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      The virus delivers more surprises as it takes more lives.

      Who dies and who survives?

      The world is choking as each survivor faces more terror beyond just the sickness of others and themselves.

      As the virus moves across the country, who wins and who loses?

      Survive with Cady and her family or don’t… Either way, you won’t be able to stop reading.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEAR READER,

          

        

      

    

    
      Things are getting crazier and crazier. Thank you for sticking with Cady, Margie, and Bailey so far. I’m still washing my hands after I finish writing.

      Have you started questioning your rashes and your fevers? I do that. I have shingles and I’ll tell you what, it bothers me that this story ended up having a focus on them. My training in microbiology and biophysiology taught me enough to take these viruses and twist them. If my training was enough to conjure those thought processes, what are others out there doing?

      I hope you’re staying healthy and that those around you aren’t sharing their germs. I’m the furthest from a germaphobe you’ll ever meet (my kids pick things up off the floor and eat them – stop! But I don’t stress it) and this series has me questioning my sanity.

      Let me know what you think of the virus. I’d love to know your experiences with any of the zosters – chickenpox, cold sores, shingles, etc. Drop me an email at brpaulson@brpaulson.com! I hope you enjoy this series. Hopefully, you’re not too mad at me for what happens in book 7. I’m not looking forward to it. Death is not my favorite thing to put my characters through, but unfortunately, it happens. I’m just very attached to my people.

      Who do you think is going to die next?

      Stay alive, my friend!

      Paulson
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      Scott

      

      Ranger’s matted fur consoled Scott as he intertwined his fingers in the mess. Keeping his voice low, he murmured, “Good boy. We’re almost there.”

      There being Scott’s house. They had to get to his house to get a gun so he could protect them. The need for quiet and protection was directly related to the pack of coyotes slowly stalking Scott in his weakened state.

      The virus had left Scott confused and debilitated. He even thought he could take care of himself, if he could just get back to his house.

      He couldn’t breathe fully, each pant for air a desperate inhale as his lungs tried to compensate for his weakness.

      Moonlight broke through the treetops and Scott stumbled, his bare feet softened by the wet ground and torn up by the gravel and large rocks protruding from the packed dirt of the road.

      A soft yip from a fringe coyote made Ranger stop and growl louder. The sound came from deeper in his throat than a bark. Scott could feel the vibrations in his hand as he held onto his dog.

      He was so glad to have Ranger back. He’d thought he’d lost his best-friend south of Coeur d’Alene. Ranger didn’t look worse for wear. The dog had made it home and he felt like he hadn’t lost too much weight in the last few days.

      Even as Scott faced the danger of a pack of hungry coyotes, his elation and relief at seeing his dog was noticeable.

      His muscles wanted to give up. He wanted to sleep. He needed rest.

      As much as his body wanted him to give up, Scott didn’t want to stop. They had to keep going. The house wasn’t more than twenty yards away. He could see the shape of Rachel, his neighbor, as her dead body lie on his grass. The gun she’d shot herself in the head with would be somewhere right in that area.

      The moon was high in the sky, casting tree shadows across the road.

      Glancing at Ranger, Scott debated running without him, or grabbing Ranger’s collar and hanging on. No matter what Scott did, he wouldn’t have the energy for more than a few seconds of action. He was getting better, but not enough to fight off the pack of coyotes. Thank goodness, they weren’t wolves.

      No, wolves would be a nightmare he’d never wake up from. At least with coyotes, there was a chance. Maybe.

      Scott limped forward, determined to reach his house. He had to reach it. If he could get that gun, then he could protect both him and his newly returned companion. Where was the weapon? Would his feet get him over the grass and onto the concrete pathway leading to his porch?

      Goosebumps rose on Scott’s skin. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the early spring breeze that carried a hint of winter still on its edges or if his fever was returning or worse. What if he sensed something from the coyotes – like a sixth sense of a prey.

      He dragged his feet forward, forcing each step. Fifteen yards.

      Scott glanced at Ranger who stalked alongside him. Ranger flicked his glance to Scott and something passed between them. Scott suddenly knew what to do. He had to make it to that gun. That’s all that mattered. Ranger would give him backup.

      Not even taking the time to tense up and prepare, Scott bolted toward his yard. The sudden burst of energy came grudgingly as if even his body didn’t want to live long enough to save them. Scott ignored the soft padding of the chilly grass beneath his feet as he left the roadside. Even the damp blades hurt his tender skin, trying to impede his every step.

      His sudden sprint away triggered the predators waiting and watching. The coyotes sprang forward. Yipping and snarling chased Scott’s heels. He pumped his arms with an intensity for survival he hadn’t felt since his high school football days.

      Ranger wasn’t running beside him. Scott couldn’t afford the time to look back when Ranger’s growl turned into a bark and a snarl.

      Scott had to get to that gun and now.

      He reached Rachel’s body, ignoring the flesh torn from her bones. Her face was no longer recognizable, but Scott would focus on that later. Gun. Gun, where was the gun?

      Her hand had fallen to the side, beside the bushes and Scott dropped to the ground, digging along the rocks. His fingers closed around the cold metal of his firearm and he pushed himself back to his feet and swung around to aim at the pack. Hopefully, he had more ammunition in the chamber. Hopefully…

      His heart stopped. Ranger snarled and bit at two coyotes attacking him from either side.

      The pack had tightened around the three animals as if looking for a way to get at their next meal. Scott had been abandoned for a moment.

      If he didn’t hurry, he would miss his chance.

      He wasn’t going to miss out on a proper reunion with his dog. Not because some coyotes decided a sick Scott was dinner.

      With his arms weak from the virus and the mad dash to get the gun, Scott struggled to lift the firearm. He wasn’t sure how many bullets were in the clip, but he really just needed a couple. Even one would be more help than harm.

      Using both hands, he aimed the gun but couldn’t get a solid bead on one of the coyotes fighting with Ranger – not without a chance of hitting his dog.

      After a long moment of trying to get one of the coyotes in his sights, he shifted the position of the gun and squeezed the trigger.

      The slight recoil combined with his exhaustion and he jerked his arms back.

      Was he strong enough to try again? A high-pitched yip let him know he’d hit something. As he aimed again, he hoped it wasn’t Ranger.
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      Bailey

      

      Bailey jerked her head up from leaning against the wall. The sound of the gunshots in the distance pulled her from her wallowing. Everything was easy to hear with the silence left behind with the absence of power.

      The nights were still getting cold and Bailey wasn’t sure what was ahead of her. At the top of the stairs, Bailey listened closely. Where were the shots coming from? Was there a killer on her driveway? As prepared as Bailey was to shoot a target stapled to a tree, she wasn’t ready to defend herself with a gun. Not yet.

      A loud thud hit the porch and Bailey held Jessica closer to her chest as she darted down the stairs in the dark. The overhead skylight clung to a layer of snow along the edges of the bubbled glass, dimming the moon and starlight.

      As Bailey’s shirt skimmed the textured wall, the whisper of the contact matched her breathing.

      Had Scott shot Jason? At the bottom of the steps, Bailey reached out with her free hand and felt for the door handle. Flinging the door open, she waited for her eyes to adjust to the minimal light. At least she could see shapes so she didn’t trip on anything.

      Jason had fallen to the deck, his white t-shirt almost glowing in the shadows. He wasn’t moving. Had he been shot? Was the gunman waiting for them out on the drive? The house was darker than outside. Bailey’s silhouette could stand out against the pale house exterior.

      Glancing around, Bailey knelt by Jason’s side. She adjusted Jessica in her arms and reached out cautiously as tears flowed freely down her cheeks. “Jason?” Her whimper broke the silence of the night.

      Another shot rang out, but further away. The distance didn’t matter. Bailey ducked backwards and then crouched closer to Jason’s fallen form. Patting his chest and head, Bailey sighed in relief. He hadn’t been shot – at least from what she could feel. She had to get him inside and figure out what was wrong with him.

      Standing, she carried Jessica into the living room, laying her on the couch and rolling up a blanket to create a makeshift crib line so the newborn wouldn’t fall from the cushion. Bailey had no idea how old a baby was when they started crawling, but Jessica seemed too small to do much more than eat, poop, and cry. Oh, and sleep.

      Jessica didn’t stir as Bailey transferred her to the makeshift bed. Bailey didn’t have time to wait to see if she was going to wake up. Listening for Jessica’s cries would have to be enough monitoring for now.

      On the porch, Bailey knelt again and shook Jason’s shoulder, peering as close to his face as she could get. Her warm breath rebounded from his skin and hit hers, cooling as it made contact. “Jason? Wake up. Can you hear me?” She kept her voice low in case there was a killer out there taking potshots at them.

      Nothing from Jason. No response. Bailey settled back on her heels, wrapping her arms around her knees and staring in the direction of the road. With the loop and curve of the drive and the large island of trees in the middle, she couldn’t see all the way to the road, but that didn’t stop her from looking in that direction.

      Okay, she didn’t honestly think someone was out there shooting at them. She would hear the shots closer and that wasn’t the case. The shots were further away, more hollow sounding.

      What Bailey needed to focus on right then was getting Jason inside. For whatever reason, he’d collapsed and she couldn’t help him by leaving him outside. How did she get him in, though? What if he was hurt? She couldn’t fully check him or fix him with him crumpled there on the deck, half-on and half-off the steps.

      If that was her dad, what would she do? Bailey was tough. She could move him herself. She had to. She had no other choice other than to leave him there and that wasn’t an option she could live with.

      As much as her dad treated her like a princess, he’d told her to make sure she stayed in shape. Bailey hadn’t taken him seriously, but she hadn’t ignored exercise either. Right then, as she faced having to move a solidly built teenage boy inside, she wished she could go back and tell herself to work out and get stronger.

      Taking a deep breath, she stood and then bent over, hooking her hands under his armpits and pushing backward with her butt. The movement dragged him toward her and she did it again, stepping back as she slid him closer to the door.

      Another gunshot split the night and cut across her breathing. She jerked her head up. She had to find out who that was. What if Scott was in danger? If he’d found a gun, he might be protecting himself or he was going on a delusional rampage. Neither was a good thing.

      Jason obviously hadn’t found Scott, or the man would be nearby. So the safest bet would be to assume that Jason hadn’t been shot.

      Maybe Jason had turned back for a flashlight or something in the all-encompassing darkness. Actually, that was being dramatic. It wasn’t that dark out.

      With her butt up against the door, Bailey reached behind her. She pulled the handle down and thrust a hip out to push the door in. Back to her maneuver to pull Jason into the house, Bailey yanked under his arms two more times.

      All she had to do was get Jason in the house. She couldn’t spend any more time with him. At least not until she found Scott. Not until she figured out where her neighbor was. He was supposed to be there, in the room beside her mother, where he was supposed to be getting better or getting ready to die.

      What would she say to her mom, if she lost Scott on the first night she’d been left in charge?

      Rather than just leave Jason on the floor, Bailey ran into the living room and retrieved a throw pillow. Returning to his side, she carefully placed it beneath his head. His skin burned beneath her touch and she gasped. “You’ve been sick. Oh, Jason.” Bailey shook her head. How long had he been hiding it? The rash hadn’t been evident on his neck and his eyes had just started to look red-rimmed. She hung her head. She couldn’t focus on that right then. “I’ll be back.”

      Not that he could hear her. Not that he knew what she was doing or even cared.

      Bailey couldn’t go far with Jessica, Cady, and Jason alone in the house with no one to watch them or tend to their needs.

      No, she didn’t have the time to search far for Scott. If she did get lucky and found him, she couldn’t carry him back – not on her own. She had to take the four-wheeler to retrieve him. There was no other way to bring him back. He’d been too sick to leave.

      In fact, if she found him and he survived, she was going to give him a hard time about being stupid enough to leave the house. He deserved some teasing after the scare he’d put her through.

      Listening one more time for any crying or sounds from Cady or Jason, Bailey softly closed the door behind her. She ran to the shed, sliding onto the seat of the four-wheeler.

      Would they get to the point where they’d find a routine again? Now that the power was out and everyone was sick, Bailey needed to hold onto something to look forward to. She needed hope. Anxious to have one person pull out of the sickness, Bailey really just needed to find some hope. That would help with the hope. If just one would survive, she could find a glimmer she needed.

      That’s all she wanted, all she needed. Hope that someone could survive the virus.

      Her mom. Her neighbor. Jason and Jessica. She needed hope that she wasn’t going to be alone at the end of it all. If she had to face the world alone, why would she want to survive?

      Bailey started the engine, giving it a couple seconds to warm up. What would she find when she left her driveway? Was she just putting herself in harm’s way? She had no other option before her. The overwhelming weight of the situation she found herself in made her want to lie down and cry.

      She’d have to just make do with letting the tears out. Bailey wiped her cheeks and shifted into high gear. Revving the throttle with her thumb, she set her jaw.

      Suck it up, Bailey. She wouldn’t take the time to dwell on her self-pity.

      She had to get it together and then she had to find Scott.

      If he shot her, she’d never forgive him.
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      Jackson

      

      Jackson’s truck had been ransacked. All of his weapons were gone. He stood at the door to the cab with an eyebrow arched and a smirk on his lips while he held his hand on his hip. He wore clean clothes. His old soiled outfit littered the carpet in the motel room he wouldn’t be returning to.

      After wrapping his feet and hands with bandages, he’d forced himself to get dressed and gather his belongings. He was hungry and not the kind of hungry some vending machine snacks would assuage.

      First, truck. The way the truck had been picked over, Jackson wouldn’t be surprised if those men had been real from his hallucinations. They probably had looked through all of the room keys at the front desk and figured the missing one was where the truck owner was. They wanted the keys to steal the truck. And who wouldn’t? The truck was mean looking. Too bad it was pretty worthless now.

      Jackson might have been loud as he’d suffered from the effects of the Cure. He wouldn’t be surprised. He was the type to groan when getting a massage from a stranger. He had no shame.

      The gas cap was left off which meant they’d probably siphoned his fuel. Jackson leaned his head back and took a deep breath. He wasn’t going anywhere with his feet injured the way they were. He needed another day or so to let his feet rest before he could start searching for a vehicle that worked.

      Limping back into the office, he grabbed another room key and settled for pulling some of the remaining items from the machine. Trail mix would have to work for now. He didn’t want it to, but he wasn’t stupid. Nutrition was imperative for his feet to heal. With water and nuts, he should be able to at least give his body energy to beat the initial mending.

      In a clean room, Jackson sighed as he carefully lowered himself to the bed. This room didn’t stink like urine and misery. He didn’t bother blocking the locked door. Keeping himself in wasn’t a worry anymore.

      Keeping others out? He’d love to see someone try to hurt him at this point. He was invincible. Next, he had to find Cady and let her tell him how amazing he was. He was getting sick of telling himself.
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      Margie

      

      Kelsey’s car smelled like vanilla air freshener. The overabundance of the scent suggested she had a stash of them tucked somewhere like other people would hide a rotting lunch. The sweet normalcy of the scent was offsetting and Margie tried to get her head back in the game.

      Ryker climbed into the backseat of the two-door car and hugged his bag to his chest. He stared at his home and Margie’s heart hurt for him. Leaving his dead family behind wouldn’t be easy and the stark pain and longing on his face promised many sleepless nights ahead of him.

      But leaving was the best bet for his survival. Even if, in the next few days to months, he didn’t want to survive alone.

      Offering him a reassuring smile, Margie clicked the seatback into place and joined Kelsey standing at the back of the car. They finished stacking the last of the supplies they’d taken from Ryker’s home. At least what they could get and determined important enough to take up valuable room in the car.

      While Kelsey and Margie had the sleeping items from the convenience store, Margie had asked Ryker to grab a pillow and whatever he needed to bring with him from his own home. She’d promised him they would make room for anything he brought, even as Kelsey shot a questioning look at Margie.

      Ryker had opted for whatever was in his backpack, his pillow, and an intricately designed quilt that someone in his family had probably made.

      Margie glanced over the backseat at Ryker, taking in the items in his hands and the shape of the pack. Nothing resembled a book or photo album. Touching Kelsey’s arm, Margie nodded toward the house. “Give me a few minutes and then we can go.”

      “We’ve already been here too long, Margie.” Kelsey’s whisper didn’t stop Margie. After a few minutes, Kelsey’s words followed her. “Okay, but hurry!”

      Margie braved the stifling odor of dead bodies in Ryker’s family home. She didn’t dare go into the bedrooms. All she needed were some family picture albums or even just a family picture from the wall – anything to tie Ryker back to the people he loved the most in the world. Most houses had memory items stored in the living room or an office, where they were easily accessible.

      She swept the living room with the small flashlight Ryker had handed to her earlier while they’d been looking for food to take and gas cans in the garage. The white LED light sent shadows of objects against the walls and ceiling.

      A wood and metal shelf had been positioned against the far doorway. Books and thick spines on the bottom shelf caught her eye. With one arm over her nose and mouth, Margie approached the collection and grabbed anything that looked like it might hold pictures. The weight of about five books made her lower her hand and the smell of death and disease assaulted her again.

      Rushing from the home, Margie climbed into the front seat of the waiting car. Closing the door behind her, she turned at the waist while Kelsey shifted into gear and drove slowly down the street.

      “Here, Ryker, I think you might want these.” She didn’t dare turn on the light since they could be seen by anyone and they didn’t want to give away their position any more than the brake lights would have to.

      He took them slowly and Margie settled back into her seat, pulling on her seatbelt and trying not to overhear Ryker’s reaction. He lifted up a book and used the dashboard to see it better.

      His words came slow as if he couldn’t believe what he held. “I… Thank you.” The book closed and he set them on the seat beside him. Judging from the soft rubbing sound, Ryker’s hand hadn’t left the books as he softly stroked them. He was grateful for them now, but Margie knew just how much he would want them in the time to come.

      His lack of words didn’t bother Margie. She understood the need for no words, no reaction. A simple thank you was more than she’d expected as he left them all behind.

      “I’m not going to take the freeway. Not yet.” Kelsey finally spoke in a normal volume. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not interested in going through Cle Elum. Not like this. We’re not ready. What if they have the freeway blocked?” She shook her head, her skin pale in the green and orange light from the dash.

      Margie couldn’t argue. What if the same people who had blown up the gas station were out there. She shook her head and leaned her elbow on the windowsill, looking out into the darkness. “I can’t believe they blew up the convenience store. How did you make it out?”

      Snickering, Kelsey shook her head. “They didn’t blow it up. That was me. You said we needed a distraction. I grabbed some of the lighter fluid and turned on the pumps. A few of the handles had been bound open, probably so they could see what pumps were being used during the day. Gas had spilled from one of the faucets lying on the ground and it went everywhere.” She laughed again, turning down another dark street, seemingly confident where she was driving.

      Margie had no idea where they were or where they were going in the dark night. The only light she could see was from the still-burning gas station off in the distance behind them. She glanced back a couple times just to orient herself.

      Kelsey shrugged, shifting in the seat and glancing in the rearview mirror. “I used a drink cup, stuffed it with napkins that I lit on fire, opened the door, and threw it outside, then started a fire inside, too.” She looked quickly at Margie. “I’ve been wanting to do that for a while now, but I was too scared to do it. I thought I was going to die in there. You at least showed me I didn’t have to stay in there.”

      Motioning with one hand, Kelsey continued talking. “The group of men scrambled to get away from the front. I went out the back and grabbed my car. I saw you as I drove along the back of the parking lot. You guys ducked into the forest and so I followed into the neighborhood I knew was back there.”

      “Wow.” But Margie was more astounded than she let on. Kelsey wasn’t the risk taking type. Her tattoos, piercings, and hair style were for shock value. There was no risk there, just something she did because it garnered her attention.

      Kelsey had been so averse to leaving until the next morning, Margie couldn’t help wondering what had happened to make her change her mind. “Why’d you decide to leave now?”

      Falling quiet, Kelsey didn’t reply.

      After a long moment where Margie thought for sure Kelsey had either not heard her or wasn’t going to answer, Kelsey finally spoke, all humor gone. “Don’t freak out, but they pulled the Bug from the road and were… messing with it.” She swallowed, the sound audible in the silence of the car.

      “Messing with it? What do you mean?” Margie glanced behind them, as if she could somehow see what they were doing with David, her dead husband, and the car he’d killed himself in.

      “No, look, I don’t mind telling you stuff, but there are some things that are better not knowing.” Kelsey cleared her throat and glanced in the rearview mirror. “What about you, Ryker? How old are you? Why haven’t you been sick?” Her abrupt change in topic scared Margie more than she wanted to let on.

      Margie disengaged from the conversation. How bad had things gotten at the gas station that they had spurred Kelsey to leave? Margie didn’t want to know.

      “I’m not sure. My family all got it, but I didn’t. I had a rash on my arms, but that was it.” Of course, Ryker hadn’t had shingles. He wasn’t old enough. There was too much data and not enough information to create variables or track the progress of the disease. As much as Margie was trying to pinpoint the cause and treatment of the virus, she severely lacked the ability to track anything down with any certainty.

      Kelsey turned the car again, heading north this time.

      “Where are you going?” Margie shifted in her seat. She only wanted to head east. If they had to get on the freeway, then that’s where they needed to go.

      “You said your family is up in Spirit Lake. I know a back way to get to Newport and we can go south from there.” Kelsey nodded, keeping her expression tight. “If those men are coming out of Cle Elum, there’s nothing good that can happen, if we go that way. Let’s just go a little longer route and get where we need to go.”

      That made sense. The back country of the Inland Northwest was a myriad of roads and paths. If you wanted to get somewhere, chances were you had more than one option to do so.

      But if Cle Elum had gone bad, who was to say any of the other towns hadn’t gone bad, too?

      They’d lengthened their drive which meant they would need more gas and more food and they had to plan with more time.

      Margie had a sinking sensation that they weren’t all going to make it to Spirit Lake and she wasn’t sure what to do about that.

      Not for the first time, she wished one of them had access to a gun of some sort. But Kelsey hadn’t had access and Ryker’s family had been legitimately liberal with their disinterest in owning weapons. Ryker had shaken his head when she’d asked him and he’d scoffed. “My dad didn’t even get mouse traps because he didn’t believe in taking lives.”

      No weapons left them decidedly more vulnerable.

      And Kelsey wanted to drive off the main roads.

      Hopefully, Kelsey knew what she was doing. Margie had no idea how to get back to the freeway which was the only way she knew of to get home.

      Panic clenched in her stomach. What if Kelsey didn’t know what she was talking about? What if something happened to Kelsey and Margie had to find a way home without a map or GPS?

      What if Margie had promised Bailey she’d be there soon and she never showed up?

      Some things weren’t acceptable. Dying in the backwoods of some Washington county was one of them.
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      Somewhere in Atlanta

      

      Douglas Whittaker had never seen such an elegant virus hybrid. If he could only meet the creator of the varicella cross, he’d consider his bucket list complete. As it was, he had a lot left to do on his list that he wouldn’t be able to complete before he died. Which, in retrospect was pretty sad considering he wasn’t even forty years old yet.

      He chuckled, the sound dry and forced. Swiveling the chair to the side and then back, he stared into the dim room. His eyes hadn’t stopped hurting and, yet, that hadn’t stopped him from doing what he loved.

      Scrapings of his mother’s pox had given him the bump in information he’d needed. She’d had shingles though and the virus that was decimating the world wasn’t able to reach its full life span in those with a medical history of shingles, chickenpox, or herpes simplex – cold sores on the mouth. What Doug wouldn’t give to see how it affected those with genital herpes – a more localized form of the virus.

      Swallowing to moisten the interior of his mouth, Doug lifted the dictating recorder to his lips, pressing the record button and murmuring into the darkened room. “The virus is… simple while being complex. There is no ability to create a vaccine with the evolutionary traits that have been added in the genetic diversification process which makes the vaccination process null.” He pulled the recorder back, cleared his throat, and continued, “Half of the virus dies as it infects, shunting the white blood cells by killing them on contact. I want to reference it by calling it kamikaze but that simplifies the process more than necessary.”

      Doug lowered his recorder and stared toward the corner of his desk. He had no one who would listen to his reports. No one to study the evolution of the virus or the toxicity of the ointment being touted as the Cure – well, not any more. It was pretty evident by the few who were still alive that the Cure was just another step in a horrible plan to eliminate the human race.

      All of that to the side, Doug wanted to know more about the virus. He reached up and pressed gingerly around the pox on his own skin.

      He’d never had chickenpox, shingles, or even cold sores. He had barely moved from his desk as he’d gotten sicker and sicker, but he’d been fortunate to have various drugs on hand to eliminate the fever in temporary bursts and to treat the general pain.

      Even as prepared as he was with drugs and his own knowledge of viruses, Doug knew when he’d hit the end of his rope.

      If he’d been in better health and hadn’t smoked, maybe… but he knew that wasn’t true. There was nothing that would help him get over the sickness at that rate. He wasn’t young and he wasn’t healthy enough to give it a fighting chance.

      Setting the recorder down with a soft thud on the veneer surface, Doug sighed. Why was he even taking notes?

      His posterity died a few days before and he’d been able to look at the whole situation with practicality instead of with emotion. His own weakness and illness had taken its toll and he’d barely had enough energy to look in the microscopes and work on the petri dishes.

      His religion had always been science. Turning that way as his death loomed before him, seemed only natural. His mother had been comforted with prayers and scriptures. Douglas was comforted, calmed even, by studying the virus that seemed to hold back on killing him.

      Almost as if it, too, wanted to be studied, known.

      Who would listen to his dictations? Would anyone find him in his basement in the next fifty years? Why would they? He was in a random neighborhood, in a random town. There were thousands and thousands of homes all around him. Nothing stood out about his home. His whole life he’d sought notoriety, to be known for a discovery.

      The one time a discovery was made that actually mattered? Doug – and the world – were too far gone to do anything about it. If he could’ve discovered it earlier, found a way to treat it, he could’ve gotten the Nobel Peace Prize. Maybe.

      Or, he would have just been pushed under the rug while a higher up scientist had taken the credit.

      None of it mattered anyway.

      All the conjecture weakened him further and he sighed. Rubbing his eyes, he glanced at his fingers as he pulled them back from his face.

      Blinking, he then squinted at the black tar-like material smeared across his skin.

      That didn’t look good.
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      Scott

      
      The smell. Scott couldn’t escape the smell, no matter which way he turned his head. A general rotten food smell came from his house, which wasn’t a big deal. Cady had mentioned something about Rachel digging through his kitchen. She probably had left the fridge open and then with the power outage and animals having free access, things weren’t being saved properly. No big dea.

      But he hadn’t thought about the way Rachel’s body would stink as it decomposed on his lawn. The smell of rotting flesh wasn’t something one got used to. Even Ranger kept his nose down as he watched the road.

      Breathing out of his mouth didn’t help either.

      Scott couldn’t figure out what hurt more, his skin, his muscles, his bones, or his soul. His hands shook as he leaned back against the porch steps, watching for more coyotes, more predators, any danger. He had to be out of ammunition soon. His gun didn’t have unlimited bullets, no matter how much the movies made it seem possible.

      An engine and metal creaking announced a visitor. Small headlights glowed in front of the house, visible before the actual ATV was in view. He raised the gun and then hastily lowered it to his side when he realized who the driver was.

      Bailey seemed to come out of nowhere, the rattle and bumping of the trailer over the shallow ditch as she cut the corner on his drive jarring to Scott’s sensitive hearing.

      Ranger’s whine was more of a gentle admonition that Scott was okay. The dog had settled beside Scott, on alert as if he knew Scott wasn’t going to be able to do much from where he sat. He knew who Bailey was. The dog wasn’t worried. In fact, he was probably glad to have someone see that Scott had been saved.

      And yes, Scott was going to be okay, and it was all thanks to his best-friend. His tears started anew that Ranger had made it home. Not for the first time, Scott reached down and rubbed behind Ranger’s ears, grateful to see his friend again.

      Seeing Bailey’s shape and dim features in the silver light of the moon was almost as much a relief as seeing his dog again.

      Bailey pulled to a stop and stared at Scott. She took in his boxer underwear and the pale skin of his lower thighs and knees. Arching an eyebrow, she jerked her head toward the trailer. “Okay, I’ve seen too much, Scott. Why’d you leave? And in your underwear.” She shook her head, as if amused by the crazy man’s antics.

      Scott tugged the hem of his shirt. The chilly spring night worked its way across his flesh. Of course, he would notice the dropping temperature when he was most vulnerable. Why hadn’t he noticed how cold it was when he was trying to leave Cady’s? That would have been more appropriate. He could have turned back.

      He patted Ranger’s head. No, if he’d gone back inside, he would have missed out on finding Ranger. That wasn’t something to miss.

      Ranger stood beside Scott, watching Bailey with curiosity but also keeping an eye on the road and the direction the coyotes had scampered off in.

      Bailey reached under Scott’s arm and helped him stand. Shaky, he’d gripped the gun like a lifeline and tapped it against his bare leg nervously.

      “I’m going to load you in the trailer. I can’t carry you or have you leaning on me on the four-wheeler, okay? It’s going to be bumpy. We have to hurry. Jessica is by herself at the house.” Bailey helped Scott make his way to the back of the trailer.

      As the adrenaline faded, Scott’s aches and pains became more apparent. As much as he hurt, the pain wasn’t the same kind that he’d been plagued with while he was sick. Settling on the plywood bottom of the trailer, Scott reached up and felt his forehead with the back of his hand. If anything, his skin was damp with sweat, but cool. He didn’t have a fever, anymore.

      He’d take it. The discomfort in his body was similar to after a long day’s work. His muscles were sore, but not burning. He was tired, but not beyond exhausted. Breathing wasn’t close to impossible.

      Was it reality, that he might survive this thing?

      The questions roiled in his mind, but he clung to the gun as if it held all the answers. He couldn’t let it go. The incident with the coyotes too recent for comfort.

      Scott let out a low whistle and Ranger fell into a trot behind the trailer as Bailey drove toward her house with caution. She didn’t seem concerned about coyotes, wolves, or other predators. Why should she? She wasn’t weak or sick. She was fully in control of her faculties.

      Embarrassed Bailey had to retrieve him, Scott worked to get himself ready to exit the trailer by himself.

      She pulled to a stop in front of the house and climbed down to help him. “I’m going to put this away. I’ll be back in just a minute, if you want to wait here on the porch.”

      Scott nodded, grateful for help and glad to be back at Cady’s. Yes, he wanted to get to his own home, especially when he’d thought he wasn’t long for this world and he didn’t want to be a burden on Bailey and Jason.

      But as he continued to pull further from the clutches of the virus, he realized he would be able to help at Cady’s. Bailey wouldn’t have to do anything by herself. Not for long anyway. Sure, Scott was tired, but not an invalid. He could do more than he’d thought he could.

      Ignoring the sharp pain in his feet, Scott heaved himself upright when they stopped. Dark shadows in the shape of Zach’s sandals had been pushed to the side of the porch, against the wall of the house. Scott remembered seeing them there when he’d come by a week or so ago.

      It seemed like longer than just a few weeks since the world started falling down around them. He would need those sandals on his feet, before he could go inside. He didn’t need to see the blood to know he was bleeding.

      “I knew the power went out, but I didn’t realize just how quiet and dark it would be.” Scott murmured as Bailey stood beside him, helping him cross the few feet to the deck. He didn’t turn and sit on the steps like she indicated wanting. Instead, he carefully reached out and grabbed the closest post and pulled himself up the two steps.

      He had to get those sandals on. The tender flesh of his feet would need first aid attention, but first he had to make sure he didn’t get blood all over the place.

      Bailey stepped away from him and revved the four-wheeler, disappearing around the side of the house to put the ATV into the shed. Scott knew his way around Cady’s place. As soon as he was able, he’d help Bailey with taking care of the homestead.

      After his adventurous night, he just wanted to say goodnight to Jason and Jessica and get some sleep.

      Slipping the sandals on his feet, he sighed at the cooling pressure of the rubber soles on his feet, like a bandage that pushed all of his flesh together. Standing at the front door, waiting for Bailey to return from the shed, Scott glanced through the slim front window.

      Even though the power was off, the moonlight glowed through the windows in the dining room, shining down the hardwood floor into the hall.

      Scott’s nephew lay on the floor, tucked against the wall with a pillow under his head. It didn’t take a fully lit house to see Jason wasn’t moving.

      Scott wasn’t sure how he was still moving himself, but he was. The new jolt of adrenaline wouldn’t be wasted. Scott didn’t wait for Bailey. Bursting through the front door, Scott knelt beside the young man and touched the side of his throat. Thready and fast, Jason’s pulse beat against Scott’s touch.

      Hanging his head, Scott’s temporary relief allowed him to droop beside his nephew. He couldn’t lose Jason. There was nothing left of his family that he knew of – only Jason and Jessica. That was all he had. He couldn’t let anything happen to them. If for no other reason, then he’d promised his mother.

      Pressing the back of his hand against Jason’s forehead, Scott shook his head at the incredible heat eating at Jason’s flesh. “You’re burning up, kid.”

      Jason didn’t respond. Not that Scott expected him to. Hoped, yes.

      If Scott were stronger, he’d carry Jason up to a bed, but Scott didn’t even have enough energy to drag his nephew into the living room.

      Bailey pushed through the front door. “Let me get some candles lit. I didn’t have time after the power went out and I had to find you.” She wasn’t guilt-tripping him, but Scott didn’t need to be reminded that he was mostly to blame for adding more stress to an already stressful situation.

      She passed him, feeling with her feet to make sure she didn’t step on Scott or Jason. The closet door opened and Bailey made a few passes between the doorway and the table. After a few minutes, the door closed. The sound of a lighter grating and clicking and then suddenly a small flame appeared.

      Lighting multiple candles set up on the table, Bailey soon had candle light flickering and casting a jack-o-lantern glow about the lower level of the home. The sensation of comfort accompanied the light, making up for the absence of the furnace humming in the distance or the disappearance of the fan above the fireplace displacing the heat.

      Scott rocked back to his butt from his feet, and looked up at Bailey. “Is Cady…” He didn’t want to know, but he had to. He
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