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      I normally write stand alone books even within a series. The Unrest Series is an exception. Even though there are four couples, each with their own story in this series, it is better to read all four stories to get the full impact of the characters and their journey through this dangerous world.

      Thank you so much.

      Denise A. Agnew

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Her world fell apart…

          

        

      

    

    
      When the world falls apart, Yuki Sakata retreats to her grandmother’s cabin in the mountains. When a crazed religious man known as The Reverend takes her hostage, she meets up with her old friend Ella Danforth, who has been kidnapped twice by the fanatic.

      Former army doctor Rick Peterson helps rescue Yuki and Ella. What he doesn’t expect and doesn’t want is to crave Yuki, to desire to protect her with everything inside him.

      When a blizzard traps Rick and Yuki at her grandmother’s cabin, they’re stuck with another man who could be their friend or foe and creatures outside that could mean the death of them.
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      October

      Nearby Lakemeadow, Colorado

      Sometime in the near future

      

      I had two choices today. Venture into the madness outside. Or die alone months from now.

      “What if I can’t?” I whispered as I stared into the mirror over the sink in the small bathroom.

      Go outside, of course. Sure as hell I could die here. That was guaranteed if I stayed in this cabin and never left. Yeah, I had enough supplies to last a long, long time, but I’d already been in here so long I thought I might tear my hair out from isolation.

      Plus, the supplies wouldn’t last forever. I needed to find more supplies eventually and bring them back with me.

      Where I can hide again.

      I groaned in despair as I examined my expression in the mirror. I looked freaked. Scared out of my mind. I stuffed my fingers into my hair.

      God, you’re a mess.

      My long black hair—well I’d given up on it. No more conditioner designed to shine up the almost straight, thick mass that now reached my waist. I had split ends and needed a trim. Grandma had stocked this place out the wazoo, but somehow she’d missed out on enough conditioner. This might be the last time I ever had clean hair.

      I snorted. Idiot. I could live without conditioner as long as I had shampoo.

      “Yeah, you look like a ghost in one of those Korean movies.”

      Except I wasn’t Korean and this wasn’t a movie.

      I had so much of what I needed to survive here, though, from the supplies my grandmother had stocked with the cabin when she’d built it years ago. She’d had solar panels installed and thankfully they still worked. If the apocalypse had to happen, I’d lucked into a damned good place to hole up for the event. Gratitude, though, was hard to resurrect.

      I drew in a shaky breath. Tears rose to my eyes. I wiped them away.

      I’d never see Grandma or my parents again. I drew in another unstable breath and shoved the thought of my parents and my grandmother to the back of my mind. At least they had died before they could see the horrible mess the world had become. At least I had that comfort, didn’t I?

      For the last five days I’d toyed with the idea of leaving. I also knew the weather would change soon. More snow in the next five days. A helluva lot of it on a scale…well, I didn’t know, but I felt it in my bones. I looked out the small bathroom window. Wind stirred the dry powder already on the ground. If the big storm did come I’d be stuck in this cabin for a long time if the drifts rose high enough.

      One more glance in the mirror.

      My face said it all. I looked scared. My brown eyes were wide, my normally full lips a tight line. My nose had a big zit on the end. Right on the point of my rather long nose. I’d dabbed lavender oil it in hopes of curing it. The essential oil would work given a little time.

      “God,” I whispered as I scrubbed through my hair with both hands. “Grrrr.”

      Inner disgust raised its ugly head.

      Jeebus Yuki. Stop the friggin’ whining, pull up your big girl panties, yank on your combat boots and work it.

      I’d stopped putting on makeup a long time ago, but the sunscreen in my backpack would last a long time when I ventured out into the winter sun. I had no idea how cold it was other than the frost that whitened trees outside the cabin and the snow a good foot deep in the back yard. Winter, when it had come, had hit this area with savage intensity, as if it wanted to add to the misery already occurring with the panic flu and the aftermath.

      I swallowed hard as fear twisted my gut. Nothing new there. It plagued me daily. I couldn’t seem to distract myself anymore, the strangling anxiety coming closer each day.

      I hated being this freaking weak. Grandma would kick your ass.

      I’d stared at this face for twenty-nine years and for almost three months while the world around me fell apart. That I’d managed to hold up in here for that long was a miracle. Okay, not a miracle but the fact I had a hell of a lot of supplies in this place. I’d tried calling friends but hadn’t gotten anyone since that one fateful last call out to my friend Ella Danforth. Ella hadn’t answered, but the apocalypse had.

      I’d written in a journal since I’d been in the cabin. Some of the words from long ago ran through my head, haunting me.

      I can’t believe that I’ve been here a week. Only a week. How long will I have to stay here? When should I leave? Should I ever leave? I’ll have to go outside someday, won’t I? If I don’t…well, shit. I’ll run out of supplies.

      Fuck. I am so afraid. So afraid.

      I wake up terrified. Sometimes I don’t even go to sleep, because when I close my eyes the fear is excruciating. Yeah, I’m afraid every moment of every day.

      I shook my head. No more time to stall. No more time to allow fear to run my life.

      Time to go.

      My heart began an unsteady thump. Putting one foot in front of the other, I left the small bathroom and into the living area of the one bedroom cabin. Each step I moved through quicksand, through a molasses that threatened to seal my snow boots to the floor. My heart wouldn’t slow down and dizziness teased at the edges.

      Don’t panic. Don’t.

      I went into the living room. I grabbed my parka, slipped it on. Slowly but surely I dressed in my outer gear. Suited up, I heaved the big backpack on and headed for the front door. That’s when I heard the crunching noises.

      Footsteps.

      I grabbed the butcher knife I had for a weapon. Before the apocalypse I’d declared I wouldn’t learn to shoot a gun. Wasn’t interested in them. Now I wished I’d learned and that I was packing serious heat nearby. No. Time.

      I glanced through the small peephole on the doorway and jerked back.

      Two men stood at my door. I caught a quick glance of weapons. Some sort of military type rifles maybe. I didn’t know.

      Damn it. Really? I hadn’t even gotten the chance to get outside before a shit storm happened.

      Before I could stuff myself into a corner and pretend I wasn’t inside, the front door burst open. I moved backward as the men rushed in. My boot heel caught on the area rug and I fell on my rear and back. I lost my grip on the knife and it slid across the floor under the dining table. My back jammed against the backpack. I gasped as pain sliced through my body.

      Two men stood just inside the doorway, weapons pointed straight at me. Maybe I’d get dead now. The man to the left was bundled up in something that looked like real fur or something like it. His gray beard and long gray hair said old mountain goat. The man to my right was tricked out with green camouflage hat, coat, gloves, pants and the works. He was very young, though I couldn’t say his exact age under the thick beard. He also pointed a serious weapon in my direction.

      “Well look here, Benny.” Mountain Goat shifted on his feet. “This sure as hell ain’t what I expected.”

      The old man’s voice held a hint of the south.

      Benny cracked a white smile, his startling blue eyes direct. I didn’t see a hint of kindness in his expression, but neither did I see crazy.

      “That she is, Uncle.” The young man’s voice also held a similar lilt that betrayed his origins as a southerner.

      Uncle. Okay, so these guys had a family connection. That could be good or bad. My mind raced, the fear I’d felt earlier increased a thousand fold.

      Mountain Goat took a step forward but kept his weapon trained on me. “What’s your name, girly?”

      “Yuki Sakata.” My voice sounded rusty, as if I hadn’t spoken in months. I hadn’t used it much lately, short of mumbling to myself.

      Benny’s mouth twisted. “Well, I figured you was a foreigner.”

      What the hell?

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “Don’t be disrespectful,” Mountain Goat lowered his weapon. “She looks harmless enough. Didn’t I teach you nothing about women? You gotta treat them good or they don’t act right.”

      Was this guy for real?

      My stomach tossed, nausea roiling.

      Benny lowered his weapon, and my stomach slowed its rebellion. These guys might be dangerous, or maybe they weren’t. I could play this whatever way I needed to in order to make it out alive. I could put up with some racist assholes long enough to escape, right?

      Benny’s bright eyes twinkled with amusement. “She don’t talk much.”

      His uncle glared at him. “Well that’s ‘cause we scared her.” The uncle came toward me. He put out his hand. “Get up now, missy. We ain’t gonna hurt you.”

      I didn’t trust him worth shit, but I took his gloved hand and allowed him to haul me to my feet. I glanced over at the knife under the table.

      “Now you won’t be needing that knife, Miss Sakata,” the uncle said. “We ain’t no rapists or anything.”

      Part of me believed him, and I found my voice. “You know my name, but I don’t know yours.”

      The younger man spoke first. “I’m Benny Rickter. This is my uncle Jefferson Rickter.”

      I lied. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Well you know that ain’t true,” Benny said. “You were ready to leave.” He looked all around. “Seems like you got a great set up here.”

      I shrugged, but it was probably barely perceptible with the damn pack on my shoulders. “It’s all right.”

      “Where were you going?” Jefferson plonked into a chair near the door.

      I didn’t suggest they close the door, even though cold air streamed inside. I shivered almost uncontrollably. Fear? Maybe. Cold? Probably. As if he read my mind, Benny shut the door and engaged the lock. My muscles tensed.

      “I’ve been here a long time. My food has run out,” I said, even though with all the supplies I had it wasn’t the truth. But they sure as hell didn’t need to know that.

      “Makes sense. You scared to go out?” Jefferson asked.

      Suddenly it came to me that honesty would work far better with this man then attempting bullshit. “Of course. I don’t have any weapons other than knives.”

      Benny’s weapon had a sling, so he heaved it over his shoulder. He leaned under the dining table and retrieved the knife. He twirled it around in his big gloved hand, then scratched his dark beard with his other hand.

      “Seems like you might need some protection.” Benny glanced up at me, and a chill ran through me. “Maybe if we help you shop for supplies, we could take shelter here with you at least for a few days.”

      “No.” The word escaped me before I could think about how wise it was.

      Jefferson laughed. “‘Course not. That wouldn’t be seemly, Benny. Young woman all alone out here with two men?” The older man turned his attention toward me. “But maybe Benny has a point. If you travel with us you’ll be safe. No one will touch you. I got that straight in my head if I don’t got anything else.”

      My mind spun. How did I answer him? I cleared my throat. “You guys don’t sound like you’re from around here.”

      Benny snorted. “We’re from Kentucky originally. Way down in Stone Hollow.” Hollow sounded like ‘holler’ when he said it.

      I didn’t know where that was, but who cared?

      “Up here for a hunting trip when all hell broke loose,” Jefferson said.

      I nodded. “I see.”

      Benny moved a step closer and I flinched. Now that he had my knife the tension inside the cabin seemed to spike.

      “She’s still scared of us.” Benny shook his shaggy head. “What do we gotta do to prove we are harmless?”

      Harmless my ass.

      “I don’t usually trust someone immediately. You have to give me some time,” I said.

      Jefferson shrugged. “Fair enough. Benny, ease up on her.”

      Benny shrugged and put the knife down on the table. He walked to one of the windows and looked out. “Man, you’ve got quite a luxury situation here.”

      “Hardly,” I said.

      “Nice cabin,” Jefferson said. “Now like I said, we don’t mean no disrespect. We got only the supplies on our back. We’re looking somewhere to bed down for a short while just to rest. We don’t mean no harm.”

      My heart still hadn’t settled into a reasonable rhythm yet—and I still didn’t trust them. My muscles felt so tight they might snap.

      Besides, how could I trust a man who’d called me a foreigner?

      As if he’d read my mind, Benny turned away from the window and asked, “So you from Japan?”

      I swallowed hard, trying to find enough spit in my mouth to talk. I longed for a drink of water. “No.”

      “Well you gotta be.” Benny looked confused rather than angry. “I mean, you’re Japanese right?”

      Dude, you have to be kidding me? Where the hell has your uncle been keeping you? In a box?

      “Partly.” I had a feeling if I didn’t explain Benny would poke until I did. Sorrow also rose inside when I thought of my family. “My paternal great-grandparents immigrated from Tokyo. My mother is American of British, Spanish and Irish ancestry. My family on my mother’s side has been in the United States since the early seventeen hundreds.”

      “Interesting,” Jefferson said with a nod. “You got brothers and sisters?”

      “No.”

      “Where’s your kin now?” Jefferson asked.

      Tears filled my eyes and before I could stop them, they fell onto my cheeks. Disgusted, I drew my gloves off and wiped away at the tears.

      “Well, see here, she’s upset,” Benny said.

      “They die in the flu, missy?” Jefferson’s voice held more sympathy and softness than I would’ve expected.

      “No. They died in the tsunami that hit Japan last year. They were…um…visiting there on vacation.”

      “Holy shit,” Benny whispered. “I heard about that. Horrible business.”

      “Don’t be cursing in front of a woman,” Jefferson said.

      Benny’s eyes held actual sadness, and that surprised me more than anything. A smidgen of trust entered my heart, but not much. Alarm bells still rang for me.

      They looked settled, damn them. The backpack dragged at my shoulders. I decided to distract them from my sad confession. “Where are you guys heading?”

      Benny reached for the knife again and stuffed it into a holster thing around his waist. He glanced at his uncle. “Wherever we can.”

      Jefferson grunted. “Yup. That’s pretty much it.”

      Stalemate. They stared at me and I stared at them. Discomfort rose inside me.

      Before I could speak a yell came from outside the cabin. It sounded distant, as if it was just inside the tree line.

      “Whoever’s in there better get outside before we have to come in!” the voice outside said.

      Seriously?

      Benny swiftly turned to the door and Jefferson leapt out of the chair. With their backs to me I contemplated what to do.

      I gulped. “Friends of yours?”

      My voice sounded hoarse and terrified. Which I was.

      “Ain’t got any friends,” Benny said as he peered between boards over one of the front windows.

      I could believe it, but kept my mouth shut. I didn’t think I could utter another word—my throat felt like it might close. I drew in one deep breath and then another trying to regulate my heart. This is stupid. Get a grip on yourself.

      “Yo in there!” came another man’s voice. “We know someone’s in there. You’d better come out or we’re gonna riddle your little love nest with bullets!”

      “Love nest?” Benny asked. “What are they talking about?”

      Jefferson looked through the peephole in the door and asked, “Maybe they’re friends of yours, Miss Sakata?”

      “No.” I shook my head even though they couldn’t see me. “I don’t…I don’t have any friends around here.”

      That was a blatant lie, if Ella was still alive. If.

      Please get me outta this situation so I can find Ella.

      I wanted that more than I’d wanted anything in a long time. If she was still alive…

      Those damn tears threatened again and I choked them back. I could bawl my eyes out another time.

      Jefferson turned to look over his shoulder. “Girly, get over here and look.”

      I did as told. When I looked out the peephole I could see three men at the tree line, all dressed in black.

      “I can’t see any details,” I told the truth. “I don’t know them. I don’t have any male friends here.”

      “Just as well.” Jefferson chuckled. “‘Cause you’re gonna be my nephew’s wife.”

      My gut tightened in disgust, but I swallowed back the urge to retort. Instead I said, “We’d better go out there or they may start to shoot.”

      “Hey there inside the cabin!” came the same male voice who’d yelled a short time ago. “You’ve got five minutes to come out before we light you up.”

      “Please,” I said in desperation. “We have to go out there.” Building terror gripped me, but what could be worse than being cut down by gunfire? I knew something could be worse, but I didn’t care.

      “She’s right.” Benny’s voice came out as a whisper. “We gotta go.”

      Without another word, the uncle went to the door and swung it wide. He stepped to the side as if he’d be able to dodge bullets. My guess is if the men outside had serious weapons equivalent to what these men had, standing anywhere in the cabin wouldn’t keep us safe.

      My breath hitched as I waited for bullets to tear through the building.

      Nothing happened.

      “Toss out your weapons,” the man outside shouted.

      “Do as he says, Benny,” Jefferson said.

      Benny tossed his heavy rifle out into the snow. Jefferson threw his weapon out. Tension didn’t ease because they’d complied. We were even more vulnerable now, and I didn’t know how to feel.

      “Smart men,” the man outside said. “Now, come out one by one with your hands up.”

      “How do we know you ain’t gonna shoot us?” Jefferson called out.

      “You don’t. But I guarantee we will if you don’t come out,” the man said.

      “Shit,” Benny whispered.

      “I’ll…I’ll go out first,” I said. “Maybe they’re more lenient on women. It’ll take them off guard.”

      Lame reasoning maybe.

      “Okay.” Jefferson’s quick reply made me wonder if he liked the idea of using me as canon fodder.

      I walked on unsteady legs and said as loudly as I could as I approached the door, “I’m Yuki Sakata and I’m coming out with my hands up! I’m not armed!”

      And I stepped out into the snow.

      I didn’t die.

      No shots came.

      I didn’t have my sunglasses on, and the heavy cloud cover kept the snow from blinding me. Yet the adjustment from the semi-dark cabin to daylight made me squint. I stayed put at the door entrance and waited. An unusual calm came over me.

      “Walk toward us!” the man said. “Slowly!”

      I did, taking one step and then the other, and as I did I noticed another figure nearby a tree. Bundled up, the slight figure didn’t look as large as the three men. A woman?

      “Can my friends come out? They won’t hurt anyone,” I said, but didn’t know why the hell I’d said it. I didn’t know if Benny and Jefferson would hurt anyone.

      “People in the cabin, follow behind her. Slowly. If you try to retrieve your weapons, you’re dead,” the man in the center of the clearing ahead of me said.

      I recognized his voice now as the leader…he’d been the only one talking. The other two men on each side of him just seemed to be the heavies.

      The whole surrender-or-you’re-dead scenario wore on my tenuous control. Still, I kept the steady pace. Benny and Jefferson exited the cabin, their boots crunching snow. My entire body trembled, but I couldn’t say if pure terror or cold caused it. At least I had my pack still anchored to my back.

      “Keep coming!” the man said.

      By the time I reached the three baklava covered men, I could see the other figure near the tree more clearly. She’d always been a beautiful woman, with her etherial looks—silvery blond hair and—

      Recognition punched me in the gut.

      Elation and stark fear mixed. Before I could stop myself, I managed to croak a single word. “Ella.”

      Ella’s eyes widened and she straightened from her position near the tree. Her hands were bound in front of her. Blood soaked her right shoulder and part of her right sleeve. New fear sideswiped me. I knew she wasn’t with these assholes. They held her against her will.

      Her stunning eyes, always so full of amusement and enthusiasm, recognized me without a doubt. She stepped forward, her mouth opening on a silent warning.

      One of the three men turned toward her and aimed his rifle at her. “Bitch, don’t move.”

      Everything seized inside me and I could barely snag a breath.

      “Wait,” I managed to gasp. “She’s a friend. Don’t hurt her, please.”

      The man in the middle, who kept his attention on me, Jefferson and Benny, said, “You know her?”

      “She’s a friend of mine from way back,” I said.

      I had a feeling if I lied the leader of this group would know. Better to just be straight up with the bastard. I’d always been extremely good at reading between the lines—this guy expected complete compliance.

      “We’ve known each other since we were teens.” My throat was so tight I almost couldn’t get out the words out. “Please.”

      Ella smiled at me. Her warmth, her humanity enveloped me and my love for my friend reached out, one solace in everything that had happened.

      “Okay,” the man said. “You go stand by her.”

      Without another thought of danger, I rushed toward Ella and embraced her. She couldn’t hold me, of course, with her hands bound. She gripped the front of my jacket. At about the same height, we clung together like long lost sisters. An island in a storm.

      “Yuki, thank God,” Ella whispered, her voice breaking. “I thought—”

      “You’re bleeding,” I interrupted. “What happened?”

      “A flesh wound.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” the ringleader said. “We don’t have time for this shit. The Reverend is going to be pissed as hell if we don’t get back soon.”

      I didn’t give a rat fuck. “She needs medical attention.”

      The ringleader sneered. “Yeah, well as soon as we get her back to the Reverend she can get it.”

      “Well, isn’t that interesting,” one of the men who hadn’t spoken before said. “One dark and one light.”

      “The dark one will make a good wife for the Reverend,” the ringleader said as the three baklava men herded Benny and Jefferson toward us.

      “Nah, she isn’t white. He won’t marry her. But maybe the Reverend will feel generous.” The third guy finally spoke up as they surrounded us four hostages. “And give me a wife.”

      Wife? Hell to the no.

      I might be scared out of my mind, but I wasn’t anyone’s piece of ass in some backwards dystopia. Though I couldn’t be certain, I was sure in this world, in this time, that whoever this Reverend asshole was…he didn’t have a real, willing wife unless she was as crazy as he was.

      “Let’s go,” the leader said. “We’re late getting back.”

      Ella and I clung together, but we stayed silent. Like me, Ella seemed to have sensed that talking right now wouldn’t be a good thing.

      “What’re you doing with us?” Jefferson asked the men.

      “You’ll see,” the leader said. “You’ll see.”

      Cold penetrated my parka far worse than I expected. Thick gloves with extra insulation and heavy-duty boots on my feet helped. Still the trek through the trees went on and on and I began to shiver. I don’t know how many miles we walked but I guessed it had to be at least three or four through semi-rugged terrain. Ice and snow worsened the time it took to reach the destination. Thirst dogged me and so did hunger. I could’ve asked to stop and take water and food from my pack, but I didn’t want to use the meagre store. I hoped the men didn’t plan to camp in this cold.

      Shortly after, a church came into view on the side of a hill. I say church only because it sported a tiny steeple on its otherwise bizarre dark, wooden structure. It looked like something out of a nightmare with its lopsided walls, sloping and varied rooflines. I blinked and blinked again. Nope, not a mirage. It also looked large. What an odd place for a church.

      Down below the building was a road, barely bigger than a one lane track. Clogged with snowpack, it didn’t appear easy to navigate.

      “What is this damned place?” Benny asked as he slogged along in front of us.

      “New World Church,” Ella whispered with contempt in her voice.

      “Shut up,” one of the masked me said. “No one should dare speak against the one true church. None of you will speak against the Lord’s word.” He threw Ella a glance. “Especially not those who’ve betrayed the church.”

      The man’s bizarre phrasing made me pause. Holy crap. These guys were a bunch of bible thumping nut jobs. Wait. Betrayed the church? Had Ella been a member of this parish or congregation or whatever it was? I couldn’t believe that. Not in a hundred years. Her expression was grim and shuddered. She glanced over at me and our gaze snagged. She shook her head as if to warn me against speaking.

      The ringleader gestured, his frown deep and his eyes hard as ice. “Move it.”

      Our group moved. My left foot shot out from under me and I pitched to the left. I cried out and struggled to stop my momentum. No deal. I crashed on my left side with a horrible slam. I slid, heading for a tree. Picking up speed, I sailed downward. I tried to dig my heels in as I heard a couple of the men shout. Great. What if they thought I was trying to escape? My body did a weird clockwise circle and then another as I slid until I crashed backpack first into a huge tree trunk. Pain rocketed up my body, and I hissed in a breath. Son-of-a-freaking-biscuit. Breath knocked out of me, I tried to suck in air like a fish out of water. From this angle I saw Ella making her way down the slope as fast as she could with Benny following behind. I coughed as I managed to suck in a breath and then another one. I
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