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Water lapped at the boat, gentle, like it wanted to rock them all to sleep. 


Dessa braced herself against the side and held a bottle of water to Tiana’s mouth, wetting her lips with a few drops to coax her to drink, even though she was unconscious. Fever flushed Tiana’s face, and even though the rain and river soaked everything, what dripped off Tiana’s skin was sweat—the Lyssa virus replicating in her blood. 


Both Tiana and Egg had been bitten. Delmar had shared the cure contained within his blood to Egg in plenty of time. 


But they didn’t know exactly when Tiana had been bitten. 


It was possible she had not received the bacterial antidote soon enough.


Amos lay unconscious on the boat bench next to Tiana, an angry red knot from a head injury protruding from his forehead. He breathed normally, which was a good sign, but hadn’t yet woken up. Like Delmar, his blood contained the bacterial antidote alongside the Lyssa virus. The combo cure, as they called it, somewhat sarcastically. This combo cure saved him from turning into a ravenous V, but also messed with his head and changed his original brown skin tone to something more ashy and older looking than his eighteen years.


“Delmar, toss me the first aid kit,” Dessa said.


Delmar was at the front of the boat to guard for danger that might float by. He opened a metal storage box, tossed her a red bag, and returned to his lookout position.


“You want to disinfect those bites,” Cole said, at the back of the boat, steering it with the engine off. Between the rain, the flooded underground Sacramento tunnels, and a dive into the Sacramento River to bring the small fishing boat to shore, he was soaked to the bone. So was she.


Dessa frowned down at the red bag. “I know. That’s exactly what I’m about to do.”


The box of meds that would keep all the kids in Project Polus, including Ivan, her little brother, from turning V a little longer, currently lay at the bottom of the boat in several inches of water. Practically at Tiana’s and Amos’ feet. Alongside Pierce’s vault.


Further upstream from them, V’s sprinted out of Old Sacramento’s streets and fell into the river, one after another. All the infected that the soldiers had gathered in downtown Sacramento might end up in the water eventually. More than a million former people. 


Cole had dared to use the boat’s engine to create enough distance between them and the V’s, but they now floated downstream without its help. 


Noise attracted the infected. They could not afford to draw more attention to themselves. 


She zippered open the pouch and retrieved disinfectant wipes. Snatching at a tube of antibiotic ointment, like it was money found on the ground, she used some of their precious drinking water to wash out the bite wounds, pat them dry, and then smothered the ugly lacerations on Tiana’s wrist and Egg’s thigh with the ointment.


While she bandaged and taped everything up as best she could, the overcast sky broke apart again and turned into puffy white clouds. Golden rays of sunlight streamed through. Wherever the light and warmth hit—whether the warehouses that lined the river, the boat itself, even their clothes—it threw mist into the air in lazy curves. 


The river sparkled like with diamonds. A beautiful sight—if they hadn’t been in such dire straits.


Amos groaned and shifted.


Dessa went to him and felt her heart lodge in her throat. Not only because she desperately wanted him to wake up and be okay, but because then he could tell them what happened. He could tell them when Tiana got bit. 


Was Tiana’s fever just part of the natural course of the combo cure? After all, Egg was feverish too. But Tiana seemed just a little more feverish, just a little more restless than Egg. 


Tiana moaned, but that was part of the effects of the combo cure.


It was also part of turning V.


Dessa pushed that thought aside. They had gotten to Tiana with the combo cure in time. Right?


“You know, we might have to put her down,” Delmar said, without turning around.


Panic and fury rose like twin flames inside her chest. “Shut up, Delmar.” 


They had to get the meds back to Ms. Winters within the next few hours so that she could concoct a new treatment to keep all the kids from turning V. Ms. Winters and the kids were hiding out with Pierce and the remaining New Sacramento survivors in a warehouse district several miles inland from the river. But Dessa also had to save Egg and Tiana from the Lyssa virus. The combo cure would make them basically comatose and vulnerable for the next ten days, at least. Incapacitated by fever, suffering from hallucinations, experiencing changes in their body and mind.


And then there was Amos. Injured, but how badly?


She silently vowed to herself she was going to save them all. They were everyone she cared about in this whole world. Never had she thought that would include so many people, but it did, and she couldn’t let them down.


“I’m just saying,” Delmar said. “I don’t expect you to do it. I’ll do it if it needs to be done. But I’m just—”


“You don’t need to even say it.” Cole’s voice pierced the air like steel. “We know it, Delmar—”


“You know she’s probably turning,” Delmar said.


Dessa felt sick to her stomach.


“You don’t even need to say it, so don’t,” Cole said.


“Somebody needs to tell the truth. Somebody needs to do the hard work to make sure those who can stay alive—do.” Delmar looked over his shoulder at Dessa and glanced down at Tiana. “I’m not asking you to do it.”


A wave roared across Dessa’s ears. “She’s going to be fine. We got to her in time.”


“Right,” Delmar said sarcastically. “I’m just saying that if for some small, impossible reason, you’re in denial and she’s going to turn V—that I’ll take care of it.”


“If you harm one hair on her head,” Dessa said, putting menace in her voice. “I will—”


“I’m going to do what’s necessary to keep myself alive,” Delmar said. “And you can thank me for it because it’ll end up keeping you alive, too. Not that I expect you to be grateful. But you better not get in my way, either.”


Her hands shaking, Dessa ripped the now empty first aid packaging, and the pieces floated into the water. “So help me, Delmar—”


“I’m telling you how it is—not how I want it to be. I’m just saying—”


“You keep saying—even though we keep telling you to shut up,” Cole said, his voice like metal. “How stupid are you?”


Delmar peered at Cole for a long second, his lips pressed in a grim line. The two boys, both almost eighteen years old, competed in a staring contest for several seconds until Delmar broke first and turned around to face the river.


Amos groaned again, his eyes fluttering open, unseeing at first and then locking onto Dessa. She felt the power of his eyes on her like the power of the river bringing them downstream. A magnetic, inexorable force.


She helped Amos sit up. He brushed a hand over his face as if wiping away cobwebs. His other hand gripped the boat’s edge to keep him upright.


She reached out to check the angry knot on his head and he winced. “Amos, what happened?”


His dark eyes tracked away from her face and took in the river, Tiana and Egg on the boat benches, Cole at the rudder. Then his eyes widened at the sight of all the V’s bobbing in the water upstream from them, their groans of rage like a low blanket of sound. 


“The soldier, I mean, the hostage,” Amos said, stumbling over his words. “He got the jump on us.”


Crouching closer, Dessa gently placed her hands on his shoulders. “Amos, when did Tiana get bit? How long ago? Did you give her the combo cure from your blood?”


Amos blinked, confused. “Tiana was bit? But I fought the V. It came out of nowhere. Right up to shore before the train came through. The hostage used it as his chance to escape. I got hit from behind and then I blacked out and now I’m here.”


Dessa sat back on the bench opposite him, a sinking feeling in her stomach. How could they narrow down the time?


“We’ll find out soon enough,” Cole said, sounding like he was trying to make her feel better. “We only need to watch her. We will know soon.”


It didn’t help, even though Dessa knew he was right. According to Ms. Winters, each person was just enough of a special snowflake in terms of their biology that the window to administering the bacterial antidote in time to prevent the Lyssa virus from transforming someone into a monster might be as little as thirty minutes or as long as a few hours.


She told herself there was no point in panicking. It wouldn’t change what was going to happen next, and they had plenty of other emergencies to figure out in the meantime.


Take care of Tiana and Egg. Keep ahead of the V’s floating in the river. Get the meds back to Ms. Winters in time to keep the kids, including her own brother, from turning. Stay out of reach of any uninfected soldiers still roaming the city streets. The military in this area was under instructions to clear the city of all the infected. That included people who had received the combo cure—everyone in this boat now, except for Cole and Dessa. 


So far. 


The way things had been going, that could all change at a moment’s notice.


“Dessa.” There was a strangled note in Cole’s voice. 


She whipped around. It looked like the steering was holding him upright. All the blood had rushed out of what should have been olive-colored skin, leaving him looking pale and almost green.


Suddenly, he let go of the tiller and rushed to the side of the boat, bending over its lip. The unmistakable sound of puking noises made it clear Cole was emptying the contents of his stomach into the river. No doubt from all the dirty water he’d accidentally swallowed when attacked by a V in the flooded basement level of the Crocker Museum.


Dessa gritted her teeth and added another crisis to her list.








2


Cole’s retching noises made Dessa’s own stomach gurgle.


Without Cole’s guidance, the boat began a lazy spin, rotating the shoreline until they faced the V’s still dropping into the Sacramento River and floating their way.


“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Delmar said. His position at the front of the boat now put him closest to any oncoming V’s that might catch up. “Go steer the boat, Dessa.”


“I don’t know how to steer a boat,” Dessa said, unable to keep the panic out of her voice.


Whatever was in Cole’s stomach splattered into the river like it was turning his insides out.


Delmar’s face went pale, as if the retching noises made him nauseous. “I don’t know how to steer a stupid boat either!”


Several V’s swam less than a hundred yards away, their heads bobbing above the water’s surface. Just enough instinctual sense was left in their brains to float and kick arms and legs out in an enraged, chaotic example of what someone might generously describe as swimming. Unfortunately, it didn’t matter how good of a swimmer they were or weren’t, the current kept them moving.


Amos struggled to stand, the boat rocking under his feet.


“Whoa.” Dessa grabbed his arm to help stabilize him. “Amos, sit back down. You just woke up.”


Amos shook his head as if in an attempt to clear his brain, but then winced and raised a hand to tenderly touch his injury. He stumbled over the benches and headed for the rudder. “I can steer the boat.” 


With Cole retching on one side and Amos crossing on that same side, the boat dipped on its side, almost throwing Dessa off the bench. Amos fell hard onto his knees. Tiana and Egg, unconscious, both had their arms and legs thrown around. 


Dessa scrambled to the other side to balance the weight. Amos picked himself back up and grabbed the tiller. He let the boat continue its rotation for another few seconds until they almost pointed in the right direction and then stopped the spin. 


A breeze blew her hair in a million different directions. Dessa looked back and saw the V’s still coming. They always did. But at least the distance between them was no longer shrinking.


“We’re coming up on the Marina,” Amos said, steering so the boat veered toward the submerged dock. “I can dock us and then we make a run for the warehouse—”


Delmar waved his hands. “No good. No good! Too many of them.”


It only took another second to see what Delmar was carrying on about. Sergeant Bennings’ soldiers might have tried to round up all the V’s from the surrounding Sacramento neighborhoods to send them, like lemmings off a cliff, into the river, but hadn’t managed to round up all of them. Dessa’s stomach dropped as she took in the sight of V’s scattered over the flooded park of the Marina. For all they knew, these V’s could be the same ones who had chased Dessa’s group out to the boats in the first place.


The Marina was supposed to have been their exit point. Instead, Amos steered them back to the center of the river. 


“But how do we get the meds to the kids now?” Dessa said, a strangled note in her voice.


“Get out the map and we’ll find a new route,” Cole said, his voice hoarse. He stood up and wiped a sleeve across his mouth. “Dessa.”


She told herself to get it together. Too many people she cared about were on the verge of death if she didn’t get this next part right. There wasn’t time to give in to exhaustion, and fear, and the overwhelming feeling that too many things had gone wrong, and were still going wrong, and there wasn’t going to be a way out of it this time.


She dove into the backpack that contained the vault and pulled out the plastic baggie that protected not just the treasure map Pierce had given them to locate the vault inside the Crocker Museum, but also the street map General Alberta had supplied to mark their route in case of separation. 


Or in case someone died, which was exactly what had happened. Dessa and her friends had been escorted into the city by General Alberta and his soldiers, but not one of the soldiers survived.


General Alberta’s last act before being ripped apart by a dozen V’s was to throw the precious box of medicine into the river. Only because of that sacrifice had Dessa been able to dive in after those meds and retrieve them. 


As Dessa withdrew the map, unfolding and holding it between her hands to keep off extra moisture, Cole came up next to her. He tapped on the map at their current position. 


Dessa found their starting point, an old metal-walled brewery in a warehouse complex. Tracing her finger horizontally across the map until it met the river, there was a sizable gap.


“This will be even faster.” With his left hand, Cole marked the spot where their boat currently floated and used his right hand to trace the river to Dessa’s finger. “We get off down here and we take this street all the way to the brewery. It’s a straight shot. We use the river and then the road.”


“It’s only a straight shot if the road is clear,” Delmar said, tossing the words over his shoulder. “There’s whole neighborhoods and strip malls between us and the warehouse. We’re skirting the south edge of Sacramento’s city limits.”


Dessa bit her lip. “Delmar’s right, but we don’t have any other choice. Maybe the military drawing all the V’s into downtown will work in our favor this time. We take the river and we take that road and if it’s not clear, then… we go around. We’ve done it plenty of times before.”


She pictured running through the car wreck ambush, getting shot at, hiding out in a dumpster, jumping over the cemetery fence, being chased by V’s. 


Looking at Egg and Tiana’s unconscious forms, Dessa’s mind hit a block.


There was no way they could do any of that in their condition. They had a few hours left—at most—to get the meds back to the kids in time to keep them from turning. It would be hard enough to get everyone out of the boat with Cole barely able to hold on to the contents of his stomach and Amos unsteady on his feet.


That left Dessa and Delmar. 


She did not like those odds.


The same worries showed in Cole’s expression. Amos stared out across the river, dread in his face.


They had the vault and the box of meds. Two unconscious people. Two injured people.


There was no way she and Delmar could bring all of them back safely, no matter how clear the route to the brewery.
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“We’re not all going back.”


Dessa looked up from the map to face Amos. “What?”


Amos’ forehead was pinched, most likely from a headache, but his hand was steady on the rudder. Sunlight made the water sparkle. It was too bad the V’s remained in sight, ruining the picture.


What if, instead of battling a zombie apocalypse, Boy Scout-Amos was taking Dessa for a riverboat ride?


Things were so dark, she didn’t know how her mind had the capacity to even imagine the possibility of something like that ever happening. She guessed it meant she hadn’t lost all hope. Not yet.


Amos looked pointedly at Tiana and Egg splayed out on the boat benches. “I’m saying some of us are going to have to stay behind.”


The only good thing Dessa could say was that Tiana hadn’t gotten any worse, but they weren’t outside the window yet. There was still a chance she would turn.


“No.” Dessa shook her head as conviction squeezed at her heart. “We can’t separate. We can’t. We all go back together. No splitting up. No. Way.”


“Amos is right.” Cole folded up the map and tucked it back into the plastic bag. “We’ll let you off at the next bend in the river. That’s where you and Delmar get off and look for Fruitridge Road. Take it all the way to the warehouses.”


Now Dessa whirled on Cole. “So you’re not coming either?”


Cole and Amos exchanged a look. Were the two of them really going to start agreeing with each other against her?


“Egg and Tiana can’t move,” Amos said quietly. “Someone needs to stay and keep them safe.” 


“Who knows if I will even last five minutes without throwing up again,” Cole said even more quietly.


As if to emphasize his words, Cole’s expression soured, and he quickly leaned over the boat, heaving several times, even though there wasn’t anything left inside his stomach.


“I might be able to steer this boat, but I’m not steady on my feet. You need to make it back fast. No handicaps. And that means all of us.” Amos waved his free hand at the boat’s occupants. “Get the meds back to those kids. Cole and I are going to make sure Egg and Tiana stay alive until you bring back help.”


Delmar was pretty much her least favorite person on the planet. She’d almost rather deal with a V than be stuck with him. “You can’t think—”


“You and Delmar,” Amos said, continuing as if Dessa hadn’t said anything. “Take the meds, get there as fast as you can, come back with help.”


“And the vault,” Delmar said, his voice mild from the front.


“Whatever,” Amos said. “Meds and vault. Just move fast.”


“Amos.” Cole pointed to a bend in the river. The curve of land was covered with trees and the dirt showed the faint lines of a bike trail. Beyond that strip would be a levee and city neighborhoods for as far as the eye could see. 


The boat veered to the shoreline.


Realization struck Dessa like lightning. “But you can’t stay in the boat. All the V’s are going to float by. Soon as they see you, you’re dead meat. Literally.”


“I got a plan for that,” Cole said, his focus on the shoreline.


“What is it?” Dessa demanded.


“Dessa, don’t worry about it,” Amos said. “We’ve got it covered. This is about speed. You want to keep us alive? We need you to bring help back as soon as possible.”


“Let us worry about the rest,” Cole finished.


Dessa did not like this new tag team bit, not at all. But she was outnumbered and out-reasoned. There were so many things that needed to happen at once. They were right. She had come to the same conclusion as them and she hated it.


Delmar left his guard perch and headed for the vault. 


In another flash of insight, Dessa grabbed the backpack first. “We’re leaving it.”


“The hell we are,” Delmar said. “I did not come all this way just to leave it behind now. Pierce wants that thing. And I’m going to make sure he gets it.”


“Because you think there’s going to be a big reward waiting,” Cole said.


“Sure,” Delmar said without missing a beat. “What’s wrong with that?”


“You’re not taking it,” Dessa said, setting the vault at Amos’ feet. “It’s staying behind, and if Pierce wants his vault, then he’ll have to make sure that help gets back to the boat as fast as he can.”


Amos released a whistle of appreciation. “That’s smart. I like that idea a lot.”


Dessa blushed under the compliment, but didn’t have more than a second to enjoy it. The boat got close enough to shore for her and Delmar to jump out. The V’s weren’t that far behind.


“I’m not leaving without that vault,” Delmar said.


Dessa grabbed the box of meds. She had the map. She didn’t need Delmar. 


Stepping out of the boat, the water soaked her to her knees. Not that she’d had a chance to dry out yet. She hiked to the shoreline with waterlogged socks and shoes. Rainwater still dripped from the trees. The trail was muddy and her shoes left deep grooves at each step. She concentrated on not slipping.


“You’re going to leave it here,” Cole said from the boat. “We got the vault. We’ll keep it safe for Pierce. Make sure you come back for us. Think of it as just one more little obstacle between you and your reward.”


Delmar snorted, but there was more splashing as he joined Dessa on land. He didn’t bother to help carry the meds, and that was just fine. She didn’t plan to let them out of her sight until she could personally place them into Ms. Winters’ hands. 


The groans from the V’s grew in volume and intensity. Splashing noises increased. Dessa saw the group of V’s floating in the river had been stirred up, probably by all the yelling, and then Delmar and Dessa splashing around.


“We got this,” Amos said, waving. His broad shoulders were a dark, strong outline against the water at his back. “Bring them here to this spot. Go.”


Dessa raised a hand in acknowledgment as her heart jumped in her throat. Cole sat next to Egg and Tiana, positioning them to lie more comfortably. Amos maneuvered the boat back out into deeper water. He set the boat in a slow spin that kept it from floating away. 


“You better be here when I get back,” Dessa yelled.


“Promise,” Amos said without missing a beat.


But did she imagine a catch in his throat?


Before she could second-guess herself, she turned around, facing the trail and trees, her back to the water, the meds clutched to her chest, and ran to save all their lives.
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Dessa ran up the levee slope and down the other side, her wet shoes slipping on the gravel, into the residential neighborhood. With the backpack of meds clutched to her chest, she thought about the distance left to travel. The kids were tucked away in an abandoned brewery about six miles away. She couldn’t run that far, not without her heart bursting. Not without arriving far past the deadline. 


She needed to find alternative transportation, fast. 


And what was that deadline? General Alberta had been the one with the watch, not any of the teens. She had a guess, but wasn’t sure. 


An hour? Maybe more, maybe less. 


The neighborhood was full of nice, old-looking houses and lots of big, bare-branched trees. That meant piles of rotting leaves were easy to slip on if she wasn’t careful. Her shoes were waterlogged from the river, squelching at each step, and making traction difficult. The sound of running came from behind. She took a look over her shoulder and saw Delmar had joined her, after all. 


Maneuvering around abandoned cars, fallen light poles, treacherous leaf piles, even a bag of luggage with its clothes strewn across the street, she guessed everyone had tried to evacuate at pretty much the same time. The resulting traffic jam had created its own crisis.


A wheezing noise rose from Dessa’s lungs. The burn in her legs did not bode well. Delmar pulled ahead. Not for the first time, Dessa felt a jealous stab at his seemingly inhuman ability to just exist. He wasn’t throwing up like Cole. He hadn’t gotten a V bite like Amos and been thrown back into the fevers at a moment of crisis. He had the combo cure, and it didn’t seem to bother him all that much. Sure, his skin showed the ashy markings, but Dessa couldn’t remember ever seeing him go into the same funk that, more than once, had almost killed Amos.


It wasn’t fair. Not when people like Amos were suffering so much from the combo cure.


Delmar skidded to a stop next to the cab of a white truck. “Score!”


Dessa didn’t know what he had found, but her body couldn’t keep going like this. She stumbled to a stop, legs screaming at her. Breathing hard, she came up alongside Delmar and squinted through the dusty glass—


A set of basketball cards were spread across a blanket on the passenger seat. 


Cursing, Dessa said, “Are you kidding me?”


Delmar ignored her. Picking up a chunk of broken cement, he chucked it at the window, which shattered.


“We don’t have time for this.” Dessa tried to lace her words with fury, but couldn’t muster the energy. She told herself it wasn’t her fault that a mile of running could kick her butt like this. After all, before that, she’d been swimming for her life, and before that, running for her life underground.


Using the cloth of his shirt to push the glass out of his way, Delmar leaned in and swooped up the stack in one quick handful. “That’s like $10,000 worth of cards right there. I’ve never even seen—”


Dessa felt sick to her stomach. Delmar was never going to change. He was a cockroach. Forget him. She turned away, determined to leave Delmar in the dust, when her eye caught on something in the truck bed.


A bicycle.


Her heart beating loud in her chest, she set the meds on the ground and scrambled into the truck with rubbery arms and legs. Releasing the tailgate from inside the truck bed, she pulled the bike upright. Suddenly Delmar was there, helping her set the bike down. It was heavier than she expected, but that was because the rack contained a battery. 


This was an e-bike.


Hope bloomed inside her as she jumped down and took the handlebars from Delmar. Wheeling the bike over to the meds, she slung the backpack over her shoulders and checked the battery.


The mild whine of the electricity powering the front wheel was one of the most beautiful sounds she ever heard. She would run the battery dead, conserve her energy, and then peddle for all she was worth.


Squeaking noises made her jump, but turned out to be Delmar pulling another bicycle, not an e-bike, from the truck bed.


Without another word, she took off. With just the push of a button, the bicycle moved. The relief was immediate, allowing her to catch her breath for the first time in—she didn’t know how long. It became a breeze to maneuver around cars and ride the sidewalk around obstacles. She needed to take care through the slippery leaf piles, but even that felt effortless. 


She loved this bike. It was the best bike in the whole entire universe. 


The breeze dried her clothes and sent a chill through her, but even that couldn’t dampen her spirits, because deep down, she had known they were out of time. Now, the bike changed everything.


Block after block, through intersection after intersection, under one freeway and then another, the bike passed it all with a whine, topping out at what she guessed was somewhere around 15mph. Neighborhoods changed style and form, becoming both newer and poorer, but otherwise keeping to the same pattern of houses, businesses, wrecked cars, and general evidence of chaos.


To his credit, Delmar kept up with her, finding energy and stamina from some unknown well. He wasn’t fast enough to pass her e-bike, but fast enough to stay close, especially when she slowed for obstacles.


Now that the rain had stopped, birds had taken up their chattering again. The way stayed almost incomprehensibly clear of V’s. She guessed this was partly the result of Sergeant Bennings mop-up plans to draw all the V’s in Sacramento’s suburbs into downtown to wash them out to sea. 


It was a preposterous plan—that seemed to have worked.


In less than thirty minutes, the familiar border of the warehouse complex appeared. The battery had lasted the whole way. She looked right and left for danger, telling herself not to act the fool now. Her friends were counting on her to bring back help. All the children were counting on the meds.


The asphalt was dark with dampness, but clear of leaves and abandoned vehicles. She zipped between the buildings, passing an aviation storage center, then a mechanics shop and restaurant supply store. 


The brewery’s double doors came into view. They were going to make it. She used the bike’s bell to announce their entrance. No sense in staying quiet now. The faster Pierce’s people knew she was coming, the faster Ms. Winters could get the medicine into the kids.


She stayed laser-focused on those metal doors. “We’re here! Come out! We have the meds!”


A strange feeling came over her, but it took a long second to name it.


She saw no guards on the roof. The doors remained closed in spite of the bell and her shouting. 


Where was everybody?
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Dessa let the bike drop and pounded on the metal doors, her stomach twisting into knots.


There were no signs of violence or catastrophe or crisis. The warehouse complex was as they had left it. Tin walls, brick buildings, single-pane windows, one long expanse of asphalt. 


A million thoughts ran through Dessa’s brain. Sanctuary was the ultimate goal. Ms. Winters said the kids from Project Polus needed the medical equipment and care that this government facility offered in order to make the kids’ cure permanent. Ms. Winters promised there was also a cure for Dessa, and anyone else uninfected, and maybe even solutions to help with the symptoms of the combo cure that Amos suffered.


But the direct route to Sanctuary had been blocked by a horde of V’s from who knew where. Their first attempt to make it through had killed Dawson, one of the Project Polus children.


Had they left for Sanctuary without her? Even though there was no chance they could make it there before the kids turned?


Other thoughts, far more grim and disturbing, crossed her mind. None of them explained the undisturbed look of everything.


The sick feeling in her stomach became undeniable. A great rush of liquid burned up her throat and she turned away from the door just fast enough to empty the contents of her stomach on the wall. Her muscles heaved and her world narrowed to the little patch of weeds that grew from the crack where ground met tin.


It was that dirty water. Maybe not from the underground tunnels like the dose Cole got, but she had surely swallowed some water during her dive into the river for the meds.


The doors screeched, but another heave of her stomach kept Dessa from turning around. 


“It’s about time. Where were you?” Delmar’s voice was like a needle in her ear.


“A piss break,” a scratchy old voice said. “What’s it to you?”


“Where are the guards?” Delmar demanded.


Dessa wiped her mouth on her sleeve and tasted bile on her tongue. She stood up, her stomach cramping, but thankfully no longer turning inside out. 


The same person who had greeted them upon their first arrival stood before her again. He was older, maybe in his 60s, mildly hunchbacked, with white hair, a bald spot, and cloudy blue eyes.
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