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    Dessa knelt on the road, cradling her brother. “Ivan, please wake up!”


    The taco truck engine ticked, cooling. The nine other children and Dessa’s friends encircled them, but Ms. Winters had vanished. Golden fields from the end of summer spread from either side of the road. A peaceful breeze rustled the stalks, mocking her brother, as the Lyssa virus coursed through his bloodstream. A sheen of sweat covered him. The bite wound on his arm bled. She wanted to throw up. Her brother would turn into a V. He would become part of the monstrous sickness that kept its victims alive in a perpetual state of rage. He would be lost. He would—


    “Dessa! Let me see him. I can save him,” Amos said.


    His presence would have been a comfort, except comfort was impossible. Dessa had escaped with all of Ms. Winters’ special children to the roof of a bus after crashing into a ditch during their escape from Camp Tatum. Ivan had held back, the last one on to the bus roof—and been bitten for his selflessness.


    Amos reached for Ivan.


    Dessa screamed and pulled Ivan away. “No. Please. Don’t turn him into a monster!”


    Amos fell back as if punched. His expression folded in on itself. Because of her words. Her instinctive disgust at what he had become. Too late to take it back.


    Dessa looked at Amos as unfallen tears blurred her vision, smoothing the disturbing changes in his skin—the ashy layer the combo cure caused. A V bite infected him with the Lyssa virus, but then he had received the antidote, the bacterial cure, in time. Except there were side effects. Memory changes, fever comas, hallucinations, and who knew what else? How the combo cure had changed—and was still changing—Amos scared her almost as deeply as the Lyssa virus.


    She pushed the whole mess away. She couldn’t worry about hurting Amos’ feelings right now. Not with her brother about to turn V.


    Her little brother. She cried out in pain. Her last family in the whole world. He was the only reason behind everything she had done these last few weeks—no, years. Since their parents died in a car accident. Ivan was the reason she kept her head down, followed the rules, worked hard, even as she was bounced from foster placement to foster placement and then group home. He was the reason she worked her butt off at school. The reason she picked up shift after shift at the grocery store.


    Ivan was her reason for everything. Her last chance to belong. Her last chance at a family.


    “Dessa.” Tiana’s voice. Like a whisper. “Let Amos help or you’re going to lose Ivan for good. You know it’s better than turning V.”


    Dessa snarled, everything inside her rebelling against this false choice between evil plagues.


    Yet Ivan was falling deeper into the fevers. Soon it would be too late to do anything at all.


    She had to let Amos give Ivan the bacterium that swam in Amos’ blood. She had to let Ivan change into something no longer fully Ivan. It wasn’t rational. She knew she wasn’t being rational. Tears spilled down her cheeks. Sobs seized her throat. Her body refused. She couldn’t let Ivan turn V, but she couldn’t bear to let him change into a Feeb like Amos either.


    Tiana called Egg over and they crouched on either side. At Tiana’s signal, Egg grabbed Dessa by the shoulders and pinned her to the asphalt while Tiana ripped Ivan from her arms.


    Dessa’s cheek scraped the ground, burning, as her vision of the world turned sideways.


    “Amos!” Tiana shouted. “Now!”


    Amos sprang into action, blocking Ivan from her view.


    Dessa struggled against Egg, but her voice held none of its previous conviction. “Please.”


    Egg was thinner and taller than Amos, and liked to tell endless jokes and talk about his sneaker obsession. His face scrunched together as if in pain—a look Dessa wasn’t sure she had ever seen on his face before. “Dessa, you know it’s the only way.”


    She was going crazy. Of course, her friends were right. It was the only way. Better that Ivan turn into whatever Amos had become, better that than going V.


    She hiccuped and stopped fighting Egg to stare up at the blue sky made hazy from smoke. The sun had only a bit more time left before it set. Ivan had maybe only a minute before Amos infected him with the bacterium that fought off the Lyssa virus.


    Ms. Winters loomed, shouting. Her crown of hair was in disarray, her glasses enlarging her eyes. “Get away from the boy! Stop! You will kill him. Stop!”


    The panic in her voice filled Dessa with new strength. Egg, surprised, couldn’t hold her. Dessa stood, blue sky disappearing, road and fields and the shocked faces of nine children right side up again. Ivan lay on his back on the road.


    Amos bent over Ivan with knife in hand, blood dripping bright red from a fresh cut on his own arm. She rushed over, pushing Amos aside, as Ms. Winters joined her, unpacking a syringe and bottle while shouting for everyone to make room.


    Ivan’s eyes fluttered under closed lids as his muscles twitched. Sweat drops splashed dark circles onto the asphalt.


    “These are special children.” Somehow, though Ms. Winters was old enough to be a grandmother, in this moment, she looked more like a military commander. Her voice was stern, all-knowing, hard. “You cannot do whatever you want with them. You cannot infect them with whatever runs in your blood. You will ruin Project Polus—you will kill them.”


    Ms. Winters was a doctor, a scientist. She had saved Ivan and the other children by gathering them on the bus to escape the horde of Vs overrunning Camp Tatum.


    Dessa owed Ms. Winters everything.


    Dessa’s vision narrowed into a tiny pinprick of space only big enough to hold Ivan inside. Taco truck, children, friends, field. They all vanished.


    The girl with the unicorn backpack, Claire, entered Dessa’s tunnel vision, holding out an alcohol swab.


    Ms. Winters took the swab, wiped a spot clean on Ivan’s bicep, and injected him with a whitish liquid.


    “What did you just give him?” Dessa’s question wasn’t an accusation. Rather, it was full of hope.


    Ms. Winters knew things. About the Lyssa virus that created the fast-zombie Vs, and the bacterium that created the slow-zombie Faints, and when combined, like they were in Amos, that created a third type—a terrible cure. Those who received it were called Feebs, at least by some people on the internet, while it still worked.


    Ms. Winters had also spoken about a place called Sanctuary. A place that would protect them.


    The identical twins, Angela and Angelina, who were the oldest of the ten children, rushed over with a disinfectant kit. Ms. Winters checked Ivan from head to toe, sucking in her breath upon seeing the puckered bite underside his left arm. Claire acted like a human medical tray as Ms. Winters snapped on gloves, disinfected the bite, and then wrapped the wound with a bandage. Finally, she sat back on her heels, wiping her arm across her forehead in exhaustion.


    Dessa held her breath as she waited for the ‘medicine’ Ms. Winters injected Ivan with to change his fever, his unconsciousness—something.


    There—


    Ivan’s eyes stopped fluttering. His muscles seemed to relax. Instead of a disturbed sleep, Ivan was just—sleeping.


    Dessa released her breath as her heart started again.


    Ms. Winters packaged up the syringe and other supplies, handing them off to the twins.


    “What did you give him?” Dessa said again.


    “Time.” Ms. Winters’ expression was inscrutable. “But not much of it.”
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    Ivan sported a bright white bandage on his arm. Little bits of plastic, cloth, and used cotton balls were scattered around. The wind picked up the lighter pieces and blew them into the fields.


    Dessa cushioned her brother’s head in her lap. “When will he wake up?”


    “Not for several hours, but we can move him now.” Ms. Winters issued instructions. One after another, the children jumped into action, checking supplies and setting up a makeshift bed inside the taco truck for Ivan. She handed Dessa the almost empty vial of liquid. “This is a potent medicine. All the children receive weekly doses.”


    Dessa examined the bottle, silently sounding out the incomprehensible science name. A-e-u-l-bu-trin.


    “Though it protects these children from the virus, it also means they cannot receive the genetically engineered bacterial strain of borrelia that you call an… antidote. Borrelia will induce the immune system into overreacting to the Aeulbutrin.” Ms. Winters nodded at Amos. “If your friend there had succeeded in infecting Ivan with the bacterium—Ivan would be dead.”


    Dessa passed the vial over to Tiana but kept her eyes averted. A weird mix of shame and elation filled Dessa. Terrible words had ripped from her mouth, revealing her fear, distrust, and even disgust, over how the combo cure had changed Amos. They had been so sure about infecting Ivan. Dessa had been right to stop them, but for the wrong reasons.


    “Is that why you keep calling the children special?” Tiana asked. “Because you’ve been giving them the special medicine?”


    Ms. Winters hesitated and then nodded. “Yes. There is more to it than that, but most simply, yes.”


    “And you’re calling it Project Polus,” Egg said, thoughtfully, as his eyes lit up. “Like a real special experimental government mission. Wow. I always thought that sort of thing—”


    “This isn’t like Spider-Man, Egg,” Tiana said. “They aren’t government experiments. They won’t—”


    “How do you know?” Egg said, opening his arms wide. “Look around. How do you think we got here? Virus, bacteria. She said it—genetically engineered.”


    “Ms. Winters, am I going to turn into Spider-Man?” This was one of the boy cousins. He looked to be about eight years old. His dark eyebrows stretched up almost to his hairline in wonder at the thought. “I always—”


    “Bharaj, my dear,” Ms. Winters said, shaking her head. “I am sorry to tell you that the special medicine keeps you and everyone else healthy, but it won’t turn you into Spider-Man.”


    Egg looked at Bharaj’s dejected face and squinted at Ms. Winters. “But can you say with 100% absolute positivity that it won’t? I mean, nothing about science is 100%, right? Soooo—”


    Ms. Winters frowned. “I am confident—”


    “But are you 100% confident?” Egg said, eyebrows raised almost as high as Bharaj’s.


    After a long moment of silence, she inclined her head. “I cannot say with 100% confidence, no, but—”


    Egg slapped Bharaj on the back. “There you go, my man. There’s always a chance! Better practice your web shooting moves just in case.” Egg made pew, pew sounds while sticking out his hands. Bharaj giggled and copied him.


    Dessa felt her tension ease. It wasn’t just Egg trying to lighten the mood for the children. Ms. Winters’ words had finally sunk in.


    Ivan had medicine that would keep him from turning V—even when bit!


    Their luck was changing, and all because of Ms. Winters. Because of Ms. Winters, Ivan wouldn’t suffer like Amos. He would stay Ivan. Uninfected little five-year-old boy.


    Ivan mumbled in his sleep and brushed a hand over his face.


    Then she remembered just before Ivan had showed his bite, that Ms. Winters had spoken about a place with food, medical supplies, and military protection. Everything they needed.


    Dessa sat straighter, careful not to jostle him. “Sanctuary. You said there was a place called Sanctuary. We have to get there.”


    Ms. Winters sighed and bent to brush away a tendril of hair from Ivan’s forehead. “Yes. But you must know we have a fresh problem. We need more of the medicine. For all the children. They may only go without the regularly scheduled dose for seven days.”


    “Or what?” Amos asked, speaking for the first time. He swayed on his feet and his eyes looked glassy. She recognized the signs already. He looked about to enter that peculiar state the combo cure sometimes induced. A feverish coma of memories. He was the only one in the group who had received the combo cure. The rest of them were uninfected.


    And Dessa planned to keep it that way.


    “Seven days?” Dessa said. “That should be plenty of time to get to Sanctuary, right?”


    Ms. Winters shook her head. “It is different for children who are bitten. Ivan must receive more medicine every 24 hours for at least five days until enough of the virus has cleared from his system to resume the weekly preventative.”


    Dessa’s elation dampened. She could see where this was going. Isn’t that why Ms. Winters had passed them the vial—to make clear the urgent new problem at their feet?


    “Or what?” Amos asked again, stepping forward.


    Ms. Winters looked at him in confusion and didn’t answer.


    Dessa’s heartrate increased. “Or what?”


    Now the spark of utter, almost arrogant confidence dimmed a notch. “If the children do not get their medicine at the appropriate intervals, they will suffer the effects of a full blown Lyssa virus infection.”


    Dessa sat there, stunned. Amos looked around wildly, as if confused.


    Tiana’s mouth dropped open. “You can’t mean. You can’t mean—”


    “All the children suffer from a previous infection of the Lyssa virus,” Ms. Winters said.


    “They’ve all been infected with the Lyssa virus?” Dessa said, bewildered. Scanning the children with fresh eyes, she saw scabbed over bite marks on Angela’s and Angelina’s necks. Bharaj looked like he might have gotten bit on the back of his right hand. Not everyone had almost-healed bite marks that Dessa could see, but it wasn’t hard to imagine how clothing must cover them.


    Ms. Winters slowly inclined her head.


    “So the medicine is pretty much gone,” Egg said. “Her brother is fine for maybe the next 24 hours, but if we don’t get more medicine, he’ll turn V anyway. And there won’t be no saving him with the antidote because you made him depend on this special medicine, so that the one thing we know keeps you from going V won’t work for him.”


    “Egg—” Tiana said, a warning note in her voice. “This isn’t—”


    Egg threw his arms into the air and turned in a circle to look at all of them before settling on Ms. Winters. “Classic. Classic! Just tell me this—do you work for a pharmaceutical company? Is that what all this research and development is for? To make a drug that makes everyone who takes it depend on paying you, I mean—the company, for a regular injection? Are you working on a pill next? An anti-zombie pill? I mean, don’t get me wrong. It’s brilliant. You’re sure to get rich out of this. If we make it out alive, of course.”


    Amos’ chest heaved. His face was flushed, and he moved his hands over his eyes, as if trying to wipe away cobwebs.


    Tiana reached out and touched Amos on the shoulder. “You okay?”


    His voice suddenly sounded small and child-like. “Bad memories.”


    “Do not dare suspect my motives.” Ms. Winters became tight-lipped and waved a hand at the children. “I am a scientist and a doctor. I hold myself to the highest standards. My work with the military on Project Polus may someday help solve this crisis. That is what is at stake—nothing less than a potential, permanent cure for the Lyssa virus. These children are my wards. It is my duty to keep them alive and well and untouched by the Lyssa virus and the borrelia bacterium at all costs. Remember, you would have killed this boy.”


    “How dare you—” Tiana said.


    “Unknowingly,” Ms. Winters said, the steel in her voice softening. “And in ignorance of the peculiar scientific circumstances we find ourselves. I suggest you consider you may not understand our current reality.”


    “And you do?” Egg said.


    “Let it go, Egg,” Tiana said.


    Ivan was going to stay uninfected, thanks to Ms. Winters. Whatever Dessa needed to do to keep that the reality, she would do it. What if Ms. Winters hadn’t been there when Ivan had first been infected? Dessa’s mind strayed away from that image. Ms. Winters had been there. That’s what mattered.


    Turning to her now, Dessa said, “Getting more medicine and getting everyone somewhere safe—those are the only two things that matter right now. So what do we do?”


    “Dessa,” Egg said, looking injured. “Tiana. She—”


    Dessa cut him off. “She’s right and you know it. We don’t really know what’s going on here. We might never know. But right now, my brother is alive and he wouldn’t be without her. I believe her when she says this medicine will keep him from going V or Feeb….”


    Her voice trailed off as she flushed with embarrassment. She was literally saying she hoped her brother never turned into someone like Amos. Well, it was too late to take it back now. “I’m going after what Ivan needs. End of story.”


    Unwillingly, her eyes floated to Amos.


    He stood in the ditch, staring across the fields, a hard expression on his face. Waves of cold detachment rolled off his shoulders. Tiana had moved to stand next to him and gently touched his arm to get his attention.


    He shuddered, as if coming back to himself from somewhere far away. She spoke quiet words into his ear, standing on tiptoe to do it.


    Amos tilted his head and closed his eyes, nodding once.


    Dessa felt a twinge of jealousy and consciously pushed it away. This was stupid. She had said awful things, and she meant them, and wished she could take them back. But none of that mattered now.


    “Claire!” Ms. Winters called out. “Please—the map.”


    Claire ran for the street map that had slipped off the front hood of the taco truck in the breeze. The teddy bear sticking out the top of her backpack bounced at each skip.


    Ms. Winters thanked Claire for the map and spread it across the hood again, motioning over the teens. Dessa used a sweatshirt to cushion Ivan’s head. The twins told her not to worry, they would watch him. She joined the others at the hood.


    “We are here.” Ms. Winters touched the map in the upper right quadrant. “We must take these children to a place called Sanctuary.” She used the first finger on her left hand to touch a spot in the lower left quadrant. “It’s a government-run facility—here.”


    Dessa didn’t read maps that well, but gulped at the implied distance.


    “Our safe place is at least fifty miles from our location,” Ms. Winters continued.


    “But there’s help closer than that,” Tiana said.


    Ms. Winters frowned. “Help? What help?”


    Tiana explained about the message they’d heard on the taco truck’s radio on their race to Camp Tatum for Ivan.


    Amos frowned. “I don’t remember that.”


    Dessa glanced at him. “When we were in the taco truck on the way to Camp Tatum, after you’d gotten bit again inside the dam. You were in and out.”


    “Oh,” Amos said. “Okay.”


    “But this means there’s survivors and military,” Tiana said. “We should take the kids to the Cal Expo fairgrounds. It’s way closer than Sanctuary. If they’re gathering everyone at Cal Expo, it means food, water, and probably medicine.”


    “And guns,” Egg added. “For the Vs.”


    Dessa had yet to see Ms. Winters lose her composure, but at the mention of Cal Expo, an emotion flashed across her expression. Dessa almost thought she imagined it. That was how fast Ms. Winters smoothed her face back into neutrality.


    But when Amos met Dessa’s eyes, a silent knowing passed between them.


    Ms. Winters had already known about Cal Expo and she acted afraid of it.
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    “Do not consider only the distance,” Ms. Winters said, a slow emphasis on each word like she thought deeply about the meaning it contained before choosing it. “Consider the density of the neighborhoods. Consider the barrier the river now creates. These fair grounds are on the edge of a city with a population of over 1 million people.”


    “But—”


    Ms. Winters interrupted Tiana. “Even if we did survive, I can guarantee this refugee center would not have the required equipment or long term medicine appropriate for the continued testing and care of the children. Project Polus must be brought to Sanctuary.”


    Tiana slumped, defeated. Dessa knew it was the right decision, and yet, somehow, Ms. Winters’ words did not account for the expression of fear that had flashed across her face. Dessa told herself she was imagining things. After all, fear did make sense when picturing wading through over a million people potentially turned by the Lyssa virus into ravenous murderers. She shivered at the thought.


    “But Sanctuary is many miles away,” Amos said, as if prompting Ms. Winters.


    Ms. Winters brushed hair off her face. “Yes, but if we could be assured the roads are clear—”


    “—They won’t be,” Amos said.


    “—We could arrive in plenty of time for Ivan’s next dose,” Ms. Winters finished.


    They stood in silence for a long moment.


    “So, uh, does this Sanctuary have other stuff besides food and medicine? Maybe a beer?”


    Ms. Winters raised her eyebrows.


    “Just wondering,” Egg said, stuffing hands into his pockets. “I’m twenty-one. Totally legal.”


    Finally, Ms. Winters said, “Sanctuary very well may have beer available to those who show appropriate ID.”


    “Uhhhh,” Egg said. “I lost my ID in the zombie apocalypse. Can’t you just take my word for it?”


    “So we can’t risk the roads being blocked on the way to Sanctuary,” Dessa said, picking up the thread from Amos. “Not with Ivan needing a new dose in the next 24 hours. But going into the city is too dangerous and doesn’t get us the equipment we need, anyway.”


    Ms. Winters nodded. “You both are right. We cannot. Though we do not need to stray far from the path. I can adapt a medicine commonly stocked in most neighborhood pharmacies. Normally used for severe allergies, with a little chemistry, it can, for a short time, be used for an alternative purpose.” Her gaze flicked over to Egg. “The Aeulbutrin is out of patent. And to be clear, for those who might otherwise doubt my scientific and medical integrity, it is generic, cheap, and plentiful. Only the initial dose requires expert medical equipment. That means Dessa, Tiana, and yes, you too, Egg, can benefit from the same medicine as the children.”


    Protection against ever turning V or Feeb? A flame of hope rose in Dessa’s chest. “You really mean that once we get to Sanctuary—”


    “Yes.” Ms. Winters said. “Once we arrive at Sanctuary, I can make sure you never ‘turn V,’ as you like to call it, and that you also never need resort to the borrelia ‘antidote.’”


    “But any place big enough to support a neighborhood pharmacy might also be full of infected,” Tiana said.


    Ms. Winters nodded.


    “I don’t care,” Dessa said. “Better than a city full of infected. We’ll deal with them when we have to.”


    Ms. Winters sighed. “Let’s find a likely location first, shall we? However much you teenagers might like to run off and do something foolish, sometimes it helps to form a plan.”


    “Just so you know,” Tiana said. “We’re all months away from turning eighteen years old. If you underestimate us and treat us like children, you’re the fool. Especially since from my viewpoint we’re the best hope you’ve got at keeping these kids alive and safe.”


    Ms. Winters sniffed.


    Dessa examined the map. It was just a bunch of squiggly lines, shaded colors, and names of all but imaginary places to her. She knew her little area of Sacramento. How to get from the group home, to school, and to work. This map was nonsense.


    Amos leaned in and his nearness turned her inside out.


    “This is where we are.” Amos touched the map and then tapped his finger on a spot not too far away. “There’s a pharmacy here.”


    “But that takes us to the edge of a populated area,” Ms. Winters said.


    “I don’t like the sound of that,” Tiana said. “You just said—”


    “We can stay on the back roads. We don’t have to go into the city at all,” Amos said.


    Ms. Winters grunted. “Very well.”


    They loaded up, children packed inside the taco truck like, well, tacos. Dessa settled in to the open space in the center. Amos and Egg carried her brother inside, arranging him so that she could cushion his head in her lap again. They slammed closed the doors. The engine rumbled to life. She brushed Ivan’s clothes out and told him, loud enough for all the kids to hear, that everything would be all right. She would make sure of it.


    She always made everything all right again.


    Until everything fell apart again.


    The rough road shook Dessa like they were on the tracks of a roller coaster.


    Angela and Angelina had taken counter seats and dangled their legs, bouncing shoes on the cabinets. The boy cousins, Bharaj and Ratha, sat on the floor with legs curled tight into their chests. Claire wrapped her backpack in a hug. Dawson sat in a sink, chest puffed out and acting brave. Sierra and Yasmin huddled together, shy, on the floor opposite the cousins. Zachary took the stovetop next to Dawson.


    All nine of them, plus Ivan, made ten children ranging from Claire, the youngest, to the twins, who were pre-teens.


    The little knobs molded into the flooring for traction created odd pressure points against Dessa’s sit bones. Claire chatted about black holes and solar systems. The twins stayed quiet and leaned their heads together for support. At least Ivan had calmed, even if he was still unconscious. Dried sweat had left little trails of white dust on his skin.


    Egg drove. Amos kept a lookout on the roof with Tiana. Also, there was no room for them inside.


    Ms. Winters took the passenger seat next to Egg and held the map. So far, other than Tiana yelling out sightings of some Vs in the distance, they had not encountered any trouble.


    It meant Dessa had time to think, and she didn’t like that. Her brain obsessed sometimes. Right now, that meant coming back to the moment when she had reacted to Amos with disgust.


    She had been right, but for all the wrong reasons. She hadn’t known Ms. Winters had medicine to stop the virus inside Ivan. She hadn’t known Amos’ blood would have killed Ivan.


    She’d gotten lucky. So had Ivan.


    But that bit of luck might have destroyed the fragile friendships formed among them over these last few weeks of survival. She wondered if she would get the chance to earn it back. After all, her first priority was keeping her brother alive, and it sure seemed like that was turning into a full-time job plus overtime.


    Egg slowed the taco truck until it rumbled to a stop. The silence left her ears ringing as she unwound herself from the floor. Using a shirt to pillow Ivan’s head again, she stretched stiff hips and cracked her elbows. The children waited inside until Ms. Winters released them for a bathroom break.


    Dessa followed out and looked over her shoulder to drink in the sight of her little brother laying on the floor of the truck. The taco truck framed Ivan’s unconscious form like a circus ambulance. Instead of medical smells, there were the faint, saliva-producing smells of seasonings and fried tortillas. He had hung back to make sure everyone else made it safely onto the bus roof before allowing her to bring him up. This was what he got for acting the superhero.


    She shook her head. She knew him well enough to know he would do it all over again. He was so little. Spider-Man and Superman and all the other superheroes he obsessed over took up too much space in his head.


    Sending a last beam of love to her brother, she turned to focus on the business at hand.


    To get Ivan the medicine he needed to keep him from turning V.


    She trailed in the wake of the children admonished into silence by Ms. Winters. Egg and Tiana pointed out different bushes for the kids after checking them for bogeymen.


    They had stopped at the foot of a small one lane bridge that crossed a sad-looking creek. Plenty of trees lined the creek and shadowed the bridge. A few buildings down the road marked the beginning of what Dessa assumed was the edge of the little suburban neighborhood that Amos said would lead them to their target.


    The pharmacy.


    A riotous chorus of birds flew in and out of the trees, acting like it was the time of their lives. She took a moment to imagine things from their point of view. A strange metal beast rumbled into their territory and spilled out organisms of various sizes, but from their height, there was nothing to worry about. Not when they had wings and the tops of trees and only a few more hours until the cooling sunset. She blinked, shaking the image from her mind.


    She was not lucky enough to be a bird. There was no flying out of this situation.


    Approaching the hood of the truck, she saw Amos and Ms. Winters poring over the map again.


    “This road takes us right by the pharmacy.” Amos used his finger to mark the path on the paper. “Maybe just a 1/2 mile up.”


    Ms. Winters nodded. “The children cannot go. It’s too dangerous. We will stay here, hidden in the trees, while the rest of you find what we need.”


    “Water, food, and medicine,” Dessa said matter-of-factly.


    Ms. Winters nodded again. “Medicine. Water. Food. In that order. And if you can’t find the medicine, come back quickly. We must take our chances and hope the way to Sanctuary stays clear.”


    Dessa shuddered, remembering how fast Vs had moved to surround the buses, their hands clawing and grabbing for clothes, hair, and flesh.


    Calling for Egg and Tiana, Dessa managed to avoid looking at Amos. “Then let’s go.”


    Walking along the road, a new sort of silence settled among the four of them. Dessa took lead so that she wouldn’t need to look at any of them. An apology was working its way up her throat, like a cancerous lump she couldn’t expel. The chatter of birds faded. The birds preferred the trees and creek over the newer housing development. The four teens began to pass huge garages that hid the former residents behind beige-colored walls and bright green lawns. Everything was too quiet, yet somehow the hair on the back of Dessa’s neck prickled, like she was being watched.


    Soon, a little strip mall parking lot came into view. Hazy in the heat. Dessa picked up the pace.


    “You don’t have to act like you hate us all now,” Tiana said. “I didn’t even do anything.”


    Her words stabbed Dessa in the gut. She didn’t stop walking, she couldn’t stop. If she did, she would curl into a ball and cry and never get up again. But she did turn around. Moving backwards, she now faced Tiana, Egg, and Amos.


    Fighting words rose to Dessa’s lips.


    Tiana furrowed her eyebrows and her expression looked like she was about ready to cuss someone out. Egg looked like a deer caught in the headlights, readying himself to bolt. Even though Amos loomed large with his football player features, it felt like he was a million miles away, rather than several feet.


    These were her friends. Once upon a time in the group home, they had been strange roommates, barely tolerating each other. But no longer.


    “I’m sorry,” Dessa said, surprising herself. “Amos, I’m sorry. I don’t think you’re—”


    “Disgusting?” Amos finished.


    Dessa cringed.


    Pain flashed deeper across his face. “I don’t blame you. I don’t want to look in the mirror right now. I find myself pretty disgusting. I don’t know what I’ve turned into, or what I’m going to turn into. But I have to deal with it.”


    “We all have to deal with it.” Tiana looked back and forth between Amos and Dessa. “We’re in this together. And if we’re not, then we really are all going to die.”


    “I know,” Dessa said.


    “Then act like it,” Tiana said. “Stop ignoring us. Stop acting like you’re mad at us.”


    Dessa released a breath and kicked at the ground. “I’m not mad at you. I figured you guys were mad at me.”


    “Why would we be mad at you?” Tiana said. “You basically saved all those kids from getting eaten. You saved your brother, just like you said you would, and now you’re a little freaked because he’s been infected and there’s only this medicine between him and turning V.”


    Tiana’s words, laying the truth out bare like that, helped evaporate some of the tension Dessa had been holding onto. She had really feared she’d ruined things between them. Especially between her and Amos. But Tiana was trying to show them all it wasn’t ruined. Not yet.


    “We are all in this together,” Tiana said.


    “Wow,” Egg said. “This is like a really great Hallmark movie moment, but I hate Hallmark movies. Are we done with all the wishy-washy bonding yet? We forgive you, you forgive us. Should we forgive the Vs next? Bring the zombies in for a nice little group hug?”


    “Doesn’t matter,” Tiana shot back. “Don’t even think about giving me trouble, Egg. Or I will make us do a group hug and put you in the middle.”


    Egg’s eyes widened in abject terror and he held his fingers up in the shape of a cross, as if warding off a vampire.


    Amos chuckled. Tiana rolled her eyes, but a smile snuck onto her face.


    Dessa laughed. “Count on Egg to find the most perfect words to ruin the moment.”


    Egg tilted his head and gave her a lazy smile. “Just doing my job.”


    “Your job is messing things up?” Tiana said. “Like that time you made them stop for sneakers?”


    Egg held a hand to his chest in mock disbelief. “You mean the sneakers that allowed us all to out run the zombie horde through the hospital? You mean the sneakers that allowed dear Dessa here to have the traction she needed to climb that school bus like a monkey and pull a bunch of innocent children—children who supposedly hold the only cure for this disease inside their little growing bodies—to safety?”


    Amos slapped Egg on the back. “You got it exactly right, Egbert. Don’t change a thing about yourself.”


    Egg looked up at the sky. “It never crossed my mind.”


    “For the record,” Tiana said. “I would like to point out I did not get any sneakers from that side trip.”


    Egg snapped his gaze down and his mouth opened and closed like a fish. “Tiana, I didn’t know your size. You weren’t there—”


    Dessa turned around, still laughing. She crossed into the parking lot that marked the entrance to the strip mall. The others followed her. Things were messed up. Badly. But might just be on the mend.
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    “Uhhhh, do you guys see that?” Egg asked, pointing toward the store entrances.


    The half mile between the creek and this little strip mall had looked unmolested and the road was empty, not even any wrecked cars, but the strip mall was different. Several cars scattered across the lot all had their windows smashed. Glass coated the surrounding asphalt. One of the cars had crashed into a cement median and its front was crunched like an accordion. There were bodies. Human limbs at angles that didn’t look right. Dark stains of blood that painted ovals on the ground. There was no movement, no sign of anyone still alive, but something bad had clearly happened here.


    Dessa scanned the shops until she landed on the little pharmacy that anchored the strip. A coffee shop and a little barbershop sat on either side. All their windows were busted and she couldn’t see inside from their current position. A store sign dangled, hanging by one corner.


    Did anything wait for them inside?


    She told herself to expect the worst. Assuming there was an infected or two still alive inside, they would have to be ready for a fight. She wasn’t leaving without the medicine.


    “Spread out.” Dessa bent her knees and closed her hands into fists. “I don’t think we should clump together in case anyone is inside. We just need to look for the medicine and then get out of here.”


    “Some food and water would be nice, too,” Egg said.


    “Yeah, but the meds are the most important.” Dessa thought of Ivan still asleep in the taco truck. He had hours left until the dose wore off, but Ms. Winters had said preparing the Aeulbutrin would eat up some of that time. “The kids can eat and drink when we get to Sanctuary tonight.”


    Dessa strained her ears, searching for any sign of trouble. Glass crunched under their shoes. Each step felt taut with tension.


    Egg popped into the coffee shop by stepping through the broken window. She almost called him back. This was about the meds. But her voice could awaken trouble, so she settled for being annoyed with him in silence.


    Egg popped out a minute later, carrying armfuls of water bottles. Hurrying back, he set the bottles at the base of a light pole and whispered. “It’s totally empty in there. No people, no food, or anything either. These bottles were scattered behind the register, like they’d been dropped and forgotten.”


    Amos led them into the cool, dark interior of the pharmacy.


    There were plenty of strange spoiled food smells, but something else, like the whisper of clothing.


    “Wait,” Dessa said, ears straining. She hovered at his heels and let her eyes scan for movement. When she adjusted to the darkness, she stepped deeper into the store after Amos, and her stomach sank at the sight of the ransacked shelves.


    “Ugg, I think someone broke a jar of pickles.” Tiana held her nose as she looked around. “Yep. That’s what it is.” She pointed to a smear of liquid and green goo near an end cap.


    To the right of the entrance was an ice cream freezer, its contents long melted and dried on the tile. Dessa looked left and saw two cash registers behind bullet proof glass.


    Something moved.


    Dessa sucked in a breath. “Did you see that?”


    They all froze.


    She tried to discern details in the shadows. That light scraping sounded again and a shadow behind the bullet proof panels shifted.


    Amos stepped toward the registers.


    Dessa snaked out a hand and grabbed his shirt. “Amos, don’t.”


    He covered her hand with his own. “It’s okay. I think… I think it can’t get out.”


    “How do you know that?” Tiana hissed, crouching to the floor.


    “Because it would already be on top of us if it could,” Amos said, talking at a regular volume. His noise acted as a trigger. The scraping sound turned into banging.


    “We should go.” Egg backed up to stand on the threshold of the entrance. “We should go. We should go.”


    Amos stepped away. “No, it’s fine. Can’t you see it’s trapped?”


    Dessa held her breath and told herself that Amos knew what he was doing. He approached the cash registers, and she followed. He looked down each aisle and then focused on the next one. She did the same, looking for trouble, but also noticing empty shelf after empty shelf. Someone, maybe many someones, had been here before them and taken everything.
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