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		Dessa stared at the intercom’s receiver—the waist-high box was anchored to the cement feet away from the elevator bays on Ground level. Conviction and hope rose like twin flames inside her. “Ms. Winters, we promise. Tell Ivan. Tell all of them. We’re coming for you and the children. Where are you?”

		 

		Dozens of Sanctuary staff and combo cured workers from Farm moved in a frenzy of activity, but Dessa had entered a strangely calm space. At her side stood all her friends—Amos, Tiana, Cole, Egg—listening to every word.

		 

		“All right.” Ms. Winters’ voice was tinny as it floated out of the intercom unit. “I am with the children on Lab level. Security staff were guarding the doors, but there was a… commotion. I have several assistants with me and Coordinator Schofield is nearby. They are all I can account for at the moment though I do believe there are others. Please make the attempt to retrieve us at your earliest convenience—”

		 

		Her voice became garbled with static.

		 

		Cole walked up and hit the intercom’s side panel with the flat of his palm. His hair was long enough that it moved in a wave at the force. Grime and other fluids turned his khaki jumpsuit several shades darker. He scowled down at the machine as if he could make it work by willpower alone. Dessa squeezed both hands around the receiver mic, her skin clammy as she strained to listen. Sometimes a good slap to Sanctuary’s disintegrating infrastructure put things right for a few more seconds.

		 

		But the static rose in volume and then cut out altogether.

		 

		“It doesn’t matter,” Amos said from behind her.

		 

		She turned and saw hope in his face. His brown eyes were so wide with it she could fall into them.

		 

		“We know they’re alive and where they are,” Amos continued. “We can go get them.”

		 

		Tiana held Tigg securely in both arms as her eyes burned holes in the floor like she could see underground. Her dark hair formed a half curtain around her and the gray-striped cat.

		 

		Egg, tall and lanky, his clothes covered in grime just like the rest of them, pounded on Cole’s back. “Oh man. Oh man, I can’t believe it. I just can’t freaking believe they’re alive.”

		 

		Cole ducked his head, covering up a smile, even as he gave the intercom another disgruntled slap.

		 

		“They are,” Dessa said, wonder in her voice.

		 

		That truth lifted her from the dark place of Riley’s death. Almost against her will, Dessa’s eyes skated across Ground level. Sanctuary’s staff—people dressed in the khaki jumpsuits that marked them as part of Support, and even a few Security people dressed in eggshell blue—rushed around, working to shore up windows and doors from the growing V mob forming outside the perimeter fences that protected Sanctuary and the landfill upon which it had been built. There were still a few piles of e-waste and other bits of recycling by the front welcome desk, as if attempting to keep up the fraud that Sanctuary had ever just been a landfill.

		 

		Beyond it all, through the open door of the incinerator room, was an unmoving lump.

		 

		Infected by a Super V, Riley had begged Dessa to deliver the killing blow. Now Riley lay wrapped in canvas near the garbage elevator the teens had used to escape from the attack underground. Tumor-like lesions had swelled across Riley’s skin even as her veins darkened, all in the seconds before Dessa had ended it.

		 

		Ripping her gaze away from that room, Dessa stared at her hands and set the malfunctioning receiver down. Dirt and blood crusted her fingernails. Scratches from box edges, metal shelving, industrial concrete, and just plain fighting for her life cross-hatched her bare skin. Her jumpsuit sleeves were ripped and crusted with grime. Taking this detailed self inventory helped Dessa avoid the truth—

		 

		Riley was dead.

		 

		They had lost Pierce—Riley’s father—and lots of other combo cured people to the Super V’s. The combo cure was supposed protect against the zombie virus, but didn’t work against this new mutated version.

		 

		Not that Dessa or Cole even had the combo cure. They were uninfected, just like the rest of Sanctuary’s hundreds of staff.

		 

		But all her friends—Amos, Tiana, Egg, even Delmar—had received the combo cure after being infected at some point with the Lyssa virus. Not that it made a difference anymore. The original virus strain had been enough to destroy the world. This Super V stuff? Dessa didn’t even know how to wrap her brain around it.

		 

		“But how do we get to the kids?” Tiana said, looking up from the cement. The tension in her shoulders didn’t reach where she cupped Tigg and scratched him between the ears. His gray stripes were grimed up just like all their clothes, but he looked pleased to finally be back in the arms of his humans.

		 

		For a long, agonizing moment, no one had anything to say.

		 

		Dessa’s mind spun, unable to land on a solution that would deliver on the promise she had just made Ms. Winters. Five underground levels separated them from the children. Super V’s had infiltrated the ventilation system and, for all Dessa knew, had spread to all the other levels by now.

		 

		“The elevators—” Dessa said finally.

		 

		A bunch of blue suits were supposed to have arrived topside by elevator, but had never showed. Even if they took the elevator down to Lab, who knew what they would find once the doors opened.

		 

		While they stood and stared at each other, Delmar’s voice rose, issuing orders to the combo cured. Security Officer Mondo stood at the far side of the room, talking to Coordinator Grove. Support staff moved supplies around. Even some Security staff were on the move, their eggshell blue uniforms strange polka dots in the mass of khaki and gray.

		 

		“How many Super V’s do you think are down there?” Egg said finally. He scuffed the ground with the top of his shoe. “Because that’s going to tell us something about our chances.”

		 

		Amos curled his hands into fists and looked at each of them. “Our chances have never been good.” The combo cure side effects on Amos’ skin were barely noticeable in the dim light. His faded red shirt stretched across his broad chest. A rip at the shoulder showed muscle, but also bruising. “That’s no different than now. I counted at least a dozen.”

		 

		Cole stepped away from the intercom, the bay of elevators at his back. “And that’s not even counting anyone else who got infected since. The best we can hope for is that the Super V’s kill whoever they attack. But any combo cured or uninfected down there might be adding themselves to the Super V army even as we speak.”

		 

		That stopped them all.

		 

		Those twin flames of conviction and hope began to dim.

		 

		Sanctuary was this big research building funded by the State of California that housed hundreds of people, all working to solve the Lyssa virus problem. Several hundred of the staff were Support, maybe around fifty were Security, and about a dozen, plus assistants, were Scientist.

		 

		Working on Ground level with them now were not quite half the staff. More than Dessa had ever seen gather on Ground at the same time before, but even still, that left a lot of potential Super V’s down below.

		 

		“Okay.” Dessa blinked furiously as she thought through the next steps. “The faster we are at this… maybe the better off we’ll be. Maybe there won’t be as many people turned Super V. Maybe they won’t get as spread out. So we talk to Coordinator Grove and Security Officer Mondo. We get as many of the blue suits and whoever else together as we can and get down there. We get in and bring up the kids and then seal everything off. I think that’s our best chance.”

		 

		Cole stared morosely at his shoes. “If we have a chance at all.” As if realizing how demoralizing he sounded, he raised his head and looked at the rest of them. “I mean. We have to go now. It is our best chance. Sorry, didn’t mean to be a downer about it.”

		 

		Tiana stepped over, holding Tigg close to her chest. Dessa waited for a Mr. Doom-and-Gloom comment. Instead, she placed a comforting hand on Cole’s shoulder. “You’re not wrong,” Tiana said. “But maybe we’ll get lucky.”

		 

		Cole pressed his lips together and glanced at Tiana, nodding once, and covering her hand with his own to acknowledge her attempt at comfort.

		 

		“Okay, so we need weapons,” Dessa said. “Supply level would have options, but obviously that’s not going to work anymore.”

		 

		They had just escaped from Supply level and knew it was crawling with Super V’s. Dessa scanned her mental map, considering what was available to them here. Metal pipes, some grating that could maybe act as shields. Not much. But it would have to do.

		 

		Amos scrutinized the elevators. “What about making a quick trip to the landfill and our hideout? We’ve got some basic weapons there. Bats, knives—”

		 

		“A pillowcase of tuna cans for Dessa?” Tiana’s smile looked more like a grimace at her own attempt at humor.

		 

		“Funny.” Dessa’s stomach cramped at the thought of all the food they had squirreled away. She couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten something. Water would become a problem soon, but there was no time to waste. “I don’t think we can go after it. The more time we give the Super V’s the less chance the kids have.”

		 

		Amos bent over and picked up a metal pole. He swung it once and it was easy to imagine him knocking off the head of a Super V. “Yeah, you’re right. But what elevator do we call up? Any one of them could be full with Super V’s at this point.”

		 

		“Let’s talk to Mondo and Grove first,” Dessa said. “Maybe they’ll have some info on the elevators. Cole, you take Mondo while I talk to Grove?” Cole was better at handling Security Officer Mondo’s fake gregariousness. Mondo liked to treat everyone like they were his best friend, even though he was second-in-command of Security.

		 

		“Sure,” Cole said.

		 

		But before they could move, Delmar approached with a number of combo cured. 

		 

		Dessa instantly went on alert.

		 

		Pierce was the leader of the combo cured. At least, he had been until he was ripped apart by the Super V’s right in front of their eyes. Like it was nothing, Delmar had stepped off the garbage elevator at Ground and started issuing orders to everyone like he was in charge.

		 

		The thing was, everyone had listened.

		 

		Delmar scanned them with an expression that Dessa could only describe as ownership. He wasn’t as tall as Amos or Egg, but muscle filled him out. The combo cure made him look like someone more in his late twenties than eighteen years old. His face seemed twisted in a permanent scowl, much like Cole, but meaner.

		 

		“I need you all to head outside with the rest of Farm and Support staff to shore up the fences,” Delmar said. “That mob of deranged outside is stirring up trouble and will break through if we don’t get on it.”

		 

		Amos stared directly at Delmar, a challenge in his eyes. Cole scowled at his feet, not moving. Egg shifted from foot to foot, nervous, looking first at Delmar, and then everyone else, and back again. Tiana crossed her arms in defiance while still managing to cradle Tigg.

		 

		“That’s not going to happen,” Amos said, his voice calm.

		 

		“We have to go after the kids,” Dessa said hotly. “They’re alive. We have to get down there and bring them topside while there’s still a chance.”

		 

		“No,” Delmar said. “That’s not going to happen. You’re going to do as I say.”
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		“Delmar, I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Dessa said. “We’re going after those kids and you can’t stop us.”

		 

		An expression of hate crossed Delmar’s face. She’d seen that look on him before, and it made her skin crawl. It was like he had this internal granite wall you could bash against all you wanted and all it would do was fall over and flatten you. Delmar didn’t care about anyone except himself, and maybe Egg.

		 

		There was no negotiating with that look. She’d witnessed all the failed attempts at the group home when they had shared living space. He usually pretended to compromise when it suited him, but Dessa knew better. He was calculating and power-hungry and would do anything to survive. It’s what had gotten him this far, after all, and what had even allowed Dessa and the others to let him in to their circle. Mostly because of Egg’s belief that there was some good to Delmar.

		 

		She braced herself for a fight. Not with words. This was Delmar. It was going to get violent.

		 

		“Dessa! Cole!” Coordinator Grove’s voice was both sharp and a welcome interruption.

		 

		Delmar’s expression became hooded as he stepped back to make way for Coordinator Grove and Security Officer Mondo. Where Grove was plump and turned Support’s khaki jumpsuit uniform into a pear shape, Mondo was like the hero out of an action movie. Muscled, with a full head of hair, he had a well-manicured beard that hardly showed any gray. The eggshell blue of his shirt matched the color of his eyes and he had a face that begged for aviator sunglasses. His easy grin made Dessa grit her teeth.

		 

		Three Coordinators ruled over Sanctuary and its three divisions—Scientist, Security, Support. Coordinator Grove was in charge of Support. Mondo was Security’s second-in-command.

		 

		“Glad to see you all alive,” Security Officer Mondo said. “We feared the worst but hoped for the best. Unfortunately, I believe there will be many casualties—”

		 

		Coordinator Grove frowned. “What’s going on here?”

		 

		The entire floor had heard the intercom for themselves. Coordinator Grove already knew Ms. Winters and the Project Polus children were still alive. Grove was sensible and smart. With the other two Coordinators missing somewhere down below, she was the one now in charge of everything, including Security. She had looked out for Dessa, Cole, and Riley—the three of them allowed to live inside Sanctuary’s walls because they were uninfected—many times over these last few months.

		 

		Coordinator Grove also knew how important Project Polus was to Sanctuary’s mission. Ms. Winters had somehow made the kids immune to the Lyssa virus without resorting to the combo cure. The protocol had worked and she had awakened all the kids from their comas. Grove would throw every resource at the kids and the chance they represented at saving the world from the Lyssa virus.

		 

		“We have to get down there,” Dessa said, unable to keep the pleading out of her voice. “The faster we go get the kids and scientists, the better chance they have—”

		 

		Coordinator Grove sighed and stuffed her hands into her khaki jumpsuit pockets as she glanced over her shoulder.

		 

		“Security Officer Mondo,” Cole said, his entire demeanor returning to the Mr. Responsible act he’d put on like a disguise over these last three months. He actually forced a smile on his face to match Mondo’s easy grin. “Dessa’s right. If we all go down there now—”

		 

		But Cole trailed off as the grin on Mondo’s face sort of froze over.

		 

		That’s when Dessa noticed activity at the elevators. Hope rose in an instant as she thought Grove and Mondo had gotten ahead of her and were already preparing to bring the kids back up safely.

		 

		But something wasn’t tracking right.

		 

		Dessa’s brain fogged from exhaustion and thirst as she tried to pinpoint what exactly was setting off her radar. 

		 

		Support staff were attaching a number of small, box-like devices to the elevator doors. Mondo looked past all the teens and Dessa followed his sightline to the incinerator room. More khaki jumpsuits and a few of the blue suits worked inside to attach even more of those boxes to the garbage elevator.

		 

		Dessa turned back around and found Delmar had stepped up next to Coordinator Grove and Security Officer Mondo, like he was the same as them.

		 

		“What’s going on?” Dessa asked.

		 

		When Delmar didn’t say anything, Dessa went cold.

		 

		Though they had all just been fighting for their lives underground, though Pierce and Riley had been dead for only a few hours, Delmar had taken over leadership of the combo cured and somehow knew what Grove and Mondo were doing.

		 

		Two blue suits approached the intercom and began attaching more of those boxes.

		 

		Coordinator Grove hadn’t shown Dessa and Cole any special favoritism, but neither had she treated them badly. Dessa could not say the same for many of the other Support staff.  A mix of men and women of different ages, all had made a point to insult Dessa, rifle through her things, or make sure she knew she wasn’t welcome.

		 

		Under the other two coordinators orders, no staff had been allowed to bring their loved ones into the safety of Sanctuary’s underground bunkers. Then, months later, Ms. Winters had shown up with Dessa and her friends, and a bunch of children. Dessa, Cole, and Riley had been allowed to live inside Sanctuary’s bunker-like levels, working as Support, because they were uninfected. Even though the combo cured among the arriving survivors had been forced to live topside, they’d all been allowed to stay behind the safety of the three story tall fences.

		 

		Dessa and her group’s very existence reminded everyone else inside Sanctuary of what they had lost—that they had not been allowed to save their own loved ones. Dessa didn’t deserve their malice, but she understood it. She wasn’t a real person to them. She was their dead wife, their dead father, their zombie turned five-year-old. She was from the world outside, and she shouldn’t have been allowed in.

		 

		“You should step away from the intercom,” Coordinator Grove said, her voice carefully neutral.

		 

		“Why would we do that?” Amos said, his tone matching hers.

		 

		Coordinator Grove glanced at Amos and then returned attention to Dessa and Cole. “Security Officer Mondo and I have made some difficult decisions. The majority of the Support staff under my supervision have decided we can no longer allow Security and Scientist to run Sanctuary. Security Officer Mondo, and a number of the Security staff under his supervision, agree.”

		 

		Egg winced at all the S words, making an effort not to crack a joke. He had staked big fake money on a bet that Coordinator Schofield, who was head of the Scientist division, had named everything possible in Sanctuary to start with the letter S after his own name. Dessa silently willed him to keep it together.

		 

		“I don’t understand what you’re saying.” Dessa shook head, desperately needing all of this to make sense. “You’re in charge now. The other two coordinators are down below, so of course you’re in charge. So send us down there to get the kids—to get my brother!”

		 

		Mondo kept that easy smile plastered on his face.

		 

		Grove frowned and said, “The utter lack of compassion and basic common sense from the other two coordinators has led us to this moment. I am sorry that your brother is trapped down below, but we cannot let those lab created monstrosities loose on this world—”

		 

		What would happen if a Super V ever met up with a regular V? Dessa shuddered and hoped to never find out. If even one of those Super V’s got topside, the impact would be horrific. But this was her brother and a bunch of little kids they were talking about abandoning.

		 

		“—We were given no warning the Scientists had created such monsters, no say in whether such dangerous experiments should have been done at all,” Coordinator Grove continued, her voice warming up like she had practiced this speech before. “And now the scientists have allowed their incompetence to grow to epic levels. Did you know there was a lab leak and Coordinators Krause and Schofield attempted to cover it up? Their betrayal of my authority, of the trust placed in them to protect the lives of the people under their command, runs so deep—did you know they kept this lab leak even from me? Crudely dumping the initial experiments into the chemical pool located deep within the landfill. Trying to cover up the evidence even as they continued the experiments—with no warning to even give us a chance of protecting ourselves.”

		 

		“The coordinators knew the two of us, and the staff who see things our way, would have put a stop to it one way or the other,” Security Officer Mondo said, his tone dry. “Which is likely why they did attempt such a sad little coverup. But I have earned the loyalty of many in Security and they thankfully informed me—”

		 

		Dessa stepped forward. “I have to go down there.” Coordinator Grove was reasonable. Maybe Mondo wasn’t, but Grove would understand. She had to. “My brother is down there. You heard it through the intercom. Ms. Winters and the Project Polus children. They—”

		 

		“Are as good as dead,” Delmar interrupted, his expression lazy. “And with those Super V’s able to infect even the combo cured now, there’s no way there’s any reason good enough to risk letting them out.”

		 

		Coordinator Grove at least had the decency to look mildly embarrassed at being in agreement with Delmar. Then she nodded once, all professional again. “We have decided—”

		 

		“We? Who is this we?” Amos demanded.

		 

		But Coordinator Grove’s eyes slid away from him again, answering his question while looking at Dessa and Cole instead. People inside Sanctuary held ridiculous prejudice against those with the combo cure, even though it made no sense according to their own science. “We are those among Sanctuary’s staff who have been kept in the dark. We are those who have worked tirelessly to keep the lights on, the food cooked, the air running, the laundry cleaned—”

		 

		“The fences up,” Security Officer Mondo added. “The infected away, and this place a refuge.”

		 

		Coordinator Grove nodded sharply once. “We are the reason Sanctuary still exists and yet we have been treated like servants. Less than servants. We were not allowed the right to retrieve our loved ones. We were not asked our opinions for any of the experiments conducted in this place. We were given no warning when some of those experiments broke loose. We were denied the chance to defend ourselves, to have a say in the shape of our own lives, at every turn—”

		 

		“And now we are the ones who must make sure the Super V’s, as you so pithily call them,” Security Officer Mondo said, picking up from Coordinator Grove again, “never have a chance to see the light of day. Containment is the priority. Not rescue. Now, please remove yourselves from the blast zone.”
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		The ground seemed to fall away from Dessa’s feet.

		 

		Had Mondo really just said blast zone?

		 

		Her eyes darted over all those little boxes staff had finished attaching to the elevators and intercom.

		 

		Blow the elevators? She imagined the elevators turning into flying fireballs. They would freefall until they got stuck somewhere and then they would melt and seal up access. They would destroy any chance Dessa and her friends had of reaching the kids.

		 

		“No,” Tiana said, bolting upright. “You can’t do that!”

		 

		Cole broke from his Mr. Responsible act with a ferociousness that made Mondo take a step back. “You’re supposed to go down there with us!”

		 

		“Let’s just go down there and get them,” Egg said, his tone smooth and conciliatory, like he was presenting an easy compromise it would be silly to deny. “It’ll be quick. Easy. Painless, probably, I mean, if we’re fast. We can’t just bury kids alive with a bunch of Super V’s.”

		 

		“Safety is a serious matter to us,” Security Officer Mondo said, his usually easy smile looking strained. “Schofield and Krause gave no thought to our safety before this. We have to worry about all the people up here. It’s what should have happened all along and now we are in a position to ensure it.”

		 

		Amos flexed his shoulders and looked at Dessa, a silent message passing between them. We’re not going to convince them.

		 

		She rebelled against that. There had to be a way.

		 

		“But we’ll lose everything.” Dessa grasped for any reason to keep this from happening. Coordinator Grove knew what Supply level contained—at least ten years’ worth of everything Sanctuary needed, from food to water to equipment. “If you blow those elevators, then you’ll starve everyone to death, or force everyone to go outside the fences, which means death.”

		 

		“I have calculated the risks,” Coordinator Grove said, her expression closing down on itself. “I am sorry, but we must take this opportunity to correct the situation—”

		 

		With a shock, Dessa finally realized what was happening. Why it was happening and that this had been in the works for a long time. When Dessa had witnessed the body dump at the chemical pool, both Coordinator Krause, the head of Security, and Coordinator Schofield, the head of Scientists, had been there. Coordinator Grove had not.

		 

		The other two Coordinators had kept the body dump from Coordinator Grove—fearing this.

		 

		Mutiny.

		 

		The Super V’s escaping from Lab level had instantly given Grove, Mondo, and everyone allied with them, the window to act while the rest of Sanctuary was in chaos.

		 

		“—The consensus that the risk these creatures may escape outweighs any losses,” Coordinator Grove continued smoothly with a hint of apology in her voice. “Security Officer Mondo and I, and those among the staff who side with us, which is more than half of the staff—”

		 

		Coordinator Grove had just admitted that more than half the Support and Security staff were mutinying with her and Mondo. It explained why so many people were currently on Ground level. Mondo and Grove must have told them all to gather up in anticipation of taking things over. That might have just saved all their lives from the Super V’s down below, but it also meant there was now a small army standing in the way getting down to her brother.

		 

		“Coordinator Grove,” Security Officer Mondo interrupted smoothly. “We do not need to justify ourselves—”

		 

		Dessa’s gaze landed back on Delmar who looked too pleased with himself. She added combo cured to the mutiny list.

		 

		Delmar and the other combo cured were going to help Mondo and Grove take Sanctuary away from the Scientists. All of them looked willing to sacrifice the kids to do it.

		 

		The combo cured—people like Amos, Tiana, Egg, Delmar, and so many others banished to work at Farm—had been infected with the Lyssa virus at some point during the destruction of the world and been given the borrelia alucinari bacterial antidote in time. This combo cure had terrible side effects on the skin and mind, but kept people from turning into V’s—raging zombies.

		 

		Sanctuary was supposed to be working on a solution to the Lyssa virus that avoided the side effects of the combo cure. But recently, scientists down at Lab level had been experimenting on people. They had kidnapped combo cured people from Farm and messed with their DNA—supposedly to find ways to help ease the side effects of the combo cure. But it had all gone terribly wrong and mutated the Lyssa virus instead, so now no one was safe.

		 

		Coordinator Schofield had allowed his scientists to experiment on the combo cured against their will, but it was even worse than that. When the Super V’s first escaped, no alarm had sounded, no warning had been given. There were over a hundred staff, mostly Support, trapped underground with the Super V’s with no idea what was really going on because the other two Coordinators had tried to cover it all up.

		 

		This Super V experiment, lab break, and coverup, had been the final wrong. One line too many had been crossed.

		 

		No wonder Grove, Mondo, and so many others had staged a mutiny. What choice did they have when Super V’s had been allowed to run rampant throughout Sanctuary’s underground levels without even a warning—until it was all too late?

		 

		But there was no way Delmar and the other combo cured could believe Sanctuary’s mutineers had their backs. This was an alliance of convenience and would fall apart as soon as one side or the other decided it no longer benefited them. Delmar was smart enough to see that, but she guessed when the enemy was kidnapping and experimenting on you—the enemy of your enemy was suddenly your friend.

		 

		It was something Amos would have said, being the history buff and having actually studied wars for fun. But Sanctuary’s politics mattered nothing to Dessa, not with her brother and the other kids’ lives at stake.

		 

		“It is the responsible, ethical choice,” Coordinator Grove continued. “A choice Krause and Schofield, even your dear Ms. Winters, should have been able to see and make. Because they could not, I must stand in the gap and finish the job.”

		 

		“We’ll work things out, I’m sure,” Security Officer Mondo said. “Now if you could step back, we’d sure appreciate it.”

		 

		The growing white noise of rage from the V’s outside warred with the activity inside as combo cured and Support staff fortified the windows and doors. Others finished up hooking wires between the boxes attached to the elevators.

		 

		Dessa stepped forward, disobeying Mondo and Grove. Her friends came with her. Amos on her left, Cole, Egg, and Tiana on her right.

		 

		Delmar raised an eyebrow. “Step back or risk getting blown up.”

		 

		“Now Delmar,” Security Officer Mondo said, that grin that said let’s be friends plastered to his face. “Let’s—”

		 

		“Let us go down there then,” Dessa interrupted. “Just give us a few hours before you blow it. Please. We’ll get the kids without your help. We’ll—”

		 

		“Bring back a bunch of Super V’s with you and kill us all?” Delmar said, a sneer in his voice. “No, I don’t think so.”

		 

		There was a grumbling sound that rose from the staff and combo cured who had arranged themselves behind Delmar, Coordinator Grove, and Security Officer Mondo. Dessa hadn’t even realized so many of them had stopped working and been listening. Like a judgment being handed down in court, the matter had been settled, and it was unanimous.

		 

		Blow the elevators. Seal up Sanctuary before the monsters could escape.

		 

		There were shouts of alarm at Sanctuary’s entrance doors. Mondo smiled apologetically to Grove and left with a few blue suits to deal with whatever crisis had arrived. Delmar and his people followed to help.

		 

		Coordinator Grove nodded once at Dessa and Cole, as if both honoring and dismissing the connection they had formed over the last three months. A curt command sent Support staff swarming Dessa and her friends—pushing them back.

		 

		“No!” Dessa yelled and fought them. She had to get to those elevators.

		 

		Her friends were fighting back too, but they were all soon lost in a sea of limbs, cotton, cement, and an overwhelming sense of dread.

		 

		Dessa was pushed across the floor, out the front door, and onto the gravel. A random elbow to her gut left her wheezing. Sunlight blazed on her face and blinded her sight. Smells of sweat and concrete were replaced with the faint hint of rotten egg drifting out from the dump.

		 

		Mondo and Delmar stood outside, watching the chain-link fences where V’s now pressed up against in mass. Mondo was suddenly wearing aviator glasses and stood with his legs spread apart and hands hovering at his belt. Delmar wore regular clothes, jeans and a t-shirt, and shouted orders right alongside Mondo as they directed where people should wait out the blast.

		 

		Amos fell down next to her, hunched over and huffing like he’d gotten the breath knocked out of him. Tiana was crying as she cursed at a Support staff woman who pushed her in the back, making her stumble, but she held onto Tigg and caught herself in time. Cole and Egg fell down next to Amos, their wrists pulled painfully behind their backs by two blue suits.

		 

		“The noise,” Amos said to Delmar between coughs, as if trying one last chance at reason. “The blast will kick all the V’s into a bigger rage. They’ll bring down the fences for sure. You have to wait.”

		 

		Delmar glanced over. “We’re not that stupid.”

		 

		Grove stepped outside and fiddled with a small handheld device. Standing straight and making sure her back was protected by Sanctuar’s exterior wall, she said, “Fire in the hole!”

		 

		There was a series of pops and then a sucking sound.

		 

		Dessa held her breath even as her mind went strangely blank. A few seconds later, a great cloud of dust mushroomed out the front doors and turned the sky white. She lost sight of everyone else except Amos. The cloud settled on his head and eyebrows, dusting his shoulders and cheeks and lips, turning him into a ghost. Then the dust entered Dessa’s lungs and she couldn’t see anything as she coughed and coughed, trying to breathe.

		 

		Coordinator Grove had just turned Sanctuary into a tomb.
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		The explosion made almost no noise, but the pulverized cement was an epic sight the V’s did not miss.

		 

		It seemed Delmar, Grove, and Mondo had not accounted for the dust.

		 

		As the cloud settled, the landfill’s labyrinth of waste and junk came back into view. The three story tall chain-link fence that rimmed the acres upon acres of the landfill and Sanctuary’s boundaries shimmered in the sunlight. A great moaning roar grew in volume until Dessa wanted to clap her hands over her ears. 

		 

		Inside the safety of Sanctuary’s walls, she had been able to forget. But she knew that sound, even though she hadn’t heard it in months. All those poor souls infected with the original strain of the Lyssa virus—this was their distinctive call.

		 

		“Prop up those fences!” Delmar bellowed, and then he ran for the chain-link.

		 

		People scrambled for weapons, the cement dust turning them all into moving ghosts. Dessa’s lungs threatened to seize again as she watched everyone follow Delmar’s lead. The groaning rose to a higher intensity as the hundreds of V’s massed at the fence caught sight of the people racing their way. The fence shimmered and bowed under the onslaught of weight.

		 

		“Ms. Winters woke up the kids,” Dessa said, her voice cracking with dust, yet somehow reaching her friends. Cole, Tiana, Egg, Amos. They hadn’t run after Delmar or the fence. They had stayed with her in the gravel outside Sanctuary’s entrance. “They were talking and laughing. We gave them the honey sticks and told them it was from all of you. Cole saw it—”

		 

		A dark line ran through the pale dust that coated Cole’s cheek. A tear had slipped out. Dessa had never seen him cry. Maybe it was the dust, maybe it was the shock of the destroyed elevators.

		 

		No. Her mind and body rebelled. This wasn’t it. There had to be another way through this.

		 

		“It’s true,” Cole said. “Those honey sticks—it was like they’d never been sick.”

		 

		“Even Riley—” Dessa said, but her name caught in Dessa’s throat. Riley’s body wrapped in canvas, the fence bending under the mob of V’s. The elevators turned into twisted metal. “Even Riley saw it. Ms. Winters brought them all back and they were just kids. Just their regular selves. Laughing, uninfected, the twins trying to flirt with Cole, everyone asking about the three of you.”

		 

		They all looked away from each other, like their minds were a million miles from here. Or maybe five stories down, imagining the children alive and awake, but trapped.

		 

		“So, what are we waiting for?” Egg said, standing up and slapping his pants, which lifted a cloud of dust from his clothes. “They’re not dead. We’re not dead. I say we go through that rubble piece by piece if we have to, and we go get them all.”

		 

		It took a long moment for Egg’s words to register, but when they did, a spark of hope entered Dessa. She could picture the rubble and maybe, just maybe, picking their way through it somehow. She’d done it before when Egg had been trapped in New Sacramento, and again when Amos had been chopping away at a debris pile on the Sacramento River. Why not a third time?

		 

		Tiana’s eyes flashed as she looked back through the dark open entrance. “Let’s do it. Let’s freaking do this.”

		 

		Cole nodded, his dark eyes blazing out from his dusty face. “Okay. Yeah. They’re all distracted by the fence. We go in there and figure out how bad it is and we… figure it out.”

		 

		Dessa waited for Amos to join in. He was always right there with them—a fierce protector of the kids with unflagging willpower and good sense. But he didn’t say anything. In fact, he wasn’t even paying attention, but rather looking down the fence line.

		 

		“Crap,” Amos said, and then ran off, his shoes kicking up gravel as dust puffed from his clothes.

		 

		For one heart-stopping moment Dessa thought Amos had fallen into one of the fever hallucinations that sometimes overcame the combo cured. He hadn’t suffered from one for weeks, but when it took hold, it was like a runaway train. So real and potentially deadly, depending on the memory.

		 

		But then Cole cursed and ran after Amos. “They’re not holding the V’s back.”

		 

		A stretch of fence had bowed over enough for V’s climbing up its chain link to use it like a ramp. The first V’s had reached the top of the tall fence, except now the fence was bent so far over to the ground the gap had shrunk to maybe twenty feet.

		 

		The first V dropped off the fence, crumpling. The fall broke his legs, but he dragged his lower half across the gravel by his arms. Another V dropped over the fence and then another. These V’s both sprang up, the broken body of the first V having cushioned their fall. More joined them.

		 

		The V’s had gotten inside Sanctuary’s fences and the fighters couldn’t see them coming.

		 

		Everything inside Dessa screamed at her to get back inside and start picking apart the debris, find a way to dig through the metal, and get to the kids. Instead, her feet moved as if with a will of their own, following after Amos.

		 

		If they lost the fence, they would lose everything.

		 

		Amos sprinted into the landfill section. The twin machines—a large crane with a swinging hook and a second crane with a wrecking ball—acted like strange landmarks against the blue sky.

		 

		He was headed for the salvage trucks.

		 

		When Dessa caught up to him and Cole, her heart was racing, her lungs burned, and she felt lightheaded. Tiana and Egg were at her heels.

		 

		“I thought we were going for the kids?” Egg said, confusion thick in his voice. “Are we gonna ram our way through?”

		 

		Amos went for the closest vehicle, a dump truck. “We’ve got to prop that section of fence back up. If all those V’s take down the chain-link and swarm this place, we’ll be dead, anyway. We’ll never get to the kids.”

		 

		“Right,” Cole said, heading for the next closest vehicle, a pickup truck with wooden slats framing the open bed.

		 

		The world had ended before either Dessa or Tiana had learned to drive, especially in a life or death situation like this. But Egg knew what he was doing and once he figured out the new plan, he raced for a third vehicle.

		 

		Amos jumped into the dump truck driver’s seat, flipped down the visor, and caught the keys in midair.

		 

		Tiana shook her head. Her arms no longer held Tigg, but she didn’t look worried, only determined. She must have stashed Tigg somewhere before racing off after them. “All right. Let’s go repair some fences. I can’t believe we’re actually doing what Delmar ordered us to do. I hate it when he’s right.”

		 

		Dessa scrambled into the cab with Amos. “You and me both!”

		 

		Tiana raced for Egg and jumped into the vehicle with him. Cole’s truck was already kicking up gravel as he sped off for the fence. Dessa slammed the door closed as Amos put the key in the ignition and the engine coughed to life. The seats were cracked vinyl. Endless summers’ worth of brutal sunlight had bleached the dashboard a strange pink.

		 

		As Amos pulled out, Dessa glanced at the side mirror and saw the tires kick up a cloud of dust. He steered the truck across the packed dirt, weaving between aisles of trash and goods organized for recycling someday. The rip in his shirt had spread, leaving a dangling sleeve. Tension rippled through him as he peered through the windshield with a ferocious intensity. The truck hit a ditch and Dessa bounced off the seat, grabbing the dash to keep from hitting her head.

		 

		Delmar, Grove, Mondo—she could see them through the windshield working alongside dozens of staff and combo cured workers who fought with knives, bats, batons, tasers, and other similar weapons, further down the fence line, still unaware of all the V’s inside the fences and headed their way.

		 

		The lurid green chemical pool flashed into sight through the drivers’ window before the landfill maze covered it back up. She had witnessed Schofield and Krause dump bodies in that pool. At the time, Dessa hadn’t known the bodies were combo cured people from Farm turned Super V. The coordinators had risked the open- air chemical pool as a body dump because Sanctuary’s incinerator at Ground level was well trafficked and too visible for them to have stood a chance at covering up their mess.

		 

		But they’d been found out anyway and now all the elevators were gone. The shafts plugged with rubble like a bathtub stopper.

		 

		Except, something about all of that felt off and tickled the back of Dessa’s brain, though she couldn’t figure out why.

		 

		Dessa pointed through the windshield. “Park the truck parallel against that pole. We need to brace that one, and then Egg and Cole should take the two poles behind us.”

		 

		If they could just get the whole thing propped up, it would stop the leak and allow others to handle this mess.

		 

		Because her brother and the other kids were running out of time.
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		Dessa shook her head to drive out thoughts of oxygen levels and ventilation systems and the most impossible problem of all, how they were going to get down to Lab in the first place.

		 

		“One emergency at a time, right?” Amos said, glancing at Dessa like he had read her mind.

		 

		They had been safe. They’d been eating three meals a day. They hadn’t been running for their lives. They’d gotten three whole months’ worth of luck that had just run out.

		 

		Dessa snorted. “Yeah, but that’s only if we’re lucky. And it doesn’t seem like we’re lucky today.”

		 

		Amos swerved around the hook crane and the wrecking ball crane, both sitting unused within the landfill since the world fell apart, their size and noise too risky to draw unwanted attention. “Or ever.” He shifted gears and gunned the gas.

		 

		The engine roared and the jump in speed pressed Dessa back into the seat cushion. Even the closed windows couldn’t cover up the enraged moans of the V’s. They kept dropping over the fence, flattening the now dead V with the broken legs, then jumping up and racing away. The closest V inside the fence line locked onto the dump truck and sprinted for them. It was all Dessa could do to hold still, not like there was anywhere she could go. Looking out the side mirror again, she saw Egg and Tiana pull up along the chain-link itself, missing the pole.

		 

		Dessa shouted at them through the side mirror, even though they couldn’t possibly hear her. “No, that’s not where you need to park!”

		 

		A hand slammed down on the windshield in front of her face. Dessa almost jumped out of her skin as the V, someone who had once been a woman in her forties with blonde hair now in thick mats, dragged her palm across, smearing the glass with dirt and yellow fluid. Then the V sort of slithered across the hood as Amos slowed to a stop and punched right where Amos would have been if the windshield had not gotten in the way. Amos yelled and twisted the steering wheel, pivoting the truck so that it pushed against the fence inch by inch, slowly propping it up.

		 

		Dessa tried to disappear into the seat, but both she and Amos were on display like they were in a glass-walled cage.

		 

		Slowing down her breath to regain control, Dessa silently screamed at herself to do something. Amos was too busy positioning the truck to help. This wasn’t her first rodeo. Once upon a time, she’d gone out every day on salvage runs to look for medicine, food, and water. She’d fought in plenty of tighter spots than this. She could handle a single V.

		 

		Finally, she managed to calm herself down enough to inch open the side window. Pulling out a knife from her pocket, she hit the handle against the top of the door frame in a tapping motion meant to draw the V’s attention to the gap.

		 

		“You can’t go out there, Dessa,” Amos shouted, but he wasn’t looking at her. “You’re not protected with the combo cure. You get bit and that’s it.”

		 

		“I know that,” Dessa said, her gaze not leaving the woman’s hair. Her mind automatically catalogued twigs, leaves, even some bits of fabric. Was that a literal bird’s nest caught in her hair? “Don’t you think I know that?”

		 

		The Super V’s had put combo cured and uninfected on equal footing inside Sanctuary. But out here, the original version of the Lyssa virus couldn’t turn Amos, or anyone else with the combo cure. Sanctuary’s uninfected staff, along with Dessa and Cole, weren’t so lucky.

		 

		“Just… be careful,” Amos said as the V punched the windshield again.

		 

		Dessa hadn’t been this close to someone infected with the Lyssa virus in months. “Promise.”

		 

		The Super V’s were their own kind of monster, the mutated virus transforming their flesh so that they didn’t really look human anymore. But this V was different. Maybe her body sported grotesque wounds and her clothes were grimed beyond saving and dark veins snaked like rivers beneath her skin, but you could see hints of the person she used to be.

		 

		It had been months, and the V’s still moved, slower than before, still fueled by rage and whatever fresh meat, and the small amounts of liquid in that meat, that they consumed by chance. Ms. Winters had once explained how the Lyssa virus could drastically change metabolism in the human body, allowing those infected to live far longer than what seemed possible on so little. Even though they were slowing down and would eventually, someday, die off on their own, in a mob like this, they were a formidable threat.

		 

		The skin of the V on the windshield looked stretched, like dried out leather cracked by the sun. All her joints further stretched the skin. The flesh of her lips had receded, whether from dehydration or injury, to reveal blackened teeth and gums. Her stare haunted Dessa. Somehow V’s could see yet lived beyond reality.

		 

		Amos squinted at his own side mirror. “They’re not parking it right. Cole’s got that third pole braced, but the middle pole’s going to go if they don’t back up that truck.”

		 

		Dessa inched open her window even more, her heart ratcheting into her throat. This was always the hardest part—forcing your body to do something it really, really did not want to do. Everything wanting to keep her alive told her to stay inside and keep the window closed, but she couldn’t listen to it.

		 

		Sitting on her knees on the seat, she stretched herself out. A breeze swept through the open window and sent dust puffing off her clothes to tickle her nose. She reached out, her upper half almost completely exposed and outside the cab of the truck. Sunlight beat down on her bare skin, making her sweat. With her left hand keeping a grip on the door frame, she swiveled, knife ready to slash at the V still trying to eat off Amos’ face through the windshield glass.

		 

		Dessa pitched her voice low. “I think she’s in love with you.”

		 

		“Do not even joke,” Amos said, his words drifting out of the cab. “That’s disgusting.”

		 

		But even though Dessa was right there, halfway outside, and practically on top of the hood, the V didn’t move off target. Dessa should have become like a magnet for her rage, but the V stayed locked on getting to Amos through the glass. Dessa dared a look back over her shoulder. Tiana and Egg were waving their hands frantically at each other and hitting the dashboard like they knew they were in the wrong position, but the truck was stuck.

		 

		Dessa returned to the problem right in front of her. Spiderweb cracks began to form on the windshield just above Amos’ face. He looked out the side window as he slowly moved the truck into position. The metal fencing and all the V’s reaching through it blocked his side in. He couldn’t get out that way or even help her with this.

		 

		She decided the only thing to do was climb completely onto the hood. 

		 

		Banging her knee on the side mirror, she braced herself and scrambled out. The metal hood buckled under her weight as her jumpsuit pants slipped in brown fluid that stank of rot.

		 

		Trying not to gag, she said, “I’m right here. You can stop looking at my boyfriend now and at least acknowledge I’m alive.”

		 

		That finally did it.

		 

		Leaving behind smears of saliva and blood and who knew what else, the V sprang for Dessa with a ferocious speed that startled her.

		 

		“Dessa!” Amos yelled from inside the cab. “Don’t get bit!”

		 

		With one quick motion, Dessa darted out her knife, driving the blade into the V’s ear, as her heart beat loud in her own ears. It felt like an old habit come back to life. “I don’t know. I was thinking about changing things up. Always wondered what it was like.”

		 

		The woman’s expression crumpled and her eyes fluttered closed. Dark, inky black liquid that stank like rot mixed with more rot oozed over Dessa’s hand. V’s could die just like uninfected humans. The wound didn’t always have to be from a blow to the brain, though they could ignore pain and bleeding a lot longer, and somehow survive infection, the way uninfected people couldn’t. She yanked back on the blade, but the dead weight of the V fell away and took her knife with it.

		 

		Suddenly, the passenger door flew open and Amos barreled out of the cab, shouting for Egg and Tiana. Not wanting to waste any time, Dessa let herself roll and fall off the hood to land in a crouch on the ground. She turned and her heart leapt in her throat.

		 

		A half dozen V’s swarmed Tiana and Egg’s truck, covering her friends from sight.
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		Pebbles from the packed dirt scraped the bottom of Dessa’s shoes as she dove for her knife. Egg and Tiana were in trouble. The glass of the truck cab wouldn’t hold up long under the pounding fists of a half dozen V’s.

		 

		She yanked her knife out of the V’s skull with a slurp. Dark, coagulating blood covered everything, but the blade was intact. A quiet voice in the back of her head pointed out a single knife wouldn’t do much against so many, but there was no way she would let Amos fight them off alone. They would tear him apart.

		 

		Racing after Amos, his sprinting form not yet attracting the attention of the V’s swarming the truck, she checked her grip on the knife and lunged, slashing at a V coming at them sideways and about to take a chunk out of Amos’ calf.

		 

		The V fell away, maybe not dead, but at least delayed.

		 

		Dessa could almost taste infected flesh in her mouth. The smell of rotting blood filled her nose. Moans of rage mixed with engine noise and the heat of bodies, fevers, sunlight. All she wanted to do was run away and drink down a gallon of water, but forced herself to keep fighting. More V’s dropped over the fence and Dessa knew if help didn’t arrive soon, they were all goners.

		 

		That’s when a large hook swung through the air.

		 

		At first, Dessa couldn’t process what her eyes were seeing. Sunlight glared off the hook’s metal surface as it swiped away three V’s in one go. Like something out of a circus act, this cartoonish-sized hook was attached to thick wire and flying across the blue sky. The slope of the swing brought the hook over the fence line, missing the metal, but skimming close enough to hit another V that went flying off.

		 

		Off in the distance, where the oak trees began and formed an uneven canopy on the hills, Dessa saw more figures. There was a flash of turquoise and the way they moved didn’t track right. It didn’t look like the same sloppy movements that characterized the V’s. This group was a decent distance from the fence, separate from the mob attacking them, but the noise would draw them over, and this many V’s in the area was bad news.

		 

		Amos fought his way to the truck cab, no weapons except for his boots. He pushed one V away and it tripped over another before he smashed their skulls in. It was a gruesome sight and Amos always dreaded when violence like this was necessary even more than the rest of them. But that never stopped him. Not when it came to his own survival, or the survival of those he cared about.

		 

		The vehicle’s window was open several inches. A flash of light from a knife, before it vanished into a V’s skull, told Dessa that Tiana was clearing her side.

		 

		One quick scan of the landscape finally put the circus-like hook into perspective. Cole’s truck braced the next pole down and propped up the fence panels enough to keep more V’s from climbing over, but his truck cab was missing the driver. Following the hook up to its attachment to the crane, and then back down to the ground, she found Cole through the dirty windshield working the crane’s controls. The crane swerved, and the hook swung around in a long, almost lazy arc, except it was so huge and so powerful that this time when it caught the sagging section of fence, the hook popped the whole thing up, throwing off six V’s that had almost made it over. With a screech and groan, the wire line tightened, preventing the hook from falling away while also keeping the fence up.

		 

		Their three-story tall line of protection was back in place.

		 

		V’s attempted the fence again, but the fence panels were tall enough and flexible enough that the V’s kept falling back.

		 

		The chugging noise cycled off and Cole jumped out of the operator’s cab. He shouted and swung a metal pipe like a baseball bat that crunched and deflated a V’s skull. Racing over, he helped Amos finish off the V’s surrounding the truck’s hood. Dessa took out another V coming from around the back of the truck.

		 

		She was pretty sure they were going to win this battle now, but the specter of a random bite made her fight cautiously. Getting infected would mean she or Cole would need to get the combo cure, which would incapacitate them for ten or more days with fevers and hallucinations. If Amos, Tiana, or Egg got bit, the combo cure in their blood would protect them from turning, but probably throw them back into the fevers for a day or more.

		 

		The kids didn’t have that kind of time. If they were even still alive.

		 

		But that terrible thought didn’t deserve the light of day and she pushed it down, way down, underground, as she kept fighting.

		 

		The kids were still alive.

		 

		They had to be, and Dessa and her friends would get to them in time.

		 

		“Dessa! To your left,” Amos shouted, literally picking up a V with both hands and slamming him to the ground like a pro wrestler.

		 

		Dessa ducked as a V lunged for her throat. The V blocked all sunlight and threw her into shadow as his smell of rot overwhelmed her. He had been a man in his 30s once. On his last day, before getting infected with the Lyssa virus, he had chosen to wear jeans and a T-shirt now so grimed up she couldn’t tell what color it had been. His clothes were brown with darker streaks of crusty brown. His eyes were cloudy and enraged and there were deep trenches of infected wounds across his cheeks, like someone with sharp nails had raked their hands across his face. He was missing a patch of hair, this bald spot a strange, clean pink color.

		 

		He had all his fingers and all his teeth—and that was a problem. She scrambled backward, trying to keep on her feet, but the ground was uneven and she stumbled. Not completely. She did catch herself. But the V closed the distance, snapping his mouth closed with a click, inches from the flesh of the forearm she had instinctually raised. He had gotten so close she could feel his warm, humid breath through her jumpsuit sleeve.

		 

		Taking a blind swing, her knife plunged into the V’s flesh somewhere near where his neck met shoulder. The knife slid through easily enough, but the V didn’t stop coming. She gagged even as her nose refused to breathe in the stench of him. Her heart raced, her lungs begged for oxygen, the rest of her screamed to get out of there.

		 

		With a shout, Dessa wrenched the knife back and drove it in a second time, and then a third. Shadows loomed and converged and she choked with panic, imagining more V’s piling on.

		 

		And then she was on the ground. All the rage from the V went out like a light and his weight fell on top of her, pushing her flat onto her spine. His face was fixed in a permanent snarl and she waited for that next snap of the jaw that would take off the tip of her nose or rip out a piece of her cheek.

		 

		But when nothing happened, Dessa blinked and saw the V’s jaw hung open, relaxed now. His eyes were half lidded, and even though blood oozed from many of his wounds, none of the rest of him moved.

		 

		Dessa used her legs and arms to push him off, telling herself to get away from his stench. She scooted back in the dirt, knife no longer in hand, the blade still embedded in his collarbone.

		 

		A second blade handle stuck out from the top of the V’s skull. Delmar stood a few feet away, legs spread in a fighting stance as he pulled another knife from his belt. “Glad to see you can actually follow instructions for once.” The sarcasm in his voice was thick and unmissable as he swung a foot around, swiping the legs out from underneath another V before plunging his knife into its eye.

		 

		Beyond him, several other combo cured people had rushed the truck and were fighting alongside Amos and Cole, finishing off the rest of the V’s on this side of the fence.

		 

		Not bothering to take Delmar’s bait, Dessa did rise to her feet and joined the others to help mop things up. She didn’t go after anymore of the V’s that were still very much alive—her uninfected status putting her at greater risk now that there were plenty of combo cured people in the fight. Instead, she went around to the V’s on the ground, checking to make sure they were all well and truly dead. They didn’t need any surprises.

		 

		The doors of the truck cab screeched open. Delmar stood back as Tiana and Egg exited. Tiana had a smear of grime across one cheek and Egg’s shirt was soaked with sweat. They looked around at all the bodies, and then the fence, and the V’s snarling on the other side with blackened arms and hands missing fingertips that strained through the chain-link to get at them all. But the fence was holding.

		 

		Egg approached Delmar while rubbing the back of his neck and looking sheepish. “Thanks, Delmar.”

		 

		Delmar nodded once, surveying the scene like he owned everything he saw. “I got your back. You know that.”

		 

		Dessa went searching for Amos and found him leaning against the blood-spattered bumper. His boots were a mess of guts and other fluids that stained the bottom of his jeans. More spots of dark blood stained his clothes.

		 

		Dessa approached slowly. “Are you okay?”

		 

		It took time to calm down from the adrenaline rush of fighting and almost dying. Sometimes people needed a minute to come back to the real world.

		 

		Amos turned bloodshot eyes to her that looked clear enough. “Yeah.”

		 

		Sweat had crusted a trail down his temple. She reached out a hand to touch his cheek, to let him know what she didn’t have the strength to say.

		 

		I’m so glad you’re alive. I’m so sorry we’re here again.

		 

		He cupped his hand over hers and closed his eyes.

		 

		Eventually, Cole and Tiana found them. They huddled together while Delmar issued cleanup instructions, Egg by his side. The stench was still overwhelming, maybe because the V’s were still close, maybe because of all the rotten bodily fluids on their clothes, maybe because it was just part of the very atmosphere now.

		 

		Tiana finally forced out a half laugh. “I guess I’m out of practice.” Her hands shook as she brushed her hair back from her face. “I know we used to do this all the time, but I got used to not fighting V’s anymore.”

		 

		“I know,” Dessa said. “I actually thought we’d never have to do something like this again. But I guess—”

		 

		“Yeah,” Amos said. “Yeah.”

		 

		“This isn’t over,” Cole said. “Something isn’t right about any of this.”

		 

		“What does that mean?” Dessa said.

		 

		Cole squinted, looking away. “It’s like you said, Dessa. They just blew up access to years of food and water and now they’re letting Delmar order people around?”

		 

		The mention of food and water made Dessa’s stomach cramp. Even with the stench of death and rot surrounding them, her throat was desperately dry and exhaustion pulled at her muscles as the adrenaline rush faded.

		 

		Coordinator Grove approached with other uninfected Support staff. Security Officer Mondo sent some blue suits around to check over the V’s.

		 

		“Already did that,” Dessa called out.

		 

		But they ignored her and made sure all the V’s were dead. She was satisfied to notice that they didn’t find one mistake.

		 

		“Everyone back inside,” Grove finally called out. “We need to give these V’s a chance to forget we exist, so they’ll move on.”

		 

		“We need somebody to go outside the fence and give those V’s a reason to move along,” Delmar said. “A distraction of some kind.”

		 

		Grove and Delmar looked at each other, and Dessa waited for the disagreements to begin. There was about to be some sort of fight for leadership or whatever. Maybe half of Sanctuary was trapped underground and possibly lost to the Super V’s, the half who hadn’t mutinied with Grove and Mondo, but the staff here and now still far outnumbered Delmar’s people. Mondo might not have as many people, but the blue suits did have tasers and training. So it surprised Dessa when Grove gave Delmar an efficient snap of her head that looked like agreement.

		 

		“Excellent idea,” Security Officer Mondo said, casually putting his hands on his belt. He looked even more the movie star since he was now wearing aviator sunglasses. “We will continue assessing the situation and leave implementing the distraction in your hands.”

		 

		Dessa caught Cole’s eye and raised an eyebrow in disbelief. There was that little tickle again in the back of Dessa’s mind that told her she was missing something. Grove and Mondo shouldn’t be giving Delmar the time of day, let alone allow him to have his way like this. Even if they did agree with his ideas. But neither Amos or Tiana looked surprised. They hadn’t spent months inside Sanctuary, like Dessa and Cole, learning the power structure and politics of the place.

		 

		“Just like that?” Dessa said. “Now he’s ordering Coordinator Grove around and she’s just going to listen?”

		 

		Cole shook his head. “Freakin’ Delmar.”

		 

		“Everybody’s been listening to him on Farm for a while now,” Tiana said. “He’s been Pierce’s right-hand man this whole time. Not like before, not like when Pierce would tear him down in front of everybody. He’s earned himself a real place with people.”

		 

		Dessa frowned and scrutinized Tiana. “Sounds like you actually respect him now?”

		 

		Tiana squinted back at Dessa. “Hell no. I’m just telling you what it’s been like.”

		 

		Amos rubbed his chin with his hand in an exhausted motion even as he stood up from the bumper. “He’s going to be a problem for us. Once he’s decided something, he won’t go back on it, fearing it’ll make him look weak. He’s already said he doesn’t want us going after the kids.”

		 

		“I don’t care what Delmar thinks,” Dessa said, but even though she tried to say it with conviction, obstacles kept piling up.

		 

		Blown elevators, V’s at the fences, Delmar somehow in charge.

		 

		How were they supposed to get down to the kids now?
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		As the teens followed everyone back to Sanctuary, the smells and noises faded.

		 

		Their path skirted the edge of the dump, around piles of scrap metal, a washing machine drum filled with the broken legs from wooden dining chairs, broken glass, stacks of paint cans, the rusting coils of old mattresses. Grease, metal, and the smell of iron replaced the rot and infection that had soaked the air. Even though they moved as one big group, Grove and Mondo’s people kept themselves separate from Delmar’s combo cured people. The only exception was Cole and Dessa—they both wore Sanctuary’s khaki jumpsuits and walked with their combo cured friends.

		 

		Tiana kept looking over at Dessa. Amos walked, lost in his thoughts. Cole scowled at the ground, kicking a rock at almost every step, and Egg was palling it up with Delmar ahead of them somewhere.

		 

		“So, what can we do?” Tiana said finally.

		 

		Dessa was thinking hard, but her brain was still hazy from the life or death stuff, and thirst, definitely thirst. Grove and Mondo had blown all the elevators, though the three levels above ground still stood and looked to be functional.

		 

		Delmar hadn’t even acted surprised by any of that. They were all in league with each other—sort of—but something felt off.

		 

		“I don’t know.”

		 

		Tiana deflated, like she was a balloon losing air.

		 

		Cole walked next to them with a hitch in his step. Fluids matted his dark hair and somewhere between the truck, the crane, and the fighting, his shirt had slashed open along the side seam, but there was no blood or sign of a bite.

		 

		“That was pretty quick thinking with the crane,” Dessa said.

		 

		Cole glanced over, his scowling expression lightening a little. “Yeah? I always wanted to try one of those things. When I grew up, my father would—”

		 

		But he couldn’t finish. Losing his father, the last of his family, was still too raw for him. He moved a hand over his jumpsuit pocket where Dessa knew he kept a picture of his father. That image acted like a talisman for Cole. He would look at it several times a day or touch his pocket when searching for strength to keep up his Mr. Responsible act in front of Sanctuary staff.

		 

		“It worked,” Amos said, the slash in his shirt showing off muscle that Dessa couldn’t help but admire. “The fence would have fallen for sure and we would have all been goners. Even with Delmar and the others’ help.”

		 

		“I was stuck in the truck with Egg and just saw this huge hook flying across the sky,” Tiana said, scrunching up her face. “I thought I was hallucinating a visit to the circus or something.”

		 

		“Funny,” Dessa said. “That’s exactly what I thought.”

		 

		“Okay, but how come they’re all working together now?” Cole said, changing the subject back. “Delmar, Grove, Mondo? When did that happen?”

		 

		Grove had never given Delmar the time of day before. Sure, there could have been clandestine meetings Dessa hadn’t seen, but she highly doubted they would have formed an alliance. When, where, and why? No, that didn’t make sense.

		 

		Something tickled the back of Dessa’s mind and if she could just connect the dots, it might show them a way forward. But nothing clicked. Maybe it was just wishful thinking. She wouldn’t give up on her brother and the other kids, but no one else besides her friends had even challenged the decision to blow the elevators.

		 

		“I get how Grove and Mondo and so many of the others got fed up, I guess,” Dessa said finally, feeling the words out, hoping for insight to strike like lightning. “It’s all become too much to take with how crazy the Super V situation got. But to give up on everything Sanctuary’s been doing? Grove and Mondo have been with Sanctuary since the beginning. Grove is one of its three leaders and she just decides that we’re not going after the kids? She decides to blow the elevators and lose all those supplies?”

		 

		“It must have been bad in there,” Tiana said. “I mean, between all the coordinators, and all the people on staff who think the scientists were basically setting them up to die? There must have been all this fighting and whatever for them to turn on each other like that.”

		 

		“You and Cole didn’t talk about it that much,” Amos said, walking close enough to Dessa that sometimes his arm brushed hers. “But it sounds like it must have been bad. ”

		 

		Dessa took an uneven step that set off a buzz of pain from the bruise forming when she bumped her knee on the truck’s side mirror. “I mean, I saw some of it. People would make weird comments sometimes.”

		 

		She thought about her bunk in the dormitory and the last time she had discovered all her stuff tossed around. Coordinator Grove had chastised the women who had likely done it, but they had only demanded cryptic answers from Grove about questions that had made no sense to Dessa at the time.

		 

		Choices were made and they cannot be undone. We can only make sure we choose differently in the future. That’s what Grove had said to the women, and they had replied with a challenge—when?

		 

		Now Dessa understood. Grove, Mondo, and others had been planning to take over Sanctuary from the scientists and other two coordinators for a long time. Maybe months. Maybe ever since the staff hadn’t been allowed to go save their families.

		 

		“I didn’t see this either,” Cole said, rubbing at his eyes. “I swear I was even looking for something to go wrong, but I didn’t see this coming.”

		 

		“Yeah, but you were busy surviving and trying to see the kids,” Tiana continued, looking over at him. “I bet they didn’t want the rest of Sanctuary to know the coordinators secretly hated each other and were ready to mutiny against the captain.”

		 

		Amos shook his head. “This isn’t a pirate story. We’re not on a ship sailing the ocean.”

		 

		Tiana arched an eyebrow. “Who says?”

		 

		Amos matched her eyebrow with both of his own.

		 

		“I will admit that I don’t see any water in sight, except for the little stream that runs through Farm,” Tiana said. “But metaphorically, I think Sanctuary stands in pretty good for a ship stuck on dangerous ocean waters, surrounded by, in our case, land monsters instead of sea monsters.”

		 

		“Metaphorically?” Cole said.

		 

		Amos snorted. “I sort of see it, I guess.”

		 

		“And from there.” Tiana waved at the surrounding landscape of the acres of landfill, Sanctuary’s three story building, the valley that opened flat to the horizon on one side, the green hills dotted with oak trees that rolled out from the other side, the fences that held back the V’s still gathered there. “The story just writes itself, doesn’t it? Lost at sea. Surrounded by monsters. Mutiny is inevitable.”

		 

		“Inevitable?” Cole said, joining Amos with a raised eyebrow of his own.

		 

		“Like destiny,” Tiana said. “So obvious, in fact, that we really should have seen this coming.”

		 

		“Destiny?” Cole said.

		 

		“I like to read, Cole,” Tiana said, irritated. “You know that. Words are pretty.”

		 

		“I know,” Cole said, actually looking hurt. “I was just… teasing you. Gallows humor and all that.”

		 

		Tiana and Dessa exchanged a look. That was Cole’s attempt at gallows humor?

		 

		Tiana shook her head. “I’m sorry to say that, uh, Egg is a little better at it than you.”

		 

		“Ouch, Tiana,” Cole said. He actually did look hurt. He was just trying to distract himself, distract all of them, from everything that happened.

		 

		“A for effort,” Dessa said, “But you definitely need more practice.”

		 

		Tiana patted Cole on the shoulder. “It’s okay. You kick ass way better than Egg does.”

		 

		Cole flushed and ducked his head.

		 

		They were passing by the edge of the landfill, the guard shack that sat halfway between the fence gate and the building now in sight. Tiana stepped into the shadow the shack threw on the ground and returned with Tigg purring in her arms.

		 

		“Where did you put him so that he just stayed like that?” Cole said, looking surprised.

		 

		“A little box in the shade out of the way,” Tiana said.

		 

		“You trapped him?” Amos said. “But what if—”

		 

		“He could have gotten out if he really wanted to,” Tiana said, nuzzling Tigg’s neck.

		 

		A whiff of something noxious, like a sulfurous fart, hit Dessa’s nose and made her think of the chemical pool. The lined pool was far away, deep in the landfill and out of sight, but the smell immediately formed an image in her mind of the bodies rolled in sheets and pushed into the chemicals. “Do you remember when I told you about the body dump?”

		 

		“Yeah,” Tiana said. “Of course. You said you didn’t know what was going on or why, but that it looked pretty messed up.”

		 

		“How did they drag those Super V’s all the way outside to dump them?” Dessa said.

		 

		“All the Scientist and whatever Security people still loyal to Krause could have been working together,” Tiana said. “They would have been able to get those bodies out of Sanctuary unnoticed. It should have been easy for them.”

		 

		“But there are over a hundred Support staff,” Dessa said, shaking her head and regretting it again. Her muscles were ready to scream at her in protest, but there wasn’t any rest in sight. Not yet. She had to get food and water into herself, into all of them, soon to stay functional. Just not yet, not until she could figure out what they were going to do.

		 

		“What are you thinking, Dessa?” Amos asked. There was such a note of confidence in his voice. Like he believed, like he just knew, she had it in her to figure this out and wanted to help draw it out.

		 

		Dessa looked at him, grateful. A silent message of connection passed between them. They were all in this together. They would figure this out.

		 

		“Okay, Support staff are everywhere on all the levels,” Dessa said slowly.

		 

		Amos nodded.

		 

		She kept her eyes on him, wanting so badly to measure up, to deliver an answer to this mess that made sense. “And so are Mondo and the other blue suits who, well—Tiana said it and kinda fits—who mutinied with him. Anywhere you see something that needs doing, there’s going to be a khaki jumpsuit or a blue suit. There’s no way Schofield and Krause brought those bodies all the way up from Lab level without at least one person noticing who maybe wasn’t as loyal to Sanctuary as they thought. So they went straight to Grove and Mondo and told them what they had seen. Grove pretty much admitted that already.”

		 

		“Maybe that’s why Grove doesn’t care that so many Support people got trapped underground when they blew the elevators,” Cole said. “She had informants who told her what was really going on and who was in on it. They made sure any staff loyal to her and Mondo got topside, and anyone loyal to the other coordinators—didn’t.”

		 

		“They can’t have gotten everyone loyal to them, everyone helping them take over Sanctuary, up in time,” Tiana said, sounding sick as she stared down at her shoes and kicked a pebble. “There’s no way. And that means Grove and Mondo were willing to sacrifice some of their own people, to trap them with the Super V’s down there, when they blew the elevators.”

		 

		Dessa could feel it—the gravel underneath her shoes, the sunlight on her skin, the desperate thirst in her mouth—the edge of insight about to strike.

		 

		Tiana was right, but also wrong. But Dessa couldn’t explain exactly which parts were right or wrong, which was beyond frustrating. If she could figure this out, somehow she knew it would show her a way to the kids. Grove and Mondo might not care about those on staff who had stayed loyal to Sanctuary and made them sacrifice their loved ones and risked their lives with the Super V experiments, but trapping those who had mutinied with Grove and Mondo down below? Maybe Mondo was capable of that, but not Grove.

		 

		People were resources just as, or more, precious than supplies. Grove knew the value of both as Dessa had witnessed everyday working alongside her for months. She would not have purposefully trapped anyone still loyal to her down below.

		 

		Yet when they had blown all the elevators, Grove had willingly, almost casually, given up both people and supplies. That didn’t make sense. She wasn’t that stupid. But Dessa didn’t know enough about Mondo to assume the same about him. Maybe this was all Mondo’s doing.

		 

		Though that didn’t sit right either. No way Grove would have let him make stupid decisions like this.

		 

		Amos must have seen some of her spinning thoughts, because he caught up her hand in his and tugged it. “What do you think it all means?”

		 

		But even though Dessa knew she was right there, just about to get it, the moment fell apart.

		 

		Coordinator Grove and Security Officer Mondo stopped them all right outside Sanctuary’s doors. The bright sunlight outside made it impossible to see details of what did and didn’t remain inside Sanctuary’s Ground level. Dessa wanted to look over the rubble and see if maybe there was a way through anyway.

		 

		But that’s when Grove and Mondo ordered their mutineers, dozens of people in khaki jumpsuits dotted with people wearing eggshell blue, to fan out and block entrance into Sanctuary.
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		“You guys,” Dessa said, her stomach sinking as she read the scene. “They’re not going to let us back in.”

		 

		“What?” Tiana said, looking up.

		 

		Tension filled the air. V’s still swarmed the fences behind them, and the group Dessa had seen in the trees hadn’t yet joined this mob, but they would eventually. Cole’s crane hook was holding. The elevators might have been destroyed, but Sanctuary still had three above ground levels to hide inside.

		 

		“Thank you for your help with the fences,” Coordinator Grove said, looking over Delmar and the other combo cured, her eyes passing over Dessa and Cole like they weren’t even there. “But this is where we must part ways.”

		 

		Though a lot of people were trapped underground, the mutineers far outnumbered Delmar’s combo cured workers. Delmar actually raised an eyebrow as he surveyed Grove and the other staff. Not liking what he saw, he stepped back several feet to surround himself with other combo cured. “I believe we talked about a distraction.”

		 

		“Yes,” Coordinator Grove said. “We do need a distraction. I suggest that you return to Farm and form a plan.”

		 

		That stopped Dessa in her tracks again. Too much was going on, but was Grove really about to give up Farm, and all the remaining food it contained, to Delmar and the combo cured after blowing up access to Supply level? Dessa’s stomach grumbled and her throat was so dry now it yelled at her to fix it. She couldn’t be the only one hungry and thirsty.

		 

		Security Officer Mondo’s aviator sunglasses shined like dark mirrors, but his smile was large and he held out his hands almost in supplication. “We would not want to get in the way of Farm’s authority here. We will not be running things like our predecessors. You’ve done a great job organizing everything so far and we want to make sure you know we credit you for that. Unfortunately, Pierce is no longer here to help, but we have full confidence that you will be able to successfully do the job without him.”

		 

		Amos looked at Dessa in disbelief. Dessa waited to see what Delmar would do. She would bet money that this would turn into a fight. Delmar liked violence. Or at least, he wasn’t afraid to use it.

		 

		But to her surprise, Delmar paused and looked like he was considering different options.

		 

		Now it was Dessa’s turn to step into that pause. “You can’t keep us out here.”

		 

		Coordinator Grove froze, her hands stiff at her sides.

		 

		“If you kick us out,” Dessa said, thinking fast. She needed a look at that rubble. She needed to get her friends safe behind Sanctuary’s walls. “Then you’re not even giving us a chance. We’re not asking for your help. Just let us inside. We’ll try for the kids ourselves without you.”

		 

		“No, I believe that is not going to be possible,” Coordinator Grove said. “We have made our position on the situation clear.”

		 

		Now Dessa looked to Delmar for help. “And we’re just going to let them do that? There are still V’s all over the fences. Anything could happen to let them through and we won’t have any protection on Farm. Aren’t you going to do anything about that?”

		 

		But she had forgotten one thing—Delmar agreed with Grove and Mondo. It was too risky to go after the kids. It was too dangerous to chance loosing any of the Super V’s into the world. A rising panic threatened to choke her throat. How many times had a version of this happened now? She was so close to her brother, yet so far. Everyone wanted to keep her separated from him. No one understood.

		 

		There was a gentle touch on her arm. Amos came up next to her and his solid presence filled her with warmth and care. Cole and Tiana stood close by on the other side of her. Egg left Delmar’s side and was just a few feet in front of her.

		 

		Okay, not no one.

		 

		Delmar watched, still refusing to say anything. He looked neither panicked nor worried. He was smarter than Dessa had ever given him credit for and she had no idea what his real plans were right then.

		 

		“I don’t know if we can afford a fight right now,” Tiana said so quietly no one but Dessa, Amos, Cole, and Egg heard her.

		 

		Dessa blinked. Was that what she had just done?

		 

		Fighting V’s was one thing, but fighting Support staff she’d worked alongside for months was another. In their shoes, Dessa would like to think she would’ve treated someone like her far better than they had done. But she suspected that, when it came down to it, it would have been difficult, if not impossible, to avoid taking out her grief on others.

		 

		“Yes, I believe that may be for the best,” Delmar said, still staying within the safety of the other combo cured. “We’ll return to Farm and take a look at the situation. We’ll stand guard to make sure the fences hold and will let you know our plans for a distraction in a few hours.”

		 

		His words somehow eased the tension in the air. Everyone started to breathe again. People who had subtly been moving into fighting crouches—bent knees, arms loose—stood down. The blue suits kept their hands hovering over their holstered tasers, but looked more relaxed now.

		 

		Why did she care about getting back inside Sanctuary? They wouldn’t let her near the elevator rubble. It didn’t make sense, Dessa knew it didn’t, but then again, panic never did. Her hands cramped, and she forced herself to relax them, not even realizing she had formed them into fists.

		 

		“We can’t fight this right now,” Tiana said. “Amos, Cole—get her to my place.”

		 

		Dessa wanted to scream, but let herself be led away instead. Cole crowded her heels like he was a sheep dog making his rounds. Amos pulled her alongside him and wrapped an arm around her shoulder that both comforted and led her away. It took a few short minutes for people to disperse to their separate sides.

		 

		“I know this looks bad, but there’s gotta be something more to it,” Egg said, jogging a few steps behind them. “I’ll figure out what he’s really planning. It’s gotta be good.”

		 

		Egg left to catch up to Delmar and the other combo cured as they all headed to Farm.

		 

		Dessa looked back, even as Amos’ arm tightened around her. Grove, Mondo, and the rest of Sanctuary’s staff headed inside, closing the double metal doors with a screech and click.

		 

		“I guess now that Ms. Winters is no longer in the good graces of Coordinator Grove, we’re not part of the cool kids anymore,” Dessa said to Cole, laying the sarcasm on thick. It was better than screaming, at least.

		 

		Cole stared back at the closed entrance doors, basically burning holes in them with his eyes. Finally, he shrugged and glanced at her. “It was never going to last.”

		 

		Dessa swallowed. Deep down, she knew that, or at least, had feared that, and really desperately hoped she was wrong.

		 

		“It’s going to be okay, Dessa,” Amos said, hugging her so close she had to give in and turn away from the door. She shivered in his arms and realized that though her friends had spent the last few months outside Sanctuary’s walls, she had never done so, not for all the months they had lived here.
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		Tiana led them down the gravel slope that rounded the hill and put Sanctuary out of sight. Soon, the gate and low wood fencing around Farm came into view.

		 

		The setting sun cast the small wooden shacks that counted as housing for the combo cured in a golden glow. Amongst the shacks, meandering through the center, a small stream gurgled, not caring about the violent drama taking place all around it. The groaning V’s could be heard, but not seen, from Farm, though the three-story fence line shimmering against the blue sky was obvious enough.

		 

		Every inch of soil starting at the stream’s edge was planted with food crops that spread to the hillsides. Lettuces, potatoes, carrots, whatever else. Dessa didn’t even know the full list. But Amos did. He had talked about it more than once and decided he liked to garden, especially when the food grown might make the difference between starving or not.

		 

		Tiana stopped in front of a wooden shack that looked more like a shed. It had a tin roof and the wood slats on the walls showed cracks that you could see through. She actually took her shoes off at the entrance, opened the door, and walked in with Tigg.

		 

		Before Dessa even had a chance to follow, Tiana returned. No longer holding Tigg, she now carried a washbasin and rags.

		 

		“Don’t bring all the muck inside,” Tiana said.

		 

		They all did as she asked. Getting clean, even if was just with a washcloth, felt amazing. There was enough water and even a sliver of soap so that Dessa could actually scrub the blood and guts off her jumpsuit. The stains were never going away, but at least she felt clean again and didn’t stink like infection. They all took long drinks of clean water from a series of plastic water bottles that looked crinkled and well used. Immediately, Dessa’s mood improved. Her body stopped shouting its dehydration distress at her, though it still grumbled from lack of food. Inventorying her deep pockets, she was disappointed to see how little was left. Some string, one of Amos’ sunflower sketches, a pen, some lint. No food, no knife, no binoculars.

		 

		She tried not to look, but couldn’t help it as Amos washed up. They were all in a group and there were a lot of things to worry about. Yet, she couldn’t help but admire how nice Amos looked. Looking at him just made her feel good, and watching him work, even if it was something silly like scrubbing a spot out of his shirt, only intensified the feeling. They never had enough time with each other and there was no end of that in sight.

		 

		After a few minutes of cleaning up, they were inside with the door closed. Tigg wandered around the room, jumping on the cot, then a little wooden nightstand, then back on the floor. He raced around a few more times, sniffing at a couple of spots. Tiana set down a plate of water for him, but no food, though she made some noises about making it up to him later.

		 

		With dry socks and damp clothes, Dessa carefully stepped across the floorboards, not for a moment forgetting her brother and the other children needed saving, but also knowing she and her friends were stuck on what their next move should be. Keeping their energy up was also important if they actually wanted to pull off whatever came next. A nap was too much to hope for, not with how every minute counted underground against the Super Vs, but they needed a plan, more water, and some food.

		 

		Tiana grabbed a basket with some fruit and vegetables that must have been recently harvested and passed it around. They split up the strawberries, peeled and separated the mandarin slices, even divvied up some parsley stalks, until everyone had a little something for their stomachs to work on. Farm didn’t grow grains or protein in big enough numbers to matter, but could supply all the fresh fruits and vegetables you could want. Not exactly filling, but better than going hungry. Dessa’s stomach cramped in anticipation as she took that first bite of strawberry, the sweetness immediately rushing to her head.

		 

		Cole stood near the side table. Amos ate against the wall. Dessa took a seat on the cot next to Tiana, hearing and feeling the coils sink. A rough cotton blanket with purple and gray stripes covered the bed. The cot was little more than a metal frame with springs. The foam wasn’t even a real mattress, but some makeshift thing cut to size. A plastic bin on another table counted as a kitchen counter and a dishwasher. Already clean and dry inside of the bin were a single dish, cup, and set of plastic utensils ready for the next meal. Dessa caught a number of knickknacks tucked away here and there. A plastic Wonder Woman figurine. Little squirrel statues made from carved wood. An actual painting, with the wooden frame broken and a tear in one corner of the canvas, leaned against a wall on the floor. The painting was this abstract thing of colors and brush strokes that reminded Dessa of the ocean and beach on a stormy day.

		 

		A couple of thick textbooks rested on another table. One was opened to a diagram of something that looked mechanical and complicated.

		 

		“What’s this for?” Dessa asked, motioning to the book.

		 

		Tiana settled on the cot and looked over. “Oh that? Insurance, I guess.”

		 

		“Insurance?” Dessa said, confused.

		 

		Cole and Amos both looked at her, as if they knew about the book already. But that didn’t make sense because neither her or Cole had ever been allowed this deep into Farm to visit with their friends like this. She did want to press Tiana about the book, but something inside her resisted. There were so many other things to worry about right then, so she let it drop.

		 

		When Dessa didn’t say anything else, Cole actually looked—was that disappointed? Amos relaxed and gave her this strange look full of kindness, as if telling her it was okay. It didn’t make any sense, but still made her feel better.

		 

		Finally, Cole scanned the room and said, “Is all the rest of this collected from the dump? The painting? Wonder Woman?”

		 

		Tiana nodded. “Yeah, just things I came across by accident.”

		 

		The bare essentials still somehow gave off a cozy vibe. It wasn’t much, but it was more of a home, and more privacy, than Dessa had all these months inside Sanctuary with a dorm bunk and a privacy curtain easily ransacked by Support staff in a petty mood.

		 

		Of course, Sanctuary also had thick cement walls and plenty of blue suits to protect them from the outside world.

		 

		And all the food and water she needed.

		 

		Or there had been all that food and water until Grove and Mondo blew up access to it. Then they had topped off the stupidity by giving control of Farm and all its food over to Delmar.

		 

		“Do you all have places like this?” Cole asked.

		 

		“I have to share a place with Egg,” Amos said. “Not enough sheds for each of us. Let’s just say it’s not as cozy as Tiana made hers.”

		 

		Tiana shrugged. “All the important stuff I made sure to put in our hideout. But sometimes I got lucky. That’s all.”

		 

		Amos stood up from the wall. “I think that’s got to be our first order of business. We need to supply up—get all our food and any weapons we can carry from our hideout. With the elevators blown, there are a lot of people who are going to be eating off Farm. I don’t know about you, but I’m already hungry.”

		 

		Dessa felt her pulse pick up. “The kids are running out of time.”Amos was right. They should supply up and get moving.

		 

		Amos looked at her, his expression full of conviction and that unshakeable confidence. “We have to break inside Sanctuary and give Dessa a look at the elevator rubble. She can do her spatial reasoning thing and figure out if we can dig a route through it.”

		 

		Tiana twisted the blanket corner around her hand. “How are we going to do that?”

		 

		Dessa looked at her, a challenge in her eyes. “I don’t know. But we’ll just have to think of something.”

		 

		Cole scratched at the wood wall with his fingernail. “There’s too many of them to fight. Not that I think I could stomach that.”

		 

		Tiana deflated. “Did you notice Grove isn’t really even that worried about this distraction thing Delmar is supposed to figure out?”

		 

		Dessa took a deep breath and tried to think through all the intricacies of Sanctuary’s politics, loyalties, allies, and enemies. She desperately wanted to return to the edge of that brilliant insight that was going to somehow fix all of this before Grove and Mondo had interrupted things, demanding all the combo cured go to Farm. That last question really bothered Dessa, especially with the way her stomach was grumbling. Dessa sat up. “Why did Grove and Mondo give in to Delmar so easily and put him in charge of getting rid of the V’s? It’s like they want to distract Delmar and the others by letting them plan a distraction, but from what?”

		 

		“Because they didn’t want a fight?” Tiana said.

		 

		“But that doesn’t make sense, because they were ready to fight to keep all of us out of Sanctuary,” Amos said.

		 

		“And what about all the food that Farm has?” Dessa continued. “That’s pretty much all the food all of Sanctuary has at this point. Vegetables and fruit. They all have to know, even Delmar, that this kind of food isn’t going to go far enough. But it’s all they’ve got right now. When we were on Ground level, I looked around. There was some recycling, but that was pretty much it. And now Grove and Mondo’s people are just going let Delmar control all of Farm?”

		 

		“Maybe she thinks their superior numbers and weapons will more than make up the difference for letting Delmar think he’s in control,” Cole said.

		 

		Dessa frowned. “Maybe.”

		 

		“What is it, Dessa?” Amos said. “You’re right, it doesn’t make sense, but I keep trying to piece it together and it’s not happening. I feel like it’s right there, if I could just see it. What do you think is really going on?”

		 

		The body dump, the mutiny, the blown elevators, people trapped, all those supplies gone. Putting Delmar in charge of distracting the V’s away from the fence. But what if that wasn’t really what they cared about? What if they were just trying to get Delmar and the other combo cured out of the way?

		 

		“Unless—” Dessa said, the spark in her mind finally catching fire. Her face must have showed her thoughts because she swore she could see it now in Amos’ expression.

		 

		Why? Why had they given up so much so easily?

		 

		Unless they actually didn’t.

		 

		“Unless,” Amos said, prompting.

		 

		“Unless what?” Cole asked. “Delmar controlling Farm, or thinking he’s in control of Farm, doesn’t stop the elevators from being blown up. It doesn’t stop the Super V’s from taking over the levels between us and those kids. It doesn’t change anything.”

		 

		She tried to pick her words carefully because she didn’t really know if what she was thinking could be true. But then again, she was sure her friends would tell her if she was talking crazy or not.

		 

		“Schofield, Krause, Ms. Winters—they brought those bodies out of Sanctuary because they thought they could get away with no one noticing them,” Dessa said, emphasizing each word. “They were wrong. They did get noticed, but they thought they weren’t going to.”

		 

		Amos drew in a sharp breath. “Oh—”

		 

		Dessa looked at Amos and saw his eyes light up, like he had connected the dots now too. “Yeah?”

		 

		“Yeah, this changes things—”

		 

		“You really think—”

		 

		Amos’ eyes widened. “I really do—”

		 

		Tiana and Cole looked at each other, frowning.

		 

		“I don’t get it,” Cole said.

		 

		“You’re not the only one,” Tiana said.

		 

		“You were friends with them first,” Cole said. “Why can’t they just talk straight? Make things simple.”

		 

		“Yeah, like, you know, maybe full sentences? Don’t just stop halfway through,” Tiana said.

		 

		“That’s funny coming from someone who likes big words,” Cole said.

		 

		Dessa looked from Tiana to Cole. Were they really bantering with each other? She had truly entered a strange new world if Cole and Tiana were BFFs now. But they’d survived the mountain route here to Sanctuary together. Dessa could only imagine what they had gone through. If it was anything close to what Dessa and Amos had experienced, it had been a lot.

		 

		“Well?” Tiana said, prompting.

		 

		“Should you tell them or should I?” Amos said, just a hint of teasing in his voice, drawing it out even longer.

		 

		But they didn’t have any time to lose, so Dessa said, “There has to be another way in and out of Sanctuary.”
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		Cole and Tiana looked at her, stunned.

		 

		“We know that,” Tiana said.

		 

		Dessa frowned. Okay, not stunned.

		 

		“Yeah, the way we came in?” Cole scowled as he picked up a plate, set it back in the bin, and then did the same with the cup and utensils, the ends of his sleeves still wet from their makeshift wash up. “You know, we were floating on the water and then Ms. Winters entered her secret code to the tunnel?”

		 

		“It’s way too far away,” Tiana said, still twisting the bed blanket around her hands. Tigg curled on the little decorative pillow and tucked his nose underneath his tail. His purr was loud enough to fill the room with the pleasant sound. “I mean, it’s outside the fences and the V mob is out there. We’d have to go back for miles to find it and I don’t know about you, but I don’t know the code to open things up.”

		 

		“But if it’s the only way in—” Cole said thoughtfully.

		 

		Tiana squinted. “I mean, we’ll do what we gotta do, but—”

		 

		Dessa shook her head. “Yeah. I mean, of course. But no, I’m not talking about that entrance. It didn’t go to Lab level, anyway. I’m talking about another entrance. Somewhere within the fences.”

		 

		Tiana and Cole both squinted at her like she was a little crazy.

		 

		“We already know there were the two sets of elevators,” Dessa said. “The three people ones and the single garbage elevator.”

		 

		“Both of which are blown up and basically plugged with scrap metal,” Cole said.

		 

		Dessa nodded. “We already know there’s another way to access Sanctuary.”

		 

		“Through the aqueduct,” Tiana said slowly.

		 

		“But that only went to their Engineering level and is too far away,” Amos said.

		 

		“Yeah, but if there’s one access point, maybe there’s another.” Dessa thought hard about it. “Another one that’s a lot closer. I mean, I don’t know how else to explain how Schofield and Krause were able to dump those bodies without thinking they would get caught. And I don’t know how else to explain why Grove and Mondo just don’t care about losing Farm or Supply. They’ve got a lot of people to feed.” Conviction rose inside Dessa as she scanned her friends’ faces. “So where are all their food and water coming from?”

		 

		Something changed. Dessa could feel it in the cabin’s air. 

		 

		“So there’s another way in,” Cole said, excitement in his voice.

		 

		“Somewhere close,” Tiana said.

		 

		“And it’s an entrance that Grove and Mondo believe will get them back to Supply level,” Amos said.

		 

		“And if we can find it,” Tiana said, her eyes shining. “Then we use it to save the kids.”

		 

		Dessa smiled. “Exactly. Exactly.”

		 

		“Like an emergency hatch or something,” Amos said. “You know they would’ve thought of some exit plan besides those elevators in case the power went out or whatever.”

		 

		“Stairs,” Cole said, stepping into the middle of the small room with his hands open at his sides. “I overheard people talk about stairs before. They think it was used during construction and then sealed up. But no one really thought it was real—”

		 

		“No one on regular staff, maybe,” Dessa said, catching on the idea. She had heard the rumors too. “But I’m talking about the coordinators and whoever they decided to tell. They could have used this alternate entrance, stairs, whatever, to bring the bodies out of Lab level.”

		 

		Tiana faced Cole. “But you’re talking about some place Grove doesn’t even know about. Does that even make sense?”

		 

		Cole shook his head. “Grove knows this place inside and out. Support staff know Sanctuary better than either Security or Scientist. If there’s an entire entrance in and out of Sanctuary that goes down to Lab level, then she would have known about it all along.”

		 

		Dessa circled on that idea—there was something to that. “You’re right. Grove would know about it. I mean, she would have to right? So why is she hiding it from Delmar? Why is she hiding it from the rest of us? Why would she blow the elevators and pretend everything was sealed up if it really isn’t?”

		 

		That made them all go silent as their brains worked the long list of problems to come up with an answer that would make sense of all the different moving pieces. She couldn’t quite see it yet—the reason why—but there had to be one.

		 

		“It could be that she knew about this entrance, but wasn’t watching it,” Amos said. “Or maybe Krause and Schofield thought it wasn’t being watched and that they could get away with dumping the bodies without her finding out. But she did find out and is covering it up now, because… because—” Amos shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe they don’t want to share the supplies with the rest of us. Maybe it’s that simple.”

		 

		“I mean, it doesn’t really matter why, though, right?” Tiana asked. “If you’re right, then it matters that there probably is one and she would know where it is and it’s a way to get down to the kids.”

		 

		Dessa’s voice rose in excitement. “Yeah, we don’t need to know why she’s hiding it. We just need to know that she is. And if she is hiding it, then we can find it.”

		 

		Amos’ brown eyes lit up. “With another entrance, we get in and out, and we get those kids up—”

		 

		“But wouldn’t Ms. Winters know about this entrance?” Cole interrupted. “She was at the chemical pool too, even if she hadn’t wanted to be. Wouldn’t she use it to get the kids out?”

		 

		“Yeah,” Dessa said, frowning. “She would, wouldn’t she?”

		 

		“That means we just got to help make sure they make it to the surface,” Tiana said.

		 

		“You say that like it’s going to be easy,” Cole said, his tone dour.

		 

		“Easier than digging through a pile of rubble five stories deep,” Tiana said, rolling her eyes.

		 

		In some ways, it felt strange to banter like this with Riley only a few hours dead, but Dessa knew it was their way to cope. After fighting the V’s, they had naturally fallen back into the old habits that helped them survive on the road. And if this secret entrance did exist, it changed everything.

		 

		“Okay,” Amos said, nodding his head. “Okay, we supply up at our hideout and then maybe start at the chemical pool and see if we can find anything that leads us to a secret entrance—”

		 

		Dessa stood up from the cot. The springs screeched back into place, tilting the pillow and Tigg over onto the blanket. Tigg’s head came up fast, but after one quick glance, he tucked his nose back under his tail and resumed purring. “We collect our stuff and we let Delmar and the others stay distracted with the V’s and we go get the kids.”

		 

		“If we get to them fast enough,” Cole said, “and if any of Krause’s blue suits who didn’t mutiny are still alive down there, I bet they’ll help us fight off Grove, Mondo, and the rest.”

		 

		Less than a day ago, Dessa would have said it was impossible to imagine a situation where she would gladly align herself with Schofield and Krause against Grove. But here she was. Coordinator Grove had turned on Project Polus. Ms. Winters, Schofield, and however many blue suits who still survived down below, were still on the children’s side. Or at least on Sanctuary’s side, which was about the same difference at this point to Dessa.

		 

		What mattered was that they had the same goal—keep the Project Polus children alive.

		 

		Grove and Mondo didn’t care about that part. They wanted to take Sanctuary away from the scientists and run it the way they wanted. So Dessa and her friends had to search for that secret entrance, get to it before Grove and Mondo took it over, or blew it up, or used it against anyone still alive underground. Whatever the mutineers ultimate goals were—they weren’t Dessa’s goals—it wouldn’t help keep the kids alive, and that’s all that mattered.

		 

		They crowded out the door. Tiana closed it behind them but left a window open so Tigg could get out and take care of himself.

		 

		“In case we’re gone for longer than… expected,” Tiana said.

		 

		As Dessa scrambled to pull her boots back on, twilight had turned everything gray. There was no shimmer on the chain-link anymore and Farm sounded quiet, like everyone had already gone to bed. Which was weird since Delmar and the other combo cured were supposed to be figuring out a distraction. As Dessa strained her hearing, the sounds of the V’s were still noticeable, so whatever Delmar was cooking up hadn’t happened yet.

		 

		“Someone needs to get Egg,” Amos said.

		 

		“I’ll do it,” Tiana said.

		 

		There was another sound, the soft stomp of steps—

		 

		“Wait,” Dessa said.

		 

		Egg came running around the corner of Tiana’s cabin, his expression full of panic and shock.

		 

		Dessa’s stomach dropped. “What happened?”

		 

		“It’s Delmar,” Egg said, disbelief in his voice. “He’s taken everything. All our stuff.”

		

	
		 

		11

		 

		They rushed to the hideout.

		 

		Dessa and Cole were on unfamiliar ground and lagged behind, the last ones to reach the gate and then enter the landfill’s maze. Weaving around piles of trash, Dessa heard her own breath sharp in her chest and imagined getting there just in time to stop Delmar from taking all their skimmed food, water, and weapons.

		 

		As she shimmied between the makeshift walls of trash and entered the room they had painstakingly formed from junk over the last few months, her damp clothes snagging and ripping on some sharp edge—she saw they were too late.

		 

		Delmar was gone and so was all their stuff.

		 

		Amos, Tiana, and Egg searched all the cubbyholes anyway while exclaiming about the different objects they weren’t finding.

		 

		“I knew we never should have let him know this was here,” Tiana said.

		 

		“But he saved you,” Egg said, looking around in confusion. “Me too. His combo cure is the reason we’re both alive right now.”

		 

		Tiana waved her hands around the space. “Just because he wasn’t going to let us die when he had an easy way to fix that doesn’t mean he’s not still a jerk. Obviously.”

		 

		Amos’ broad shoulders were tense with fury. He didn’t say a word, but he checked everything twice, putting his hands deep in the cubbies and searching all the edges for any small thing that might have been overlooked. Each time he came back empty, his shoulders tightened and the anger deepened.

		 

		“Is there really nothing?” Dessa said, feeling her stomach cramp from hunger again. The strawberry and carrot had not exactly been satisfying. If they were right about this other entrance, they could try to supply up when they got underground, but it sure would have been nice to get more food into themselves, and, oh yeah, some weapons, before going down. Plus, they had trusted Delmar.

		 

		Which, Dessa guessed was why there was really no one to blame except themselves. What had they been thinking, trusting Delmar with anything?

		 

		“There won’t be,” Cole said darkly. “He’ll have made sure. He won’t leave anything behind. Not anything useful.”

		 

		“There has to be something,” Egg said, plaintive.

		 

		Dessa and Cole gave in and helped search everything over a third time, but Cole was right. Delmar really had left nothing behind.

		 

		“How much you want to bet him and the other combo cured have taken everything they can carry from here and Farm and run off?” Amos said, an intimidating tension in his voice. “Didn’t you see how empty Farm was? We were rushing around and I didn’t think anything of it, but I should have. Delmar and the others are gone.”

		 

		“You really think they’re gone outside the fences?” Tiana said, incredulous. “Not even Delmar is that stupid, not with all those V’s still out there.”

		 

		Amos shook his head. “I don’t mean gone for good. I just mean gone for now. Gone, until he and the other combo cured return for the next part of his plan—whatever that is. Take Sanctuary over from the mutineers? That kind of sounds like him. A bunch of vegetables and fruit aren’t going to cut it for long.”

		 

		“That would explain why he offered to distract the V’s,” Tiana said glumly. “Why he didn’t even put up a fight when Grove and Mondo refused all the combo cured entrance into Sanctuary, why he allied with them in the first place. It’s only going to help him take everything over later on if everyone from Sanctuary is killing each other, basically for him.”

		 

		All those salvage runs, all the times they’d risked skimming supplies for exactly an emergency like this—gone. Useless. Delmar had acted like one of them and they had bought the act just enough to get swindled.

		 

		Egg gave up and sat on his heels. “What do we do now?” He gathered his knees into his chest and put his forehead on them like it was all just too much.

		 

		Dessa knew how he felt. It was all just too much. Everywhere they looked, people had turned against each other. Riley had died. Everything had fallen apart, and they were locked out of Sanctuary, and Delmar had betrayed them.

		 

		She stared at her boots. The light wasn’t bright enough to wash out the grime permanently etched in the material now. Her khaki jumpsuit cuffs covered the upper part of the boots and were already covered in a layer of dirt from the run over here. Nothing stayed clean. Nothing stayed safe. Not in this new world, maybe not even in the old world.

		 

		“Forget it.” Dessa stood up and said the words just as much for herself as for them. They all looked at her. “Just forget it. We know what we need to do. We just have to do it without our supplies. We’ll find stuff along the way or something.”

		 

		They all looked at her. In that silence she felt their agreement.

		 

		They left the hideout and headed for the chemical pool. It was too dark to see much, but none of them wanted to wait out the night to search for this secret entrance.

		 

		When they rounded a pile of metal scraps and the fumes hit their noses, they decided to split up. Dessa and Amos went deeper into the dump while Cole, Tiana, and Egg searched toward Sanctuary.

		 

		Amos held her hand and squeezed it. Weaving their way through the piles of rubble, recycling, broken furniture, and who knew what else, anxiety bubbled in her every step. She needed him, needed his support, because otherwise they were flailing, just searching for some way to undo the impossible.

		 

		“For what it’s worth,” Amos said as they walked. “I think you’re right. I think there has to be another entrance nearby.”

		 

		“You really think so?” Dessa said, all her earlier confidence vanishing with the sunlight. After all, what did she really know about how any of this worked? Sanctuary was a big industrial complex built long before the Lyssa virus came through and wiped out the world. It had probably been a part of all sorts of experiments with top scientists and government people. The best of the best. She knew the bureaucratic foster care system, but that was it. Did that really compare with whatever minds had organized and built Sanctuary?

		 

		“Yeah, I really do,” Amos said.

		 

		Dessa searched herself to figure out if she really thought there was another entrance or if she desperately needed there to be another entrance. And the instinct, or intuition, or whatever you want to call it—the knowing—was there.

		 

		Coordinator Grove was smart, efficient, careful. It took Dessa only a few weeks to learn that about her. She didn’t make decisions lightly, and she always had a backup plan for when things went wrong or broke down or ran out. But she and Mondo had blown the elevators almost on impulse. Except Grove wasn’t impulsive. “I think Grove and Mondo are too smart to give up all that food and water and equipment. There’s another entrance, and it’s going to be close.”

		 

		“That’s my girl,” Amos said softly as he searched. “You know what you know, and that’s good enough for me.”

		 

		She shivered at his compliment, at his trust, and followed after him, looking into the junk piles for anything that resembled an entrance or even a keypad. Sanctuary loved its keypads.

		 

		There was no bird chatter or insect noise. The only other sound was the low white noise moan of the V’s off in the distance. Though there weren’t any lights in the dump, or really anywhere except inside Sanctuary’s bunker walls, the moon was out and full enough to turn everything silver. But they came up with nothing again and again. It was an exercise in frustration searching in the dark like this, but neither of them wanted to stop. After doing a long loop, the fumes hit their noses again and then the chemical pool came back into view, its bright green liquid now a uniform gray in the dark. The surface of the water was eerily still, no ripples, no waves, with no sign of the bodies that had been rolled into it a week before. For all she knew, the chemicals were so caustic the people had already dissolved into nothing.

		 

		“There isn’t anything here,” Amos said, frustrated. “At least, nothing I can see in the dark. I hate to say it, but I think we have to wait until it gets light again. Then we can look some more.”

		 

		His stomach grumbled loud enough to make them both pause.

		 

		“Hungry?” Dessa said.

		 

		“Maybe,” Amos said.

		 

		Her own stomach grumbled in response. “Yeah, me too.”

		 

		Dessa’s mind strayed to picture the inside of Sanctuary’s Ground level. Even not counting Delmar and all the combo cured, Grove and Mondo had a lot of staff to keep fed and watered—

		 

		“They have to be planning to get to some supplies soon,” Dessa said, an idea slowly forming. “There isn’t nearly enough on Ground level. I think… I think maybe all we need to do is get the information we need out of Grove.”

		 

		Amos looked at Dessa, eyebrows raised. “What do you mean, get it out of her?”

		 

		Dessa smiled at him. “You make it sound like I want to torture her.”

		 

		“I mean, that’s not exactly unreasonable. The kids—”

		 

		Dessa shook her head. “We follow her, Amos. We figure out where she’s hiding things or where the entrance is by never letting her out of our sight.”

		 

		She knew his brown eyes had flecks of darker spots in them, kind of like freckles, but the moon wasn’t bright enough to bring them out. Still, she could see how his face relaxed and how he smiled back at her. They stood near the edge of the chemical pool, but she was in no danger of falling into it. Drowning in Amos’ gaze was a completely different story, though. For a brief moment, everything stopped. It was like they had stepped out of time and were standing by a lake under the stars on a Friday night.

		 

		Amos reached out and ran a gentle finger along her cheek. “Did I tell you I’m glad you’re still alive?”

		 

		Dessa swallowed as her whole body lit up from head to toe. “Not yet.”

		 

		He leaned over and made the whole doomed world around them vanish. His lips pressed against hers and burned her with their gentleness. He always started his kisses like this, like she was beautiful and fragile. It drove her crazy. She deepened the kiss into something fierce and felt his arms wrap around her waist as his lips became more insistent. He held her possessively, like she belonged to him. She forgot she was hungry, she forgot she had almost died multiple times that day, she forgot everything except for how she felt pressed against Amos like this, like they were both drowning in an ocean. He had always been strong and Farm work had only made him stronger. She felt herself picked up off the ground, and she was flying and all she wanted was to be with him and help him grow the garden he wanted and turn this kiss into something more.

		 

		She felt Amos lean back, like he was about to come up for air. She couldn’t bear it—reality. So she followed him, leaning in, searching for one more second, unwilling to reenter a dark world full of violence and death.

		

	
		 

		12

		 

		Dessa and Amos waited at the chemical pool for the others. When Cole, Tiana, and Egg returned, they shared they had no luck in finding this secret entrance. It wasn’t surprising, not in the dark like this, but it was still disappointing. Dessa told them about her idea to follow Grove and there was general enthusiasm for it.

		 

		At least, as much enthusiasm as could be expected with their grumbling stomachs and imminent danger.

		 

		They headed back to Sanctuary and set themselves up in the aisles of trash with a rotating lookout to watch the entrance. The rest of them huddled together for warmth. Dessa slept, restless, her dreams full of running, always running, while V’s chased her. No matter how fast she tried to go, she never moved. With a start, Dessa woke to moonlight and Cole hovering over them. She blinked and returned to her body, realizing the nightmares had scared her enough that she’d broken out in a cold sweat. Also realizing Amos had his arm thrown around her waist and his nose was nuzzled in her neck. She breathed deep and felt the rocks dig into her side and the solid strength of Amos’ arm and told herself she was safe.

		 

		Right now, she was safe. Right now was all that mattered.

		 

		But then she thought of all the people she loved who weren’t safe right now. Riley, dead. The children, trapped.

		 

		Cole knelt by Tiana and gently shook her shoulder. Next he went to Egg. Looking over at Dessa, he said, “Wake Amos. I just saw Grove and Mondo. I think they’re headed for the guard shack.” 

		 

		Dessa sat up and lost Amos’ warmth to the cool night air. The sky was lightening. Still gray, but hardly any stars were out. Dawn was on its way.

		 

		The guard shack sat about halfway between the fence and Sanctuary’s building. It had been a checkpoint spot for the landfill but otherwise abandoned—too small for any real purpose, and too close to the fences for comfort.

		 

		They all woke and headed out as the sky further lightened. Just as the guard shack came within view, two figures left its shadow. Dessa and the rest of them stayed well hidden in the landfill. Only the relative size difference between them, one shape squat and bulky, the other tall and athletic, suggested Grove and Mondo. But neither of them carried anything that looked like food or water. They didn’t carry anything at all.

		 

		As Grove and Mondo left, heading back for Sanctuary, Amos stood lookout while Cole went with Dessa to check out the shack. Egg and Tiana left to follow Grove and Mondo.

		 

		No one from the direction of Farm was stirring yet. Was that because the combo cured were gone? Farm was a good distance away, further away from the guard shack than Sanctuary, and hidden from sight by a hill. Thinking about Farm made her think about Delmar. Every time she did, a great wave of rage bubbled up. It wasn’t the useful kind of rage, though. Instead, it was this all-encompassing thing that clouded her ability to think, so she told herself to stop. Their supplies were gone. Delmar had his own plans. She hoped someday soon he would eat dirt and die.

		 

		With Cole at her heels, she crept low across the ground, the gravel crunching under her shoes, and listened for any sign of trouble.

		 

		Cole whispered from behind her. “Door’s open.”

		 

		Dessa nodded and looked back. Cole crouched low to the ground like her. There wasn’t any cover, so if anyone was actually watching, the two of them would easily be spotted. Still, it somehow felt like it increased their chances of being undiscovered if they moved like this.

		 

		Further away, almost completely hidden by a stack of trash, Amos stood with his arms crossed and leaned against the pile as he kept watch. If there was any sign of trouble, he would whistle and they would scram.

		 

		Dessa paused at the open door to listen. Once she was satisfied there was nothing, she pushed the door wide enough to fit through. The bottom brushed the ground, and she held her breath, listening so hard it almost hurt. A pattering sound made her freeze until she recognized it.

		 

		Rats.

		 

		Releasing her breath, but keeping on high alert, since after all, rats were gross and some of the rats now might be the super mutated kind, she entered the guard shack.

		 

		The space was small, with just enough room for a desk, office chair, and space to stand. Shelves had been attached to the walls and were filled with binders, some of which had fallen off and their paper guts scattered across the ground.

		 

		Dessa dared to stand and noticed some paperclips, a stack of papers, and a clipboard were scattered across the desk. A wooden paperweight carved in the shape of a turtle had tipped over, belly up. A desk lamp with a flexible bending arm had crashed to the floor at some point and the bulb was broken and scattered. The chair itself was this faux leather thing that had a cushioned back with plastic armrests. It was not pushed in, but rather several feet from the desk and at an angle. The place didn’t look ransacked exactly, more abandoned and neglected.

		 

		Daring to speak since there was no one in sight, Dessa said, “I’ll take left, you take right.”

		 

		“Yeah,” Cole said. “But don’t we need to find a locked cabinet or something like that? They’re not going to leave anything important out for anyone to find.”

		 

		He wasn’t wrong. Everything open and abandoned like this wasn’t promising, but then why did both Grove and Mondo come here? Dessa shook her head. “We don’t know that.”

		 

		They both started at the door, then searched in opposite directions. She rifled through the stack of papers, opened all the drawers, kicked up a bunch of dust that made her sneeze, even opened the stapler to find only two staples left, and found basically a bunch of inventory papers, operating manuals, guard logs from Sanctuary’s landfill days, and not much else. Her hands became covered in dust, like this all hadn’t been touched in weeks. The largest drawer was stuffed with a million different kinds of pens, paper clips, pushpins, and a random assortment of office supplies that always seem to accumulate and never get used up.

		 

		On the other side, Cole worked his way through the shelves and shuffled through a number of the binders.

		 

		“Found the crane manual,” Cole said. “Here’s the one for the wrecking ball.”

		 

		Opening another drawer of the desk, Dessa drew in a sharp breath.

		 

		“What?” Cole said, stopping and looking over. “Did you find something?”

		 

		“No,” Dessa said. “I mean, yes. It’s a pack of gum.”

		 

		She picked up the package of cinnamon flavored gum and tossed Cole a piece. Putting another piece in her mouth, she stuffed the rest in her jumpsuit pocket to share with the others. A burst of saliva filled her mouth as the sugar and cinnamon hit her tongue. The gum was hard and dry, but it would at least help take her mind off her stomach for a few minutes.

		 

		She reached the other end of the shelves Cole was working on. There were six binders for the crane’s operating manual, but only three for the wrecking ball. More operating manuals for the landfill’s gate, telephone system, and a work schedule that showed the different guard shifts assigned for the week six months ago before everything fell apart. A pile of papers in the corner were so molded over and full of rat poop, there was no identifying them. On the last shelf, Dessa found a pile of maps. Unfolding one after the other, she and Cole looked them over.

		 

		“Maybe one of these is a map of the inside of Sanctuary,” Dessa said, grasping at hope.

		 

		“Right,” Cole said. “Maybe it’ll even label the secret entrance for us.”

		 

		Dessa rolled her eyes. “I know I deserved that, but still.”

		 

		Cole sighed. He tapped the pile. “They’re all area maps. Nothing about buildings. But Tiana will want this one. It shows a bunch of details about the state park just outside the fences.” He lifted the map and examined the one underneath. “This one shows the railroad tracks. She’ll want that too.”

		 

		“I know maps are important and all, but why does she want those?” Dessa said. “Does it have to do with whatever she’s trying to build out of the parts you’ve been stealing for her?”

		 

		Cole tensed up.

		 

		“What, is that supposed to be a secret?” Dessa said, sarcastic. Tiana was good with mechanical stuff and Cole had been skimming parts from Supply level at her request. Dessa had even helped him a couple of times, so she knew it wasn’t a secret, not exactly, except she’d never bothered to ask what the parts were for. Tiana was always tinkering and that’s what Dessa had figured it was about, until seeing the textbook-like manual open on Tiana’s table.

		 

		Insurance. Right.

		 

		Cole looked away and then back at Dessa. “No. I mean, sort of. She wanted it kept secret from Delmar and, well, not really from you, but sort of from you, too, until you were ready to know at least.”

		 

		Dessa’s stomach dropped. She hadn’t expected that answer. She didn’t know how to process it. There weren’t supposed to be any secrets between them.

		 

		“Why? What did I do?” Dessa said, unable to keep the hurt out of her voice.

		 

		Cole scowled. “Don’t talk like that. You didn’t do anything.”

		 

		Confusion rose inside Dessa. “Talk like what? Cole, what’s going on?”

		 

		“Don’t sound so hurt. That’s why she didn’t want to say anything to you.”

		 

		“Cole.”

		 

		They stared at each other in that small guard shack, the sky turning the colors of dawn outside the windows. Cole looked frustrated and torn. Tiana had made him promise not to tell Dessa something and now Dessa’s world was turning upside down. They were in this together. Together. There weren’t supposed to be any secrets between them because that’s how they were all going to get out of this alive.

		 

		“That book in her place? She’s been planning a backup way to escape Sanctuary when… if the time came to leave. Her and Amos have been planning it. They needed my help for some of the parts, but didn’t want Egg to know in case he let something slip to Delmar.”

		 

		“Cole,” Dessa said, her mind spinning at the realization that Amos had known about this too. Both Cole and Amos had given her a strange look when she noticed the book. Amos had known and decided it was a good idea to keep this from her. Just like Tiana. Just like Cole.

		 

		“Dessa,” Cole said, his voice full of frustration. “If anyone even mentions anything about leaving Sanctuary someday at any point ever, you freak out.”

		 

		“I helped stock the hideout. That was a backup. That was—”

		 

		“Nothing lasts and we have to be ready,” Cole interrupted. “And it’s okay that you can’t think about it because of your brother and the other kids. We’re taking care of it for you. For us. Just in case.”

		 

		She tried to keep it together. She really did. But there was a rising sense of having been left out, having been kept in the dark about this, even if it was for a good reason, even if she knew deep down that Cole, Tiana, and Amos were right to have kept this from her because she would freak out. She was freaking out. 

		 

		“Anyway, it’s not like we lied to you.” Cole scrunched his shoulders up to his ears. “We decided not to talk about it until you made one of us tell you. But Dessa, it’s been weeks that we’ve been at this and you never once asked. Not really. You noticed things, like all the parts I was stealing for her, and I saw you check out the book at Tiana’s place, and I thought okay, this is it, now you’re going to ask and we’ll tell you and we can stop hiding stuff from each other, but then you… you skipped over it like it was nothing. You could have asked, like, specifically asked, and she would have told her. Any of us would have told you, but you didn’t. You don’t want to know.”

		 

		It was the most words she had heard Cole string together all at once in probably ever. He looked miserable and upset and Dessa realized with a shock that he was the one freaking out now.

		 

		“It really bothered you to keep this from me,” Dessa said.

		 

		“Yes!” Cole said, throwing up his hands. “Yes, it did! But every time I tried to say something—”

		 

		“I’d freak out and obsess over making Sanctuary work even more,” Dessa said.

		 

		“We’re not leaving the kids,” Cole said. “It’s just—”

		 

		“A backup plan,” Dessa said.

		 

		“Yeah, plans, actually.” Cole still looked miserable as he gathered up the maps and stuffed them in his own jumpsuit pockets. “But if you could maybe not tell Tiana I said anything, unless you’re really ready to talk about it—” 

		 

		“Right,” Dessa said, feeling small and untethered. This wasn’t the end of the world. It really wasn’t, but it didn’t feel good either. There was this hard truth that all her friends seemed to know she wasn’t ready to face, and she couldn’t even name it.
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		They had left the guard shack and met Amos.

		 

		“There’s nothing there,” Cole said, frustration thick in his voice.

		 

		Amos deflated even as Dessa handed him a piece of gum. He unwrapped the gum and popped the stick in his mouth. “There has to be.”

		 

		“We looked through the whole thing. There’s nothing. I got some maps for Tiana, but that’s it.” Cole looked sideways at Dessa. “I told her a little about what Tiana—what we’ve all been working on.”

		 

		Amos stilled and then looked at Dessa. “And? You okay?”

		 

		“I—” Dessa shook her head. Time was ticking away. Ms. Winters was holed up underground with the kids and if they weren’t currently in mortal danger, they would be soon. The Super V’s could find them at any moment and they still hadn’t come any closer to finding a way inside.

		 

		“It doesn’t matter,” Dessa said. “It’s fine.”

		 

		Amos and Cole exchanged a look over her head, and whatever passed in that silent message made Amos wrap an arm around her shoulders. She stiffened, at first resisting his offer of comfort, but he held on until she melted against him.

		 

		“When you’re ready, just ask,” Amos said, his breath smelling like cinnamon and sugar. “Or not. You don’t have to think about it.”

		 

		“It’s just.” Tears filled her eyes. “We can’t survive out there on our own. Sanctuary has all the medical equipment, the walls. The kids—”

		 

		“Are awake and healthy,” Amos said into her hair. “And right now, we need to focus on keeping them that way.”

		 

		Dessa sniffed and told herself to get back to business. “Right.” All this other stuff could wait until later. Sanctuary was still standing and so were the fences. Everything they needed was right here. They could make this work. There still had to be a way to make this work.

		 

		But first they had to get to the kids.

		 

		“So, what do we do now?” Cole said. “We’re back where we started. We might as well try to break into Sanctuary and dig through the rubble. Maybe in ten years we’ll actually make some progress—”

		 

		Dessa flinched. “We talked to Ms. Winters. We know they’re alive.”

		 

		Cole swept a hand across his face. “Sorry. I swear I don’t believe it’s going to turn out like that. I just don’t see a way through the other side yet.”

		 

		“Dessa’s idea is solid,” Amos said, transmitting his confidence into her through the arms still around her waist.

		 

		She needed that, because deep down, she felt a lot more like how Cole felt about the situation than she wanted to admit.

		 

		As if sensing her doubt, Amos hugged her tighter and said, “We want it to work faster, but that’s not something we get to control. Egg and Tiana will—”

		 

		As if calling out their names had made one of them appear, Egg rounded a pile of metal bed frames and waved frantically at them.

		 

		Cole hurried over, Amos and Dessa right on his heels.

		 

		“Where’s Tiana?” Cole said, his voice harsh.

		 

		Egg’s eyes were wide and his lanky form towered over even Amos, who was the next tallest. “She’s fine. She’s still watching them in case they move.”

		 

		Cole relaxed an inch. “What do you mean, in case they move? Who?”

		 

		Egg looked at the three of them, a big smile on his face even as he raised his eyebrows in disbelief. “Umm, only Mr. I-want-to-be-in-an-action-movie Mondo and I’m-now-the-queen-bee Grove? Plus a bunch of the other mutineers. That’s such a good word. Mutineer? It’s like the three musketeers but way more fierce.”

		 

		“Egg,” Cole said. “Get it together.”

		 

		“Right,” Egg said. “So yeah, they’ve all posted up deep in the landfill. We don’t know what they’re so interested in yet, but Tiana thinks this could be the droid we’ve been looking for.”

		 

		There was a long silence as Dessa, Amos, and Cole just stared at Egg. He stared back. “Don’t you get it? The droid is the entrance. This might be the entrance we’ve been looking for.”

		 

		Cole shook his head. Amos nodded as if indulging a three year old.

		 

		“What? I do this when I get excited,” Egg said, sliding into a crestfallen expression.

		 

		With a start, Dessa realized Egg was trying really really hard not to fall apart just like the rest of them. He’d had a crush on Riley and tried so hard to win her over, and then tried so hard to save her, carrying her to the elevator cage after she’d been infected by the Super V, trying to dump enough combo cure from his blood into hers to save her. It hadn’t worked, and now Egg was trying to keep himself together in his own way, just like the rest of them were trying to do.

		 

		Dessa allowed hope to bloom again at Egg’s words. He and Tiana might have just found the secret stairwell entrance. They had a chance again.

		 

		“So you’re going to lead the way back, right?” Amos prompted.

		 

		Egg hopped from foot to foot. “Yeah, yeah, you know it. But uh, is that gum you’re all chewing?”

		 

		Dessa pulled the pack of gum out of her pocket and tossed the whole thing to Egg. “Tiana still needs her share, too.”

		 

		“Sweet,” Egg said, popping a piece in his mouth and stuffing the rest in his pocket. His eyes lit up and almost rolled into the back of his head. “Man, that’s good.”

		 

		They followed Egg into the landfill’s maze, twisting around piles of trash, climbing over smaller piles of trash, watching sharp corners that could cut and infect. The sunrise cast everything in pink and orange, creating a strange contradiction of warm glow amongst the decaying objects of a now destroyed civilization. Shadows still loomed, turning industrial machines into spiders and furniture into the strange shapes of monsters. 

		 

		From somewhere deep in one of the piles, a frog croaked. As they moved fast, goosebumps rose on Dessa’s arms, not from cold, but excitement.

		 

		The guard shack had been a dead end, but Dessa’s idea had been solid. This could be it—their way in.

		 

		Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that she still hadn’t eaten a real meal. The carrot and strawberry were a distant memory. The gum had gone tasteless and rubbery. She’d finally given up on it and swallowed. Maybe you weren’t supposed to do that, but it gave her stomach something to work on.

		 

		Egg took them back near the chemical pool, the fumes alerting them to its presence. They went the direction Amos and Dessa had already scouted in the night, but this time, turned into a section there hadn’t been time or light enough to check. Finally, after a long minute of weaving in and out of the recycling piles that brought Sanctuary’s three- story building within sight, Egg stopped.

		 

		He crouched and looked around, sweeping his gaze from right to left and then back again.

		 

		“Egg?” Amos said quietly.

		 

		“Tiana?” Egg said, his whisper actually super loud.

		 

		After a long second, a shadow across from them stepped away from a pile of bottles that towered overhead. Tiana’s slim form waved them over. When they got to her, she said, “Be quiet. They’re working just around those bottles.”

		 

		Dessa strained her ears and thought maybe she could hear low voices, the shuffle of boots, a sense of activity and purpose.

		 

		Amos stepped forward for a look. Dessa and Cole moved to go with him, but Tiana shook her head. “Just one of you. They’re right there.”

		 

		After Amos took a look, they decided to retreat to a safer distance.

		 

		“Coordinator Grove isn’t there anymore,” Amos said. “But there’s two blue suits guarding something. I think we found our entrance.”

		 

		Tiana stood next to Egg, her head barely reaching his shoulder. Cole looked thin next to Amos, even though Dessa knew he was tough and strong with muscle. Amos was built like a football player and the light was strong enough now that his shirt stood out faded red again.

		 

		“There were more of them before, plus Coordinator Grove,” Tiana said, her eyes lighting up at the piece of gum Egg held out to her. She unwrapped it and stuffed it in her mouth. “I think we should just rush them while we’ve got the numbers.”

		 

		Egg nodded. “Sure, we can take them. Or we could go find Delmar and sic him and everyone from Farm on them. He’d give us a whole bunch of people if it meant he got some of the supplies.”

		 

		“No,” Dessa and Tiana said in unison, looking at Egg in horror.

		 

		“We can’t tell Delmar,” Dessa continued. “Not after—”

		 

		“Not after he stole all our stuff, Egg,” Tiana said. “How can you defend him after that?”

		 

		Egg looked wounded. “I’m not defending him. I swear.” He looked at Amos. “You’re the history buff, always quoting war books and stuff. I’m trying to be smart about this. Delmar doesn’t care about the kids. I get that. I know that. But he does care about the supplies. He’s gonna want what’s down there and will fight for it, will fight them for it, so we don’t have to.”

		 

		“No,” Dessa said, putting force in the word. “No way.”

		 

		Amos looked thoughtful but didn’t say anything, which was as good as no.

		 

		In the pause, Cole said, “So we go now. While there’s only two.”

		 

		They divvied up positions and split off. Tiana and Egg would be the distraction. Dessa, Amos, and Cole would rush the entrance to overwhelm whoever stayed behind.

		 

		Amos sidled up against wood that looked like it had once been furniture. Nails stuck out from crazy angles and Dessa made sure as she followed to not get caught on them. Cole took up the rear.

		 

		The two blue suits were standing in front of a huge pile of trash. So huge it was easily as tall as a two-story house. Dessa tried to find exactly what the blue suits were guarding, but the shadows were too thick or the trash was too well placed. Still, the fact that anyone was hanging around meant there was something here.

		 

		Tiana and Egg skirted around the other side of the pile. Once they were out of sight, a rock skittered across the ground in front of the two guards.

		 

		One of the blue suits startled and bent over for a look, finally kicking it away and returning to the other guard. “Stupid rats.”

		 

		At the next rock that came skipping into view, the other guard emerged from the shadows. This time, he didn’t look at the rock, but methodically surveyed the area from left to right. Dawn light showed off a strong chin and thick eyebrows that looked familiar. Security kept to themselves and definitely avoided talking to her and Cole. She knew a few of their names, mainly Security Officer Mondo and a few of the other blue suits who had guarded her brother—like Officer Rohs—but that was it.

		 

		E.B. Pleasant had been another exception. He was Coordinator Grove’s second-in-command for Support staff. A completely unpleasant man, last she knew, he was trapped on Supply level with the Super V’s. Probably ripped limb from limb by now.

		 

		Suddenly, in the direction Tiana and Egg had gone, drifted a low moan.

		 

		A shiver ran down Dessa’s spine. The moan was eerily familiar and full of rage and pain. The sound unmistakable—both human and beyond human. She didn’t know how something so simple could be so full of the desire to inflict pain in the hopes of relieving their own pain, but that’s what it was.

		 

		Now both blue suits went on high alert. They went for knives at their belts. That surprised Dessa—were knives really the only weapons Grove and Mondo had given them? Where were the guns? The moan sounded again and Dessa’s heart rate picked up. It sure sounded like a V had gotten inside the fences, maybe through another gap in the fence. Maybe their patchwork job hadn’t held up.

		 

		Amos tensed next to her, like at any second he would spring out and tackle the guards. That’s when Dessa saw one of the blue suits reach for a radio at his belt. 

		 

		“Crap,” Dessa hissed. “We have to get that radio and stop them calling for backup.” Before she knew what she was doing, she was on her feet, sprinting.

		 

		“Dessa,” Amos said, but then he was sprinting next to her. Cole ran on her other side.

		 

		The two blue suits looked away from them, toward the sound of the moan, but the one had unhooked the radio from his belt. They needed that radio. They couldn’t let him contact Grove, or Mondo, or anyone else until they had gotten inside Sanctuary again. The blue suit brought the radio to his lips, depressed the button, and spoke. They couldn’t make out the words, but it didn’t matter. One blue suit would soon turn into five or ten or more.

		 

		Too many.

		 

		They were only feet away now and the one without the radio had begun to turn. Amos put on another burst of speed and pulled ahead, barreling into the blue suit. Dessa went for the radio itself.

		 

		The other blue suit shouted and ran off, Cole racing after him. They both vanished into the landfill’s maze.

		 

		Amos had the blue suit face down on the ground, his knees pinning the man between his shoulders. At another raging groan, Dessa pivoted on her heels, ready to stand against the oncoming danger. Her heart beat wildly in her chest as she searched the shadows for the V.

		 

		Egg stepped out, managing to look sheepish in the pale sunlight.

		 

		Tiana pushed him forward. “You can stop now, Egg. We got the blue suit taken care of. You don’t need to freak Dessa out like that.”

		 

		“Yeah, but I didn’t think I would be so good at it,” Egg said. “I mean, that was like pitch perfect, don’t you think?”

		 

		Tiana shook her head. “I swear—”

		 

		Dessa took a deep breath and told her pulse to settle down to a normal rate. Amos pulled out some rusty wire he’d collected from somewhere and she helped him tie up the blue suit with his wrists behind his back. They sat him up and Dessa grabbed for the radio.

		 

		The blue suit’s pants and shirt were coated in dust. More dust from being face down on the ground had also lightened his dark eyebrows. “You better untie me,” he said, cursing at them.

		 

		Tiana stuffed his mouth with a cotton bandana from Farm. “Where’s Cole?”

		 

		“He’s chasing down the other one.” Dessa felt the weight of the radio and hoped that maybe, just maybe, the blue suit hadn’t managed to call for help after all. “We need to find Cole and—”

		 

		The radio crackled. Security Officer Mondo’s voice floated out, crisp yet mechanical. “Support Staff Harold, please come in. Harold, what is the situation? Are you in trouble?”

		 

		Dessa stared, frozen, knowing what words were likely to come next.

		 

		“Standby, Harold. We’re sending help. ETA two minutes.”
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		Amos turned off the radio and tucked it into Dessa’s pocket. He approached Sanctuary’s hidden entrance and her eyes followed him. They always followed Amos. She couldn’t help it.

		 

		Turning back, Amos scanned their faces. Dessa didn’t look but she could picture the scene all the same. Egg, Tiana, and Dessa were standing almost in a line, with Amos in front. There was one person missing. Cole. And there was no time to wait for him.

		 

		Set within the overhang of what looked like just another tower of recycling was the faintest hint of a rectangular door. She stepped closer and saw metal. Thick and strong, and set into bulky looking cement. But only because big barrels of recycling had been moved out of the way.

		 

		Anyone walking by this, like she had done a dozen times while passing through this part of the landfill’s maze to get from Sanctuary to their hideout, would have seen the barrels and kept going, not even knowing there was anything else here. Just like she had done each time she’d been through here. It was a lot like what they had done with their hideout, but on a much grander, more industrial scale.

		 

		On closer examination, a lot of the recycling wasn’t just piled on top of each other, but actually looked attached. To the left of the door, another metal barrel filled with empty plastic bottles of soda that still smelled faintly sweet had been moved aside to reveal one of Sanctuary’s classic keypad boxes anchored straight into the dirt.

		 

		Dessa went to the box and scuffed at its base with her shoes.

		 

		Not anchored into the dirt, but more cement.

		 

		“Tiana,” Amos said. “The lock.”

		 

		Tiana stepped over the blue suit and headed for the door.

		 

		“How do we open this thing?” Amos said, but if the blue suit heard, he didn’t care. He kept cursing at them through the stuffed cotton in his mouth.

		 

		Amos prompted the guy a second time. Nothing.

		 

		Dessa felt the seconds tick by. Finally, one quick, forceful punch from Amos that landed behind the blue suit’s ear sent the guy tumbling over, unconscious.

		 

		“Crap, Amos,” Egg said, awe in his voice. “Lights out, dude.”

		 

		“You just gotta know where to land it,” Amos said, his voice quiet and with no hint of pride. Amos flexed his fist as if the punch had hurt him. “He was going to get us caught making noise like that. Just drag him out of sight and make sure he doesn’t call down anymore trouble on us.”

		 

		“Sure,” Egg said. “Sure.”

		 

		Amos took deep breaths as his face flushed. It was the look he got when he was trying not to lose it. “I didn’t enjoy that. Just to make that clear.”

		 

		“Yeah, but it was kind of amazing, all the same,” Tiana said as she helped Egg drag the guy out of sight.

		 

		Dessa rested a calming hand on Amos’ arm even as he flinched away from her. She knew why it bothered him so much. His dad had beat his mom regularly. Amos had stepped in between once and been big enough by nine years old to put his dad in the hospital. He had been taken away and put in the system and never saw either of his parents again. One of his greatest fears was that he would turn into his bio dad. When the fevers gripped him and the combo cure made him remember and relive, sometimes it was those memories that came up and it terrified him to think he might hurt someone else while in the grip of one of those hallucinations.

		 

		“He’ll wake up,” Dessa said. “You don’t need to feel bad. Remember, they’re the ones keeping us from the kids. They’re the ones who were just going to let them all stay trapped down there and die.”

		 

		Amos gulped and nodded.

		 

		Dessa turned back to the door and saw Tiana at it again, having picked up a solar lantern near the door. Its light was weak but showed off the door’s details well enough as barely shoulder height and made out of metal. Not quite the military level look of the California aqueduct tunnel when they’d unknowingly breached Engineering. But still plenty industrial and probably plenty fortified.

		 

		“Lock’s too burly,” Tiana called back over her shoulder as she examined the outline of the door inch by inch. “No way we have the time to bust it.”

		 

		Dessa motioned to the box. Amos and Tiana came up on either side of her. “You know how Sanctuary loves its keypads.”

		 

		“Does it even work?” Tiana brushed the hair off her face and cracked her knuckles. “I thought you said they were making do with mechanical solutions more and more.”

		 

		Dessa stared at the box as if it would magically open up for her. “I can’t tell. Keypads have been failing on the different levels. Did you know the keypad to Lab doesn’t even work? They had a blue suit manually open it every time.”

		 

		Tiana frowned, puzzled. “I can’t even imagine that. I can’t imagine you living down there underground for three months. Didn’t you ever get claustrophobic picturing a whole mountain of dirt and metal and concrete over you? No sunlight. No fresh air. No—”

		 

		“I don’t know if that’s really helping us right now,” Amos said, his tone dry. “I mean, come on, Tiana. We’re literally about to go down there.”

		 

		Tiana shuddered.

		 

		“Tiana,” Amos prompted. “The keypad?”

		 

		Before Dessa could move, Tiana whipped out a screwdriver from one of her pockets and pried open the box. “I’ve been practicing from some books… I figured I needed to beef up my mechanical skills for the next time we needed to, you know, run for our lives.”

		 

		Dessa knew now there was a lot more to it than that, but even though Amos stiffened next to her, she didn’t say anything. This wasn’t the time. They were almost out of time. Instead, Dessa said, “You really think you can open the door by messing with the keypad like that?”

		 

		Tiana grunted and dug the screwdriver into the box of wires that looked more like animal entrails.

		 

		“I mean, I’m not doubting your skills or anything Tiana, but this is supposed to be military grade stuff.”

		 

		“It is military grade stuff,” Tiana said. “Or, I mean, it once was. But as soon as they had to start shutting down different systems and rolling back their security protocols to more stable tech, well, you can’t expect it to—”

		 

		There was a click and the scrape of metal against metal, like the screwdriver had slipped and then locked into place somewhere deep in the bowels of the keypad. The door didn’t budge an inch.

		 

		“You guys, somebody’s coming,” Egg said, rushing over.

		 

		Tiana looked up. The solar light made shadows dance across her face. “Maybe it’s Cole?”

		 

		“No, it’s lots of somebodies,” Egg said.

		 

		“Tiana, we gotta get in now or not at all—” Amos said, a warning note in his voice.

		 

		“I know, I just—” Tiana bit her lip and twisted the screwdriver.

		 

		Dessa stared at the door, waiting for something to happen, but there was nothing. Not a click, or a squeak, or an inch of movement. She hopped from foot to foot, stuffing her hands in her empty pockets. She hated that feeling—having not nearly enough.

		 

		“You guys,” Egg said, looking back over his shoulder.

		 

		“Tiana,” Amos said. “We gotta go. We gotta go!”

		 

		Suddenly Amos grabbed Dessa and Tiana, dragging them away from Sanctuary’s secret entrance. They left the shadows and were out in the open amongst the recycling piles again, Egg ahead of them.

		 

		“Go left, go left!” Egg said, darting in that same direction.

		 

		Behind them, there was a click and a snap, and then a whirring sound. Like metal moving. Like a latch suddenly—unlatching.

		 

		Tiana twisted in Amos’ grip, looking backward, even as they ran for cover. “It worked. It freaking worked! The door is opening!”

		 

		Dessa followed Egg around another pile of recycling that towered overhead, the sun at just the right angle to send light scattering through the pile of glass bottles to cast everything in rainbows. “Tiana! Run, or get caught!”

		 

		Tiana came back to reality, and they ran after Egg, ducking behind the pile of glass rainbows just in time.
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		Egg, Amos, Tiana, and Dessa crouched behind the pile of recycling and watched more than a dozen mutineers dressed in khaki jumpsuits and eggshell blue uniforms swoop in and surround the door.

		 

		Cole was nowhere to be seen, and the guy Amos had knocked out still lay unconscious next to them. Several piles of recycling between them and the door made the details difficult to see. Coordinator Grove was there, her weight bulking out her suit in an easily identifiable way. Next to her stood Security Officer Mondo, his aviator sunglasses back on even though it was still early morning and not that bright outside.

		 

		Grove directed people over to a pile that Dessa had mistaken for more recycling, but when they opened up the boxes, revealed helmets, gas masks, gloves, more khaki jumpsuits, and a pile of tasers and police batons.

		 

		“If the mutineers don’t want Delmar and the other combo cured to know about this entrance, then why are they going in with such a display of force?” Dessa said, whispering.

		 

		“Maybe the Super V’s?” Amos offered. “Maybe they’re planning to go down to Supply level and bring food and water back up.”

		 

		“Then where are all the guns?” Tiana said.

		 

		Egg frowned. “Yeah, they’ll need a lot more firepower than that. We barely got out alive, and that was with Pierce and everyone else from Farm. Those jumpsuits and batons and tasers—and those gas masks—do they really think the masks are going to do anything against the Super V’s?”

		 

		“I bet it’s all the weapons they got,” Amos said. “They didn’t have time to take what they really wanted from Security—from Coordinator Krause—before the Super V’s got loose and Grove and Mondo decided they had to mutiny sooner than planned.”

		 

		“Or maybe they’re going down for the kids after all?” Egg said.

		 

		“This is why Delmar keeps pulling one over on you,” Tiana said. “Because somehow, after everything, you keep believing people are going to do what you think they should be doing instead of what they’re really going to do.”

		 

		Egg’s frown deepened, but he didn’t reply.

		 

		Amos stared down at the ground and thought hard. “Okay, so we back off until they leave. And then we get in there and go after the kids.”

		 

		Dessa took in all the moving bodies and then looked down at her own stained, ragged-looking jumpsuit. It was cleaner than it had been when it had gotten covered with blood and guts, but that didn’t matter. They were all easily identifiable by their faces. “That won’t work. They’ll be swarming the place for who knows how long. They’ll spot us. If we’d gotten in before they had arrived, they would have already caught us.” Like a flash of lightning, a crazy idea hit Dessa. “Or we dress up like them in those masks, gloves, jumpsuits—the whole thing.”

		 

		Everyone looked at her.

		 

		“You mean go in disguise?” Eggs said, his eyes widening.

		 

		Dessa motioned to her jumpsuit. “Yeah. I mean, I’m already almost there. With those gas masks and gloves, they’re not going to know who we are. We dress up like them, join the crowd they’ve formed, act like we belong, and walk right through the front door.”

		 

		“You mean the back door,” Egg said, smiling. “The secret back door.”

		 

		Tiana dared to crane her neck and take a second look. Turning around, she bit her lip. “I mean, I guess I can’t tell who anybody is in those masks. But are you seriously talking about just walking right in there, like, now? Everybody probably has jobs and they’ll know right away that we aren’t supposed to be doing what we’re doing.”

		 

		Dessa shook her head and wished Cole was with them. He would back her up on this. He would know.

		 

		She hoped wherever he had run off after that other blue suit that he was safe and hadn’t gotten caught. “It doesn’t work that way. I know Grove and how Support works. Yes, we’re all going to have jobs, but with all those people already moving around, they’re not going to count heads. They won’t realize anything is up until we’re too far in. Not if we follow everyone else’s lead and help out with whatever it is they’re trying to do.”

		 

		They studied her in solemn silence.

		 

		“Cole would tell you I’m right. I know it,” Dessa said.

		 

		“Where is he?” Tiana said, her voice worried.

		 

		“He ran off after that other blue suit,” Dessa said, sounding more sure than she felt. “He’s probably working his way back to us. He’ll make it in time.”

		 

		But the words sounded lame to her own ears. Cole would be devastated to be left behind. She’d seen the look on his face when the kids had woken up and struggled to get the honey sticks open. He’d swooped in like a superhero to twist off the tops and let the honey flow. The kids had lit up with excitement, and Cole had lit up with joy. But if he even was nearby, he was stuck on the other side of the mutineers from them now.

		 

		There was a pause and in that pause Dessa realized they’d all agreed to her plan.

		 

		Amos gave Dessa a long, studied look that also made her realize her idea really could go terribly wrong and get them all killed. Was she really talking about dressing themselves up and waltzing through Sanctuary’s secret entrance alongside Grove, Mondo, and everyone else like they were all on the same team? But how else could they get inside?

		 

		Egg took another peek at the mutineers and came back excited. “I think I could steal some of those masks and gloves. And those amazingly stylish khaki jumpsuits you guys always wear.”

		 

		“Funny,” Dessa said. “I knew I was always the fashionable one out of all of us.”

		 

		Amos tilted his head to the unconscious blue suit. “We’ve got his clothes already.”

		 

		Nervous energy filled Egg. “Yeah, okay, I got this. Help me with him.”

		 

		They quickly stripped the guy. He was smaller in size than Egg so the uniform showed off Egg’s pasty white ankles above his grimy white shoes and socks. He didn’t say a word about the look of it but the pain in his expression said more than enough. What was an even better find were the gloves and mask in the pockets for Egg to cover up his features. And most important of all, after Egg got dressed, he checked the pockets again and pulled out a granola bar.

		 

		“You guys,” Egg said, ripping open the package.

		 

		“Do you think we should save a piece for Cole?” Tiana said.

		 

		“I… I…” Egg practically salivated as he looked at the bar in his hand.

		 

		“No,” Dessa said. “We don’t know where he is or when he’ll be back. Four ways. He’ll understand.”

		 

		Egg split the bar and passed the pieces around. It was one big bite in Dessa’s mouth, a few chews, and then it was gone. But her stomach rose up like a wild animal to grab onto the sugar and calories and begin its work. It wasn’t enough, not nearly enough, but it was like just the taste of real food tricked her body into thinking things were going okay now, at least for a few minutes, and she felt a rush of energy that helped clear her head.

		 

		The steps of someone approaching turned them all tense.

		 

		Tiana looked at Dessa and mouthed, Cole?

		 

		But the guy turned the corner of the recycling pile as they heard an unzipping sound. It wasn’t Cole. They froze. Dessa’s insides screamed even as she remained dead silent. If the guy even turned sideways, they were only yards away, barely hidden by the recycling from this angle, and would be caught.

		 

		Another male voice called out. “Tyler. Where the hell did you go? I told you not to take my bar. If you went to take a piss with my granola in your hands… man, there’s going to be hell to pay—”

		 

		The four of them didn’t even breath, they were so still, as they watched the two Support staff take a piss and argue about Tyler—who must be the guy unconscious and stripped down to his underclothes at their feet—stealing another granola bar.

		 

		A million possibilities flashed through Dessa’s mind at once. They would turn, yell for help. Dessa and her friends would run, but it would be too late. The kids would be lost forever—

		 

		The two men finished, zipped up, and left.

		 

		Dessa blinked, not believing her eyes for a long second. They were gone and Dessa and her friends hadn’t been discovered.

		 

		“Help me get him further into the landfill,” Amos whispered.

		 

		They dragged the unconscious guy deep into the landfill where no one would accidentally stumble across him, at least for several hours. Tied upright, he was breathing fine when they left him. Eventually he would wake up, disoriented, and no one would hear him yelling until it was far too late and they had all made it inside.

		 

		Egg adjusted gloves, gas mask, and uniform, then vanished for a full ten minutes as they huddled together behind a different pile of recycling, further away from the pissing spot.

		 

		Egg returned with an armful of jumpsuits, gloves, and masks and passed everything out. “You’re right, Dessa. I just swaggered my way up to the piles like everyone else was doing and no one even looked sideways at me.”

		 

		They all suited up, even Egg, exchanging the blue suit uniform for a jumpsuit, but there was still no sign of Cole. They had to go now, while they could blend in with the crowd and all the activity.

		 

		“You know how Support works best of all of us,” Amos said finally when they were all ready. “So just know that we’re following your lead.”

		 

		“No pressure,” Tiana and Egg said in unison.

		 

		Dessa readjusted her gas mask to cover her mouth, nose, and eyes. “Gee, thanks guys.” A small valve allowed her to breathe without fogging up the inside.

		 

		Did the mutineers really think this gas mask would protect them from the Super V’s down below? The infection wasn’t airborne. The jumpsuits were just cloth, offering no real protection. One bite was all it would take. These masks were definitely overkill and out of place, but that worked in their favor right now.

		 

		The world turned a little hazy, but she could still mostly see except for where the mask curved at the edges and the sun glared off it. What was most important of all was that she couldn’t see the rest of her friends through their masks. They had become unrecognizable. Just a bunch of glaring faces in khaki jumpsuits like all the other mutineers.

		 

		“All right. Follow my lead.” Dessa took a step and the glare from the gas mask played a trick on her eyes. She stumbled and caught herself just before doing a face plant, and only because Amos grabbed her arm and kept her from making a total fool of herself.

		 

		Brushing off her pants, she stood up, acting like nothing had happened, and walked out to Grove, Mondo, and the other mutineers, while Tiana and Egg tried, and failed, not to cackle.
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		As Dessa approached the group of Sanctuary staff, her friends followed behind her.

		 

		Where was Cole? He would have blended right in and helped them with all of this. Dessa took a deep breath and steeled herself to walk up to the people she’d been working alongside every day for the last three months. Joining the outer edge of the crowd, she waved her hand at her waist to get her friends to spread out. They looked like they were all returning from a quick piss break and quickly blended in with the others. Dozens of jumpsuits moving around, intent on their jobs, whatever that was supposed to be.

		 

		Grove oversaw the piles of supplies outside, but was looking toward the open door, and didn’t even see Dessa walk up. Just beyond them, Mondo stood at the secret entrance itself, a gas mask hanging loose around his neck at the moment. If that was all the protection he thought they needed, the mutineers were seriously underestimating the Super V threat. Dessa took a quick look around to see if she could recognize anyone behind the masks. Thankfully, she could not, and knew that meant her or her friends wouldn’t be recognized either.

		 

		Coordinator Grove glanced at her wrist and then turned around to face the jumpsuits working on the piles of supplies. “Sanctuary staff, we have long felt the weight of responsibility rest heavily on our shoulders. Too heavily. The world has changed and we’ve lost many of our loved ones. Maybe all of them. It’s time that we now ensure that at least we can survive. The clock starts now—”

		 

		“The clock starts now?” Egg whispered near Dessa’s ear. “Well, that’s not dramatic or anything.”

		 

		Dessa shook her head, ignoring him. Pay attention, Egg.

		 

		He seemed to get the message, because he moved a few steps away, crossed his arms over his chest, looked around, saw everyone else had their arms at their sides, and then dropped his arms too.

		 

		Coordinator Grove waved where Mondo stood at the open entrance door. “You know what to do. Please proceed.”

		 

		Proceed? Proceed to what? They weren’t planning to blow the stairwell too, where they? But that would destroy access to the supplies.

		 

		As if they were one organism, all the khaki jumpsuits moved for the entrance. The sunlight bouncing off all the masks soon made Dessa dizzy. Maybe this was as simple as gathering supplies, except for that whole clock starts now thing. She tried to keep tabs on Amos, Tiana, and Egg, but their disguises were too good. She was alone in a cloud, and the cloud was moving in one direction.

		 

		Down.

		 

		Crossing into the shadow of the entrance, she passed by Grove, inches away from her, but she didn’t act like Dessa was anyone other than another mutineer on their way to—proceed.

		 

		Mondo led them down. The stairwell was industrial concrete, metal railing, and metal-graded steps. Little boxed yellow lights gave off just enough glow to cast everything in creepy shadows to help you take a step. The sea of khaki jumpsuits carried Dessa across that threshold from outside to inside. From warm and dry to cold and damp. Even though her jumpsuit had long sleeves, goosebumps made the hair on her arms rise. People weren’t rushing exactly, but nobody was taking their time either and she was bumped a number of times on her way down.

		 

		The way this stairwell was built, it made their steps echo loud in the space. She looked over the railing once and became even dizzier at the way the steps turned at ninety-degree angles, sloping down, vanishing into darkness. Down there somewhere was her brother and all the children from Project Polus.

		 

		But down there were also the Super V’s and any other survivors. Only the stairwell separated them from the rest of Sanctuary.

		 

		Coordinator Grove’s voice sounded, echoing above the sound of their footsteps. “Remember, Support’s kitchen first. Do not breach Supply level. Security has not yet finished securing it.”

		 

		Dessa shuddered. She did not like that there needed to be a warning to not go into Supply level. She guessed that Support’s personal quarters would afford Grove, Mondo, and the other mutineers many days’ worth of food and water from its fully stocked cafeteria. That was smart and something Dessa should have thought they would do, but hadn’t. The larger plan must be to go after and eventually secure Supply level, but the food and water on one of the higher levels would buy them time. The thing that bothered Dessa was the ‘yet’ in Coordinator Grove’s instructions. They had not secured Supply level—yet—like they were already in the process of getting it done.

		 

		So how did Grove and Mondo intend to get rid of the Super V’s that had taken over Supply? With gloves and gas masks?

		 

		They would lose.

		 

		Whatever their plan was, Dessa hoped to be long gone with the kids before it happened.

		 

		They reached a cement landing where Security Officer Mondo waited. He tipped up his mask high onto his forehead and smiled big at them, his teeth orange from the light. “Let’s grab some grub, folks.”

		 

		Mondo opened an access door, its screech echoing throughout the shaft. Bringing the mask back down, he ushered them onward.

		 

		Mutineers in khaki jumpsuits streamed through the door and Dessa let herself be taken along by its current until she felt a tug on her hand and looked to her left. When the khaki jumpsuit squeezed her hand again, she squeezed back, figuring it was Amos. The khaki jumpsuit was stretched rather tight across his shoulders and chest, even though he had gotten the biggest one out of the three.

		 

		“How did you know it was me?” Dessa dared to whisper as she pressed her mask close to his. She thought he might say something sweet like it was the way she walked or the way her hips curved under the cloth or—

		 

		“Your jumpsuit has a pretty big stain on the side,” Amos said. “Don’t worry, your arm covers it up. I don’t think anyone will notice.”

		 

		Chagrined, she passed by Mondo and out of the stairwell into an industrial area with steel top counters and lots of burners. Support level’s main kitchen. Dessa had never worked in the kitchen, but had passed through it once or twice and recognized the countertops, cookware, stacked cans of food, and huge mixing bowls. Thinking fast, she watched the other Support staff spread out across the kitchen and begin to gather supplies. A number of other staff kept going until they were out the cafeteria doors and into what Dessa knew was the common area that would lead to the dormitory style bunk beds. One section was where the women stayed, which would include Dessa’s bed with a little privacy curtain sectioning off her space from everyone else. The other side would be the section for the men, where Cole’s personal effects would be.

		 

		There were all sorts of spots throughout Sanctuary where people who didn’t want to be separated could basically find a corner to hook up. But Dessa didn’t think that was what was going on right now. She detached herself from the main group in the kitchen and, using their predetermined signal, tapped a mixing bowl three times in a row, and then paused, and then tapped it twice more.

		 

		That was supposed to tell her friends which khaki jumpsuit she was so they could orient themselves and follow her out.

		 

		She tried not to watch for them through the hazy film of her mask, even as she noticed three jumpsuits move her way. Not waiting for them to reach her for fear that would look suspicious, she left the kitchen and entered the common room. Acting like she knew what she was doing, where she was going, and why, she passed by other mutineers already scavenging. She headed for the women’s dormitory. Now she was just making it up as she went along. There was nothing special in the dormitory, other than she hoped for a minute of privacy so they could talk to each other without being discovered and figure out what the hell they were going to do next.

		 

		But if they did make it to the dormitory, then she was definitely collecting all the drawings Amos had made for her that were currently tucked away in a pillowcase.

		 

		Before she made it halfway across the common room, one of the mutineers looked up from a cart of snacks and said, “There’s nothing we need from the bunks. Grove only wants the food and water cleared so we can prep the stairwell.”

		 

		It took everything inside Dessa not to ask a million questions about prepping the stairwell. That would probably, most definitely, give the game away. Whatever they were prepping the stairwell for—Dessa wanted out long before it happened. But that meant they had to get down to the kids, fast. Instead of asking all her questions, she spun on her heels, giving a big nod, and headed back to the kitchen. Passing by her three friends, they tried to act casual while turning around to follow. But she didn’t know where to lead them. Back in the kitchen, everything was a bustle of activity and sound. Pots were banging around as carts were filled with canned goods and jugs of water. Cooking supplies were added on top—utensils and plates, even napkins. Dessa decided to look like she was helping, while also grabbing some food to put away in her pockets for later. The others did the same. They stayed near each other, a huddle of four. Her stomach grumbled and acid rose in her throat. The bite of granola had not settled well.

		 

		Anxiety spiked Dessa’s pulse and she spoke just loud enough for her friends to hear her. “I’m going back into the stairwell to check things out.”

		 

		“Did you hear that woman say something about prepping the stairwell?” Tiana said.

		 

		“Yeah,” Dessa said. “I heard it.” She really wished Cole was here. He knew the Support staff and the way things worked even better than she did. He would have had a guess about what was coming next.

		 

		Heading for the stairwell, Dessa grabbed a bunch of oatmeal boxes until her arms looked full and carried them through the access door. Her friends followed her lead, picking up armfuls of supplies. Stepping back onto the cement landing, Dessa saw mutineers carrying supplies up the stairs. But other mutineers were moving further down the stairwell. Security Officer Mondo was now nowhere in sight, and people were making a terrible racket below them.

		 

		A horrible thought struck Dessa. What if the mutineers’ plan was worse than blowing up the stairwell? What if Mondo thought he could take on Supply level, and all the Super V’s?
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		The tap tap of tools drifted up as Dessa took to the stairs with the oatmeal in her arms. This section was relatively empty of people and the orange light threw sharp shadows. She hadn’t noticed the conduit running along the wall, parallel to the stairs, until now. Brushing her hand against the cement to steady herself, the cold dampness of it shocked her.

		 

		“We need to get moving,” Amos said, his voice muffled through the gas mask. “They’ll figure out who we are if they find us just standing around.”.

		 

		“It’s not like there’s any way but down from here,” Egg said, the mask strangely slurring his words.

		 

		Their voices, even though they spoke barely above a whisper, filled the space. They were alone on the cement landing, even if just for the moment. Through the access door, khaki jumpsuits still loaded carts. Above them, more mutineers carried up food and water.

		 

		Below them?

		 

		It was quick work to reach the next landing down. Just a square of cement that led to another access door and then the stairs began again. But this access door was also unlocked and propped open.

		 

		“What level is this?” Tiana asked.

		 

		“It’s got to be Security’s personal quarters,” Dessa said.

		 

		“I don’t think we can stop,” Amos said. “The way is clear now. We should go all the way down to Lab and warn Ms. Winters about the mutiny. They don’t even know what’s going on up here. For all they know, they’re waiting on rescue from everyone. They don’t even know no one is coming.”

		 

		“We’re coming for them,” Tiana said with conviction.

		 

		Dessa headed down the stairs, but the stomp of shoes coming up from below froze them in place. “Hide.”

		 

		She pushed backward into her friends to get them moving. Ducking through the access door into Security’s personal living level, they entered a small supply closet with cans of beans, corn, and fruit stacked in the corners. She went for the opposite door and found it unlocked. Going deeper into the level, they entered another kitchen.

		 

		“Wait,” Tiana said, almost hissing.

		 

		Dessa turned back. Tiana hid against the wall, still in the closet, peeking out so that she could keep some distance between herself and the stairwell while watching it. The gas mask elongated the shape of her face, making her look like an alien lifeforms.

		 

		“What if they decide to come in here?” Amos said.

		 

		Tiana glanced back. “You better be ready to fight.”

		 

		Amos looked around and picked up a meat tenderizer from one of the counters. Egg grabbed a stir-fry pan. Dessa found a paring knife and a metal barbecue skewer. She settled herself amongst the steel countertops and cookware, too far away to see who would pass by the stairwell, so she watched Tiana to figure out whether there was going to be a fight. Her breathing increased to the point where the valve couldn’t keep up and her mask began to fog. She tipped it up to let the air clear out as adrenaline pounded in her ears and her hands became clammy around her silly weapons.

		 

		She really needed to get her hands on a gun and learn how to use it. Knives, pans, and pillowcases of tuna cans were really getting old.

		 

		The pounding footsteps and low voices filtered through from the closet into the kitchen. They were masculine and unfamiliar and unintelligible. Only when the noises faded did Dessa see Tiana relax and breathe again. Tiana entered the kitchen, closing the door behind her so that they couldn’t be surprised. They all crouched together on the floor, the countertops forming a piecemeal visual barrier.

		 

		“So?” Dessa prompted.

		 

		“It was some blue suits,” Tiana said.

		 

		“You guys,” Amos said. “Where is everybody?”

		 

		They turned to Amos, confused.

		 

		“Up the stairs getting food and water?” Tiana said.

		 

		“Or downstairs about to let the Super V’s out?” Egg said.

		 

		Amos looked at Dessa. “How many people would you say Sanctuary normally has? Just Support staff?”

		 

		“Over a hundred for sure,” Dessa said.

		 

		“And another fifty or so Security, plus Scientists and their assistants,” Amos said. “So, where are all the survivors? Grove and Mondo break into the living quarters for Support and Security and we find it empty like this?”

		 

		Egg shuddered. “Maybe they’ve all turned Super V.”

		 

		Tiana punched him in the arm. “Then we’d all be dead meat by now.”

		 

		“Maybe…” Dessa scrambled for an answer that could make sense. “… Maybe they found an escape route. Maybe they moved to a different level.”

		 

		“Unless more people are in on this mutiny thing than we thought,” Amos said. “What if it’s pretty much all the Support and Security staff? We counted dozens of people on Ground when they blew the elevators, but Sanctuary has hundreds. Maybe this is both a supply run and a rescue mission.”

		 

		They would be lucky if that was all this was. It might make it easier to get down to the kids and out with them. Or harder, since chances might be that anyone they ran into from now on could openly or secretly be one of the mutineers.

		 

		A door on the far side of the kitchen squeaked open. Three people entered and their voices filled the room.
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		Security Officer Mondo passed through the kitchen, his mask up on his forehead. Two blue suits flanked him.

		 

		Dessa felt the blood drain from her face. She looked over at her friends, checking to make sure gas masks were in place.

		 

		“How much longer?” Security Officer Mondo said.

		 

		“Almost ready,” one of the blue suits said.

		 

		Mondo nodded. “All right. I’ll get on the visuals until it’s time. You know where to find me.”

		 

		“Yessir,” both blue suits said.

		 

		They crossed the kitchen and opened the supply closet door.

		 

		Mondo paused. The other two blue suits stopped at his heels and looked around.

		 

		Dessa ducked and huddled with her friends. She stared at their eggshell blue legs through the open shelving underneath the countertops and prayed to the universe to please, please, not let them bend over and look around.

		 

		“Sir?” they said in unison.

		 

		“Wasn’t this door open when we came through? Didn’t I open it?” Mondo said, his shoes shuffling around like he was scanning the kitchen.

		 

		“I can’t recall, sir,” one blue suit said.

		 

		For just the briefest split second, Dessa swore she felt his gaze land on their crouched huddle, but then Mondo left through the closet and into the stairwell. The other two blue suits followed.

		 

		Dessa stood, feeling the sweat drip between her shoulder blades.

		 

		Amos looked around and grabbed a bunch of packages of dehydrated noodles, pushing everything into their arms. “We need to look like we’re doing a job or something. We can’t just stand around like this.”

		 

		Egg took the noodles. “I say we go down there and check out what they’re doing. Maybe they’re not going to release the Super V’s. I mean, that’s kinda ridiculous. Right?”

		 

		“If we go back up now, we might never get another chance to go for the kids,” Dessa said, her voice small in the space.

		 

		They knew she was right, even though it was a really stupid idea to go further down with mutineers all over the stairwell.

		 

		“Hey, our awesome disguises have worked like a charm so far, right?” Tiana said.

		 

		With their arms filled with enough food boxes they needed to use their chins to hold it altogether, they crossed into the supply closet and then back out onto the stairwell—just as more mutineers in khaki jumpsuits came down carrying supplies and welding equipment.

		 

		Dessa watched in horror as Egg and Amos crashed into two mutineers. It was like everything started to move in slow motion. Tools and food boxes went flying and hit the stairwell walls. Everything dropped to the ground, including the people. Dessa and Tiana stayed just inside the closet, out of the chaos. Egg’s mask hung from one ear. Tiana waved frantically at him, dropping her food boxes, motioning for him to fix the mask. Dazed, he stared at Tiana and Dessa for a long second before coming to and putting the mask back in place.

		 

		The two mutineers cursed and untwisted their gas masks. They picked up the welding gear and yelled at Egg and Amos to help. “Don’t just stand there, help us get this down to Security!”

		 

		Realizing this was their chance, Dessa dropped all the food on the closet floor and stepped into the stairwell to help pick up the equipment. Tiana followed her lead. There was some rebar, small sheets of metal, wrenches, and other tools she couldn’t name.

		 

		The other mutineer cursed and held up a tool. “This is broken. We’ll need to go up and bring down another one.”

		 

		“Take those two clowns,” the first one said, jerking a thumb at Egg and Amos.

		 

		“Right. You two, come with me. Double time. We’re already running late.”

		 

		If Dessa said anything, their disguises were done for. Egg, the taller and thinner of the two, looked around wildly, not sure what to do.

		 

		But Amos knew. “Of course, sorry.” He pitched his voice all gravelly and then he coughed, like he’d gotten cement dust in his throat. Slapping a hand on Egg’s shoulder, he followed one of the mutineers up the stairs without looking back.

		 

		Dessa’s heart squeezed but she dare not say a word or make a move toward them. Instead, she forced herself to keep working. This was fine. They would be fine. Dessa and Tiana would be fine. This was what they wanted, after all, to go down and take a look. She was determined not to waste this chance.

		 

		“It’s okay that we’re split up,” Dessa whispered to Tiana as they fell in line behind the grumbling mutineer and took the stairs down. “This isn’t some horror movie. It’ll be okay.”

		 

		Tiana shook her head.

		 

		More mutineers in khaki jumpsuits came up and Dessa turned sideways, her arms full of tools, in order to pass them. Everyone moved with purpose, like they knew the plan. Dessa considered and discarded possible options at lightning speed. Technically, Security’s working level was one level below Supply. That is, one level below where the Super V’s had infiltrated. The next level below Security was Lab, where Ms. Winters and the kids were trapped.

		 

		They were so close now.

		 

		As they reached Supply level’s cement landing, Dessa expected to see work being done to further seal the doors. When she looked closely, it seemed the doors had been welded shut. But there were still a lot of muffled banging sounds.

		 

		All the noise in the stairwell had gotten the attention of the Super V’s on the other side.

		 

		She shuddered, remembering their monstrous, overdeveloped bodies covered in lesions and erupting tumors. They had a ravenous rage that even surpassed the V’s. When she had seen that rage satisfied by the flesh of another human being, an almost impossible wave of bliss overwhelmed the Super V’s for a moment. But then the moment was over and they were on the hunt again. They were monsters now, but had one been combo cured workers from Farm who had been taken against their will for secret experiments by scientists on Lab level. Gross incompetence had created a lab accident that released not just the Super V’s but the mutated rats Dessa had first battled on Supply level alongside Tigg.

		 

		Ms. Winters had said something about the experiment being a huge, surprise failure, because no matter what they tried, the combo cured side effects could not be reversed. Only accelerated.

		 

		Dessa didn’t know what that meant long term for her friends. For Amos.

		 

		She didn’t want to think about it. That was a crisis for later.

		 

		Ms. Winters had brought the children back to life. She had woken them from their comas and they’d been smiling, laughing, excited over honey. What had once seemed impossible, Ms. Winters had now solved it. So Dessa decided to believe that Ms. Winters would crack this combo cure puzzle, too.

		 

		As long as Dessa could help keep her alive long enough to do it.

		 

		When they reached Security level, the access door was open and a bunch of blue suits moved around inside. The tools had become heavy in Dessa’s arms, but she dare not set them down until the last possible minute. They gave her credibility. They gave her a reason to be here and look around.

		 

		The blue suit manning the access door wore full hazard gear—not the pants, collared shirts, and gas masks the others wore—but the full bubble plastic suit with attached head and isolated air supply.

		 

		“Drop those tools off in the corner and then get back to the surface.” The voice was feminine and tinny through the box. The blue suit motioned them on, her gloved hand still somehow suggesting impatience.

		 

		Dessa’s own mask created a sort of tunnel vision effect, but she still figured out where the blue suit was pointing. With a deep breath, Dessa entered Security level like she knew exactly what she was doing. It was like channeling the same energy she had used on every first day at a new school. Act like nothing bothered you. Act like you’d always been there. She had changed school once a year, sometimes twice, depending on foster placements, so she’d had a lot of practice at faking it.

		 

		With her head high and her gas mask securely over her features, Dessa walked through, but even though she had tried to prepare herself to keep her cool, an involuntary gasp escaped.

		 

		This room was filled with blue suits—way more blue suits than she had seen at Ground level before. Amos had been right, more mutineers had been left underground, but it didn’t look like they’d been trapped. Gas masks hung around their necks or were propped on foreheads. They were all at desks and monitoring an entire wall of small screens.

		 

		Dessa and Cole had noticed plenty of cameras around Sanctuary, but knew most of them didn’t work. As if proof of that fact, many of the screens were dark squares, but not all of them.

		 

		Security Officer Mondo stood in front of that wall of monitors, mask still on his forehead, and was focused on one screen above all others.

		 

		Dessa’s shock grew to epic proportions as she recognized the image.

		 

		It was a live video of Ms. Winters and the kids.
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		Dessa purposefully bumped into Tiana. She tilted her head toward the monitor. Though she couldn’t see Tiana’s eyes, she guessed they must have widened based on the way the rest of Tiana froze.

		 

		Dessa told herself to play it cool, even as her insides flipped. Walking over to the indicated corner to drop off the tools with two blue suits working on some sort of contraption, she kept an eye on that screen like her life depended on it. The gas mask worked in her favor again because no one could tell exactly where she was looking.

		 

		This was what they needed—a good sense of what was really going on. There had been no way to communicate with Ms. Winters since the intercom gave them proof of life the previous day.

		 

		The bank of monitors actually covered two walls of this room. Chairs and desks were set up at intervals like stations—at least a dozen of them. But like the keypad locks, and so much other tech inside Sanctuary, most of the screens were blank. Maybe only a dozen still worked. But one of those cameras was on Lab level and that’s what mattered.

		 

		Quickly taking in the pictures from the other working monitors, Dessa thought one working camera was somewhere on Supply level, but only gave a view of moving shadows, too dark to be useful, though Dessa guessed the movement was from Super V’s. Other cameras showed random parts of the landfill and an outside view of Sanctuary’s building entrance that included part of the path to Farm, but not much else. It didn’t even show the fences to monitor whether the V’s still congregated or had moved on. Another couple cameras, Dessa realized with a start, monitored the common area in Supply’s personal living quarters. Another two gave views inside Sanctuary that looked so generic Dessa couldn’t recognize their locations.

		 

		Turning her attention back to the screen with Ms. Winters and the kids, Dessa noticed something funny about the picture. First, Ms. Winters was alive but looking stressed. Dessa recognized Claire and Ivan standing near her, but wasn’t able to pick out any of the other kids or whether all six of them were on screen. Ms. Winters was surrounded by machinery that looked more like the guts of a car than a science experiment.

		 

		There was no way this camera was on Lab level.

		 

		“We’re missing one of the tools,” the kneeling mutineer said as she worked on the machine, her khaki jumpsuit covered in streaks of grease.

		 

		Dessa shrugged her shoulders, not daring to speak.

		 

		The mutineer stood up and turned what Dessa could only describe as an accusing mask glare onto the nearby blue suits. “Coordinator Grove is going to hear about this.”

		 

		A blue suit raised his hands almost in supplication, his voice muffled through the gas mask. “That’s not our problem. It broke on the way down and we sent more of your Support people to bring down a new one. Regardless, Mondo wants this done within the next fifteen minutes.”

		 

		“Mondo can stuff it,” the woman said, almost under her breath, loud enough for them to hear, but not loud enough to make it over to Mondo.

		 

		Now Dessa recognized the voice. Her name was—she couldn’t remember now, but did remember how the woman had always made Dessa nervous because she loved to give people lip. She had never tried to pretend to like Dessa and had probably helped rifle through her stuff before. She was on the younger end, maybe in her thirties. Dessa imagined she must have had parents, friends, for all she knew, kids, who hadn’t been allowed into Sanctuary.

		 

		“That’s not our problem, nor our business,” the blue suit said, his voice turning stern.

		 

		“I believe Security Officer Mondo needs to understand exactly what’s required to complete this task. We’re not working with magic here. There’s actual material substances. Fire. Heat. Gas.” She pitched her voice loud enough to now catch Mondo’s attention.

		 

		But Mondo stared at that monitor screen like his life depended on it.

		 

		“Security Officer Mondo,” she said, no longer subtle.

		 

		Dessa turned to Tiana and was frustrated to realize that they couldn’t exchange a look. This was not good.

		 

		Dessa pitched her voice low, trying to keep it unrecognizable. “I’ll just go back up and bring you what you need.” She bit her lip but nothing happened except the woman released a big sigh and pushed her mask up to reveal dark eyebrows and worry lines around dark eyes.

		 

		“Security Officer Mondo!” the Support woman said, her mask falling off and clattering to the floor.

		 

		That finally got his attention. He swiveled around, a deep frown on his face. All the blue suits in the room stood to attention. After a few seconds, Mondo smoothed the frown into a smile. “Yes? I heard a respectful request for help of some kind? What can I do for you?”

		 

		Dessa took a step away and Tiana followed her. Maybe they could just leave. There was no way their disguises would hold up under his congenial scrutiny. Mondo would recognize them in an instant.

		 

		The woman wiped her hands on her jumpsuit, adding to the streaks of grease. “We have a problem, sir.” Her tone had become polite, like she was suddenly intimidated.

		 

		But before Mondo could stand up, a small radio on the nearby desk crackled to life.

		 

		“Security Officer Mondo, I would appreciate a status update for our imminent rescue.” It was a deep male voice, stern and commanding.

		 

		“Quiet,” Mondo told the room, his voice booming, as he whipped back around to face the monitor screens and pick up the radio.

		 

		Like a switch, the noise turned off. People stopped working, stopped moving. Tiana nudged her at the hip, basically saying with her body language she was just as confused as Dessa. On the screen, standing next to Ms. Winters, was Coordinator Krause.

		 

		Gently, like it was a delicate machine made from glass, Mondo picked up the radio and flipped the switch. “Yes, Coordinator Krause, sir. Security Officer Mondo is here.”

		 

		“Excellent,” Coordinator Krause said, though the frustration in his voice was unmistakable. “The children are hungry. Not to mention thirsty. What is the status of the enemy combatants on Supply level and what are your plans for bringing us up?”

		 

		What about Coordinator Grove’s speech about blowing up the elevators to prevent the escape of not just the Super V’s, but also Ms. Winters’ Project Polus? Why was Mondo talking to either Ms. Winters or Coordinator Krause now like everything was fine?

		 

		There was a scraping sound, on the screen, Krause handed the radio over to Ms. Winters.

		 

		“Security Officer Mondo,” Ms. Winters said. “We have followed your instructions and left Lab level to find safety in Engineering. But this is no place for children or for my experiments.”

		 

		“We have run into some complications,” Security Officer Mondo finally replied. “The mutated enemy combatants are proving more intractable than expected. Coordinator Grove is—”

		 

		“A few Security personnel have offered their protection to myself and the children,” Ms. Winters continued. “They have been excellent so far. Along with Coordinator Krause’s protection, I’m sure that they will readily tackle any danger presented to us as we leave for Ground level.”

		 

		“Dr. Winters, I cannot recommend such actions and I believe Security Officer Mondo would agree,” Coordinator Krause said. “The experiments Schofield allowed to run under his authority have proved dangerous and disruptive to the integrity of Sanctuary itself. Security Officer Mondo has a bird’s eye view and plenty of staff to clear the levels. Let Security do their work. Once they finish and we receive the all clear, I will lead you and the children out.”

		 

		“Yes,” Security Officer Mondo said, leaning over the desk and holding the radio tightly in one hand. “You must allow us more time to…” But it was here that Mondo paused with just the briefest stumble in his words as he attempted to find the right phrase. “… You must allow us more time to secure the route,” he said finally.

		 

		“We are agreed,” Coordinator Krause said, nodding. “I expect to hear an update within the hour.”

		 

		“Of course,” Mondo replied. “And Coordinator Schofield—is he still there down with you?”

		 

		“Yes,” Coordinator Krause said, the briefest pause in his voice. “As are a number of the scientists and their assistants, as well as a number of Security.”

		 

		As Mondo set down the radio, Krause stepped back from the camera on the other side of the monitor, the tiny screen showing him retreating to stand with a handful of blue suits as he attached the radio back to his belt.

		 

		Mondo turned to face the room and glanced at several of the blue suits. “I believe Coordinator Krause is beginning to suspect something. We have less time than expected to cut off all exits.”

		 

		There was a long moment of silence.

		 

		Dessa gulped. She was beginning to understand. Mondo still wanted Coordinator Krause to believe the mutiny had never happened. That Grove and the rest of Sanctuary were working to clear out the Super V’s, bring Project Polus up to the surface, and return everything back to normal.

		 

		“That means work faster,” Mondo said, no smile on his face now. “Go!”

		 

		The room erupted in activity.

		 

		A roar of sound rushed across Dessa’s ears as she saw the rot that was at Sanctuary’s core. It had been here this whole time. She had tried to deny it. She had tried not to see it. Dessa looked down at the machine and welding equipment with new eyes. Mondo was lying to Krause and Ms. Winters in order to earn the mutinied staff enough time to seal up all the escape routes—like the stairwell, like the elevators. Maybe even the aqueduct tunnel. Project Polus and Ms. Winters were just collateral damage along the way to taking control of Sanctuary.

		 

		She felt it then—her chance. Her ridiculous, absolutely insane chance to shift the way this was about to go down.

		 

		Maybe Krause suspected, but he didn’t know. He wasn’t sure. He would wait and give Mondo the time necessary to seal all the exits. People still loyal to Krause and Schofield would no longer be a problem, but the mutineers would still get Supply—years worth of food, water, and equipment.

		 

		Another thought struck Dessa—the V’s congregating outside the fences. Maybe Grove and Mondo had made that happen, too.

		 

		“What are you doing?” Tiana said, hissing out the question loud enough that it got the attention of nearby blue suits.

		 

		It took Dessa a long second to realize that Tiana was talking about her. Because Dessa had walked across the room. In the silence her khaki jumpsuit made just the faintest scraping sound as the cloth rubbed together. Dessa, in the blink of an eye, snatched the radio from Mondo’s belt while he gaped at her in open astonishment.

		 

		Yanking up her mask to make sure her voice wouldn’t muffle, to make sure Krause and Ms. Winters could recognize her, Dessa shouted into the radio. “It’s a trap! They’re sealing up all the entrances as we speak! Get out! Get—”

		 

		Mondo yanked the radio out of her hand.

		 

		Eggshell blue overtook her vision, even as the world tipped over and she was slammed to the ground. Her tailbone hit first, jarring her spine and rattling her teeth. She fell underneath their weight, their uniforms covering her nose and mouth until she couldn’t breathe. Her heart pounded in her chest and spots burst across her vision. As if from a long distance away, Tiana shouted.

		 

		And then everything went black.
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		“We can split up, it’s fine.”

		 

		The voice sounded like an echo, coming from a great distance away, like down a long tunnel, yet still somehow full of sarcasm. Dessa latched onto the voice, ignoring the words, trying to rise up from the dark ocean of unconsciousness that still gripped her by her edges.

		 

		“This isn’t a horror movie, you said. We’ll be fine, you said.”

		 

		“Is this the part where I’m supposed to say I’m sorry?” Dessa croaked, still not fully aware, darkness clouding the edges of her vision. She was kneeling and thought maybe they were back in the stairwell. “I didn’t have a choice. I am sorry I didn’t wait for you to leave the room before I—”

		 

		“Ruined our disguises and got us all tied up?”

		 

		“Yeah.” Dessa bit her lip as enough awareness returned for her to realize they were both on their knees in the stairwell. Ankles tied together. Hands tied behind their backs.

		 

		“Turned us into bait for the Super V’s?” Tiana continued.

		 

		“Is that what this is all for?” Dessa said, deflated.

		 

		“They dragged us one level below Supply, so yeah, I’m pretty sure,” Tiana said.

		 

		Dessa looked up the stairs and saw a bunch of junk had been stacked together. The mutineers had built something that looked sort of like a chute used to move cattle through.

		 

		Instead, it would lead the Super V’s down.

		 

		“So we’re bait to sweeten the trap?” Dessa asked, her stomach hollowing out at the thought.

		 

		“That’s what they said,” Tiana replied, grimacing as she tried to stretch her wrists against the ropes.

		 

		What better way to clear Supply than draw out the Super V’s into the very stairwell that would trap Krause, the scientists, and the Project Polus children down below—forever? Or at least until they all died of dehydration. Unlike the Super V’s and regular V’s who could somehow live months on end without regular water and food. Ms. Winters had once said the Lyssa virus impacted metabolism somehow and V’s craved fresh meat because it was likely the only way the infected could access calories and water. Whatever the reason, V’s didn’t need water the same way uninfected people did.

		 

		“At least we’ll die fast?” Dessa said.

		 

		“Sure. It’ll be fast. Probably,” Tiana said.

		 

		Unable to stop the picture from forming, Dessa remembered Pierce being torn limb from limb by the Super V’s, and then Riley fighting them off and getting bit, and then Dessa having to put her down and—

		 

		Had that really only been yesterday?

		 

		Since the mutineers had finished the chute, funnel, whatever—the stairwell had gone quiet. Dessa couldn’t tell through Tiana’s sarcasm if she really did blame Dessa, or if it was a way to cope with their imminent death.

		 

		“Tiana, you know I had to say something.”

		 

		After what seemed like an agonizing length of time, Tiana looked over at Dessa. The hard light in her eyes softened a little. “Of course. It was smart to do it when you had the chance. It’s not like if we’d gotten out of that room any of us would have… At least now, maybe the kids can get out before Grove and Mondo get their way.”

		 

		That eased the pain in Dessa’s heart. She really did not want to die and leave Ivan behind, but she also really, really did not want Tiana hating her for what she had done. 

		 

		“I still don’t think we should have split up,” Tiana said.

		 

		“But that would have put Amos and Egg down here, too,” Dessa reasoned. “Tied up to become bait with us. At least they got out. They’re topside by now. Safe from all this.”

		 

		“I don’t know. Maybe Amos’ football shoulders would have let us fight our way out. Egg could have cracked some joke that distracted them with its awfulness while we all ran away.” Tiana snorted and shook her head. “No. You’re right. I am glad they’re not here. I guess I just wish I was up there with them, too.”

		 

		“Yeah.”

		 

		The access door and Mondo poked his head through, looking over the two girls. He smiled, like he couldn’t help himself, but it was more of a grimace now. Unclipping the radio from his belt, he spoke into it. “I’ve got the bait set. I’ll seal up Security level shortly and radio for final release.” He clicked the radio back onto his belt and took a step closer. “I don’t know you two very well. But I will say that Coordinator Grove sounded disappointed when she heard who you were—Odessa Seif—Dessa, right? And what you had done with the radio. Sounds like she had a bit of a soft spot for you.”

		 

		Dessa allowed her insides to turn to steel. She wasn’t going to give Mondo the satisfaction of seeing her scared. Tiana stood upright, her spine stiff.

		 

		“We found your friends. Amos and Egg? As soon as I relayed to Coordinator Grove what had happened—it seemed the poor boys attempted a rescue. They’ve escaped into the landfill at the moment, but of course we have people tracking them down, even as I speak.”

		 

		Dessa wilted. It wasn’t that she expected to be saved, but she had still held out hope that somehow, someway, the boys would have gotten out of this. At least they weren’t stuck underground. At least they hadn’t been captured. Yet.

		 

		“You’re really just going to let us die down here?” Tiana said. “That’s murder.”

		 

		“I don’t see it as any more problematic than the scientists dragging the combo cured people off Farm to experiment on,” Mondo said, his gaze thoughtful. “I don’t want to do this. I don’t enjoy this. But we can no longer accept the authority of those who have used us up so willfully with so little in return. Did you know that I lost my wife and two children?” Mondo coughed, clearing his throat. “My wife had just birthed a baby boy. And I was refused leave. I could not bring them back here.”

		 

		“That’s awful,” Tiana said, and meant it. “But—”

		 

		“Yes, it is. But you were allowed in,” Mondo said. “You and those children. And all the people who showed up months later who we allowed to stay on Farm. That could have been my family. Instead, they’re gone. Krause and Schofield are responsible for that. He was only six months old—”

		 

		Mondo’s voice broke.

		 

		Dessa closed her eyes. A mixture of grief and payback fueled Mondo. She didn’t even think she could label him as evil, exactly. Maybe broken was a better word. He was desperate to make right something that could never be made right again. Dessa knew how powerful that sort of obsession was. She had lost years of her life grieving and being angry about the car accident that had killed her parents and put her little brother in foster care. An obsession like that could make you determined to destroy anything that got in its way.

		 

		Or just make you want to destroy things.

		 

		“But you losing your family doesn’t mean you have to sacrifice us,” Tiana said, her voice halting on each word. “That won’t bring them back.”

		 

		Mondo wiped at one eye and a ghost of a smile crossed his face. “Yes, well, that’s not a decision you are in a position to make. And I see things differently.”

		 

		“But all those kids down there,” Dessa said, trying a different angle. “You could save all those kids. They don’t deserve this. They didn’t do anything to you.”

		 

		For the briefest moment, a flash of incredible pain crossed his face. He wasn’t as sure about this plan as he sounded. Dessa could see it. Hope rose inside her. Maybe he could be convinced, and they could figure out how to get the children out, and then Sanctuary could just fight among themselves and leave the kids out of it.

		 

		Mondo’s expression hardened. “I’m sorry. We can’t risk Krause, or anyone still loyal to him, getting out. Sacrifices must be made. As I well know.”

		 

		Desperate for anything that might make a difference, Dessa said, “But the kids represent a cure. If you sacrifice the kids you’re losing out—”

		 

		“On a supposed treatment that, for all we know, could eventually turn us into some version of those lab created monsters on Supply level?” Mondo said, an eyebrow raised in disbelief. “I think I’ll pass.”

		 

		Dessa opened her mouth to continue arguing, but Mondo left, closing the access door in their faces.

		 

		“So that whole conversation was just to help make him feel better about what he’s about to do to us,” Tiana said, disbelief in her voice. “He wanted to apologize for murdering us—make sure we knew how bad he was going to feel using us as bait for the Super V’s?”

		 

		Dessa slumped onto her heels, hope popping like a balloon. “Yeah, looks like it.”

		

	
		 

		21

		 

		For a long minute, the stairwell was silent. Orange light bathed them in its glow. Then there was the smallest of sounds, instantly recognizable—a door being opened.

		 

		Dessa could imagine all sorts of convoluted ways the mutineers had rigged to open the door while keeping themselves safely behind whatever barricade kept the Super V’s from going up the stairwell instead of down. She waited, straining her ears to hear what she dreaded would come next. The horrifying shriek of the Super V’s, the pounding of feet, and then the sight of them—the overdeveloped muscles, the overgrown tumors split and oozing fluid, the thirst for rage followed by bliss.

		 

		But instead, what she heard was a much smaller pattering sound. Like the sound of lots of little feet. Instead of a screech, she heard more of a chittering, somehow still full of rage.

		 

		“What’s that?” Tiana said.

		 

		“Rats,” Dessa said, closing her eyes. “Mutated rats, to be specific.”

		 

		“What? Are you serious? We’re not just going to die—we have to be attacked by rats first?”

		 

		“Looks like it.” Dessa blinked open her eyes and tried to brace herself, but there was no way to prepare for the sight of what was about to appear in the stairwell above them.

		 

		But there was another strange sound—a great rumbling that shook the walls and threw dust into the air. The rumbling turned into crashing and crumbling. Dessa wished her hands were untied so she could slap them over her ears.

		 

		“What do you think that is?” Dessa shouted above the noise.

		 

		“Some new, as yet unimaginable, horror about to be unleashed on us?” Tiana said.

		 

		Dessa released a snort. “Yeah, sounds about right.” She scooted on her butt and brought her legs out from under her. Her ankles were tied together, but she still had her boots.

		 

		Dust, like from a demolition site, drifted in a cloud down the central stairwell shaft. Dessa coughed and knew deep in her heart that there wasn’t going to be a way out of this. Still, she struggled with the rope that bound her ankles and hands. Scooting closer to Tiana, they set themselves up back-to-back and worked on the knots.

		 

		It was slow going. They were already dead meat.

		 

		“Tiana,” Dessa said, “I’m really sorry I got you into this.”

		 

		“Me too,” Tiana said.

		 

		“I should have listened to you,” Dessa said. “You warned me about Sanctuary, but I didn’t want to believe it.”

		 

		“There wasn’t any other place for us to go,” Tiana said. “I don’t think it would’ve made a difference if you had believed me.”

		 

		“Yeah but, I could have at least acknowledged you were right,” Dessa said.

		 

		“Yeah, that would have made me feel better,” Tiana said, sighing. “But I knew I was right. I didn’t need you to tell me that.”

		 

		“Does that mean you forgive me?”

		 

		“I mean, unless some like literal hand from the sky comes along to scoop us up, I guess that would be the smart thing to do,” Tiana said. “Yeah, I do.”

		 

		The sounds of twisting metal, splintering wood, and crumbling cement rose again.

		 

		“What the heck is that?” Tiana said.

		 

		Three rats appeared at the top of the stairs. Dessa’s insides cramped at the sight of them. Their bodies were overdeveloped with muscle. Tumors had erupted through their fur—pink, shiny golf-ball size tumors, split across the middle like a seam had burst open, that oozed fluid turned orange by the light.

		 

		Above them the awful, piercing scream that Dessa had expected to hear rang out, and turned her insides into jello.

		 

		The Super V’s had been released from Supply level into the funnel.

		 

		The rats locked on to Dessa and Tiana. Their chittering increased in intensity and volume. As the three rats launched themselves down the steps, Dessa imagined human Super V’s barreling into the stairwell.

		 

		“Dessa?” Tiana’s voice was full of desperation.

		 

		Dessa scooted on her butt and brought her legs out from under her. Her ankles were tied together, but she still had her boots. She would fight until the very end. Rats and Super V’s both.

		 

		The fastest mutated rat flew through the air, the orange light glaring off the liquid seeping from its tumors. Dessa’s heart jumped into her throat and blood roared across her ears. She lost feeling in her hands and feet, but shouted at her body to fight.

		 

		Sitting on her butt on that cold cement floor, she lifted her boots and aimed. The rat hit the soles with a thump. Quick as lightning, she snapped her boots to the ground, hard, slamming down with all her strength, and heard a satisfying crunch and squeal.

		 

		One down, two to go.

		 

		The next rat launched itself at Tiana, but Tiana followed Dessa’s lead and brought her bound ankles around to slam the rat against the cement wall, crushing its skull with her shoes as she basically did a sideways stomach crunch.

		 

		A painful burning sensation erupted on Dessa’s left leg. It was like someone was stabbing her over and over again. That’s when Dessa realized she had made a terrible mistake. Looking down at her leg as she screamed in pain, she saw the third rat latched on to her just above where the boot ended, using the rim of the boot to hold on as it buried its now blood-soaked snout into her. The rat made chuffling noises that no longer sounded full of rage, but somehow blissful instead.

		 

		No. No!

		 

		She imagined the mutated virus in the rat’s saliva dumping into her. Delmar and Egg had sliced their arms to drop their combo cured blood, double-time, into Riley’s infected body.

		 

		But it hadn’t worked.

		 

		Riley had begun to turn Super V within minutes. Dessa had needed to put Riley down with a knife in the base of her skull.

		 

		Tiana rolled over three times until she was almost on top of Dessa. Shouting, she brought her bound legs around to kick the rat off Dessa before slamming both shoes down and crumpling the rat’s skull with another crunch.

		 

		The three rats lay still, except for the blood leaking from their crushed bodies and spreading across the cement.

		 

		Dessa looked at Tiana in horror, unable to compute, unable to understand. “I’ve been bit.”

		 

		Tiana gave her the most caring, compassionate look Dessa thought she had ever seen from anyone in her whole entire life.

		 

		“I know. It’s going to be okay.”

		 

		Dessa wanted to scream that it wasn’t going to be okay. It was never going to be okay again. But then she heard the large, barreling steps of the human Super V’s. A strange, unnerving calm settled over her. The rat bite would turn her in minutes, but she would be dead before then. Ripped limb from limb.

		 

		Between dying and turning—she’d rather die.

		 

		Tiana scooted closer.

		 

		Dessa’s leg wound formed a growing stain on her jumpsuit and she thought of the other stain on her side that had allowed Amos to recognize it was her.

		 

		The two girls leaned against each other for support, for comfort, and waited.

		 

		Then the Super V’s appeared.

		 

		In a detached way, Dessa cataloged the features of the lead Super V and realized it was a terribly disfigured E.B. Pleasant. The lesions on his skin protruded like tumors. These tumors dotted every available space of flesh and many of them had split and oozed fluid. Coordinator Grove’s second-in-command had been rail thin and not at all pleasant. He had gone out of his way to treat Dessa, Cole, and Riley as intruders. It was some big cosmic joke of the universe that the Super V version of E.B. Pleasant would get to finish the job the rats had started.

		 

		Somehow, he had managed to get infected but not torn apart, and had escaped with enough of his body intact to take the lead like this. Dessa was glad to be tied up then—there would be no escape, no chance to turn.

		 

		In the moment before he locked onto them, Dessa noticed the great gap of flesh missing from the left side of his ribs. The hole had a ragged edge and showed fat, muscle, and white ribs. Infected, rotting smells saturated the air, making her gag.

		 

		More sounds of metal and wood getting wrecked shook the stairwell. Cement dust fogged the air.

		 

		The Super V’s paused and looked around.

		 

		“I got your ankles loose,” Tiana said.

		 

		“It doesn’t matter,” Dessa said, the pain from the rat bite shooting up into her spine now. Was she breaking into a sweat because of fear or a fever? “Tiana. It doesn’t matter. It’s over.”

		 

		E.B. Pleasant looked back down the stairwell and locked onto Dessa. His eyes were cloudy and yet somehow still contained a predator-like focus. As if stunned by his luck at spotting them, he stopped, and the Super V’s behind him ran into his back. But he was strong, having gained incredible amounts of muscle tissue through the viral transformation. He threw his head back and opened his mouth wide, releasing an ear-splitting shriek that made Dessa’s guts go liquid. After finishing the shriek, he looked at Dessa, and launched off the stairs. Tiana screamed.

		 

		Dessa closed her eyes, unwilling to allow E.B. Pleasant to be the last thing her mind saw. Instead, as the stairwell sounded like fell apart around her, Dessa formed an image in her mind and held onto it with everything inside her. It was a picture Amos had drawn of a little garden window looking out over a field of sunflowers while her brother played outside in the dirt, and Amos sat next to her, holding her hand.
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		Something yanked on Dessa’s wrists, tipping her onto her side. She forced her eyes to stay closed, forced her mind to hold onto that garden picture.

		 

		But the crashing sounds grew as the shrieks stopped. She couldn’t deny that her limbs were still attached to her body, her wounded leg pulsing in pain.

		 

		Opening her eyes, she saw E.B. Pleasant lay flattened like a pancake along the steps from a steel piling. His torso had split under the pressure and he was otherwise an unrecognizable pile of meat and bone, except his skull was intact and the mutated Lyssa virus hadn’t managed to change the sneering expression frozen on his face.

		 

		“Dessa, come on!”

		 

		It took what felt like an eternity before she recognized Tiana was yelling at her. Her hands were still bound, but her ankles were free. The steel piling had not only pancaked the closest Super V, it blocked the stairwell, preventing the other Super V’s from getting to Dessa and Tiana.

		 

		“Move now,” another voice said, male, stern, not Tiana’s.

		 

		Someone recognizable. Someone familiar.

		 

		Krause? 

		 

		“No,” Dessa said, horror, or maybe the beginning of hydrophobia, locking up her throat. She pushed herself away. “No. You have to leave me. I’m going to—”

		 

		Another crashing sound took over the world. The stairwell brightened. Everything turned gray and red and white—no longer orange—because the smallest patch of sunlight streamed in from above. But then the sunlight vanished behind a huge object barreling down and growing in size.

		 

		“Oh, you are freaking kidding me,” Tiana said, looking up, her voice hoarse like Dessa’s, as tears from the cement dust tracked lines down her cheeks. “That’s the wrecking ball. It’s gotta be the boys.”

		 

		“Are you saying we literally got our rescue from the sky in time ?” Dessa said, but then remembered it wasn’t in time—not for her. She started coughing. The pain in her leg flared like it was lit on fire.

		 

		The wrecking ball, if that’s what it was, crashed down again, crushing, splintering, twisting everything in its path. Something small and sharp zipped by Dessa’s face and buried itself in the cement wall to next to her head—a piece of metal turned projectile from the force.

		 

		Her mind worked, connecting the dots, but it was through a fog of cement dust, and hunger, and exhaustion, and the mutated Super V virus replicating in her cells, taking over her brain, taking her over. Someone lifted her by the arms. Her wrists were still tied together, and her shoulders twinged with pain, but it was nothing compared to her leg, nothing compared to what was coming.

		 

		“Don’t touch me!” Dessa screamed, feeling rage rise up, and then the emotion dropped away, replaced by terror at the thought that the virus was already taking her over, changing who she really was into something monstrous.

		 

		Someone was dragging Tiana away—down the stairs. It looked like Coordinator Krause.

		 

		Another blue suit grabbed for Dessa and she tried to dodge him, but her wounded leg betrayed her. She fell into the blue suit’s waiting arms, her cheek sliding and catching against the buttons of his collared shirt. She was pulled down the stairwell after Tiana. Down, and down, and down, while the wrecking ball pounded the stairwell to dust.
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		Sanctuary liked its neat and tidy categories for things. Scientists got white lab coats, Security were dressed in eggshell blue, Support wore khaki jumpsuits, and the Engineer sub-section of the Support division had gray overalls that somehow managed to evoke a strange professionalism in spite of all the pockets that made them walking toolboxes.  

		 

		Coordinator Krause dragged them into Engineering level. As they rejoined the Engineers, Scientists, Support, and Security. There were maybe a few dozen people in total, including the kids.

		 

		No matter what Dessa shouted, they ignored her, or maybe couldn’t hear her over the wrecking ball and the Super V’s slamming themselves into the barricaded access door.

		 

		She didn’t know how much time she had left, but the last time she had seen Krause was on the monitor when he had been with Ms. Winters and the kids. Dessa could not let them put her anywhere near the kids. She had to get them to understand, so she shouted again. “You have to—”

		 

		But the cement dust overtook her lungs and she broke into a hacking cough that barely allowed her to breathe, let alone get any more words out. Tears streamed down her cheeks. She was going to turn Super V. They needed to put her down before she hurt someone.

		 

		Coordinator Krause wove a path through various machinery that towered over their heads, the blue suits practically carrying her and Tiana. Machines were bolted down with industrial nuts and metal plates. Exposed metal beams uniformly dotted the space for as far as the eye could see, propping up the great bulk above it—the rest of Sanctuary itself. Everything smelled like grease and sulfur and combustion. It was both dry and warm with the heat the various machines put off. Or maybe it was the heat from the fever she knew must be growing inside her.

		 

		Coordinator Krause strode forward like someone on a mission, but he didn’t know the ticking time bomb he had brought into their midst.

		 

		“I’m infected!” Dessa shouted again, forcing the words out between coughs.

		 

		Krause stopped, still holding Tiana by the arm. This deep into Engineering level, the pounding of the wrecking ball turned muted. He turned and looked at her.

		 

		She slumped, letting the blue suit take her full weight. Krause had heard her. He would make sure she wouldn’t hurt anyone.

		 

		“I’m going to turn,” Dessa said through a curtain of tears, even as she saw Tiana’s eyes begin to overflow with tears, not from dust this time, but from grief.

		 

		“What’s this?” Krause said, suddenly wary.

		 

		The blue suit holding her up let go and stepped back as if stunned and worried that just touching her had contaminated him.

		 

		She sort of melted to the ground as her leg burned with pain.

		 

		“One of the infected rats,” Tiana said. “She’s been bit by one of the rats.”

		 

		“Are you sure it was a rat?” Ms. Winters’ voice rang out as she emerged from behind one of the large generators not currently running. Kid-sized figures crowded at her heels.

		 

		Adrenaline surged in Dessa’s veins. “Ms. Winters, stay back! Keep the kids away!”

		 

		“Desi?”

		 

		She would know that voice and that nickname anywhere.

		 

		“Ivan, don’t come out here,” Dessa said, her heart breaking.

		 

		Krause stepped forward to block Dessa from everyone else. He reached for something at his belt. “Dr. Winters, stay back and keep the children away. I’ll take care of this.”

		 

		More blue suits emerged from the machinery and corralled the kids away. Dessa strained for a glimpse of her brother, but he was already gone.

		 

		“Coordinator Krause.” Ms. Winters’ voice was piercing and implacable. She used a finger on her left hand to push up her glasses, the wide lenses enlarging her eyes as she blinked once and then again, evoking an owl. “That will not be necessary. Put the knife away.”

		 

		Coordinator Krause did not move his attention off Dessa. “Dr. Winters.”

		 

		“It’s okay,” Tiana said, also not looking away from Dessa. “She’s been infected. She doesn’t want to turn. It’s okay.”

		 

		“You cannot turn from an infected rat bite,” Ms. Winters said, disdain in her voice. “Though you may well die of a blood infection if we do not sterilize the wound and administer a round of antibiotics.”

		 

		“I…” Dessa couldn’t process what Ms. Winters was saying. She looked to Tiana and then laid down on her back to stare at the pipes above her head. She closed her eyes as her mind spun. “I…”

		 

		“Dr. Winters,” Coordinator Krause said, “Please explain.”

		 

		“What exactly is unclear about what I have said?” Ms. Winters sounded more and more annoyed.

		 

		“Ms. Winters,” Tiana said. “She was bitten by one of those mutated rats. We know what happens. We saw Riley infected by a Super V and she turned within minutes. You’re the one who told us there’s no cure for this. Not even the combo cure. You said—”

		 

		“The virus does not cross the species barrier,” Ms. Winters said. “How can I make this any clearer? Dessa, sit up and open your eyes.”

		 

		Like a robot, Dessa did as instructed.

		 

		Coordinator Krause hovered a hand over the knife on his belt, but looked more relaxed. Several blue suits stayed nearby but clear of both Dessa, and Ms. Winters’ growing wrath. The kids were out of sight, somewhere amongst the machinery, though if Dessa strained her ears, she could hear the hushed conversation of little voices. Tiana stared at Ms. Winters with her mouth open. She was covered in a layer of cement dust that lightened her eyebrows, dusted her lashes, and made her dark hair turn white.

		 

		“If she were infected, we would already see the effects in her eyes.” Ms. Winters looked at Krause, but motioned at Dessa. “There is none. And as you can see, there are also no signs of dermal eruptions, nor does she look like anything other than someone in need of a deep wound cleaning and a shot of antibiotics. Humans can ‘turn’ other humans, but the Lyssa virus has not yet mutated to induce cell replication across multiple species. Otherwise, every dog or cat or rat would have been a vector. This has not happened and let us hope it never does.”

		 

		“Then how did the rats get infected?” Tiana asked, closing her mouth and drawing her eyebrows together in concentration.

		 

		Ms. Winters looked at Tiana. “Well, of course, the scientists in charge of this atrociously designed experiment modified the Lyssa virus protein coat to be specifically compatible with the rat genome.”

		 

		Dessa didn’t know why there was any ‘of course’ about anything that Ms. Winters was saying, but understanding bloomed across Tiana’s expression and that, more than anything else, meant something.

		 

		“Oh, that’s why Tigg never turned, even after fighting the mutated rats.” Tiana turned to Dessa, a huge smile breaking across her face. “You’re not going Super V. You’re fine!”

		 

		Only then did Dessa allow herself to believe it.

		 

		She wasn’t going to turn. She was going to be fine—

		 

		Ms. Winters strode forward. “She most certainly will not be fine.” This time, Coordinator Krause did not stop her. As Ms. Winters bent over Dessa’s wounded leg, the smell of peppermint candy washed over her, replacing the stench of rot and infection. Ms. Winters pulled out what looked like a popsicle stick from her lab coat pocket and poked the flesh around Dessa’s wound.

		 

		Dessa flinched back as pain jolted through her. “Ow!”

		 

		“This will need to be debrided,” Ms. Winters said, examining the wound. “The sooner the better. Though unfortunately I have no topical numbing agents.”

		 

		Tiana rushed up and began untying Dessa’s wrists. “I’ll help. It’ll be fine, she’s tough. Just tell me where the stuff is.”

		 

		Finally, when the rope dropped away, Dessa rubbed her burning wrists to get the feeling back in her fingers. “Thanks,” Dessa said, quietly, still not sure this was real. One minute she was a goner, the next minute she wasn’t?

		 

		But now that fear didn’t have its chokehold on her, she could sort of understand what Ms. Winters was saying. Tigg had fought the rats, but had never turned. Dessa had fought the rats, but wouldn’t turn either. The infection in the rats couldn’t jump into her human DNA-genome-cell stuff.

		 

		As they worked on her leg, a new longing filled Dessa. “Can I see my brother, please?”
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		“Desi?”

		 

		Dessa blinked dust from her eyes and looked past Coordinator Krause. Ivan appeared and wobbled to her, his muscles still weak from his time in the coma. His dark hair was long and tangled, hanging past his ears, but his eyes were large and bright and his smile was big.

		 

		“Ivan?” She swore she had said his name in such disbelieving wonder so many times it was like a broken record. The world seemed designed to tear them apart, but she was happy to play this part of the record over and over again.

		 

		He looked her up and down and said, “You look like a ghost!”

		 

		She opened her arms and he went to her. Cement dust puffed from her clothes, but she didn’t care. She held him and smelled a little boy that desperately needed a bath. A laugh rose inside her chest. She had thought she was dead. Now here she was, hugging her brother.

		 

		“Tiana?” Two girl voices asked.

		 

		Tiana rose and gathered the twins, Angela and Angelina, in for a hug, more cement dust making them all cough.

		 

		Claire hung back, her thumb halfway to her mouth even though she was too old for that habit.

		 

		Dessa opened an arm and motioned her forward. “Claire, come here!”

		 

		They traded hugs all around, covering the kids in dust that made them all sneeze. Eventually, Ms. Winters insisted Dessa’s leg needed tending. Producing a bright red first aid kit along with other supplies the blue suits had grabbed while escaping from Lab level with the kids, Ms. Winters cut away the jumpsuit leg to the knee, basically scratched at the wound with a blade while Dessa tried not to shout in pain, and then sterilized and bandaged everything, finishing with a shot of antibiotics.

		 

		They all sat together now, the kids, Dessa, Tiana.

		 

		Dessa looked down in wonder at the clean bandage taped around her leg, a tiny spot of blood seeping through the center of it. When she moved, she could feel the wound, but the leg would hold her.

		 

		“What happened to Baraj and Zachary?” Tiana said so quietly Dessa almost missed it.

		 

		Ms. Winters sat on the edge of a waist-high metal utility box. Grime and dried blood streaked her once pristine lab coat. “They did not make it out of Lab level.”

		 

		Dessa’s heart hurt at the thought of the two boys gone. Out of the ten kids that Project Polus started with, now only four remained.

		 

		“And the other scientists?” Dessa said, keeping her brother and Claire close, unwilling to let them go, because who knew what was going to happen next? She had to enjoy the moments of reunion while she could, because it always ended. “And Coordinator Schofield?”

		 

		Ms. Winters pursed her lips. “Oh, they’re all alive. Though the scientist in charge of this terribly irresponsible experiment suffered the unfortunate consequences of his actions. Security staff on this level are offering the scientists their protection, under Coordinator Krause’s supervision, of course—”

		 

		“Are we safe from the Super V’s down here?” Tiana asked.

		 

		They were deep in Engineering level. Coordinator Krause had marked off a section among the machines that he claimed safe from any working cameras. But this spot kept them within hearing distance of the Super V’s in the stairwell still trying to pound their way inside.

		 

		Though Dessa didn’t know how long the Super V’s would be stay there on their own, she suspected it would be long enough for Mondo and Grove, along with the other mutineers, to create another barricade so the Super V’s couldn’t escape topside and wipe them out.

		 

		At least that’s what she hoped.

		 

		Though she had no love for the mutineers, who had literally just tried to murder her and Tiana, she really, really didn’t want the Super V’s escaping to the surface.

		 

		Not after what Ms. Winters had once said. We have no idea what would happen if the Super V’s combined with the original Lyssa virus strain.

		 

		Obviously she had used way more technical terms than that, but Dessa had heard the message loud and clear.

		 

		“Yes,” Ms. Winters said slowly as she looked down at the kids’ faces. “Of course, we’re safe down here. But I do believe it’s time for your next checkup.”

		 

		A chorus of protests from the kids made Ms. Winters purse her lips. “Now, now. You know how this works.”

		 

		Ms. Winters held out her hands and two blue suits helped her off the utility box. Other lab coats came into view carrying boxes filled with papers and lab supplies. They herded the children away as Ms. Winters followed. Vanishing amongst the machines, their voices still floated into hearing, so hadn’t gone far.

		 

		For the moment, Dessa and Tiana were alone. Now that Dessa knew she wouldn’t turn into a Super V, and had seen her brother and the other kids alive, she could sort of think again.

		 

		Next to her, Tiana clasped her hands around her knees as she stared vacantly at the bandage on Dessa’s leg.

		 

		“I really thought you were dead.”

		 

		“Me too.”

		 

		They had been given this break, this momentary pause, because Ms. Winters and the other lab coats needed to check the kids’ vitals. The Project Polus treatment was finished, that’s what Ms. Winters had said, but still needed continued monitoring, just in case. Dessa was pretty sure that was a polite way of saying they wanted to make sure the kids weren’t going to secretly turn into Super V’s, or something else like that, just like Mondo had feared. But she didn’t want to voice that herself. The kids were fine and no one knew the long term effects of anything anymore. They were all playing it by ear and what mattered was now. Right now, everyone was alive and well, and Dessa planned to keep it that way.

		 

		Tiana looked over at Dessa a beseeching expression on her face. “So what do we do now? I’ve never been down here before. When Pierce took us down to Supply level, that was my first time. You know this place best. What do we do?”

		 

		Dessa hated to disappoint Tiana but she wasn’t going to lie either. “I’ve never been down here. I didn’t even know the stairwell existed until a couple hours ago, just like you. I know Supply level and Support’s dorm level, and I guess I know the ventilation system really well. Oh and all the elevators, which all happen to be destroyed right now.”

		 

		The pounding at the stairwell door increased, bouncing off the hard surfaces in Engineering and adding to the echo. Dessa shivered. She was hungry and thirsty and so tired, and even though she was pretty sure she could believe Ms. Winters about the rat bite not infecting her with the Lyssa virus, she could still imagine the viral particles moving around in her blood, unable to attach themselves to any of her cells. Her leg ached from the wound and made her nervous about how much it might slow her down. Even though all the Security staff who still remained loyal to Sanctuary would protect them, and had plenty of guns, she thought it was probably going to come down to running again.

		 

		They were trapped. Super V’s filled the stairwell. All the elevators were blown. Engineering was this vast level full of machinery. Once the Super V’s busted in with their terrifying rage and violence, there was nowhere else to go.

		 

		Tiana rested her forehead on her knees. “I wonder where Delmar and the other combo cured are. Amos and Egg got away into the landfill, but do you think Cole is with them? Do you think Delmar and the others are inside Sanctuary somewhere, trying to get hold of some supplies?”

		 

		Dessa startled. She hadn’t thought about that. She had assumed that Delmar and the rest of the combo cured had left Sanctuary for some reason she didn’t yet understand.

		 

		But maybe they hadn’t.

		 

		Only a few minutes passed until Ms. Winters appeared, heading their way. Her expression looked worried, yet determined. She had taken the time to fix her hair and placed her glasses firmly on her nose like they were a type of weapon. She hadn’t brought any of the kids along with her.

		 

		“Crap.”

		 

		Tiana lifted her head.

		 

		Dessa nodded toward Ms. Winters. “That doesn’t look good. You know when she walks like that she’s about to deliver some really bad news.”

		 

		Tiana scowled. “Great. Now what?”

		 

		Ms. Winters stopped a few feet away and leaned against one of the machines, giving away her exhaustion. Looking down at them, she opened and closed her mouth, as if unable to find the right words.

		 

		“Are the kids okay?” Dessa said. “The test results?”

		 

		Ms. Winters frowned. “Yes, of course. It’s routine at this point.” She fell silent, then finally said, “I know that I am often accused of withholding important information from you. Therefore, since I have resolved to be more transparent, I have come to inform you that we have settled on a way to re-secure Sanctuary.”

		 

		These words were both unexpected and welcome. “How?” Dessa asked.

		 

		“The details are inconsequential.” Ms. Winters moved her hand as if waving them away. “But I’ve come to collect you, so that you may join the children. You will need to help the children keep their gas masks on, and of course, you will need to wear them as—”

		 

		Tiana’s expression turned alarmed and matched what Desa felt.

		 

		“Gas masks?” Tiana said, eyebrows raised and matching the surprise Dessa felt.

		 

		Dessa took a deep breath and forced herself to stand. “Why do we need gas masks? What are you going to do?”

		 

		She waited for Ms. Winters to do her scientific-nonsense act. That’s how she always dealt with the stress of decisions she had made that others might not agree with.

		 

		“The doors will not hold,” Ms. Winters said finally, her voice breaking on the words. “The mutants are too strong. They are battering down the door that should have been built to withstand something like this, but Krause has assured me that it is only a matter of time—less than an hour before they break through. We cannot allow this version of the Lyssa virus to reach the surface. We cannot allow it to interact with the original strain. We cannot allow the further devastation of our world. We are on the edge of extinction and if we allow them to escape, may very well close all chance of solving this.”

		 

		Coordinator Krause appeared from behind one of the large machines, looked around, spotted Ms. Winters, and headed over.

		 

		“Dr. Winters,” Krause said, his voice severe. He fit the stereotype of an older military guy with a long history of making hard decisions. Grizzled, but with a ramrod straight spine, wrinkles around the eyes, and a way of looking at you that made it seem like he was making a list of all your faults. “We do not have much time left. I must insist that you rejoin the children and security detachment. You must—” His eyes skirted over Tiana and Dessa. “You must enact the plan as we discussed.”

		 

		Ms. Winters assented with a nod. “Yes, I came to collect these two.”

		 

		Dessa and Tiana looked at each other. Every part of Dessa ached, and all she really wanted to do was lie down and sleep for a million years, while wrapped in Amos’ arms, please. But she didn’t have that luxury and everything above them was in chaos.

		 

		Coordinator Krause cleared his throat. “I do not think it appropriate, from an operational security standpoint, to—”

		 

		Ms. Winters raised an eyebrow at Coordinator Krause. “Are you worried about the cameras?”

		 

		“Certainly not,” Coordinator Krause said. “I selected this location specifically because it was not in audio or visual range of any working cameras. But these two are not officially sanctioned staff members. Their security clearance does not include—”

		 

		“Tiana and I are the ones who warned you about the mutiny,” Dessa said, her throat still scratchy from dust. “You wouldn’t even know otherwise.”

		 

		Coordinator Krause blinked. His dark hair and sharp nose contrasted with his wide, strong chin. “Yes, and there is more work to do before I can reasonably thank you for that. If we make it out alive from this, I assure you, your loyalty to Sanctuary will be noted and appropriately honored.”

		 

		“I don’t need a medal or anything,” Dessa said. “I just want to keep my brother alive.”

		 

		“I would like to keep all of us alive,” Coordinator Krause said, raising a careful eyebrow. “But I overestimated my own officers’ commitments to Sanctuary’s mission. Unfortunately, extricating us from this debacle will require even more from us. We must all make sacrifices now.”

		 

		Tiana mouthed, make sacrifices?

		 

		That didn’t sound good. They’d already made a ton of sacrifices. Now they should just get the kids out and go somewhere safe. But where was there any safe place left? Sanctuary was supposed to have been it. The final destination.

		 

		“We still have the mutants to deal with,” Ms. Winters said. “But now, thanks to you, we know exactly what’s happening in the upper levels and can act accordingly.”

		 

		“That sounds like a euphemism for doing something really terrible,” Tiana said.

		 

		“Indeed it is,” Ms. Winters said, looking at Coordinator Krause. “But they have left us little choice.”

		 

		Tiana scoffed. “I was kidding.”

		 

		Ms. Winters pushed her glasses up her nose again, blinked, and turned back to Dessa and Tiana. “We will be releasing a sterilizing aerosol. The rats must be exterminated. Literally and metaphorically.”
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		“We must begin with a blank slate,” Ms. Winters continued, still holding onto the machine for support. “The current situation has also destroyed Lab level, so we must also regain control of the redundant laboratory facilities built as part of Sanctuary’s three above ground levels.”

		 

		Dessa desperately wanted to believe Sanctuary could be made safe again. “But we just told you that Sanctuary has been taken over by Coordinator Grove and Security Officer Mondo. They have way more people than you do. We’d never win against them in a fight.”

		 

		“Dr. Winters,” Krause said, frowning. “I do not believe Coordinator Schofield would approve of this conversation.”

		 

		Ms. Winters waved him off. “Yes, I understand Sanctuary’s security protocols. Very well, in fact. But all evidence points to fatal flaws in the protocols, doesn’t it? It took two teenage girls to reveal what was happening under your nose for months now. I expect better from here on out.”

		 

		Even that mild harangue stiffened Coordinator Krause’s spine and clipped his next words. “Of course. Mistakes were made. I had suspicions, but no proof. I cannot act, I would not act, against my own people until I could be sure.”

		 

		“I believe we have all the proof we need now,” Ms. Winters said, a challenge in the words.

		 

		“I would not take the word of two teenage girls as… final proof,” Coordinator Krause said, his eyes set on Ms. Winters. “But, combined with my earlier suspicions, other evidence gathered, and the clear, ongoing sabotage of Sanctuary’s various exits, I accept this conclusion.”

		 

		“So tell us what you’re going to do,” Dessa said, looking over at Tiana for agreement, but Tiana was biting her lip and scowling. “Maybe we can help. You want to gas the rats? Will it work on the Super V’s too? Awesome. Sign me up. You know we want Sanctuary to survive just as bad as you do.”

		 

		“But how are you going to do it from down here?” Tiana asked.

		 

		“I refuse to relay the details of Security’s operations without explicit consensus from Coordinator Schofield to do so,” Krause said.

		 

		Ms. Winters sighed. “They’re going to find out one way or the other. Very soon, in fact, aren’t they?”

		 

		“We have Coordinator Grove and Security Officer Mondo to thank for that.” A nasally male voice floated out from behind a large piece of machinery. “Poetic justice, I guess. Utterly ridiculous and yet Coordinator Grove would consider this poetic justice, wouldn’t she? It is quite unbelievable after all these months and yet utterly predictable. We should have never accepted her as a hire. I voiced objections from the very beginning of this project.”

		 

		Coordinator Schofield appeared, brushing imaginary dust off his pristine white lab coat. His smaller lensed glasses were angled across his face like the frames had gotten bent. The light flashed off the gold watch at his wrist. Two lab coats flanked him. He looked exhausted, the wrinkles, especially around his eyes, turning his features fleshy. “But if you need my permission in order to speed this along, consider it permitted. In fact, allow me to explain so that we may move on from this. One of the redundancies inside Sanctuary is the ventilation system. This redundancy controls the input and output of the very air we breathe—oxygen and carbon dioxide. But of course, it is also, at its most basic level, a delivery system. A system that we plan to use in its failsafe form—”

		 

		“Coordinator Schofield,” Krause said, a warning note in his voice. “I cannot recommend this breach—”

		 

		Coordinator Schofield waved his hand at Coordinator Krause, the light flashing off his gold watch again. “Yes, well, Dr. Winters has convinced me that it would be best to bring them along. Though of course they are a liability, she can still serve a purpose.” He returned attention to Dessa and Tiana. “We will be delivering a chemical gas, aerosolized, through the ventilation system that will sterilize all exposed organic…” His gaze flicked to Ms. Winters and then away. “All exposed mutated matter within Sanctuary’s walls, on all levels. This will eliminate the rats and the so-called Super V’s without any further loss of vital resources.”

		 

		The words sunk in. Aerosol. Chemicals. Dessa remembered checking the rat traps day after day, and seeing the little hazard boxes attached at intervals throughout the ventilation systems with the lazy blinking green lights. Gassing the rats and Super V’s, if it worked, might help take back Sanctuary from the mutineers and keep her brother and the other kids safe. Might help bring her friends back into the safety Sanctuary offered. Their friends, who had commandeered a wrecking ball like something out of a superhero movie right before the Super V’s had been about to end it all.

		 

		“There has to be some other way,” Tiana said, staring Ms. Winters down. She looked really upset, but Dessa didn’t get it. “You don’t have to gas everyone inside Sanctuary to get back control.”

		 

		Oh. Oh.

		 

		If there was a way to release a gas that would put the monsters down she was all for it, especially if it wouldn’t hurt anyone else. But Tiana didn’t think the gas would stop there. In a split second, Dessa knew that of course Tiana was right. The shock wore off and rage filled its place. Rage at how dumb Ms. Winters assumed they must be to still believe anything she said. Or maybe rage at the fact that she had almost fallen for it again, except for Tiana pointing out the obvious.

		 

		“We are not going to gas everyone,” Ms. Winters said, her voice more shrill than Dessa had ever heard it. “We are—”

		 

		“And what do you propose we do instead?” Coordinator Krause said.

		 

		Coordinator Schofield laughed. “Are you really asking the opinion of two teenage girls? They have always been a liability and we cannot allow any sort of sentimentality to get in the way—”

		 

		Dessa ground her teeth together.

		 

		“We are asking them to help clean up the mess your scientists created. It was already my recommendation not to include them in the operation at all. You refused,” Krause said, his voice deadpan. “Therefore, I believe it appropriate to ensure they understand why we have chosen this option, among all others.” Krause nodded in the girls’ direction. “So, what do you suggest? Shall we go in with guns blazing and shoot each other to death? Shall I give Dr. Winters and the other scientists guns and hope they get out of the fight alive? You know we are severely outnumbered. Or shall we abandon Sanctuary to the mutineers and leave the supplies and fences behind in the hopes of finding somewhere just as safe with the necessary lab equipment? If the experiments these scientists are conducting are allowed to be forgotten, it would irrevocably set back any hope for progress in our shared goals of wiping the Lyssa virus off the map of the world.” He glanced at Winters and Schofield. “Have I got that about right?”

		 

		The sarcasm in his voice was hard to miss. Krause held tight control over a deep well of bitterness from which he had just made a large withdrawal. He would do his job to the death—his death, or others—but that didn’t mean he had to like it.

		 

		Dessa didn’t know what to say. Neither did Tiana.

		 

		Ms. Winters and Coordinator Schofield exchanged another a look.

		 

		“We are going to gas the mutational anomalies using the ventilation system. Only the mutational anomalies,” Ms. Winters said, returning Tiana’s stare with a steady stare of her own. Then she blinked, once. “Anyone uninfected will know to procure the appropriate gas masks. You will be perfectly safe.”
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		Dessa’s mind roared with all the terrible possibilities. She thought about Delmar and the other combo cured, but mostly about Amos, Cole, and Egg, and where all of them might be right now.

		 

		“You’ve already been through the ventilation system once,” Ms. Winters said.

		 

		Dessa shuddered. Yes, she had been in the ventilation system with Cole and Riley while outrunning some blue suits trying to prevent them from telling the rest of Sanctuary about the lab leak that had created the Super V’s. They had entered the ventilation system to stay ahead of the blue suits and the Super V’s. It hadn’t worked.

		 

		“It’s dark and dusty and crawling with mutated rats and Super V’s,” Dessa said.

		 

		Tiana’s eyes widened. “That doesn’t sound fun.”

		 

		Dessa remembered the terror the darkness only amplified and her palms began to sweat just thinking about it. “No, it wasn’t.”

		 

		Ms. Winters’ plodded forward. “Do you remember there were boxes at some of the ductwork intersections? Boxes that contained chemicals in liquid and powder form. Boxes that were wired together?”

		 

		Dessa closed her eyes to better remember. Yes, there had been wires snaking through the system and connected to boxes at every t-section. She thought, hoped, they were part of the electrical system that recycled the air they breathed. But the hazard symbols on them had made her suspicious and Coordinator Grove had chewed her out when she had asked about them. “Yes, I saw them. They were always located near an intersection and a vent.”

		 

		“Dr. Winters,” Coordinator Schofield said, his nasally voice as irritating as always. He spoke like he had never been wrong about anything in his entire life. Even though it was under his watch that the Super V’s were created and then accidentally released. Twice. Once with the rats, and again with the human subjects. “We do not have time—”

		 

		“The ventilation contains one of Sanctuary’s failsafe systems,” Ms. Winters said. “You know the kind of lab experiments conducted on Lab level. As a last resort, in case of catastrophic failure of lab security or otherwise, special gaseous solutions can be triggered to mix together and infiltrate the ventilation in order to nullify any possible threat. In this case, it was first considered as an option when the Super V’s—as you like to call them—escaped Lab, but the option was put on pause. At that time, it was thought possible to contain the outbreak to Sanctuary’s lower levels and repair the damage before it spread. But containment failed, and this mutiny among the staff betrays Sanctuary’s highest mission goals. ”

		 

		“But you’re talking about killing everyone underground who isn’t wearing a mask,” Tiana said, her voice shaking.

		 

		Ms. Winters and Coordinator Schofield blinked, almost in unison. It would have made Egg laugh if he’d been able to see it—Ms. Winters’ large owl lenses next to Coordinator Schofield’s baby bird lenses.

		 

		Dessa had survived this far for the sake of her brother. Surviving had included fighting plenty of V’s, avoiding Faints, and trying not to get her combo cured friends killed. She’d only ever fought in order to stay alive. In order to keep her brother alive.

		 

		This was something different.

		 

		This gas wasn’t going to only kill mutant flesh. It would kill actual human beings.

		 

		The closest she had come to such a thing herself was when she had locked Pierce in that office inside the Folsom Dam so many months ago, trapping him with five V’s.

		 

		A loud sound of wrenching metal cut through the conversation. Krause whipped around, unclipped the radio at his belt, and spoke quickly into it.

		 

		They waited in tense silence for the radio to squawk back. When it did, the words were unintelligible to Dessa’s ears, but Krause’s expression fell, like he’d taken a blow to the gut. He spoke quick, fierce directions into the radio and attached it to his belt. “The door is failing. My staff are attempting an additional barricade, but it’s a race that we will shortly lose. We may not even have the estimated hour.”

		 

		Dessa couldn’t let herself answer because of the rage that bubbled up in her throat. Everyone inside Sanctuary was trying to kill each other, and the kids and her friends kept getting stuck in the middle. This was just more of that.

		 

		“Listen.” Ms. Winters turned back to Dessa and Tiana and spoke quickly. “I understand from your point of view that I have made unpopular decisions in the past. But remember, this is for your brother. This is for the children. The science we are doing here is so important that it sometimes supersedes other considerations like—”

		 

		“Like, basic human decency?” Tiana said, looking vulnerable and wounded. She had trusted Ms. Winters most of them all, diving into the science and believing that Ms. Winters would always have the right answers. But Ms. Winters’ secrets, half-truths, and outright lies, had destroyed Tiana’s confidence.

		 

		Except, Dessa reminded herself that Ms. Winters had delivered on the most important promise of all—she had practically brought the children back from the dead. They were uninfected, unturned. They were still themselves. And that was worth a lot.

		 

		A ladder appeared on the other side of the machines. A blue suit climbed up, unscrewed a grate in the vent, and let the grate drop so that it clattered to the ground, then disappeared. Another blue suit climbed up and into the ventilation, and then another.

		 

		“Dr. Winters we cannot further expend any additional time to convince two teenagers of the complex necessities of the decisions we make,” Coordinator Schofield said, his voice full of disdain. “We will lose everything if we do not act now. You must come with us.”

		 

		But Ms. Winters did not move, even as Schofield and Krause exchanged a look that Dessa read as them considering whether to remove Ms. Winters by force.

		 

		“You must come with us. Project Polus needs you. Your brother needs you.” Ms. Winters stared at Dessa as she said it. As if as an afterthought, she glanced at Tiana. “This is not the mass murder event you think it is. Coordinator Grove and Security Officer Mondo know about the failsafe system. They will know to arm themselves with appropriate protection. The failsafe in the ventilation system was for exactly this kind of scenario and is not meant to harm people.”

		 

		“The gas masks,” Tiana said, as if insight had struck her like lightning.

		 

		Dessa remembered the piles of uniforms, gloves, and gas masks. That was why their disguises had worked so well—because of those gas masks. All the mutineers had one, even if they hadn’t been wearing them correctly.

		 

		“They knew you would try this,” Tiana said, it wasn’t a question.

		 

		“Yes, of course,” Ms. Winters said, sounding proud at Tiana’s ability to make the connection. “Grove and Mondo knew about the failsafe. In fact, all the staff know. There are gas masks available on all levels and the staff were drilled for a scenario like this. Now we understand why, when we attempted to enact this option of last resort, the controls failed to start up the system. Grove, Mondo, and their mutineers must have turned off direct control. But of course, we can manually start it. If we reset the failsafe gaseous system on Engineering level, turning on each box by hand throughout this level, it will create a chain reaction that will then activate the system throughout the upper levels.”

		 

		Dessa’s attention strayed to the blue suits climbing the ladder and vanishing into the ventilation. But of course, we can manually start it.

		 

		“So you see,” Ms. Winters continued. “We cannot allow these mutated experiments to reach the outside world. We must take Sanctuary back from those who would destroy our only chance at solving this crisis. It is likely the gas will allow us to eliminate the mutated threats, while also pushing out those who have betrayed us, so that Krause and his security staff can retake and hold Sanctuary against those who… just a few minutes ago used you as bait.”

		 

		“But there are so many more of them, then you,” Dessa looked over to Krause now. “Even with your guns, you’ve got a few dozen people down here and over half the staff up there fighting against you.”

		 

		Krause looked down at her. “Though I could not confirm the loyalties of my second-in-command, I’ve had suspicions for a while. Therefore, I made sure to secure all heavy weaponry. They have tasers and batons, maybe some knives, but did you see any other weapons in their possession? Any guns?”

		 

		Desa thought back, sifting through her memories. He was right. There had been no sign of any guns. Even as Grove and Mondo had attempted to shore up Sanctuary’s Ground level and fences against the V’s, they’d done it with no gunfire. She had thought that was because everybody knew the noise would draw more V’s to the area. But maybe it was because they just didn’t have any guns.

		 

		“Please,” Ms. Winters said, holding out her hand. Her fingers shook from exhaustion, and her hand was covered in the thin skin and veins that marked her age, yet still looked strong and commanding. Capable of saving the world. “Come with us and the children. The alarm will sound when the gas exchange system is activated. It will warn everyone still inside exactly what is about to happen. Anyone still uninfected will put on their gas mask and head for the surface and survive this. We do not intend to kill innocent people. But we must eliminate this mutated threat and we must take Sanctuary back from those trying to wipe out everything we’ve accomplished so far.”

		 

		“But our friends,” Dessa said, the internal conflict locking her in place. She understood the stakes. But she couldn’t let them gas everyone inside Sanctuary without knowing whether her friends, whether Amos, were inside or not. “They won’t know the drill. They won’t know what the alarm means. They won’t know where to find the gas masks.”

		 

		Ms. Winters expression fell. “That is a possibility. But they may not even be inside. You said yourself that they have escaped and therefore will remain unaffected—”

		 

		“We said maybe. We don’t know. Not for sure,” Tiana said.

		 

		“We cannot work with maybe,” Ms. Winters said. “We must work with what we know. This is what is known—we must take Sanctuary back and now is the time. Our window is closing and when those mutants break through the door, everything we have worked for, everyone we have tried to keep alive, will be destroyed for good.”

		 

		Ms. Winters was asking Dessa and Tiana to choose between the kids, and the boys.

		 

		It was an impossible choice. It was—

		 

		Two blue suits rushed over, waving Krause down. Several scientists, their white lab coats flapping, herded the four children ahead of them. Everyone wore gas masks, though the kids had theirs hanging around the neck at the moment.

		 

		Dessa went for Ivan and rested a gentle hand on the top of her brother’s dark mop of hair. Their mother had always enjoyed combing out both of their tangles while humming under her breath. Ivan could use a good combing now but there wasn’t time.

		 

		He and Claire stood up and looked at her.

		 

		“You won’t be gone very long this time, right?” Ivan asked.

		 

		She startled. “I’m not—”

		 

		“And you’ll look out for Tigg?” Claire said, her eyes wide and filling with tears. “I haven’t seen him in forever and maybe he forgot about me. Will you tell him I still love him and I would take care of him again in an instant and forever if only Ms. Winters would let me?”

		 

		“I promise,” Dessa said, feeling herself well up and trying really hard to press it all down. She couldn’t break right now.

		 

		Ivan’s lip trembled. “We all talked and we don’t like it here anymore. The monsters are everywhere now and we want to play outside for once.”

		 

		Dessa’s heart stopped beating. “I know it’s no fun. But we’re going to fix things.”

		 

		“How?” Ivan said, squinting at her in disbelief.

		 

		“I don’t know yet,” Dessa said, “but you have to stay with Ms. Winters. All four of you.” She raised her voice to make sure Tiana and the twins heard her.

		 

		Ms. Winters would do anything to keep Ivan and the other kids in Project Polus alive. The mutineers were actively working to destroy it all. Had already almost destroyed it all, and almost succeeded in killing her, her friends, and her brother. But that didn’t make what the scientists were about to do okay either. There could still be a lot of innocent people alive and trapped inside Sanctuary somewhere.

		 

		Dessa gave each of the four kids a big hug and planted a wet kiss on Ivan’s cheek. Somehow, he had known Dessa would have to leave, would have to somehow stop this, before she did.

		 

		“Yuck, Desi.”

		 

		“Yeah, yeah, I know.”

		 

		At the far end of Engineering level near the stairwell, a burst of gunfire sounded.

		 

		“They’re almost inside,” Coordinator Krause shouted. “We are out of time. Security, make sure Dr. Winters and the children are escorted out!”

		 

		Out?

		 

		“Last chance!” Schofield yelled, but he was already walking away, lost in the midst of the other lab coats. Ms. Winters went to the children and helped the blue suits and lab coats check the fit of the masks. She placed the gas mask over her face and turned back to them, but if she said anything, the mask muffled her words.

		 

		Dessa dumbly held the gas mask someone had shoved into hand.

		 

		Out?

		 

		And then like another lightning strike, Dessa knew what to do.
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		“There’s another way out, isn’t there?” Dessa yelled, the desire to go with the kids warring with her desire to make sure the boys were safe topside somewhere and not trapped down here with Super V’s, a lethal gas about to be released, and no way to know how to survive it.

		 

		“Of course,” Ms. Winters said, the words vaguely understandable through the gas mask she had pulled down, the tight fit off the mask on her skin already leaving an oval indent. “Come with us now. Please. We will be sealing the exit behind us.”

		 

		Ms. Winters and the others were willing to murder everyone left inside Sanctuary, part of the mutiny or not, in order to take back control. In order to make sure Dessa’s brother—to make sure Project Polus—stayed alive.

		 

		“I can’t do it,” Tiana said, shaking her head and stepping back. “I don’t know what to do. I really don’t. But I can’t—”

		 

		Dessa held onto Tiana’s arm and shook it so that her friend would look at her. “I do,” Dessa said, putting all her conviction in the words.

		 

		Tiana looked at her with so much trust and the need to believe there was a way out of this mess, it scared Desa. Because, she was pretty sure she knew what to do. But not exactly 100% sure it would work.

		 

		“What is it? I’ll do it. I swear, Dessa. Whatever it is. But we can’t let the boys die, but we have to protect the kids—”

		 

		“Dessa,” Ms. Winters shouted again and then looked at Schofield who looked at Krause.

		 

		Krause must have given his blue suits some small signal because there was a change in the air. The blue suits loomed, as if ready to jump them and tie them up.

		 

		If she and Tiana refused to come, would the scientists toss them back out into the stairwell as Super V bait? Would Ms. Winters stop them? Dessa searched inside herself and wasn’t sure about the answer. If Ms. Winters decided she had completely lost Dessa and Tiana’s trust, she might not want them around Project Polus anymore. She had always been their only buffer against Schofield, and the rest of Sanctuary, who would have jumped at the chance to throw them outside the fences.

		 

		Why did Ms. Winters need them to come so badly? They weren’t part of Project Polus, and that’s the only thing that had ever mattered to the great Ms. Winters.

		 

		Dessa backed up a step and tugged on Tiana’s arm, giving her the signal they had used many times before. The signal that said get ready to run.

		 

		“The intercoms,” Dessa said, desperate for Schofield and Krause to understand. “We just need to get to an intercom. There has to be one on Engineering level, right? We make the announcement. We tell everyone inside Sanctuary about the gas masks and where to find them. We say the gas is going to kill them all and they need to get out now. And then… and then you can set it off, and then it doesn’t matter. You’ve given everyone a chance and wiped out the Super V’s at the same time.”

		 

		The blue suits corralled Dessa and Tiana, and forced them forward, toward Ms. Winters and the kids. Dessa desperately wanted to go with them, help protect them, help them escape this place until they could make Sanctuary safe again. But she had to make sure that Amos, Egg, and Cole didn’t die in the process. And this was the only way.

		 

		“Engineering’s intercom is broken,” Schofield said. He looked at Dessa like she was one of Ms. Winters’ experiments gone wrong. “Of course it is too dangerous to attempt the intercom on a different level since Dr. Winters believes that you play a key role—”

		 

		An incredible cacophony interrupted him. Another burst of gunfire sounded. Suddenly everyone was running. More blue suits streamed up the ladder into the ventilation to spread out and manually flip those switches that would start the gas. Krause flicked his hand and the blue suits herded the scientists and children away.

		 

		“Let us try. Just let us try!” Tiana screamed.

		 

		Krause called for the blue suits to let Dessa and Tiana go. He gave them a severe eye, then rattled off five numbers.

		 

		Dessa looked at him like he was crazy.

		 

		Krause said the numbers again. “They will open the elevator on Security level. The intercom system likely still works on that level. If you can get to it, then use it to warn the others. You have fifteen minutes, maybe less, until the gas is released.” He looked pointedly at the ladder and then back at them. “I would get moving.”

		 

		“Why?” Dessa said, trying to understand the sudden change in circumstance.

		 

		“Sometimes violence is necessary and enemy combatants do not deserve our mercy,” Krause said. “But I will not have the stain on my soul of killing innocents, if I can avoid it. I cannot spare anyone else and you will likely die in this attempt. But the more warning we can give, the more people I have alive to help push out Grove and Mondo’s people. Those who betrayed Sanctuary, who betrayed me, know exactly what we are about to do. They will not lose a single person. I need anyone still on our side to survive this.”

		 

		The gunfire increased. Krause looked back toward the stairwell, but the machines blocked the view. The kids and scientists were gone. It was just the three of them. Even the ladder was empty, the top of it resting against the gaping hole of the opened vent.

		 

		“Go now, or join Dr. Winters’ experiments and leave everyone to their fate, whatever that may be. Make your choice.”

		 

		But there was no choice. This was the only way to give both the kids and the boys their chance. If that meant Delmar and the other combo cured were saved along with them, well that was fine, too. She didn’t want anyone to die.

		 

		She looked at Tiana, and Tiana looked back at her, then in a split second, they raced for the ladder. Stepping onto the first rung, the cold metal bit into Dessa’s hands. Soon she was almost to the vent, her wounded leg aching and slowing her down. The height allowed her to see over the tops of the machines and catch the dark figures darting out from the stairwell.
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		Searching Engineering Level, with relief Dessa saw the others—the kids, the scientists, the remaining security who hadn’t gone into the vents—disappear through an opening on the far side.

		 

		She scrambled into the vent and Tiana came through next. Pushing the ladder away to make it a little harder for the Super V’s to come after them, it clattered to the ground. They positioned the tight-fitting gas masks over their faces and got moving.

		 

		“You didn’t have to go with me,” Dessa said as she moved through the ventilation, even though it was difficult to talk through the gas mask. Terrifying images of the last time she’d been in here flashed through her mind. Gunfire, Super V’s, rats, getting lost in the dark and not sure they would ever find their way out. Riley had been there every step of the way, alongside her and Cole. A ferocious grief stabbed her in the belly as she flashed on Riley, her wounds, her desperation for Dessa to end it even as the Super V infection was already beginning its transformation. Riley had been more brave than Dessa had ever given her credit for and Dessa missed her. “It doesn’t need to be both of us. You could have gone with the kids.”

		 

		“You keep trying to act like I’m not in this all the way,” Tiana said from behind Dessa as they crawled, the metal buckling underneath them. “No, you can’t go alone. What if you get eaten up by Super V’s?”

		 

		“Tiana.” Dessa looked back at her.

		 

		“I get it, Dessa. I really do.” Tiana forced out a shaky laugh. “But we’re not splitting up again. Anyway, the Super V’s have probably taken over Engineering by now. I wouldn’t make it to the kids, even if I wanted to.”

		 

		The metal bucked and buckled as they moved. “It always comes down to this, doesn’t it?” Dessa said.

		 

		“Crawling through dark, cramped spaces?” Tiana said from behind her. “No, actually, this is my first time.”

		 

		“Right,” Dessa said. “Actually, I meant the whole fighting for our lives thing, but dark, cramped spaces work, too.”

		 

		“I guess I’d call this fighting. But it feels....”

		 

		They lapsed into silence for several minutes. Dessa crossed the first ventilated intersection. Several boxes that displayed large hazard signs were strapped to the inside of the ductwork at regular intervals. The big red switch was now flipped to the on position, the green light blinking the lazy rhythm again that Dessa remembered from all the times it had been her job to check the bait boxes.

		 

		She imagined somewhere ahead of her in the ventilation, all the blue suits Krause had sent in were still finding and flipping switches. Soon, maybe only minutes from now, a master signal would be sent and turn on all the boxes to release the deadly chemicals that when combined and pushed into the air on every level would kill every living thing not wearing a gas mask.

		 

		If their friends were even inside Sanctuary, they were running out of time. And even if they weren’t, all the other people who might still be alive down here and hadn’t been part of the mutiny, definitely were.

		 

		“If you’d asked me six months ago if I’d be participating in a mass murder for the chance to save my brother’s life, I would’ve called you crazy. I would do anything for him. Or so I thought. But this—” Dessa couldn’t finish as she picked up the pace of her crawl and the metal popped under her. She listened for any sounds coming from behind them, but so far the Super V’s had not found the open vent yet. “They had all that fancy talk about how it wasn’t going to kill anything but the rats and the Super V’s. I don’t even know the science half as well as you and knew it was fishy.”

		 

		“Fishy like a rotten can of tuna left out in the sun all day,” Tiana quipped.

		 

		“Funny,” Dessa said.

		 

		“I know the mutineers all technically tried to kill us just a few hours ago,” Tiana said. “I know they were happy to use us as Super V bait. I know we’re lucky to be alive and that they’d probably try to kill us again if they knew we had survived, but… what about everyone else? They can’t all deserve to be gassed to death.”

		 

		It was a big number—more than two hundred people. Sure, they hadn’t all treated Dessa well. In fact, they treated her pretty horribly. Tiana too, along with everyone on Farm with the combo cure. But this was the end of the world, and they had been refused the option of bringing their loved ones into Sanctuary. Yet they had taken her brother and the other children in, made room for her, Riley, Cole, even if begrudgingly, and gave the combo cured a safe place to live inside the fences.

		 

		“I wouldn’t mind seeing Grove and Mondo die a horrible death, though,” Dessa said.

		 

		“Yeah, true,” Tiana said. There was only the sounds of their breathing for a long moment. “Except, I don’t really mean that. I mean, I think what they did was awful. But I don’t know if I’d really want to see them die. I don’t want to see anyone die.”

		 

		“Yeah,” Dessa said.

		 

		“You would think we would be used to killing things by now,” Tiana said.

		 

		Each box they passed displayed the same blinking green light, its lazy beat familiar and terrifying. Until Dessa found one that wasn’t on.

		 

		“Crap,” Dessa said.

		 

		“What is it,” Tiana said, crowding her heels.

		 

		The switch was big and red and obviously in the off position. The blue suits hadn’t found this one, or maybe they had overlooked it. Wires spread out from it in either direction and connected to those hazard boxes. All it needed was a simple flip of the wrist, wait for the light to turn green, right? So simple. So easy.

		 

		Still—

		 

		“It’s okay,” Tiana said, even though her voice sounded anything other than okay. “We’re going to warn them all in time.”

		 

		Dessa sighed and flipped the switch.
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		Dessa waited for the green light to blink. When it did, she scrambled forward, the metal ductwork buckling as she picked up speed.

		 

		Her little switch wouldn’t help much, but she was a part of this now. Breathing hard enough for the gas mask to fog up her vision, she wanted so badly to take it off, but instead did her best to ignore the straps digging into her skin.

		 

		This gas would take out the Super V’s and Dessa was glad for that—so glad for that. The Super V’s could not be allowed out.

		 

		But everyone else?

		 

		They had to be warned. Time flew, and before Dessa knew it, they were already through Lab level and had entered the ventilation on Security level. They passed by more of the boxes, the green lights all on. Maybe already as a result of that chain reaction Ms. Winters said would happen.

		 

		Dessa reached a dead end and there wasn’t anything to do except go through it.

		 

		This grate vented, not from beneath them like you would expect of one that pushes oxygen into a room, but rather at the end, like it was inserted into a wall. She moved fast, knowing they had only minutes to warn all the innocent people still trapped inside Sanctuary if they were to have a chance of finding a gas mask or getting out in time.

		 

		Unscrewing the vent, Dessa said, her voice muffled through the mask, “This is going a lot faster now that no one is shooting at us. Last time I was in the ventilation with Cole and Riley, blue suits were shooting at us and Super V’s were hunting us.”

		 

		“I bet Cole was behind that wrecking ball,” Tiana said, her words hard to understand through her mask, but sounding far more sure than she could know. “There’s no way he stayed out of trouble.”

		 

		Dessa popped off the vent. “He’s the one who’s always accusing me of getting into trouble.”

		 

		Tiana huffed. “Cole gets into plenty of it on his own.”

		 

		Dessa stuck her head out and saw to her dismay and delight that they had reached the elevator shaft again. The people elevator. She smelled sulfur and burnt plastic and other fumes she couldn’t identify. Looking up, the view was blocked by a tangle of metal that had once been the elevator cage itself. They were still on Security level, so next she looked down and saw the elevator doors that opened to the level itself were right there in an identical position as on the other levels.

		 

		Dessa swung out of the ventilation and leaned over to punch in the code that that Krause had rattled off. “Just so you know, I totally ship you and Cole.”

		 

		“Right,” Tiana said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “I’ll take it under advisement.”

		 

		“It wasn’t advice. Just an observation.”

		 

		Their banter had an anxious, manic quality to it that Dessa knew was probably a result of not being dead yet and also trying to save a bunch of people who were almost out of time.

		 

		The doors wouldn’t budge, so Dessa tried the code again.

		 

		Nothing.

		 

		“Why aren’t the doors opening?” Tiana said.

		 

		“I don’t know! I swear I put in the right code.”

		 

		But then Dessa realized they were trying to get caught, so she started banging on the doors. Not the pounding you might expect from a Super V, but something with a pattern that would identify her as human and uninfected.

		 

		“You’ll draw anything nearby straight to us,” Tiana said. “That means Super V’s too.”

		 

		“I know,” Dessa said, but didn’t stop. “But there’s no other way in. This is Security level. We just need them to catch us, and then we get them to send out a warning, and then we all get out of here, right?”

		 

		“Right, because anything we’ve ever done has always been just that easy,” Tiana said. “I’m sure they’ll be so pleased to find out we’re still alive after they tried to kill us.”

		 

		“Yeah, well, you decided to come along for the ride,” Dessa said. “This is what you get for being my friend.”

		 

		“Don’t you think I know that? I definitely know that by now.” Tiana flipped halfway out of the ventilation. “Move over and I’ll try to help or something.”

		 

		Dessa scooted over. Between the two of them, they made an incredible ruckus. It took a long minute that felt like an eternity, but then finally a screeching noise sounded, paired with the doors opening an inch. The barrel of a rifle entered the gap.

		 

		Dessa and Tiana stopped pounding and drew back.

		 

		“You have to let us in,” Dessa yelled. “You’re all in danger. You’re all going to die.”

		 

		“They’re going to gas all of you to death,” Tiana added.

		 

		There was another screeching sound—but it wasn’t metal. It managed to twist Dessa’s insides and turn her knees weak so that she had to grab onto the ventilation with both hands to keep from slipping into the elevator shaft.

		 

		The elevator doors opened wider to reveal a blue suit holding a rifle, a gas mask hanging off his neck.

		 

		“Officer Rohs?” Dessa said, astonished.

		 

		He gave them a look like he was seeing ghosts. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be dead.”

		 

		“Who are you?” Tiana said. “Why do we care?”

		 

		Officer Rohs was supposed to be loyal to Ms. Winters. He was supposed to have been with the kids down at Lab level when all hell broke loose. When she hadn’t seen him down in Engineering, she figured he hadn’t made it out alive. Clearly, that wasn’t the case. He was part of the mutiny.

		 

		When Officer Rohs still didn’t say anything, Dessa filled Tiana in. “This is Officer Rohs, he was the guard at Lab level who controlled who got in and out. You’re with Mondo and Grove?” Dessa said, incredulous.

		 

		“I…” Officer Rohs at least had the decency to look like he was at a loss for words. “Yes, but I didn’t know about all of this. I didn’t know about their plans for you or the kids. I didn’t know—”

		 

		“Right,” Tiana said, sarcastic, as she motioned with her chin at the mask hanging from his neck. “You didn’t know about the gas either, right?”

		 

		“I swear didn’t know they were going to blow the elevators,” Officer Rohs said, like he was confessing his sins. His rifle lowered an inch. “I didn’t know what they were going to do in the stairwell. I didn’t know they were trying to kill the scientists and the kids. I just thought we were taking Sanctuary back so that we could run it better. So that we could be given some say in how it was run. So that we wouldn’t have a repeat of what happened… it wasn’t right. It wasn’t right, and we were trying to make it right again. But I never intended to put Dr. Winters and the children in any harm. I swear to you.”

		 

		Dessa believed him. She could see how people could have sided with Mondo and Grove in the mutiny without necessarily knowing their full plans. “Then we need the intercom. You have to let us in and I’m not paying you with any cigarettes this time either. She swung around and landed on the tile floor a few yards away from Officer Rohs. He stepped back, startled, but lowered his rifle even more. “We have to use the intercom and warn everyone about the gas. You already know about it, but there’s people down here who don’t.”

		 

		Officer Rohs backed up a step, and then another. “I don’t… I’m not supposed to.”

		 

		Coordinator Krause said they had only minutes left and they had used up most of that time traveling through the ventilation to here. Her eyes skated over until they landed on the intercom station next to the elevator, identical to the other intercom stations. Sanctuary liked its symmetry. It was definitely convenient in times like this.

		 

		She headed for the intercom, flinching at every step, even though she was pretty sure Officer Rohs wasn’t going to shoot her. They were out of time and this was their only chance to save the boys.

		 

		She reached the intercom and worked quickly. Tiana came up next to her. Officer Rohs stood to the side, rifle lowered, face pale.

		 

		She got everything set up and ready to relay her message, when she whirled around. “Where on the levels can they find the gas masks?”

		 

		He rattled off the location. “It’s a large metal box. Silver. It’s going to be attached to the walls. It’ll look like a supply cabinet, but will have a biohazard symbol painted on it.”

		 

		Dessa was sure she had seen what he was describing before. She felt confident she could relay the directions and give everyone still inside a chance to stay alive. Suddenly there was a loud screech that slapped out from the elevator shaft.

		 

		The super V’s had found the shaft.

		 

		To his credit, Officer Rohs didn’t run. Instead, he positioned himself at the open elevator doors and tried to close them, but of course they were stuck open now. “Send out that message. I’ll guard your backs for as long as I can, but I’m not going to last long.”

		 

		“Come on, Dessa,” Tiana said. “Hurry.”

		 

		Dessa flipped on the intercom, waited for a burst of static, and then practically shouted her message into the receiver. Her voice echoed out from all the little tinny speakers around them. She imagined the same thing happening on every level above and below them. “You guys, this is Dessa! If you’re hearing this, get yourself to one of those metal cabinets attached to the wall.” She described the biohazard symbol and the locations. “Find yourself gas masks and put them on and then get out. Amos, Cole, Egg!Anyone in here who’s still alive. Get a gas mask on your face and get out. They’re going to gas the Super V’s and it’s going to kill everything.”

		 

		Gunfire interrupted her message. It was Officer Rohs shooting up the shaft.

		 

		Officer Rohs glanced over his shoulder at them as he fired. His eyes were wide and full of terror. “Run!”
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		An alarm began to blare painfully loud. It echoed throughout the level and filled the elevator shaft, bouncing along the cement walls. It took everything inside Dessa not to clap her hands over her ears.

		 

		Tiana’s hair was in tangles around her gas mask. She mouthed something at Dessa. Or maybe she screamed it, but Dessa couldn’t hear a word over the alarm.

		 

		The gas was being released. Dessa could only hope their warning had been enough to save somebody.

		 

		Please Amos, Cole, Egg. Don’t be inside. Don’t be inside.

		 

		From the elevator shaft came a screech, and then another, and then a third, and a fourth, all loud enough to cut through the alarm. Dessa’s fingers and toes lost feeling. The horrifying shrieks layered on top of each, confirming and adding to the count. The Super V’s had been busy turning the other survivors.

		 

		Dessa yanked Tiana down the hallway, but a door ahead of them exploded outward, driving them back. A Super V stumbled into view, its fleshy tumors spattering the walls with yellow fluid.

		 

		Dessa and Tiana scrambled back to Officer Rohs.

		 

		“Back into the vents!” He screamed as he ran toward the Super V.

		 

		They climbed into the ventilation as dark figures in the elevator shaft moved down the walls. Then the gunfire stopped, silent. In that silence a different sort of shriek sounded. Human. And then there was more silence. Dessa imagined with horror the feeling of bliss that must be overcoming the Super V as it ate Officer Rohs.

		 

		They passed one of the boxes, the green light now turned red and blinking fast. She pointed it out as Tiana gave her a shooing motion to keep going.

		 

		Super V’s entered the ventilation behind them. Their weight making the metal buckle. Their shrieks slapping the ductwork so hard it made Dessa’s ears feel like they were bleeding.

		 

		Dessa took the first turn and noticed the red blinking lights begin to speed up. Her knees hit on the ridges of a grate and she scratched at the screws. They had to get out of the vents before they got trapped. Diving into her pockets and coming up with nothing but oatmeal packets stolen from earlier, she twisted around on her butt and drove her boots into the grate, bending and then breaking it.

		 

		The grate fell away, but the noise also helped the Super V’s pinpoint their location in spite of the alarm. They screamed in rage and delight. She hung from the vent opening and didn’t bother to look for her landing, even though the room was dark. Letting herself drop, she crouched to soften the fall. Her hands touched thin, stiff carpet, and the air smelled like dirty socks. Standing up, she felt rather than saw Tiana drop next to her.

		 

		The blaring alarm now added a strobe light.

		 

		“Did it think it was being too subtle before?” Tiana shouted.

		 

		In the flashes of light, Dessa caught sight of treadmills, weights, bench presses, bouncy balls. Mirrors from floor to ceiling made the room look humongous. Yet all of it was empty, like a ghost rave. This was Security’s fitness room.

		 

		“We have to find somewhere to hide,” Dessa shouted through the gas mask against Tiana’s ear. She looked around wildly for anything that would work and found nothing. Running for the end of the room, the flashes illuminating the way in bursts, she dodged hand weights, a towel rack, four step climbers, and searched for a door out or at least to the locker room. Between the alarm and the strobe light, Tiana was just a weird stuttered flash of movement. Dessa’s own heart raced so hard she thought it might burst out of her ribcage. That’s when she saw it—

		 

		A large figure dropped from the vent onto the carpet. But then, as if to make sure Dessa and Tiana knew exactly what had happened, the Super V opened its mouth wide. It vanished and reappeared with a pulse of light. Then the Super V released a horrifying scream.

		 

		Dessa caught sight of a door. “There!” She dragged Tiana over, but their movements caught the Super V’s attention. More dropped out of the vent and they sprinted as a group across the gym equipment, closing the gap.

		 

		Dessa slammed full force into the locker room doors and yanked on the handle. Her stomach plummeted. “It’s locked!”
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		When Tiana went for the locker room door again, Dessa pulled her away. “We have to run!”

		 

		She dragged Tiana behind a treadmill machine just as a Super V wearing a khaki jumpsuit with big rips where tumors protruded lunged for them. A horrific screech erupted from his throat as he opened his mouth wide enough that it looked like it came unhinged. The strobe light turned the Super V’s movements into a terrifying dance routine.

		 

		As if Sanctuary wanted to go all in on the rave party theme, fog began to spew from the vents. Dessa got Tiana back on her feet and they ran for their lives as the closest Super V untangled himself from the treadmill with a fury that sent pieces of gym equipment flying through the air. The other Super V’s sprinted over and around, closing in fast. They were so close, even with the fog and gas masks obscuring their view, the strobe lights threw bulging muscles and split, oozing tumors in high relief.

		 

		The gym was huge, but Dessa and Tiana were the only other moving objects. The mirrors doubled and tripled their figures, but the Super V’s somehow knew the difference, leaping over gym equipment and around weightlifting machines, straight for them. They ran for the door at the opposite end of the gym, but Dessa knew deep down they weren’t going to make it.

		 

		The Super V’s were too fast. Even if they got to the door, what if they found it locked?

		 

		More Super V’s dropped from the ventilation, blocking the way, until there were at least a dozen. Dessa and Tiana skidded to a halt near the middle of the room. Panic choked Dessa’s throat. They were going to die or turn under the strobe lights, alarm, and fog machine, like a rave gone terribly wrong.

		 

		Dessa dived for a barbell as a Super V in a ragged blue suit lunged for Tiana. She swung the weight into the side of its skull and the Super V dropped to the carpet. Dessa looked down in shock. That shouldn’t have worked. She was too slow. They were too fast.

		 

		Tiana picked up a weightlifting bar and swung it in time to knock out a Super V dressed in the regular clothes that marked him as once being a combo cured person from Farm. His hands formed claws as he grasped for her, but then he fell over like a board.

		 

		Drops of sweat slid down Dessa’s temples and pooled at the base of her gas mask. No, wait, drops pooled on the outside of her mask, too. Fog now filled the room in a thick layer. She turned in a circle and saw Super V’s drop to the ground, one after another.

		 

		It took a long moment for Dessa to realize the alarm had stopped, though the strobe light still flashed. The Super V’s vanished and then reappeared. Each time, Dessa feared she would catch them moving. Each time, they stayed exactly where they lay.

		 

		“Are they dead?” Tiana said, her voice muffled through the mask, but still sounding doubtful.

		 

		“If they’re not,” Dessa grabbed a barbell. “Then we have to make sure.”

		 

		“I was afraid you would say that.” But Tiana took up a bar and between the two of them they made sure the Super V’s wouldn’t get up again.

		 

		When they were done, the strobe light pulsed, turning the room into a horror house. Sweat drenched her jumpsuit and all she wanted to do was get out of there.

		 

		“Let’s try the door.” Dessa couldn’t help but tiptoe across the room. Tiana’s flashes of movement in the mirrors kept making her flinch. She picked a path around equipment to leave as much space between them and the Super V bodies as possible. 

		 

		Finally, they were at the other end of the room.

		 

		Dessa held her breath as she tried the door.

		 

		“Please, please,” Tiana said.

		 

		The door was unlocked. It opened, smooth, with not even a squeak.

		 

		Dessa and Tiana craned their heads through, searching for danger and finding an empty hallway filled with more fog.

		 

		“Do you think we should go in there?” Tiana said.

		 

		Dessa nodded, but realized Tiana might not have seen it through the gas mask. “I don’t want to be stuck in the gym with them.”

		 

		“What if there’re more out here we can’t see?”

		 

		“I’d rather take my chances,” Dessa said. “If this is the gas that’s supposed to kill everybody still left inside Sanctuary then, then…” She really didn’t have a good way to end that sentence. She definitely did not want to be stuck underground, surrounded by the dead.

		 

		“Do you think the boys are okay?” Tiana said, her voice containing a sob.

		 

		“They have to be,” Dessa said, holding back her own tears.

		 

		Dessa entered the hallway and followed it to a common area arranged in a similar way to Support level’s common area. The strobe light gave her flashes of the mundane—couches, bookshelves, coffee tables, some board games, and decks of cards lying around. Bringing up the layout of Support’s personal quarters in her mind, Dessa figured Security must have been laid out in a similar way. Except, this was supposed to be their working level, not their personal level.

		 

		As she began to wander through the space, she saw sectioned-off desks with computer monitors, arrows that directed to a shooting range, equipment storage lockers, and other equipment she couldn’t even name, except it all looked vaguely security related.

		 

		Tiana’s footsteps sounded more muffled than they should have, but Dessa’s ears were still ringing from the alarm that had finally stopped. They passed by a door with an inset window that led to another hallway lined with jail cells. This felt more like the setup of some of the Lab level rooms Dessa had passed by many times on the way to check on her brother and the other kids. Except this was more industrial looking instead of medical.

		 

		Dessa used what she remembered about the layout of Lab level to take the next hallway left, then right, and then another bunch of turns until they had traveled what Dessa guessed would almost be the full length of the level. No sign of Super V’s, dead or alive, improved Dessa’s mood immensely. They also didn’t have to see the aftermath of Officer Rohs’ last stand. After another few turns, they found themselves at a door Dessa guessed would be a way into Security’s camera monitoring room. The last time they had seen it had been from the stairwell while Security Officer Mondo had been trying to fake out Krause, and Dessa had ruined her disguise in order to warn Ms. Winters about the mutiny.

		 

		Dessa reached for the door handle, praying to the universe that they would also find it unlocked, but also knowing if it was unlocked, she might not like what she was about to see.

		 

		“Wait, do you even know where you’re going?” Tiana whispered.

		 

		“If I’m right, this is the camera room, which means access to the stairwell.”

		 

		“The stairwell that the wrecking ball destroyed?”

		 

		“Better than trying to climb up the elevator shaft, I think.”

		 

		“Maybe.”

		 

		Dessa rested her hand on the doorknob, not yet willing to open it. “Don’t you think we should have seen some dead bodies by now?”

		 

		“Yeah, like the dozen or so we barely escaped from inside the gym?” Tiana said.

		 

		“No, I mean, on the rest of this level. This was where a whole bunch of mutineers were not that long ago. They should’ve been all over this level when the gas came out and I don’t see a single body. Maybe they listened. Maybe they got others out in time—”

		 

		Tiana sighed. “I don’t know. There wasn’t that much time between the alarm and the gas. We had the masks.”

		 

		“And so did they,” Dessa said, knowing she was stalling, but unable to stop. “They could still be alive, just like us. Maybe people knew about the masks and the alarm gave them time to get to them.”

		 

		Tiana paused. “There’s only one way to find out.”

		 

		Dessa bit her lip, took a deep breath, which was hard to do with the gas mask, and with a shaking hand, opened the door. This one creaked on its hinges and revealed the banks of monitors, most of which were blank, broken down, unusable, like so much else of Sanctuary. Maybe they hadn’t been built quite right or even finished in the first place. Something that the end of the world had interrupted.

		 

		Finally, because she knew she was stalling again, she tore her gaze away from the monitors and scanned the rest of the room.

		 

		But the room was empty.

		 

		She released the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

		 

		Tiana stepped into the room. “They really did get out.”

		 

		A mix of emotions rose inside Dessa. Relief, first and foremost. The gas had dropped the Super V’s like they were nothing. It would have killed everyone in this room in seconds. They had listened to her, or maybe the alarm, or whatever, but in the end, that had given them enough warning to get their gas masks on and to get out. But that relief was mixed with a little regret. After all, a not insignificant number of people she had just saved had, in fact, tried to murder her and Tiana. They would likely be fighting for their lives again soon. She told herself that the innocent people she had saved made up for the crappy people who had also gotten out. It had to.

		 

		Dessa walked up to one of the working monitors that displayed movement. It was the camera showing the front entrance of Sanctuary and a large group of people gathered there. For a split second, Dessa thought it was a V mob, but then recognized khaki jumpsuits and blue suits all huddled together, moving like people who had been frightened, and not like the mindless jerking moves of the V’s. There were even a few people dressed in regular clothes, like they could be combo cured people from Farm.

		 

		Dessa tapped the monitor, breathless. “Tiana, come look at this. They did all make it out. They’re outside.”

		 

		But Tiana didn’t move from her spot at a different monitor. “Dessa, you need to see this.”
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		As Dessa stood next to Tiana, trying to piece together what exactly they were looking at, she counted twelve blue suits emerging from what looked like somewhere deep within the landfill. This section had huge piles of all kinds of e-waste. TVs, computers, phones. Dessa had definitely passed through that section before, but never noticed anything special about it.

		 

		It was hard to tell exactly who the blue suits were with—Sanctuary or the mutineers.

		 

		Dessa touched the screen, relief flooding her. “They’re carrying rifles. It’s got to be Krause’s people. I don’t see the kids, but they must have gotten out.”

		 

		Tiana’s eyes widened, and she stepped over to the monitor that showed Sanctuary’s front entrance. “I think… I think the blue suits are headed for the crowd.”

		 

		Dessa tried to ignore the sinking feeling in her stomach. Her feet were like lead as she walked over to Tiana and stared at the screen, waiting. Maybe the blue suits were going somewhere else. Maybe—

		 

		The blue suits emerged from the left side of the monitor screen to surround the mutineers, their rifles up. They approached the huddled crowd and there was no sound, but Dessa swore she could hear the screams, anyway. The blue suits began shooting, and Dessa knew this because of the way people ran, and the way others fell to the ground.

		 

		“No!” Dessa held out her hand at the monitor screen like she could somehow stop what was happening.

		 

		“There’s people from Farm with them,” Tiana shouted at the screen. “That could be our boys.”

		 

		Amos. Cole. Egg.

		 

		Without another word, the two girls sprinted for the stairwell. The access door gaped open to reveal broken concrete, twisted metal, and exposed rebar.

		 

		Blue sky peeked through the debris. Dessa had no idea how long they had been underground at this point. It could have been the same day or an entirely different one. But what she could see was the deadly fog here had thinned to almost nothing and enough of the stairwell looked intact that they could at least scramble up to the next level.

		 

		They went for their boys, not even needing to discuss it. Dessa leapt over gaps in the stairs and treated the broken railing like monkey bars. Her arms burned in protest and her wounded leg kept jolting her with bolts of pain, but she ignored it all. Tiana scrambled up next to her. They found the cement landing had a gaping hole in the middle, but they jumped it and kept going up. Eventually the gas mask slipped from Dessa’s face and fell away, bouncing and vanishing in the rubble. She took a deep breath in, expecting a cough to rise up, maybe a feeling of strangulation. Nothing happened, except the air expanded her lungs and the blue sky warmed her face. The fog had dissipated to almost nothing. Even still, on her next breath, she thought she felt a slight stinging in her nose and her eyes began to water. She quickened her pace, ignoring her fatigued muscles, climbing hand over foot to get to cleaner air, to get up, to get out, to get to the boys.

		 

		The wrecking ball had not only damaged the stairwell, but had punched holes into several of Sanctuary’s levels. The amateur demolition job revealed the insides of Sanctuary like they were intestines spilling out. Wire, steel, insulation, kitchenware, clothes. Dessa’s mind automatically cataloged it all as she tested steps and railings to hold her weight. It was like an earthquake and a bomb had combined to sort of twist everything in the stairwell enough for it to feel like a horror house maze. The mirror house had been the gym, and they were now in the section that moved on you, messing with your sense of up and down.

		 

		Tiana got ahead of Dessa and slipped on a stair, her foot shooting out as she fell backward. Dessa held onto some rebar and reached for her, catching her just before she impaled herself on the jagged end of a piece of railing.

		 

		“Thanks,” Tiana said, breathless, her own gas mask having fallen away at some point.

		 

		“Yeah, come on. We’re close.”

		 

		From the guts coming out of Sanctuary, Dessa could tell they were one level away from Ground. Looking up, she could even see the edge of it as dirt trickled down from the blue sky like a dry waterfall. Beyond the blue sky was the top of one of the piles of recycling. The wrecking ball had pulverized pretty much everything in this last section, and the climb became agonizingly slow. But this close to the surface, the sharp sounds of gunfire reached their ears.

		 

		Like they had been lit on fire, Dessa and Tiana fought their way up the debris, scraping, pulling, twisting, pushing each other up, until finally they reached the lip and dragged themselves over it and onto the gravel. Bright sunlight glared off the recycling bottles and threw rainbows over everything. Tiana coughed and heaved herself up onto her knees. Dessa did too and felt a wet burn grow on her leg like her wound from the rat bite had torn. She took gulping breaths as her whole body shook from adrenaline, fear, and exhaustion. Sweat soaked her jumpsuit and dripped off Tiana’s face, darkening the gravel wherever it hit. They couldn’t stop now.

		 

		Dessa struggled to her feet and pulled Tiana up with her. “Come on.”

		 

		With gulping breaths, Tiana took her hand, and the two girls ran toward the gunfire.
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		Before they made it to Sanctuary’s entrance, the world went quiet.

		 

		The gunfire had stopped.

		 

		That was worse. That was so much worse.

		 

		“Please,” Tiana said.

		 

		Sobs tore from both their throats. They sprinted with everything they had left, but it wasn’t much. Dessa’s leg threatened to give out on her, but she screamed at it to let her keep going. Tiana tripped over a stupid car bumper. When she got back up, her nose was bleeding, but she wiped it away on her sleeve and raced on.

		 

		They passed by the chemical pool, the neon green surface so bright it hurt Dessa’s eyes. The fumes made her eyes water and she almost wished for the gas mask again. They checked the wrecking ball machine and found it empty. No sign of Cole. They took the fastest route to Sanctuary’s entrance and popped out of the landfill a couple hundred yards away from the doors. The hook crane and trucks still held up the fence, but the V mob was nowhere to be seen. The guard shack looked empty and abandoned. The hills covered the view to Farm. The silence was deafening.

		 

		They limped over to Sanctuary’s entrance, closing the gap one painful step at a time. Blue suits with their rifles stood at attention around the mound of bodies. Dozens of people. Was it all of them? Even if it wasn’t, it was enough of the mutineers to give the upper hand back to the scientists.

		 

		But Dessa had tried to save them. They had tried to kill her but she had given them a chance anyway. Now they were all dead. All of it for nothing. Khaki jumpsuits stained bright red. Blue suits stained purple.

		 

		Coordinator Krause, hand over his belt, watched them approach, his expression unreadable. Suddenly a word from him turned the blue suits around and a dozen rifles pointed at Dessa and Tiana.

		 

		“Do not harm them,” Ms. Winters said, her voice calmly cutting through the air like she hadn’t just witnessed a mass murder.

		 

		For all Dessa knew, she had ordered it done.

		 

		“Hold,” Coordinator Krause said, lifting a hand. He pointed at the girls. “Stop right there or we will put you down.”

		 

		Dessa kept going, not caring what any of them had to say anymore. They had murdered everyone, guilty or innocent, and she was part of it now. Their blood was on her hands. She might not have pulled the trigger. She had even tried to warn them, but it hadn’t worked, and she could never undo this.

		 

		“Dessa, hold back.” Tiana grabbed her by the wrist and locked her legs in the gravel.

		 

		That was enough to snap Dessa back to reality. Almost.

		 

		“Amos? Cole? Egg?” Dessa said, anguishing over each name.

		 

		Tiana looked at Ms. Winters who stood out of the sun, in the shadow of Sanctuary’s above ground levels. “Where are our friends?”

		 

		Three stories, Ms. Winters had said, with enough redundant lab equipment for their experiments that the scientists had to take Sanctuary back.

		 

		“Where are the children?” Dessa said, trying to give her mind something to latch on to besides all the dead people soaked in blood that choked Sanctuary’s entrance.

		 

		“The children are fine, of course,” Ms. Winters said, a note of—was she offended at Dessa’s question?

		 

		“You murdered all of these people.” Dessa’s voice shook with rage. “And you’re offended by us asking whether you even remember how to act like a decent human being? Is there any part of you that can feel anything about anything else other than your precious Project Polus?”

		 

		“You’re talking about your brother,” Ms. Winters said, her voice like ice. “And no. There is nothing I think about other than what is required to maintain the integrity of Project Polus. Those children are going to save the world.”

		 

		“Our friends,” Tiana said, her voice shaking.

		 

		Dessa looked past the blue suits for signs in the pile of anyone wearing Farm clothes. But then she remembered. Egg and Amos would be wearing jumpsuits. They had gone in disguise, like Dessa and Tiana, following Dessa’s lead like she had actually known what to do. Cole would be in a jumpsuit, too.

		 

		“The children are safely moved to their new accommodations,” Ms. Winters said. “The upper stories of Sanctuary’s above ground levels were always built as a redundancy plan for Lab. They do not contain the same caliber of equipment, but since Lab has been utterly destroyed, I will have to make do.”

		 

		Dessa and Tiana stared at Ms. Winters in disbelief.

		 

		“Are you really going to waste your breath on endless sentences of nonsense instead of answering Tiana’s question?” Dessa said.

		 

		“Dr. Winters is the only reason you’re not in that pile right now,” Coordinator Krause said, like he was commenting on the weather.

		 

		Ms. Winters sighed, stepped out of the shade, and pushed her glasses up her nose. Her hair was in disarray and her lab coat was covered in grime. “I do not know where Amos, Cole, and Egg are at this moment. I am pretty sure they are not—” She waved her hand at the pile of dead bodies.

		 

		“Pretty sure?” Dessa said, her heart lurching.

		 

		“Is that a technical term?” Tiana continued, sarcasm dripping from her voice. “Should I write that down in the logbook? How do I measure pretty sure in a graduated cylinder? How exactly would you like us to run the scientific experiment that proves true or false that you're pretty sure you didn’t kill three of the people who helped keep Project Polus alive every step of the way?” 

		 

		Dessa took a step toward the bodies and then stopped when the blue suits tensed. “We’re not asking whether you feel bad about this or not. Let us make sure. Please.”

		 

		Coordinator Krause raised an eyebrow. “You may pick through the bodies, if you like.”

		 

		Sanctuary’s entrance doors opened and Coordinator Schofield came out. He rounded the pile of bodies, ignoring them like they were trash. “The lab rooms and living quarters are ready.”

		 

		“Excellent,” Ms. Winters said, sounding exhausted and relieved. She left with Schofield and they re-entered Sanctuary, holding onto each other like an old married couple, as the darkness swallowed them up.

		 

		Somewhere in its three remaining stories were her brother and the other kids.

		 

		But first—

		 

		Dessa’s rage vanished and grief welled up in its place. Now she was the one who tugged on Tiana’s wrist. “Come on. We have to know.”

		 

		Only one blue suit remained some distance away as a guard, while the other blue suits left with Krause. Dessa and Tiana began to pick through the pile of bodies like they were angels of death out of one of Amos’ epic historical war stories.

		 

		Except this battlefield had left no one alive. No groans or moans or crying for their mother. Just deafening silence and so much blood. It was worse than anything Dessa had ever experienced. These weren’t crazed monsters bent on murdering you who acted more animal than human. These were people she had shared a dormitory with. People she had traveled in elevators with. These were people who might have talked behind her back, maybe some who outright hated her, and a few who had tried to kill her, but they didn’t all deserve this.

		 

		Dessa and Tiana picked their way through the pile, side-by-side, splitting up the terrain like they had done so many times before when surviving outside the fences, watching each other’s back while doing their job. They fell into the rhythm like they had never stopped.

		 

		They found Grove and Mondo, and many others, but at the end of the pile, when they met on the other side, Dessa and Tiana fell into each other’s arms with sobs of relief.

		 

		“They’re not here,” Dessa said, relief and hope pouring into her. She encouraged the feelings to fill her up and push out the rage and grief and helplessness.

		 

		Tiana shook her head, her eyes glassy with wonder. “I can’t believe it.”

		 

		“I didn’t see Delmar,” Dessa said.

		 

		“Me neither,” Tiana said.

		 

		There were no combo cured people in the pile of dead. Not a single one. Those in regular clothes had been uninfected, which meant part of Sanctuary’s staff. Maybe some of those innocent people their intercom warning had saved only for them to die anyway.

		 

		It meant their boys were somewhere else. Maybe hiding in the landfill. Maybe somewhere far from here.

		 

		And that was enough to send up a blaze of hope.

		 

		Dessa and Tiana pulled away from each other and looked across the battlefield, past the wrecking ball and the crane and the landfill to the fence line. Her eyes wandered past the fences into the hills, blue sky, and trees. For just the briefest second at the treeline, Dessa thought she caught a flash of turquoise again.

		 

		“I can’t believe I’m saying this.” Tiana sniffed back a tear, even as she wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “But I’m so freaking glad Delmar is alive. You know that means they’re with him. You know that means they have a fighting chance now.”

		 

		Tiana was right. She had echoed Dessa’s own thoughts exactly.

		 

		Just a few hours earlier, Dessa had wished Delmar dead.

		 

		But now?

		 

		Amos. Cole. Egg. They were alive. They had to be, and Delmar would fight to keep them that way.

		 

		“But if they’re not dead,” Dessa said, sadness tangled with hope, tangled with longing. “Then where are they?”
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