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      For my husband Terry, who has always supported my writing life every step of the way.
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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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Freedom, fear, and love…

          

        

      

    

    
      Ella Danforth went from independent businesswoman to brutalized prisoner and wife of a crazed religious man during the post apoc world. But she’s not taking it anymore. After helping ex-FBI hostage rescue team officer Daniel Ambrose escape her husband’s wrath and the creatures called “mombies” wrecking havoc on the area, she’s free at last.

      Daniel is blown over by her kick-ass determination to survive and the dangerous feelings he has for her. As the two of them discover a growing attraction, they fight the elements, the madness of a world in chaos, and her murderous husband’s plan for the ultimate revenge.
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      Mountains near Lakemeadow

      West of Denver, Colorado

      Sometime in the near future

      Many Days Ago

      

      My name is Ella Danforth and I remember the first time I saw Daniel Ambrose.

      He was naked and tied to a chair.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself. Way ahead.

      First my husband demanded I bring the man food…after my husband had ordered Daniel beaten. Yet I didn’t know, when my husband told me to take the guy food, what my husband had done to Daniel. All I understood is that my husband was up to his old tricks. Tricks I’d endured for the two months while I’d suffered a so-called marriage to him.

      Early that morning I stood in the kitchen stirring breakfast in a big pot. Kidney beans again. I’d sprinkled them liberally with chili pepper and a seasoning salt my husband liked. He always demanded I eat exactly what he did—which didn’t mean a damn. There wasn’t anything else to eat last time I’d checked the pantry. Rows upon rows of beans, most of them kidney but there were northern beans, garbanzo, navy, green, pinto. The house had always smelled bad, but the men who lived here, including my husband, delighted in making it smell worse because they’d eaten their daily bean ration. They’d walk by me and let one loose, then grin like they’d just created a new universe. It disgusted me how stupid and base they were, but I couldn’t let it show. I refused to look at them and said nothing.

      My husband, Reverend Wakefield, walked into the kitchen, the old wood floor creaking under his enormous weight. Anxiety stirred and my muscles tightened. He stood in the kitchen doorway of the old house, his bulk swallowing the entire space. The three piece suit he wore strained against the seams. His gaze slipped up and down my body, a leer filled with lust. Through the thick cotton of the ridiculous granny-type dress I wore, which hung down to my ankles, it felt as though something slimy touched me.

      “Bring the whore master some food.” My husband handed me the key to the whore master’s room in the basement. “He’s tied to a chair in the basement so he won’t be able to get away or defile you.”

      Like you have you piece of filth?

      Revulsion crawled over my skin as the Reverend’s fingers glided over mine. “You’ll need to feed him with a spoon.”

      He touched my cheek, and I couldn’t suppress a shudder. God, how I loathe you. Never in my thirty years had I hated someone until I’d met Reverend George Wakefield.

      I almost asked him who the people were that he’d brought in last night. Instead, I nodded and didn’t speak. Most of the time I kept my mouth shut. Things were easier that way. Maybe this disgusting excuse for a man would leave me be.

      He folded his arms. “See if that whore master will tell you anything about where he comes from and the two other people with him. Use your charms if you have to, sugar.”

      Sugar. I hated that word. He’d taken an endearment and stripped it of worth. His accent dripped of Alabama where he’d been born. I wanted to sneer.

      “He’s in the room that has a camera,” the Reverend said. “So when I tell you to use your charms, I mean it. Seduce him if you have to. I’m not above using your many talents to get what I want from him.”

      I could’ve told him to stick it, but I knew a beating would follow if I did. So I nodded again.

      “Husband,” I said, because he’d told me to call him that, “by seduce him…how far do you want me to go?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Stupid woman. Seduce him as in have sex with him. Get him to tell where his other friends are hold up.”

      Deep in my gut my senses revolted. Seduce the man? Have sex? You just said he couldn’t defile me. In two months I’d done a lot I didn’t want to do, some things that had almost made me vomit afterwards. Walking in on a stranger tied to a chair and having sex with him? I wanted to say no and I almost did.

      Instead I asked, “Why is it so important to find out where his friends are?”

      His gaze hardened. I was pushing it and knew it.

      “Because we’re gonna go and kill them.” His voice reeked with that you-are-a-stupid-bitch tone he frequently used with me. “After that we’ll take what belongs to them. Survival of the fittest is God’s will in this time and place.”

      Anger boiled up. Pig. Hypocrite.

      The idea I might contribute to people’s deaths in some way made everything inside me squirm. My mind raced. How would I play this? Maybe I wouldn’t right now. I’d simply do what he said and see how far enough I could go but not too far. Everything inside me swirled and tightened into a monstrous rebellion. God, I was sick of this situation. I should be grateful I had any place to live at all, had a rough sort of protection, clothing on my back. For just once I wanted to wallow, to scream, to cry, to do the things I hadn’t done since the world had fallen apart. I couldn’t stand next to this man a moment longer.

      Wakefield stepped closer as I turned away. He moved quickly for such a tall, hugely obese man. All I knew is he could break me in two if he wanted. He grabbed my left upper arm and pain made me gasp. I tried to jerk back but he tightened the grip. I moaned as the pain sliced through my arm.

      He pulled me closer, until I could smell his breath. He always brushed his teeth and sucked on mints, so he smelled like a walking advertisement for a toothpaste commercial all the time. His dark eyes reminded me of a rodent. He smiled but it did nothing to improve his true ugliness. If he’d been a kind man maybe things would’ve been different between us. Unfortunately he was the most reprehensible person I’d ever known. He was only forty so far as I knew, but he’d accumulated a century’s worth of evil.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” he said softly.

      I didn’t know what he meant, but everything inside me went on high alert. “Ideas?”

      “I know how you are, Ella. You play the part of the meek little subservient wife. But I think maybe there’s something inside you that’s truly rotten. I’m going to find out what it is someday and cut it out. Remember that.”

      Once a week, at least, he used the threat. Always the same words. The same idea. There’s something truly rotten inside you and I’m going to cut it out.

      After living with him for two months I wondered if maybe he wasn’t right. If I hadn’t been corrupted before perhaps I was now. For compromising, for doing everything and anything to survive.

      Wakefield’s hand tightened. “Don’t get any ideas about letting the man free. Besides, he may not be able to walk. Ivanovich and Donner got a little overenthusiastic when they interrogated him.”

      I didn’t ask why they wanted to feed the whore master. It made no sense, unless he thought feeding the man would make the man more pliable. The Reverend hadn’t told me to feed the woman and the other man who’d been brought in with the whore master. When Ivanovich and Donner had returned to the house with the rest of my husband’s church members (twenty men in total), I’d caught only a glimpse of the two captive men and the woman. Ivanovich had carried the unconscious young woman. One of the men was a dark-haired man and the other a very tall man with blond hair. Both men were rugged and physically capable looking. Not the type of guys I’d expect to fall into the hands of Wakefield’s men.

      The Reverend released me. “Make me a bowl first and then get your butt down there.”

      So I did, well aware he’d sit at the table and watch the camera feed on the little monitor on the wall. Yeah, we had electricity from the solar generator in the back.

      “I’ll need the keys to unlock the whore master’s door,” I said mildly, putting on a reasonable smile.

      He glanced at me and rummaged in his right pants pocket for the keys. I heard them clink as he drew them out and held them toward me. I hesitated too long.

      His gaze turned cloudy. “Bitch, get over here and take the keys. I don’t want to have to tell you twice.”

      I quickly took the keys from him as he sat down to eat at the small breakfast nook. I continued to the hallway that led downstairs. I opened the creaky door to the basement—it wasn’t locked, which surprised me. Balancing a bowl of beans, a spoon and a knife, I headed down the steps. At the bottom of the steps, I hesitated and glanced around. A spindly wooden chair sat in the middle of the small area. Rock walls lined the cement floored room. A washing machine we hadn’t used in months stood to the west side of the room. Ahead of me lay another hall with four bedrooms. None of these rooms had been used for bedrooms in some time, but two had beds and dressers and a small lamp. I headed to the last door on my left. I wrestled with holding the bowl and unlocking the door—caution made me open it slowly. What if the man had gotten loose? What would he do if he had?

      Shoving down fear, I went in with the idea I’d be cocky. I’d play up whatever part I had to enact to obtain what the Reverend wanted. I could do this without having sex with a stranger.

      When I stepped in the room, though, I realized immediately my plan to play it cool might prove harder than I’d expected. A million impressions leapt at me.

      The blond man—up to this point I wasn’t sure which man they’d stuffed in the camera room—was sitting in a stick chair, his arms tied behind his back. His ankles were rigged to the legs. His head was slumped forward, thick, wavy, reddish-blond hair dangling over his face.

      Beyond his vulnerable position one thing jumped out at me I hadn’t expected and sure as hell couldn’t ignore.

      The guy was naked.

      Now if it had been the Reverend bare as a bunny in the chair, it wouldn’t be anything to write home about. Blondish boy however was all man. Every line of his body, from his broad shoulders, powerful arms, sculpted chest and washboard stomach screamed that he’d kept in fighting shape. A bruise formed over his left ribcage. Damn, that might hurt like hell, especially if the Reverend’s followers had given this man a beating. Did he have a broken rib or internal injuries?

      Light brown hair dusted over those pecs and arrowed down over his six pack and bushed out to his male secrets. My mouth popped open. Nestled between his wide spread, nicely muscled thighs was his sizable cock and balls.

      His head jerked up and I started. My cheeks heated.

      He pinned me with bright green eyes in a rugged, startlingly handsome face. With sharp nose, fairly high cheekbones, and a tight, disapproving line to his wide mouth, he didn’t qualify as a pretty boy. More than a couple days’ worth of tawny beard roughed his upper lip and jaw. A small bruise had formed on his left cheekbone.

      His nostrils flared. “Shocked at what you see, little lady?”

      His tone sent my back up but I restrained the impulse to tell him to stuff it.

      I sniffed. “I’ll bet whoever hit you in the face has a sore hand right now. The cheekbone…” I shrugged.

      His head tilted to the side, and those eyes went dark with something like anger. “Someone hit you? There’s a nice bruise on your right jaw.”

      I’d said something the Reverend hadn’t liked yesterday. He’d knocked me out of my chair at the breakfast nook. I probably had bruises on my ass, too. I’d landed hard enough.

      Memories of the anger and hurt boiled up in me, and tears touched my eyes. “None of your business.”

      His frown grew deeper. “Untie me and I’ll make sure whoever he is never hurts you again. I don’t take kindly to men who hurt women or children.”

      There it was. I’d expected him to ask me to release him. Men underestimated me all the time. I knew what I looked like. With my long, silvery blonde hair and youthful features men thought I was younger….and stupider than I was.

      “No,” I said. “Besides, you look like the one who needs help. They beat you up, right?”

      “What are you, a doctor?”

      I smiled, but didn’t mean it. “Wow, one of the few men around here who would ask that question.”

      “Why?”

      “Because these men think women are second class citizens. They’d ask me if I was a nurse.”

      “Are you a nurse?”

      “Nope.”

      A surprised smile lit his face, and it made him breathtakingly gorgeous. Everything feminine in my body sat up and took notice. My breath suspended for a moment, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen a man like him. If he had injuries from the beating, he sure didn’t act like he was in pain.

      “What are you staring at?” he asked. “You’ve never seen a naked man before?”

      Heat filled my face again, or maybe it had never cooled down. Okay, so he’d caught me admiring his body. I drew on the well of sarcasm dying to escape. “I might be wearing a prudish dress, but don’t mistake me for a prude.”

      I closed the door with a distinct bang. The room had a double bed and a dresser. I placed the food on the dresser and turned back to him. I crossed my arms. Curiosity edged around the cynicism in his eyes.

      “Who are you and what’s your name?” he asked.

      I sauntered slowly to stand in front of him. Anyone watching through the camera feed couldn’t read my lips from this angle. My mind flashed back to a time I’d been forced to perform in this room. Without an ounce of clothes or dignity.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      He answered without hesitation. “Daniel Ambrose.”

      I nodded. Fair enough. “Ella Danforth.”

      Silence fell between us for a moment before he said, “Should I be pleased to meet you Ella?”

      “I doubt it. If you want to stay alive you’ll do what I say,” I said.

      He snorted, barely simmering hostility arrowing from those shockingly intense eyes. “You packing a piece in that granny dress? You gonna shoot me if I don’t cooperate?”

      “I don’t have a gun…right now. But I can get one. And you’re walking a thin line. You see, this is how I understand it. My husband wants some information. You’d better give it to me or he’ll kill you.”

      He smiled, but the grin held more derision than genuine humor. Either way it made his good looks even more extraordinary.

      “Your husband? I don’t see a ring on your finger,” he said.

      “So?”

      “You love your husband?”

      What the hell is this guy doing?

      I said, “My husband wants the information. So make it easier on yourself, okay?”

      “What kind of information?” he asked.

      “Don’t play dumb with me. Your friends…where are they staying in town? Give me the address.”

      Instead of giving up the address, he eyeballed me
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