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They are all immune to HLV...until they aren’t.

WHEN A MYSTERIOUS ILLNESS breaks out at the armory, Grace and the others scramble to save everyone when it becomes obvious HLV has mutated again. Jason, a recent arrival, knows of a research facility that might hold a cure, or at least a vaccine, so she and Clint go with him to see if they can find a way to save their people. Rafe joins their group after he steps in to save them at one point during their perilous journey, and she’s drawn to him as well. Can the four of them find a way to stop HLV before it kills more people, while also building a relationship strong enough to endure Clint, Jason, and Rafe sharing Grace?

This is a reverse harem romance and the fourth in the Hell Virus series. It can be read as a standalone, but reading the series in order will give a more complete and enjoyable experience.
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Chapter One

[image: image]




I PUSHED AWAY THE BOOKS in front of me in frustration. I grasped the basic concept of how to mix the chemotherapy drugs and believed that the state-of-the-art lab in the armory included everything I’d need to do so, even a nice biosafety cabinet, but I couldn’t be sure I would mix the right drugs for Joel. As a Physician’s Assistant working in family medicine, and an ICU nurse before that, I’d never been tasked with oncology before, so I had no idea which drugs to prescribe Joel. 

Cytology clearly indicated cancerous cells in the pleural fluid, which meant he had some kind of cancer, but he’d declined a biopsy, and I wasn’t confident it would’ve helped me identify which kind of chemotherapy to give him anyway, even if I had narrowed down the type of tumor. That was outside my wheelhouse, and none of the books available in the armory were enlightening me.

Picking up one of the books again, I went to the drug storage room, to the chemotherapy section, to look at the drugs. Even seeing the names on the vials, ampules, and bottles of powder didn’t help me decide which would be the best to use. With a sigh, I returned to the workspace I’d been using on one of the black-topped lab tables, taking a moment to straighten the books and put them back on the bookshelf. I knew I was wasting time in an effort to prolong speaking with Joel, which wasn’t fair to him.

I left the elegantly equipped lab, unable to believe I was no closer to finding a solution than I’d been before entering. I’d always known it was a longshot, but I’d hoped there would be some resource in the medical books available to me, or perhaps some clues in the package inserts of the medications themselves. I’d turned up nothing, so it was my grim duty to tell Joel that. 

I stopped by the cafeteria to look for him first, but he wasn’t there. Other than a cough that occasionally brought up blood, and some weight loss, he wasn’t yet displaying advanced symptoms. I’d only taken a needle aspiration sample for cytology when his cough lingered and didn’t improve. He wasn’t working that day though, so I wandered around the armory a bit before leaving the underground part of the base to go to the main level. I wanted to check in with Joshua, who represented Joel’s best hope at the moment, and I was surprised to see Joel helping him in the greenhouse.

I moved closer, not bothering with an encouraging smile. I did give him a small one, but Joel didn’t reciprocate. Joshua stood nearby, doing something with his marijuana plants. I had no idea, since botany had never been my strong point, so I focused my attention on Joel. “I still don’t know what kind of chemo to use, Joel. I spent the morning trying to figure it out, but it would just be a blind guess on my part.”

He looked resigned, but that was often his expression these days. “It doesn’t matter, Grace.” His defeatist attitude was also common with him and had been since the militia mowed down Betsy at the camp. Losing his wife had incapacitated him emotionally, if not fully physically.

I could sympathize, but hated that he didn’t seem inclined to fight. With a sigh, I turned my attention to Joshua. “How’s your crop coming?”

“Very well. I found seeds for a strain that yields a higher level of CBD and less THC, so it will minimize his side effects when he takes it. These are almost ready to harvest, and then I can extract the CBD and THC oil for Joel.”

I nodded, no longer skeptical about Joshua’s claims. He came to me shortly after Joel’s diagnosis to tell me that extracts from marijuana could sometimes kill cancer cells, or at least slow their growth dramatically. Researching through the materials that were available to me had confirmed he was right. Joel didn’t seem to care whether we tried or didn’t try anything, so Joshua and I were working together, though it sometimes felt like in spite of Joel rather than with him.

There was nothing else to do there, so I left the greenhouse, walking slightly out of my way to visit the pasture, where the livestock were settled in for winter. There was a nice barn behind it, and I couldn’t see any of the livestock in the pasture. Deciding I didn’t care about playing it cool, I moved to the barn and entered. 

A quick glance revealed most of the animals in various stalls, or grouped into small clumps settled into the hay. There were a few people working, but I immediately recognized Clint’s black cowboy hat. That put a spring in my step, and my stomach tightened with excitement, just like it did every time I saw him. 

It was the strangest reaction, mostly reminiscent of adolescent crushes I’d had. I had the butterflies-in-the-stomach feeling for my husband, Luke, in the beginning, but those had already faded and died before HLV took him. He’d died two weeks before our divorce hearing, and he was still cursing me the last time I saw him. The funny thing was, I should’ve been the one cursing him, since he’d been the cheater in the relationship, but he blamed me for bailing.

With Clint, I felt none of the anxiety and uncertainty that marred my last months with Luke. I moved closer to him. He looked up with a grin, leaning against the pitchfork he’d been using, and nodded down to the ground. “Watch your step, darlin’.”

I paused and looked down, realizing I had almost stepped in a fresh cow patty. Or it could have come from a horse or goat. I didn’t know enough about the animals to distinguish which one had left the pile in the hay, but was thankful for his sharp eyes. I made an adept detour around it to cross the last few feet to him. 

It felt natural to just hold out my arms, and his wrapped around me. We hugged for a moment before he kissed me on the cheek. I thought we were farther along in our relationship than a kiss on the cheek, but he was also old-fashioned in some ways, and he wasn’t fond of PDAs. There were enough people in the barn to inhibit him. I found it sweet and mimicked the motion by pressing a kiss to his cheek. 

I stepped back to allow him his dignity, but he surprised me by wrapping his arm around my waist and pulling me closer. Then he kissed me full on the mouth, and it was just as nice as it had been the first time he did it a few weeks ago. Nice was too tepid of a word. It curled my toes and made my stomach clench with excitement. I wondered if that would ever fade and hoped it would not.

When he pulled away, he kept his arm around my waist. “What brings you to my neck of the woods? Are you ready to learn how to milk a cow?”

I shuddered. “No, I’ll leave that to you and Finn.”

Clint laughed. “Finn gets up too late to milk the cows, darlin’. Usually, Mason helps out, but he wasn’t feeling well this mornin’.” 

“That’s too bad. Do you need help milking the cows?” I asked the question cautiously, certainly not eager to volunteer, but not wanting the cows to be uncomfortable, or Clint to be overworked.

He shook his head, which sent a wave of relief through me.

“Nah, Lori stepped in.” He nodded his head to the left side, and I saw Lori sitting on a stool in front of a cow, its teats in her hands. She nodded in my direction and smiled, but never broke rhythm. I lowered my voice slightly and turned with my back to her as I asked Clint, “Shouldn’t she be in class with Sofia?” Sofia was our schoolteacher, though she was only a few years older than Lori and had only been in training when HLV wrecked everything.

“Sofia tested her last week, and she passed the High School Equivalency Test with flying colors. Now, she’s just looking for her place at the armory. She’s been visiting the animals, so I asked her to pitch in. She’s a natural at milking.”

“Thank goodness for that, so I don’t have to.”

“Should I come by your place tonight before dinner to walk you to the cafeteria?”

I hesitated for a second, but only because I wanted to see the flush slowly filling his cheeks. He seemed shy about the question, and I could imagine why. Last time he’d met me before dinner to walk me to the cafeteria, we’d gotten into a heavy make-out session. It would’ve progressed to more, but he put on the brakes. He didn’t want to rush me, he said, but I figured part of his caution was because he knew he’d be expected to share me at some point. 

It wasn’t exactly a rule at the armory, but with the men outnumbering the women significantly, and with three women already involved in relationships with multiple men, the writing was on the wall. I didn’t have the sense that anybody would force me to have more than one boyfriend, or even force me to have one boyfriend, but it was becoming part of our society, and the idea intrigued me. I had yet to meet anybody else at the armory who’d caught my attention, other than Clint, but hadn’t ruled out the possibility of more than one man. I nodded and said, “I’ll see you tonight then.”

After parting from him and leaving the barn, I returned to the infirmary to give Finn the news about the chemotherapy. He was just coming out of one of the exam rooms when I saw him, and he walked over to me as I met him halfway. 

“Did you have any luck figuring out which drug to use for Joel?”

I let out a heavy sigh. “No, and I don’t think I’m going to be able to with the resources here at the armory.”

Finn frowned. “We can always try the university. They had a medical school attached, and I—”

“No, and you know why. Collier’s put us on lockdown for the winter in an attempt to avoid the New Order Militia.”

“He’d give us permission. Hell, I’ll go, if you want? I can bring back all the books I find.”

I shook my head again. “I’d have to go to see what might actually be useful. I’m willing to, but Joel has already said he doesn’t want anybody risking their lives for him, and we have to respect that. To be honest, I don’t think he wants the chemo anyway.”

Finn looked sad. “Yeah, I guess he’s afraid it won’t work, and there’re all those side effects...”

I shrugged. “Maybe he’s afraid it will work. He’s not the same Joel he used to be before they killed Betsy.”

Finn went quiet for a moment and then sighed. “I can relate. If something happened to Natalie...” He trailed off and shook his head. “Anyway, we have a couple new patients.”

“Is Mason one of them?” He seemed surprised when I guessed the identity, and I told him Clint had mentioned he wasn’t feeling well.

“Yeah, and Zach.”

I didn’t know Zach well, but I recognized him in passing, the same as Mason. I’d treated various people since coming to the armory, but hadn’t had a lot of time to get friendly with many of them. Mostly, my social circle consisted of the same people it had when I was still at Camp Utopia, along with the addition of Finn, Natalie and her other boyfriends, and Clint. “What are the symptoms?”

“High fever, sweating, and chills. I’m guessing it’s influenza.”

“Let’s take a look.” We went into Zach’s room first, where I performed an examination. It was definitely something viral. “I think you might be right about influenza. Your late-night study sessions are paying off.” 

Poor Finn was burning the candle at both ends some days as he tried to learn all he could about human anatomy to compensate for the fact that he had been a veterinarian-in-training before coming to the armory and taking over healthcare there. He’d wanted to retire when I arrived at the armory from Camp Utopia and go back to caring for animals, but didn’t get that luxury. The more I could teach him, and the more we could both learn, the safer everyone would be.

After leaving Zach’s room, I followed Finn to the other exam room and immediately thought Mason was in worse shape. He was sweating profusely and trembling. His fever was one-oh-five when I checked it with the temporal thermometer a moment later. “Let’s get him on an IV.” I could add something to bring down the fever along with the hydration solution that way.

I stood back and watched, overseeing the procedure. Finn did it with flawless technique, and I knew he must’ve worked with the practice arm Avi had found somewhere and brought back for him from a run after I asked him to keep an eye out for one.

“What kind of ‘flu do you think it is?”

I shrugged. “It could be A or B, or something horrible, like H5N1, though that strain isn’t too likely. Without a full lab panel—that won’t tell us much about how to treat it anyway—it’s just a best guess. Since most viral infections have a similar protocol, we’ll just have to wait and see.”

“We need someone here with them the whole time, huh?” 

I nodded at Finn’s words. “I’ll take the first watch.” I volunteered because I wanted to have my evening free for Clint. Finn departed a moment later, looking tired. I left the doors open for both exam rooms and went to the reception desk, picking up the novel I’d left there. I couldn’t really concentrate with all the thoughts racing through my head, but somehow, the hours managed to pass.
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Chapter Two
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I WAS WAITING FOR CLINT when he arrived, ostensibly to escort me to the cafeteria. Instead of stepping into the hallway, I opened the door wider, so he could step inside. We were both aware of what was going to happen that night, and I’d been ready for a while. Apparently, Clint had conquered his nerves as well. We stood together for a moment, me waiting for him to make the first move, because I sensed it had to be his. I knew he was still grieving his wife, and starting a relationship with someone else was a big step. Being intimate with someone else was an even bigger step, so I waited.

He removed his cowboy hat and hung it on the doorknob as he ran his fingers carelessly through his wavy brown hair. I took a step closer, but didn’t reach out until he moved toward me. We were touching, our chests pressed together, as I reached up to run my fingers through his hair. 

It was a rare sight to see it without the hat, and it was softer than it looked. He closed his eyes as I caressed his hair before bringing my fingers down to trace along the edge of his ear and then moved forward to run my thumb across his lips. They parted slightly, drawing my thumb inside. He started sucking on it. I shivered at the onslaught of sensations that filled me when I pressed even closer.

When I moved my hand, his head lowered as mine raised. Clint was several inches taller than me, so it required getting on my tiptoes, but I was able to reach his mouth. His lips curved over mine in what started as a hesitant kiss, but quickly grew confident and hungry. His tongue pressed at the seam of my lips, and I opened my mouth, chasing his tongue with mine as he explored all my niches. I raked my teeth lightly across his appendage, and he moaned, but it was a sound of pleasure.

I twined my hands through his hair, pulling his head closer to me and ensuring he couldn’t move away. I wasn’t certain that he’d even try, but I wanted him near. I wouldn’t hold him if he tried to leave, but he needed to know I was willing and ready.

His hands moved over my back, caressing me through the thin T-shirt I wore, sans bra. I’d figured there was no need for one, because I had hoped this would happen. A moment later, his hands slipped under the hem of my T-shirt and slid it up my stomach, palms following his fingers. 

He had rough hands from years of manual labor, but they felt good sliding against my soft skin. When he lifted the shirt completely above my breasts, his hands cupped the globes, and he began to massage my nipples gently. I arched my back and pressed closer to him, needing and wanting more. 

I continued to kiss him, my tongue plunging into his mouth this time, my fingers still in his hair keeping his head against me, as one of my hands slipped down to caress his chest through the flannel shirt. I pulled on the buttons and was pleasantly surprised to find they were actually snaps. In seconds, his shirt hung open, and my greedy hands took advantage of it to explore every inch of his flesh bared to me.

He had taut muscles and a pleasing amount of chest hair that felt crisp against my fingertips. When I broke the kiss to look down, I saw just a spattering of gray here and there. He wasn’t quite forty, but the gray suited his hard and rugged form. His brown hair was completely untouched by gray as of yet, and the lines on his face gave him sexy maturity rather than making him look older.

“You’re beautiful, Grace.” He cleared his throat after he said that, his hands still massaging my breasts.

“Thanks. You’re pretty hot yourself.” I took a step back, just long enough to remove my T-shirt, though it made his hands fall to his sides. After a second, he pulled off his shirt, and we moved back together, our bare skin touching. I plunged my hands into the back waistband of his jeans, slipping underneath to stroke his buttocks. “Commando?”

He chuckled, though there was a hint of a blush in his cheeks. “I figured we’d be doing this instead of eating dinner and didn’t bother with them.”

I frowned. “You mean you don’t normally go commando?” That seemed like the cowboy way.

He laughed, shaking his head forcefully. “Hell, no. It took one time getting my short curlies caught in a zipper to learn that wasn’t the way to go.”

I heaved a sigh, though I wasn’t really disappointed. It didn’t matter to me if he wore one layer, none, or four hundred. How many ever kept me from his skin would only be a temporary barrier. With that thought in mind, I moved my hands around front to unsnap and unzip his denim before sliding them down his hips and knees. The fabric pooled by his feet, and since he still wore his cowboy boots, he was semi at my mercy.

With a wicked grin, I dropped to my knees and grasped his cock, bring it to my mouth to suck, at first carefully and slowly, alternating moments of sucking with light flicks of my tongue, or an exploratory swirl around his shaft. He put his hand in my hair, disrupting the bun I’d used to secure the kinky curls, but I didn’t care. I was focused on the task before me. 

A drop of pre-cum hovered on the tip, and I moved forward quickly, lapping it up with my tongue before taking him back in my mouth again. This time, I let the length of him settle to the back of my throat as far as I could and started sucking in earnest. Clint groaned, bucking his hips, and kept his hand fastened securely in my hair. The other one rested on his hip, and he thrust forward as he surrendered to my skillful ministrations.

I swallowed discreetly before easing away and getting to my feet again. Clint’s eyes looked heavy, the lids at half-mast, and there was a new air of relaxation about him. His hand eased in my hair and dropped to his side. I caught a glimpse in the mirror of the wild curls exploding around my head. I pulled a face and started smoothing them down, but he caught my hand.

“Leave it, please. You look sexy like that. Like you’re wild and untamed. It’s such a marked contrast to the buttoned-up doctor look you usually sport.”

“Coming from you, that’s almost poetry, Clint.” He wasn’t one to waste words, so I appreciated his attempt at verbally wooing me.

“There’re better uses for a mouth than words.” With that statement, he pulled me into his arms again, losing any hint of the relaxation he’d shown a moment before. There was a new and different tension in his body, and in mine, when he vigorously kissed me. I lost myself in the caress of his mouth on mine as he angled us backward, directing us toward my bed. 

The other queen-size in the room remained unused, but he could tell which one was mine, I was sure, by the fact the bed was messily made. That was me—sometimes skimping on things like meticulous housekeeping in an effort to keep up with my other duties.

We fell together on the bed as one, our kiss not breaking for several moments. Then Clint pulled away from me long enough to remove his cowboy boots and the rest of his clothes. As he was doing that, I shimmied out of my jeans and underwear, tossing them haphazardly on the other bed. 

When he returned, I held out my arms to him, but he evaded them. Instead of settling on me, he went between my legs, and his mouth drifted down my stomach. I purred my satisfaction with the idea, which quickly turned to pleasure when his mouth settled on the heart of me, his tongue squirming into my folds to stroke my clit. He was very good at what he did, and he soon had me hovering on the edge of orgasm. When he sucked my clit into his mouth before flicking his tongue rapidly across the tip, I came with a shuddering groan.

He didn’t give me time to recover before he was up, moving between my legs, and the head of his cock rested against my opening. “Do I need a condom? I didn’t think to grab one.”

I shook my head. “I have the birth-control implant, and I know I’m clean. My husband was the only one I was with the last four years.” I omitted the information that when I’d discovered he was cheating, I had gone for a full physical that came back clean. That had been about three months before HLV became a news story that morphed into a nightmare for almost everyone.

With a small sigh, he let himself enter me as he said, “It’s pretty much the same for me, except Emily was the only one I was ever with.”

I didn’t want to talk about Emily right then, but knowing she was his first and only before me explained part of why he’d held back and had taken so long to make a move. We’d known each other from Camp Utopia, but it wasn’t until we were settled at the armory that we’d done much interacting. We had spent the last two months tiptoeing around and flirting, until we finally got to this moment, the moment where his body fused with mine as he sank deeply inside me. We stayed like that for a moment before his hips started moving, and mine responded.

We thrusted together, matching each other’s rhythms. I moaned each time he filled me and tried to clench my inner muscles to keep him from withdrawing when he pulled out just enough to thrust back in again. He filled me perfectly, and I clung to him as I arched against his pistoning hips. He started to come first, but the initial spasms of his shaft inside me triggered my own release, and I came with a forceful climax that left me shaking and whimpering slightly from the intensity.

I hated to think about Luke at the moment, when I was with Clint, but I couldn’t help contrasting the tepid sex I’d had with my husband to the encounter with Clint. Luke and I hadn’t touched each other for months before I filed for divorce, so it’d been quite a while since I’d had a lover, but I didn’t think I was allowing abstinence to color my perception of just how amazing it was to make love with Clint.

He pressed his forehead against mine for a moment, and we stayed that way as our breathing steadied. We seemed to both reach the mutual agreement to take a shower together without so much as a word. Afterward, I made ramen for both of us, and we ate the noodles in bed as we cuddled.

When I looked up at him, he wore a troubled expression. “What’s wrong?”

He shrugged. “Nothing, I guess.”

I frowned, certain it was something more than nothing. “Are you thinking about Emily? If you are, I think that’s normal. I don’t feel threatened by it.” Unless he was comparing me to Emily as I had compared him to Luke earlier and found me wanting. I couldn’t handle that. I wasn’t in competition with his dead wife, but I wanted to please him as much as he pleased me.

“No, I wasn’t thinking of her.” He seemed startled by the idea. “I was thinking about something more pragmatic.”

I wiggled closer as I took his bowl, placing them both in the nightstand. “What are you thinking of?”

“About you, and how I have to share you. I don’t know if I can do that.”

I laid my head against his chest, listening to his rapid heartbeat, but not really able to say much of anything. I couldn’t promise him that there wouldn’t be other men. I was keeping my options open and though I hadn’t found another yet, if I did, it would be difficult for Clint to handle. 

Especially now that I knew he’d only been with one other woman his entire life, and he’d married her right out of high school. “Whatever happens, you and I will always have us.” I hoped he understood what I was trying to relay.

He let out a shuddering sigh before pulling me closer to him again. “I’ll handle it, because I’d rather share you than give you up.”

I hoped he was right, and he knew his own mind well enough. I didn’t want the realities of our newly forming society to tear us apart, but I couldn’t promise myself to just him either. It wasn’t because I didn’t care about him, or that I wasn’t falling for my rugged cowboy. I certainly had a plethora of feelings, and I was sure that was on both sides. It was just that life had changed. There was security in having more than one man, and not just for companionship. There were myriad reasons why it had become a good idea to have multiple husbands, and Clint surely realized that reality as much as I did.
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Chapter Three
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POUNDING ON THE DOOR woke us, and I sat upright with my heart racing. My first fear was the New Order Militia was attacking us, and I rolled out of bed in search of my clothes, so I wouldn’t be captured completely naked. I could hear Clint rustling around in the dark, and I finally remembered to turn on the lamp as someone knocked on the door again. Successfully seizing my robe, I wrapped it around myself and called, “Just a minute.”

I crossed the room as quickly as I could and opened the door with my keycard, surprised to see Natalie standing there. She looked frantic, and I braced myself for the worst. “What’s wrong?”

“Finn sent me to get you. He’s overwhelmed with sick people.” 

There was genuine fear in her expression, but I didn’t take time to find out why. “Give me a minute, and I’ll join you.” I rushed back into the room and found the clothes I’d abandoned earlier, not even taking time for a bra. Then I was running beside Natalie and vaguely aware of Clint a few steps behind us. “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to say. I don’t even know for sure, and neither does Finn. That’s why we need you.”

I didn’t appreciate her cryptic answer and would’ve pushed for more information, except we were at the infirmary. When I stepped inside, I immediately saw the crush of people, and Finn was right in the middle of it. I was surprised to see he wore a full-face mask with a plastic covering to protect his head, but the panic in his expression was what really caught my attention. He was across the room, and I started to move through people to confer with him, but didn’t get a chance. Hands reached for me, and I looked around, stumbling to a halt at what I saw.

Flushed people surrounded me, and there was the telltale red staining of the sclera in some of the faces around me. That was one of the first signs of HLV, Variant Two. I shook my head in denial. They were supposed to be immune. We were all supposed to be immune. We had survived the first and second variants of HLV. I exchanged a look with Finn, and his panic was contagious.

Clint put a hand on my shoulder, and I turned to face him quickly. “Get out of here now, and don’t come back.” He looked startled, and a little hurt, so I softened my tone and leaned forward long enough to give him a kiss on the cheek. “It isn’t safe.” I whispered those words close to his ear, and his eyes were wide when he pulled back. 

He hesitated for a moment, and I nodded toward the exit. Finally, still looking back over his shoulder at me, he made his way through the sick people and out into the hallway. I watched until I couldn’t see him anymore, and then the people around me filled in any space I’d had.

I raised my voice to be heard. “I know everyone’s not feeling well, but we all need to be calm and take turns. Please find a place to sit or rest, and Finn and I will get to you as soon as possible.” I waited for protest or blowback, but everyone was still in a manageable stage, and they nodded as they started sitting down in various places on the floor after the few chairs in our waiting area filled quickly.

Now that I could move somewhat through the crowd, I approached Finn. I understood why he wore the facemask, and he also had thick, heavy gloves. I was itching to gear up in protective wear as well, but wanted to speak with him first. “When did they come in?”

“They’ve been trickling in virtually since you left. I had been seeing them as I could, in order, but when they started showing up with red sclera, I knew it was something more than influenza.” His eyes reflected the knowledge that he’d recognized it as HLV.

“We’re supposed to be immune,” I said softly. He nodded, still looking afraid. I was feeling the same, but struggled to maintain a calm demeanor. “How are Zach and Mason?”

Finn looked sad. “They’re both bleeding, and Mason’s going downhill a lot faster. He was bleeding from most of his orifices the last time I examined him.”

Dread settled on me as I nodded. “Let me take a look at them, and then we’ll start triaging people here.” I moved away from him to the backroom, which was equipped with most anything we needed, including protective suits. 

I slid on one, along with heavy gloves, and the same facemask Finn wore. When I exited the storage room, he was kneeling down on the floor by a man with a young girl in his arms. I didn’t recognize them, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been at the armory for a while. 

In passing, I looked at Finn and whispered, “Gear up fully when you get a chance.” He nodded his acknowledgment, and I moved down the hall to the exam rooms. I quickly discovered Finn had put Mason and Zach into the same room, and I wasn’t sure if it was meant to be some sort of crude quarantine, or if we simply needed the other three rooms for more sick people. If it was quarantine, it was obviously too late to institute, but it wouldn’t be a bad idea to separate everyone showing symptoms from the rest of the people at the armory.

I went to Zach first, making a note of his symptoms, and finding his fever was skyrocketing. I’d seen the shivering, fever, and seizures before. They were common with both variants of HLV, but the red sclera and streams of blood weeping from his eyes, nose, and mouth clued me in that he definitely had the hemorrhagic version, HLVv2. 

I peered beneath his clothes and found more bleeding. He was thrashing for a moment, and his eyes opened, seeming alert as they focused on me, and he appeared alert. He frowned at me, and I leaned a little closer to hear him. “I thought I was immune.”

“We all thought that.” I patted his shoulder in a reassuring fashion before pulling away to check on Mason.

It was immediately obvious that Mason was in far worse shape than Zach. The bedding underneath him was already soaked red, and he was streaming blood from the pores in his skin. Right now, it was a slow and steady trickle in some places, but it would worsen. 
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