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            Chapter One

          

          Need Help

        

      

    

    
      Skye laid back on the couch, enjoying the quiet. A quick glance at Jesse assured her he was safe and happy as he worked on his project. That is all she ever wanted for him.

      Yesterday‘s fight, when they rescued Jesse from his abusive father, had left her drained. The anxious months before that, worried about the AgFlu and the chaos it caused had taken its toll on her, but up here, on Dylan and Wade’s serene mountain, all those problems seemed so far away.

      Troubled, Skye turned the cell phone she held in her hand a couple times. Until I called my parents. Are they sick? Or is Dad telling me the truth—it’s only asthma and allergies?

      That worry persisted. Skye’s family lived in Ohio, five hours away, and it was her goal to take Jesse there. But her cousin, Tom, warned against it until he gave her the green light. He was checking with his fellow police officers on the conditions along the road before he would declare it safe for her and Jesse to travel. Tom planned to call back within two days.

      The phone went around again, before Skye held it out to the others. “Oh, hey. Does anyone want to use the cell phone? Believe it or not, I’ve got three bars.”

      Jesse shook his head but didn't look up from the model car kit Skye gave him this morning. He sat cross-legged on the floor in front of a restored wooden coffee table with the pieces laid out before him as he and Dylan studied the instructions. Dylan sat across from Jesse. He leaned forward pointing to something on the paper. Dylan glanced at Skye.

      "Only person I care about is right here," Wade said, giving Dylan a pointed glance. He settled deeper into his chair and looked back at the book about house maintenance that engrossed him.

      Dylan took a moment to answer. Skye noticed his hesitation and walked over, extending the phone to him. "Do you have anyone you'd like to call?"

      He shrugged his right shoulder, reached for the cell phone and went outside. His muffled voice sounded for a couple of minutes. He got louder, then quieted.

      Dylan stormed back in, the easy-going guy helping Jesse, the one giving Skye words of encouragement was gone. This man’s jaw was tight, and there was a blue vein throbbing at his temple. The door slammed closed behind him, and everyone jumped.

      His footsteps thudded on the wood floor as he crossed the room to Skye and thrust his hand with the phone toward her. "Take it."

      "Is it not working now?"

      "Just take it," Dylan’s tone was flat, his control wearing thin.

      Skye frowned. “Do you need help?”

      "No, I do not."

      “Dylan.” She reached out a hand to him.

      He jerked away, pulling his arm out of reach. Grabbing his bow that leaned against the side of the couch, he slung it onto his back and stormed out of the cabin.

      Skye sighed. His anger sits just under the surface ready to burst at any time. Yesterday and now this? Skye looked down at the phone, turning it over a couple more times in her hand. She frowned as she let her thumb run over its smooth cover.

      Skye glanced at Jesse. He sat perfectly still; plastic car parts clutched in his hands with wide eyes glued to the door until he shifted his gaze to her. "I didn't do anything, did I?"

      "Oh, honey," Skye cleared a spot to sit on the floor beside him and smoothed Jesse's hair as she spoke. "Dylan wasn't angry at us. He left to cool down. It's okay."

      Skye turned to Wade. “What is that about?”

      “Pry his dad, he gets pretty touchy about him,” Wade said offhandedly and turned another page of his book. “He’ll stay out for a little while. Don't you worry, Jesse, hunting cools him right down.”

      Skye tipped her head. "His dad? I thought you said your dad passed away?"

      "Yeah, my dad's dead. Dylan's ain't." Earlier, when Wade told Skye their dad, Virgil, had contracted the AgFlu and died during the early onslaught of the disease, he never implied they were anything other than full brothers.

      “Please explain, Wade?”

      “Yeah, we got different dads.” He laughed, delighting at her irritation.

      Not in the mood for his teasing, Skye rolled her eyes and sighed. "Elaborate."

      "Well, I was born first, then my ma stepped out on my dad, and Dylan was born."

      Skye took a deep breath and held it for a moment. Patience, patience. "And was Dylan's birth father in the picture at all?"

      “Well…” Wade dragged out the word, “some. Seems Ma met his dad at a Powwow and nine months later, baby Dylan came along. Not that I minded, I was a bit lonely, anyway. His dad's Native American or part anyways. That's how Dylan knows the woods so well. His dad’s into all that.” Wade waved his hand.

      “Anyway,” Wade continued, “he said he didn’t know about Dylan til he was, oh around, twelve or thirteen. Said he came as soon as he did, but who knows? Dads haven't done too well by us. But on the other hand, mom's either. Ma never did tell Dylan he wasn't my dad’s.”

      Skye closed her eyes. That can’t be good. Her heart froze as she waited for the rest of the story.

      "Dylan found out one day when he was about ten. Dad was beatin on him real good and told him the reason he was such a thick-headed, scrawny idiot was cause he wasn't his blood. I'm cleaning that up some since Jesse’s here. It kinda messed up Dylan for a while. Couldn’t figure whether to be happy or sad about it, I reckon."

      Skye imagined the thoughts that would go through a young boy's mind when given that kind of information in such a destructive way.

      "Then his own dad came along a coupla years later. He would take Dylan off, and they'd have a grand ole time. That would set my dad off, and Dylan got beat more. It was a messed-up time, and Ma couldn't handle all the fightin, so she told Dylan's dad he couldn't come around no more. So, he didn't for a while."

      Wade paused and looked out the window for a moment. "Ya know, it's bad enough havin the jacked-up dad I had, but for Dylan, it mighta been worse. At least, I knew what was going on."

      Each piece of Wade's story felt like another stone being handed to Skye. She recalled Dylan's earlier words. How he had dreamed every day of being saved when he was a boy. He must have looked to his birth father for that escape only to have him seem to abandon him. Tears came to her eyes.

      The pain and rage that man must carry. Skye turned and searched out the front window, wondering how long it usually took for him to come back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Ever

        

      

    

    
      Dylan didn’t want the third degree. He wanted left alone. The cabin suddenly felt crowded with two extra people. And the questions. He needed out.

      He trampled through the young forest as he headed toward the old growth. I just needed to know he was making it through this. The tangle of branches whipped back at him as he plunged through them. Tall grasses latched onto his shoes until the brush thinned and disappeared.

      Reaching his destination, Dylan found the fallen log, and with a weary sigh, sat down on its rough exterior. The back of his hand scratched by the thick, brown bark of the trunk as he leaned his bow against it. His chest expanded as far as it was able while he pulled the musty, earthy scent of the primeval forest. Its aroma as familiar to him as his own.

      Dylan’s breath became faster, both from exertion and emotion. He let his gaze rise from the leaf-strewn ground to the base of one of the ancient hardwoods. He continued all the way up the limbless trunk its crown, where green leaves, edges tinted brilliant yellow, sprang from heavy branches.

      A few consistent sounds came to Dylan in this part of the forest with a sort of muffled quality. The gentle wind rustled through the tops of the trees as the slight drafts teased at Dylan’s hair. Squirrels scolded each other across the forest floor, like two squabbling neighbors. Above him, a small flock of birds sang as they hopped from branch to branch.

      Quiet, peaceful, almost sacred, the time Dylan spent here was as close to a spiritual experience as he’d ever experienced. In this harmonious place he dared to hope there was more to existence than the dark way he came up in this world.

      Dylan closed his eyes soaking in the comfort and solace. He’d found this place as a boy, during a particularly difficult time in his life. It helped restore him then, and he continued to return time after time, drinking in the calm to ease his harassed soul.

      But now his troubled thoughts continued to plague him. What was I thinkin? How do I think I’m ever gonna have a normal family? Besides Wade, I can’t even get my blood to care about me.

      Dylan rubbed his aching chest with the heel of his palm. His shoulders sagged as he lowered his head to his hands, resting his elbows on his knees. Tears had deserted him long ago. Instead, his body quaked with sorrow.

      Today, even here, he could not find the hope he so desperately yearned for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Your Boy

        

      

    

    
      The tension left Skye’s shoulders when Dylan walked into the cabin two hours later, but little had changed with his attitude. He came back with no game and even less patience. Dylan met questions with a frozen stare and silence, so eventually, they stopped.

      Wade had said Dylan’s time in the woods usually calmed him, but not today. Everyone avoided him as much as they could in the tiny house, and still, by nightfall, he acted as surly as the autumn bear Wade accused him of being.

      Is this the best the man can do?

      Jesse’s gaze tracked Dylan when he moved around the room, and Skye didn’t like it. The boy was coming from a bad place, and the strain was disturbing him. Dylan knew that, yet he continued to act like this. She sighed. It was affecting them all.

      She threw a glance at Wade as he happily read his book. Well, maybe not him.

      Skye made up her mind. She needed to talk to Wade about the situation to get more insight on the matter, so she waited until he left the cabin and followed him out. “I get Dylan’s working through something, but the way he is acting...”

      “Yeah, he gets like this sometimes,” Wade said with a flip of his hand. Apparently, Dylan’s moods didn’t worry him much.

      Skye pursed her lips before saying, “He’s been either growling or oppressively silent, and it’s been going on most of the day. How long can this last?”

      “Oh, well now, I seen it go on for days. I wouldn’t bother Dylan if I were you,” he cautioned when he saw her glance toward the cabin. “He’ll get over it.”

      “Wade, this can’t continue. It isn’t a good atmosphere for Jesse, us, or even Dylan himself. I need to talk to him.”

      Wade scratched his jaw as he drew out his words. “Yeah, like I said I wouldn’t do that.”

      Skye studied Wade for a minute before kicking a little at the grass beneath her feet. “I’m a professional, this is what I do.” Her eyes softened as she looked through the window to see Dylan hunched forward on the recliner, forehead leaning against his fisted hands. The man was clearly unhappy. She bit her lip then said, “Someone will have to go into the bear’s den.”

      Wade sighed loudly. “Well, remember, I warned you.” He shook his head as he walked away.

      Skye gave Dylan as much time as she could, but once the atmosphere in the cabin was unmistakably oppressive, she became aware she needed to act. She smothered a sigh and headed over to the side of the room Dylan had taken over to work and teetered next to him on the edge of the couch. Her fingers clenched the soft material of the cushion as she scanned his gruff exterior.

      With a gentle voice, she said, “Dylan, can you tell me what happened?” A silent stare was all he gave her before he turned back to cleaning his gun.

      Okay, great. Good start there.

      “We don’t have to talk about anything in particular, but is there something we can do to help you get through this?” A low, exasperated sigh was her only answer.

      One of Skye’s eyebrows raised, and she clasped her hands together. Still nothing. I have literally never had a child patient act this way, and this right after his nice little speech to me too.

      She looked over at Jesse watching his gaze bounce between her and Dylan, his young face pinched and white.

      Skye couldn’t take Jesse looking so scared, and all her schooling left her. She tore her gaze from the boy and fired it at Dylan. “We need you to stop acting this way.”

      At last, Dylan spoke, “What are you talking about, woman?”

      Really? What am I talking about? She let out a slow breath to calm herself. “Please stop. This atmosphere isn’t good for any of us.”

      Dylan almost growled at her. “Do you think I actually give--“

      “Don’t even.” She shot a glance at Jesse before glaring at Dylan. Jesse had heard a lot of language in his life, but she didn’t want that for him anymore.

      “Fine!” Dylan roared, leaning in toward her, eyes blazing right back.

      Skye‘s calm demeanor gone, she was ram-rod straight with fists at her sides. “Fine!”

      His fierce stare held Skye‘s, reading her and answering her at the same time, but whether he was saying, “I am man, how dare you deny me” or “Wow, she is hysterical about this. I guess she really means it,” Skye wasn’t sure.

      Before she could say another word, Dylan rose from the couch, and again, grabbed his bow. This time he also stopped by the door to snap up one of the loaded packs that sat there. He threw it over his shoulder, and walked straight out of the cabin, into the darkened woods.

      Skye’s head sank to her hands.

      “Oh man, you really did it now, didn’t ya?” Wade’s tone was sarcastic.

      She raised her wide-eyes to him. “Me? I did nothing. He’s the one acting juvenile.”

      “Told you it wouldn’t work,” he chided her.

      “Shut up!”

      Wade gave a big belly laugh. “Little Miss Hoity-toity puttin away your going to town manners. Now you’re learning.”

      After that, things went from bad to worse. Everyone was worried about Dylan being out in the dark and lonely night and that also made them short-tempered.

      Jesse was in charge of the fire this evening. The men had shown him how to keep the small blaze fed and make sure it didn’t die down too much overnight. But as they were getting ready for bed, Jesse added a log that was, in Wade’s opinion, too large. Wade barked at Jesse. The more Wade talked, the lower the boy slumped. “Don’t be so dumb, boy. You know that isn’t how to do that. I swear sometimes you are so stupid. You remind me...”

      Skye raced across the room to Jesse’s side and laid her arm on his shoulders, pulling him to her. “Stop! You stop that kind of talk right now!”

      Wade gave her a dismissive wave of his hand, “Ah, this boy has listened to a lot worse than that in his life.”

      Skye let go of Jesse and took a step toward Wade, her voice becoming a mixture of ice and steel. When it came to sticking up for her kids, she never backed down.

      “I don’t care what he has heard before. I care about what he hears now.” She punched her finger at Wade. “He is my boy now. And he will not have to endure words like that shouted at him anymore. And anyone who thinks otherwise will deal with me. Do you get that?”

      Wade was quiet. There was one thing he knew well. You can only push a woman so far. It’s like they have a line, an invisible line, they won’t let you push them across. It was different with each woman. But when she gets to it, she holds that line. She firmly holds it.

      He had just found Skye’s line. She was giving him the look a woman gives a man when she has had enough of him. Wade didn’t understand much about women, but he did know just what to do when a woman gave him that expression.

      Wade nodded his head once. “Yes, Ma’am.”

      The words were barely out of his mouth when behind Skye, the front door opened and closed. She swung around to see Jesse gone. What was going on now?

      Skye turned back to give Wade another hard look but found him suitably contrite. Then Skye followed Jesse out the door. Jesse stood in the front yard staring into the darkness.

      Grass tickled Skye’s bare feet as she made her way over and stopped behind him. “Jesse? What is it?”

      “I ain’t your boy.”

      Confusion covered Skye’s face. “What?”

      Quietly, Jesse said, “You told Wade I was your boy.”

      Skye sagged. Oh, my goodness, the testosterone in this camp is killing me!

      Skye studied the dark sky to steady herself before continuing. “I am sorry if that disturbed you, but I was angry and wasn’t thinking. I only meant you are in my care right now. Please don’t be upset about this.”

      Jesse took a moment before he answered, a look of understanding swept over his face. He turned to Skye, tears in his eyes.

      Skye softened her voice. “Oh Jesse, please don’t be unhappy.”

      Jesse shook his head ever so slightly. “I was mad. But I thought of when you helped me, even when I didn’t want it. I thought I wasn’t your boy, but I’m just not your boy yet. Someday I will be though. And that doesn’t make me sad, it makes me happy.”

      Warmth rushed through Skye. She’d known this boy had come to mean a lot to her, but it surprised her how deeply his words moved her. She stepped up to him with a smile on her face.

      There was a catch in her voice as she spoke. “That makes me happy too. Well then, I’m sorry, but I have to do this.” She bent and pulled him into a hug, one arm around his small shoulders and the other smoothing his thick hair. He suffered through it with as much grace as he could, hardly wiggling at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Brother

        

      

    

    
      Skye tried to sleep, but she was restless. Having one of their little group out in the dark night was unnerving. Wade slumped in a chair, keeping watch. Twice, Skye whispered over to ask him if there was any sign of Dylan. But Wade only shook his head.

      It took a while, but Skye managed to doze. She woke to a black pre-dawn sky and the aroma of coffee and eggs. She peeked across the open room and saw Dylan cooking, and her tense muscles eased.

      Bleary from her uneasy sleep, she stood and stumbled over to the kitchen. Skye pulled out one of the nearest chairs and slumped into the seat. Dylan avoided looking at her, but said, “I cooked up some eggs. If ya want some.”

      "I do, thanks. They smell good." Skye kept her tone even, but Dylan seemed over his sour mood.

      Dylan made her a plate and gingerly sat it in front of her. With a smile, Skye speared a bite of the scrambled eggs and lifted it to her mouth. Dylan knew his way around the kitchen, this was the best breakfast she ever remembered eating. "Good!" she said after her forkful of the fluffy eggs.

      He gave her a small nod.

      After swallowing, Skye asked him what his plans for the day were. Still circumventing her gaze, he said," I'm gonna go holler at Joe and see how he is doing."

      The idea of getting out of this cabin for a while appealed to her and perhaps getting to know each other better would ease some of the tension. “Please, take me with you.”

      Dylan sat back and at last, looked at her, raising an eyebrow.

      “I need out,” she continued with earnest, “some air. We've all have been cooped up in here, and we're all on edge, and we need a change of scenery.”

      Dylan grunted his agreement. He stared at his plate as he shoveled in another mouthful. “I got some places to check out, and I wouldn’t mind finding game out there. Can you be quiet in the woods?”

      “As in not talking so much, sure I can do that.” Does he actually think I talk that often?

      "As in not talkin at all." His expression showed it was doubtful.

      Apparently, he assumes I do. Skye lowered her head so Dylan wouldn't see her frown. Two arguments in twenty-four hours were enough.

      "I can't say a single word?" Skye flashed a wry peek back up at him.

      "In the woods, you only talk if you have to. No scaring off the game. 'Sides, there's still a few Sick out there."

      Skye nodded. "Yes, believe it or not, I can not talk at all."

      He gave a quick nod, "Okay, we leave at 6:30."

      Ugh. "What time is it now?"

      "Four."

      With longing, Skye looked over at her bed, piled high with pillows and blankets. "I'm going to go back to bed. Is the sun even up at 6:30?" she whined.

      "Yeah, it is." Dylan shook his head as if in disbelief. "What kinda world did you live in before?"

      "A pretty cushy one," she sent back over her shoulder as she started toward the bed.

      Dylan snorted. “I can’t even imagine your life. You gonna come then?”

      "Yeah, of course, I am."

      Once everyone was ready, they decided Wade would take Jesse fishing at a nearby creek while Skye and Dylan went on the run for supplies and checked on neighbors. Jesse was so excited by the prospect that Skye couldn’t say no even though she would rather Jesse stay with her. So, she put her apprehension on simmer and helped Jesse get ready.

      Wade was patiently as he stood and listened to Skye’s almost unending list of instructions for Jesse before blowing out a huge breath. “Is that all? And here I thought you’d be worried or somethin.”

      Dylan snorted, and Jesse stifled his laughter behind a fist he shoved against his lips.

      “Hey,” Wade said giving Skye a pat on the arm. “I get it. The boy is priority one. I’ll keep him safe, and I’ll even be nice to him. Well, as nice as I know how.”

      When Skye’s eyes narrowed, Wade held up his hands in surrender.

      There was no more Skye could ask, but she sent one warning as they parted. "I can't believe I am saying this to you and not the 10-year-old, but I better not hear you were acting up!"

      "What you don't know..."

      "Wade!"

      “I'll be good, I promise! Or the boy can have at me when we get back.”

      Skye gave Jesse a quick hug, smoothed his messy morning hair and hopped into the passenger side of Dylan's truck. As they drove down the driveway, Skye twisted to look out the back window searching for Jesse.

      Dylan glanced at her. “You want to go with them?”

      "Goodness, no! I hate fishing. It's so boring!" Skye’s confession earned her a rather disappointed stare. "I mean, I would fish to survive, if I need to. But not for enjoyment. I used to—oh wait. Am I allowed to be talking now?" Skye gave Dylan a mischievous smile.

      Dylan scoffed and uttered a quiet chuckle before drawing out his answer. "Yes, you can talk now."

      "Okay, just checking. I used to fish with my dad, to spend time with him. We would talk, or I would read to him, that was fun. But worms and waiting, um, no. Not really me."

      Dylan gave a low laugh, then sheepishly glanced at her. "You ain't still mad at me?"

      Skye puffed out a short breath and looked out the side window before replying, “Perhaps a little, but we all had a bad day yesterday, I wasn't proud of myself either. I don't like how I yelled at you and Wade.”

      She saw his confused expression and continued, “I get it, you don't consider it anything, but it's something to me, and I don't like that I did it. It doesn't create harmony.” For the first time since meeting him, Skye heard Dylan utter a full laugh.

      Skye giggled, more at seeing Dylan so amused than his reaction to what she was saying. “Go ahead and laugh. But there's so much conflict in the world now, and we aren’t certain it will get better.” She grimaced when Dylan gave her a look that said it would not. “We need to make peace where we can. Home shouldn't be a place of conflict. It should be a source of comfort, especially now.”

      Dylan quieted. This was what he wanted, and Skye was the one that could teach him how. He wasn’t happy with his behavior the other day either. Even as Dylan was yelling, he was aware he shouldn’t have been. The fact was that shouting had been so much a part of his life he considered it normal conversation, and it was rare for him to recognize when he crossed over into it.

      But yesterday, he'd known from her reaction. Skye had been angry but also scared and hurt. And when Dylan had looked at the boy, he had been frightened too. I don't want that. I don't want to be that.

      Dylan agreed Skye had a point, a home should be a safe place. He and Wade had not had that growing up, but he needed to make this a good place for the boy. Dylan didn't want Jesse to think all men were like his dad.

      "You need to just try, Dylan." Skye's words were gentle.

      "I am tryin."

      Skye nodded. “I’m aware it's difficult but try harder. Cause we’re all trying too.”

      Dylan agreed and gave a small smile. "Okay, I agree to try harder to try."

      Skye seemed happy with that and smiled back.

      A few miles further and Dylan surprised himself when he said, "My dad." He hadn't intended to share his thoughts, they darted out before he could shove them away.

      Skye said nothing, just waited patient as can be, as Dylan noticed she often did when she wanted someone to "share". Dylan scowled, irritated at himself because now he needed to say something, or he would seem like an idiot. "Wade said he told you about my dad. Well, I called him yesterday."

      Skye settled her hands on her lap and looked at Dylan with an interested expression. "Oh, did you?"

      Oh, she's good. Just calm as ya please over there. Well, that's that. That’s all your gettin. Dylan straightened his shoulders and stared out the front window. Skye waited without a word. He remained silent for a while as his mind stewed, then let out an annoyed breath. "I called him. His other son answered. He wouldn't let me talk to him."

      "Your brother?"

      "Uh? Yeah, my brother, I guess."

      Looking over at Dylan, Skye asked, "Did he say why he wouldn't let him talk to you?"

      "He said Dad was out," Dylan said and huffed a sharp breath, "but I'm thinkin he just didn't want me to."

      "Why?"

      "There's been," Dylan hesitated, "difficulties before."

      "But with everything going on, would he really refuse to let you talk to your dad?"

      “I don’t know.”

      "So, you're worried."

      Dylan stiffened. "I ain't worried. Dad's tough, he can take care of himself."

      "What's your brother's name?"

      "John."

      "So you called, and John answered the phone. He said you couldn't talk to your father and gave a vague answer why."

      "Yep." The more Dylan stewed about it, the angrier he got.

      "You're worried."

      “I said I ain’t,” Dylan shot back. I ain‘t a worrier. Women worry, men act.

      “It may feel like just anger, but it’s coming from concern you have about your father’s situation.”

      When Dylan didn't respond, Skye continued. “It's a time of crisis. Anyone would feel the same way.”

      Maybe she's right. I’m concerned.

      “It’s a normal emotion.” Skye said. “It’s not a weakness to worry about people you care about."

      Dylan shot her a glance and nodded.

      "Sometimes it's hard for us to recognize our emotions."  Skye’s gaze was warm and soothing as she spoke. "He's probably fine. Try again tomorrow."

      Perhaps it was the drive, or the easy way Skye had about her, but for reasons he didn't understand, Dylan told Skye about his dad.

      Dylan told her how he tried to get custody of him once he was aware of Dylan’s existence, how even though that didn't work, his mom had let Dylan go off with his dad for a time. He also told her where his dad lived, all the things his father had taught him and what his other family was like. Dylan wasn’t sure what Skye thought, but it lightened him to talk about it.

      He rolled his shoulders. “It was... I can't even describe what it was like, gettin away from this house. Like a whole different life. It made me angry, so angry I had to live here at all. Then one day, Dad said I was old enough to choose who I wanted to live with. I thought it'd be no decision at all.”

      Dylan stared at the passing scenery. “Til I realized Wade would be left behind, in that house, alone. Couldn't do it, I wouldn’t leave him.”

      Dylan rubbed his face.  "At least together we stood a chance. But alone..."

      "I understand," Skye reached out a hand and laid it on his forearm. Dylan startled, then allowed it, but kept his face turned so she wouldn't see his pained expression.

      It was hard for Skye to imagine what it had cost for young Dylan to give up the opportunity to remain with his father, to leave the place that caused him so much torment it still haunted him. To this day, he was unable express how wonderful it had been to be away from Virgil's house and with his own father.

      Dylan had relinquished a sanctuary, and instead, stayed in a dangerous place. He had done this for his brother. Skye wondered if Dylan ever regretted that decision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Random Acts of Kindness

        

      

    

    
      Skye's head leaned back on the passenger seat; her feet crossed on the dashboard. She watched the stands of trees go by as they drove down the stone and dirt country roads. The wind from the partially lowered window played with her hair. With a slow breath, Skye drew in the deep woodsy scent that held a hint of pine. I love that smell. There's nothing better.

      Dylan laid out his plan for her. It was normal for him to do a country block around his cabin. While his friend, Joe, was on the route, so were other neighbors he liked to check on.

      Curious, she turned toward Dylan, taking in his rugged profile, his eyes narrowed as he squinted at the sunlight. "How often have you been doing this?"

      "Every few days I see if they need anything, and call someone to haul 'em off if they're sick. Hate to see them getting bad and wandering around."

      Skye’s heart melted a bit at this rough man’s concern over his neighbors. Given the circumstances, she wasn't certain how many others would do what he was doing, and yet, that was the very reason Dylan was doing it.

      “That is considerate of you, I am sure they appreciate it.”

      Dylan grimaced and gave her a small shrug with his right shoulder. “There's not really a lot of people, way up here. If I don’t do it, I can’t think who could,” he said as if to excuse himself from any random acts of kindness.

      "Hmm," Skye mumbled smiling.

      As they reached the first neighbor, Dylan told her it had been a while since he'd seen them. The last time no one had come out to talk to him, so he had called the clinic to check on them. He wasn't sure what happened after that.

      When they pulled into the driveway, Dylan sounded the horn and waited. In a short time, a young blond man that looked to be in his early twenties, and still healthy, came to the door. Dylan opened his truck door and stepped out but stayed close to the pickup. The men conversed from this distance.

      "Hey, Dylan! Good to see ya! Looks like your doin good. Who ya got there?" said the young man.

      Dylan introduced him as Bobby, but when he saw Skye pull the truck door handle to get out, he barked for her to stay in the car.

      “Dylan!” Seriously? Bossy much?

      Dylan didn’t even throw her a look, but said, “We don’t get out.”

      “You’re out.”

      “Don’t leave this truck, Skye.”

      Okay, sure, I can do that. Skye popped out the open passenger window, sat on the door and waved. Technically, part of me is still in the vehicle.

      "Hey, nice to meet you," she shouted over.

      Dylan's head whipped toward her, and she gave him a sweet smile. Dylan shook his head before returning to his conversation.

      “The whole family ended up sick,” Bobby said. “I gotta thank you, Dylan, for getting the clinic to send people out to get them. Tears rolled down his face as he continued, “Just Sis and me made it. Everyone’s gone or on their way to bein gone. It's been hard, real hard to lose so many.”

      Sis came up beside Bobby, and linked her arm through his, patting him.

      “At least some of us got through it, Sis is still pretty weak though,” Bobby said.

      "Same thing happened to me," Skye said.

      Sis lifted her head and yelled over to Skye, “You stayin around here?”

      "I'm staying with the Coles until I can head home to Ohio,” Skye answered. “It's where my family is."

      Dylan asked if they needed anything before they left. When they answered no, he raised his hand in goodbye and got back into the truck. Skye waved and hopped down onto the seat.

      "What do you think they're doing for food?"

      “Same as we're doin. Scavenge the empty houses. Live off the land. If he needed anything, he woulda said," Dylan reassured her as he backed out of the drive and headed down the lane.

      As they traveled to the next house, Dylan uttered a short groan in the back of his throat.

      "What is it? What's wrong?" Skye asked as she glanced at him, then looked left and right.

      Dylan tipped his head toward his side of the road. Skye leaned forward and scanned the woods before coming to a startling halt. Her stomach clenched when she noticed a woman sitting on the ground, leaning up against a tree.

      Clothes torn, the small woman had also lost one of her tennis shoes, her bare foot peeking out from beneath a thigh as she sat on it. Deep, red scratches covered her exposed skin. Her dark blue hands rested in her lap as if she were seated at a religious meeting listening to a sermon. Her head seemed bowed in prayer.

      "Oh, no," Skye whispered, "What is she doing out here?"

      "I reckon she's gone," Dylan said in a resigned tone.

      Tears came to her eyes. “Gone? You think she's dead? That's terrible!” Skye whispered, her voice breaking on the words. “How terrible.”

      “I’m gonna make sure.” Dylan opened his door.

      "What? No!" Skye grabbed his arm and pulled to hold him back. "That is dangerous. Isn't that dangerous?"

      Dylan looked down at her hands gripping his bicep and said, "You just want to leave her here, then?"

      "No, that would be... I don't know. You can't touch her, or get too close and breathe after her if she is alive. I don't know, what do we do?" she asked, confused between what was right and what was unsafe.

      "I'll get out, walk a bit closer and see, that’ll tell us who to call," Dylan said pushing open his door. "You stay here. Inside the vehicle this time."

      "Okay, but I can help, if you want me to...," Skye’s voice trailed off. She hoped he didn't want her aid in any way. "Please, please be careful."

      “I will, Skye. I don’t plan on dying today.” Dylan’s calm voice reassured her, and after a quick look at her, he stepped out of the truck.

      Dylan slammed the side of the truck bed with his hand causing a loud, metal bang. Skye jumped and eyed the woman. If she were alive, she should have stirred. The Sick didn’t like loud noises. But the woman didn’t move.

      The closer Dylan got to the sick woman, the tenser Skye became. By the time Dylan made his way over to the woman, Skye was on her knees in the driver's seat. One of her hands clenched the steering wheel, and one gripped the back of the seat, to the point of numbness.

      When Dylan crouched down in front of the woman, Skye sucked in a sharp breath and held it. When he leaned forward to peer into the woman’s face, Skye feared that breath would become a scream. Skye bit her lips closed.

      Dylan stood and backed away. Skye blew out a long, ragged sigh.

      Dylan walked back to the truck and yanked the driver's door open. He looked her up and down. "You're lookin a bit peaked."

      “I was worried!” Skye’s glanced back at the woman. “Is she gone?”

      "Yeah," he sighed. "Guess I'll try calling somebody. If not, me and Wade will need to do something."

      “You can't! It could make you sick.” Even as Skye said it, she realized what a dilemma this was. It wasn't right to leave the dead woman here, nor was it healthy. On the other hand, it could make them sick to be near her. Her voice fluttered. “This is bad, so bad. Let's hope that someone answers.”

      Dylan climbed in the truck and peered at an anxious Skye. His hands twisted on the steering wheel. “It’ll be okay. Like I said, I dealt with this before.” Skye acknowledged Dylan, and they continued on, but the discovery had marred the beautiful day for Skye. “Have you seen others when you’ve been out before?"

      “Yeah. Some gone, some Sick and wandering. They can be anywhere, even walking the woods. Not much I can do but call someone. I give ‘em some food or water if they take it.”

      "I haven't seen many up close. Are the Sick coherent enough to be aware they need help?"

      "Some are. Some mutter about finding someone or trying to get to the doctor. Others," Dylan shook his head, "I don't think they know where they are. They just mumble around. But you got to be careful, lucid or no, some come after ya."

      Skye's thoughts went to the video she had first seen on YouTube, she shivered. "Violent without provocation?"

      "Ain't no provocation coming from me."

      "That's frightening."

      Trying to lighten the moment, Dylan said, "Me or them?"

      Skye shot him a glance and giggled as she settled in for the ride to the next house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Slow and Easy

        

      

    

    
      The next two houses stood empty. The first Dylan already checked for stores, so he pulled into the driveway of the second home. This one might have some food available. Dylan told Skye to "stay put" and jumped out of the truck before she was able to say anything.

      Dylan approached the front door of the wooden house with slow, deliberate steps. His eyes narrowed in concentration, alert to every sound, but only birds and an occasional squirrel scampering across the front yard sounded. Dylan was careful to dodge the worst of the small twigs and leaves littering the yard. Still, from time to time he was unable to avoid one, and there would be a snap or stir on the ground below him.

      Dylan threw a look back at the vehicle when it pinged. Skye sat inside, her eyes glued on him. Relieved she had listened, he moved on to make sure house was safe before he brought her in.

      Dylan held his crossbow in his hands, loaded but pointed at the sky. He didn't want to shoot some innocent person, but he also wanted to be ready for anything. Dylan tightened his hand on its stock, the crossbow’s strap tapping a light rhythm on his forearm with each step he took.

      Slow and easy. It's what Dad taught me, and it works every time.

      Dylan reached the front door, then stopped and listened. There were no sounds coming from inside.  Since the house was empty the last time he passed by, he reckoned it still would be. On top of that, he knew the woman on the side of the road was the mother of this household. Still, it paid to be careful, it was possible someone else holed up here. Dylan turned the front door’s handle and pushed it open.

      A family had lived here. A husband, wife and their five very active kids. Dylan had often seen them running through the yard as he drove by. None of them were here now, dead or alive.

      How long had the wife been out there before she sat down to die by that tree? Where's the rest of them?

      Dylan scanned the entry from the door before stepping into the larger space without a sound, first one foot then the other. He opened and closed any doors he saw as he moved through the room.

      The kitchen was in disarray. Contents from the cabinet littered the countertop, cartons and papers lay on the floor. A half-packed box sat on the counter. Someone loaded it, maybe the people that used to be here, maybe someone scavenging.

      Dylan’s foot hit a fork that rested on the floor, and the metal utensil skittered away. He tensed, his teeth on edge, the scraping against light wood floor seemed loud in the quiet dwelling.  He cursed his carelessness and stopped to listen. Nothing.

      Still, Dylan's attention to safety required a check of all the rooms and closets. Nothin here. I hope they made their way to town even though it’s mostly a death sentence either way. If they're with the doc, they’ll get proper care, and I don't want to come across those kids roamin around somewhere.

      Dylan's skin crawled as he recalled the Sick he’d seen in the past. Their limbs so stiff, they barely allowed them to walk. Mouths open, gasping for what little breath their bodies allowed them. Foam dripping from their blue lips.

      Some of the Sick stretched out their arms, begging for help. Others seemed angry, aggressive even. Those that could still run often came after him.

      His thoughts strayed again to the wife leaning against the tree all alone. Dylan’s heart burned with hatred against this illness. How long was she wandering, sick and scared? It shouldn't be that way. I wouldn't let it be.

      Dylan turned his attention back to the supplies and finished loading the half-filled box sitting on the countertop. Dylan packed up a few more boxes and stacked them by the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Anyway…

        

      

    

    
      Skye stared at the house Dylan had disappeared into. A small, wood-sided cottage, it couldn’t contain more than the basic layout, two or three little bedrooms, living room, kitchen and bathroom.

      What is taking him so long? A million bad possibilities ran through her mind.

      Skye waited in the car as Dylan requested, not because she wanted to, but because she didn't want another argument. He was right when he pointed out, more than once, that he knew what he was doing. She did not. Still, that knowledge didn’t stop the tapping of her fingers on the seat as she examined the house again and again for any sign of Dylan.

      No matter what Dylan’s skills were, Skye’s nerves remained on edge, not only for him but for herself. Now alone in the vehicle, the sunny day seemed less bright as she scanned her surroundings. Are there other sick or infected out there ready to pounce on me if I stray from the car?

      Skye shivered as she remembered the Sick chasing her as she drove away from Colton, the smear of bloody handprints they left on her Jeep.

      She squinted as she tried to peer through the house windows. Dylan passed by a couple of them a few minutes ago, but after that, nothing.

      Was there any reason that would justify going up to the home? Even though her stomach fluttered, her hand crept to the truck’s door handle. As she touched the smooth chrome handle, Dylan appeared in the doorway. Skye blew out a sigh of relief and flung the truck door open.

      Dylan raised a palm, telling her to stop. With care, Dylan scanned the woods again. She looked around. He was right, one could have snuck up on Skye as she sat there. She eased the door back closed.

      She studied the man as he did his job. Her eyes lingered on his tossed black hair, trailed down strong arms showcased in a sky-colored t-shirt with no sleeves, drifted to his trim waist and over his jean-encased legs to his worn, hickory-colored hiking boots and back up again.

      Dylan's craggy face and blue eyes seemed ever on the alert as if looking for someone or something. In particular, or in general, she wasn't sure. His muscular shoulders were usually tense, ready for action. This stance was such a part of him, it wasn’t developed in response to recent events but started in childhood.

      When Skye first met Dylan, she thought him as a bit more than average height and build, but he seemed so much larger now. The protection he offered made her seem less vulnerable as everything around them fell apart. Dylan gave her and Jesse stability in this unstable world.

      Tom and Dad are right. Dylan is steady when it come to this sort of thing and can take care of trouble. He's what I need to stay safe.

      Dylan continued out of the doorway, moved to the side and toward the back of the house searching the area as he went. Her eyes shadowed him.

      He has that walk, that kind of... stride, that makes most women look twice.

      Once she lost sight of him, her train of thought came to an abrupt halt.

      Whoa! No. He also has a boiling temper, and a very troubled background. I’ve already dealt with a man like him before, and it was not good, not good at all. This situation is too complicated, and it’s definitely not the right time for this! And anyway...

      Her mind drifted back to high school graduation, and Craig, her first love. On that day, it seemed all her dreams were coming true. Yes, they were young, but that didn't always have to be a bad thing, her eighteen-year-old self had reasoned. Her entire being caught up in a warm, fuzzy love bubble.

      She thought Craig had been too, and maybe he had for a while. But within a year of marriage, the whole thing had fallen apart with a suddenness and ferocity that had shaken Skye to the core, and she couldn’t even blame it all on Craig.

      Skye knew she should be over it, reasoned that she was a mental health professional and should know better than to hang onto it. Skye even racked up the hours with a therapist of her own. The idea of exposing herself to another relationship made Skye uncomfortable. Nowadays, it was rare for her to even find a man attractive enough to glance at twice.

      Skye swallowed and crossed her arms. Then he comes along.

      A single, sharp rap on the truck window startled her. Skye glanced up to ocean blue eyes. As her face pinked, she unknowingly raised her hand to her cheek.

      "You okay?" Dylan asked her through the glass, his gaze sweeping over her glowing cheeks and uncomfortable demeanor. It was more than her face that blushed now. It felt like it ran through her whole body. Skye looked everywhere but at him.

      Skye quickly pulled her hand down and opened the door. "Yeah, I'm fine. You took a long time, and I was worried."

      Skye jumped out of the truck as Dylan gave her a confused, prolonged gaze and raised an eyebrow. She shifted her head and ever-reddening face away from him.

      To her relief, Dylan turned toward the house. As he walked in front of her, Skye tried to keep her gaze off him and on the instructions he gave her about the most important items to scavenge.

      Dylan turned and looked at her. “Are you listening?”

      Eyes to the ground, Skye almost bumped into him. “What? Yes, canned food, medical supplies. Why wouldn’t I be listening?”

      “You usually ain’t so quiet. Seems like you always have somethin to say.”

      “You told me not to talk.”

      “Geez, woman.” Dylan shook his head. “In the woods. In the woods.”

      Dylan put a hand to Skye’s back to urge her along as he threw a glance at the tree-line. The outline of his hand seemed to flame against her skin even through her shirt, and she scooted forward.

      Skye rushed through the front door and got to work. At last, Skye regained her composure. She vowed not to look at him like that again and kept her head down concentrating on what she was doing.

      Skye followed Dylan's instructions to the letter, she needed to learn from him. He had instincts she didn't have, and her plans required her to pick up as many skills as she could. She was not born to this life like he was, but was starting from scratch, and it left her at a disadvantage. There was a lot of catching up to do.

      Skye‘s only deviation from Dylan’s instructions was going into a young boy's room. Skye searched through the clothes and saw some Jesse’s size. His current wardrobe comprised of what was on his back when they rescued him and another set she badly modified from Dylan's closet. She tried not to think of the young boy these used to belong to as she picked out a few shirts and pants for Jesse.

      Then she headed to the parent's room and found a few clothes that should work for the men. The wife's clothes were a little tight for her, but Skye found some that worked. She filled a large garbage bag Dylan had brought and dragged it out the door, letting it plop down the stairs.

      Dylan stood beside the homeowner’s two vehicles siphoning gas. At his questioning glance, she said, "Clothes, is that okay?"

      He gave her a shrug and a nod.

      As Skye continued to drag the dark bag over to the truck, Dylan tracked her. Skye reached the back of Dylan’s vehicle and tried to lift the sack from the top. She only got it half-way up the tailgate.

      Skye grabbed the sides of it and pulled. Her nails clawed at the plastic bag creating holes. She pushed her body against it, wedging the bulky bag between her back and the tail of the truck from there she would roll it up and over.

      Skye huffed, turned for the final big push and came face to chest with Dylan. Skye stumbled back in surprise. How did the man sneak up on her like that?

      Dylan grabbed the fat bag before it hit the ground and slung it into the truck bed as if it were weightless, then more carefully, added his two gas cans.

      After watching the shiny, black bag soar up over the red tailgate and plop down onto the ridged flooring. Skye put her hands on her hips, disgusted with herself. "I'm pathetic."

      "It's heavy." Dylan shrugged. He clearly was trying to make her feel better.

      "No, I really am. I've never been one to work out much, and you know, desk job. I'm a wimp. I have to get stronger."

      Even if Dylan hadn’t said a word, the up and down gaze he gave her along with his expression informed her, he did not find her wanting in any way. “You’re just fine,” he said.

      This, on top of her own earlier thoughts, undid all her efforts to compose herself. Once again, her cheeks colored pink.

      Dylan reassured her. “It'll come. Livin different now, you'll get stronger.” He gave her one of his rare wide smiles. “Til then, even then, I can be the heavy lifter.” He raised and flexed his substantial arm muscles.

      She laughed, which turned into a giggle. Oh brother, what's wrong with me? I fall for one of the oldest moves in the book? Me strong man, you little woman? Her blush deepened. This is not helping!

      Skye rushed to her side of the cab and jumped in. She sat so far away from Dylan, she almost hugged the door. When the truck started and her foggy head cleared, she continued berate herself. She didn't stop until they reached the next house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          This is Skye

        

      

    

    
      Squeals of children rang through the air as Dylan pulled into the driveway of a cream-colored ranch house. A boy and two girls, between six to ten years of age, ran through the yard chasing each other. The oldest girl took the lead, her brown hair streaming out behind her as her bare legs pumped below her pink t-shirt and shorts. A quick twist to glance behind her was the girl’s undoing. Her brother, who was close enough to use that short distraction to catch up, touched her shoulder.

      “Tag!” he shouted.

      It was odd watching the normal scene. It seemed like so long ago since Skye sat on her front porch and saw the neighborhood children playing the same game. Where are all those children now?

      “Too loud,” Dylan mumbled.

      “They’re kids.”

      “Yeah, and I want them to stay alive. To play again another day.”

      Skye grimaced. They were too loud, hadn’t she and Dylan just worried about every small noise they made at the last house.

      Dylan mistook her expression. “I ain’t tryin to be… I don’t mind them playing.”

      “No, I understand. They are very loud. It’s just… I don’t know… sad.”

      Dylan nodded. “It is.”

      At the rumble of Dylan’s truck in the driveway, a barrel-chested man with mahogany-colored hair came to the door. He held a rifle in both hands, ready if he needed to be, but on seeing Dylan he set it down, tipping it against the door frame. A big smile broke out across his face.

      Dylan waved out the window while he explained Dan’s situation to Skye. “Dan is trying to keep his family away from everyone so make sure the kids don’t get too close.”

      Dan waved his kids closer to him as Dylan opened the door of his truck. Dylan slammed the door shut and leaned against the vehicle as if to tell Dan he would stay right there. He said “Hey” and introduced Skye with a wave.

      Skye popped up onto the window ledge again and greeted him and the kids. Dan seemed taken aback by her presence, but the children jumped with excitement.

      “Don’t mind them,” Dan said as he laughed with affection at his brood. “They’re like little puppies sometimes, and they haven’t seen anyone in a while. I pulled them out of school the second the news broke about the AgFlu. Kept my whole family right here on this little patch of ground, hermit-style. Not a single one of us has gotten sick.”

      “That is wonderful,” Skye said with a grin.

      One of the girl’s had pulled their mother to the door and pointed to Skye. The woman‘s gaze bounced from Skye to Dylan and back to Skye again. She dried her hands on a tea towel as she introduced herself as Martha.

      With all the questioning expressions, Skye decided she needed to explain her situation as quickly as possible before the whole mountain fired up with gossip about her and Dylan. But as she told Dan and Martha of her plans the little light in their eyes didn’t go away. Oh well, there isn’t anything else I can do. Let them think what they want.

      “So do you need anythin?” Dylan asked Dan.

      “Nothing big. If you come across some of those candies the kids like, I’m sure they‘d be grateful for them.”

      “Candles,” Martha blurted. “We need those or a lantern or two. It gets so dark up here at night now without the outside lights working.”

      Dylan pulled a little tablet out of his back pocket and wrote the items down.

      “I wanna Matchbox truck,” said the boy. “The one with red flames on the side—”

      Dan shoved his boy behind him. “Pay no attention to him.” He turned to his son. “This isn’t like ordering at McDonald’s, Jake. This is for important stuff.”

      Dylan continued to scribble in his notebook, then looked up at Jake. “I put it on the list. In case I come across it.”

      The boy smiled. “Thanks!”

      Skye could see Jake‘s request had stirred up envy in his sisters. “You’d better ask the girls now, or you’ll be in trouble with them.”

      Dylan laughed and took their orders. Any kind of art supplies for one, and a doll for the other. Dylan sighed; it was time for the bad news. “We stopped by Smyths.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Dan said. “How are they doing?”

      Dylan shook his head.

      Martha pulled the children away from the door, and Dan nodded for Dylan to continue.

      “We came on Debbie, sittin up against a tree.” Dylan said. “She was already dead. Apparently out sick and wandering. Not sure about the rest of the family. They’re just gone.” Dylan pointed to the trees. “Out there in the forest or picked up and taken to town, I don’t know. Both their cars were there.” Dylan rubbed his palm across his chin. “I’d be watchin if I was you and keeping things quiet.”

      Dan got paler with each bit of news, and now his gaze scanned the woods. “Thanks for telling me. I’ll be keeping the kids inside, and I’ll call someone for Debbie.”

      Dylan nodded. “Appreciate that. We better be moving on now. See ya in a few days.”

      Skye waved as they backed out of the driveway. “Cute family. Are they from around here? Their accent seemed different.”

      “They‘re from the north part of the West Virginia. Moved to the mountains a few years ago for a job. They say they love it up here.”

      “I’m sure they do. It’s beautiful.”

      Dylan grunted his agreement.

      The next house was Dylan‘s friend, Joe, whom Dylan had wanted to “holler at”. Joe appeared at the door before the truck pulled in the driveway, he seemed as alert as Dylan to his surroundings.  Dylan had let out a long, low breath on seeing Joe, his lips curving into a slow smile. He threw the vehicle into park and jumped out. It was obvious the two men were close friends, and under normal circumstances, they would never have had an entire front yard separating them.

      Skye grinned when she saw how happy the men were to see each other. Joe was just as tall as Dylan but with a thinner frame, still he was built strong enough it was noticeable as he folded his arms and leaned against the side of his house.

      Skye looked around the property. His modest, fixer-upper cabin seemed in the process of renovations. Joe confirmed that when he told Dylan he was taking advantage of the time to get things done. There were several small outbuildings similar to Dylan and Wade’s house. From what Skye could see of Joe and his home, he had the same love of the outdoors as the Coles.

      And apparently, a penchant for pretty, dark-haired women. After getting a nod from Dylan, Skye jumped out of the truck and came around to stand beside him.

      Dylan didn’t blink an eye when Joe gave a soft whistle and said, "So, who's the good-lookin gal ya got there, D?"

      Skye gave Joe a quick smile then looked at the ground and scuffed her foot.

      "This is Skye. She got stranded along the road. Wade and me brought her home. Helpin her out for a while is all," Dylan said glancing at Skye.

      "Well, that's real nice of ya," Joe drew out, "real nice indeed." Skye took a small step backward hoping the truck would hide her pink face.

      "Stop it," Dylan said, "Ya know it ain't like that. There's a boy too."

      "Oh, yeah, that changes everything," Joe laughed.

      "Stop," Dylan said again, with a low chuckle.

      Skye turned to go back to her side of the car. Why do some men have to act like they are fifteen-year-old hormonal messes no matter what their age?

      Dylan grabbed her hand. A shock went through her, and she looked at their entwined hands. She warmed to the feel of his rough one against hers.

      “Sorry,” Dylan said,” Joe’s not a bad guy, he just likes to tease.”

      Skye raised her head, sure that her thoughts were written all over her face. “I can tell.” She uttered a small laugh.

      When Joe changed the subject, Skye was relieved. She stood quietly beside Dylan. When was he going to let go of her hand? She should pull away, but she didn’t want to.

      Don’t do this to yourself. Don’t! You are leaving, going home. Let go. Let go right now.

      Dylan gave her hand a light squeeze and let it go without looking at her. Skye folded her fingers over her palm. She could still feel the warmth he’d left there.

      This is just a reaction to the chaos around me. I’m grasping for safety. Literally, it seems.

      The men’s conversation drifted to her, and Skye joined in. “How are things going in Colton? I left there a couple of days ago as the Infected were coming through.”

      Wow,” Joe said, “that must have been crazy.”

      “It was.”

      Joe shifted to lean against the doorjamb of his house. "Well, I talked to my granddad yesterday. Some people did get sick from them infected, but most got away, so that is something. The infected haven't been back through again. Heard the sheriff and his men ran 'em off."

      "Tom Jackson? He's my cousin," Skye said.

      "Tom Jackson is your cousin?" Joe asked. Surprise covered his face. He stared at Dylan. "You know that?"

      Dylan gave a slight nod.

      Joe let out a low whistle. "Well, the plot do thicken, don't it, D?"

      Dylan looked out at the trees instead of responding.

      Joe raised an eyebrow and turned to Skye. "Yes ma'am, that's the very one. Heard he did a real good job of shooing them outta there."

      Skye remembered the first time Tom had been brought up with the Coles. What went on between Tom and them?

      Dylan wrapped up the visit though he clearly dreaded doing it. Skye offered her phone number to Joe so he could call Dylan if he needed.

      Once the truck was on the road again, Skye glanced at Dylan and asked, "So what happened between you and--"

      Dylan stopped her. "Don't ask," he warned.

      "But Dylan-" she started again.

      "Don't ask," he said. "You said you didn't need to know, so just drop it."

      Skye shot him a sidelong glance. The muscle in his jaw twitched more than once. He was being as patient as he could.

      She put a hand on his forearm. “Okay, sorry. I’m just too curious, but it’s between you and Tom.”

      Dylan nodded. “Thanks.”

      Skye turned to watch the landscape as it blurred by and tried to ignore her imagination as it filled in the blanks.

      I’m aching to know what this is about. But, I won’t push for his secrets when I have my own I don't want to share.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Need Somethin

        

      

    

    
      Dylan changed the subject from secrets to the task at hand and informed Skye they had one more stop up yonder. "We have to get out and walk in there,” he said. “It's just an old man and woman. Last time I was there, they worried they were gettin sick. They might need somethin."

      It was heartwarming this rough guy cared so much about others he made these neighborly trips. If someone had ever accused Dylan of caring for people, Skye was sure he would deny it up, down, and sideways. But he did.

      Dylan stopped the truck near a small path alongside the road and began his detailed instructions on what to do or not to do in case of trouble.

      Skye agreed to everything, nodding and repeating whatever instruction he felt necessary.

      He ended with, "No matter what else, listen to me if something comes up. Things can happen quick."

      That I believe, but since we have seen no sick other than Debbie, who had passed away beside the tree, it shouldn't be an issue.

      Dylan gave her a hard stare. Skye smiled back at him.

      “I hope,” he said, “you’re takin this serious.”

      “I am!”

      Dylan waved her out of the truck, and they began their hike to the house.

      Finally, that was longer than cruise ship safety procedures. I'm surprised we didn't have a drill. Skye chuckled to herself.

      The beauty of the area captured her attention. Rays of sunlight shone through the tall trees lighting up little pockets of greenery below. A creek bubbled somewhere to the right but try as she might Skye couldn't see it.  Two chipmunks scurried across Dylan and Skye's path as they chased after each other.

      Every so often, Dylan paused and held up his hand for Skye to stop. They'd stand quietly as he examined the trees until he said it was safe to move on.

      And I hear nothing except what is right in front of me. He must have amazing hearing.

      A small flock of silent birds landed in the canopy above their heads, and Skye looked up and let her gaze follow them. Too late, she saw Dylan stopped in front of her.

      Skye’s foot twisted as she stumbled over a small log and slammed into the back of Dylan.

      Dylan turned and grabbed her upper arms to stop her from falling.

      "You okay?" He whispered.

      "Yes, I tripped over this piece of wood." Skye tapped the log with her foot.

      "Your ankle okay?" Dylan crouched down and slid his fingers around it.

      His hands felt warm and solid as he ran them along her foot and ankle. "I'm fine, I am. I should have been looking at the ground instead of the birds."

      Which is what I’m sure I promised in the truck during the 101 Things Dylan Wants You To Do If You Dare To Travel In The Woods With Him List. Now I have already failed.

      Skye squirmed under his hard gaze. Dylan’s eyebrow rose. “You were lookin at the birds?”

      Skye looked at the patchy, thin bit of grass beneath her feet. I’m sure that wasn’t the first rule I broke. She imagined his wince every time a twig snapped beneath her shoes.

      After his reminder to keep her eyes on the path and several other things she wasn't doing right, they continued on. This time she would do better.

      Skye kept her gaze glued to his back or the trail at all times. Not even the cutest grey squirrel scurrying up a tree beside her could take her eyes from Dylan.

      Soon, they arrived at the edge of a small, colorful glen with a cozy, old-fashioned log cabin in the middle. A little wood barn sat to the right of the house with a cow and a few chickens peacefully gazing beside it.

      Dylan crouched down and indicated that Skye should too. She studied the home along with him but saw little else.

      Skye glanced at Dylan and followed his gaze. Nothing. She looked at him again. He looked worried.

      She tapped his arm. When he looked at her, she mouthed, “What?”

      “They ain’t here,” Dylan whispered.

      “How do you know?”

      He pointed to the windows. “No lights. Even during the day, old people leave lights on.”

      His finger moved to the door. “The door is shut tight, which is odd for them.”

      Then to a fallen branch across the walkway. “They wouldn’t leave that be for ten minutes let alone for long enough for the leaves to be dyin.”

      Dylan tipped his head to the barn and the animals surrounding it. “The barn doors are open so the animals can get more food.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?”

      “Only if you’re not going to be around, animals have feeding times. Also, the gates are open. They don’t want them trapped in there.” Dylan whirled his hand around them. “And it’s quiet. Mostly.”

      Skye listened. Besides the occasional creak or wind in the trees, Skye heard nothing.

      Dylan continued to study the area.

      You can't say he isn't thorough. Something he said— “Mostly?”

      “There’s somethin.” Dylan put a finger to his lips.

      A sliver of unease slide through Skye, but Dylan didn’t seem worried, only cautious.

      Something small tickled Skye's neck. It seemed insignificant, but what if it moved down her shirt? She didn't remember bugs being covered in her instructions from Dylan. It stopped crawling, and she waited.

      It moved again. No. Stop. Just fly away or whatever! You will get me into trouble.

      It continued deeper under Skye's collar. Oh, my goodness, how big is this thing! Okay, what are my options? I’m quite sure I can’t slap anything, but can I brush or flick? That may be been in the small print.

      The bug wiggled again. Before she could stop herself, her hand jerked to sweep it off. Skye caught herself and slowed.

      Dylan's head whipped around. Skye sagged and closed her eyes, preparing herself for another talking to. Busted! I thought I was so quiet too!

      Skye opened her eyes. Dylan wasn't looking at her. He was looking past her.

      Skye turned to search the woods behind her. I don’t hear anything.

      Dylan tapped her shoulder and put his finger to his mouth.

      He does. Skye nodded and watched him scan the area to her left.

      Dylan’s eyes darted to a new area. He peered earnestly in that direction, then to a third spot on their right.

      A bead of sweat formed and rolled down the side of Dylan's taut face, sliding over a pulse in his jaw. His hand gripped his bow, his body tight. Skye’s unease grew as the tension radiated off him.

      His eyes bore into the forest, searching for the answers he sought.

      Dylan’s gaze returned to Skye, and he signed that there were two Infected on their left and one, maybe two, on their right.

      Skye’s heart stopped, and her eyes widened. One would have been bad enough. One they could handle.

      Her stomach lurched, and the blood rushed from her face as Dylan eyed her. He laid a gentle hand on her arm before signing that together they would slip back to the truck.

      Lastly, he pointed a finger at her, then his ear, then him. She needed to listen to him.

      Dylan need not have worried. Following his orders was her only purpose now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          I Don’t Want To

        

      

    

    
      With caution, Dylan rose and took a step. He looked back at Skye and indicated she should place her foot exactly where he did and keep herself low to the ground.

      Dylan noticed Skye's lack of weaponry and scolded himself for not giving her at least a knife. It hadn't occurred to him she would need one. Though he'd ran into a lone Sick person occasionally, he had never come up on them in packs.

      Dylan glanced back at Skye, making sure she was keeping up.

      Her face was so pale. If she passed out, he wasn't certain how he would get them out of this. Hopefully, these were all Sick ones, not Infected.

      The Sick would be easier to escape with their stiff limbs and awkward gait. The Infected were able outrun Dylan if he needed to carry Skye.

      Skye was careful, painstakingly so. She imitated Dylan's every move to the smallest detail. As the Infected came closer, Skye caught what Dylan had already heard.

      A snap of a twig here, a stir of a tree branch there.

      It spurred her on. She wanted out of here, safe in the truck and headed to the cabin.

      She flinched at their slight noises, and tried to control her breathing, but her gasps wouldn't be controlled. Air struggled to burst out of her lungs. Instead of sustaining Skye, it seemed to suffocate her.

      Other than the noise of the Sick, the woods were quiet now. Even though the small creatures were not in any danger from the infected, it was as if they were aware something deadly walked among them. They huddled, silent.

      Skye's desire to flee combined with her dread and lack of air caused her feet to tangle. She stumbled. Once, then twice, falling against Dylan.

      He looked back and saw the naked fear in her wide-eyed gaze.

      Taking her hand, he brought it to his waist and curled her fingers in the soft cotton of his shirt to help steady her. He tapped her hand a couple times with his fingers, telling her to keep it there. She nodded.

      Skye‘s fist lay against Dylan’s side. His ragged breaths raised and lowered his stomach, straining his tight muscles as the tension flowed through his body.

      Another snap grabbed their attention. A shuffling sound. The Sick were being less quiet now, becoming confident.

      Dylan stilled and listened for a moment. One hand rested on his knife, and the other held his crossbow.

      Dylan started their careful trek again, picking up their pace. Skye wasn't sure if the Sick knew they were here or not, but it seemed Dylan thought they did. A few more quiet steps, then more stirring from the Sick again.

      Skye swung her head to a rustling of branches to her left. Are they searching for us? The Sick wouldn’t do that. They’d attack us if they ran into us, but actively hunt us, no. She shuddered. These ones are aware.

      Sweat trickled down Skye’s body. Her trembling hands clutched Dylan's shirt harder as if it would to be the source of her salvation.

      Dylan gave his head a little shake as if refusing to acknowledge this was happening. Scowling, he turned back to Skye. His palm laid against the side of her face and neck as he pulled her ear to his mouth so he could whisper as quietly as possible. "Be ready. I think they are comin for us."

      It was Skye's turn to deny the situation. She groaned and shook her head as well as she could between Dylan’s head and the hand he had firmly planted on her cheek.

      He said, “When I say run, you run for the truck like hell-fire and brimstone is chasin ya. If anyone comes after you, go to the paved road. If I'm not there in five minutes, drive for the cabin.” He pulled back and stared at her.

      Skye scowled and mouthed, "No, no, no!" Is he crazy? I'm not just leaving him here!

      He stopped her midway through the third "no" by tightening his grip and bringing her ear close to his lips again.

      Skye’s fear made her senses more acute. She felt the outline of his every finger against her cheek and jaw, his other hand gripped her arm, her hair stirred from his breath as he spoke.

      “Yes! You listen, ya hear? If you have to go, I'll make my way back to the cabin. We're not that far away.” He drew back again and stared into her eyes. “You go.”

      Sadness covered her face as she mouthed, "No, I don't want to."

      Dylan’s hands became gentle on her even as he tugged her tighter. "It'll be okay,” he whispered close against Skye’s ear. “You need to get back to Wade and the boy to tell them about these Sick. They're closer to the cabin than we'd like. We gotta keep them safe," Dylan drew back just enough he could scan her face.

      Skye searched Dylan’s face from his hairline to his hard jaw, then settled on his dark-blue eyes. His gaze didn’t leave her, and she returned it. Tears welled up and spilled when she looked down. Skye wiped them away and pulled in a deep breath, giving him a determined nod.

      Relief showed in Dylan’s gaze. “We will go on together until we can’t anymore. Get ready to run.”

      Pain had long since settled in from the awkward, slow crouch Skye had been forced into, but she was quick to forget about it every time there was a noise from their pursuers.

      For every step that Dylan and Skye took, it seemed those chasing them took two, continuing to get closer with each passing moment.

      Skye shuddered when their whispering and muttering grew louder. Whether they whispered to one another, or each was lost in themselves, Skye didn't know. She didn't want to be close enough to find out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Run

        

      

    

    
      One thing Skye did know, these were not the gentle fall to sleep Sick. These were hostile, confrontational ones.

      She trembled with realization. AgFlu. Aggressive Flu. I thought that stupid nickname had only meant that the flu was a fast advancing disease. What it means, what they've been trying to tell us, is that the people become aggressive. It was right there in that stupid name all along.

      We had been warned.

      Dylan stopped and held Skye back. They both dropped into a crouch. Frantic to move, Skye breathlessly waited for direction. The Sick were coming. She and Dylan had to get out of there, or they were going to die.

      Skye swallowed a scream as the thorny brush to their left thrashed. One of the sick pushed its way through the thick undergrowth. Thistles grabbed at its clothes and skin leaving blood-red welts before they let go. When he broke through, a second one followed.

      Both were men. Both in the advanced stages of the disease. Their chests heaved with every breath, their fingers, lips and even their arms no longer a normal color.  They were dark blue.

      From the open fear on their faces, they seemed long past simple delirium and had entered into a stage of genuine terror. Their bulging wide eyes darted from here to there, seeing imagined shadows. Before they locked onto Dylan and Skye.

      The leader dragged his leg as he walked. He turned and lumbered toward them. The other one followed. His muttering caused the red foam dripping from his mouth to fly out in front of him.

      Skye’s heart raced. For a moment, she closed her eyes against what came toward her, but she needed to be tough. At least some of them were Sick and not only Infected. That would increase their chances of getting out of here.

      Skye patted Dylan and pointed. He nodded that he saw them, then tipped his head to the right. Skye, following his gaze, could make out the bodies of two more.

      Dylan examined the Sick and became more confident on seeing their lumbering gaits. Skye took assurance in that. The scream she restrained behind clamped lips lowered to silent frantic moans.

      Any second now, Dylan would tell her to run. Skye rose slightly, her thighs burning from the position as she waited for his orders.

      Skye felt Dylan's stomach tighten. He rose to his full height, breaking the connection between them.

      "Run!" His voice rasped out the word. Skye darted one last questioning look to him. He nodded.

      Given the go-ahead, Skye flew down the small dirt path they had come up. She threw a glance over her shoulder. Dylan stood tall, concentrating on his target.

      The thawp of a bolt as it left the bow, and the scream that echoed through the forest when it hit its mark told Skye his aim hit true.

      Skye ran. No one pursued her, the only sound was her own ragged breath.

      She glanced back down the trail. They surrounded Dylan. She slowed for a second before speeding on.

      Do what he said.

      Another bolt, another shrill scream, another body hitting the ground.

      He has this under control.

      Skye’s heart sunk when the heavy thud of more than one body pounded against the dirt. Dylan yelled every curse known to man as he went down.

      He's in trouble.

      Behind her, Skye could see the thick undergrowth thrashing as Dylan fought. Her foot hit something, it skittered away.

      She stopped a moment, listening. Low, angry grunts and the bash of a fist hitting skin came to her.

      Skye's fingers traced the word etched in her bracelet. Strength.
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        * * *

      

      Dylan gritted his teeth. This was a situation he’d hoped never to be in.

      It ain't their fault. They're not in their right mind.

      But he had no choice, not if he would get out of here.

      At least I sent Skye runnin. If I don’t make it, she’ll get word to Wade.

      Dylan had never intentionally shot anyone before, but squeamish stomach or no, now wasn’t the time to back down. He aimed and let his arrow fly. Still, he could not bring himself to end them, no matter their miserable existence.

      One bolt, then a second, into the legs of a man and woman. They fell to the ground and huddled there holding their injuries.

      That left three. Dylan stared them down as he readied himself to take them on.

      Dylan swung his bow. It collided with the head of the nearest man. The Sick dropped to the ground.

      Dylan felt hot breath on the back of his neck and shoved an elbow up at the mouth it came from. A wild glance to his right and a push at that one held him off for a moment.

      In an instant, they grabbed at him again. Dylan threw a couple of punches but together they overpowered him. The Sick men were alert enough Dylan detected a gleeful look in their eyes. Dylan turned from one to the other, backing up as he went.

      With no time to load his bow, Dylan tried to swing it in the small space left to him but it was only an irritation to the men.

      Dylan’s hand reached for his knife. This just became a brawl. Before Dylan wrapped his fingers around the grip, the last two jumped him.
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        * * *

      

      Skye squinted down the trail, struggling to make out what was going on behind her as she rubbed the ankle she had bumped. She glanced down to see the same small log she had fallen over earlier laying on the path.

      It’s long enough to be a weapon.

      She picked the branch up.

      Do as he says.

      And weighed it in her hand.

      He’s trying to protect me. I get that. And yes, he has skills I don’t have, but I can bash someone over the head. At least hard enough to stop them.

      Dylan’s throaty, ever-increasingly loud curses reached her ears, and Skye shuddered at what she was talking herself into doing.

      I have to. There’s only me here to help him.

      She straightened as an unexplored aspect of her nature became clear to her.

      I leave no one behind. Not like this. Her grip on the log tightened. If we live, he can be mad at me!

      Skye ran straight back to Dylan.
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        * * *

      

      The first two Sick Dylan had taken down, rolled on the forest floor, each with a bolt in their legs. They were more ill than the rest and didn’t have the wherewithal to know what to do.

      One woman lay unconscious on the ground.

      Dylan fought like a wildcat with the last two. After taking Dylan down, the two Sick enjoyed pummeling him, neither cared where their fists landed. They seemed to just take joy in the feel of their fists slamming against his body. Each time Dylan made a move toward his knife, another punch would fly at him causing him to turn or curl to protect himself.

      One of the Sick men tired of the game, and instead came at Dylan with an open, dripping mouth. Disgust flared in Dylan as he rolled away from him only have his claw-like hands drag him back.

      His attackers’ jaw moved from side to side as if anticipating the bite. Red saliva hung from his lips. His breath smelled putrid, like rotten carcasses.

      Dylan’s strong arms strained to keep the man at bay. Muscles, tendons and veins outlined against Dylan’s skin as he fought against the Sick man intending to rip into his flesh.

      He was losing the battle. A punch to the side of Dylan’s head had left him dazed. Teeth snapped by his ear, and he jerked.

      Dylan shook his head. His vision cleared, and he spotted Skye holding her branch. No!

      Another snap, another punch to his gut. Dylan glanced at Skye as she geared herself up for her attack.  She held her lip between her teeth but released it as she inhaled deeply preparing herself.

      Whether he liked it or not, Skye headed his way. Relief for himself went through him as he fended off a punch with one hand and the snapping Sick with the other. His stomach swirled in apprehension for her. But she was clear of any attack, so he prepared for hers.

      Dylan pushed the man trying to gnaw on him as far away from himself as possible and nodded to Skye. That one should be her target. The diseased man wailed in frustration and redoubled his efforts to get to Dylan, and Dylan’s arm strained to hold him at bay.

      He grabbed Dylan's arm in both hands and lowered his jaw. Skye hurried to stand over him and raised the thick branch high over her head. She brought it down with enough force to knock him out.

      When the man slumped to the ground, Dylan pushed out from under him. He grabbed the punching man's head and joyfully thumped it on the ground.

      "Enough already!" Dylan said with a kick at the sick man’s side.

      After a quick scan of the area to make sure they were safe, Dylan let out a long sigh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Over

        

      

    

    
      Skye gave Dylan a once-over as he hauled himself up and shook himself. He studied her as she stood on the other side of the fallen body, her arms wrapped around herself.

      “You okay?”

      Skye nodded. "I am. Are you?"

      Dylan patted himself. “Yeah, I think I am.” He blew out a long breath. “Too close.”

      Skye dropped her arms and spun her bracelets. "Look, I know what you’re going to say. That I didn't listen, but I did. I listened to you, and I ran. I listened and realized they were not coming for me." She frowned up at his stern face. "I listened to you go down. And I listened to myself to go back for you. I helped you!"

      “There's that.” Dylan looked down and kicked at the trail. “I can’t be mad at you for saving my hide.”

      One of the Sick moaned. Dylan walked over to it and grabbed hold of the bolt, pulling it out of his leg. Skye grimaced and shivered, but the sound didn't seem to bother Dylan one bit. She turned away when he pulled on a second arrow.

      With the used bolts in his hand, Dylan waved her up the path. “Come on, we have to go. They’re waking up.”

      "No, we have to help them... don't we?" Skye moved to walk to the nearest one, and Dylan put a hand on her arm to stop her.

      "It's dangerous to be that close to them."

      "But we're immune," Skye said.

      "You sure about that?"

      Skye hesitated, "I'm not 100% sure. I don't know that anyone is."

      "And if we're immune to the airborne part, are we immune to a bite or the spit?"

      Skye shook her head at the leaf-covered ground and shrugged.

      Dylan took a step toward Skye. “Come on. You ain't gonna be able to help them and keep the boy safe. Even if we're immune, maybe we could carry it back to him."

      Skye winced as she peered down at the man she had hit over the head. Tears welled in her eyes as she remembered the last person who had needed her help. She had walked away from her.

      Skye gestured to the Sick that scattered the ground. “What about them? I'm not... I don't know what we're supposed to do here. But just... leave them? I don't know.”

      Dylan rubbed at his scruffy jaw. “I’ve been callin the Doc to send someone out to gather them up, but he hasn't been answering lately.”

      “Yes,” Skye said, “he’s gone to Fenton. What about Bill from Riley's? The funeral home? He may be aware someone. I heard him on the radio just before I left my house.”

      "Sure." Dylan looked over the damage they'd done. "Til then they'll be okay. Ain't too worse for wear, a coupla headaches and a coupla holes. They'll do all right."

      Another moan and Dylan put his hand to Skye's shoulder giving it a slight push. Skye gave them one last lingering glance, still unsure about this decision, but what else could they do?

      The path to the truck seemed so much shorter now their lives were no longer in danger, and Skye grinned in relief for a moment as she settled herself inside the vehicle. But as they drove down the road, the adrenaline and emotions over what she and Dylan were forced to do became to show. Skye’s hands shook so much the only way to slow them was to clasp them together.

      Dylan’s eyes were on the road and his hands gripped the wheel. He glanced at Skye. “Your running skills are impressive.”

      Skye gave him a little smile. "Thank you. I'm sure it had something to do with sheer terror." She raised her trembling hands to study them.

      "It'll pass," Dylan said as a twitch shook him. He wasn’t as shaken as her, but his occasional jerk showed the run-in had affected him too. Dylan might be tough, but he wasn’t so hardened that the chaos of this new world and the decisions it demanded he make left him unaffected.

      He glanced over at her and ran a hand over his chin. “I can tell that was hard for you.”

      Skye hung her head and nodded.

      “It should be, for both of us. I hope we never get used to all that.” Dylan glanced at her again. “That’s why I wanted you up that trail.”

      Skye opened her mouth to protest.

      “Look, Skye, I'm real glad you took care of that guy. But most times,” Dylan frowned, “most times, I'll need you to be where I tell you to be. I can’t fight and search for you. I need to trust you to do that.”

      Skye reached out and touched his forearm. “You can trust me. You can trust me to have your back.” Her voice was firm. “I can help. I understand what you are saying, there needs to be a leader, but I need to be able to use some judgment."

      Dylan looked out the window and back at her again. “You have no judgment to use.” Skye didn't answer as she turned away from him. "It's just you don't have the know-how to be out here with all this goin on. I shouldn't've brought you.”

      “Then where would you be right now?” Skye asked.

      Dylan huffed out a sigh and shrugged a shoulder.

      Unsure of his response, Skye’s first words were tentative. "Your right. Teach me. Show me how, so I can be of help. This is the world now. I need your knowledge. I need it for me, and I need it for Jesse."

      Dylan’s eyes opened wider, then narrowed. “Okay. Ain’t gonna be easy though.”

      “I didn’t figure it would be.” Skye shot him a little smile and laid her head back against the seat, taking a few slow, deep breaths to steady herself, then she looked over at Dylan. “Did you get any of their saliva or blood on you? They didn't bite you, right?”

      “No, don't think so. Couldn’t have gotten through my jeans or boots.” Dylan looked over his arms. “Arms look good.”

      Skye averted her eyes and held back a chuckle. Yes, they do.

      Dylan looked down the top of his t-shirt, then raised the bottom up over his chest and ran his hand over his abs. “All good.”

      Skye’s eyes widened. Two long lines of old scaring ran down the side of his body from his upper back down to the top of his abs. Something had happened to Dylan when he was a child.

      "I better check your back." Skye tucked her legs up on the seat of the truck and steadied herself in the moving car by holding his headrest. She pulled out the neck of his shirt and peered down his back. It was laced with burn and strap scars.

      Skye’s heart ached. Dylan had been beaten badly in his life. Though a couple of the scars were newer, most were a decade or two old. She'd noticed the cigarette burns on his and Wade's arms before. Those were nothing next to this.

      

      Skye tried to stick to the business at hand. ”None there. Let me check lower."

      Dylan moved forward hugging the steering wheel as she pulled up his shirt from the bottom. Her fingers brushed against his hot, bruised skin. He flinched and glanced her way.

      Skye’s throat ached as she looked down at one of the worst abuse cases she had ever seen. So many scars, even knife wounds. Did his step-father stab him? What kind of man does any of this to a child? No, not a man. That is no man at all. What do you even call a person like that?

      Skye's jaw clenched in raging anger. "Bruising is starting, but no bites. You are good."

      Settling back in her seat, Skye tried to be inconspicuous as she wiped a stray tear from her eye and ignore the troubled glance Dylan sent her way.
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        * * *

      

      Dylan hardly noticed his scars anymore until something like this came along. He didn’t like that Skye had seen them, but Dylan appreciated that she hadn’t gotten all emotional about it. A little tear was nothing next to some of the extreme outbursts he’d heard when people saw the scars that covered him.

      Still, he didn’t like the sadness on the woman’s face. “It’s all right, Skye.”

      Skye turned to him, anger now mixing with the heartbreak, though her tone was soft. “No, Dylan, it’s not. A child’s home should feel like a sanctuary, be safe, not what you had. To endure a childhood like that, it must have been misery.”

      Dylan grunted as a twinge moved in his chest, an emotion he rarely allowed himself to consider. A wish he could’ve had the happy, secure boyhood others had. He quickly shut the thought down—wishing never did any good.

      But Skye was right, and Dylan acknowledged her words with a small nod. "Well, it is what it is."

      Skye looked down at the truck floor, then at him. "I'm sorry you went through that."

      "You ain't got nothin to be apologizing over." Not wanting to discuss the subject further, Dylan changed it. "So, what's up with the Sick biting?"

      Skye blinked a couple times. “I’d forgotten most people aren’t aware of what this disease is. The biting comes from the rabies side of the virus. Rabies rewires the brain. People, animals, its the same. It's a smart virus and needs to transfer by blood or saliva so it makes the Infected want to bite.”

      "This thing is rabies? Uh. Makes sense, now ya say that."

      Skye explained her visit to the Fenton Hospital then said, “AgFlu is in other countries too. The disease is rabies mixed with the 1918 flu epidemic, the worst flu of all time, highly deadly on its own. The Disease Control estimated about 70% of the earth's population would get the illness. As we are aware few survive the AgFlu.”

      Dylan scoffed. "More'n that are dying. How exactly did these two get combined?"

      "That, no one owned up too. The doctor's friend theorized that the AgFlu was part of germ warfare but wasn't sure if the sickness was the US's, and got loose by mistake, or if another country sent the virus over here."

      Staring out the front windshield, Dylan said, "Either way, we’re screwed."

      "Yeah."

      "Yeah."

      Skye sat back against her seat. Then jumped and yelped.

      “What? What’s wrong?” Quick as lightening, Dylan reached across the seat and pulled her to him as he slowed the truck.

      Skye sat forward and pulled her shirt up from the bottom. “Please, get it off! There’s a bug on me since before they came after us. It’s still stinging me!”

      Dylan saw the problem and pulled a bee from her back and flicked the insect out the window, then drew the stinger out and rubbed the spot. “How’s that?”

      “Better. But it still hurts.” A little pout colored her voice.

      Dylan held in a chuckle. She probably wouldn’t appreciate him finding her cute right now. “Well, all I’ve got is spit right now so we’ll need to wait until we get home to fix it up.”

      “No, that is gross.” Skye tried to reach around to touch where it still hurt.

      “Let it be. It’ll will be fine in a few minutes.”

      “I know,” she mumbled as she tried again.

      This time Dylan smirked. “I said, quit fussin, woman.”

      Skye flashed him an irritated look.

      Dylan laughed. It didn’t bother him at all, in fact, he kinda liked seeing those green eyes blazing a bit of fire in his direction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Tell It

        

      

    

    
      When they arrived at the cabin, Skye helped Dylan unload their haul. Wade came outside, excited to see what they found, and started hauling it into the house. Skye jumped from the back of the truck and picked up a box of food to take in.

      Dylan followed, but stopped a frown on his face. He stared at the living room light shining through the open window and grabbed a backpack he kept in the truck bed.

      He glanced at Skye. “I can't go in there.”

      Puzzled, Skye looked from him to the cabin and back again, "What? Why?"

      At that moment, Jesse stepped out the front door. Dylan raised a hand to stop him. "Look, we don't know if I got infected. I need to stay away from the boy."

      Skye shook her head. “You didn't get anything on you, we checked.”

      Wade came out of the house for his next armful and stopped. “What’s goin on?”

      Dylan looked at his brother. “We had a run in with some Sick. I think I’ll stay out here for a few days.”

      “A few days?” Skye asked.

      Dylan ran a hand through his hair. “It's airborne too, and I was real close to them.”

      Skye sat the box back down on the tailgate. “But you said you'd been sick and fought it off."

      "But we ain't sure."

      Skye groaned. “I wish we knew more about this. I was sick too. Perhaps we’re all carriers now and aren‘t aware of it. Whatever we are, Jesse hasn’t gotten sick yet. Dylan, you don’t have to do this.”

      Dylan hesitated, bouncing the strap of his pack in his hand a few times. “I have to. Just a couple nights then to make sure I ain't got the quick kind." He looked from Jesse’s wide-eyed gaze to the ground and back again. "If something happened to that boy 'cause of me..." He shook his head. "I‘ll be right here so I can help keep an eye out, maybe sleep in the truck bed.”

      Skye nodded and guided Jesse into the house as Dylan called Wade over and told him what Skye had learned at the hospital.

      Jesse looked up at Skye. “Is this my fault? Cause I’m the only one who hasn’t been sick?”

      Skye put the box on the table and turned to Jesse. “No! It’s no one’s fault, it’s just the way the world is right now. We have to be careful. Dylan is doing what he thinks is best.” She smoothed back his hair and looked at the boxes piled around the room. “Okay, buddy, somehow we have to fit all this food into this kitchen. Are you up to the challenge?”

      “Yeah!”

      Before they’d gotten far, Wade came stamping in. The moment he shut the door, he opened his mouth. The information that Dylan shared with him about the AgFlu disturbed him and brought up a flurry of conspiracy theories. It became clear this was one of Wade‘s favored hobbies.

      While Skye and Jesse put away can after can of food, Wade spoke of terrorist attacks from other countries, of U.S. conspiracies against its citizens. By the time she opened the final box, Wade was certain it was clumsy scientists that caused the disease.

      Skye shelved the last can and high-fived Jesse. Wade had spewed theories on top of theories and stories Skye could never dream up in an entire lifetime.

      She kicked the empty boxes over to Wade, hoping they would slow him down. “Can you get rid of these, please?”

      Wade nodded and gathered them up, his booming voice fading as he walked out the door.

      Skye sent an eye roll to Jesse, which he returned. But when Wade walked back into the house and shut the door, he started where he left off, if possible, more insistent about each fine point of his assumptions. Jesse had his hands to his ears as he hummed to himself.

      Skye put a hand to her throbbing head and her eyes narrowed. Dylan knew what he was doing when he left after telling Wade the news. This is probably the real reason he stayed outside. He was aware of what was coming. "Wade, stop! We can't take it anymore! Please, please we want to get some sleep."

      Wade opened his mouth to object but before he could say anything, Skye pointed to the front door. "If you need to continue, you go outside and tell it to your brother, cause we can't--we just can't anymore."

      Wade blustered. “Now listen here, Skye, what if--"

      "Out, Wade! Out now."

      Wade shook his head, his mouth turned-down and headed outdoors. “You just don’t get it.”

      When Wade wasn’t back the next morning, Skye assumed he stayed outside with Dylan and smiled.

      Jesse and Skye went through the clothes and other items they scavenged. Jesse restrained himself, as usual, from any large reactions, but he couldn’t hide the twinkle that came into his eyes as Skye showed him his new clothes. A smile curved the corner of his mouth when he spotted the model truck kit Dylan had found for him. He darted a glance at Skye.

      “That is for you, Jesse. Dylan got it for you.”

      Jesse's voice filled with amazement. "He did?"

      Skye smiled through her sadness. Had no one ever gotten him a gift before? She ran her hand down his hair. "Yes, he did."

      "It's new." He cautiously reached out for the box, inspecting it from all sides. "My friend had some. I helped him with them, and I always wanted one."

      “And now, you have a truck,” Skye said. “This is a good one?”

      "It's a great one!"

      Jesse would be preoccupied for the rest of the afternoon if not the day. Skye smiled and gave his thick, dark hair another soft tousle before leaving him to it. She laid the men's new clothes on the bed and put her own away.

      The past two days had been unlike anything she had ever imagined she would live through, but scavenging had given her an appreciation for things she’d never had before. And she had done her part, not just relied on Wade and Dylan to supply her needs. She lightly dragged her fingers across a t-shirt, a glow of pride filling her. Doubt in herself had overwhelmed Skye since this had begun, and it was nice to feel something else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Not Found

        

      

    

    
      Tonight, it was Skye’s turn to cook, and earlier, she had noticed a clump of chives growing alongside the outside cabin wall, and decided they would be the touch she needed. She stepped outdoors and turned the corner only to come face to carcass with a hanging deer, and Dylan up to his elbows in it.

      Skye did an abrupt 180 and put her hand to her mouth. Sheesh, I think I almost lost my breakfast! Too late, she remembered Dylan saying something about his catch.

      Dylan gave an amused grunt. "I got a deer."

      Not wanting to slight all his achievement despite her queasiness, Skye gave the most supportive answer she could. "That's great!"

      As much as I appreciate his hard work supplying the dinner table, seeing this first hand, I can only think, poor little deer.

      Her cheery reply didn’t fool Dylan. Skye’s face had said it all when she’d turned the corner. Her typical city girl response seemed both funny and a bit disappointing to him. "You want to eat, don't ya?"

      "Not now, I don't!"

      "I told you I was doin this."

      “You didn’t say right here!” Skye jabbed her finger at the ground below her.

      "Well, you’re gonna be smiling about my skills when you sit down to dinner this winter and have something to eat."

      Skye sighed. He knows I won’t be here over the winter. But now wasn’t the time to remind him so she changed the subject. "So last night--"

      Dylan cut her off. "You gonna stand with your back to me then?"

      Unsure if he was teasing, irritated or something in between, Skye nevertheless determined to avoid facing the deer. "Yes, I am. I may enjoy deer later, but I don't enjoy it like this today."

      Dylan chuckled as he watched her cross her arms and set her hip.

      Skye cleared her throat. "So your brother--"

      "Yeah, he does go on."

      "That is the understatement of the year. I had to send him outside."

      Dylan gathered up saliva and spit. Even from where Skye stood, the smell of the carcass filled her nose and mouth, she couldn't imagine have one's face so close.

      “Yeah, I know,” Dylan said, “he woke me up and ran on some more about it.”

      Skye couldn't hold in her giggle, "Well, better you than me. You wound him up by telling him! You should've waited."

      "Yeah, well, I didn't think it would come back on me.”

      Skye laughed at his sour expression. I knew it!

      Skye pulled out her phone to find no service. Her mouth twisted in disappointment. Tom should call soon. Just in case, she tried dialing, but nothing happened. She pocketed the cell before cutting the chives she came out here to get then waved to Dylan before heading back into the house.

      The smell of lemon cleaner drifted through the cabin clearing away the deer’s stench. Wade stood at the sink, scrubbing. His efforts didn’t surprise her, she regularly saw Wade and Dylan with a wash rag or broom in their hand.

      “Smells good, Wade,” Skye said with a smile.

      Wade glanced over his shoulder at her. "We grew up in a broke-down cabin. Somethin like this before we fixed it up. But that house was squalor, and I mean the full definition of the word. Dad most often had moonshine in one hand and the other in the waistband of his pants, if he bothered even to put ‘em on that day. Dylan and I tried cleanin up from time to time, but we never got nowhere. We ain’t talked 'bout the mess we lived in much, but when we found this camp, we patched it up and kept it up. We reckon it's not much, but we don't never want it like where we grew up."

      "Don't talk your cabin down, Wade. It's a lot more than not much. You two have made it a home. I love it."

      The idea that she liked their home seemed to surprise Wade. “Figured you were used to better than this.” He waved his arm about. “Ya smell of money.”

      Wade wasn’t wrong. Skye’s home in Colton boasted large, beautiful rooms she decorated with care and updated with her favorite creature comforts. It awed some of her neighbors, but her home was nothing compared to her parent's house.

      Skye’s mother came from wealth and wasn't afraid to use it. Skye was the first to admit, though, that she herself seldom held back when there was something she really wanted, but she was also aware that there was more to a home than awesome gadgets.

      "Material things? Yeah, but that doesn't make it better. As a home, this is every bit as good as the one I grew up in." Skye gave Wade a warm smile.

      A bit of pink came to Wade’s cheeks. “Well, that’s fine, I reckon. Just fine. This place means a lot.” Wade’s life had clearly held few compliments.

      Skye heard one loud stomp on the porch before Jesse came flying in. Coated in dirt, he ran through the living room to the bathroom. Skye giggled. The tub will be black tonight! Dylan stood by the still-opened door, filling a water bucket. Dirt, blood and who knew what else also covered him. How Mom would squirm if she were here.

      On an individual level, all three of the males appeared to revel in the dirt. If they took a step outside, it seemed to magnetize to them. It was a rare day when she would see any one of them clean during working hours, but they settled for the night completely washed up.

      Skye returned to making dinner. She glanced at Wade as he stopped his cleaning to inspect the window pane. He was most often found around the cabin, walking the roof or with his legs sticking half out of a cupboard as he tightened this or that. Dylan, on the other hand, preferred the woods and willingly ran to any work or activity that required he be there.

      But there were many areas, the brothers overlapped, like their love of cars. One or the other was always under the hood of Dylan’s truck, and now, Skye’s Jeep. Skye laughed to herself. Either the vehicles are in horrible repair, or they possessed the most spotless engines known to man.

      Now in the kitchen, Skye was a captive audience, and that was something Wade would never pass up. As she chopped and sliced, Wade told the story of the cabin with pride in his voice. “I made everything in here from free junkyard parts or scraps from other people’s houses, including the downspouts. The neighbors didn’t mind at all we were fixin this place up after we found it, long as we left them alone.”

      “How did you find it?”

      Wade looked away from her. “We came crossed it one day is all. We found it and moved in.”

      “Just found it and moved in?” Skye asked. “Just like that?”

      Wade shrugged. “Yep. Just like that.”

      “How different our lives have been.” This time Skye looked away. Her family always had so much, gave her a great start in life. Theirs had little and given them nothing, not even kindness.

      In so many ways, Wade and Dylan still had so little. She turned and scanned the room. Are they squatters on this land? Is that still a thing? But they've come a long way from their childhood. Doubtless, the happiest they've ever been is here in this little cabin.

      "So you don't own it?"

      Wade's huge belly laugh filled the room. "Na. Never owned nothin in our lives except what we carried on our back. Well, 'til Uncle Pete gave Dylan that ol' truck out there. No, we was kids when we found this place, maybe 14 and 17. First, we just stayed a night here. Then Dylan said we should move out here. So, we did. It was a holy mess at first, but we settled in it anyway. Anything to get away, well, out of dad's house. It helped us keep—you know--"

      "Your sanity."

      "Yep, best thing we ever did. Neighbors said it'd been sitting here awhile. They didn't seem to mind us takin it over. Kinda took us in even, gave us food and the like every once in a while. Always wondered though if someone would show up and claim it one day. Guess that ain't likely to happen now." Wade smiled at the thought.

      Skye chuckled. I guess there is even a good side to the apocalypse.

      "But I reckon what the best thing for us wasn't the best thing for our mom. This cabin was the beginning of her end."

      Skye stopped mid-cut on a potato. "What do you mean?"

      Wade stammered and shifted his weight. "Well... I dunno. You ever done somethin you ain't too proud of?"

      "Yeah, Wade, I've done plenty." Scenes of the worst ran through her mind.

      Wade hung his head. He looked at the floor before looking at her. "A girl like you? I bet it ain't all that bad."

      "Well, I guess that depends on what you call bad."

      "Tell me," he demanded.

      She stopped and turned to him; her voice low. "Wade."

      "Tell me.” He was turning this into the ultimate Truth or Dare.
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        * * *

      

      Skye hesitated, her heart fell to her stomach at the thought of revealing her secret, but if she would ever be privy to their secrets, she would have to expose hers.

      "Tell me." Wade demanded again.

      Some little indiscretion wouldn't do. Something weighed down Wade.  He needed to see that others suffered in the same way, and she was close enough now to test her.

      Still, she didn‘t know why she was willing to tell him. Maybe because she kept her story shoved so deep inside for so long. Something she wasn’t permitted to talk about, tried not to even contemplate or maybe because now it didn't matter. They may all be gone now, anyway. It can't hurt her anymore, not that way, because they can't put her away.

      Skye nodded to Jesse when he asked to go out on the porch and turned back to Wade.

      It still ached to relive what she had done. Her body curled inward as she wrapped her arms around herself. Skye avoided Wade's gaze and bowed her head, her dark hair half-covering her face.

      The house was quiet, so quiet now as Wade waited. Skye took a moment, listening to the tiny house pings and creaks that, at a normal time, passed unnoticed.

      She had no tears, the distress lay deeper than that now. Every morning she woke to it, and every night it tormented her as she slept. It was part of who she was.

      Skye took a deep, unsteady breath and let out a burdened sigh. Unable to face him, she turned back to toward sink, and told him what he wanted to hear.

      "I helped murder someone."

      Wade stepped backward but didn't say a word.

      Those words took Skye to that day, and she tightened her crossed arms. The flashing red and blue lights, flaming lights flying around her, bouncing away and back from the buildings that closed in on her.

      Wide-eyed terror, that is what she remembered. The ice-cold, hard metal hood of the police vehicle, pushing against her body as the police forced her over the car. The handcuffs tightening and closing, making that little click that seemed to close her off from the rest of her life.

      On that day, numbness groped its way through her, taking up residence in every part of her. She had hoped it would cut off all feeling, and maybe it did, except for the ache that lived on for such a long time. Skye shivered.

      It crept over her again now, the chilly fingers pulling at her, willing her to let the emptiness in. With a feeble push, Skye chased it away but not far. It skittered back to its normal distance, just within range of her mind’s eye. She stared unseeing out the window as she told the story that appeared to her in flashes.

      "College. Hazing,” Skye explained. “They were all doing it. They did it to me when I began. We drank, we all drank—them too. Maybe a bump or two. The new ones, the ones trying to get in, they had to drink the most. We made them—made them do stupid things, silly things, dangerous things. They were ours to play with as we wished.”

      Skye trembled. "I helped shut the car trunks. Not hers, I don't think, but a lot. They had to stay for the night in this creepy junkyard. High, drunk, people freaked out. They screamed as we drove away.”

      Skye squeezed her eyes shut. "I wasn't there when they opened the cars. They said she tried to claw her way out. Drinking, drugs, panic. I don’t know, but she was dead.

      “Perhaps her heart gave out, or she ran out of air. I asked no questions. I didn't want to know.” Skye put her hands on the edge of the kitchen sink, forcing her shoulders up as she hung her head again. "That is one thing I'm not proud of."

      Skye glanced at Wade. He looked stunned. He would assume a girl like her had it all. His voice turned grave when he asked, "Why ain't you in jail?"

      Skye blew out a quick breath. “I was, for a little while, but I had wealthy parents and a powerful grandfather with connections. He got me out—out of it all."

      With her back still to Wade, she removed her hands from the sink and re-wrapped her arms around her middle. "Totally erased—can't even tell I ever was on the property. That's another thing I'm not proud of. All the others had to pay, and I should’ve paid too."

      Wade stayed silent, but Skye’s ears pounded with the rush of her pounding heart. Her cheeks burned. What would he think of her now?

      Skye dragged herself around to face Wade. But, his wasn't the first face she saw. It was Dylan's.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Not Enough

        

      

    

    
      Dylan took a step back, out of the doorway, turned and walked away, berating himself. Skye’s face had paled when she saw him standing there. This was something she wished to share with Wade. Not him.

      When Skye spotted him, tears of shame had filled her eyes. They had almost been his undoing. She hadn't wanted him to know.

      Her story shook him to the core. He would have never guessed. I guess I always expected people like her to have everything together, and here she is carrying that around.

      Dylan stopped and kicked at the ground. It was a surprise that Wade and her were that close. He thought his brother got under her skin.

      Well, of course, he did, only not in the way I thought. All the times I’ve been out hunting or scavenging while her and the boy were at the cabin with Wade. He’s always had a way with people once they get acquainted with him. When they push past his annoying side, they love him. Who knows what's been going on when I'm not here?

      Dylan scraped at the ground again and blew out a heavy sigh as he rubbed the center of his chest. I've let myself get too attached. With one last glance over his shoulder at the cabin, he headed to the forest.

      When Dylan returned to the house that day, Skye, Wade, and Jesse were in the yard. Wade gave Jesse some pointers on the snare he was trying to set up, and Jesse immediately put them to use. It looked like he took to it naturally.

      The lawn was littered with the camping equipment from Skye’s Jeep, and she stood in the middle of it all. Her face got redder and redder as she tried, without success, to set up a large tent.  Wade snickered at her attempts, and Dylan couldn’t stop himself from chuckling as he watched from a distance. When Wade saw Dylan, he nodded him over.

      Skye glared at Wade when she heard his laughter. "What are you laughing at? It says easy. It is not easy!" She huffed her words out between heavy breaths. "If you were a nice man, you would come over here and help me."

      "Yeah, well, I ain't never said I was a nice man." Wade looked at Dylan, nodded toward Skye, and winked.

      Dylan sighed. Yeah, I get it, bro. Your layin claim.

      Regardless, Dylan took pity on Skye. He walked over, picked up the correct pole and handed it to her. "Skye, you need a tent, but what's all this other stuff?" His arm swung over the outdoor kitchen complete with sink, stove and even a paper towel holder. Then the hot outdoor shower with its own privacy curtain and a portable toilet.

      Skye avoided Dylan's gaze, instead looking at the ground and the tent, anywhere it seemed but him. "The sales guy said it would make camping easier. If I have to camp, I don't want it to be just the dirt and me."

      "Sounds like the sales guy fed you a bunch of bull to line his pockets," Wade said as he continued to grin.

      “Skye,” Dylan said, “Some people may camp like this, but not us, and you’re with us now.”

      “But Jesse—”

      Dylan snorted. “Don’t be bringing the boy into this, he’s slept in a hole in the ground more’n once. He don’t need all this to survive.”

      Skye stepped back and looked at Jesse, who shrugged. Dylan wasn’t sure if she was more surprised over the information or the fact that Jesse already felt close enough to Dylan to tell him things he kept from her. Guess we’re all lettin out the past now.

      She let go of the tent, letting it fall to the ground, and flapped her arms. "What then?"

      Dylan pointed to Skye‘s cabin tent. “That's too big. Not only can you not set it up quick but it's for about twelve people.” Moving over to the rest of her equipment, he said, “You need about a third of this, even less once we show you how to live out there.”

      Skye puffed out a breath, disturbing some hair that had fallen forward on her face. “Fine then.” She brushed the loose hair back and stepped out of the jumbled items.

      She still won‘t even peek at me.

      “I hope you didn't waste as much on it as it looks like you did,” Wade said.

      “I did.” Skye shook her head and shrugged. “It‘s only money.”

      Dylan and Wade exchanged a glance. When Jesse saw it, he piped up, "Ya, Skye's filthy rich, just filthy. I was at her house once. It's crazy. She has..."

      "Jesse." Skye patiently stopped him, her face turning pink. "Things don't matter, remember? I probably won’t ever live in my house again and no one is rich now. Not in that way."

      Skye awkwardly turned to Dylan. "Please show me what I really need."

      Dylan and Skye pared down the camping supplies to necessities while Jesse worked on his snare. When they were done, Dylan looked over what they had accomplished. “Well, that looks fine. Good job.”

      Dylan glanced at Skye, hoping to lighten the mood between them, and sent her an amused glance. “Next time,” he threatened her, “I think I'll show you how to set a snare and skin the catch.”

      Skye put her hands on her hips as her eyes sparkled. “Well then, I think I’m turning vegetarian.” Dylan uttered a deep chuckle as he walked away.

      When Skye laid her hand on Dylan’s arm, he glanced from that to her face, and watched her bite her lip, looking up at him with nervous green eyes. "So, you don't hate me now?" She asked.

      Dylan frowned. "What are you talkin about?"

      She bowed her head. “What you overheard in the kitchen. Do you... does that... I don't know…“ She fluttered her hand away from him.

      Dylan gentled his voice. "No, I don't hate you. You were a kid, and you did a stupid thing. Kids do stupid things."

      She shook her head and raised it. Once more looking directly at his face, "It was more than that. I was an entitled, self-involved, rich brat who assumed she could do anything she wanted without consequences."

      "Maybe, but you ain't like that now. You're better." Dylan laid his hand on her shoulder and let his thumb stroke her arm.

      "Maybe." Skye looked at the ground. “I try to do better. I’m a work-in-progress—like most people, I guess. At least, that’s what I try to tell myself.”

      Dylan caught the downward curve of her lip and heard a small sniff as she half-turned away. He turned her back. "Skye, you are. Look at all the good you've done. Look at that boy over there."

      Skye nodded. “It never seems enough though.”

      "I know that too." Dylan folded his arms around her then remembered Wade. When Dylan looked over Skye’s head at his brother, Wade gave him a knowing expression and a raised eyebrow.

      Is he wanting me to back off? Dylan stepped back, muttering something to Skye about snares and walked off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Happy for You

        

      

    

    
      That evening, Skye and Jesse debated which card game to play. Skye wrinkled her face and rolled her eyes at Wade's obvious suggestion of strip poker and ignored him. Deciding on Go Fish, Skye and Jesse invited the men, but they refused. Dylan seemed to keep his distance, instead preferring to clean his weapons at the kitchen table. Wade stated if they would not play a game he wanted, he would not play theirs.

      Skye and Jesse sat on the floor, spreading the cards out between them. As they played, Jesse happily chatted with all of them. "We used to play games during my sessions all the time. Skye always let me pick the game."

      Skye prompted him. "Which was always...”

      "Jenga, of course, because you suck at it, and I always, always win."

      "Yes, thanks for that, by the way." Skye laughed at both his pride and the truth of his words.

      "So, what did you have sessions for? You crazy, kid?" Wade asked.

      Skye sighed. Well, he’s in a mood. Leave it to Wade to undo weeks of therapy.

      But Jesse took it in stride, answering him with his same bubbly manner. "No, I got taken from my dad, so I had to see a therapist."

      Wade opened his mouth again to continue with what Skye could only assume would be another stupid remark, so she shot him a "You better shut it" look. At that Wade hoisted himself out of his recliner to sift through the vast array of chips that still occupied the side table in the kitchen.

      Dylan grumbled at his brother in a low voice Skye couldn’t catch, then stretched out on the floor beside Jesse. "You played games at therapy? Sounds like fun."

      “Yeah, Skye's pretty fun. Course she had to do some things for her job, so she had to ask me questions now and then, but mostly, it was fun.” Jesse turned to her with a glint in his eye. “Cause I beat her butt every time in Jenga."

      Skye smirked at him surprised he admitted it was entertaining because as far as she could recall, he'd spent much of it in a sullen mood. She poked him in the ribs. "Hey, I was busy being the world's best therapist. It's hard to do that and win games too."

      "Oh yeah,” Jesse taunted, “but I bet if we had a Jenga game here you'd still lose."

      "Um, we’ll just have to wonder about that since we don't have one," she teased.

      Dylan seemed more at ease with Jesse tonight than Skye ever remembered him. A shadow of a smile rested on his mouth. It was not a teasing smirk or a sarcastic snort, those she had experienced before but the grin of a happy man. It reminded her of the first time Jesse had smiled that way for her. Just the tiniest upturn of the lips, a subtle softening of the face. One didn't dare show you noticed, or it would evaporate at once.

      She wondered if Dylan would be the same. Skye caught Dylan's eye and shared a small smile of her own. He returned her grin for a few seconds, then glanced at Wade and cleared his throat.

      Dylan hopped to his feet. “Welp, I better finish those dishes.”

      Skye allowed her eyes to settle on Dylan’s back. Well, that is an improvement to what he would have done a few days ago.

      Skye checked herself. She was drawing closer to all three of them much faster than she had anticipated. Jesse, she had expected and looked forward to, but the two men, especially Dylan—that was a surprise.

      Uneasy, she resettled herself on the floor. She was leaving, becoming emotionally closer to someone, relying on them, that wasn’t part of the plan and would only make it harder when it came time to leave.

      Skye bit the inside of her cheek and ran a finger down the pattern of wood grain floor as she realized how often her gaze turned to Dylan if he were near, and how many times her thoughts strayed to him when he wasn’t. When they were in the same vicinity, Skye sensed his intense stare lingering on her, and more often than not, he would end up beside her.

      Her mind wandered to her disastrous marriage. It was a sharp reminder of how inept she was at relationships. And that is why I stay away from men, I'm not ready for this.

      Skye stared at Dylan as he stood at the sink, his back to her. She followed the motion of his body as he slid a cloth over a shiny, tan-colored plate. His broad shoulders swayed back and forth; biceps jumped in tandem with the movement of his rough hands in the sudsy water.

      Attraction battled her uncertainty as amusement over what she found attractive slipped over it all. I have to say there is nothing sexier than watching a man do the dishes.

      Skye forced her gaze away instead looking out the window at the rolling, green-topped mountains. As soon as I hear from Tom, the decision will be out of my hands. I’ll be going home.
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        * * *

      

      Wade nodded his head to Skye when she tipped hers indicating she was headed outside. Jesse bounded up off the floor and followed her. Wade watched as they jumped off the porch laughing, a warm spot growing in his chest. It’s real nice having them here. I like it.

      He flung a glance Dylan’s way as his brother returned to the table. Dylan sat in his chair, muscles tight, as if he expected to burst out of it at any time. Wade shook his head. He wished he could say it was his brother’s nervousness over Skye and Jesse outside alone, as his quick glances to them gave away, but it wasn’t. Dylan had been this way since he was a boy, and it was his quick reflexes that had saved him a ton of hurt when their father had come after him. If Dylan hadn’t given up that stance by now, he had to wonder if he ever would. Did the man ever really rest?

      They didn’t get an opportunity to talk alone as often anymore so Wade reckoned he better say what he needed to say while he could.

      Dylan returned to the table. Wade poured himself a cup of coffee and offered to refill Dylan’s, then joined him.

      Wade cleared his throat. He didn’t want to mess this up. “So I wanted to talk about Skye— "

      Dylan gave him a sharp glance and cut him off. "No need. I see where it's headin."

      "Yeah? That’s good, real good. I think it's coming along, bro. Can't wait to see what the next step brings." Wade nudged Dylan and gave a low chuckle.

      A look of pain flashed across his brother's face.

      "D?"

      "I'm real happy for ya."

      Wade reared back in his seat. “Real happy for—” His entire body rocked with amusement.

      Dylan frowned as his indignation flamed. “Stop. It’s one thing to sit here with you bragging about it, but another for you to make fun.”

      Wade held up his hands as he struggled to swallow his chuckles. “Real happy for you, bro. For you!" Wade poked a finger into Dylan’s shoulder. “You idiot, all that trackin, and you can’t read what right in front of ya.”

      Surprise darted across Dylan’s face, and Wade slapped his forearm a couple of times. "She's a real nice lady. Bit uptight for me. She keeps eyein you up though."

      When Dylan turned to stare out the window at Skye running around the yard with Jesse, something lit in his brother he hadn't seen in a long time. A small flare of hope burned in his eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Not Easy

        

      

    

    
      The day was wearing on much faster than Skye like with no word from Tom. She pulled her phone out of her back pocket. Two bars of service—that was a lot nowadays. She couldn’t pass up the opportunity to get in touch with her family.

      Her hands shook as she tapped her parent’s numbers on her phone. What kind of news would there be? She hoped for the best, but still worried about her mother’s raspy cough.

      The phone clicked. “Dad?”

      Her father sounded tired but happy to hear from her. “Hi, baby girl. You doin okay?”

      Warm relief washed over Skye when she heard his voice then rushed to tell him her news. “Yes, I'm fine, Dad. Really good. We have everything we need.”

      "You still with those boys?"

      "Yes. I am, all safe and sound. How about you?"

      “Doing okay. We’ve been going into the neighbor’s for food, the empty houses, plenty of those now. I can’t imagine us hungry anytime soon. We are just trying to pass the time. There’s not a whole lot to do with no TV or newspapers, but someone is running the radio station here.”

      Skye imagined that her father, with his limited mobility, wouldn’t have much to keep him occupied in the suburbs.

      “We’ve been busy here, Dad. The Cole’s are teaching Jesse and me more about fishing, some of the edible plants around here and self-defense. That takes a good part of the day.”

      "Smart," her dad said, "those boys are smart. You keep that up, girl. It'll keep you alive."

      "That's what I was thinking. We also scavenge some and check on the neighbors."

      "You don't get close, do you?" Her dad’s voice sounded nervous.

      “No, we yell at them across the yard. Some places up here are empty. People got sick or moved away, but some families are making it through this thing. How about our neighborhood in Ohio?”

      “The street is getting empty between those getting sick and others leaving to be with family, but some stayed put and are doin okay.”

      “How's everyone in the family, Dad?” When her dad hesitated, Skye asked. “Can I talk to Mom?”

      Skye sensed something was wrong the minute she asked. Typically, one to hand the phone straight over to her mother, it was out of character for her dad not to even offer it to her.

      The longer the silence stretched the more nervous Skye became. When her father did speak, he didn’t say what she hoped. "Skye, I didn't want to tell you this over the phone, but there isn’t any other way. We've had some losses."

      Skye’s heart seized, and she bent forward. She had tried to prepare herself, but it hadn’t worked. She’d told herself that everyone lost someone to this thing, and she was no different. The pain sliced through her just the same. Tears spilled down her face, she knew what was coming.

      Dad gasped out the words. “Your mom... she's gone. She didn't suffer like some. It was quick.”

      Quick was something to be grateful for. Skye couldn’t imagine her despair if her mother wondered the streets disoriented and lost.

      Her father sobbed and though Skye wanted to comfort him, she couldn’t control her own gasps. They cried together for a while, Skye clutching the phone as if it were her father’s hand.

      "Oh, Daddy." Skye ran a hand down her face and wrapped her arm across her aching body.

      "I know, Baby, I know," he said with a catch in his voice.

      When he got control of himself, her father said, “Your sister-in-law is still here with me. Bobby and Janie were here too. We were doing okay, but Janie ran out the other night. She got upset about... well, about everything. Bobby ran after her. They haven't come back yet. Charlotte is beside herself with worry.”

      The door of the cabin opened and shut behind her, but Skye paid no attention as she brought her hand up to wipe her eyes. "What? Dad, no! When? When did this happen?"

      "Going on three nights ago now, I guess. It doesn't mean they’re not coming back, though. We're still hoping that they will."

      Skye rubbed the growing ache in her chest with her palm. “You need me, Dad,” she said in tears.

      There was a brief hesitation before her father said, “I need you safe even more, that means the world to me.”

      “I can be there in a few hours,” Skye said. “If I have a full gas tank, I won't even have to stop. I’ll help find Bobby and take care of you.”

      “No, baby. You can’t come, it’s too dangerous. We can't know what the roads are like between here and there. Promise you will stay there.”

      "Dad." Skye shook her head.

      “Promise me,” he demanded, “I hate to say it but there's nothin you can do here. Charlotte and I are either going to get sick or we're not. Bobby and Janie are going to come home or they ain't. You coming here won’t affect any of that.”

      “Don’t say that.” She whispered the words. There was no denying the truth of what he said but there was more to it.  He was a frailer man than he'd been as she grew up. Now he often sat in his recliner, a cane resting against his leg. He had battled cancer and won, but it had taken a toll. He needs me. My dad needs me.

      “Skye, baby, please listen to me. Don’t make me worry I’ll lose you too.”

      Skye struggled but gave in, "For now, I’ll stay here. I will check in every day I have a signal, but my cell phone won’t work much longer. It's a miracle it’s worked this long. Maybe Dylan can help me find a landline. Hopefully, that will work, so it may be a different number next time."

      Her dad breathed a sigh of relief, "Ok, sounds like a good deal. Now put that boy on."

      Surprised, she said, "Jesse?"

      "Not the little one. The man. Dylan."

      Still confused, she said, "Uh, okay." She turned to start for the front door only to see Dylan leaning against the cabin.

      Skye said her goodbyes, and sent her love to Charlotte, then passed the phone to Dylan with a shrug. He took the phone as she tried to quiet her grief.

      Dylan’s side of the conversation was short and to the point. There was a "Glad to meet you" and a lot of "Yes, sirs" and few things that didn’t make much sense to her, a goodbye, then he hung up. When Skye sent Dylan a questioning look, and he just shrugged.

      “Real sorry about your mom,” he said.

      Skye nodded and sobs welled up. Dylan moved closer and reached a hand out to her. She moved to him and let his arms give her the comfort her father's could not.

      Skye tossed and turned all that night. She had promised a couple more days, but the feeling she should be with her father continued. They were her family; all she had left. All the reasons she shouldn't go rolled through her head, followed by all the reasons she should, over and over, through those dark hours. Grief for her mother tumbled with fear for her father.

      What was the last conversation she’d had with her mom? Probably a normal call about everyday things. If she would have known it would be the last time, she would have said so much more. Mom was aware she loved her. Skye knew her mom loved her in return. It wasn't about that, it was about a conclusion, a finish. For now, anyway, for herself. She believed she would see her mom again someday, that she would be happy and healthy again, but Skye still felt the sharp pain of her loss.

      Now it was just Charlotte and her dad in their house in Ohio. How worried Charlotte must be about Bobby and Janie! Her sister-in-law must long for the comfort of her own family.

      If Skye could get to her dad that would allow Charlotte to go to hers. They lived just a half-hour away, and she could easily make it.

      The situation was dire. Charlotte was not a strong woman, and a man with a cane wouldn’t fend off the Sick or anyone else trying to do him harm. Even I’m better than that.

      Skye stopped tossing and turning and her sobs turned to steady breathing as she made her decision. She had no choice. Her dad needed her. She was all he had left. She had to go.

      The now familiar sound of Dylan putting on a pot of coffee came to her. Somehow, she would have to tell him, tell all of them. They would think her foolish, stupid even, and they may be right.

      This is not going to be easy.
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        * * *

      

      Dylan poured the water into the back of the coffeepot as Skye’s bare feet padded across the floor. He was aware of what was coming. She didn’t need to say a word, he’d heard her tossing and turning all night.

      He turned and watched her come the rest of the way. Her head bowed, arms hugging herself to ward off the chill, dark hair tousled from her troubled night.

      Skye yawned, covering her mouth with one hand before lowering it back to her arm. She looked up at him, her green eyes wide and sad.

      This ain't gonna be easy.

      How he would keep his promise to her father to hold her here, he didn't know. Dylan picked up an afghan off the couch that an old neighbor lady had kindly given them and wrapped it around her cold body.

      First things first. Might as well get this over with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          All Along

        

      

    

    
      "You can't go!" Wade’s face became redder with each word.

      "I have to. This has always been the plan.” Patiently, Skye explained for the third time what her plans were as the four of them sat, ill-tempered, around the table.

      This has gone even worse than I imagined. I understand, I feel it too, but I have to go.

      "Well, we can't take off just like that," Wade said, offering another excuse. "Dylan has been checkin in on people. We gotta let them know."

      Her brow wrinkled. "I didn't mean for you two to take us.”

      Dylan’s face flashed bewilderment, and it confirmed what Skye had been suspecting. For Dylan the attraction between them was far more serious than it was for her.

      It's best to leave now and make a clean break. Something started in me, and him, on that little trail, but it’s something I‘m not ready for yet.

      Skye’s mouth dried as she tried to reason with them. “I didn’t expect your help to get there, I mean. I’m aware you have others relying on you.”

      Dylan pushed back on his chair and crossed his arms. He refused to look at her.

      Skye reached out to him but stopped. “I never kept this a secret. I’ve always said I was worried about Frankie coming for Jesse."

      Skye looked from Dylan to Wade and back again. “But you’ve done so much for us. I can’t thank you enough. What we have been through has drawn us closer together, and that makes it hard to leave, but this is probably best."

      Dylan didn't say a word, instead he sat looking out the window as if wishing he were anywhere else as he gnawed on the side of his finger.

      Wade was the one that fought for them to stay. "After the beating we gave Frankie, I doubt he would try to come after Jesse. 'Sides he's pry, you know," he said with a side glance at Jesse. He’d lowered his voice ignoring that Jesse was sitting right beside him and understood he meant dead from the AgFlu. "And if he ain't, well, he don't know where we live."

      Skye sighed and held a hand to her forehead. “If that were the only problem, I know you two would take care of it. But I can't... not... go. I can't sit here worried my family will get sick and die when I can do something about it." She wiped away a stray tear.

      Dylan sat up a little straighter in his seat. He spoke bluntly, staring at Skye’s startled face. "Whatever’s gonna happen, is gonna happen. You dying alongside some road somewhere ain't going make any difference."

      Jesse looked from Skye to Dylan. “We can come back, can’t we? Dylan and Wade wouldn’t let anyone take me away from you, I know they wouldn’t.”

      Skye gave Jesse a concerned glance. “But if the police ever got involved, they really couldn’t stop—”

      Dylan bristled. “Not even the cops. Nobody’s takin the boy.”

      Jesse smiled. “See, Skye, they’re like me. We help each other, and you help us. We all need each other. Say we can come back.”

      This depth of emotion was a rare thing for Jesse. He was attached to these two men. If he felt this strongly about leaving, it was something she had to consider. Skye gave his arm a little squeeze.

      "Okay then,” Skye shot a questioning look at Dylan, “what if we do come back? How would that work?”

      Wade looked from Dylan to Skye and sucked in his lip. It made a squeaking noise.

      Dylan shook his head. “If you made it back, your family would have everything they need. We wouldn’t let them go hungry.”

      Skye smiled, she’d never though he would. “You’re right. It would be better here for them here. They’ll run out of food where they are, but here they would be able to farm if this thing keeps up. Could we take one of the empty cabins?” The idea grew on Skye and her enthusiasm showed. “What about that, Jesse?"

      She looked at each of the men with her eyebrow raised. “Would it be okay if my family came here?"

      Dylan frowned. "If you leave here, you ain't going to make it back. I go ten minutes down the road yesterday, and your whining at me I went too far. And you want to go, what?  Hours? And expect us to be all right with that?"

      Skye’s wide-eyed gaze lowered to the table. I did say that. He has a point. Why does he always have a point?

      She tried to reassure him and her churning stomach. "It'll be okay. I told you, I won't get out of the car and I—.”

      "It won't be okay. Why can't you see that?" Dylan threw his hand toward the door. "You don't know what is out there, and it'll kill you."

      "What you taught me will keep me alive."

      "I ain't taught you nothin. You'll need a lot more'n that." Dylan reinforced Skye’s own concerns.  "You don't even know what Colton is like, and it's hardly down the road."

      “Maybe it’s better than when I left?” She couldn’t stop herself from sounding hopeful.

      "It ain't gonna be better. Things started in motion aways back, and things aren't getting better. Ever. This is the way it is now."

      Skye totally missed his point, instead, focusing on one thing. "So you've seen it? Colton?"

      "From the hill," Dylan said. "Ain't nothin hardly moving down there."

      "So, it is safe to drive through?"

      "No, that ain't what I'm sayin." Dylan leaned toward her as he ran a hand through his hair. "Why won't you listen, woman?"

      "Why won't you stop yelling, man?"

      At that, Dylan leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms and in a mocking tone said, "Tell me Doc, what exactly is the proper reaction when you see someone tryin to kill themselves?"

      Skye lowered her head to her hands and groaned. This is getting nowhere.

      Dylan calmed himself and leaned forward in his chair. "I made you a promise out there in that yard, and I can't keep it if you go runnin off." He paused for a minute and his voice gentled. "I'll do better. I can try harder... just stay."

      She raised her eyes to Dylan's guarded expression. With a catch in her throat, she said, "Oh Dylan, this isn't about you or anyone else not doing well. It is just about getting to Dad."

      It was quiet for a minute; they could hear only the tic of some old clock. Skye took in a deep breath and blew it out again with each beat.

      She stayed calm but determined. "Wade and Dylan, I need your help to map out the safest route, to make sure the car is in working order and to help my dad when I get back. And I am coming back. But I am going with or without your help. I have to. Don't you see, I have no choice. He will die if I leave him there.”

      Skye looked at each one of them in turn. “We're leaving in the morning.”

      This time it was Skye who strode out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Shoulda known this was coming, but I thought she’d change her mind. The fire that had been building in Dylan’s belly doused with his take of the situation. I figured something was starting up with us. Apparently, she doesn't.

      He hung his head. Why should she?

      For all he knew, she went around hugging all kinds of men, looked up at them with those big eyes of hers. Probably not a man like me. A woman like her would have gone for a different kind of man than me.

      He pressed his lips a few times as he picked at his fingers. They were dirty from the fire, from being in the woods, from any number of other things he did today. He brushed his hands together trying to get some of the dirt off but was unsuccessful. Every night he scrubbed but there was always some stain left behind.

      It's wore into me.

      This is who I am, and it ain't likely to change. I need to stop lookin at a woman who isn't lookin at me. I‘d reckoned she'd at least want me around to help keep her and the boy safe. She's always going on about that, but then she just up and takes off like this.

      Dylan ddin’t know how he was going to keep his promise to her day, short of tying the woman up, and he didn‘t figure her father would want him to go that far. Dylan looked at Skye and saw the distress on her face. Maybe when you’re raised by parents that actually care for you, this is how you feel, willing to do anything for them.

      I shouldn’t have taken that obligation. I only did it cause I thought— Don't matter what I thought.

      That promise and the one he’d made Skye would haunt him. Dylan always kept his word, and now he’d broke it with two people.

      Foolish, naïve, cantankerous, mule-headed woman. She won’t listen to one word of reason.

      Dylan raised his hand and hit the table with his palm. Jesse jumped, but Wade just looked away. She will die out there.

      Dylan picked up some breakfast dishes and took them to the sink. As he did so, he caught his reflection in the mirror. He looked at himself the way he imagined she saw him, calling himself the names others had often called him. Dirty redneck, hillbilly idiot, son of an abuser.

      He'd figured out a long time ago that he wasn't high on any woman's Man List. He didn't know why he‘d reckoned any different now.

      A flash of anger shot through Dylan, and he slammed the stack of plates in the sink, ignoring the crack of the dishes as they hit the stainless steel. "I ain't gonna be any part of this. Sendin her off like I don't mind it a bit.” Dylan’s words ground against the back of his throat.

      He crossed the room, grabbing his filled backpack and took to his refuge, the forest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          You Never Know

        

      

    

    
      Jesse was not happy. He sat on the living room couch his hands shoved deep into his pockets and kept quiet. When adults were fighting, he knew it was best to keep his mouth shut.

      He listened to the back and forth between Skye and Dylan as it got angrier and angrier. Jesse wanted to stay here. It had been good here, better than he had ever remembered, and he didn't want that to change. Going somewhere else, anywhere else made him nervous. You never know how people are gonna to be.

      Jesse didn't know Skye's dad. He figured he was probably a good guy since she was good, but you never know. Sometimes even good people have bad parents. What if he was a bad one?

      What if her dad doesn't like me? Tells Skye not to keep me?  It's not like she has to, she didn't adopt me or anything. It can be hard to have a kid. That's what they always tell me. He might tell her to take me back, or just leave me on the side of the road.

      Jesse shook his head. He knew Skye wouldn't leave him beside the road, but she might find another home for him. He didn't want another place. Jesse wanted this one, with Skye, Wade, and Dylan. He liked Wade and Dylan. They understood him, and he understood them. It was like they all spoke the same language or something. He didn't have that with many people. And Skye knew more about him than any other person alive. She accepted the way his past made him act, that it made him, him.

      But if Skye’s dad died, Jesse didn’t want that either. It seemed easy enough to drive up there, spend the night, and bring the old man back down here. Skye’s done a lot for me, I can do this for her.

      Jesse got a funny feeling in his stomach as he watched Skye walk out of the house. He turned to Dylan and saw the pained look on his face. Jesse kicked the leg of the kitchen chair in anger then growled in pain. Now angry at himself and them, he ran outside.

      Seeing a good-sized stick on the ground, Jesse walked over and picked it up, then hit the biggest tree in the yard with it.

      After a few good, hard whacks, Jesse felt a little better, but when he saw Dylan cross the yard to the woods with his backpack, he started hitting the tree again.

      Why do people have to be like this?

      The sharp crack of wood against wood continued. Whack, whack, whack. The sound was familiar to him.

      “Jesse.” Skye’s voice floated to him, soft as a late spring breeze, managing to be heard through the loud thumps and his hot anger. “Jesse. I’m sorry.”

      He turned to the sound. Skye stood there with her hands out to him, tears on her face. Jesse dropped the thick piece of wood and ran to her.

      He jerked to a stop just before he reached her arms and shouted, “Why do you have to yell?”

      “I’m sorry, Jesse. I didn’t think about how it would upset you. Your right, it’s not a good thing to do.”

      Jesse stared at her for a moment, a fierce frown on his face. As much as he wanted to stay angry, the red-hot feeling was melting away with the sight of her sadness.

      Jesse took a small step toward her outstretched arms. “Don’t leave me.”

      “Jesse!” Skye closed the gap between them and tightly wrapped him in her arms. “Never!” She pulled back and brought her face to his. “I will never leave you. Never. If I’m ever gone, you come and get me, because I’m somewhere I don’t want to be. Do you understand?”

      Jesse nodded.

      Skye frowned and brought her hands to his face. “Do you understand?”

      Jesse sobbed his answer. “Yes.”

      Skye brought him closer again. “It’s you and me, kid. You got it? You’re not getting rid of me, like ever.”

      Jesse scrubbed at his eyes. “Not ever.”
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        * * *

      

      Skye smoothed Jesse’s hair back from his forehead. I never guessed storming out would have this effect on him. Poor boy, it’s still hard for him to understand I want him. She kissed the top of his head and resolved to reinforce her feelings for him until he believed them.

      Skye had watched Dylan stomp across the yard so he wouldn’t be coming back tonight. She sighed as she and Jesse made their way back to the house. Wade stood watching them pack as if he wasn’t sure what to do until Skye nervously asked about Dylan.

      “Well now, he took off for the woods. I don’t spect he’ll be back until you’re gone.”

      She hugged a sweater she was in the middle of folding. “Wade, he is that upset?”

      “Sometimes, for someone who’s supposed to calm people, you sure do get them riled up, and I reckon—well, I know, I thought somethin might have been starting up between you two. Dylan took it as a personal insult you didn’t want us around on your little trip. Can’t say I liked it much either.”

      She pinked and stammered. “I didn’t say—I didn’t mean, you couldn’t. I just—it’s not your obligation to come. I only know I have to go.” Skye waved an entreating hand toward Wade. “I am coming back, you know.”

      “He don’t think you’re coming back, and I reckon neither do I.” Skye tried to cut in, but Wade continued, “You’ll settle there or find somewhere better than here before you get back. Why would ya come back here to us?”

      “Because I want to! I want to, Wade. Right here, with you and Dylan. That is what I said I would do, and I will do it.”

      Wade stood, as unyielding as a statue, with his arms crossed.

      Skye put a hand on his forearm. “Come with me then.” She smiled. “Make sure I come back. Will you help me, or am I doing this alone?”

      Wade’s stern face melted, and he grabbed her up in a big bear hug. Skye suffered through the almost-suffocation of his happy embrace. When he let go, she ran her hand across her ribs to make certain they were still intact.

      Wade started to throw some of his and Dylan’s things in a bag when a sharp knock at the door startled them all. Skye shot a surprised glance at Wade, and he waved her back. Guests didn’t show up often at the Cole residence.

      Wade looked out the window and pulled open the door then stepped out. Skye heard the rumble of male voices. When Wade returned alone, Skye gave him a questioning look.

      He shook his head. “Looks like one of the families have taken sick. More’n that, they’re well into it, and their neighbors need some help gettin them down the mountain before they roam around.”

      “How sad.”

      “I’ll get Dylan, and we’ll go over and help them tonight. Should be done by mornin.”

      Skye agreed but frowned. “What if you’re not? If I don’t get an early start tomorrow, I’ll have to wait another day, and I’m worried about how much time Dad has.”

      Wade ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “You could get started. Go slow, we won’t be far behind.”

      He got out a map and marked the best route, then he helped Skye and Jesse pack up what they needed. Every so often, Wade sent a troubled look over to the forest trail where his brother had disappeared. “I keep hopin to see him standing there,” he said. “I’m worried about finding him, he can lose himself in there.”

      “You’ll find him, Wade. He always seems to be there when we need him.”

      After Wade helped Skye get everything ready, the two set up a system since they were splitting up. If someone ended up back at the cabin, but needed to move on, they should leave a note. If the Infected, Sick or other troublemakers compromised the cabin, Wade picked a second and third location to meet or leave word.

      That night, Skye and Jesse tried to sleep despite their nervousness. With Wade helping the neighbors and unaware if he’d found Dylan it seemed like a long night. Skye could only hope that the men completed everything in time to go with them in the morning, and that Dylan had settled down now he and Wade would join her and Jesse.

      Still, there was the chance the men wouldn’t finish in time and that she and Jesse would start off alone. If something happened, and they didn’t find each other, it may be a little while before she was back. She took a few minutes during the dark, restless night to write the Cole brothers a note.

      Once the sun came up, Skye and a sad Jesse were in the car waving goodbye through hazy car windows to the empty cabin that had been home for the last three days.

      Skye bit the inside of her lip and ignored the waves of uneasiness. The men hadn’t come home last night. She could only stick with the plan she and Wade devised the evening before and pray that Wade and Dylan would be behind them.

      As crazy as it was to make this trip, it was unthinkable not to do so. What if her brother never made it home? Skye choked back a sob. Bobby and her niece might already be dead. Dad, and perhaps Charlotte’s, only real chance of survival rested with her. It wouldn’t take long for the quiet, friendly suburb they lived in to turn into something else even if they managed to escape any infection.

      What Dylan and Wade had taught her and Jesse would be of enormous help. She had a lot to learn yet, but she didn’t have time to wait until she was proficient in everything.

      In the moments she was honest with herself, it terrified her to be doing this alone. Her hand went to the steering wheel, and she clenched it tight enough to cause the leather to squeak. Her left leg started to bounce. She looked into the rearview mirror again.

      Skye repeated to herself the assurances she’d given the men. She didn’t have to get out of the car. She would be careful. Glancing over at Jesse, she kept her face calm. She hadn’t let the men see her concern, and she wouldn’t let Jesse see it now. She had to stand on her own two feet.

      Jesse stared forlornly out the window.

      Skye squeezed his arm. “It’s just for a little bit, Jesse. I promise.”

      “I like them. They keep the bad guys away. I wish they woulda got done sooner.” He breathed out a sigh.

      “Me too.” She remembered all the long hours of sentry duty the men had done. “I’ll drive slow. I’m sure we’ll see them in no time.”

      Skye set a leisurely pace. It’d take an hour to get down this mountain to Colton, maybe by then Wade and Dylan would have caught up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          The Town

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to Colton. Skye’s heart started a slow thump as she eyed the decorative sign. She pulled in a quick breath of air as she turned down the street and took in the surreal scene around her.

      A month ago these sidewalks bustled with people heading off to work or the store, children riding their bikes or coming home from school. Now they were empty except for bits of garbage chased by the wind.

      Most of the once-cherished homes stood vacant. Many with doors and windows opened to the outdoors, curtains billowing in and out of the casements. Skye scanned the area, searching for some sign of life, but she was hard-pressed to find any. Were Tom and Tricia the only ones left living here?

      The front door of the Dollar Store lay smashed, the shelves bare except for a few scattered, torn items. Bits of glass and wood from the broken door littered the entryway. They reflected the early morning sun rays and threw the light in rainbows across her windshield.

      The breeze pushed at an empty garbage can rolling it in front of Skye's car. She quickly pressed the brakes then tracked the can as it slowed near the back wheel of a deserted tricycle sitting on the street. It hit the little bike a couple of times and stopped.

      Skye stared at the trash bin for a moment, her heart heavy. This was like a scene out of a movie. And even though it surrounded her, she had trouble grasping the reality of what she saw. Her beautiful little village had become a ghost town.

      Had all towns suffered this kind of loss, and if they had, what were the cities like? If cities and towns across the world had lost this many people, how many were left? Her hands turned clammy. How do we live like this?

      Dylan warned her, told her life would be different now. But snuggled up in that welcoming little cabin for the past few days, she had been entirely oblivious to the changes going on in the cold world around her. Are any of us going to survive?

      Jesse‘s fingers gripped the window sill of the car as he stared wide-eyed at the surrounding scene. “Looks like everyone keeps house the way Dad does.”

      Skye ran her hand through his hair and let a finger caress the side of his face as she said, "It will be okay, buddy."

      Jesse raised an eyebrow at her. Neither of them believed that.

      Skye looked him over. The boy was less shaken by the scene than she was, but he’d seen this kind of mess his whole life, it was normal to him. What wasn’t natural was that the entire town was that way.

      Jesse set his chin on the window sill. “It’s kinda spooky with no one bein out there and all.”

      “Well, at least that means no Sick or Infected either.”

      “We should check out your house.”

      Skye winced. It’d been on her mind to do that, but she almost hated to see what had become of it. “Okay.”

      She swung a left at the next intersection and made her way to her little lane. There was a clear division between the first three houses on the street and the rest. The first houses were burned to the ground. Her house was the fourth, and it was fine.

      When her eyes landed on her large, country home, she blew out a sigh of relief. Why she didn’t know, it wasn’t like she would live here anytime soon again. But even so, it was nice to see the wide porch with her red cushioned furniture almost untouched.

      While garbage had made it to her yard and driveway, her windows and doors were all shut. This must have been where Tom and his deputies caught up with the Infected and pushed them out.

      Skye looked at Jesse, a smile on her face. “I wish we had time to go inside, but we don’t, and perhaps we should wait for Wade and Dylan to do that, anyway.”

      Skye bit her lip. Should she check on Tom and Tricia while she was in town? As of a few days ago, they were still here. But seeing Colton like this strengthened her resolve to go to her dad. Tom would, no doubt, give her yet another lecture on her unwise decisions. No, better to visit them on the way back. Then Dad, and maybe Charlotte and the others would get to visit too. Perhaps a text. But when she checked for a signal, there was none. Guess phones are just about worthless now.

      A little niggle of uneasiness went through her. She stared at her phone trying to remember when she hadn't relied on it for something. Anna Lynn said it would be old school from here on out. I guess this is the first step. Skye still couldn’t stop herself from tucking it back in her pocket. Old habits die hard.

      On the main road through town, Skye spotted movement up ahead. She drove closer and saw her neighbor, sweet old Mrs. McCleary. Memories came flooding back. Mrs. McCleary making sure Skye was settled in her house okay and bringing over baked goods warm from the oven.

      What was the elderly lady doing out here by herself? Skye gasped when she took in the woman's condition.

      Confusion covered the old woman's face as she turned this way and that as if trying to get her bearings. She held one arm stiff by her side, and the other flailed around seemingly without direction. Her mid-length white hair tumbled in a dirty snarl over her shoulders. Her usual pristine clothing full of holes and soiled with dirt streaks.

      “Oh, no!” Skye slowed and pulled up beside the woman. There was no recognition in Mrs. McCleary's eyes as she shied away from the vehicle. Once the Sick were at this stage, sudden noises disturbed them.

      Skye was close to the road that went to Emergency Services, she did an abrupt U-turn and pointed the car in that direction praying she could find some aid.  On arriving, Skye and Jesse saw only an empty building with a large note on the front of the door telling everyone to go to Fenton for help.

      Just as I suspected. Fat chance of that happening. Fenton is in ruins.

      Skye looked at the office again and wondered if Doctor Kinder and his family made it out of Fenton. Skye ran a hand through her hair. I don't want to leave Mrs. McCleary like this but what else can I do.

      She turned and drove slowly out of town. A town that that took her in, a town where everyone helped everyone else. It pained her she was leaving someone in need. It could have just as likely been Skye wandering around on that road. It almost was her.

      Her mind flashed back to the day she and Dylan were scavenging. He’d told her he helped the Sick by giving them water and food. He left it in their path with the hope they knew what to do with it.

      Skye hit the brakes. She asked Jesse to get two bottles of water while she leaned over the seat and dug around in her stash for a couple of protein bars.

      "Uh, what are we doing?" Jesse grabbed the water and looked from them to her.

      "What we can,” Skye found the bars and turned back in her seat. "It's not much, but we are doing what we can."

      She swung the car back the way she came and stopped a few yards from Mrs. McCleary. Skye jumped out of the Jeep and ran closer to the woman.

      Behind her, Jesse said, ”I don't think this is a good idea."

      Skye called out to Mrs. McCleary. The woman stilled but didn't turn to look at Skye.

      “Mrs. McCleary?” Skye held out the supplies to her hoping she would understand. “I will leave you some water and protein bars. I know it's not much. If you need more, there's some in my house. Just break a window and take it.”

      The old woman slowly turned toward Skye.

      “Mrs. McCleary? Do you see the food?” She took a couple more small steps to her.

      The rise and fall of the woman’s chest became more pronounced. A long, gargled wail started. Low in pitch, at first, but rising until the screech bounced off the hills around them.

      The flailing arm began to go up and down. Up and down. Up and down. The shriek continued to rise. Skye winced and covered her ears.

      Skye stood frozen as Mrs. McCleary turned inch by torturous inch until she faced Skye. Her face red with fury, she took a deep breath and returned to her wail.

      Skye hurried to set the supplies on the road. She calmly spoke to the woman as she did so. The screech continued. The arm chopped.

      Skye shivered. The eerie sound coming from the woman seemed unreal. She moved backward toward the car sure there was plenty of time, but she wasn’t quick enough.

      While the old woman had a bad arm, she still retained two good legs. Legs that had always been quicker than the average woman her age, and she used them now. Arm raised, wild, white hair flying, she barreled toward Skye.

      Taken unawares, Skye watched the woman come, her breath caught in her throat. Mrs. McCleary took off at a run and made it halfway to Skye before Skye gathered her senses enough to move.

      In a flash, Skye turned but slid on the pavement, going down on all fours. She huffed out a breath and ignored her scuffed hands as she heard what was behind her. Mrs. McCleary's snarled, angry breathing was loud and getting louder every second.

      Ahead of Skye was the car and Jesse frantically screaming, "Skye! Skye!” Desperate, she scrabbled and righted herself. Her feet took hold just as she felt Mrs. McCleary’s gnarled fingers stroke her back.

      A scream built up inside her when the woman’s hot breath fanned across her ear.

      Jesse flung open the driver's door, still shouting at her over and over, “Skye! Skye! Mom!"

      Skye dug deep and sprinted to the car, swinging around the open vehicle door. She came face to face with a frantic, furious Mrs. McCleary. Only the door was between them, and the window was down.

      The sick woman's good arm reached out to Skye, grabbing at anything she could and capturing a fistful of shirt and hair. For one moment, Skye thought sorrow flooded her neighbor’s eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” Skye said as she brought the car door back as far as she was able then flung her weight against it, pushing the door toward Mrs. McCleary.

      The door forced the old woman off Skye, taking part of Skye's shirt and a chunk of hair with her. Jesse reached across the seat and pulled at her arm. "Mom! Come on, Mom!"

      Skye jumped into the Jeep and slammed the door shut with one motion. She flung the still running car into reverse and tore away from the wild, sick woman.

      Hands shaking, she positioned the car in the right direction and screeched out of the town. When she looked in the rearview mirror, Mrs. McCleary was already on her feet and chasing the vehicle but they quickly pulled away

      A few miles out of town, Skye stopped the car. Her body shook, and she needed to get it under control. She laid her head on the steering wheel.

      Jesse patted her shoulder. “That's why you're supposed to stay in the car, Mom."

      Skye raised her head and looked at him. She smiled, then broke into laughter, and he joined in. She reached out, gathering him to her.

      His body trembled as badly as hers. He patted her back again and said, "It'll stop in a bit."

      This child of trauma repeated the advice that Dylan gave her. How sad that this young boy knows that already.

      She nodded her head then laid it on top of his. "So, mom, eh?"

      "Yeah," he replied softly.

      “Yeah.” In the midst all the wrong of this world, this felt right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          The Road

        

      

    

    
      Skye and Jesse drove for two hours without seeing another living human, Sick or no. Occasionally an empty vehicle sat askew on the country road, and Skye would need to veer around it to continue. At one point, they came across a car turned upright on its side. It seemed to teeter every so often as it sat there in the middle of the road.

      Skye took a deep breath and held it as she wiggled her Jeep through the narrow space between the abandoned vehicle and the sharp mountain drop-off. When she made it through, she gasped for more air to tame her thumping heart.

      The story of each scene was a mystery. Some were relatively easy to figure out, some a puzzle. Skye and Jesse didn't look too hard, afraid of what was in those wrecked cars. While there were no living people, they saw plenty of dead ones.

      It was foreign and eerie. Skye and Jesse's face often paled, and their eyes widened at the sight.  Sometimes the deceased were in a car pulled to the berm, sometimes they lay in the open alongside the road, once a man and a woman sat up against a tree holding hands.

      In most cases, their blackened bodies showed signs of decay, some bloated, some beyond that. Other times, the birds had been at them. Tears spilled down Skye face when they passed a woman who still looked normal. She must have come down this road only hours before.

      These were stories which no one would ever hear.

      As Skye and Jesse drove on, the number of abandoned cars increased, and it was getting harder and harder to squeeze around them. Skye's hands tightened on the steering wheel, twisting against it. How much worse would this become?

      Another fifteen minutes ticked by before they were forced to get out and push their first car out of the way. This kind of traffic was something she and Wade had not considered when planning their route. She realized too late they should have.

      Skye looked in the rearview mirror, then all around them as they sat behind the stopped vehicle. Where were Dylan and Wade? Skye had thought they would’ve been here long before now.

      Skye frowned at the blue automobile in front of them. If they wanted down this road, the car would need moved.

      “Jesse, we will have to push this one.”

      “Alright.” He drew out the word letting her know he didn’t think much of this plan.

      “We don’t have a choice. They aren’t here yet.”

      “I know.” Jesse popped his door open. “Let’s get it over with.”

      Skye got out of the Jeep and put the blue car in neutral. She shoved the wheel the way she wanted the vehicle to go and stepped to the back beside Jesse.

      A loud crack sounded in the woods, and their heads whipped to the noise. Skye and Jesse stared at the forest for a moment, but seeing nothing, they glanced at each other and let out nervous giggles.

      Skye pushed against the car, straining to move it, and was proud to see Jesse’s effort made quite a difference to the task. The wind lifted her hair and whistled through the trees, and the long grass on the side of the highway stirred. Skye tried to ignore her wild imaginings, sure that someone would come rushing at them like Mrs. McCleary.

      Skye gave a mighty push. The car dipped into the meridian, and they both rushed back to the Jeep. Once they slammed their doors shut, Skye locked them.

      I never dreamed this many empty cars would litter the highway. Where did all the drivers go? They couldn't all have gotten delirious at the same time. Perhaps a traffic jam and they all walked home? Another story with no ending.

      After fifteen minutes of straining arms and sweat rolling down their bodies, they had pushed through another small clump of cars. Skye was relieved that the way ahead looked clear.

      Their route was taking them closer to the city. If the way thus far was any indication, abandoned vehicles would become a bigger problem. They could hardly stay in the Jeep, as she promised, when they needed to push cars to the side of the road.

      In addition, the Sick were starting to make an appearance. Jesse pointed out two he saw looking through the trees at them. So far, the Sick seemed content peering at her and Jesse from the wood’s edge, but that wouldn't likely continue to be the case. The closer they got to civilization, the more Sick there were likely to be.

      Skye thought about changing course, but Wade had impressed on her the need to stay on the roads he sent them on, the ones he and Dylan would use to follow them. But when she and Jesse crawled into their car only to drive a few paltry miles before seeing a sea of empty vehicles in front of them, she gave up. Her shoulders slumped as she turned to Jesse. "We are just going to have to find a different route. We can't do this."

      Eyeing the blocked lanes, Jesse agreed. "Maybe we should just go back."

      Skye looked ahead before turning and looking behind them. "I have to try Jesse. This may be the last obstacle."

      Jesse raised an eyebrow then sent her a doubtful expression.

      Skye bit the inside of her lip. They had hours to go yet. The snarled traffic made them vulnerable to a lot of potential problems. Jesse had reason to be concerned. "If we have one more major problem, we will turn around. Okay?"

      “Okay.”

      Skye tipped her head to the right side of the road. “Look.” Off that side of the highway was an empty tree-lined street. “If we can move these three vehicles, we can get there.” Skye pointed to the three cars, then the narrow lane.

      Jesse stopped chugging his bottle of water long enough to give her an enthusiastic nod and continued drinking.

      “I have to lay this map out. You keep an eye out for the Sick, okay?”

      They both hopped out of the car, looking around with a careful eye. Beside the Jeep was a sedan with a large truck in front of it. Skye walked to the sedan and spread the map out on its hood to plot her new route. She leaned over it, propping her chin on her elbows.

      “Jesse, we will have to think about a way to let Wade and Dylan know we changed our course.”

      “Yeah, I was thinkin—”

      "Why, hello cutie! Look at you!" A voice called out from behind her.

      Skye whipped around, her fingers curving around her knife at her waist, and her heart in overdrive.

      Beside her, Jesse's water bottle made a cracking splat as it hit the pavement, and his hand moved to his blade.

      She shot a glance at the boy.  "Jesse, if things go bad. You get in the car and go back to the Coles."

      “Nope, I ain’t doin that.” He was firm. There was no hesitation.

      "Jesse! Don't argue with me, not now!" she whispered. This is how Dylan feels when I don't listen to him.

      “Well, just tellin ya up front, I ain’t gonna do that.”

      The man called out again. "Don't be worried now, beautiful. We can see you are in need of some assistance, and we are able provide that for you."

      Skye didn't want to assume the worst of people but being careful meant staying alive. That was the case well before this outbreak.

      "We?" she asked as her shaking hand tightened on her knife hilt.

      "Me and my buddies here." He pointed to his right. A second man came out from behind a truck.

      He said buddies. Where's the other one? She gulped as she quickly scanned the area but didn't see the third man. She pulsed with tension. We need to get back in the car.

      Skye’s voice quaked as badly as her hands as she spoke. “We don’t need any help. We're fine. Thank you.” To Jesse, she whispered, “Back up and get in the car.”

      She took one slow step back then a second. The two men in front of her matched her pace. The talkative one continually tried to reassure her.

      "I know this must be kinda frightening for you, but we aren't bad guys, honey. Just trying to find survivors, is all." His voice was so smooth and reassuring that she actually might have believed him if his speech wasn't peppered with cuties, beautifuls, and honeys.

      A third and a fourth step back. Skye was making headway, but the men's more substantial strides meant they gained on her. She threw a glance at Jesse and saw he was at his door. She gave him a nod to get in the car.

      For her, there was no choice but to run the last few steps to the door. Skye’s vision swirled as she turned, her entire focus on the driver's door of the Jeep. The crunch of shoes on loose gravel sounded on her right.

      Skye reached the car door and flung it open. As she stepped toward the seat, a large, meaty hand clamped on her shoulder like an iron vise. He shoved her up against the hard, metal door frame. Her face numbed for a moment when it smashed against the car. It was him, the third man.

      She put her hands to the smooth metal of the vehicle and pushed, but he refused to let her up. With little effort, he pulled her knife from its sheath and tossed it to the ground. Skye’s heart dropped as it clattered on the pavement.

      Skye continued to fight, clawing at his arm. The big man had a long reach was too far away for her to do anything else.

      He took hold of the solid Jeep door and slammed it against her back and legs.

      Pain flared up and down Skye's body. She screamed and frantically pushed at the car again. If only he would come closer, but he knew what he was doing. He waited a moment before opening the door and crashing it into her again.

      This time, he held the door tight, chuckling in Skye’s ear as she shuddered and gasped in pain. She could smell his sour breath as it moved across her face.

      Skye’s arms and legs rotated between numbness and agony, each cycle grew worse as the large man pushed himself against the door adding more and more of his weight to it. Sure that her back would break any minute, Skye tried to grit her teeth against the pain, but soon her gasps turned to sobs.

      “Hey,” the first man said, “I told you not to do anything until I said so. Let her go!"

      The big man released her body from the trap he'd made. Skye tumbled to the ground and lay there quivering.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          The Note

        

      

    

    
      Dylan made sure he got to the cabin well after Skye drove away. He didn't want to say goodbye and didn't figure she would care much anyway. He entered the clearing where the cottage stood sometime after noon. His shoulders slumped as he stopped and stared at the house. The only movement was Wade up on the roof, cleaning out the gutters—again.

      I swear he spends more time on top of that house than on the ground.

      Dylan walked with light steps into the cabin once Wade’s back turned away from him. Dylan shuffled through the entryway. The house felt different already. The area that normally held Skye and the boy's stuff was about cleaned out, leaving a large empty space.

      His gaze lingered on each place he now thought of as hers, the seat on the couch she usually sat on, her neatly made bed, the counter she lay cookies on the night before. Their spicy scent still drifted in the air.

      An ache passed through Dylan, and he sighed. It's better this way. I started gettin caught up in something that wasn't gonna happen. She won’t go for someone like me.

      He could accept that. He'd been denying himself ever since he could remember, denying himself or being denied. Didn't matter. He was who he was. She was who she was. That’s all that could be said about it.

      Dylan had been used to the quiet before they came. Craved it, enjoyed it. Quiet meant safety to him, a lesson he’d learned long ago. Too much noise often meant trouble.

      But Dylan felt different about her and the boy. Their clamor was a good kind—laughter and smiles. He liked it. It was only a few days since they arrived, and he was used to it already. He would miss that.

      She said she was coming back, and Dylan thought she really meant it. But it wasn't just a short jaunt to Ohio anymore, not with things the way they were now. Skye would get there and somehow make that place work.

      A thousand things could happen. Her dad might not want to leave, her brother could show up, maybe she would find a relief center of some kind there.

      No, she wouldn't be back. She risked their lives to go up there for her dad. She wasn't going to risk it again to come back here. Dylan dropped into a kitchen chair.

      Wade came in the door wiping his hands on a rag. “There you are! Where’d you get to?”

      Dylan shrugged.

      “Well, you missed the excitement. The neighbors up the road went from bad to worse. Joe sent someone over here for us, needing help getting ‘em down the mountain last night.”

      “It go okay?”

      “Yep. But that’s not the most important thing.” Wade smirked.

      Dylan waved him away. “I don’t got time for your games.”

      “Skye wants us to catch up to her when we can.”

      “Last night she said—”

      Wade pulled out the kitchen chair beside Dylan. “She said she didn’t expect us to, but when I got to askin her, she wanted us to go with her.”

      Dylan gave Wade a blank stare.

      "She left a note." Wade walked over to the end table to get the letter and handed it to Dylan.

      Dylan wanted to be angry, but instead, he found himself eager to read what she'd written. He took his time opening the folded note. Her handwriting against the plain white paper was surprisingly messy. All the girls he knew growing up practiced their writing as if it were an art, adding lines, dots, and even little hearts until the words were almost unrecognizable. Her handwriting was as far from that as a person could get. It could almost be termed a scrawl. He liked that.

      
        
        Dear Dylan and Wade,

        This is not a goodbye note, it is a thank you note. I lay here tonight, my mind restless with what might happen tomorrow, and I realized I never thanked you for everything you've done.

        Without you, I probably wouldn't have Jesse right now. I like to think I would, but odds are that things would not have ended as well as they did. I may not have ever left that house. For all I know, I may still be on the side of the road.

        And then without a word or a question, you took us to your home and opened it up to us. You didn't need to do that; you'd already done so much. But you did. You've taught us skills that can help keep us alive. We have a long way to go, but you gave us the confidence we can learn them.

        I am eternally grateful for everything. In the short time we have known each other, you've come to mean so much to me.

        My note is turning into a letter so I will end it now. My plan is to drive to my dad's house, stay a day or two to help him pack, and Charlotte if she wishes to come, then drive back here. If you somehow don’t catch up and want to check on us, I listed my dad’s landline number below. If we run into difficulties, this may take longer, but I hope not.

        So I hope to see you soon. And I hope some of those cookies I made tonight are left. Yes, Wade, I'm talking to you.

        Until I see you again, your friend, Skye.

        

      

      When Dylan finished reading the letter, he looked up at his brother. Neither one of them ever received a note like this before, a note thanking them for some kindness they'd done.

      Skye’s words reached that dark place inside of Dylan and shone a bit of light on it. And though neither Wade nor Dylan would ever discuss it aloud, the message was in the look they shared. Both of them felt lighter as a large chunk of the wall that sat between them and the outside world, that wall that Skye patiently chipped at, fell down.

      Dylan read the note again and again.

      Restless with what might happen tomorrow. If we run into difficulties. She's scared. She seemed so confident he thought her foolish. But she wasn't, she was scared.

      Dylan closed the note, tapped it on his leg a few times and looked up at Wade.

      Wade gave Dylan a sharp eye and a nod. “I already got us packed. I was just waitin for you to show up."

      With care, Dylan refold the note. Wade took it from him and slide the paper between a couple of books in the bookcase as his brother walked out to his waiting pickup.

      Dylan gave the old red truck a mental and physical inspection. Although he loved his vehicle with a love usually reserved for a person, he was aware it had its limits. All Dylan’s hours of care had shown him its flaws, and he didn't want to have a breakdown on the way. What they needed was at a neighbor’s house.

      "Come on. We're headed to Taylor's first."

      A Ford man all the way, Dylan had spotted Taylor's brand new 150 Raptor the minute his neighbor had brought the vehicle home. A moment of sadness passed over Dylan for the loss of his friend, but Taylor wouldn’t have begrudged him this.

      "Reckon wherever Taylor is, he ain't comin back," Dylan said once they had transferred their stuff and started down the road. Wade grunted his agreement.

      Speed limits were meant to be broken, in Dylan's mind anyway, and now no one complained about it. They flew through the first hour, both of them confident they gained on Skye.

      After some miles, Dylan's thoughts drifted back to Skye’s letter. She had ended it with 'your friend.' She knew how much that would mean to him and Wade, more than most people he reckoned. So, she offered friendship. If he couldn't have anything else, he would take it. I can do that. That's good enough.

      The men passed the vehicles Skye and Jesse had pushed out of the road. Wade shook his head as he drummed his fingers on the armrest. "It's just gonna get worse. I had her go around the city but there's still more cars than I thought."

      "More cars mean more people, more Sick. It ain't good." Dylan's stomach clenched as it became clear how much danger Skye and Jesse could be in. “I was a jackass staying away from the cabin so long. This is my fault.”

      “Ain’t nobody’s fault. I wasn’t home much before you anyways.”

      Dylan pressed his lips together a few times and picked up the pace. He drove as fast as he could when the way was clear, but even with an open path through the pushed cars, the congestion slowed him down from time to time. Both men leaned forward in their seats, scanning the road for the light blue Jeep as they circled each curve.

      Each new turn offered hope but yanked it away with only long stretches of empty road. Dylan gritted his teeth and lost all restraint, flooring the truck at every open span of highway as his imagination ran wild with all the things that could be happening to Skye and Jesse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Strength

        

      

    

    
      Jesse saw the third man as he was sliding into his seat. His eyes stretched wide as he watched the man shove the door against Skye, and his stomach clutched when she screamed. Where another child of his age might have froze in place, Jesse reacted in a manner only a child of violence would. He fought back.

      Jesse left the uncertain safety of the car and ran around the back. He eyed the attacker as he stood behind him. The man was big, his head towered way above the automobile, and Jesse. His red t-shirt stretched tight over his powerful muscles.

      Jesse took a small step forward. His face whitened, and his hands turned clammy. He knew what fists half that size felt like against his face.

      One punch is all it would take from a man that big, and I’ll be down. I hafta do it though—I gotta.

      Jesse made his way to the back of the big man and whaled on him until his fists hurt. The man did not even acknowledge him.

      An idea flashed through Jesse’s mind, and he put his hand to his belt. But before he got any further, the two other men caught him. One of them wrapped their hand tight around Jesse's thin arm and shook him until his head bounced and swirled as he dragged the boy away from the car.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When the blood rushed back through Skye’s body, her agony increased. She moaned as she moved first one, then the other of her limbs. Her back cracked several times as she slowly pushed herself off the ground. She prayed that was not a bad thing.

      As soon as she was upright, the big man jerked her around in front of him, so her back was to him. He wrapped his arms around her. One hand gripped her waist, his fingers digging into her soft side. The other arm crossed her upper body holding her arms down.

      If she hadn’t been helpless before, without a doubt, she was now.

      The big man held her tight to his sweating body. The constriction, on top of her dizziness and fear, caused her breathing to quicken. Instinct kicking in, Skye raised her hands to his hairy arms, her knuckles white as she clenched and pushed them away from her.

      Big Man's shoulders curved around hers, and though he didn’t touch her intimately, it felt intrusive. He brought his head down and smelled the side of her neck. Nausea welled up in her.

      She pulled her head away from him as far as she was able, but he didn’t let up until his face almost lay against her. “No!” she screamed.

      There was a deep chuckle so close her ear vibrated from it. “Yes,” he whispered.

      Skye’s mind spun. She seemed unable to keep up with what was happening. Time moved both fast and slow. It wasn’t until she looked at Jesse that her mind stopped tumbling, and she focused.

      With her arms pinned down, Skye’s options were limited. Every twist and turn she made earned her less room as Big Man crushed her tighter. Already there was room for only one tiny breath at a time. Physically, she could do nothing.

      In the background, the first man talked without stopping, saying things Skye prayed wouldn't happen and didn't want to hear. Big Man was slowly maneuvering her to the front hood of the car. She shook to the point of convulsing.

      Skye tried to stop their progress. She grabbed at him. Her feet stomped his with no effect. She couldn't reach high enough to bash him in the knee or anywhere else. When she swung her head back, she only hit his chest.

      Her mouth dried with fear, and her heart thundered as Skye realized it was too late for her. It came down to saving Jesse.

      "Let the boy go. Please, just let him go." Skye's voice quivered and broke.

      The man who held Jesse's arm scoffed at her. "Where is he going to go?"

      "Let him take the car." Skye kept her voice as even as possible, trusting her training, as if this was a reasonable situation with a sensible request.

      "You gonna let your scrawny kid just drive away all by himself?" He cackled at her.

      “Yes, let him go, please.”

      Big Man stopped when she pleaded, and Talking Man seemed to think for a minute. He made a big show of it, rubbing his chin, and scratching his head before replying, "No, I think we will keep him. He might learn a thing or two from us."

      Skye became frantic and redoubled her efforts to loosen the man's arms in the hope it would be possible slip down out of them. She clawed at him and bit his salty skin until he moved his arm.

      She twisted and pushed. Her feet touched the ground now. Like a shot, she lowered her hand to cause him enough pain he’d drop her.

      Skye’s head jerked back from the blow he gave her, and she tasted blood. A second, then third and she was limp in his arms.

      Stunned and groaning, she tasted blood. Jesse screamed, and she stirred.

      Tears streamed as she tried to find him. I can’t give up. Her blurry vision couldn’t find the boy, her only reason for trying.

      When Big Man put his head to Skye’s, she had no fight left.

      Jesse screamed again. Skye only made out one word. Dylan.

      She remembered those protective arms around her, arms in which she found protection and comfort. Skye closed her eyes. Dylan.

      Thoughts of him drifted through her mind. Dylan cooking, coming back from the hunt, teaching her how to fight. He wouldn’t be happy about this.

      The bigger they are, the harder they'll fall. Dylan's lessons, his voice, came to her mind. It's an old saying cause it's true. You’re smaller than most men. Remember it and use it.

      With a pitiable effort, Skye pounded on the thick forearm holding her up. This was one very big man.

      Skye’s bracelets moved against her wrist. The messages on them whispering encouragement to her. Be strong. Don’t give up. You can do this.

      She could. She would.

      Skye stopped fighting and started thinking. The men took it as a sign she had resigned herself to her fate. They laughed at her.

      She waited for the moment she needed. Anything that would turn this to her favor.

      Use what's around ya.

      Skye scanned the area. When she saw Jesse, she became more determined than ever to get away.

      Jesse was still a prisoner of one of the other men. He stood tall and rigid, not giving one ounce of himself more than he had to. He'd watched her struggle with everything she had. The pain expression on his face told Skye her small whimpers and cries had reached him, and her hurt had become his.

      The boy fought for his freedom only to be beaten until he stopped. Now he waited for his moment. If he got a chance, Skye hoped Jesse knew what to do.

      Jesse watched her, looking for some sign from her showing she hadn't given in, that this wasn't over. Skye raised her head to look at him. A flicker of hope lit Jesse’s face.

      The woman and boy locked eyes, letting each other see that their fight continued. It would continue until they were standing, and the others were not.

      “We know stuff,” Jesse mouthed to Skye, “They ain’t gonna know what hit ‘em.”

      Jesse smirked, the open rebellion burned in his gaze, and Skye returned it. He gave her a slight, determined nod. He was ready.

      Skye's heart warmed at Jesse's beautiful defiance. She would give this everything she had. For Dylan and Jesse, for her dad, for herself.

      Big Man turned to the front of the car clutching Skye in front of him, his arms crushing her.  Then she saw it. It had been there before her the whole time. What they thought would be her undoing would be her salvation.

      Her shoulders squared as she remembered Dylan's instruction. Sometimes you only get one shot.

      She kept her eyes downcast, as if hopeless, as she waited for the right time.

      A woman's strength is in her haunches.

      Skye could hear her own erratic breathing. Though it tested her, she was patient. Thinking of Dylan’s voice soothed her.

      Wait for your moment.

      Skye resigned herself to being tossed like a rag doll until she could make her move. She waited, waited, waited. Then she was there. Big Man had maneuvered her to the perfect spot.

      Skye swiftly raised both her feet, planted them on the hood of the car and pushed with all her might.

      She heaved backward, tightening every bruised muscle as she did so. Her thighs and calves strained as her legs bent against the vehicle. Her stomach clenched. A groan started low in her throat, becoming louder.

      For a moment nothing happened. A brief hesitation, as if they were stuck in some sort of suspended animation. Skye's heart stopped. Had she failed?

      Then something changed. The difference was slight, but noticeable the minute it happened. Big Man didn't stumble. He didn't stagger or shuffle.

      He fell like a toppling tree, went backward, taking Skye with him.

      Slow at first, he gathered speed. Skye listened for the sound she hoped was coming. The sharp crack of a skull on the car behind him then the dull thud as it hit the pavement.

      Skye ignored her pain and swirling head as she jumped up as his arms released her. His massive body had protected her from the fall.

      Big Man was still, so still. Blood seeped from the back of his head into the rough asphalt. Skye winced and looked away.

      Everything was silent. The two other men stared at Big Man lying on the road. They seemed dumbfounded by the turn of events, and Skye took advantage of it. She raced to the closest man and did something she would never have thought herself capable of, or would have wanted to do, until now.

      Skye picked up the knife from the ground and locked her hand on the hilt. With the other, she grasped the back of his belt, wrapping her hand tightly around it. She gripped it so tight her fingers hurt, but she wasn’t letting him go.

      The Talking Man. He was talking again now, though the subject had changed. She put the knife to his back at his kidney. She pressed it a little so he would know she had a weapon. “Shut up!” she said, “I’m sick of hearing your mouth.”

      Skye glared at the third man, the one holding Jesse. "Let the boy go."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Wait for It

        

      

    

    
      When Jesse saw the big man start to go down, he told himself he had to be ready, really ready. He bent his knees slightly, bouncing a bit.

      Skye has one knocked out and the other with a knife at his back. This one is mine to deal with.

      Jesse was small, but Dylan showed him how to protect himself. Skye ordered the man holding him to let Jesse go, and he laughed at her. Not just a small snicker but a big belly laugh, making fun of her. That made Jesse angry. A hard glint came to the boy's eye, and he set his jaw.

      Dylan said be patient, wait for it.

      When the right moment arrived, Jesse was ready. The man’s grip loosened from the boy’s arm and aimed for the back of his neck. In those few seconds, Jesse sank to his knees, jarring against the pavement, and out of the man’s grasp. Sky cried out to him.

      Jesse tightly wrapped one arm around the man’s left knee. He grabbed the unwashed denim of the man's jeans in one hand and didn’t let go for nothing.

      He knew he should feel bad about what he was going to do, but he didn’t. Jesse ignored his queasy belly as he got down to business.

      Jesse clutched the smooth hilt of his knife, pulling it from his belt. He brought his arm back and plunged it into the man's leg above the back of the knee.

      The man let out a high-pitched scream and backhanded Jesse so hard his head exploded with little dancing lights.

      Jesse had been hit hard many times before, and blearily danced out of the way as the man dropped to the ground, hands around his bleeding leg. His shrieks ringing in the boy’s ears.

      Jesse glanced at Skye. Her blanched face turned another shade whiter at witnessing Jesse's encounter. He twisted his lip and looked at the ground.

      Skye hadn’t known he was able to do that. Dylan had shown him but told Jesse to keep it to himself because Skye wouldn’t like it. He peeked back up at her, then grimaced and shrugged one shoulder.

      Skye huffed out a breath, and mumbled, “Clearly, someone has shown you moves on the sly.” But she couldn't object to that now, it had just saved their lives. “I don’t know whether to be proud or mortified my son can hamstring a man.”

      She shook her head. "Go to the car, please, Jesse." Once he was safely headed that direction, she turned her attention to Talking Man.

      "I don't want to hurt you. Your muscle is passed out or crippled. Are we done here?" Her edged voice seemed to cut through his shock at the quick turn of events.

      "Yes, we are done here," he sniveled.

      "Walk the way you came and don't come back."

      With care, she let him go. She took a few steps backward as she watched him shuffle off between the cars as she instructed.

      Jesse smiled. He was proud of how tough Skye sounded. He kept an eye on the man, but Jesse’s tension eased when he saw the man would not turn and fight.

      She backed away along the side of her car, gripping her knife and grabbing the map off the hood as she went. At one point, Skye stepped quickly to avoid the attacker still rolling around on the road holding his leg.

      Once she reached the Jeep, Jesse felt the stress rolling off her in waves as she sat in her seat and locked the doors.

      The clock blinked to life when Skye fired up the Jeep's engine, and Jesse’s mouth dropped. Not even ten minutes had gone by. So much had happened so fast.

      Skye backed the car out of the snarl of stopped traffic. From the right side, a group of about twenty Sick came out of the woods. She closed her eyes and slowly shook her head.

      "What am I doing?" she mumbled.

      Skye braked the vehicle and watched the Sick amble out of the forest for a moment. She stared down at her trembling hands and turned to Jesse. He looked at her before staring out the car window at the Sick. He’d never seen them this close before. They were uglier than he’d imagined.

      Skye pulled on Jesse’s shoulder and soon wrapped him in her embrace. Her silent tears hit him above his collar. There was none of the noisy mess that usually accompanied weeping, only the tiny splashes on his neck. Jesse was as still as possible, wiggling only when he couldn’t help himself.

      Dylan told him that some women cry a lot, especially when things get rough. They weren’t sure if Skye cried more than other women—neither one had spent a whole lot of time with the opposite sex—but compared to the three men, she did.

      Dylan also told Jesse Skye seemed to appreciate a hug when she cried. That was weird to Jesse because when he cried, he wanted everyone to leave him alone. But that is what Dylan said, and he didn't like hugs either. Jesse wasn’t sure why Dylan told him all this but reckoned it was because they would deal with a lot of crying women now.

      Once Jesse thought he could no longer breathe, he pulled away and waited while Skye wiped her face. "What are we gonna do now?"
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        * * *

      

      Skye put her arms on the steering wheel, wincing as she did so, and looked in the rearview mirror then out the front window. She thought of what they had come through so far, what could have so easily happened. It was a miracle she and Jesse had gotten away.

      There was still over half of the trip to go, if they continued on, and no indication it would be any easier or any safer. New tears started as she faced the reality she may never reach her family, never see them again. Skye tightly closed her eyes. After a moment, she again wiped tears from her face.

      The Coles had been right. She had trusted the brothers to show her skills, but she had not believed them in so many other ways. Why did I think I knew better? I don’t.

      She heaved a heavy sigh as she turned back to Jesse. "We're going back. I was wrong, and they were right, we’ll never get through this. We shouldn't have left."

      Skye’s tears continued to fall as she put the car in gear and drove over the bumpy median and away from her family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          In Front of Me

        

      

    

    
      We have to be close. Dylan peered around every hill, as far down the road as he was able when he rounded each bend. But he would see nothing and around the curve he and Wade would go again.

      At last, far below, Wade pointed out a small bright-blue speck moving in the men’s direction before the mountain swallowed up their view.

      Dylan brought his nail to his mouth and chewed. One of two things, it's not them, or it is and there's been trouble.

      Dylan and Wade raced around the mountain, tensing with each curve. It appeared the blue speck would never get closer.
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        * * *

      

      Skye and Jesse hadn't driven far when the two noticed a little black dot moving toward them on the hilly road. Skye sighed and wiggled a little higher in the seat. How she wished the dot was red—Dylan’s beat-up truck.

      She glanced at Jesse. “Whoever is in that car must be flying. Every time we come around the bend, they're closer than I expect them to be.”

      “Um.” Jesse craned his neck as he kept an eye out too.

      Skye burst out in a cold sweat. The last thing I need is another problem. I just want to make it back to the cabin, to be safe and rest.

      White-knuckled hands gripped the steering wheel as Skye kept her eyes peeled to the road. "We don't get out of this car, no matter what. We just drive right by it."

      Jesse was quick to shake his head in agreement. One hand clenched the door, the other the seat. When it got close enough, he said, "It's a truck."

      Skye nodded and loosened her clenched jaw. A headache was building from all the tension today. Skye and Jesse watched the black truck barrel around the bend in front of them. Skye sucked in a quick breath and moved her hands to the top of the wheel, determined to continue on her way without letup.
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        * * *

      

      Dylan slowed the truck, relief washing over him when he saw Skye and Jesse were both in the car. Skye started to pass Dylan and Wade then her face brightened with surprise and a big grin. The Jeep screeched as she slammed the brakes and threw it into park.

      Before Skye jumped out of the vehicle, Dylan knew it had been trouble.

      Skye and Jesse ran to Dylan. He opened his arms to both, surprised the action almost seemed normal. The boy only wanted a pat or two before moving on to Wade. Dylan’s brother clapped Jesse on the back and plied the boy with questions. But Skye stayed with Dylan, her hands clinging to the sides of his shirt. When Dylan laid an arm on Skye’s back, she winced.

      Something protective welled up inside Dylan‘s chest. “What happened?” he asked, his voice low.

      “We're fine. Just fine,” Skye mumbled into Dylan‘s t-shirt. The words weren’t convincing since her tears soaked his shirt.

      With gentle hands, Dylan took her by the arms and held her away from him. “Do you see all this ain't getting better now? You can't go wanderin off.”

      Skye tried to dry her tears, but her hands couldn't reach her face, and Dylan wasn't letting go. "Sometimes I have trouble seeing what is right in front of me."

      Dylan scoffed. "You’re tellin me!”

      "I'm an idiot, okay? I should’ve waited. Now stop yelling at me and let me go."

      Dylan removed his hands but brushed back a bit of Skye’s hair that had fallen in her face.

      “I'm mad at ya now.” When Skye made a little face at him, Dylan said, “Hey, you're the one always sayin it’s better to notify others of our mood.”

      “I’m mad at you, going off in the woods like that.”

      Guilt sliced through Dylan, and he hung his head. “I apologize for that. It wasn’t one of my finer moments.”

      Skye uttered a watery chuckle and sniffed.

      It was the sniff that did it. Dylan's anger at Skye faded away as fast as springtime snow in a warm morning sunrise as he looked down at her red, tear-stained face. His reaction startled him. That little sniff and I’m done for.

      Dylan wanted to pull Skye back to him, but instead he stepped back and crossed his arms. He dropped his gaze to the ground. Friends, just friends.

      When Skye followed suit, Dylan tipped his head to look at her down-turned face. “I’m mad at myself for not bein here. It won’t happen again.”

      Skye nodded. “I appreciate that, but it’s my fault too. I left, and I should’ve stayed until you got back.”

      Jesse’s waving arms attracted Dylan’s attention, and Dylan turned to listen to the boy’s story. "...was holding Skye real tight. She couldn’t get away. Skye looked at me, and I knew she was thinkin something. I waited, like Dylan said. When the big man tried to put Skye on the car, she pushed on it real hard, and the man tumbled backward. Then I took my knife and I-"

      Skye stopped him. "That's enough, Jesse. It's all over now."

      Jesse sighed and flapped his arms. "But I want to tell Dylan how I hamstringed the guy like he taught me. I hamstringed him real good."

      "What is the boy saying?" Dylan’s voice became as hard as steel.

      "Nothing. We're fine." Skye tried to reassure him, but Dylan wanted the whole story.

      "I want to hear this." Dylan gestured for Jesse to continue. Skye sighed and turned away.

      Jesse relaunched into his story. This time, Dylan heard it from the beginning and something dark surged in him. He looked at Skye and felt sick she’d had to endure the man’s touch.

      Dylan felt strong and weak at the same time. Strong because he would take care of this, weak because he wasn’t there when she, when they needed him. How did he let that happen? Anger returned and swirled white-hot through him.

      Without a word, Dylan turned to the back of the pickup and strapped what heavy weapons he could to his body, and piling the ones he couldn’t on the seat, then Dylan leapt into the driver's seat. One hard look at Wade and his brother was doing the same thing.

      Skye followed him with her eyebrows drawn. "Where are you going?"

      Dylan slammed the vehicle door shut. "I'm gonna kill them."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          A Mistake

        

      

    

    
      The blood rushed from Skye’s face as Dylan looked at her and repeated his words, his voice becoming more resolute as he spoke. "I'm gonna kill them. Those men touch you, the boy, like that? They die."

      Skye studied Dylan’s clenched jaw, the vein at his temple and his whitened knuckles wrapped around the steering wheel. She expected anger, but this was way more rage than he displayed before. As the jolt of Dylan’s words wore away, Skye became just as determined to stop him as he was to go.

      Skye stepped up on the running board of the truck. "No, no! Look at me, look at Jesse. We are fine! There will be no killing today."

      “You gonna let them get away with treating you like that?” Dylan practically roared as he waved toward her. Clearly, there was no doubt in Dylan’s mind that he and Wade needed to handle this. “There ain’t no police here, maybe even no law. If we don’t take care of this, no one will, and these men—they’ll do it again. There is no mistaking that.”

      But Skye wouldn't be swayed. "No one got away with anything. One guy won't ever walk the same again. The other, well, he hit hard. He may never get up. The third guy isn't going to do anything without their help." Skye half-explained and half-pleaded her case.

      Dylan gave one quick shake of his head before settling himself further down into his seat and reaching for the ignition. "I'm killin them."

      "No!" Skye's voice was shrill as she grabbed his arm.

      "You think you can stop me?" He shook himself from her grasp.

      Skye bit the inside of her cheek. I need to stay calm. One of us needs to have some self-control, and it isn’t likely to be him.

      Skye took a deep breath. "I know I can't stop you, Dylan. If you want to kill people, you will do it, but it isn't like hunting. It’s not the same—killing animals and killing people."

      "I know what it's like.” Dylan’s gaze flashed from Skye to the front windshield and stayed there. His jaw tightened.

      Skye stilled for a moment. She hadn't expected that. "Okay, then, I'm asking you not to go. I can't—I can't have another death on me. I can't live with that."

      "It ain't on you, it’ll be on me." Dylan's scorching anger cooled for a second as he gazed at Skye. He twisted the steering wheel until it protested, and his voice lowered from a roar to a growl. "You gonna let them rape and murder all up and down this road? There ain't no way to stop guys like them but kill them. What else are you gonna do?”

      “We aren’t certain they have been or will do this again. But I hear you, I really do, but I--I can't kill people like that. This is a longer discussion, for another day, when we are not emotional."

      Skye reached out and laid her hand gently on his upper arm. " Please, Dylan." Skye turned to search for his brother. "Wade?"

      Wade leaned against the long side of the truck during the conversation and now turned away from her. He jerked a finger toward Dylan. “Him. One hundred percent. Those men’ll be gearing up for another round as soon as they’re walkin.” Wade raised his hands in the air. “But hey, I’m not gettin in the middle of this argument. I’m not the one romancin the girl, but if she’s all worried about this, maybe just rough ‘em up a bit.”

      Dylan looked from Wade to the front window of his truck for a moment before shaking his head and heaving a sigh. "All right, we'll go and just make 'em wish they hadn't touched you. Make them not want to touch anyone ever again." He started the ignition. Wade jogged over to the passenger side.

      Skye reached over Dylan and turned the truck off. If Dylan went, he wouldn’t stop at a beating, not in this mood. Dylan closed his eyes refusing to look at her as she said, "No. It was my fight, and I took care of it the way I wanted. I could have killed or maimed them. I didn't. It's done. I want to go home." Skye lightly pushed on Dylan’s shoulder so he would seek her face. "Please, just take me home."

      Skye and Dylan’s eyes locked, and she watched Dylan’s anger melt away when she called his house home. When Skye saw his changed demeanor, she lowered her gaze. But Dylan wasn’t done, he brought a hand to her jaw and waited for her to look at him again. “You’re makin a mistake. The only reason I’m listening to you is because I can’t take how you’ll feel when it’s done, but it will be done at some point. Those men—they’re gonna die. Leaving them here, it’s a mistake.”

      Tears flooded Skye’s eyes. “Perhaps. But as we know, it isn't the first one, and I doubt it will be the last I will make."

      “It burns me to let them go. This shouldn’t be ending in a question.”

      She raised her hand and laid it on top of his. “Thank you.”

      Skye took advantage of Dylan’s hesitation, afraid he would change his mind, and arranged the cars. “Wade, do you want to take my car and let Jesse drive some? He needs more practice." Then she hopped into the truck with Dylan.

      Dylan sat for a moment one arm over the steering wheel as he studied Skye. ”You're too softhearted, and it's gonna be the end of you.”

      Skye gazed at Dylan but didn't answer. Perhaps he was right, and she was making a grave error. Skye pressed her lips together. If she acknowledged that, he'd see it as permission to go after the men, so she kept silent.

      Skye chewed the inside of her lip. If she found out those men hurt other people when Dylan and Wade wanted to stop them right here, she would never forgive herself for that either. This was just one of the many moral dilemmas ahead if the world never righted itself again. But she wasn't ready to be someone's jury, judge, and executioner. Not today. Even if someone else was doing the actual execution. She couldn't help it, that was the way she felt. Without a doubt, though, this would be something that would be argued out another day. It was unavoidable.
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        * * *

      

      Talking Man watched as Skye banged the door of Dylan's truck shut and both vehicles drove south.  He made a note of that for when they came back later. Not a mental note, he said the words out loud.

      "South. And she's got muscle too."

      Calvin had always been a talker, with others or alone. He claimed to be one of the best salesmen on the east coast because of it, though his wallet wouldn't have said the same thing.

      Calvin, and his buddies, Tony, and Pete had wrecked havoc on the Sick and the healthy alike along this stretch of road. From the Sick, they took whatever supplies they could, whether that meant their deaths or not. From the healthy, they took everything else.

      Their wicked spree left many starving, broken and dead. But today a woman and a child brought their streak of fun to an end. That outraged Calvin.

      "How dare she? How dare that woman think she and that boy have any say in the matter? This is a new world, and we decide the rules."

      Before the AgFlu, Calvin's many silent imaginings had been just that. He'd kept them to himself and a handful of like-minded people typing the words he could never utter out loud in a private Internet chat room. As he'd sat in that darkened corner of his living room, he'd never dreamed he could ever act on them. But how things had changed. Now he was a king, and the world—it was his for the taking. Take it he would.

      No woman would get in his way. He would make sure she knew her place in the reboot of this world.

      He seethed as he got back in the car he used to follow her. He'd say he'd been fortunate to find a car that had the keys in it so quickly, but he didn't see it that way. To Calvin, it was more as if it was meant to be.

      "She hadn't even suspected." He laughed as he turned the car around. His mind was already surging with how he would punish a woman like her.

      Now, he needed to go scrape his friends off the pavement, then they would make a plan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Hurry

        

      

    

    
      The car was silent. Dylan’s anger had returned and now wafted off him as if it were a heat wave. Skye kept quiet. It was better to let him have his space, anything she said would likely cause an argument.  She gazed out her window blindly letting the blur of trees go past without notice as she tried to put away the events of the last few hours. It wasn’t easy both because of the tears that threatened to fall and the increasing aches of her body.

      Skye changed her tactics and instead tried to relax and drown herself in the overcast fall day, the sunlight muted by fog sitting low on the ancient mountains. Every so often they would drift through a small, seemingly deserted town as they wound their way back through the landscape.

      A wire fence ran alongside the road, and Skye lazily gazed at it as they drove. When she saw one, then another, and finally a horde of Sick at the barricade, Skye wiggled herself up in her seat.

      "Dylan?"

      "I see 'em.” He slowed the truck.

      The Sick were a pitiful lot. Their arms stuffed through the holes in the fence, they reached out to the vehicles that Dylan and Wade drove for help. Their sad eyes pleaded even as their mouths uttered incomprehensible sounds of confusion, anger, and pain.

      Skye gasped and turned away. Is this how my family will end up? Please don't let that happen to them.

      Dylan stared at the horde, his shoulders sagging, then banged his fist on the steering wheel a couple times. “This day.” He shook his head. “We can’t even do anything for them.”

      “There is food and water in the car. We won't need it anymore now," Skye offered leaving the decision to him.

      Dylan rolled down his window, waving Wade and Jesse‘s car up beside him, and explained what he planned to do.

      Once he was done, Dylan turned to Skye. "You stay here.” His words were gruff and his look sharp as he punched the seat with a finger.

      Skye bristled. "But, I can-"

      Dylan‘s eyes widened. “Is there ever gonna be a time ya just listen?"

      Skye looked down. I just told myself he has more experience; he knows what he’s doing. Let him do it. “I’ll stay here. Please be careful.”

      Skye made sure Jesse still sat in the Jeep, then watched Dylan and Wade take food and water to the people behind the fence. A lot of the Sick were in the last stages of the disease and wouldn’t be interested in sustenance, but there were those among them that seemed alert enough to want it. Those desperate for supplies strained their arms through the wire openings, fingers opening and closing as they reached for the meager help Dylan and Wade provided.

      Dylan and Wade handed some their bottles of water and food, but for the Sick in the middle and back of the horde, the men threw the nourishment over the top of the fence, deep into the field behind the large group. Some followed it, picking it up where it fell. It helped lessen the weight against the fence.

      Skye frowned. There was still a lot of Sick pushing on the fence and staring at Dylan and Wade with too much aggression in their eyes. Skye scanned the barrier again. If the Sick kept pushing against the barrier, it would come down. Dylan and Wade needed to hurry.

      Skye bit the inside of her cheek. The horde now worked together, pushing at the fence in unison, their blue-tipped fingers shaking the thin fencing. Skye held her breath. The small swing of the fence was getting wider, and the brothers noticed the back-and-forth movement.

      Dylan rocketed the bottles into the pasture. Wade pointed to a few of the Sick that looked like teenagers and moved that way.

      "Hurry, hurry," she whispered clenching the edge of the seat and willing the men back to the cars.

      The Sick, even in their fevered haze, realized what they were accomplishing and pushed harder. The wire wall swayed and bent only to bounce back, at first, but as they continued to shove at it, the metal poles loosened from the soft ground.

      "Hurry!"

      Skye slid to the driver's seat, her eyes following the men’s every move.

      At last, Dylan and Wade’s arms were empty, and they turned for the cars. Behind them, the fence gave way. Their feet dug deep into the soil looking for traction as they started their fierce sprint. The horde were inches behind them.

      Skye rolled down the driver's window and yelled to Jesse, "Get the car ready. We will have to leave fast!"

      Jesse gave her a few quick nods.

      A heavy thud against the passenger's side of the truck caught Skye’s attention, and she jumped. Dylan thumped on the windows again and pointed the locks.

      Skye’s stomach tightened as she looked at the driver door of the unfamiliar vehicle. There were so many buttons, it looked like a rocket console. She glanced out the window at Dylan only to see the Sick closing in behind him. Skye laid on the horn. The Sick stepped back almost as one. It held them at bay for a moment.

      Skye hit buttons. Beeps and pops sounded with each one. When her shaking hands, hit the right one, she hit it again just to make sure the doors were open. Dylan jerked open the door and leapt into the vehicle.

      Dylan reached for the steering wheel and blasted the horn again to hold the horde back until Wade reached his car.

      “Good move,” he said over the noise.

      “Yeah. They hate it.” Skye pointed at the Sick‘s twisted faces. “Problem is, it makes them more upset.”

      Wade made it to the Jeep, steps in front of the angry Sick. Skye and Dylan exchanged a look of relief when Wade‘s door banged shut.

      Agitated, the horde gathered around the back of the truck, thumping against it.

      "Go! Go!" Dylan bellowed to Jesse.

      Jesse pushed the accelerator, and the car left black marks on the road as smoke poured from the tires. The car caught and took off. Skye's hand went to her thumping heart. When Wade straightened in his seat and reached the wheel to help Jesse, Skye sagged with relief.

      As soon as the Jeep was out of her way, Skye floored the truck and shook off the Sick that clung to the sides. She glanced at those behind them, and beside them in the field, with stricken faces. They only wanted help. Her heart ached anew knowing they would never get what they sought.

      Skye looked Dylan over starting at his feet. When she reached his face, he was staring at her.

      “Are you okay? I'm so, so sorry," Skye said, "Just being out here, I put myself and Jesse in danger as well as you and your brother."

      Dylan grunted. "Yeah, you did. Well, now ya know."

      “I never imagined it would lead to all this. I won’t do it again.“

      Skye drove for a while. After the excitement, the two were quiet, each in their own thoughts.

      As they passed the welcome sign for Colton, Skye looked toward Tom’s house. A stop there would put her mind at ease, and she may be able to call her father on their landline. But would Dylan go for it?

      She glanced at Dylan and her cousin’s road again. She could wait no longer, if she was going to run it by him, it had to be now.

      "So Dylan, I was thinking--"

      "No."

      Skye studied his set face and crossed arms. "You don't even know what I was going to say!"

      Dylan waved a hand at her. "I don't care. Whatever it is, it’s no. You've asked enough of me today. Have the decency to wait a day before you ask for anything else."

      Skye watched the road to Tom's house go by. She sighed and allowed her lips to make a soft pop sound at the end. Skye and Dylan had been at odds all day, and he had bent to her wishes every time. She owed him big, a lot more than this.

      “Okay. Tomorrow then."

      Dylan snorted and slouched down in his seat for the rest of the trip home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          This Tryin Thing

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Skye woke with a start. The sky was dark, and Dylan stood over her. He was alert, as if this early hour was the perfect one to start the day.

      "What do you want?" he asked.

      “Huh?" Barely able to open her eyes, she rubbed the sleep from them, but she settled for squinting out the side of one.

      "What did ya want yesterday?" He scowled.

      Skye peeked up at Dylan with her one eye and scolded him. "Hey, no mean looks. It's, like, super early. My brain isn't working."

      "I've been up for hours." He sighed as he crossed his arms.

      "Of course, you have," Skye mumbled. "Pfft, not all of us are awake before the chickens." Skye rolled to her side, pulling a pillow close.

      "We ain't got chickens."

      "Yeah, we should get chickens..." she trailed off on a yawn, closing the one good eye.

      But Dylan wasn't allowing that. "Hey, you speak now, or you ain't going anywhere."

      Skye puffed out a vaguely irritated breath. “Oh. Um, to see Tom and Tricia and to call Dad. They have a landline."  She brought her hand to her mouth to cover a yawn then opened both eyes gauging Dylan's reaction to the request.

      He gave a little grunt Skye took to mean okay and pressed his lips together a few times as he scuffed one foot against the wood floor. "Get ready then. I'm gonna check things out, we can go after breakfast." Before Skye knew it, he was almost out the door.

      "What? Now?" Her moaned response made it clear she did not agree with Dylan's plan.

      "Yeah, now."

      "Has anyone ever told you, you're a very mean man? Turning people out of their beds like this?"

      "Now." Dylan chuckled but didn't relent.

      "Ugh!"

      Skye sighed but thanked him sweetly as he walked away.

      When Dylan got back, breakfast was ready. As they ate the morning meal, the group decided that everyone would go to Tricia and Tom's. Jesse wasn't about to miss another field trip, no matter the horrible results of yesterday, of which he wouldn't stop talking. Wade didn't want to stay behind either.

      After breakfast, they packed supplies the Cole’s were willing to part with, and that Skye thought Tom and Tricia would appreciate, into Dylan's newly acquired truck and headed off into town.

      "So, new truck?" Skye asked as she leaned up from the back seat where she beside Jesse. She remembered a whole evening dedicated to the debate over what truck was best, and this had been one Dylan admired.

      "Neighbor’s,” Dylan said.

      Skye winced. Every new item seemed to come at someone’s expense. She took a deep whiff of the leather interior. "Mm. Nice!"

      "Figured you'd like it." He smiled at her in the rearview mirror.

      She agreed and smiled back.

      Skye watched Dylan. Something's different.
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        * * *

      

      This morning before the sun rose, Dylan had crouched at the edge of the woods and listened as it woke. A night’s sleep and the soothing sounds of his beloved forest helped calm the anger that had still burned within him.

      Today is a new day, I ain’t gonna spend it angry. What's done is done. I don't agree with letting them go, but she wouldn’t go for anything besides comin home. That's what she said, 'Take me home’. My whole world tipped when she said that.

      Dylan‘s resolve had eased things between him and Skye. He was more relaxed with her today than he had ever been. He watched her settle back in her seat as they drove to town in relative silence. Occasionally, someone would point out something along the road, but it'd get quiet again.

      While Dylan was at ease, it wasn’t the case with the rest of them. Dylan felt the mood like he felt the weather. At first, he'd thought the tense atmosphere was from yesterday's scare. But the more he thought about it, he reckoned it was possible it had something to do with his bad mood yesterday.

      I've gotta do better about that.

      Skye liked to talk things out, and Dylan tried, but it was as foreign to him as a day in Japan. Still no matter what he thought, she said a person should communicate, and she had the book learning to back it up.

      It's what she wants to teach the boy. It sure won't hurt Wade and me none.

      For now, he wanted to smooth it over with her.

      "Ya know, we would've been there sooner yesterday, but we couldn't make out that chicken scratch you call writin you left behind."

      Skye stared at him stunned for a moment. Uncertain, she studied his serious face and hesitated as she asked, "Are you joking? Is this you teasing me?"

      Dylan's stern demeanor broke as his eyes crinkled, and a smirk curved the right side of his mouth. He was as tickled by his joke as her response.

      Skye made a fist and punched his arm. "You are teasing me!" Her eyes lit up, and she laughed.

      He didn't know how women felt about this kind of interaction, but guys considered it a success.

      "Nah, it was a nice letter.” Dylan hung his head a little. His self-confidence was raised, but he still felt on thin ice. Dylan glanced at Skye. Had he said the right thing? He wasn't sure how this friend thing worked with a woman, but from her reaction, he seemed pretty good at it.

      Skye smiled. "I meant it. Every word."

      He nodded and faced the road again.

      Maybe this tryin thing wasn't so bad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Numbers

        

      

    

    
      Skye sat on the seat's edge, hugging the headrest in front of her as they pulled into Tom's drive. A few days had passed since they talked on the phone, but it was too long in this new way of living. She scanned the property and sagged with relief that the house was intact and the yard clean. That was a good sign.

      Please let them be okay. Please let them be okay.

      Tom's home was better than untouched, it was pristine compared to the neighbors. Skye inspected the surrounding scene. Three of the houses were burnt to their foundations, others covered in bubbly scorch marks along the siding.

      Many of the houses stood open to the elements with smashed windows, and front doors open and screens hanging at odd angles. Animals scurried around on the porches going in and out already making their homes within them. Although not every house was in that bad of condition, almost all looked deserted.

      The light wind pushed papers and loose garbage along the road. Trash cans lay tipped and their contents spilled in yards and onto the pavement. Skye shook her head. The lovely street had disappeared, something foreign and eerie had taken its place.

      This is like a ghost town. We need to invite them to the mountain. Skye shot a glance at Dylan and Wade wondering what they would think of the idea. The Cole’s should be fine with it. Safety in numbers was something yesterday taught her, there was no doubt the brothers were already aware of that.

      Dylan stopped the car and sat a minute. Skye waited for his next move, but he didn’t budge.

      Dylan threw a glance over his shoulder at Skye. “The horn might attract attention we don’t want. If anyone’s on watch in the house, they’ll see us.”

      Skye nodded and bit her cheek as the truck idled.

      A shadow hovered near the front window beside the door. The window eased open the tiniest bit. With a careful eye, Dylan and Wade studied the residence and yard. After a look and a nod from his brother, Dylan stepped out of the vehicle.

      Dylan stayed behind the open door of the pickup and yelled toward the house. "I have Skye Jackson here. If you're Tom or Tricia, she'd like to see you.”

      The front entry flew open, and Tom stood in the doorway, one hand laying on his gun belt, the other gripping the door handle.

      "Any of you sick? Or infected?" Tom scanned the black truck.

      "Nah, we ain’t,” Dylan said.

      "That you, D?"

      "Yep, it's me."

      Skye knitted her brows. Only Dylan’s closest friends called him D so why was Tom calling him that? Tom never indicated he and Dylan were buddies, and Dylan certainly hadn’t made that claim.

      She forgot the thought almost as soon as it came into her head. She was too excited over seeing her relatives to think of anything else. Skye leaned against her car door waiting for the go-ahead.

      "Come on in then," Tom said.

      Bright joy flashed through Skye, and without knowing how, she made it to Tom before anyone else. Tom opened it wide and held out his arms. She dove into them and wrapped hers around her cousin.

      After a couple minutes, she stepped back and looked up at Tom. “Please tell me you and Tricia are fine."

      "We are. We're just fine."

      Tom's reassurance was what she'd hoped for, dreamed about and nearly panicked that she wouldn't hear especially after her father’s news. Tears of joy flooded Skye’s eyes.

      "I've been so—just so worried! Not getting ahold of you, I didn't know what was happening."

      Tom laid his hands on her shoulders and gave her a small squeeze. "We're fine, cuz."

      Skye sniffed. "Okay."

      Behind Tom, Tricia entered from the kitchen. Skye's voice broke as she said Tricia's name and raced to her. "You can't imagine how happy I am to see you two!"

      "Oh, I reckon we do.” Tricia’s own tears and delighted laughter started as she embraced Skye. "And look who you drug along with ya."

      "Dylan and Wade and, of course, Jesse." Skye smiled as she reintroduced them, a hint of pride in her voice.

      "It's been a while since I seen you big scruffy ones and a bit for you too, little mite. How ya doin, Jesse?" Tricia went to Jesse and gave him and the men a quick hug.

      "Real good, ma'am. Real good,” Jesse said.

      "Excellent!" Tricia said as she examined the odd group before her. “It isn't every day two true mountaineers, a runaway boy, and a professional city slicker come together, willingly or no. You've got to tell me how this happened."

      Tom chimed in, "Yes, sit a spell, and let's get reacquainted. Tell us how things have been going for you.”

      Skye gave an abbreviated story of meeting Dylan and Wade and, unsure what to confess to Tom about Jesse's rescue, she kept that part short. She eyed her cousin during her explanation. He took it well.

      Despite the friendly greeting and an invitation to stay and visit, uneasiness lingered among the men. Skye and Tricia looked at the guys, then each other. Skye sent her friend a questioning glance, and Tricia gave a little shake of her head.

      Tom, Dylan, and Wade silently assessed one another, in the way only those who were once true companions could. If Skye hadn't been aware of it before, she was now—there was history between them. Her curiosity peaked.

      A nervous smile floated over Tricia's lips. She knew something.

      Skye’s gaze lingered on Tom and his harsh expression. What kind of past did they share? She frowned. I don’t want them thinking badly of the Coles. Dylan and Wade saved us, offered us a home. They may be a little rough, but they’re good people. She giggled to herself. Wow, we’ve come a long way since that first meeting. I was so frightened of them and their fierce manner.

      Skye glanced at her cousin again and made sure to insert all the help the Coles gave her and Jesse into the conversation.

      Dylan shot her a couple of questioning looks, and when she explained the training she was receiving from him, his lip curled. Dylan knew what she was doing.

      Once the conversation turned to less interesting topics, Tricia winked at Skye and nodded toward the kitchen. “Welp, you men just keep on talkin. Skye and I are gonna go make cookies. I’ve hoarded some ingredients for an occasion like this.”

      Jesse wiggled in his seat beside Dylan at the mention of the sweet treat. Skye ruffled his hair and kissed him on the head before following Tricia into the other room.

      Tricia took the ingredients out of the cupboards as Skye soaked in the kitchen‘s warm atmosphere. Tricia regained Skye‘s attention when she slapped a stainless steel bowl onto the counter and said, "So how's it really goin?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          History

        

      

    

    
      Sky turned pink as Tricia’s gazed bounced from her to the Coles and back again. Skye’s color increased when her cousin-in-law wiggled her copper-colored eyebrows. Skye lowered her head, letting her dark hair cover her face, and twisted to scrape a wood chair away from the table and sit.

      “Well,” Tricia said, “that’s interesting.”

      Still not looking at Tricia, Skye gave a shake of her head.

      Tricia took a moment to add the cookie ingredients to the cream-colored ceramic mixing bowl. There was the sharp crack as she knocked the hard-shelled eggs against the bowl adding them, one by one, to the butter and sugar.

      “So, ya pick one out yet?" Tricia nodded toward the men.

      "Tricia! As if-" Skye stuttered, barely getting the words out.

      "As if you've been able to choose?" Tricia couldn't help the giggle that escaped her.

      "No! As if I've been thinking about that with everything else happening around us!"

      Skye glanced at Dylan who was sitting on the overstuffed couch in the living room, and Tricia saw her.

      "Oh, please, girl!” Tricia said. “Ya gonna try and tell me you didn't notice that handsome face, those brawny arms and shoulders. I mean, look at those shoulders! No wonder he took the couch, he can't fit anywhere else. Really hasn't even crossed your mind, uh?"

      Skye's gaze followed Tricia’s, tracing Dylan from head to toe, until Dylan glanced at her. Like a schoolgirl, she quickly turned away and shielded her face with her hand. "Tricia! He saw us!"

      Tricia smiled. “Dylan, huh? Good choice. Good man."

      "It doesn't matter! This isn't the time for us to act like 16-year-old girls. It's time to act like adults."

      "Well, in case ya haven't noticed, us adults like a little of that fun too."

      Skye waved Tricia away. “Oh, for heaven's sake, can we just change the subject?" Tricia was having too much fun torturing her with this information.

      While Tricia indicated Skye could do whatever she wanted, her pleased expression showed she was as happy as a cat over a bowl of cream since figuring out Skye's secret.

      "Anyhow," Skye said relieved to broach a new subject, "Everything's going well."

      "Um-mm.” Tricia nodded with a sly smile on her face.

      Skye ignored her insinuation and continued. "Wade and Dylan are teaching Jesse and I some self-defense and survival techniques. We didn't get a lot done yet, but we’re learning.”

      "So you mentioned, and it's just too much!" Tricia gave Skye a double take, her eyes wide. "You takin survival skills classes? Like what? Are ya takin down forest animals, skinning them? You? Little miss mani-pedi?” Tricia threw an apologetic look at Skye as she chuckled.

      "Don't laugh!" Skye looked at her hands with a wry smile. Where once a shiny new manicure had graced her nails, she now saw damage that would make her nail tech shudder. A small bit of color clung to a few, and she scraped at it. Skye had to admit she would've laughed just as hard as Tricia if someone said, even a month ago, what she'd be doing now.

      Once they got themselves under control, Skye continued, "No, we aren't hunting yet, though Dylan has threatened it, but I've learned more about fishing. I do okay. Well, I caught a few fish, anyway." Pride tinged her voice as she remembered her last expedition.

      “We learned to watch for what's going on, listen for anything unusual, use what's around us. You know, things that will help keep us alive. We also reviewed what to scavenge from the neighborhood and to be careful while doing it. You can't just barge into a place. So all that kind of stuff."

      Tricia brought a hand to her face. "You're serious."

      "Yes, I'm serious. The other life no longer exists, and if I want to survive in this new one, I need to change. No more high heels and manicures. Well, maybe sometimes, occasionally.” Skye couldn’t imagine never having a moment to pamper herself, or wear her favorite red heels, but couldn’t rule it out either. “But not often, it's time to be practical now. I have to keep Jesse and me alive. I was so extremely unprepared for this—I knew nothing, and I still don‘t, but the Cole's took us in, and they are good, patient teachers."

      Tricia leaned on the counter and crossed her arms. "Huh, who woulda guessed? Them boys are turning ya back into a mountain girl."

      Tricia raised her voice so her husband would hear. "Tom, I want to learn survival skills."

      Tom had been in the middle of his own story. He paused, a perplexed expression on his face, and said, "Okay, honey." He chuckled before he continued on.

      Tricia turned back to her friend. “I’m glad you’re settled in but Skye, you coulda stayed here."

      “Oh, I know! It was just a chain of events. The Infected came through, and I left in a hurry. I thought everyone was leaving. After I got Jesse it was dark, and we ended up at the Cole’s cabin. I really only expected to be there overnight before going to Dad’s but things changed. In the meantime, we have... I don't know... we've become something. I guess I'm not sure what yet. Jesse needs Dylan and Wade right now because they give him something I can't. They get what he's gone through and make him feel more normal in a way I’m not able. For his sake, at least, we need to stay together longer.

      "But Tricia,” Skye entreated, “You should come to Cole's mountain. It's so nice there. You can almost forget about all this. There are empty cabins right next to ours. I'm sure that Wade and Dylan could use more help, to do all the—you know—man stuff."

      Tricia laughed as she rose to take out a batch of cookies and put another one in the oven. "I thought you were learning all the man stuff."

      "Pfft, I'm not stupid. I'm still gonna let them make use of their own skills. And before you get all snooty about that, you better believe they are using my skills too. I've never baked so many cookies in all my life. I, admittedly, have few skills they actually need." Skye laughed. "Hence, the lessons."

      Tricia eyed Skye. "I'm sure you're helpin them more'n you realize."

      “Yes, I have to say my therapist skills are coming in handy.” Skye walked to the counter, pinched a bit of cookie dough and popped it in her mouth. “Oh, yum!" The sweet smell of warm cookies filled the air as she washed her hands in the sink.

      “Tricia, please think about coming up to the mountain.”

      Emotion played over Tricia’s face as she glanced around her house. It would be hard for her to leave her house unprotected.

      Skye saw Wade bristle and stare at the other men. None of them seemed at ease. “Tricia, what's going on between them?"

      Tricia looked down and shook her head. “History.”

      Skye tilted her head. "What can you tell me?"

      Tricia sighed and threw a glance at Tom before lowering her voice. "Look, if they say anythin, I didn't say a word." She peeked again into the living room then told Skye, "They all grew up together, great friends, inseparable. But it wasn't three boys then. It was four.”

      Tricia choked up for a moment, then cleared her throat. “There was also a boy named Mark. Great guy, the kind of guy us other kids kinda looked up to. Of the four, Dylan and he was the closest. Once they hit their early teens, they started cuttin up. Not anything real bad, but drinkin when they got their hands on it, pranks. Boy stuff."

      Tricia looked away and sighed. "One day, they were drinkin while they were cleaning their guns. Wade and Dylan got into a fight over the weapon. They weren’t aware, but the gun was still loaded. It went off. Mark caught it, right in the chest."

      Skye paled as she raised her hand to her mouth.

      Tears shone in Tricia's eyes. "Mark didn't die right away. 'Course they weren't all that close to Doc's, but they drug him all the way there. I saw them come into town. Mark still gasping his last ragged breaths. His blood soaking their clothes. I don't know how he lasted as long as he did.

      "I'll never forget the raspy sound of his breathing. The sheer confusion and panic on Dylan, Wade and Tom’s faces as they watched their friend die. We all felt so useless—there was nothing to be done. Those boys laid him right on the sidewalk and fell down beside him.”

      Tears flooded Skye’s eyes as she listened to Tricia’s story.

      "They lay there, gasping and crying. Their arms around him and each other. They stayed like that for a long time, like if no one moved, then no one died, and life would go on as it did before. Tom's dad and some deputies had to drag 'em away from Mark, kickin and screamin, especially Dylan.”

      A tear fell from Skye’s face splashing on her arm. This is what Dylan meant when he said he understood what it was to kill someone. He killed his best friend.

      "For a long spell, the boys weren't themselves. Tom and Wade were devastated, but Dylan blamed himself. He was like a ghost, here but not here. Soon after that, the Cole's mom died. Dylan just seemed so broken.

      "Wade and Dylan got pretty wild after that, and Tom wasn't allowed to hang out with them anymore. By then they’d started livin in the woods. They came to school enough to pass, but they became wild in a different way."

      Skye slowly shook her head. As if their abuse hadn't been enough. Had these men gotten one break in life? Ever? Her eyes sought Jesse. If I hadn't rescued him, his life would have turned out the same.

      "And the shooting? They weren't charged?"

      Tricia shook her head. "Ruled accidental. Tom's dad took care of the legal end. Everyone was aware of what happened but no one who'd seen the boys that day would've reckoned they could be punished any more than they already were.

      "Ya asked me what‘s between them? I don't think they blame each other, but I reckon they're not healed yet. It's like Mark is sittin there with them, reminding them of who they're missin."

      Skye scanned the men in the other room and noticed Dylan nodding her way. She turned her head to wipe at the stray tears on her cheeks before stepping into the living room and raising an eyebrow at Dylan.

      "Tom's gonna fill us in on what's been goin on around here,” he said. “Reckoned you'd want to hear it."

      Skye’s shoulders tensed as she settled into a green overstuffed chair. She wasn't sure she did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          So Much

        

      

    

    
      When Tom launched into stories of fires, gangs, and attacks, Skye realized just how sheltered she had been on the mountain. The stories seemed surreal to her. For a few minutes she listened intently taking in all the morbid tales but finally her brain refused any more.

      Instead her mind drifted to the familiar, comforting sounds and smells that always meant safety. Tom’s voice melted into the background, and Skye picked up the sound of the soft noise of a metal cookie pan scraping against a metal rack. Tricia was loading the oven with another batch of cookies.

      Tricia’s oven door made a slight squeak as she closed it, and Skye anticipated the taste of cookies when the spatula brushed against the pan as Tricia moved the cookies to the counter.

      This place, where a person was safe enough to make dessert, was one far from the scenes of violence that Tom was describing. This is where Skye wanted to stay.

      But Tom wouldn’t let her. "Skye." She turned toward Tom. His brow wrinkled with concern, he walked to her and laid his hand on her shoulder. Skye winced at the flare of pain from her injury.

      “I’m sorry. You’ve been through so much, but you need to be aware of what’s going on," Tom said.

      Skye nodded and whispered, "Yes, of course."

      Tom settled himself on the arm of Skye's chair before continuing. Skye had two reactions to something grim, and they both knew it. When someone needed her, someone she could help, she was all business, approaching the problem with doctor-like precision.

      But when that didn't or couldn't work, she switched to avoidance mode. It wasn't something she intentionally did. It just happened, as if ignoring the problem would somehow make it all disappear.

      Skye had tried to avoid problems before, during the tragic events at college, the worst of her marriage, and the beginning of this disease. The strategy had not worked in the past, and it wouldn't work now.

      “This is a lot," Tom said. "Something you—we—never saw comin. Remember everything you’ve already survived, and you can survive this too. I know you need a break, but there won't be one. I wish it were different, but it is, what it is. You can do this."

      Skye gave him a little smile as she slowly twirled her bracelets. “Don’t worry. I’m okay."

      Tom nodded and continued his updating. "I dug a ham radio out of the back of a closet at the station and am using it to get what news I can. I reached police or residents in several towns and even in the city. What we're all tryin to find out now is if there is a government left.

      "We still got a few working police stations. By that, I mean that someone is on the premises, anyway. But it's like here in most towns, pretty deserted. Everyone is just tryin to keep the healthy people safe from the sick.

      “We started dividing people into three categories, Healthy, Infected and Sick. Most Healthy in this area are tryin to help out where they can. Course, I heard from others that isn't always the case. There's some like those guys you met on the road yesterday, so we are keepin alert for those type.

      "The Sick are just that—sick. They can't help their actions but need rounded up when possible. They're spreading the disease and are a danger to others when they become enraged.”

      Dylan agreed.

      Tom went on. "The Infected. There, we've got our hands full and then some. The Infected realize they're diseased and some feel like they don't have anything to lose. Some are fine, family people tryin to get along with what time they have left. But others are forming large groups, and they are bent on destruction. Homes, towns, people, whatever, they don't care."

      Wade’s face grew red, and he let out a string of curses. Jesse’s eyes rounded and he looked at Skye, who shook her head at Wade and nodded at Jesse. Wade threw an apology to Jesse and slouched down in his seat.

      Skye caught Tom’s eye. “I met some of them in Fenton. They came after me.”

      Jesse walked over to Skye and stood beside her. “Were you scared?”

      Skye wrapped her arms around the boy. “Very.”

      Dylan glanced at Skye and reassured Jesse. "That's why we stick to the hills, Jesse."

      The boy quickly nodded. "And why no one's gonna go anywhere anymore."

      "That's right." Both Dylan and Tom replied in unison then shot each other a determined look.

      Tom continued. "The Infected are the most dangerous in my opinion. They can hide their symptoms of the sickness and can have a bad attitude. They sweep through the towns, making them virtual ghost towns, taking supplies and leaving behind disease, death and destruction.

      “They burned a town entirely to the ground and left nothing standing. Some large towns are okay and have a lot of healthy people, but they still battle the Infected and Sick. The National Guard cordoned some towns, but they aren’t holding. And one Sick person can infect everyone so being inside one can be more dangerous than being on one’s own, especially since the cordons often become a magnet for criminals.”

      "Like the night I left here. Is that when everything changed here in Colton?" Skye asked.

      "Yeah, hasn't been the same since. We ran that group off, but people got spooked and headed off to relatives’ homes in other areas. Some got sick." Tom lowered his head and pinched the bridge of his nose as the memories came back to him. "Many had quick deaths, others I moved to the Clinic at Weirstown since it was still open at the time."

      Tricia moved to stand by Tom, taking his hand.

      "You know what happened to our Doc?" Wade asked.

      "Seen him right before he headed to Fenton," Tom said. "Someone in charge told him he was needed there, to help with the Sick. Packed up his whole family. He thought it would be safer with all the government help and medicines there. I don't think it worked out so well for him though."

      "Why?" Skye asked.

      "They're sayin the Infected rule the city now, and hordes of Sick walk through it day and night. Fires burn out of control and large portions of Fenton are gone."

      "What about the Fenton hospital?" Skye's throat tightened. The conditions there were so unstable.

      Tom shook his head. "AgFlu raged through the building. No one survived."

      Skye leaned forward, her head sinking to her hands. Tom laid a light hand on her back and gave her a minute.

      Her heart ached at the terror and despair those poor people must have felt, the older lady, the young man, and the pregnant woman. She thought of Anna Lynn trying so hard to keep everyone alive. Skye hadn't held out a lot of hope for them, but she wished she'd been wrong.

      "The good news is the Healthy continue to be rescued in Fenton and some outlying towns,” Tom said. "Once we get enough people together, we will have a community, and then we can have some law and order around here."

      Tom tried to reassure them, but it would take more than a community to stop all the bad that was happening. Skye nodded as if in agreement, because she understood Tom's orderly mind needed to believe there would be an end to the chaos so he could wade through the bad he dealt with every day.

      Skye was beginning to see exactly what would be required. When evil takes over your existence, it isn't as simple as saying you want your life back. You have to fight for it.

      As her mind swirled with the daunting future she saw ahead of her, Tom uttered the words he knew would ground her, words that cut through her churning thoughts with crystal clarity.

      "They're finding kids, Skye, a lot of kids. They're gonna need you."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          The Good

        

      

    

    
      As Tom moved from the bad news to the good, Skye felt a warm glow light up her insides. This is what she needed to hear, how she would help. Unfortunately, broken children had always been part of the world, but it made her feel good to help put them back together.

      The others nodded and smiled as Tom named all the friends that were alive and well as of the last check in with the other towns. More survived than she expected given the desolate condition of Colton. They’d left, gone higher into the hills or crossed state lines to get closer to relatives.

      The few families remaining in town pooled their resources together, keeping watch as a group with each person able taking a turn.

      Skye nodded. Smart. Kinda like a Neighborhood Watch 2.0.

      But Trisha's shoulders sagged. "Who would've ever thought we‘d be in this situation?"

      "Lots of people did, you just didn't listen to 'em," Wade said as he crossed his arms and leaned back in his seat.

      The group exchanged looks. The man had a point. There had been no lack of end of the world scenarios.

      “Well, we're in it now, anyway.” Tom stood and waved toward the door. “I usually take a drive through town before dinner. See if there's anything that needs taken care of."

      "Yes, please, you boys, go with him," Trish said. "I worry so about him out there alone. He corrals up any Sick he sees all by himself."

      "It can't be helped, Tricia." Tom ran a hand down his wife's arm. "Someone's got to do it, and I'm the one with the badge. That is the job, and I'm gonna do it until I'm told not to."

      "I know." Tricia sighed.

      "Better than them showing up here lookin for dinner, and us, when they smell it cooking."

      Goosebumps trailed down Skye. Was this something she should watch for? She turned her rounded eyes to Dylan, and he nodded in agreement. Had the Sick shown up at Cole’s place when she was cooking? How many times had she fired up the stove without a thought, and all the while one of them were on the lookout? This was yet another way Wade and Dylan had helped Jesse and her. Every time I have this figured out there's another thing I don't know.

      Jesse grabbed Tom’s attention before he left. “When you been out there, have you seen my dad? And do you know anything about Grandma and Sue Ellen?"

      Skye's heart dropped at his question. His family had been on his mind, and Skye had only been able to give him small reassurances.

      Dylan reached out and laid a comforting hand on Jesse's shoulder, and Jesse leaned into him.

      "Well, I haven't seen your dad, Jesse." Tom was gentle but candid. "But that can be a good thing. Many of the Sick end up roamin through town at some point. I haven't been going out as far as your house, but as soon as there's a good day, I’ll check it. That sound good?”

      Jesse nodded.

      "Now your grandmother and Sue Ellen, a guy in their town on the radio gave me a list of survivors. Let me go get it." Tom walked to the other room and came back with a sheet of paper. "This is from two days ago, and Sue Ellen was okay." He leaned down to Jesse showing him Sue Ellen's name on the list. Jesse solemnly stared at it for a moment before looking back up at Tom, a smile breaking out on his face.

      "I'm sorry to say your grandmother isn't on the list."

      "That's okay." Jesse’s quick reply told everyone what they needed to know about that relationship.

      “Who is she with?" Dylan asked.

      “They didn’t tell me that,” Tom said.

      "Any way to get her here?” Dylan asked. “She's Jesse's family. We take care of our own; it's what we do.”

      Tom smiled. “Of course, I’ll see what can be arranged."

      Tricia waved everyone to the kitchen. “Before ya’ll take off, have a snack. Dessert is ready.”

      Skye sighed as she bit into the soft, chewy cookie. “As always, these are delicious.”

      Tricia had to accept the grunts of the men, and that each grabbed a second one before the first had left their mouths as signs of approval.

      Jesse couldn't be stopped from swiping a steaming hot cookie right off the pan.

      Tricia glowed. "It's so nice to have ya'll here. Why don't you stay over? Just for the night?"

      Tom agreed. “I could use the help with a couple of heavy chores I need to get to, if you can spare the time.”

      “Everything's covered at the cabin," Dylan said as Wade nodded, "Any reason you can think of that we can't, Skye?"

      Her lips curved in a smile. "Nope, everything is fine for me."

      "Seems we're good then," Dylan said, while Skye, Tricia, and Jesse playfully danced around the kitchen. This time together meant a lot more than it ever would have before.

      Dylan looked around the room. “You need me to go out and get somethin?”

      “No hunting required,” Tricia said. “but some gathering. The neighbor’s freezer built-up a frost, half covering a big ham. You could chip that outta there. I’ve been hopin to have an occasion to use it.”

      Dylan gave a sharp nod. “Easiest huntin I ever did."

      Quickly, Tricia figured out the menu. "That ham, some sweet potatoes, greens-"

      "Oh, I forgot. We brought you some squash!" Skye said. “and some other stuff.”

      Wade clapped and rubbed his hands together. "Sounds like we're gonna be eatin good tonight!"
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Skye stared at the ceiling as she lay on the guest room’s bed. Tricia had made Dylan, Wade and Jesse comfortable in the living room.

      Skye patted her still full stomach and smiled. The pleasant evening had been a welcome relief after the last couple of days. She was fortunate to have friends and family left, many probably didn’t.

      Skye sighed and turned to her side. She needed to call her dad, that was one reason she wanted to come to Toms’. Skye bit the inside of her cheek. It was also something she found increasingly difficult to do. The small knot in the pit of her stomach had wound tighter and tighter throughout the day.

      One worry after another flooded her mind. Tom’s news told how dangerous the cities were becoming. Even if her family survived the disease, would they survive the chaos?

      If yesterday taught her anything, it was that she couldn't get to her family no matter how much she wanted to do so. Good or bad, I have to know how they’re doing. I refused the think about the whole situation today, but I need to call as soon as I can tomorrow.

      Skye closed her eyes, but her worries didn’t allow sleep. She turned to her other side. It was too quiet. Used to the noises men and boys made in their sleep, the silence was overwhelming.

      Skye rolled her eyes. She should be glad to get away from it for one night. But the sounds had stopped being an irritation a long time ago. They meant Wade and Dylan were near and that meant safety.

      Skye huffed at her insecurity but stopped herself. There were certainly enough valid reasons for unease right now. She rose, wrapped a blanket around her, and tucking a pillow under her arm, she tip-toed down the stairs.

      Wade and Jesse were deep in snoring slumber as they lay on the floor, but Dylan sat up, his head leaning against the back of the couch. He raised his head as soon as he saw her.

      Skye stopped in the living room’s doorway. For a minute, she stared at Dylan across the darkened room. Her anxiety eased.

      Dylan nodded Skye toward the empty recliner that was beside the couch he sat on. He knew why she was here. She went to it and slid onto the seat, then raised the footrest.

      Skye turned toward Dylan and returned his intense gaze once more before arranging her blanket and closing her eyes.

      The couch springs squeaked as Dylan lay down. His quiet breathing soon turned to a comforting, soft snore. It lulled her to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Dad

        

      

    

    
      The next morning after a big country breakfast, Skye could wait no longer. With a stomach starting to reject the food it just devoured, she asked Tom for the use of his phone. Praying both that she would get through and that the phones wouldn’t work, she dialed her father's number.

      Skye's breath caught with the first ring. She turned her frightened gaze to Tricia, who hurried to her side. Skye put a hand on her thumping heart as she waited for someone to answer. On the fifth ring, there was a click.

      "Hello?" said Charlotte. Skye mouthed to Tricia that it was her sister-in-law.

      "Charlotte? It's Skye."

      "Skye! I'm so glad you got through." Relief was unmistakable in Charlotte's voice. "I was just going."

      "Going? Going where?" Panic made Skye's tone sharper than she intended. She clenched the phone tighter.

      Charlotte’s voice clogged with emotion. ”Skye, honey, I took your dad to the hospital yesterday. I'm so sorry. It—it came on so fast. He didn't make it. He passed away a few hours later.“

      Skye was numb except for the sharp prickles that waved up and down her arms. She wasn’t hearing right. It couldn’t be. A sharp pain shot through her.

      A whisper at first, then a shout. “Daddy, no. No!" Tricia put her arms around her. Skye laid a hand on her throat.

      Charlotte continued to reassure Skye. ”Your dad didn't suffer. I was with him the whole time. It wasn't the AgFlu. It was his heart. We made sure he was as comfortable as possible.”

      "I should have been there." Skye forced the self-condemning words out.

      "No, Skye, please don't think that," Tricia said as she rubbed Skye's back.

      Skye brought a hand to her forehead. “Oh, Charlotte, I’m so sorry. I tried to make it, I really did. I'm sorry. Thank you so much for being there for him." Sorrow tightened her throat.

      "You have nothing to apologize for. Your dad was happy to know you were safe. That meant everything to him."

      "Yes, yes, of course. Charlotte, are you okay?"

      "Yes, so far I am. My sister is a few streets over, and I'm going to stay with her now."

      "And Bobby and Janie, anything from them?"

      A sob escaped Charlotte. "No word about them, I asked everyone, even at the hospital. I'm hoping that means they found a safe place somewhere. I will leave a note for them. If you somehow hear from them, tell them I’m staying at Gretchen’s. How about you Skye? Are you still well?”

      “Yes, I'm fine. I did get sick but got over it. I'm visiting Tom and Tricia today and using their landline, but I'm still up in the hills with the Coles. It's secure, really nice. I had wanted to bring dad and you all here--" Her words trailed off as fresh tears started.

      "Good, you stay there. It eased your dad's mind knowing you were safe." Agony laced Charlotte's tone as she asked, "How did we get here, having conversations like this?" She cleared her throat. "I can't say it's nice here, but we'll get by. If I need to, I'll head down there. But right now, I want to stay with my family and hope that Bobby and Janie come home. If that doesn't work out, I have another sister outside of town that has been begging us to join her."

      Skye asked Charlotte to leave Tom's number in her note for Bobby and wrote down Charlotte's contact number. They each gave their assurances they would try to stay in touch. Both took their time saying their goodbyes, worried it would likely be the last conversation they would ever have with each other.

      Skye slowly hung up the phone, her head bowed. Her greatest fear had materialized. "They're all gone. My family is just gone." She was hollow, a hole sat in her chest where her beating heart used to be.

      Tricia and Tom wrapped her in their arms and Skye leaned into them letting their small words of comfort encourage her. Though consoling others didn't come naturally to Wade, Dylan, or Jesse, each did their best.

      Jesse came over to Skye and hugged her, the first he had ever initiated. “Hug me for as long as you need to, I can take it."

      Skye smiled through her tears, stroked his hair and drew him closer.

      The whole execution seemed awkward to Wade, but he managed a stiff hug not too unlike Dylan’s first hug. He made it quick but gave her back a few pats.

      Dylan reached over everyone, wrapped his hand around her upper arm and pulled her into his embrace. As his strong, warm arms comforted her, Skye blew out a long, soft breath and laid her head against his chest. She reached around Dylan, putting her hands on his back and leaned against him, knowing he would hold her up.

      When Skye's tears started again, Dylan consoled her. "There's nothin you could've done."
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        * * *

      

      Tom frowned as he watched Skye and Dylan. When had this happened? He was supposed to be a cop, and this was the first he’d noticed. He threw a questioning glance to his wife.

      But Tricia didn’t look at him. She watched Dylan and Skye with a smile as wide as the New River Gorge. Apparently, she had seen this coming, probably from the time they hit the door.

      Tom’s frown deepened, and he folded his arms as he stepped back from the group. As he got ready to clear his throat, Tricia rapped on his forearm.

      She wagged her finger at him and mouthed, “None of your business.” As if that wouldn’t give him enough of a hint, she shot him a narrow-eyed glare.

      Tom’s uncertain glance went from Tricia to the couple and back again.

      Still... Tom wasn’t sure how he felt about this. He sent Tricia a scowl, then turned to take his police-issued Glock out of his gun case and holster it.

      He refused to look at Skye and Dylan, instead turning his gaze to the living room’s rain-dotted picture window.

      Something caught his eye. There was a movement in the stand of trees facing the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          One Way or the Other

        

      

    

    
      The change in Tom’s demeanor caught Dylan’s attention. “Stay here,” he whispered to Skye as he pushed her back and grabbed his own rifle.

      Dylan stepped up beside Tom. “What do you—” Dylan saw it too. A flash of blue in the grove of trees. “He’s runnin!”

      Tom, Dylan, and Wade raced out the front door. Tom yelled back to Tricia, "You know what to do!"

      The men rushed out to the wooded tree-line that faced the living room but whoever it was had disappeared. A squeal of tires against pavement on the other side of a small rise told them where, but by the time they got to the top, the intruder was out of sight.

      Grateful the rain clouds were breaking up, Dylan headed back to the stand of trees and waved Wade and Tom over. “Let’s see what we can find out.”

      Tom looked up at the upstairs window of his house. Tricia, Skye, and Jesse aimed rifles out the window. "I'm really hoping one of them doesn't shoot us.”

      Wade and Dylan gave a deep chuckle of amusement. "We've taught ours how to shoot," Wade said. "Whatcha been doin with yours? ‘Cause last I knew she was a lousy shot.”

      “Tricia is probably a better shot than you,” Tom said.

      Dylan glanced up at the house and scoffed, then he got down to business pointing out what he saw. "Yeah, someone's been here. A man, most likely. It's trampled, they stood here a little while. Left behind a couple of these." Dylan kicked at a few hotel-size bottles of alcohol littering the ground.

      Wade scratched his cheek with the palm of his hand as he examined the scene. “Did you see this, brother?”

      “Yeah, he came from and headed toward the road.” Dylan pointed in the direction he meant.

      "Let's check it out," Tom said.

      The men hoisted their weapons and started for the small hill, their feet sinking in the rain-soaked ground. They topped the rise and looked over the scene below, there was an empty rain-soaked street with a car-sized square of dry pavement.

      Dylan continued to track the stranger. “He was moving fast. See? He fell here and slid on the wet grass.”

      Dylan looked at the other two men. "From what I'm seeing, this isn't the first time he's been here."

      Tom's jaw set at the news. One look at each other, and the men scattered.  One up each side of the street, and the other over the hill on the opposite side, but their investigation didn’t lead to any more clues about who the intruder was.

      Tom frowned and huffed out a breath. "I'll check with my guys around here, but why would they do this? They don't need to be casing my house, they can just come on in."

      A scowl covered Dylan's face. “Nah. There ain't no reason for someone friendly to do this. Something’s up, Tom, and I don’t like it.”

      Tom's eyes narrowed as he scanned the empty hills. "Neither do I, D, neither do I."

      Wade offered his opinion in the form of a large splat of saliva he spewed to the ground.

      The men milled around for a couple of minutes but unable to do anything else they walked to the house. Once there, Tricia headed straight for Tom hugging him in relief as he told her of their findings.

      Dylan looked to Skye. Her worry eased once Tom said the person had left. Skye made her way over to Dylan, and they hung back as Tricia invited the others out to the house's fenced-in patio.

      Dylan put a light hand on Skye’s back. “You okay?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I mean, it’s disconcerting but there is nothing to do.” Skye glanced up at Dylan. “I was actually thinking of something else.”

      Dylan raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, your family, Dylan. It might be a good time to contact them. I really hope you get better news than I did, but I'm sure you want to know one way or the other." A tear trailed down her cheek, and she brushed it away.

      Dylan nodded as he lightly ran a hand down her arm. She's right, this could be my last chance to call him.

      Skye settled outside with the others, and Dylan went to the phone. He chewed the side of his thumb as he listened to it ring. When his dad answered, relief rolled over him.

      Dylan’s voice broke as he addressed his father in their native language.

      "Son, is that you? I've worried about you." His father's voice quivered.

      Dylan’s chest swelled as it always did when this man called him ‘son’, then the familiar ache started. Emotion often welled up in Dylan when he spoke with his father. To have a parent care for him as much as this man did moved Dylan, and while tears were hard to come by the ache was not. Dylan slowly rubbed the spot at his heart trying to get it to calm.

      "Are you well? Is Wade healthy?" his father quickly asked.

      "Yeah, yeah. Well, Wade’s dad died." Dylan's tone was flat, it was no loss to him. "But me and Wade are fine. How ‘bout you and yours?"

      "Better than most. When this disease started, we enforced a strict quarantine here, so we kept the number exposed to it low. We've lost a few here, but none of your brothers or sisters."

      Dylan felt a burden lift he'd been unaware he carried. He had several siblings on that side of his family. His father had been married twice, both times to women who loved raising children. It was a relief they all were okay.

      "Come here to us, son."

      "It's not that easy. I've taken in--well, we've been helpin out a woman and a boy. She's got a bit of family left here, and I reckon she won't want to leave."

      "You have a woman now?" His father’s voice lifted with interest.

      "No," Dylan quickly said. "No, I didn't mean--"

      His father broke in and chuckled. "Sounds to me like you have a woman."

      Resigned to his father's humor, Dylan gave in. "I don't know what she is, but we're helpin her."

      "Bring her too. And your brother and the boy, there's room here for all of you. It’s where you should be, where you always should’ve been.“

      Dylan bowed his head. A part of him did belong there. ”I’ll keep it in mind, but your place is a ways off. We had trouble getting to Skye’s family, and she‘s closer. We shouldn't go that far unless we have to. We’re set up pretty good on the mountain, but Dad, we just might end up there, if need be."

      “Her name’s Skye, uh?”

      Dylan laughed. “Dad.”

      “I like knowing there’s someone for you.”

      Dylan looked around the corner to stare at Skye sitting with the others. “She’s someone all right.”

      “Good. Keep her. And know I’m here for you. Our people have existed long before this thing, and we will exist long after. You need me--I'm here."

      "Yeah, Dad, I know. You've always been there for me."

      Father and son exchanged contact numbers and where they would leave sign if either left the area so the other could follow, if it came to that. Dylan then told his dad everything he’d learned about the AgFlu.

      They stayed on the phone as long as they could, first with small talk and as that dwindled, content with silence, grateful for the connection between them.

      When Dylan hung up, he raised his hand to the tears slipping down his face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          Seems to Me

        

      

    

    
      Dylan joined the others on the patio, stopping first in the doorway and letting the sun warm him and take away the morning chill. Sitting beside Skye, the only empty seat left, Dylan informed every one of his family's news.

      Skye gave Dylan a gracious smile. “I’m so happy for you and your family. What a difference! If only Disease Control kept a stricter quarantine, maybe other families would have the same good outcome.” She hung her head.

      At Skye’s words, Tricia bristled. “Pfft, or any quarantine! Cowards!” She rose from her seat. “I’ll get us some drinks.”

      Tricia gave Dylan a sharp stare and a nod toward the kitchen, he followed her. Tricia pulled glasses out of the cupboard, and handing part to Dylan, told him to fill them with water. Suspicious, Dylan nodded, and glanced at Tricia out of the corner of his eye. What did she want with him?

      Tricia leaned against the counter, crossing her arms and tipping her head. “You aware that girl's sweet on you?”

      Not again. Dylan tensed and snorted his disbelief. “Nah, she ain’t. She wants to be friends.”

      "She don't see it yet, but she's figurin it out," Tricia insisted as they settled deeper into their local dialect.

      Dylan scorned Tricia’s opinion. "Look at her, look at me."

      Undeterred, Tricia flung her hand out in Skye's direction. "Ya think that girl's afraid of country? That girl was born and bred country, she just wandered over the city line a bit, is all. Country ain't her problem. Be patient, she's had a rough go of it, but she'll let ya know what it is, soon as she can."

      With his hands gripping the countertop’s edge as he leaned back against it, Dylan snapped his jaw shut. He didn't want to discuss this, especially when he thought he'd just gotten it all figured out.

      But Tricia continued anyway, "At the risk of sounding trendy, it ain’t you. Skye's got some stuff she's figurin out."

      Through the doorway, Dylan watched Skye as she curled up in the patio chair with Jesse beside her, whispering in her ear. Skye raised her head and laughed, her face lighting up for a moment before her grief came back to her.

      If it could work out... Dylan pulled his gaze away and shook his head. Don't help to think like that.

      Tricia poked him in the arm. “I know what’cha thinkin. Don't give up on her, she needs ya and more than that she wants ya.”

      Dylan rubbed his arm and frowned. “Stop pokin at me. Ya know I hate that.”

      “What I know is, it’s the best way to get your attention.”

      “Stop it, Trish. We ain’t kids no more. And anyway, a girl like that don't end up with a boy like me."

      Tricia puffed out an irritated sigh. "You forget we shared the same hills, D. I see you, and I see her. And you got it all wrong." She recrossed her arms. “Seems to me a boy like you don't know nothin ‘bout a girl like that. Here's the truth of the matter, and ya darn well know it, there's no boy like you and girl like her. Not anymore. There's just two people trying to survive." Tricia poked her finger at his chest. "Survive together."

      Dylan gave Tricia a hard stare. "Can't believe you're sayin all this, what with Tom and all."

      With a wistful glance over at Tom, Tricia said, "Me and my husband have disagreed about ya for some time now. You wouldn't have gotten in so much trouble if things wouldn't have been— well, what they were. On the other hand, I reckon that spat of upset taught you a few things. Things that are gonna be useful now. Cause to survive, you will have to be the trouble."

      Dylan nodded. If those men on the road were any sign, that was true. Be the trouble, or the trouble will take you.

      Tricia moved to poke Dylan again, and he swatted her hand away. She frowned at him. “Are ya listenin, ya big lug?”

      “Yeah. I hear ya.” Dylan scowled back. "Now stop, or I’ll tell Tom to keep ya away from me.”

      Tricia’s eyes teased. “Big D! Always was scared of lil’ ol’ me. I guess I was always too tough for ya? Uh, Dylan?”

      A matching light entered Dylan’s stare taking him back to their younger days. He jumped toward Tricia causing her to squeal and hop backward. They laughed, and Tricia gave Dylan a quick hug.

      “I care about ya,” she said. “I want to see ya happy--and Skye. You can do that for each other.”

      Dylan glanced at Skye again, he never seemed to take his eyes off her for long. “I hope you’re right, Trish.”

      “I am,” she said and handed Dylan a tray of drinks.

      The two entered the patio to find Skye listing the advantages of moving up to the mountain.

      Dylan set the tray down on a sage-colored plastic end table and added to the conversation. “There’s empty cabins all around us now. You could have one.”

      On seeing the drinks, Skye asked Dylan to pass her one. Quickly, he handed one to her as he reminded himself that this is what her kind of folks do. Nice people offer drinks, especially to people they care about.

      Wade leaned forward in his seat. “I gotta lot of know-how. I can get any of them in fine workin order for you. There’s others who've made it through the AgFlu livin up there, got the makings of a little town now. Seems fittin the sheriff would be up there too.”

      Tom laid back in his chair and voiced his misgivings. "I feel like I need to stay here in Colton. There are people here too, and if the Infected return and try set up house here, we'll have lost it."

      “And be safe up in the hills,” Dylan said, “Move up for the fall and winter. Then come spring, if we have to, we'll make a stand. We can watch them from up there.”

      Tom glanced at Tricia and looked at the ground. “I can’t commit, but I will visit next week and see how it would work out for any wanting to move up there. How’s that?”

      Dylan nodded. It was a step in the right direction.

      “In the meantime, D, let me give you a radio so we can stay in touch.”

      The day flew by and soon it was time to leave. The expression on Skye’s face said it all, and Dylan laid a hand on her shoulder when a tear slid over her cheek. When Dylan looked back at Tricia and Tom, he couldn’t miss the emotion that played across Tom’s face.

      He doesn’t like Skye and I are gettin close. If I was in his shoes, I’d probably feel the same. He’s the law, and Wade and I have rode the edge of that for some time now. Tom probably wants Skye here, but things are different now. It feels like she belongs with us. Dylan waited for the words he knew would come.

      After clearing his throat, Tom said, "I've got to thank you, boys. Skye says you took good care of her. But Skye, you and Jesse can stay here now. You'd be good company for Tricia. I'll follow you back, get your things, and we'll be home in a no time."

      Unsettled, Tricia glared at her husband, and the men were still for a moment. It seemed like an order and that didn’t sit well with them. As one, Dylan, Wade, and Jesse closed ranks around Skye. "Yeah," Dylan said, "we're gonna keep her."

      Tom bristled at Dylan. "You don't just keep— Skye belongs here."

      Before things escalated, Skye smiled, pushing Wade aside as she stepped forward beside Dylan. "That's okay, Tom. I'm keeping them too."

      Tom sighed and brought his hands to his hips. "All right then, I guess I can't say anything to that."

      Tricia swatted her husband before hugging them all. "I hate what this disease is doing to us. First, our businesses gone, then our families and now we are separated."

      “Well,” Wade said, “you decide to move on up to the mountain, just haul your stuff up there when you come and visit. And bring some of those cookies.” Before leaving, Wade sprinted to the kitchen to stuff his pocket with a few more. On his way back, Wade wrapped an arm around Jesse and slid him a couple of the treats.

      Skye waved at Tom and Tricia as she walked to the truck.

      When they were almost to the vehicle, Dylan turned and shouted to Tom and Tricia, "Hey, you know where we can find some chickens?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          The Crash

        

      

    

    
      Frankie laid on the hill near the road and watched as Skye and Jesse got settled in the car. As he pulled at the wet grass, he took another swig of his too-small bottle of whiskey. They almost caught me, but I tricked 'em. Sped off and found a different spot to spy.

      Frankie had watched Tom’s house for days hoping Skye and Jesse would show up. Today was his lucky day, but he didn’t appreciate what was happening.

      Jesse smiled up at Skye when she tossed his hair. Their affection made Frankie feel bad, and he didn’t like it. He should be the one to do that. It was his right, he was Jesse’s parent, not her.

      That’s my kid—my kid you’re going on about, makin him a momma's boy. Boys need to be tough.

      As Wade and Dylan got into their vehicle, Frankie pushed himself up off the grass and made a drunken mad dash to his car. After stumbling a few times, he stayed low to the ground. Once Frankie reached it, he opened and shut the door with exaggerated quietness.

      From here, Frankie barely made out the top of the black truck as the vehicle backed out of the driveway, but he needed to keep his distance. With no other traffic on the road, if he got to close, he would arouse suspicion.

      Impatiently, Frankie waited until Tom and Tricia walked into their house to start his car. He gripped the steering wheel as he watched them waving, twisting his hands on it as he bided his time. The instant the front door shut, he turned the key and slammed the car into gear. To see the black truck ahead of him as it circled curves in the road, Frankie needed to crane his neck just right.

      Raising the whiskey bottle to his lips, Frankie sucked out the drops that remained, then hurled bottle behind him with enough force to further crack the already broken back window. He glowered at the truck in front of him.

      Do ya think can just beat me and leave me for dead? Take my boy? Thought it’d scare me of, huh? Guess what? I don’t scare easy. You just lit the fire, boys, you just lit the fire. My whole life people been looking down on me. You’re no better than me! Can raise my kid better? Bad enough when the state took ‘im. But there ain’t no law now. I want my boy back, I just take 'im. You nobodies ain’t got any right to steal what’s mine. And that boy is mine, like it or not.

      Determined, Frankie removed a hand from the steering wheel to stroke the gun on the seat beside him. I’ll get 'im back whatever it takes.

      Anger popped and stretched within him, and he inhaled deeply only to jerk in anguish. Broken ribs, and no doctor meant a slow recovery for Frankie. His resentment grew along with his pain.

      What if, instead of only getting his boy back, he made them pay for taking Jesse in the first place? Frankie wiggled a little straighter in his seat. He liked that idea. Hurt them like they had hurt him. Frankie sucked in a lip as he attempted to think of a plan. It would take more than him. Trouble was, there wasn‘t much he was able to do by himself and like-minded people—well, any people were hard to come by nowadays.

      Carefully, Frankie worked his way around the curves. One wrong move and the group in front of him would see him. He couldn't allow them even a glance. Today he would find out where they lived. Later he would return to do what he wanted.

      Dylan's truck slowed, and Frankie slowed to a crawl. Worried he was caught, Frankie stopped the car before the next turn, got out and walked to the curve. To peek around the rocky hill, he kept close to it and slowly worked his way to where he could observe the Cole’s group.

      Dylan’s pickup idled, and a quick glimpse showed Frankie an armed Dylan and Wade striding down the road directly at him.

      Frankie ran for the gun he’d left in the car. He skidded to a stop. He’d never make it before they rounded the corner. Desperately, he searched the ground on the lower side of the hill until he spotted a narrow trail. Frankie raced for it.

      He slid down the steep path kicking up wet mud and stones. He grabbed a tree to break his fall and laid flat against the hillside.

      Frankie saw Wade and Dylan from the chest up as they sauntered to his car and took his gun and a few other items from the front seat. They moved to the loaded trunk, and Frankie held his breath. The two talked as they scanned the area. When they stepped closer to the edge, Frankie blew out a sigh. If they had opened that, he didn’t know what would happen.

      Instead, Dylan and Wade readied their weapons and called out to Frankie. Wade said something to Dylan, and they both laughed. At Dylan's delighted nod, Wade got into the driver's seat and maneuvered the car, so it crossed the street instead of aligned with it. The battered car now faced the clear expanse of sky and the edge of the road.

      Realizing their intention, Frankie took off, half running, half skidding down the hill. He knew what was in that trunk, he’d put it there.

      "Hey!" One of them said as Frankie continued down the hill as fast as he could go. He wasn't stopping. He knew what waited for him if he did.

      "Hey!" came the shout again.

      Gravel crunched, and there was a scrape of metal against pavement as the two brothers pushed the front end off the edge. Frankie threw a glance over his shoulder, hoping it would stop there. Instead, it flew over the side so close to him Frankie could have touched it.

      Front over end, it rushed by him. Grinding and crashing with the first hit. Frankie dodged the rock and dirt that shot up all around him, stinging him in a million places. The car continued its erratic, deafening course as it went. He ducked and hugged the dirt, waiting.

      On the final smash, it teetered back and forth before it stopped and shuddered. For a moment, Frankie thought the car's journey was at its end, but he was wrong.

      The vehicle shot upward as it exploded into hundreds of fiery pieces. Orange and yellow flames decorated the fragments and licked at what remained on the ground. Frankie ducked what he guessed was part of a door coming at him. It hit the hill above him and slid down it, smoke rolling off the metal and the turf beneath it.

      Frankie's face, hot from the explosion, reddened further with the shout of triumph from above. Dylan and Wade laughed and applauded at the site of the flames. Then slapped each other on the back as they walked toward their truck.

      Grabbing at grass and roots, Frankie pulled himself up the hill as their vehicle roared to life and continued up the mountain. Ribs aching from the effort, he hauled himself onto the road and stared after the pickup. His anger reached a fervor rivaling the flames below.

      I'm gonna kill them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          Ready

        

      

    

    
      Crunching metal and shattering glass along with the boom of an explosion loud enough to make Skye’s ears hurt had her scrambling for the car door handle, Jesse right behind her.

      "No! Back in the truck. You stay in this car!" Skye told him, pushing him onto the seat with one hand.

      "I want to see!" Jesse's eyes lit up with excitement. Even from here, the flames were visible, and he was eager for a closer look.

      "No! I said no!"

      "Well, what if they are coming for us? And you leave me here and--"

      Skye huffed. "Oh, my—Jesse! Fine! But you stay right by me, you hear?"

      Jesse nodded several times. Skye grabbed hold of his shirt. She would take no chances with him.

      Cautiously, Skye and Jesse rounded the curve to see Dylan and Wade looking gleefully over the hill at the blaze. The tension in Skye eased, and when Jesse struggled to break away, she let him.

      “Dylan!” Jesse said as he raced to the Coles.

      When Dylan turned toward Jesse, his expression changed from happy to troubled, and he waved Jesse back.

      “I wanna see,” Jesse said.

      “Nah, Jesse, not today.” Dylan corralled Jesse as he tried to peer over the side of the road. Wade and Dylan started up the hill, dragging Jesse along with them.

      Skye met the three on their way up the street. “Dylan? What’s wrong?”

      Dylan frowned and shook his head. “Ain’t nothin wrong. We just need to go.”

      “But what happened?”

      “Nothin.”

      Skye raised an eyebrow at Dylan.

      He nodded at Jesse who he was still half-dragging up the road. “We’ll talk about it later.”

      When Skye opened her mouth, Dylan repeated, his voice stern, “Later.”

      “Okay.” Skye lowered her head and rolled her eyes. He hadn’t even known what she was going to say.

      Jesse didn’t give up though. "Oh, come on, that’s not fair! I just wanna see!"

      “Not this time, buddy,” Dylan said. “I’ll blow somethin else up for you."

      "Come on, Jesse," Wade said, "Let's go back to the pickup now."

      Dylan let the boy loose so he could follow Wade, and chuckled as Jesse jabbered a long list of everything he would like to blow up someday.

      Once Jesse was out of earshot, Skye sent a questioning glance to Dylan. When he didn’t respond other than a shake of his head, she jabbed him in the arm.

      He rubbed the spot. “I hate being poked.”

      “So I heard. I hate being treated like a child.”

      Dylan snorted. “Okay. That’s fair.” He glanced up at Jesse and lowered his voice. “It was Frankie.”

      Skye stopped and placed a hand on her chest. “Are you kidding me?”

      Dylan stared at Skye, gauging her reaction to the news before shaking his head and studying the pavement. “No.”

      With wide eyes, Skye looked at Dylan unable to believe what he told her. Her gaze turned to the forest-covered hills, over the valley and back to Dylan as she thought about the situation. Then she asked, “What was he doing?”

      Dylan pressed his lips together a couple times. “Followin us. Probably trying to see where we live.”

      “Oh, no! Dylan, what if he finds us? I was hoping... Well, I know it’s horrible, but I was hoping he’d gotten the AgFlu.”

      Dylan’s mouth twisted. “Weren’t we all?”

      “How did he look?”

      “Healthy, but still beat up. Think he’d learn.”

      Skye waved toward the fire. “What happened there?”

      Dylan pointed to the edge of the roadway. “He ran down the side of the mountain, and we pushed his car over.”

      Skye raised her eyebrows. “You threw a car at him?” When Dylan looked down and scraped his foot along the road, she asked, “You couldn’t have just taken the keys?”

      A bit of pink colored Dylan’s cheeks. “Wade’s way was more fun.”

      Skye blinked a couple times and crossed her arms. “Figures we have him to thank for this.”

      “Hey, I was all for it too.”

      Skye frowned. “Why was it that big of explosion?”

      “Seems like he had a surprise for us in the trunk.”

      Skye started walking again. “This is horrible! I don’t like this, I really don’t. I thought he’d just give up.”

      Dylan laid a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Skye. He will now.”

      Skye stared up at Dylan. “I don’t want anything happening to Jesse, to any of us.”

      Dylan gave her a solemn nod. “I know. Me either, and to get Jesse away from Wade would be like wrestling a bear.”

      Skye chuckled even as tears flooded her eyes. She glanced down.

      “Hey.” Dylan put a finger to Skye’s jaw and tipped her face to his. “Jesse’s okay. We’re okay, and we’re stayin that way. Frankie’s got a long walk back, and that’s if he’s in decent condition. I’ll radio Tom, and he can keep an eye open for him.”

      His callused thumb wiped away an escaped tear. Skye caught Dylan’s hand and laid her cheek to it. “Thank you.”

      Dylan’s gaze met Skye’s and held hers, refusing to let go. He raised his other hand and lightly ran it down her hair only to tangle his fingers at its edge.

      Skye’s heart thumped. Almost all rational thought left her as she held Dylan’s intense dark-blue gaze. The world around them disappeared as Skye set her palm on Dylan’s chest and felt the hard strum of his heart beneath it.

      With a gentle tug on the hair he held, Dylan drew Skye to him. Her knees weakened, but she managed a tiny step forward. It was enough.

      Her eyes locked on his, Skye slowly gathered his t-shirt into her fist. Dylan’s heart quickened beneath her hand, and Skye’s throat went dry for a moment. She swallowed.

      Dylan’s gaze questioned Skye. He gave her time, and she took it, still returning his intense gaze. Then she wavered.

      Skye looked at the trees, Dylan's face, the road, Dylan’s lips—soon anywhere but him.

      Dylan tugged on Skye’s hair again, and her gaze shot back to him. “Hey, it’s okay,” he whispered. “Come here.”

      Skye fell into Dylan’s arms. A kiss she couldn’t do yet, but this… this was perfect. “I’m sorry. I’m just not ready yet.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll be here.”

      And he would be. When Dylan said he’d do something, he would do it. He’d be there for her, not rushing, not pushing, letting her have the time she needed.

      Skye nodded and closed her eyes listening to his steady heart, as Dylan’s powerful arms sheltered her. The blare of the truck’s horn startled Skye, and Dylan chuckled when she jumped. He looked down at her. “I guess they’re getting impatient.”

      Skye looked up at him. “Hungry more like it. Neither one can go more than a couple hours without eating.”

      “Well, a couple hours is a long time,” Dylan said as he pinched a little of Skye’s hair between two fingers, followed it down to her shoulder and let go. “Come on.”

      Dylan ran a palm down Skye’s arm and folded his calloused fingers around her smooth ones. She squeezed Dylan’s hand and gave him a shy smile.

      When they reached the pickup, Dylan opened the door. “Get on up there, woman.”

      “Yeah, what took you so long?” Jesse said, “We’re hungry. We need you to make us food.”

      Skye let out a sharp laugh. “Everyone in this truck is more than capable of making their own food. I’m not the maid. I don’t take orders.”

      Dylan settled himself into the driver’s seat. “Yeah, you could work on that a bit.”

      Skye’s amusement grew. “I could work on that?”

      With a serious frown, Dylan nodded. “Yeah, like when I say something, you hop to it.”

      “Pfft, I’m not a rabbit! The only place I’ll hop to anything is in your dreams!” Skye shoved back in her seat and watched Dylan’s eyes track her.

      “Yeah, apparently. You’ve made that clear.” Dylan held his tough demeanor for a moment before letting a slight smile curve the side of his mouth. “Somethin else to add to them.”

      Skye giggled and held Dylan’s gaze in the mirror, a twinkle in her eye. “How about you listen to me for once?” Skye smirked. “Take me home, tough guy.”

      Dylan winked at Skye. “Yes, ma’am.”

      
        
        The End
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Excerpt from The Climb: Sanctuary’s Aggression Book 3

      

      

      Calvin had no doubt they would find the woman and boy. From the moment he’d watched them pull away from the side of the road with those two men he’d known it wouldn’t be a problem.

      Both the Jeep and truck had the county name on the license plate, and it wasn’t like there were many towns in that small area. If he and the boys had to go town by town, they’d track them down.

      Someone would remember a sky-blue Jeep and that huge black truck. They’d find them, it was just a matter of time.

      And time was different now. With no TV or computers, no work or families, it was all they had left. The trick was finding ways to fill it, and Calvin was very good at doing that.

      

      To order The Climb: Sanctuary’s Aggression 3 click here.
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      If you liked the book, I’d love to hear about it. You can leave a review at Amazon or Goodreads.

      

      To hear of upcoming releases, a mailing list sign-up is available at my website, www.mairadawn.com. I don’t email often, maybe one a month, mostly to let you know how I’m coming along with those new books.

      

      You can leave me a comment on Facebook at www.facebook.com/mairadawn.writer/. I’m always happy to hears from readers.
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