idea is contrary to everything I know and understand. I want to be offended but considering what has happened to me inside multiple Sanctuaries, I can’t entirely disagree with Juniper.

      Before Juniper can answer, I’m led into a smaller room where a woman squeals and throws herself at me.

      My first reaction is to reach for a weapon. Lucky for Scarlett, I’m low on weapons.

      I catch the younger woman and suffer through a strangling hug before setting her aside.

      “I thought they’d killed you!” Scarlett cries, staring at me as though I’m a ghost.

      Scarlett was always the most dramatic of the women in our harem. She would try wild shenanigans to gain the Warlord’s attention. Silas was… is… I need to remember that he’s alive and living as a Primitive under lock and key in our Sanctuary. Silas never appreciated Scarlett’s unpredictable behaviour. He was a quiet man with solitary tendencies. It’s why he preferred me and Hannah.

      “You should know better than that.” I look around the room. It’s pleasant enough, with an open window that lets in sunshine and fresh air. There are chairs and a table with bowls of fruit and vegetables. “You’ve been treated well here?”

      “Oh yes, these guys saved my life.” Scarlett sends a flirtatious smile toward Alfie, who stands unmoved.

      I turn to Alfie. “Who’s in charge here?”

      He stares back at me long and hard before answering. “We have a committee.”

      “Which you’re a part of,” I guess.

      He gives a curt nod. “As is Juniper and a few others.”

      “What do you intend to do with us?”

      He frowns at me, and I can see the gears in his brain working. His gaze strays to Scarlett. “She’s free to go any time she wants.”

      “Not without Skye!” Scarlett says indignantly, looping her arm through mine.

      I disengage myself and pull a chair out, settling into it. I’ve had a long day already, and it looks to be far from over. I reach for a papaya, likely imported from further south, and bite into it, the burst of sweetness against my tongue a welcome balm to a shitty day.

      “I’m too connected and too valuable for them to let go.” I mean the words for Scarlett, but I keep my eyes on Alfie, judging his reaction. “They need to use me as a bargaining chip when Wolfe comes rampaging through, looking for his woman.”

      Alfie says nothing, but the grim set to his face tells me I’m correct.

      “They’re wondering if they should have just left me to deal with the Outsiders alone.”

      “But these guys are Outsiders, too,” Scarlett says, clearly confused.

      “Yes, that’s the point.” I keep my eyes on Alfie. “They’re worried that Wolfe won’t differentiate between those other Outsiders and this peaceful settlement.”

      Alfie finally speaks. “We probably should have left you behind.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      His gaze is steady on mine. I’m right in my assumption that this is the man I should be talking to. There might be a ‘committee’, but Alfie makes the decisions for his settlement.

      “You want the vaccination,” I finally say what’s on both of our minds. “That’s why you took the risk of bringing me here.”

      He stares at me, then gives a brief nod, finally holstering his weapon.

      “Then we’d better start negotiating, because if I’m not happy when Wolfe arrives, you’ll have some explaining to do.”
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      Going to one knee next to the body of a man riddled with bullet holes, I look dispassionately over the fucker who’d taken Skye. It’s not the bullet holes I find interesting though. Or at least not all of them. There are only two wounds I care about: the stab wound to the man’s gut and the bullet to his head. I recognize the signature offensive move.

      It’s mine, and it’s Skye’s.

      I’d taught her to take down her enemy with the knife and finish them with a bullet. Quick and efficient. Skye had been an apt pupil, but she isn’t quite strong enough to spill the guts the way I’d instructed her to do. Instead, she rams the knife into her victim and twists.

      That’s how I know she’s been here, in this clearing littered with bodies. I suspect she killed her captor and used his body as a shield.

      I lay on my stomach next to the body, which is starting to smell in the hot New Mexico sun. There are crawl marks underneath the abandoned car and a piece of fabric where her clothes got caught. Climbing to my feet, I stride around to the other side, examining the dirt where she’d huddled.

      I glance toward the tree line, judging it too far away for her to have escaped. She would have climbed into the car and used it for cover, shooting anyone who came close.

      But what happened when she ran out of bullets?

      I look inside the car, into the back seat. One cushion has been moved forward a few inches. She went into the trunk through the interior of the car. Further examination of the trunk and the surrounding bodies has me shaking my head in appreciation.

      She fought her way out of a situation where she’d been grossly outnumbered. There’s no blood in the dirt where she’d crouched or in the car, so she hadn’t been harmed. At least not enough to bleed.

      She used every skill she possessed to get away from the motherfuckers holding her. She’d done her job brilliantly. Now it’s my turn for cleanup. I’ll hunt down every man involved in her abduction and slaughter them.

      “Every bullet found its mark.” Kingston’s admiration is evident as he looks over the other bodies. “A bullet to the head for each one. She didn’t miss.”

      Of course she didn’t miss.

      “What next, boss?”

      Kingston stopped calling me the title of Warlord when it became clear the title would go to Skye. His lack of judgment toward Skye is one reason I wish to elevate the other man in position. I need good men on Skye’s security detail. Men who can see her skills better than they can see her gender.

      “We follow the trail.” I walk into the trees, motioning for the others to follow. We have five men, including myself and Kingston. “I’ll find Skye. You track the Outsiders. I want them alive.”

      A chill goes through the men. They’ve seen what I’m capable of doing to a person who makes themselves an enemy.

      Without acknowledging the men, I stride into the forest and start hunting my woman. She’s light on her feet and fast, but I’m able to follow her trail. She hasn’t taken any pains to disguise it. I’ll have to talk to her when I find her. She can’t allow panic to make her sloppy.

      Her delicate prints are far enough apart that I know she’s been running. I find the occasional broken tree branch as she rushed past the trees. I discover a strand of long rich brown hair caught in a bush and crush it in my hand.

      I’m not worried. Skye can handle herself. If I didn’t believe that, then I would never have let her go when I left the Tucson Sanctuary. I would have forced her to go with me back to Santa Fe so I could monitor her.

      I’ve always known how extraordinary she is. From the beginning she’s been a fighter. I’d even admired the way she worked her way up the Warlord’s harem to become his first wife, seizing whatever power she could. I was eaten up with jealousy, but I’d admired her skill, perseverance, and intelligence.

      I continue to follow her trail until I reach a stream. She’d bent to have a drink, scooping the water into her mouth, leaving herself vulnerable.

      Rage engulfs me as I realize someone snuck up behind her.

      Now, I’m not entirely sure of her fate, especially as several other sets of footprints tell me she was surrounded. She’d left her weapons behind; the gun in the dirt after she’d run out of bullets, and the knife lodged in the eye of one of her victims.

      Skye can still defend herself weaponless, but not against the number of people I count. I suspect six, three smaller than the others. Women probably.

      There’s no blood in the dirt, no sign of a struggle, so Skye kept her head and went with them.

      I will find her, and when I do, there’ll be hell to pay. No one fucks with my Warlord woman and survives. 
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      “We don’t have much time,” I say to Alfie, or Alfonso Delgado, as I’d learned is his full given name. “He’s coming.”

      “How do you know?” Alfie demands from across the table.

      For a warrior, he’s been surprisingly deft at negotiating. In the space of half an hour, he’s tried negotiating for the vaccine, antibiotics, a dentist and access to Sanctuary’s water supply.

      I’ve agreed to nothing, nor will I, until I’m confident I’m not being held as a hostage.

      “Can’t you feel him coming?” I say in a spooky, hushed voice, staring blankly toward the window. “He’s like an approaching storm. If you listen closely, you can feel the thunder in the distance.”

      “Oh my god!” Juniper gasps, while Scarlett nods sagely.

      “Bullshit,” Alfie says.

      I grin at him. Yeah, I’m bullshitting them. “I know he’s coming because I know Wolfe and he’s never far behind me.”

      “With the exception of leaving you in another Sanctuary to fend for yourself.”

      Alfie’s comment wipes the smirk off my face.

      “You must have spies in my Sanctuary if you know that.”

      He stares steadily at me, neither agreeing nor denying my charge.

      “You’ll want to come clean,” I advise him. “Your people won’t stay hidden long when we start looking for them. Sanctuary is big, but not so big that we can’t ferret out the people who don’t belong.”

      “Stop being cagey, Alfie!” Juniper scolds. “We can’t put our people at risk. There aren’t enough of us.” She turns to me with an apologetic smile. “We don’t mean any harm, but we can’t always get everything we need out here in the bush.”

      “So you take it from Sanctuary.”

      “It’s not like that.” Her voice is pleading. “We trade goods when we can and do our best to repay everything we take. We’re honest people who choose to live differently from those who live in Sanctuary. Is that so bad?”

      “Yes, when you sponge off Sanctuary without giving back to our society.” She looks upset by my comment, so I relent. “There’s nothing wrong with the way you live, but you should have come to us, explained your situation. Let us decide what’s worth trading for. You don’t need to hide from us.”

      “Yes, we do,” Alfie says bluntly. “Your warriors don’t differentiate between Outsiders and us. They see us as just as much a threat to Sanctuary as the men who kidnapped you.”

      “Yeah, well, those same warriors are on their way here. Let’s get these negotiations moving. Once Wolfe gets here, there’s only one way these discussions will go.”

      He stares at me, studying me. “You won’t give us anything until you’re no longer a hostage?”

      I nod.

      “Then you’re free.”

      I do exactly what he expects. I push back from the table and stand. “Come on, Scarlett,” I say without looking at her. “Let’s go.”

      I feel her stand and take a nervous step toward me. Alfie watches us without expression as we walk toward the door. No one tries to stop us.

      Finally, Alfie speaks. “We need you.”

      I turn back to him. “Why?”

      “The attacks last year hit us hard. We lost people… loved ones, to the virus. If it happens again….” he shakes his head.

      “If it happens again, you’ll have no choice but to beg for Sanctuary.”

      He doesn’t respond, but I can see the truth in his face.

      “You need me, because you can’t steal enough vaccine inside our Sanctuary to cover your people.”

      He nods.

      “Well, you better show me your settlement. Show me what’s worth giving up my blood for. If I like what I see, we can negotiate.” I pause and wait for the others to start moving. “I want to know that you run a fair and kind society before I aid you.”

      Alfie snorts. “Put your own house together before casting judgement. We are better to our people than you are to yours.”

      I don’t answer because he’s not wrong, at least not about my Sanctuary. Before the attacks, Silas had been in charge. While not a brutal man, he ruled as an autocracy. His people weren’t given choices in career, family, food, anything. Wolfe is better, but he doesn’t care about the health of his Sanctuary beyond making it livable.

      Alfie follows me from the building out into the sunlit forest.

      It truly is an ideal setting for a small group of people. They appear to live harmoniously among the trees.

      “Tell me how you keep yourselves safe from the Primitives? I know you use the trees, but I see people coming and going on the ground. You clearly don’t live up there all the time.”

      Alfie loosens up as we walk and talk, becoming increasingly willing to share information. He explains that they have scouts who rotate throughout the day so they stay sharp. It’s their job to sound the alarm when they see Primitives heading toward the settlement. They take up posts among the treetops and use horns and whistles to spread the word. Alfie assures me they’ve perfected the technique to where the villagers have an average of six minutes to make it into the trees. They haven’t lost anyone for over a year.

      “Impressive.”

      The settlement is larger than I first thought. The villagers have built their houses into the treetops, using moveable ladders to climb up and down. They use the forest floor for outhouses, gardens, and large communal buildings that won’t fit in the trees.

      According to Alfie, the gardens have been largely ignored by the Primitives, but lately, they’d begun tearing up the plots.

      “I know it sounds ridiculous, but it’s like they know they’re destroying our food source and weakening us. As if they’re trying to drive us out of the trees.”

      “Not ridiculous,” I murmur, my heart sinking. “This kind of organizational behaviour is in line with what I saw when I was touring the Sanctuaries with the vaccine. Somehow they’re evolving, especially their group behaviours.”

      Alfie leans against a tree, crossing his arms. “How would they do that? My understanding is that evolution takes a helluva lot longer than a few decades.”

      “Okay, maybe not evolving, but certainly developing,” I admit. “Biologically speaking, it makes sense for them to become better. If we think of them as animals, then they have three biological needs: food, water and reproduction.”

      “They get all three from us,” Alfie says thoughtfully, “but we’ve gotten smarter too. Organized ourselves. We live in Sanctuaries and settlements like this one, which means they have to work harder for their survival.”

      “Exactly,” I say with a grim smile. “They have to get smarter, which means they have to organize themselves.”

      “Well fuck,” Alfie growls. “As if we need more to worry about.”

      We continue walking and I ask Alfie how his people survived the hordes that took out the Santa Fe Sanctuary after the nuclear meltdowns.

      “We lost a few people during the initial panic,” he admits. “There’s a cave system a few miles from here. We sealed ourselves inside and waited them out. It wasn’t pleasant but most of us survived.”

      I’m finding more and more to admire about the small group of people hiding out in the mountains above Santa Fe. They’re intelligent, resilient and determined. All qualities that I can appreciate. A small part of me wants to abandon the more industrial Sanctuary for this beautiful place.

      Shouting filters through the trees and, curious, I follow the noise, Alfie walking behind me. We enter a small clearing on the outskirts of the village. Several people stand in a circle, all armed and wearing thick protective clothing. They appear to be fighting each other, but on closer inspection, I realize they’re organized. They’re either playing or practicing. It’s hard to tell because most in the circle are very young.

      “It’s a miracle your people have survived if this is the best you have to offer for soldiers.” I lean back against a tree and cross my arms as I watch.

      “We’re not soldiers,” Alfie says sharply. “We’re a peaceful people who must occasionally defend ourselves.”

      I eye the weaponry attached to Alfie’s person and raise a sceptical brow. Alfie most certainly has experience with battle. He wouldn’t have been able to sneak up on me at the stream if he wasn’t good.

      He grunts. “I was trained by my father who was a soldier during the Great Fall.”

      “Then you should be teaching these children everything you know.”

      I fit my fingers in my mouth and let loose a piercing whistle.

      Alfie slaps my hand away from my mouth. “What the fuck are you doing? That kind of noise attracts the Primitives.”

      I roll my eyes. “These kids are making enough noise to wake the dead, or the undead.” I grin at my joke. Nobody else does.

      The children have fallen silent and watch me curiously. A few whisper to each other.

      “I’m Skye.” I meet the gaze of one I’d overheard. “Warlord of the Santa Fe Sanctuary.”

      They stare at me with varying expressions of awe, and satisfaction rolls over me. If this is what it feels like to finally claim the title of Warlord, maybe I should do it.

      “You.” I snap my fingers at a nearby teenager. “Hand me your sword.”

      She hands over the object but protests, “It’s not real though, Warlord Skye.”

      That sounds pretty good to my ears. Warlord Skye.

      “Doesn’t matter. You can do as much damage with wood as you can with steel if you know what you’re doing.” I stride to the middle of the clearing and beckon Alfie to come near. “Attack me with your knife.”

      He doesn’t have to be asked twice. A competitive gleam enters his eye and I know I’m working with a true professional. Only people like us can enjoy beating the shit out of each other to gain the upper hand.

      He launches into a truly impressive attack, to where I have a moment’s hesitation, thinking he might actually be trying to kill me. Then I leap into the fight and begin dancing around his blade, avoiding it and landing blows with my wooden sword.

      He has more power on his side, but I have agility and speed. We’re pretty evenly matched in skill.

      He takes a swing that’s too wide, giving me the opportunity to dart toward him, dragging his gun from his holster. As he swings his knife arm back around, I drop to the ground, tangle my feet in his and send him crashing backwards.

      Before he can get up, I leap on top of him, pressing my blade to his throat and his own gun to his head.

      “That’s loaded,” he says from between gritted teeth.

      “I know.” I climb off him and hand him his gun.

      He takes it and climbs to his feet, huffing in annoyance.

      I turn to speak to the group. “Primitives aren’t as smart as us. When they attack, they do it with brute force. Your best chance of survival is to take them down, damage the head with a bullet or a knife, then take the head clean off. If you can’t manage it, then do as much damage as you can and run as fast as you can.”

      The youngsters seem to absorb what I’m saying.

      “Show us again,” Alfie says gruffly.

      We face off again, re-enacting my moves in slow motion to show the children how to take an opponent down. They practice, then we try something else. The afternoon passes quickly and pleasantly as we laugh and play in the clearing while learning how to defend ourselves. I pick up a few useful pointers from Alfie on how to build more strength and stamina. Though Wolfe has taught me most everything he knows, Alfie is closer in size and has a similar fighting style.

      We’re about to shut our impromptu teaching session down and go in search of some much-needed food when a blood-curdling shout shakes the trees in the surrounding forest.

      I’m laying on the ground, Alfie on top of me, his teeth bared as though he’s about to bite me. I was showing the others how to win a fight when the opponent gains the upper hand.

      Suddenly Alfie disappears and I’m laying on my back staring into the trees above.

      I roll on my stomach in time to see Wolfe’s blade high in the air, about to fall onto the hapless Alfie who’s laying sprawled on the ground.
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      “Wolfe, no!”

      I lunge toward Alfie and Wolfe, rolling to one knee and holding my wooden sword protectively over Alfie.

      Of course, wood versus metal is no contest. Wolfe’s blade barely hisses as it slices my sword in half. I close my eyes tight, thinking I’m about to witness the gruesome death of a good man.

      When no screaming or death gurgles, no breaking bones or splashing blood, occurs, I open my eyes and look down. The top of Wolfe’s blade taps against the base of Alfie’s throat. The man stares up at Wolfe with a combination of terror and defiance.

      I quickly look up at my ‘saviour.’ “They weren’t hurting me. We were only playing.”

      “I know.”

      Pleasure sizzles through me at the sound of Wolfe’s deep rusty voice. It never ceases to send a physical thrill through me.

      “Then why are you attacking him?”

      I climb to my feet and try to shove Wolfe’s arm, to knock the blade aside. It’s like moving a boulder.

      “He was touching you.”

      “Seriously?” I move so I’m facing Wolfe, my angry gaze snapping against his rock-hard one. “You’re having a fit of jealousy right now? You do remember that I was kidnapped earlier today?”

      He grunts.

      “Well, these people saved me.” Not exactly true, but the small lie will go a long way toward Wolfe not decapitating the man who touched his soon-to-be bride. “I order you to release this man.”

      Wolfe raises an eyebrow. Still, he doesn’t move.

      “Now, Wolfe.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      Dammit.

      “Because… because I’m your Warlord.”

      It’s one thing to tell the children surrounding us I’m the Warlord, it’s quite another to admit it to Wolfe. He won’t let me go back on my words. It’s going to be official. I am the Warlord of Santa Fe Sanctuary.

      He moves his sword away from Alfie and drops to one knee in the dirt. He slams his fist over his heart. “Warlord.”

      The forest, the people, the entire world disappear as I stare at Wolfe in awe. He is beautiful. His missing eye, his beaten-up face, the scars criss-crossing his body. They speak of a life of battle. His rippling muscles, his hulking form, they belong to a warrior. My warrior.

      “Rise, soldier.”

      Wolfe moves gracefully as he stands to his full height, shoulders back, hands loose at his sides.

      Alfie scrambles to his feet, moving quickly to stand protectively with the children. He doesn’t need to worry. Wolfe is no longer a threat.

      “You finally accept your place?” Wolfe demands, speaking low enough that only I can hear him.  

      “Yes.”

      Wolfe swoops in for a kiss, cupping my face in his huge hands and covering my lips with his. It’s an unexpected kiss. Wolfe rarely displays affection in front of others. He is the stoic soldier.

      Yet, I know my acceptance of the title of Warlord brings him great joy. Maybe more than when I’d agreed to be his wife.

      Strange man.

      I grip him by his leather vest and use it to stand taller and closer, kissing him back.

      When he breaks the kiss, he stares down into my eyes, his forehead against mine.

      “You may be my Warlord, but you will never again order me to hold my blade. Understand?”

      “I understand.”

      He continues to stare at me, causing my heart to beat even harder.

      “Doesn’t mean I’ll listen.” I grin up at him.

      Lust flashes in his gaze, and I know he’s thinking about all the ways he can tame me.

      Alfie clears his throat behind us.

      “Uh… will you… your… soldier… be eating with us?”

      “Really, Alfie, relax. He’s not going to kill you.” I look back at Wolfe. “Yes, he’s staying. He needs to see this place. We can negotiate the vaccine over supper.”

      “You’ll give us the vaccine then?” Alfie asks quickly, hope lighting up his face. “Enough for everyone.”

      “Depends on what you’re feeding us.”

      “Juniper’s making our evening meal,” Alfie says excitedly. “Trust me, you’ll love it.”

      The food is indeed delicious and I can’t get enough of the fresh stewed vegetables and antelope meat. The flavouring is so good I insist on Juniper telling me exactly how it was made. She tells me about her favourite spices, grown in their garden plots, including rosemary and sage.

      The world has been in survival mode for so long that things like food spices have become an unnecessary luxury. Having tasted Juniper’s stew, I decide they are now a necessity and vow to let Tabitha know we need to add them to our greenhouse supply.

      Apparently Wolfe agrees with me. He eats three heaping bowls of stew and looks disappointed when there’s none left for a fourth bowl. 

      After we finish eating, Alfie starts a fire in a pit and we sit enjoying the warmth, talking and laughing. Wolfe sits at my back while I relax against his warm chest.

      “I want you to join my Sanctuary council,” I tell Alfie bluntly.

      I can feel Wolfe stiffen at my back, but I ignore him.

      Alfie looks shocked. “Why?”

      “Because you’re already coming and going from my city at will, may as well come in legitimately.” I give him a hard stare. “One day soon you’re going to tell me exactly how you get spies into my Sanctuary so we can shore up our defences.”

      Ignoring the last part of what I said, Alfie asks, “Why would I want to join your council? What do I get out of it?”

      “You get to share ideas. This is a pretty sweet setup out here, but it’s not perfect. You have vulnerabilities. One good strong breeze could knock this place down, which would send you begging for Sanctuary.” Not exactly true, but he gets my meaning. “You will share your societal structure, medicines and knowledge of local cuisine with us and in return, I’ll give you enough vaccines to cover your population. I’ll also share our research.”

      “What kind of research?”

      “Our doctor is conducting research on Necrotitis Primeval. She’s looking for a cure.”

      He gapes at me. “Impossible.”

      “Maybe,” I agree. “But it’s worth trying.”

      He thinks about it, sitting back in his seat, his hands over his belly. He takes his time before answering, contemplating the snapping fire in front of him. I give him his time. A connection between our two settlements would be beneficial for everyone.

      Finally, he nods. “Yeah, okay, I’m in. How often will you need me to come to the city? We don’t have cars out here, so it’ll be a hike.”

      I think about it, then ask, “Would you be amendable to giving one of my people a free pass in and out of here? I can send someone with a car when we need to meet. If you’re not available, you can elect a representative to come with them.”

      “We can try and see how it goes.” He looks cautiously pleased by our conversation. “I haven’t been in a car since I was a child. We can’t get them in here and we rarely need to travel far.”

      We discuss some of the details, agreeing on a date and time for the next council meeting. Alfie will be driven into Sanctuary to meet the rest of the council and take his place. He will be returned the next day. 

      Wolfe hasn’t spoken during our exchange, but he finally speaks. I can feel his chest rumbling against my back as he speaks.

      “You will come to the palace tomorrow for the confirmation of the new Warlord,” Wolfe says, looking at Alfie. “You can see how she is revered by her people.”

      I twist around to glare up at Wolfe. “Don’t you think we should discuss this before you commit me to a public ceremony?”

      “No.” He says nothing else, and I know it’s as good as done.

      Stubborn, difficult man.

      I push away from him and stand, dusting the back of my jeans. “I think I’m ready to get home.”

      Wolfe stands wordlessly with me, towering over everyone in the area. Most stare openly at him, all keep their distance. I’m used to his effect on other people. Sometimes I wish I was a one-eyed ugly monster. Most people don’t take me seriously until I stick a blade in them.

      Wolfe leads me, Scarlett and his men through the trees, declining Alfie’s offer to take us back to the road. I have full confidence that Wolfe knows exactly where he’s going.

      Sure enough, an hour of walking leads us directly back to the road where four cars await us. Wolfe’s is in the lead.

      I climb inside, waiting for him to instruct his men on placement. He is ever vigilant about security.

      Finally, he climbs inside with me and fires the engine. There’s something extremely sexy about his strong veined male hands resting on the steering wheel, the power of an engine humming in front of us, the dust kicked up behind us as he roars down the winding mountain road.

      After several minutes pass without saying a word, Wolfe finally speaks. “Be sure you know what you’re doing with these people.”

      I look at him curiously, but I’m not offended. I know Wolfe well enough that I know he doesn’t speak without meaning. If he must speak, then he’ll speak his mind and leave it at that. I think I’m the single person he actually converses with regularly for more than a few seconds at a time.

      “What do you mean?” I ask. “I shouldn’t invite them into Sanctuary?”

      He shook his head. “No, but keep them close if you’re going to maintain contact with them.”

      “What would you have done differently?”

      He looks at me for long seconds, which has me gripping the dashboard hard.

      “Keep your eyes on the road!” I snap.

      He flashes a feral grin and does what I ask, returning his gaze to the winding mountain road.

      “Answer my question.”

      “Don’t need to, you already know the answer.” His response is terse, but I can tell he’s not annoyed.

      “You would drive them out
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