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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The moonlight reflects from the retreating scenery as the train rattles its way down the track. I perch on the back of the car, where I’ve sat since we managed to escape Los Angeles. The dog sighs next to me, unable or unwilling to sleep. I stroke his soft golden fur with an absent hand as my mind turns as fast as the iron wheels beneath me.
 
   I like it here, alone in the night. Away from Chime’s anger and Beckett’s answering rage. I can’t bring myself to feel anything but guilt. I’ve brought this upon them all. The pursuit of the Crawlers, the odd yet powerful soldier-like group who have been after me from the beginning. I think I understand why they want me, at least. My ability to kill with an accelerated form of the Sick, the very illness which has lain waste to the population of the Earth, has to be the driving force behind their need to capture me.
 
   I know I should be alone in flight. My journey only puts the others at risk. I’ve already ruined any chance they might have of a more normal life, at least as normal as they are used to. Beckett and Poppy’s group are gone, scattered or dead. I adore the girl who rescued me when I first awoke, memory gone. And her brother, Beckett, who agreed to shelter me, only to have a second group, led by the insane and power-hungry Cade, tear his world apart. But inside is an inescapable need to fulfill my mission, whatever it is, pulling me onward, relentless.
 
   My mind drifts to Genki and Dauphine. I never trusted the red haired leader of the hoarders, so his betrayal to Cade for the second time wasn’t as much of a surprise as it could have been. But I worry for the blind girl who can see the future, knowing she will be killed or, if Cade is even remotely thinking straight, exploited.
 
   Two more families have suffered because of me. Socrates and his clever followers were safe and sound before I appeared. Now his precious library is burned, destroyed to save me, his people lost, forced recruits in Cade's mismatched army of frightened children. Emile, his tall, quiet second, her sweet smile vanished beneath a crowd of kids who pulled her down. And Vander, the Bright who took us into his home and trust, lost everything when Cade came hunting me.
 
   I wipe a tear from my cheek and fight my despair at last. There is so far to go, an entire country to cross, an uncertain fate awaiting me at the end of this journey. I can’t afford to lose my will now. But my time in the darkness, with just the dog, the moon and the flashing, sparse scenery for company has at least allowed me the quiet I need to feel sorry for myself in private.
 
   The desert stretches out forever, it seems, the heat of it gone, a chill in the night air as the moon hovers over the scrub, lighting it with a cold glow. I call on the calm that's always inside, waiting for me to accept it fully, to allow it control, but pull back when it rises. There's nothing to fight before me, no battle to win.
 
   Not a physical one, anyway. And I am certain the calm I feel won't do much but mask my feelings for a while even as it devours more and more of who I am. And once it takes me over completely, I fear it will only leave behind a killing machine, free of humanity, of compassion.
 
   I’m not willing to lose my compassion just yet.
 
   It’s the dog who decides I’ve had enough. He rises, shakes himself, swipes his tongue over my cheek before nudging my arm with his nose. I turn to him, finding myself smiling through my tears as I reach out and hug him. He chuffs softly in my ear, a soft, contented groan escaping as we lean into each other. The warmth of his body reaches through his golden fur, my clothing, my skin, muscle, bone and all the way to my heart. I feel the pressure of guilt ease, my tears drying up as I allow myself to accept this gift he’s giving me.
 
   I pull away at last, meet his dark eyes. I’m certain now he is far more intelligent than an ordinary golden lab. From the moment we met in the alley, the Brights surrounding him, preparing to make him their next meal, I felt awareness from him, as though he understood far more than he should. And here, now, I see the soul in him, conscious thought as he meets my gaze.
 
   I’m grateful for him.
 
   “Thank you.” I stroke my fingers over the soft fur of his muzzle. “It means a lot having you here.”
 
   He licks me again before swiping a paw across his nose. Is he laughing at me? Yes, I think he must be. His lips tremble, eyes sparkling in the moonlight. His teeth find the cuff of my jacket as he rises and begins to tug.
 
   “I know,” I say. “It’s time to talk to Chime.” She's the last person I want to see, the train boss's anger focused on me and me alone. I accept her rage, almost welcome it if it means shielding my friends. But if we're to continue on our journey, to make it all the way across this vast continent, I need to ensure Chime's agreement.
 
   I look out into the black for one more moment. “I want to say I’m ready.” I turn back to him. “But I’m not sure I am.”
 
   He lets me go, sits back on his haunches, head cocked to one side. A short bark tells me what he thinks of my hesitation.
 
   “You win.” I rise and follow him forward.
 
   The train shakes and rattles underfoot, the caboose bouncing its way along behind. The door slides open easily, the short, jerking path between cars making me nervous. But we manage to cross the gap and arrive safely in the next car. I exhale, not realizing I’d been holding my breath, as the door glides shut behind me. It’s oddly louder inside than in the previous car with its gaping open doorway, surrounded by vibrating steel.
 
   This car is far from empty, piled with boxes and stray sleeping areas. My friends huddle nearby. I hear them talking in whispers, the sound of the puppies Poppy cares for as they clatter around in play. I'm not ready to see them yet. Instead I continue forward, slinking through the dark like an unwelcome intruder on the fringe of their dim light and go to the end and the next sliding door.
 
   This car is worse, stuffed full with things and people, their hovering anxiety and dread like a weight in the air, tainting it, making it hard to breathe. What remains of Chime's people sprawl or pace here, heads down, fear and resentment strong enough I almost turn back. But this must be done and I'm the one to do it.
 
   I pass the eating station, a bolted-down table host to a small coal stove. The aroma of food cooking makes my stomach growl. I look around for Chime, but only meet with angry faces, outcasts on the run because of me.
 
   I have to find Chime and talk to her. To make this right if I can. But I'm not sure the leader of this train will be willing to listen if the attitude of her people is any indicator. They are most likely in tune with how she feels and from the way they stare, some with fear, some with hate and everything in between, I suddenly worry, deal or no deal, we may not have transportation much longer.
 
   My guilt surges just as a tall young man with a bandage wrapped around his upper arm steps in my way. The dog growls at him, but the boy ignores my companion and glares at me with a mixture of rage and blame.
 
   “This is all your fault.” If he thinks his accusation will raise a reaction from me, he’s mistaken. I’ve heard the same litany enough in the past. Not just from myself, but from Beckett’s old friend, Nico, now dead and gone, who betrayed all of us in her attempt to be rid of me. Her face flashes in my mind for a heartbeat, making me flinch.
 
   “Excuse me.” I know politeness probably isn’t the best course of action, but I’m tired and worn thin and have little energy left to deal with this. I'm already second-guessing my decision to approach his leader and have no desire to go through such an argument twice.
 
   He pushes me back when I try to maneuver past him, forward toward the engine. The dog’s growl drops lower, teeth showing. My challenger glances at him, but doesn’t back off.
 
   “We’ve lost half of our people because of you.” I see the tension in his face, around his eyes, the way his throat works, his jaw clenching. He’s hiding grief behind his anger. My empathy surges forward, I can't help myself.
 
   “You’ve lost someone.” I reach out for him, but my sympathy is about as welcome as my courtesy.
 
   He slaps my hand away. “Chime doesn’t want you here,” he snarls, “and neither do we. The second we reach station, you’re all off.”
 
   I shrug as if his words don't bother me though anxiety blooms anew. I have to reach New York and this train is the only way I can do that. At least that we've found. “I'm sorry,” I say. “Please, just let me pass.”
 
   He’s not getting what he needs from my answers or my attitude. I can tell he wants a fight, but I’m not going to start or finish one. I carefully slide my hands into my front pockets, just in case the tingle meaning my power over the Sick has returned. Though I welcome the calm now, at last, the chance of battle triggering its release as it wraps around me and makes everything clear.
 
   “Step aside.” I don’t threaten him, nor do I show weakness. Or further emotion. It's lost behind my focus. Only curiosity, and vague at that. My mind tells me many different ways I could harm him, kill him even, cold and calculating the best strategy while he stares at me.
 
   He hesitates, his own emotions still high enough he could do something we’ll both regret. My body relaxes completely, prepared to put him down as cleanly as I can, choosing the most likely way to cause him the least harm, when the far door jerks open and Chime enters the car.
 
   She takes one look at the confrontation and stomps her way toward us. I catch a glimpse of her curls under her bandana out of the corner of my eye as she comes to a furious halt beside us.
 
   “Darnish,” she snaps, “go sit the hell down.”
 
   He turns to her, shock on his face. “But—”
 
   She lashes out with one hand, clipping him across the ear so hard he yelps.
 
   “Do as I say.” Her eyes meet mine. “She isn’t for you to deal with.” She spins around in a circle. “I’m the leader here. I’ll handle this. Understood?”
 
   Darnish grumbles, they all do, but they turn away finally and ignore me.
 
   “Thank you,” I say, my tone soft. “I didn’t want to hurt him.” I release the calm, feel it ebb from me though I miss both it and the focus it gives me.  I dread the loss of myself it takes when it goes.
 
   She looks like she wants to hit me too, and for a moment I wonder if letting go of my fighting readiness was such a good idea.
 
   “Don’t even think about thanking me.” Her voice is a hiss of rage, amber eyes narrowed to slits. “You’ve ruined everything we’ve built. I knew I should never have gotten involved with you, shouldn’t have trusted Socrates.” She backs away a bit, expression flat. “This is not what I signed up for. No one mentioned going against the Crawlers. Or Cade.”
 
   “You’ve been paid.” She's right. We never intended to draw the mysterious soldiers to her, nor insane Cade and his rag-tag army of terrified and bullied kids. But she'd taken delivery of tons of coal for the steam engine, courtesy of Socrates, promised to take us where we needed to go. While the circumstances are difficult, I wonder about her honor and if she's more likely to abandon or turn us in now she has what she wants.
 
   My anger stirs. Why did I want to apologize to her again? It's not like she'll accept it. And while we hadn’t divulged the entire story, her precious train is right now running on the coal we provided.
 
   She scowls even more deeply, a thick line running between her brows. “Fuel’s no good without water for steam. And food and drink for the crew.” Chime snorts her derision. “What crew I have left.” Chime jabs a finger toward me. “You can bet your pretty ass we’ll be dumping you at the first opportunity.”
 
   My anger is almost in control of me now. It’s welcome, the heat of it burning away the weight of my guilt, at least for the moment. I’m about to speak when I hear the far door open. Beckett enters, spots me, heads toward me.
 
   “Trio,” he says. “Come on.” His hand finds my arm. I pull free of him, frowning while Chime turns to him and gets in his face, her corkscrew curls bouncing as she tosses her head in anger.
 
   “You’ll be wanting to keep your people out of our way.” Chime crosses her arms over her chest. “Wouldn’t want any accidents happening before we can find a place to dump you.”
 
   Beckett glares at her, but doesn’t respond. “Trio,” he says, an edge to his voice. “I said let's go.”
 
   I shrug and leave with him, feeling Chime’s gaze boring holes through me, as if she could destroy my very soul with her amber-eyed stare.
 
   As the door slides open, I hear her call, “Watch your step.”
 
   Indeed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Beckett hisses at me when we reach the rattling darkness of the rear compartment. “Where have you been? I looked everywhere for you.”
 
   This possessive Beckett makes me uncomfortable, like he thinks he owns me. Gone is the self-assured young man I first met. And gone, too, is the shoulder-bowed former leader thinking he needed to give up his principles to join Genki. I prefer the first version and feel another tickle of guilt. I've made him this way, caused this shift. And yet, I still want to smack him for being such an idiot.
 
   “Nowhere.” Golden fur rubs against my hand as the dog keeps pace beside me. “I'm just trying to figure out what to do next.”
 
   “In case you hadn't noticed,” he snaps, “you're not in this alone.”
 
   My temper, recently fed by Chime's, flares again, quickly diffused when Beckett stops and turns to confront me. I pause, meet his gaze, just enough light reaching us from further in the car to see the worry and stress in his handsome face, the concern in his blue eyes. “We need to talk. All of us. Like it or not, Trio, we're all in this together.”
 
   I nod, tension from the near battle leaving me. “I know,” I whisper, unable to force the words out with any volume. “And I'm sorry, Beckett. More than you will ever understand.”
 
   He reaches for me, one hand finding mine, squeezing my fingers with an oddly gentle look on his face. Yes, this Beckett. This is the one I feel inside me, as though we've met before. The Beckett I remember though I can't remember anything.
 
   So odd, standing here with him like this, as though it's only the two of us in the entire world. I wish it could stay this way.
 
   “Everyone's waiting,” he says, breaking the spell, pulling me along.
 
   This time I don't resist, sad to have to return to reality but happy to hold his hand, to feel the pressure of his skin, the warmth of his presence. My guilt and anxiety fade at Beckett's touch and I fight the memory I've not only met him somewhere before, but that somehow this contact with him is forbidden to me.
 
   Before? My life before? Maybe. But how? No time to contemplate, not when Poppy comes running, dark hair in disarray flying behind her to hug me hard, pressing her sweet face into my shirt.
 
   “I was worried about you.” Her voice muffles in the fabric. When she looks up at me, I smile. No matter how I'm feeling, she always makes me smile. Has from the moment we met in the alley outside the school when she saved me, not only from Cade's boys who had plans for me, or from the Crawlers who had their own agenda, but from myself.
 
   The dog gently licks her cheek, bringing out a characteristic Poppy giggle. She hugs him too before leading me through the piles of boxes, holding my free hand, further into the car.
 
   It's darker here, more supplies piled in awkward stacks, a testament to the speed of our departure. I have a feeling Chime isn't the kind of person who normally allows such sloppiness on her train. We wind our way to the back of the dusty car, the glow of a single lantern leading us on.
 
   Socrates hunches over it, face distorted by shadows. The lantern itself offers some illumination, but our new friend Vander is a Bright, and the glow from his skin offers up just as much light. He smiles at me, though his face seems sad and I smile back, knowing he must be thinking of his loss. Not only of his underground home, the perfect and peaceful oasis  preserving him his entire life, but the recent death of his brother, Gault, to the odd, aggressive aging influence of the Sick.
 
   I stand there while Beckett finally releases my hand, crouching next to Socrates and immediately wish he hadn't let me go. It's hard to be here with them, knowing what I've done, what I've caused and I feel the sudden need to sneak away as I had before, to sit in the open wind with the dog and the night and the rattling sound of the train for company.
 
   I'm a coward, then. At least when it comes to facing the people I care about. I have no idea how I've come to adore these odd, interesting people who have fallen into my life but sitting there, looking around at them, a surge of love and protectiveness takes over, so powerful my fists clench in response to it.
 
   I'm responsible for them and have to keep them safe. Even if that means abandoning them eventually. I can't allow my loneliness and need to put them at further risk, no matter what Beckett says.
 
   Poppy slides in beside Vander to the delight of the puppies who tackle her with soft whining sounds and eager tongues, tails swishing so hard their little bodies shake. Their eager liveliness shakes me out of my funk and makes me smile again.
 
   They aren't so little anymore. The steady diet of meat and attention has done wonders for them. I slide to the ground, crossing my legs, welcoming the golden boy, Shine, as he bounds over for some love. He's put on weight, coat glossy and I marvel he is so beautiful. His black sister, Shade, joins him shortly, her warm tongue washing my fingers before the pair of them settle in my lap with sighs, chins in paws while their father stretches out next to me, furry body pressed to my leg. My hands gently stroke the two puppies absently, the contact a great comfort washing away my anxiety as Beckett speaks.
 
   “We need to figure out what to do next.” His tone is calm, reasonable, and I'm a little shocked. But everyone nods easily, focused on his words, like this is simply a conversation over dinner, a common discussion about the weather or some point of interest. He's a natural leader, my Beckett, that much is clear, the energy he radiates completing the relaxed state the puppies have put me in. I find myself as focused as the others, as calm, willing to listen to every word he says.
 
   Startled, I wonder when I began to think of him as mine.
 
   “I'm sorry about Chime.” Socrates slumps, fingers tapping a rhythm on his leg, expressing his guilt in a steady beat, dark skin shining silver from the glow of Vander's luminescence. “I should have known not to trust her.” His thick mess of black hair shines in the light.
 
   “It's quite likely she'll evict us from the train.” Vander's soft voice holds no worry or fear, blue eyes, so light they are near transparent, meeting mine. “Which means we will have to find a new source of transportation.”
 
   I find myself nodding even as I connect the formal way he speaks with years spent alone and only books and scientific research for education, thanks to his academic parents and a long life of solitude. He sounds like Socrates in many ways.
 
   “What about a train of our own?” Poppy rests her chin on one fist, propped up on her knee. She's adorable, the picture of health, pink cheeks glowing in the low light. My heart skips at beat when I remember her illness, her death. Her brown eyes opening as she asked me why I was crying.
 
   I shudder from the memory and look away from her. I can't even consider losing her though I don't know why. She of all of them I will give my life for in a moment, without hesitation. As much as my task drives me, my need to keep Poppy safe outweighs even the embedded pressure of those who sent me here.
 
   “If we could find another steam engine,” Socrates says slowly. “But we'd need more coal. And you can bet Chime won't be sharing any of the fuel I found for her.” Bitterness creeps into his voice. “How did this all go so wrong?”
 
   “Because of me.” I've spoken aloud before I realize the words emerged and see them all look at me, Socrates with a flash of guilt.
 
   “Trio,” Socrates says. “I didn't mean—”
 
   Beckett opens his mouth at the same time, face crumpled in protest, but I shake my head, reaching out to pat first the boy genius's hand then Beckett's knee. “It's true and we all know it. I've caused this, attracted one disaster after another. I really think it's time to consider your own safety.”
 
   “We've talked about this.” Beckett's anger shows in his body, his tight posture, shattering his illusion of control. “No matter what happens, we're not safe anywhere. Eventually the Sick will get us. Or another group.”
 
   “Beckett's right,” Socrates says. “Nowhere is safe anymore.”
 
   Glum oppression pushes down on me, a tangible thing, and from the way the others stare at the lantern, I'm not the only one. I've ruined the moment as much as I've ruined their lives.
 
   “I don't trust Chime at this point anyway.” Beckett finally breaks the silence. “We'll figure something out. But I do think we need to head out on our own.”
 
   Socrates sighs. “Unless you can find another way, I think we're stuck.” He grins suddenly. “Did you want to walk?”
 
   Not really funny, but I find myself laughing anyway.
 
   “I hate to knock your suggestion,” I say, “but I don't think I have that kind of time.” Anxiety stirs inside me as I think about it, my humor leaving as the pressure of my task, whatever it might be, still hidden behind my memory loss. It finds a way to drive into me as I stand there and look at the faces that have become beloved to me, a tension I find almost painful.
 
   “Once Chime calms down, will she perhaps think twice?” Vander slides back the sleeves of his shirt, emanating more light with the motion, though I'm sure it's not his intent. “Surely she must be aware she can't go back, not after helping us.”
 
   Socrates chews his lower lip. “Maybe,” he says. “She's always been volatile, but she's also pretty logical. If she knows her only way out of this mess is to take us to New York, she might ease up.”
 
   “Then you'll have to convince her,” Beckett says with a grin.
 
   Socrates groans and rolls his eyes, but his white teeth flash against his very dark skin so I know he's already taken on that responsibility in his own mind. And considering he has the most history with her, he's really the best choice.
 
   I was a fool to think I could talk her down. What was I thinking?
 
   “Heads down from here on in,” Beckett says, mood shifting again as he leans forward. “Stay out of their way and out of trouble. No starting fights,” his eyes flicker to me, “and no finishing them either.”
 
   I take the hint though it's almost unfair of him. Still, he's right. If we're going to convince Chime to take us further, we have to do whatever we can to show her we're not a threat. Even if that means hiding here in this car all the way to the Atlantic.
 
   “What if we tell Chime Trio's purpose?” Vander turns to me. “That she's the cure for all of this?” He waves his hands around his head, indicating the world, the glow from his skin casting freaky moving shadows as he does.
 
   He's assuming that's the case. I can cause the Sick, yes, and I can also heal. But even I don't know my real purpose, and guessing is getting us nowhere.
 
   “We don't know so for sure.” Socrates echoes my thoughts, staring at me like I'm inanimate, or a problem he needs to solve. “And besides, it might make matters worse.”
 
   “Agreed.” Beckett almost growls the word. “Chime's already blaming us for the Crawler attack. For Cade. If she finds out what Trio can do...”
 
   No one says anything while a shudder passes through me. The Sick. I can give kids the Sick, and not the normal kind either, but some accelerated version melting them to nothing in moments. No cure, no save. No conversion to one of the different versions arising from infection.
 
   Just death.
 
   “I agree with Beckett,” Socrates says. “Chime's an act first, think once the dust has settled kind of girl. If she gets wind of Trio's abilities, she's likely to stop the train right here rather than waiting to kick us off at the station.”
 
   Beckett's chin drops, our two light sources at war on his face as he scowls at his hands. “We need more information,” he says. “Maybe if we can find out why the Crawlers are really after Trio we can use it to convince Chime.” He taps his fists together, gaze far away as his forehead creases. I get the impression he's imagining hitting someone and it troubles me very much. “There's only one person on this train who might have the information we need.”
 
   Ah. I was correct. And as much as I'd like to join him in the mental attack on the prisoner this train holds, I can't go there. Beckett doesn't speak further, only rises and disappears through the stacks of boxes, hands still clenched into weapons. The others follow in silence, the lantern swinging before Socrates like a beacon.
 
   I shed my jacket and spread it on the ground, laying the sleeping puppies into the still-warm nest, before forcing myself to walk behind my friends, the dog padding along beside me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   I catch glimpses of the captive through the shifting bodies of my friends, sliding in beside Poppy as they come to a stop in a rough semicircle at the back of the car. I try not to allow empathy a place in my heart at the sight of the young man at my feet, but it's difficult, no matter what he's done.
 
   Brick lies on his side, hands and feet cruelly bound with dirty rope, trickles of blood seeping from his wrists where he's struggled to free himself. His face is a mass of forming bruises, one eye closed over, the socket filled with crusted blood from a cut on his forehead. It's clear someone's been busy interrogating him while I reflected on my present position and I feel a surge of guilt no one did anything to stop the beating.
 
   Until I remember Poppy, how he tried to kill her. And all of my compassion dies in a puff of smoke.
 
   “Chime's people,” Socrates says. I nod, knowing my friends would have had nothing to do with this. Though I catch myself glancing at Beckett, the knotted fists he holds clenched to his sides, the dark, angry look on his face, how I'm certain he's still thinking violent thoughts and take back my first assessment.
 
   Beckett would.
 
   Is likely to do more if I don't stop him.
 
   The dog takes a step forward, sniffs Brick, only to growl at him, a deep and angry sound, primal, threatening. To my surprise, Brick growls back, matching the golden lab's tone exactly.
 
   “Who told Cade where we were?” Beckett's voice rumbles, harsh and heavy.
 
   Brick ignores him, tongue snaking out to lick at his dry lips. The lower one cracks, a bead of blood rising before it breaks and trickles down his chin.
 
   I'm fascinated by the glittering line of black, which would be crimson in brighter light, hardly hearing Beckett's question. I already know the answer anyway. Dauphine. Though I am sure the blind seer only supplied the information under extreme duress. Of all the people I've met, at least those who aren't with me at present, I trust her the most.
 
   More guilt. I should have saved her. But she was busy killing Genki for his second betrayal, the one she trusted, the hoarder leader who only used her for her abilities and, though I couldn't blame her, the act sealed her capture.
 
   “Why are the Crawlers after Trio?” Socrates takes his turn, crouching to examine Brick's face. “You must know.” The boy prods the bigger young man with his fingertip, like a kid tormenting an anthill.
 
   Brick's grin is nasty, teeth red with blood. But he maintains his silence, beyond spitting a wad of darkened saliva at Socrates's feet.
 
   This is useless. I'm certain if Brick were willing to talk he'd have done so while being beaten by Chime's people. From how he appears they were more than eager to work him over, though I wonder how many questions they asked between blows, or if there was a questioning at all, really. At least his limbs look intact. I'd hate to have to heal him for answers. The thought of touching him makes my skin creep.
 
   No, simply asking him questions will get us nowhere. Beckett sways, both fists rising as I grasp his arm and pull him toward me.
 
   “He doesn't know anything,” I say, trying to sound bored, hoping cunning will win where brute force failed. “He's a lackey, not a leader. I'll tell Chime to pitch him off the end of the train.”
 
   Brick's one working eye catches mine, a flicker of fear in it. And yet, despite the threat, he just lies there and says nothing.
 
   The others leave, Poppy leading them. Of all of us, she refuses to look at him, in fact spent the entire time behind Beckett's legs. I don't blame her. He did try to kill her after all. But it's not like her to hide from danger. In fact, quite the opposite.
 
   So what did he do to her to make her so afraid? My blood heats again and I find my own fists forming. Instead of allowing my anger to defeat my plan, I take the lantern from Socrates as Beckett strides past me, anger radiating from him. I pause, the light falling on Brick's damaged face, alone but for the dog who continues his horrible growling.
 
   “He doesn't like you.” I stroke the dog's ear. “He remembers what you did to him. What Cade did.” The dog's whole body shakes with rage under my hand as I recall the insane leader, handsome Cade with his army of terrified kids, how he kicked the dog so hard he broke ribs. If it hadn't been for my healing ability, as equally powerful it seems as my power to kill, I'm certain my faithful golden friend wouldn't be standing beside me.
 
   I continue, voice level, doing my best to stay clinical. “He's smart, this one. Makes me wonder if the Sick doesn't affect more than humans.”
 
   I'm freaking Brick out, it's clear in the frown on his face, the way his unharmed eye flickers from me to the dog to the path my friends followed when they left us. I find myself smiling almost gently and watch in fascination as fear crosses his face in a surge of uncontained emotion. I wonder what a gentle smile from Cade could have meant to raise such concern in his second in command.
 
   Or is it me, after all? And if that's the case, what is it about me that he finds so frightening? My ability? No, it's not that. I'm sensing something else from him, a terror much deeper than the fear of death. I crouch at last, studying him as he fights his emotions. When he finally succeeds, I shrug.
 
   “You're not like her.” His voice cracks and warbles a little, a show of bravado as he sneers at me. But traces of anxiety make it through his act.
 
   Her? “You're sure about that?” Who is he talking about? I need to be careful if I want him to tell me anything. Someone has convinced him his silence is more valuable than his life.
 
   His eye narrows. “I'm sure.” Suddenly his body relaxes, as though I've given him the answer he needs. But instead of falling silent, he goes on. “The Crawlers are after you, but we were never told why.”
 
   I believe him, though his phrasing puts together a new connection. “Cade is now working with them, isn't he?”
 
   Brick snorts, spits again, this time to the side as though unwilling to offend me. “It's that or be eliminated.”
 
   So much for his crazy leader's desire to rule the world. I am almost happy the model-handsome Cade is being forced to take orders. The very idea is lovely, delicious even.
 
   When did I become so vindictive? I'm certain it's not a normal trait for me.
 
   “I chose to escape.” Brick's gaze doesn't leave mine as he continues. “I won't work for the Crawlers. And if they are after you, I'm against them.”
 
   His words have an echo in memory. Almost the exact argument Beckett used when Nico challenged my presence. It makes me pause, consider.
 
   “You're saying you're on our side?” I can't keep the skepticism from my voice no matter my comparisons.
 
   Brick doesn't react with anger, but keeps his same level gaze locked on me. “I knew you would never believe me,” he says. “Not after what happened. But it's true.”
 
   “You tried to kill Poppy.” Rage ripples, makes my hands twitch. The dog barks once, angry, shaking his head.
 
   “I saved the little girl,” Brick says, voice very soft. “Ask her.”
 
   I find myself standing, backing away from him, the dog retreating with me, Brick's confidence driving me away even as I recall her leaving first, slinking away, head down, eyes down. Not facing the one who supposedly tried to harm her. Not her usual reaction at all. And yet, it can't be true, Brick is the enemy, heartless, soulless, as much as his former leader.
 
   It just can't be true, then.
 
   Can it?
 
   I leave him there, mind churning, unwilling to trust him, but needing to hear Poppy's side of the story.
 
   No matter how much the story might challenge what I believe.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   I find Poppy curled up around the puppies, the rest of our friends standing off to the side, talking by the light of Vander. Beckett looks up, beckons me but I ignore him, at least for now. His frown follows my actions when the lantern makes a soft thunk as I set it down in the middle of the area they'd cleared for sleeping. Poppy's eyes flicker open to catch mine at the sound.
 
   “I'm tired of talking,” she says. Yawns. Golden Shine mimics her before snuggling closer with a soft murmur and a smack of his lips.
 
   “I know,” I say, stretching out next to her, head on my arm, stroking a clump of hair from her cheek, back behind her ear. “But I have a question for you.”
 
   Tears well, trickling down to pool in the hollow of her eye and nose before spilling down the line of her nose and into her hair. “You're going to ask me about him, aren't you?”
 
   My lips find her forehead before I press my cheek to hers and hug her, the puppies between us. “Did he save you, Poppy? Did Brick save you?”
 
   She nods against me, misery in her every motion.
 
   “Why didn't you say anything?” I keep my voice soft, free of judgment while my mind battles with scenarios. Why did Brick do such a thing? What possible motives, good or bad, could he have had and what does it mean for his trustworthiness?
 
   “I tried to say it.” She snuffles. “Beckett didn't want to hear me. And then the others were hurting him and no one would listen.” Another sniff. “It's my fault he's hurt and tied up like that, even after he saved me.”
 
   “What happened?” I kiss her again, so she knows it's okay.
 
   “One of the guys grabbed me,” she says. “I hit him with my pipe, but he took it. He was dragging me off the train when Brick showed up. He kicked the other guy in the face. But he slipped when he did it and fell on me.” She draws a shaky breath. “I don't like him,” she says in a whisper, “but he saved me, Trio.”
 
   We both fall silent and soon her regular breathing tells me she's fallen asleep. My mind is far too active for rest. Brick could be telling the truth, then. Or he could have acted with a motive still untold. I listen to the soft murmurs from our friends as they continue to talk, the sighs of the puppies, the deep groan from the dog as he rolls over, all over the rattle and thump of the racing train.
 
   It takes me a moment to realize the background sounds, the rails, wheels, and cars have slowed. I slide free of the little girl, turning to the dog.
 
   “Watch her.”
 
   He grunts at me, one eye opening before he sighs and closes it again.
 
   Beckett is already at my side when I rise.
 
   “We're slowing down.”
 
   It had to happen sometime. “We must be nearing the station.” A moment of panic takes me. I reach out, clutching at Beckett's arm. He doesn't react, only stands there and lets the sensation pass.
 
   I drop his arm when the moment is over.  He reaches for my hand, squeezing my fingers again in sympathy and understanding.
 
   “Let's go find out.”
 
   Vander settles beside Poppy and the dog. “I'll watch over her,” he says.
 
   Socrates grabs the lantern, but Beckett takes it from him. “Stay here, both of you. We'll be right back.”
 
   Socrates looks furious, but Beckett doesn't give him time to argue, already turning and striding off toward the forward car. I squeeze the boy's thin shoulder, offering a shrug before following Beckett.
 
   We pass through the next car, lights now low, most of the crew asleep. Just as well. I'm not looking forward to another confrontation, especially considering we have Chime to deal with on the other end.
 
   My body shudders in fear as we exit through the sliding door onto the open step and follow the open path around the side of the coal car. The scent of the fuel makes my stomach churn, or is it the crosshatch walk way open to the rushing ground below stirring my nausea?
 
   A large boiler blazes at the front of the car, one of the many retrofits created by the train's brilliant young engineer. No longer housed in the main engine, the giant boiler roars with fire as two of Chime's crew feed it coal. They watch us pass, now leaning on their shovels, faces filthy from the dust of their job. Steam puffs above us, streaming back into the night, the giant water tank on the other side of the boiler sloshing, near empty, the sound of the water slapping the plastic drum just loud enough to be heard over the rattle of the train.
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief as we reach the end of the walk and Beckett shoves aside the entrance to the locomotive.
 
   Two faces turn toward us, one dark and furious the other cheerful and freckled. There is plenty of light from two shining bulbs in the cab of the train, almost as bright as daytime, almost too much. I would have liked some darkness to partially mask the blame aimed at me from Chime's eyes.
 
   “You're not welcome up here.” Chime turns toward us, whole body threatening, but her companion smiles.
 
   “B-b-best p-p-part,” Ande says with a grin, like this is the most fun he's ever had.
 
   Chime turns her scowl on him, but he's already busy at knobs and dials, his thick red hair standing up in an unruly mess around his face as he coaxes his train into doing what he wants. Hoses and metal tubes run from where the coal engine used to sit, housed in the center of the locomotive, now a central console controlling our progress. I'm momentarily alarmed by the cobbled-together appearance, the first time I've really looked at what Ande's created. It's as though some ten-year-old patched together parts of his parent’s appliances in an attempt to create some make-believe Frankenstein monster.
 
   And yet, it works, is working, as he presses buttons and pulls levers scavenged from who knows where. The train continues to slow, the harsh sound of metal on metal telling me the brakes are easing on.
 
   “Are we almost there?” Beckett addresses Ande directly, ignores Chime, much to her obvious fury.
 
   “A-a-almost,” Ande says with a wide wink as he swivels on the bar stool he's installed for his comfort. The cracked black leather looks odd yet fits with the crazy outfit Ande's put together to keep the train running. “The s-s-switching station is about a mile out, so I'm l-l-letting her ease back with lots of s-s-space.” I'm almost mesmerized by his slow, steady stutter as he pats the console as if it's a living thing. “We can load more water and s-s-supplies there. It's our l-l-last known outpost, so we'll have to be s-s-sure to take on everything in s-s-sight.”
 
   Chime crosses her arms over her chest, planting herself between Beckett and Ande. “Who says we're going on?” Not for the first time I wonder who the real leader is. But when Ande looks up and smiles at her, I have my answer.
 
   “Of course we're g-g-going on,” he says. “We can't g-g-go back. So forward it is.”
 
   Chime's body vibrates and, for a moment, I sense her fear. The source of her anger, I'm thinking. She turns it on Ande.
 
   “Keep your damned mouth shut about our supplies.” She makes no move toward him, no physical threat, and from the continuing smile on his face, he doesn't seem to be afraid of her.
 
   “They're g-g-going to find out in a few m-m-minutes,” he says. “What's the harm in kn-kn-knowing now?”
 
   Chime lets out a big huff of air, dropping her arms and storming past us. Beckett follows, but I hold back, staying with Ande as the train puffs steam into the night sky.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Ande fiddles with a few more things while I look for a good place to stay out of his way. A window leaks fresh air into the cab and I lean out for a moment to check the track ahead. It's still dark, not much to see, just passing scrub and more moonlight over the quiet desert.
 
   “Don't mind Ch-ch-chime,” Ande says as I turn back and meet his eyes. “She's r-r-really a good person. Just... well, we're all k-k-kind of freaked out by the Crawlers being af-f-fter us.”
 
   “I'm sorry,” I start to say, but he shakes his head, hopping down to join me at the window for a full breath of air expanding his skinny chest to almost comical proportions. He gently punches my arm with his little fist. He's bony, almost like Socrates, but more gangly as though he will end up very tall and very slim when he's done growing.
 
   If he gets the chance. I try not to think that way.
 
   “I'm actually ex-x-xcited,” he says, eyes locked on a pressure gauge as he turns back and retakes his seat, continuing to alter the train's power output. I ease closer, in awe of what he's been able to create in this museum engine while he goes on. “I've been d-d-dying to find out what's past the b-b-barrier, but Chime's b-b-been too nervous.” Ande leans sideways, gesturing with his chin while his hands are busy. “Can you p-p-pull that lever?”
 
   I look down at the tall metal arm sticking out of the floor, before grasping it and pulling toward me.
 
   “Perf-f-fect,” he says as metal under the train grinds louder. “Final brakes.”
 
   We've slowed considerably by then, the train moving perhaps only as fast as I can walk, chugging softly into the night air. I'm amazed at Ande's ability, how the entire engine seems simply another part of him, how he moves with absolute confidence from one act to the next, a dance in tune with the pulsing, burning heart of the train.
 
   “Are there more trains like this one?” Perhaps I'm being obvious, but Ande doesn't seem to notice. “Not like this one.” I have to laugh. I don't imagine there will ever be another train like this. “But steam engines?”
 
   “Not that I've s-s-seen,” he says. “Though who knows what's out th-th-there?” Ande turns to grin at me. “Though I d-d-doubt any of them work as well as my g-g-girl here.” Again he pats the engine wall. “My modifications have maximized her f-f-fuel efficiency.” He starts to explain in technical terms and I find myself shaking my head and laughing.
 
   “Save it for Socrates,” I say and Ande laughs with me.
 
   “I'm r-r-really wanting to try different fuel s-s-sources,” he says as the train slows further. “C-c-coal is so scarce, there has to be another way to p-p-power the train. Something that is s-s-self-sustaining.” His face is so serious, almost adult, I find myself smiling so much my cheeks ache.
 
   “Solar,” I say without thinking. Where did that come from? Before I can tell him I don't know why I spoke, he spins to face me, eyes huge.
 
   “Solar.” I can see the cogs churning in his head even as he continues on autopilot, shutting down the train. “The sun.” His freckles almost glow as his cheeks flush with excitement. “T-t-trio, you're a genius! Heat the w-w-water with sunlight...” Ande turns away from me, muttering to himself as the train rocks forward before coming to a final hissing halt.
 
   “You're welcome.” I don't know what else to say.
 
   Ande turns from the console, crossing his arms over his thin chest, eyes alight. “S-s-see? This was a good thing. I n-n-never would have come up with that w-w-working for the Crawlers.”
 
   My heart thuds heavily once, skipping a painful beat. “You work for the Crawlers?”
 
   He shrugs. “W-w-why do you think Chime's so p-p-pissed? They are—were—our b-b-best customers.”
 
   Socrates couldn't have known. If he had, there's no way he would have approached Chime in the first place. And now that I know, what to do? The likelihood she'll betray us just increased. And yet... “Why did she run, then? Why not just turn us over?”
 
   Ande makes a face, like I don't know anything. “We do their heavy hauling,” he says. “In exch-ch-change for our freedom. But if we did an-n-nything to piss off the Crawlers? You can b-b-bet they'd just take the train and k-k-kill us.” I have no idea why he's suddenly smiling again. “You sure kn-kn-know how to make a m-m-mess, Trio.”
 
   I shift on my feet, uncomfortable, almost as if his casual words are a chastisement. “I've been doing that a lot lately.”
 
   “I've n-n-never agreed with Chime's need to p-p-pander to the Crawlers,” Ande says, leaning past me to look out the window. I follow his gaze, spot a dark structure just outside, the glow from the two bulbs casting some light over the dark and lonely station. “It's time we w-w-were independent. The Crawlers are s-s-spooky and untrustworthy, s-s-say one thing, mean an-n-nother. Take more than they s-s-say they will.” I find his stutter hypnotic, the prolonged time it takes him to speak actually taking on a rhythm. He turned his head, face very close to mine. “They st-t-t-teal kids sometimes, n-n-never own up to their promises. B-b-but there's nothing we c-c-can do about it.” Ande takes a step back, his smile returning. “W-w-we can just hope there aren't any Crawlers out th-th-there.” He waves beyond him, further up the tracks.
 
   Before I get a chance to agree with him, Chime reappears, slamming her way through the sliding door.
 
   “Last stop,” she growls at me. “Everybody off.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Rather than retreating the length of the train to meet up with my friends, I step down to the platform from the locomotive, Chime behind me. She doesn't speak to me further, pushing past toward the door to the station while her people pile off the train and follow her, lanterns held aloft. I spot Beckett and the others heading my way, the dog loping forward to catch up with me.
 
   The building is concrete and glass, remarkably intact. The interior of the station crawls with shadows as the crew from the train go about their work among the stacked boxes and pallets. I'm immediately grabbed, my arms loaded with a stack of what looks like tin cans in sleeves of plastic before I'm turned bodily around and sent back out toward the waiting train.
 
   I have no idea how much time passes while we load the cars with supplies, but by the time we're done my back and arms ache from the strain, new bruises ready to bloom and the lanterns have faded, fuel almost expended.
 
   Time to pause, reflect. The place feels like a ghost town, as though the people who used to travel here left imprints of themselves behind. I look around me, at the modern station, glass still intact but aged and ugly with filth, as though the place itself caught the Sick and wonder what we're going to find on the other side of the barrier.
 
   I do a slow turn and spot the barrier itself.  Its metal skin is pitted with rust and flakes old paint like colored tears. Someone managed to weld giant sheets of tin together, parts letting go in places to flap back and forth in the growing breeze, the scraping sound of metal on metal setting my teeth on edge.
 
   A feeling of total and utter isolation fills me, makes me gasp for breath. I'm alone here, in this hopeless place, with memories of what the world should look like and no hope, no hope of bringing it back.
 
   Her face wavers in my mind, the holographic image of the woman I love, though I can't remember her past the fact she is my heart. Her memory reminds me I'm not alone after all.
 
   Clone Three. There are two more out there, just like me. Who know what I don't, perhaps. Pieces in the puzzle, at least. She told me to find them, my sister clones, and why else would she say so unless they can help me?
 
   Determination and need replace my desperate sadness. I will find them, Clone Two and Clone One, and together we will find a way to make things right again.
 
   I turn at the sound of gurgling, see Ande unhooking a large hose from the tanks on the coal car, now filled to the brim with water. Which means the train is now stocked and ready. But for what? I approach slowly as Ande winds the hose, Chime and her people standing, staring, while my friends face them down, an invisible line between the train and the station holding Beckett and the others back.
 
   “We're leaving you now,” Chime says. “I don't care how much coal you found us, nothing is worth pissing off the Crawlers.”
 
   “You can't just leave us,” Socrates growls at her. “We had a deal, Chime.”
 
   “I can,” she snaps back. “You'll get us all killed with your stupid ideas.” She glares at me as I join my friends. “She's not worth it.” Chime meets Socrates's eyes again, a flash of desperation crossing her face. “If we turn around, hand her over... the Crawlers will forgive us.” Her tone begs him to believe her. No. Begs to believe it herself.
 
   Chime's people sway like young trees in the wind. I know they want to trust her. So do I. But after the talk I had with Ande, I know better. If they go back, the Crawlers will kill them and take the train.
 
   I'm not in a position to convince them of anything, but they don't need me for that. They have Ande.
 
   “It's t-t-too late,” he says with clear simplicity. “And everyone here knows it. Like th-th-the Crawlers are understanding and s-s-such.” The crew groans softly in answer. “We have n-n-no choice anymore. We h-h-have to go on.”
 
   Chime hesitates, her fear returning while Beckett speaks up.
 
   “The Crawlers won't let you just go back,” he says with just enough derision to make her angry again and for a moment my own rage is focused on him for working her up.
 
   “You don't know anything about us or them,” she says.
 
   “B-b-but I do,” Ande says, one hand on her arm. “What's d-d-done is done, Chime.” His smile lights up his face, the last of the lantern light casting a deeper red to his hair and freckles. “We chose to l-l-leave, to be free of them. Now, let's f-f-find out what's beyond the b-b-barrier.”
 
   She wants to argue, it's written in every inch of her. “What about fuel?” Her voice is soft, almost weak even as he continues to smile at her, as though only the two of them exist and I wonder how much she really relies on the little engineer without being aware of it. “Food and water? We have no idea what's out there.”
 
   “We'll f-f-find what we need along the w-w-way,” he says with so much confidence I believe him and even Chime sways.
 
   “There's no promise of that.” Her words are hollowed out, almost empty. He's winning. And when he turns to the others, young face so full of promise, I know it's from true belief he speaks.
 
   “The Crawlers have betrayed us in the past,” he says, suddenly free of his stutter as the leader in him emerges. “We could try to convince them. Go back, live this life again, if they'll let us. But for what? So we can catch the Sick at some point? Do their bidding while they get stronger and we get weaker?” He releases Chime, pointing at the metal barricade, soft stutter returning and I find I've missed it. “Or we can take a ch-ch-chance, choose the adventure, and s-s-see what happens.” I'm smiling back at him with pure delight as he winks at me, a boy, not the master of the train. Just a kid looking for something amazing to do. “I'd rather p-p-pick my own d-d-destiny.”
 
   Chime caves in a breath, nodding slowly, hands deep in the pockets of her coveralls. For the first time since we've met, I see weariness in her face, humanity. But when her chin lifts and she catches my eyes, that glimpse of the person Chime could have been flickers and dies out in favor of flat disgust.
 
   “Fine,” she says while her people sigh and Ande pumps his fist with a grin. “But you lot, you pull your weight. And stay the hell out of my way.”
 
   I'm happy to return Ande's high five as Chime stalks off, shouting orders to return to the train.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   I'm surprised we're not moving off immediately, following Ande as he makes his way to the sleeping car. He gestures for me to join him, Beckett and the dog at my side. I hadn't noticed they came with me. I feel the glares and stares of Ande's people, but he ignores them, dishing out three big bowls of stew for us before filling a fourth for the dog, offering his glossy fur a gentle pat as Ande sits to eat.
 
   “Have to w-w-wait for daylight,” he says as if knowing exactly the question I'm about to ask. “As m-m-much as I can't wait, we need to. No idea what's out there, r-r-right?”
 
   “What about the Crawlers?” I sample the stew and find it delicious. “Won't they follow?”
 
   Ande flicks his fingers at me like he's shooing an ant. “No w-w-way they can catch my t-t-train.” He winks before going on. “Chime's s-s-sending a few crew over the barrier to m-m-make s-s-sure there's track at least.”
 
   Beckett grunts over his stew. “She should do it herself,” he grumbles.
 
   Ande shrugs, chewing and swallowing. “She's n-n-not as mean as you think,” he says, defending her for the second time. It's almost a natural reaction for him. How long has he been telling people she's a better person than she appears? “I love her, r-r-really. She's my b-b-best friend. Chime's just got this b-b-big temper, that's all.” He takes another bite before speaking through a mouth full. “She s-s-saved my life, you know that? T-t-took me in, protected m-m-me when nobody thought I was w-w-worth anything.”
 
   Socrates joins us, a bowl of his own in his hands. Beckett raises his eyebrows at him, but the smaller boy ignores him. “She took you in because you're smart and she knew it.” He shovels in his own meal while Ande grins, bits of food in his teeth.
 
   “N-n-not as smart as you.” Ande pokes Socrates with his spoon before sighing and staring down into his bowl. “But yeah, I understand a b-b-bit of Crawler tech. Was t-t-trying to use some of it when Chime f-f-found me. In fact,” he perks up, eyes meeting his brain twin, pale skin and dark coming together as Ande grabs Socrates's hand, “I'm working on a little s-s-something. Maybe you c-c-can help?”
 
   The other boy bobs his head. “Weapon?”
 
   “Maybe.” Ande goes back to his meal with renewed enthusiasm. “Maybe n-n-not.” He licks his bowl clean before returning it to the table and leaving us for a moment before coming back with a long, thin something wrapped in the remnants of a blanket. As he peels the covering free, Socrates lets out a low hiss.
 
   “The Crawlers use s-s-something like it,” Ande says of the cobbled together metal tube which looks like a rudimentary rifle, “but theirs are s-s-smaller, hand held. I've only been able to g-g-get it to work in a bigger model. N-n-need more juice for a sustained charge.” He peels back a layer of what looks like duct tape and shows us a large battery cell.
 
   “Taser,” I say.
 
   Ande nods immediately. “That's what the Crawlers c-c-call them.” He looks at me funny. “How'd you know that, T-t-trio?”
 
   I struggle with my answer, wanting to be honest. Finally I just shrug. “I don't know,” I say. “I wish I did, I might be more help.”
 
   “Well,” Ande says, handing the gun to Socrates for examination, “I'd app-p-preciate anything you can tell me.” Again the grin. He's a smiling fiend who can't help but raise my mood with his cheer. “Like that s-s-solar power suggestion.”
 
   Socrates looks up sharply from the weapon. “Yes, solar,” he says. “But there are so many things to consider.”
 
   “St-t-torage,” Ande nods.
 
   “Here we go.” Chime appears at Ande's side, crouching to gently punch his shoulder. She's smiling at him at least. “Pet projects later, little man.” When she turns to us, her good humor has already left her. “We're traveling during the day and only during the day. We have no idea what the tracks are like further down the line and it's too dangerous to just run the train out into the dark.”
 
   Ande is nodding though he looks unhappy suddenly and I wonder if this nighttime pause was only supposed to be until the barrier came down. But even I agree with Chime's caution, at least to a point. The train is huge and fast, but my mind tells me derailing could happen much easier than it should and will lead to disaster for all of us.
 
   Ande takes a quick drink of water from his battered cup. “Scouts?”
 
   Chime seems annoyed as she answers, as though the facts offend her. “The tracks on the other side are intact.”
 
   Ande lets out a whoop of happiness, grabbing her around the neck and kissing her cheek as another small smile escapes her. Seems I'm not the only one affected by his energy. It also tells me she's not the complete monster she portrays. Maybe she does care about Ande enough she'll put his safety ahead of her own agenda.
 
   Maybe.
 
   “One last thing.” Chime fixes Beckett with a stare meant to intimidate, but he just stares back. “My train, my rules. I'm in charge. Don't even think about a mutiny or I'll pitch you over the side so fast you'll wish the Crawlers caught you after all.”
 
   Beckett nods his head once, looking more regal than complacent.
 
   I'm pretty sure Chime notices it too because she's swearing softly under her breath when she stalks away.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   When the sun begins to warm the eastern horizon, I'm there to meet it. The others stir, Chime shouting something from further ahead where I sit, as I had before, in the open door of the second last car. Sleep eludes me still, though I don't feel worse for my lack of it. Expectant, yes. A thrill of excitement probably left over from my exposure to Ande still pumps through my blood and warms my heart.
 
   But most importantly, there's hope.
 
   This just might work.
 
   I rise and stretch, the dog yawning beside me, haunches in the air as he does his own morning extensions. Sunlight backs the barrier, rising on the other side, still bathing the train and everything on this side of the barricade in shadow. Four kids hop down as hissing sounds rise from the locomotive, steam mixed with thick black smoke billowing in coughing clouds from the stack. I lean against the gaping doorframe and watch as the selected group of Chime's crew attack the barrier with crowbars.
 
   As I thought, it's a wall in name only. Thin sheets of metal screech their protest as the kids pull rivets and old welds loose, dropping the chunks from the wall, to float almost serenely before crashing into the ground in front of the train.
 
   It takes a surprisingly short time to clear away the barrier, the sheets of metal hurried down the length of the tracks toward my car. I jump free as the piles of loose tin are shoved with some force through the open door then follow the crew ahead with the dog at my side. Big wheels protest as the train lurches forward, the chug-chug-chug of the engine filling the morning air with the sound of progress. I wait for the others to climb aboard the slowly moving train, boosting the dog up the stairs before leaping onto the steps myself, clutching the rail of the open coal car as the engine picks up speed, carrying us past the station and into the world outside.
 
   One of the kids next to me glances at the dog with such longing I smile at him. He's only a little thing, maybe Poppy's age. And while I see he's struggling not to like me, when the golden lab swipes his tongue over the boy's cheek he can't help but giggle.
 
   I make my way forward, faithful companion at my side, entering the engine car to find Ande almost bouncing on his stool in pure happiness.
 
   “Trio!” He waves with great enthusiasm. “Say goodbye to the old and hello to the n-n-new.” He frowns a little then, looking outside the window. “Was k-k-kind of hoping it would look d-d-different.”
 
   He makes me laugh, an unexpected bout of humor taking me so hard I have to bend in half, clutching my aching ribs. When I gasp myself back under control, I punch his shoulder gently, as he'd done to me before.
 
   “Have a little faith,” I say. “There are more wonders out there than you can possibly imagine.” Tears threaten me suddenly, but I don't know why. Just like I have no idea how I know.
 
   I just do.
 
   Ande doesn't seem to notice, his good humor back with a vengeance. “G-g-good to know.”
 
   I look back out the open window as we pass the place the barrier stood. Ande sees me and grins.
 
   “Should p-p-piss them off right good,” he said with high cheer. “The Crawlers, I m-m-mean. They built that w-w-wall, ages ago. To c-c-control us, I'm thinking.”
 
   “They'll know we passed it,” I say. “Wouldn't putting it back make more sense?”
 
   “Naw,” he says. “It'll be p-p-pretty clear just from the cleaned out s-s-supplies where we went. B-b-besides, the metal might come in useful.” He winks at me. “Already has.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I settle with my shoulder against the wall, one hand in the dog's fur, just enjoying Ande and the morning breeze carrying a hint of the day's coming heat as Ande conducts his locomotive orchestra.
 
   “While the rest of you were s-s-sleeping,” he snorts like doing so is a waste of time, “I was b-b-busy.”
 
   I don't bother to tell him I was awake too. “Doing what, may I ask?” I'd heard odd sounds through the night, hammering of metal, the high-pitched complaint of steel being forced into shape but assumed it was regular maintenance.
 
   “The tracks,” he says, “are covered in g-g-grass, roots, stuff like that. So I made some b-b-blades from some of the scraps of m-m-metal and turned us into a deadly weapon.” He winks. “To weeds, that is.”
 
   Clever, clever boy. The idea of us cutting through to the rails brings to mind a ship slicing white caps out of waves and for some reason makes me feel stirred up, as adventurous as he is. “Are you sure you've thought of everything?” I know it's not fair to tease him, but I'm in a fantastic mood and can't help it.
 
   Ande shrugs and goes back to his engine, talking louder over the growing noise.
 
   “We'll f-f-find out soon enough,” he says.
 
   I'm not sure what I was expecting, but once the train is rolling I feel a little anti-climactic. Nothing untoward happens, no explosions, Crawlers bursting from everywhere to stop us. Just the morning sun, the rising wind and the chugging of the steam engine as we slice our way over the rails.
 
   I leave Ande to his muttering and humming and general coexistence with his locomotive and make my way back past the coal car. The two kids with shovels are hard at work, though I have no idea if it's the same two from the night before. I can only assume I'll be asked to take a turn eventually, not looking forward to the job though not because of the labor, but the thin film of black dust coating the pair of them. The idea of being that dirty makes me cringe, though I know I'm well past due a bath myself.
 
   Heat reaches me from the gaping hole before them, orange flames flaring as they heave loads of coal into the hungry maw of the steam engine. My eyes drift over the pile behind them, the full car, and my mind tries to calculate how much we have available, but I'm unable to even make a guess and, with a sigh, keep going.
 
   I'm becoming accustomed to the frightening gaps between cars, barely noticing as I hop across from one to the next. The door before me slides easily, the dog bounding ahead through to the car beyond.
 
   How odd to find the crew lounging around. My mind is surprised though I realize there must be little to do with the train rolling. Aside from the two shoveling coal, and perhaps some re-assortment of the boxes and cases and barrels now on board, the trip is likely to be uneventful.
 
   Or I can hope, at least. I'll take uneventful, for once.
 
   Poppy sits in the midst of a small group of Chime's people, giggling. She's not the only one. As I draw closer, I catch sight of the source of their amusement. The puppies growl and mock play in the middle of the crowd, the kids laughing and enjoying their innocence. Not for the first time I find myself so grateful the dog led me to them, gave me the chance to save their precious lives.
 
   Chime hovers, watchful, scowling. But even she can't keep a harsh face when Poppy stands, sweet Shine in her hands and drops him in her arms. Chime's face is immediately washed with vigor as Shine wiggles and mutters his happiness at the opportunity to make a new friend. She laughs out loud, an odd sound from her, lighting her face and bringing back that same spark of humanity I saw earlier. I'm sad then, wondering if circumstances were different, if she hadn't sold everything she had for her final scrap of safety, if Chime and I would have been friends.
 
   She finally sputters, pulling Shine close to hug his soft golden body gently to her cheek, a sweet smile on her face, before handing him back to Poppy with what looks like regret in her eyes.
 
   Perhaps things will work out after all.
 
   I find myself drifting around them, my train-mates, crew and friends alike, escaping from their chatter, their constant flow of energy, heading for the rear door and the car beyond. I don't stop, even when I hear Beckett's voice, followed by Vander’s, moving silently to the rear again, the groaning of metal and the rush of the wheels covering the sound of my retreat.
 
   I sit, back in place near the open doorway, the rattle of metal sheets behind me, dog at my hip as I watch the miles flow by in endless wilderness. We pass occasional stations, but I'm not surprised we don't stop. None have survived, it seems, mere husks, glass shattered, empty to the wind and elements. Even the occasional town rises in the distance only to flicker past us, the remnants of a world long gone, lives long ended. I begin to wonder if Chime is right, if we'll find what we need for our journey out here but it's too late to worry about such things.
 
   Ande's blades do their job very well, weeds whipping by from the freshly cleared tracks, a few low bushes hitting my boots where they dangle over the edge of the car. We don't seem to be moving as fast as we had the day before, but we're still covering ground at a good clip.
 
   Near mid-day, I'm delighted to spot a herd of horses racing toward us through the desert. They catch us, pounding along beside, their fearlessness amazing to me. More than fearless, curious. They are many and varied, patchwork coats burnished reds and deep blacks and polished white as they gallop with long manes and tails tossing, the sound of their whinnies and cries a musical counterpoint to the thudding of their hooves.
 
   Why they've come I have no idea, perhaps they simply saw something unusual and wanted to investigate. For whatever reason, it's not long before they fall behind, the lead stallion shaking his head at me. I wave at him, as though he can understand.
 
   I really think he can.
 
   It seems the dog and I, he with tongue out and tail wagging with great enthusiasm, are the only ones who witnessed our temporary escort and it makes me sad. Poppy would have loved the sight, I'm sure. Still, it's a moment I treasure, a magical memory making everything else seem more bearable.
 
   Much is gone here, destroyed, lives lost. But nature finds a way to survive. And thrive, from the look of the herd. And if what I suspect of the dog is true of those horses, a logical assumption considering their uncharacteristic curiosity, maybe mankind's time has come and I'm rushing toward its end.
 
   I don't want to think about that.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   It's not until the sun is going down I return to the others as the train slows then hisses to a stop. I hop down from the train to the hard-packed dirt at the side of the tracks to find my friends mixed with the crew, hunched over dinner. They welcome me silently as I take my own bowl and join them, Vander lighting a pile of kindling with a shining silver lighter. We seem to be more welcome here with the crew now, and I smile at Poppy for her brilliant idea of sharing the puppies with the others. I stroke Shade's soft black coat once as she wriggles into the curve under my raised knee, her brother burrowing close beside her.
 
   “We're not traveling as fast,” I say as I spoon up my first mouthful. “I know your train can move faster than this.” I wink at Ande to take the sting out of my words. I hope he knows I'm not criticizing and from his wink back he does.
 
   “Oh, this girl can f-f-fly.” He laughs before shrugging his thin shoulders. “But slower makes it easier to s-s-stop if we have to.” Ande speaks over his bowl of stew, parked in a patch of grass while the flames from Vander's fire smoke and crackle to live. “B-b-been watching for those stations, but n-n-nothing we can use.” He says it like it's no big deal even though Chime seems suddenly glum. “When we spot a good one, we'll b-b-be able to bring this big girl to a halt in t-t-time. Besides, no idea what's under the weeds, r-r-really. At this speed spotters c-c-can keep an eye out.”
 
   The train dark and near silent on the track in the middle of a stretch of nowhere, small exhalations of left over steam escaping her from time to time, the tick of heated metal low and soft. Vander's fire grows with everything he places on it, mostly dried scrub gathered from nearby. The day was warm, though bearable considering I spent it in the open wind. But the desert chill is hard to combat and the fire's warmth is welcome.
 
   I watch the flames, welcoming their hypnotic dance, finding it soothing as we sit together and listen to the sounds of the deepening night.
 
   Dinner eaten, blankets laid out on the ground and the moon well rising, the crew sighs themselves into slumber. I curl up on my side after the last of the coals die out, facing away from the train and out into the desert. Sleep calls me at last, the night's worth I missed finally demanding I fill the gap left behind in my rest.
 
   But the dog is alert and his jerking sleep and sudden twitches of attention keep me awake, despite my need for slumber. He's not the only one. Most of the kids seem nervous, agitated and I realize at last none of them have been in the wilderness before. Of course they haven't, these refugees from a dying city are used to four walls, giant buildings, and despite its echoing emptiness to me, there are still sounds in Los Angeles, an underlying pulse of energy as the inhabitants go about their business.
 
   The desert is a stranger to them and, while quiet, has its own internal rhythm. Buzzing of insects, scurrying of lizards, the distant whinny of a horse or howl of a hunting wolf sound nothing like the familiar noises they've fallen asleep to their entire lives.
 
   I recall learning about camping, tents, the great outdoors. Eating marshmallows over an open Bunsen burner, giggling with others, but who? It doesn’t matter now.
 
   Even the dog is unfamiliar with his surroundings, but despite his intelligence he's still anxious no matter what words of comfort I murmur or how much I try to make him understand we're safe out here.
 
   But should I assume that? If the coyotes or wolves are as brilliant as he is, will they attack? I find myself chuckling at the thought. As far as I'm concerned, the wildlife out here was smarter than man to begin with. They'll keep their distance and mind their business, I have no doubt.
 
   Snakes on the other hand... scorpions. Poisonous spiders. They live in the desert, don't they? I'm in as bad of shape as the rest of the crew by now, mind churning over real threats while I'm sure they imagine the boogeyman or whoever it is they fear. Sleep comes in bits and snatches for everyone.
 
   When morning dawns and we're all intact, if grumpy from sleep deprivation, even Chime seems less sour about the whole thing. Better, one of the scouts finds a nice stream. Ande, his bubbling enthusiasm undiminished, hooks up a manual pump to the same hose he used before.
 
   “Might as well t-t-top up while we have the chance,” he says.
 
   Chime agrees, a handful of her people taking a turn at the pump. I'm not surprised when Beckett steps in and does his part, happy to see Chime isn't quite as angry when she watches him as she has been in the past.
 
   “T-t-turns out the world isn't out to g-g-get us after all,” Ande says.
 
   Chime grumbles a swearword, but even she's smiling.
 
   I'm not sure who goes into the water first, but when one of Chime's crew ends up on his butt in the stream it's a free for all of sorts. I walk upstream with a smile, stripping to my underwear to take advantage of the water. I wonder, outside of the ocean, if these kids have ever seen running water like this before and sigh over what they've missed.
 
   The sandy bottom is excellent to scrub the dirt from my body. I rinse my clothing out, wishing for a change even as I jerk the tangles from my wet hair with ruthless fingers, finally knotting it at the base of my neck again.
 
   Cleaner, more comfortable despite the wetness of my clothes, I turn to go back to the others.
 
   And find Beckett watching me.
 
   I have no idea how long he's stood there, nor what he's seen, but the flush of his cheeks tell me he's seen enough.
 
   “We're leaving,” he says before turning on his heel and stomping toward the sound of Chime's voice calling to her people to get a move on.
 
   Maybe I should feel embarrassed by Beckett's attention but instead it warms my skin until I feel I should be producing steam from my damp clothing.
 
   The train comes back to life under Ande's talented hands, engine happily belching steam as the crew leaps on board to start our journey again. I walk beside the cars for a bit to stretch out my legs, clothing hanging from me, heavy with water, as the locomotive builds up speed. I love the connection to the earth through my feet, the swish of scrub under my hands as I pull seedpods from the tops and watch them fall to the ground as I go. The sun warms me, already drying my clothes, clean, fresh air giving me more energy than I should have, considering how little sleep I've gained.
 
   I'm finally forced to run and catch up while Poppy leans over the rail.
 
   “Trio!” She holds out her hand, laughing as I leap for the stairs, catching the rail while the dog, long ago boosted up to the landing, whines and barks at me like I gave him a terrible fright.
 
   I kiss his soft forehead and scratch his ears. “Silly,” I whisper.
 
   He grunts, swipes me with his tongue, as if I'm the silly one.
 
   I don't want to go inside, to sit in the rattling car in the dark with the others, but Poppy has a hold of my hand and pulls me along. As I settle beside her in the main car, I hear one of the kids talking over the noise of the train.
 
   “Maybe Ande was right after all,” he says, a puppy sleeping in his lap. “Maybe the Crawlers are only back there. Not out here.”
 
   My good humor chills as I hear him speak, unable to accept his optimism. There's far more to the Crawlers than anyone knows, I'm guessing. Yes, only guessing, but my heart tells me I'm right, connected to the strange Crawler from the train yard, the one who stood and waved at me as the engine carried us out of sight.
 
   And yet, here we are, on our way without opposition so perhaps I am the one who is wrong after all.
 
   The rocking of the train lulls me and I find myself lying back on a lumpy cushion of palleted cans, my damp jacket for a pillow, eyes falling closed in the growing heat trapped in the car, with the dog stretched out at my side.
 
   Frantic voices. I wake suddenly, reaching for the dog to find him standing next to me, growling softly. Weariness leaves me in a rush of adrenaline as I feel the train slow beneath me even as a small knot of kids hurry away. Poppy reaches for me, her own face creased from sleep and moist with sweat from the heat. I hoist her into my lap for a sticky hug before making it to my feet, pulling her up next to me.
 
   The train has slowed down. Considerably. From the conversation we had this morning, I would guess perhaps we've found a station of interest, or would if it weren't for the concerned looks on the other kid's faces.
 
   I hurry forward, through the doorway after them, Poppy right behind me. I turn to her, the dog with me and shake my head.
 
   “Stay with the puppies.” I look around the empty car, not wanting to leave her, but needing to know what is going on.
 
   Her little face scrunches up, anger flashing in her brown eyes. I'm in for a battle.
 
   “They are fine,” she says. “Not like they can go anywhere. I want to see.”
 
   Now I know how Beckett feels. She's impossibly stubborn. Proved it twice by following when she was told to stay behind. Was out on her own the day she found me, despite his orders to the contrary.
 
   What exactly do I expect from her now? I struggle not to smile.
 
   “Fine,” I say, turning to the dog. “You too, I guess?”
 
   His tongue lolls out, like he's laughing at me.
 
   I leave the car, Poppy at my back, the dog in front, heading forward. It's too crowded by the time we exit to the coal car to see much ahead. Turns out I don't need to. Beckett stands near the front, turns to see me. He pushes his way through the kids pressed close on the narrow walkway, leaning so far out over the railing I worry with the nerves of a mother hen they might fall. Beckett reaches my side with a frown on his face.
 
   “What's happening?” I find myself clutching at the hem of my shirt, tugging on it as if it can save me from whatever is coming.
 
   Instead of answering, Beckett leans over the rail himself and points. I follow his example despite my vertigo, grasping the thick metal in both hands for balance, gaze following the tracks forward ahead of the rapidly slowing train.
 
   A pile of debris blocks our way. And it doesn't look natural.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   I hear Chime before I see her, the anger in her voice carrying easily from her place ahead in the locomotive. Part of me, the fighter part, feels contempt at her overly emotional reaction. It's a problem to be dealt with, nothing more. But the more human part of me, what I associate with Beckett and Poppy, understands her fear.
 
   Chime emerges, pushing through the eerily silent crowd of kids who stare at the pile of rubbish on the tracks ahead. Her eyes meet mine, an instant connection. Even from that distance, blame is obvious in her face. She reaches me, panting from the effort of clearing a path for herself while struggling with her emotions, unable to speak for a moment, though everything she wants to say is written in her amber eyes.
 
   I remain still and silent, waiting for her. There's nothing else I can do. Besides, it's likely she'll continue this pattern for the remainder of our journey, so I must become accustomed to bearing the brunt of her displeasure no matter the real cause of our present trouble.
 
   “I knew this was a bad idea.” Chime finally catches her breath, words harsh and vibrating. “Look at that.” She gestures behind her, not turning herself. I keep my eyes locked on hers. I've seen enough. “Do you have any idea how vulnerable this makes us?”
 
   Beckett is in her face, shoving himself between us before I can answer. “Oh, so you thought this two thousand plus mile trip across an entire continent would go perfectly smoothly, did you?”
 
   She snarls at him, pushes him aside with surprising strength, gaze locked on mine again. “We have to stop,” she says, “and clear that mess away. And who knows what will come after us while we do.”
 
   “Blow through it.” Beckett isn't backing down and Chime's anger finally shifts focus to him. I'm a little annoyed at him for not allowing me to handle her when I'm clearly the one she wants to vent all over, though I suppose my silence isn't helping either. But silence is better than striking her. Or laughing in her face.
 
   So I do nothing and let him handle it after all.
 
   “There is no way I'm risking my train,” she snarls, her nose practically against his as they match scowl for scowl. “There could be any kind of debris in there. You do want to move on, don't you?” Her sarcasm cuts like a blade. “Continue this joy ride you're taking us on?”
 
   Beckett's face turns red, angry red, his eyes narrowed to pinpoints of fury.
 
   “Maybe if you did less shouting and blaming,” he says, “and more constructive planning, we'd have the damned tracks cleared and be on our way by now instead of sitting here waiting for whoever built that barrier to come after us.”
 
   Chime doesn't answer with words, but with a deep, rumbling growl, much like the dog makes when he's backed into a corner. She shoves Beckett aside, bumping me roughly on the way past, yelling names as she goes. A small group of kids joins her, most very nervous if their white faces and darting eyes are any indication. I move to go with them, to help, but Beckett holds me back.
 
   “Let her work it off,” he says, voice very low. “You’ll just set her off again.”
 
   I pull free of him as I watch her emerge from the sleeping car with Ande's taser rifle in her hands. “I'm not letting them face whatever is out there alone.”
 
   Beckett's jaw tightens, his argument against my involvement written all over his face, in the way he holds his body, but he finally nods, snorting an angry burst of air out his nostrils like a raging bull. “Fine, but I'm coming with you.”
 
   Poppy sighs, nodding before I can say anything. “I'll stay here,” she says, one arm going around the dog. Since she's volunteered, I know she'll remain and not follow as usual. The golden lab chuffs, looks at me.
 
   “Protect her,” I say as Socrates and Vander slide through the thinned out crowd of kids and join us.
 
   “I'm helping Ande with the engine,” Socrates tells us. “Good thing Vander was with me or we wouldn't have spotted that barrier until it was too late.”
 
   Vander shrugs under his layers of clothes, eyes invisible behind his sunglasses. “I just happen to have better vision than you,” he says. “And I like looking out the window.”
 
   “We're going to help,” I say to them, already turning to descend the steps to the weed-choked ground, the crunch of dried grasses grinding under my boots. Dust rises, tickling my throat. “Stay here and keep Poppy safe.”
 
   The dog barks once, surges forward, tail wagging, but I leave him there to whine after me as Beckett and I fall in at the end of the line of Chime's crew on our way to the debris pile.
 
   Beckett stoops and grabs things from the edge of the track from time to time and I finally glance over to see what he's doing. His pockets bulge with rocks, two balanced in his hands.
 
   “Just in case,” he says.
 
   “Your bow.” I glance back at the passing car and the long hunting bow he keeps for protection. I've seen him shoot, know how formidable he can be with a well-placed arrow.
 
   “Too late,” he says, hefting the roundish stone in his right hand. “These will have to do.”
 
   It is too late. Chime has already reached the pile of wreckage, looking around as her people gather with her. I put on speed, feeling an uncomfortable twinge in my stomach for a moment, like a warning of some kind, though from whom or where I have no idea.
 
   Beckett matches pace with me without question as we pass the last group of kids in the line and join Chime just as the twinge turns to a jab.
 
   “We're not alone.” I hiss my warning, but everyone hears. Including our attackers. It's enough to make them hesitate, the tall grasses taking over this part of the edge of the desert twitching in all directions as our watchers pause. But they don't break for long. A group of kids burst from the dark golden weeds with desperate cries of battle and attack.
 
   I catch one look of Beckett's angry face, his arm pulled back, stone ready to throw before I'm fighting one, two, three opponents. They rush me in a knot, teeth bared, fists raised, faking fearlessness where there terror won't allow them to stop. They fall before me, thin little bodies no match for my lashing boots and hands. I don't even need to call up the calm to win this particular fight. In fact, it's not long into the battle I realize these kids are weak, their numbers small, wasted bodies filthy and unkempt. I pull back, surveying the battle, to find we're winning, easily.
 
   “Enough.” I pull Chime back from pressing the taser rifle into the chest of a screaming girl, spinning her around to face me. For a moment the weapon hovers between us and I see in her the desire to use it on me. “If you do,” I whisper to her, for our ears only, “it won't be your train any longer.”
 
   Her eyes widen. “Don't threaten me.”
 
   “I'm not,” I say. “It's a warning.”
 
   “Let them go.” Beckett's voice reaches me through the intensity of the moment. I turn my back on Chime deliberately, risking an attack, but as close to sure as I can get she won't take the cowardly way and taser me in the back.
 
   Leap of faith.
 
   The kids who attacked us are scattered, run off the moment we stopped fighting. Beckett's voice urges them to run while Chime's people stand back, grim expressions now tempered with confidence.
 
   Chime isn't so forgiving or understanding. Robbed of a target first in the girl she fought and then in me, she turns on Beckett instead.
 
   “What are you doing?” She waves the rifle like a conductor's baton, like she's directing a symphony of fury. “We can't just let them go.” The last of the kids darts into the long weeds, disappearing without a trace. I look over my shoulder, see even the tasered girl is missing. They didn't abandon her, which means some kind of family unit exists here. My heart breaks for them and I wonder what their story is, how they came to be, out here in the desert, alone.
 
   “It's done,” Beckett shoots back. “We've already wasted enough time on this.” He throws a rock, air whistling around it as it soars up over the pile. “There's a job to do.”
 
   Chime grunts at last, sweeps her gaze over her people before gesturing at the pile.
 
   “What are you waiting for?” she snaps.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   I'm slick with sweat in the heat of the sun by the time we've removed most of the debris from the tracks. It amazes me what the kids were able to scrounge in order to block the way, from old cars on rims with no rubber remaining to doorless refrigerators and decrepit furniture the train would pulverize given the chance. I step back, swiping at the moisture on my brow and upper lip as Beckett and two other boys, grunting with effort, roll the last car from the tracks. My eyes go to the grill, the logo embedded in it, even as my memory tells me this rusted, dented, windowless vehicle used to be very expensive.
 
   “This is r-r-really b-b-bad.” Ande stands beside me, the sound of his voice making me jump. I had no idea he joined us. His stutter is enhanced to the point I have trouble understanding what he’s saying.
 
   I survey the surrounds, cleared back by more of the crew to ensure no one would sneak up on us, though I doubt very much our attackers are in any shape, physically or courageously, to come after us again.
 
   “We're almost done.” I squeeze his shoulder gently, go for a smile. But his ever-present good humor has faded and my lips lose their curve in answer to the real concern on his face.
 
   “It's not the b-b-barricade itself that w-w-worries me,” he says. “It's what this could m-m-mean for us. T-t-two things.” He holds up on hand, index and middle finger in the air. “Either they were expecting us to c-c-come,” he lowers one dirty digit, “which m-m-means the Crawlers are following us and are in c-c-communication.”
 
   “Or?” I nod to Socrates who joins us, Vander at his side. The Bright has his hands shoved in his pockets, head down and I wonder at how he's handling being out here, among us, especially in daylight, being so photosensitive. But Ande's next point takes my attention.
 
   “Or,” he says, second finger going down before he drops his hand, “there are others out h-h-here, using the rail s-s-system and this group isn't the only one t-t-trying to take advantage of the s-s-situation.”
 
   “That's a good thing, isn't it?” I'm trying my best to boost his spirits, hating to see him so upset even as the possibility lifts my spirits. Other trains means if Chime decides to kick us out we'll still have a chance at transportation. Selfishness wins despite his sour expression. “If there are others using the railway, doesn't that mean the tracks must be intact up ahead?”
 
   He shrugs, biting his lower lip, freckles coming together in a tan blot on his creased forehead. “Maybe,” he says.
 
   Socrates grunts, points out past the cleared section of track at the weeds matting over the rails.
 
   “I think it's pretty clear your second concern isn't valid.” Socrates's dry tone almost makes me smile. If it weren't for the fact he just took my hope of another ride away from me, I might have.
 
   We all stare at the evidence no one has driven a train through this area in a very long time.
 
   Ande nods once, sharp and defiant. “R-r-right then,” he says. “Crawlers.”
 
   “You're missing a third option,” I say. “It's possible these kids set up this barrier in the hope someday someone would come through here.” I know it's a stretch. It's much more likely someone is talking to the Crawlers, which means they are in pursuit.
 
   There's not much left to say once he fixes me with skeptical eyes and rolls them like I've said the stupidest thing he's ever heard. Without an attacker to question, and Chime muttering her anger at Beckett for not holding at least one of them, we have no choice but to go back to the train and start moving again.
 
   I feel like I've hardly a chance to sit and rest when the train slows again. Everyone groans though no one actually speaks a complaint. We all crowd forward, peering out to see the next block on the track. This one is weak and thin, two cars and a stack of old dining room chairs. It takes maybe ten minutes to clear.
 
   Chime's anger and fear has turned to annoyance, at least. I watch her frown and flick her chin at the crew who clear the debris, me among them. No sign of attackers this time, only the song of bugs and the whisper of wind in the scrub.
 
   As I sit with Beckett and the others, devouring a can of sweetened brown beans heated over the lantern, it strikes me Ande's fear of the Crawlers pursuit may just be a left over habit.
 
   “Could they be still following?” I put my can aside, the dog sticking his nose inside to lick the metal clean. “Or have some way to talk to the outside?”
 
   “There's never been any indication of that,” Socrates says, wiping juice of his own dinner from his chin. “Though I admit no one really knows much about them. But the barricade has been in place for a long time and most of the highways are blocked with abandoned cars, so I don't see how they could have an extended reach without access to airplanes or the rail system.”
 
   “Besides,” Beckett says softly, handing the last of his dinner to Poppy who eats it without a word. “If it were the Crawlers, they would have attacked us by now. If they have the means to follow, with the stops we've made, wouldn't they have caught up?”
 
   Vander is nodding. “So that group of kids...”
 
   “Just a desperate pack of starving survivors looking for supplies.” Socrates sits back, a mournful look on his face. His dark eyes meet mine. “We'll all be like that, eventually. If someone doesn't do something to change it.”
 
   There's no doubt who he has in mind.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Our third distraction of the day appears near sundown. It's not an obstacle but a city, rising from the horizon until it dominates the skyline. A worn sign reads “Albuquerque” so I know we're in New Mexico, still a long way from our destination but at least closer. It's almost nice to see the buildings appear, as though we're making progress at last.
 
   I rush forward to the locomotive, find Chime hovering over Ande's shoulder.
 
   “Do we stop?” Beckett almost runs into my back when I stop to speak, Socrates squeezing under one arm while Poppy wriggles under the other. Chime turns, scowls at the lot of us.
 
   “The engine is off limits.” Despite her snapping words both Socrates and Poppy ignore her, slipping in beside Ande who eagerly works the controls of the train.
 
   “I'd like to,” Ande answers me as though Chime hasn't spoken. “B-b-but we really don't know what k-k-kind of trouble we're riding into.” He glances over his shoulder, grinning again like such trouble is actually something fun he might consider if it's worth his while. “We c-c-can use all the s-s-supplies we can get.”
 
   Chime hesitates then nods at last. “We'll stop,” she says with more weight to her words than necessary. A show of strength when I know she's feeling weak.
 
   Ande whistles a cheery tune and fiddles with his dials and I grin behind my hand so Chime won't see it. I wonder if she's aware he always gets what he wants?
 
   There's still lots of light when we pull up to what looks like a central station of some kind, though time and probably Sick kids have done such a number on the place it's impossible to go inside. At least the track ahead looks empty. I gaze up the tracks, six wide, and wonder what we'll do if we encounter another in our way.
 
   Something to worry about if and when it happens, I suppose. In the meantime, we have supplies to gather.
 
   “Groups of four,” Chime barks as the kids jump down to the platform. “Don't go far and come back before full dark. If you find something, come back right away.”
 
   Three groups trot off, heads twisting side to side as they scan for trouble before disappearing around the wreck of the station. I glance at Beckett who is staring out over the mess and to the city beyond.
 
   “Shall we?” I feel the concrete unyielding under my boots as I land, turning to help the dog down. Beckett joins me, Socrates on one side, Vander on the other. I hold my arms up to Poppy but Beckett shakes his head.
 
   “No arguing.” He points at the puppies. Shine and Shade wiggle in excitement at their father below them, panting and yipping to be let down. “You have a responsibility, remember?”
 
   Poppy pouts. “They'll be fine.”
 
   But Beckett is relentless and for once I think he's about to win.
 
   “You wanted to keep them.” He faces her down, grim and as determined as she is. “They need your protection. You can't just abandon them when it's convenient for you.” He sounds like someone I know. Not the words but the tone. Where have I heard that voice before?
 
   The familiarity fades as Poppy stomps her foot and turns, running to the main car door and slamming it open. The puppies dart after her just as she slams it shut again as hard as she can, metal ringing.
 
   Beckett bursts into laughter, blue eyes full of humor as he meets my gaze. “I can't believe that worked.”
 
   She'll be furious for ages, I just know it, but I can't help but join him with a giggle.
 
   The city calls me as we round the wreckage and walk down the concrete steps to a patch of dusty asphalt. Cars pile in awkward heaps, destruction not limited to the station, it appears. These junk piles are old, long rusted together. What happened here when the Sick broke out? It's almost as though this part of the city was seized in some kind of madness.
 
   Perhaps it was. After all, one of the incarnations of the Sick are the Howls, half human, half animal-like creatures covered in a soft coat of fur, as though the primal inside emerged in answer to the Sick. Near mindless and starving for flesh, I've met Howls and hope I never again have the displeasure.
 
   Socrates points off to the right, toward what looks like a convenience store. It appears relatively unscathed, the windows intact at least. When he moves to check it out, we all follow, drifting after him, the dog quiet at my side. I'm alert but not worried. I know my companion will let us know the moment something dangerous is near. Still there is an eeriness to this place I didn't feel in Los Angeles. Yes, it has that feeling of abandonment, of decay. But I could sense others in the city we've left behind. This one feels emptier yet.
 
   I wait outside while Socrates and Vander break into the store through the glass door, the Bright tearing out the steel bars keeping them from reaching the interior. Beckett stays with me, eyes scanning the area while our two friends go inside and begin their looting.
 
   Socrates emerges with a disgusted look on his face. “Why lock up a place if it's empty?” He crosses his arms over his chest. “If you've been looted, just leave the front door open.” He kicks the door jam. “Stupid.”
 
   I laugh, I can't help it. Vander does too, then Beckett. The dog's tongue lolls out, his version of a grin until Socrates can't hold his irritation any longer. His teeth flash in the golden light of sunset and he shrugs.
 
   Dark is almost upon us and though I know it's likely we're safe enough here, I doubt Chime will be willing to risk stopping in view of the city if she can help it. Just in case. In this I'm with her. I follow the others, falling further behind as they chatter to each other, good humor still clinging to them though mine has left me. The dog paces at my side, brushing his shoulder against my hip with each stride.
 
   How many people used to live here? How many died because of the Sick and how many remain, twisted and turned into something nature itself surely doesn't recognize? I pause, glance back over my shoulder as the dog chuffs softly. One of Chime's groups is returning, also empty handed, quiet, heads hanging. I stop and wait for them.
 
   “Nothing?” I fall in step beside the boy whose fascination with the dog first broke the ice between us. He shrugs and reaches out to pet golden fur, now less afraid of my companion.
 
   “This place is empty.” He shudders a little. “Weird. Is it wrong to wish we ran into some Howls or Shambles or something? Just so it wasn't so...”
 
   “Silent?” I hug myself a little, the cracked pavement catching at my boot soles. “No,” I say. “This is wrong.”
 
   “Some of the kids say you're here to make it right again.” He pauses. “And some of them say the Crawlers must be after you because it's your fault.” His hazel eyes lift, meet mine and I wish desperately I knew his name. “Which one is it?”
 
   “I don't know.” Honesty does little for him. He finally shrugs and moves away, toward his friends who aren't speaking to me. I wonder what each of them thinks then realize it doesn't matter.
 
   My heart is heavy and as empty as the city behind me as we return and reboard the train, ready to move on.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The third barricade appears just after we're rolling again the next morning. I was right about Chime's choices. Last night, the moment we came aboard, myself and the small group I waited for the last to return, the train boss was eager to get moving.
 
   “No way I'm leaving us exposed to this place.” She tried to hide her shudder in a shrug but I saw the gooseflesh rise on her arms and knew she was as creeped out by this city as the rest of us. “Who knows what could come out of the dark once the sun is down.”
 
   Ande fired up the train, not arguing for a moment. None of us did. I stood there at the rail of the coal car as the light faded slowly in the west, the rest of the kids lining it too, looking out over the silent city, haunted now only by the whisper of the wind and the lonely souls of the dead.
 
   The sun was down by the time we pulled up again, a lantern held out the engine window our only light. But Chime refused to stop until we had a good few miles between us and Albuquerque.
 
   This time we all remained on board the train, Chime assigning a few of her people to stay up and stand guard over the rest of us. I rose early, replacing one of the watchers. And though I was sure the girl wanted to say no just in case Chime was angry with her for giving up her post, the poor thing looked dead on her feet.
 
   “I promise I won't tell,” I said. “She'll never know.” I pointed then to Chime's sleeping form on the other side of the car.
 
   It was all the girl needed.
 
   The moment the sun was up the train was too, Ande somehow wired into the dawn himself. I glanced in on him that morning, seeing him bright and chipper and wondering if he slept at all or was as resilient as the machine he loved.
 
   Finally, progress, and yet I feel like we've only begun moving at the right pace when the train chugs unhappily. The moment I feel the train slow I lean out the open doorway of my favorite car, where I've retreated once again with the dog at my side once I woke the girl and had her slip back into place before Chime could catch her napping. The smile she gave me was enough comfort for the loss of extra sleep.
 
   It's time I start making friends among the crew if I can, beyond Ande anyway. The more allies we have the better, in case Chime decides to change her mind down the road. And though I feel slightly guilty doing so, my kindness and caring toward her kids isn't fake, so I shove my guilt aside.
 
   The train rocks side to side coming around a slow bend, just enough I catch the glint of gaining sunlight on the massive pile of debris ahead. This one is much larger, and my stomach clenches with concern at the sight.
 
   Perhaps we could have rammed through the first two with some speed on, but this one? Derailing is a much more likely prospect than success.
 
   Beckett and the others are already talking to Chime when I return forward. Perhaps talking is the wrong word. She complains while Beckett argues with her.
 
   “If you're so worried about being followed,” he says, “just push the train up to full speed and go through that crap.” Beckett crosses his arms over his chest, eyes flickering to meet mine and back to her as I join them. “Every time we stop we take a risk.”
 
   Chime chews the inside of her mouth for a moment as if actually considering it before shaking her head, tightly curled black hair swaying under her bandana. “No, we keep going the way we have been.” Beckett starts to speak up, but she holds up one hand, looking tired. “Just go help the crew,” she says before walking away from all of us.
 
   I move to help, but Beckett shakes his head, scowling like he wants to go after her. “Just stay,” he says. “I'll take Vander, give you a break. He's stronger than both of us put together.” Beckett bends, kisses Poppy's cheek as the train slows further before he turns and leaps from the side with the rest of the clean-up detail.
 
   Poppy seems unsettled and takes my hand, leading me to sit with her and the puppies. At least we've been accepted into the group enough we don't have to sleep in the next car with Brick, though part of me wonders if we should remain apart after all.
 
   “Are you all right?” I stroke the soft fur of one of the sleeping puppies, black coat shining as Shade sighs in her sleep.
 
   “Everyone's so scared.” Poppy hugs herself, brown eyes meeting mine. “I'm used to it, kind of. But there was always somewhere to run and hide.” She drops her hands in her lap and starts to scratch the dog's head when he flops beside her and pokes her with his nose. “I feel like crying all the time,” she whispers. “You know?”
 
   I reach out for her, pull her to me as the dog adjusts himself so he can rest his head on her knee, big eyes looking up at us. “I know,” I say. “I wish I could just make this go away for you.”
 
   “Vander thinks you can.” Poppy snuffles and wipes at her nose with her sleeve as I look down and see the glittering drops of her tears resting on the golden fur of the dog's nose.
 
   What can I tell her when I have no idea myself? When I really fear the opposite is true. But she's looking for comfort, not honesty, so I do the best I can. “If he's correct,” I say, “you know I'll do everything I can to make it right.”
 
   She nods, sniffs some more. “I know,” she whispers. “I just wish we were in New York right now.”
 
   The pull of the statue, of my task, aches inside me like a wound forgotten too long, left to fester. “So do I.”
 
   Someone is shouting. Joined by more voices. The train is still moving, the crew running on ahead. I hug Poppy tightly once before going to see what's happening. She curls up with the puppies, not even fighting me.
 
   Not a good sign. I hate to think her spirit is being broken and I'm the cause.
 
   When I exit to the coal car, my breath catches in my throat. Beckett and the crew are running, but not away. Toward the train. He's yelling something I can't make out as Chime yells back. The debris pile is almost gone, two lonely cars left in the way. The sound of the train makes it impossible to pick out individual words. Why did they stop when they were so close?
 
   Terror on so many faces spins me sideways. I lean out, looking back down the length of the train even as Chime turns to do the same.
 
   And see them. Crawlers. It has to be. Their vehicles are large, like army trucks, sheathed in beaten steel. Heads poke out of gaps in the shielding, armored heads, but one bare.
 
   Cade. He's still distant, but I know it's him, blonde hair catching rising sunlight before him, glowing light a yellow torch. So they have been pursuing us after all. My fear is gone, the calm taking over before I can call it up, forcing me to analyze, to consider.
 
   If they are chasing us, how are they talking to those up ahead?
 
   I feel the train lurch forward suddenly and rush down the echoing latticework of the metal walkway toward the engine car. Ande is clearly putting on speed, huge puffs of steam erupting from the stack, the steady sound of the boiler behind us increasing in speed. I glance back through the glass portal and see four kids with shovels sweating over the furnace, their bodies shaking from the effort, fresh fear driving them on.
 
   The first of the crew leaps for the stairs, misses, falling to tumble to the ground, over and over. I watch, heart stopping as Beckett dives for the kid, spinning back to race to catch us, lost ground seeming impossible to cover. The rest of Chime's people board, shoving past me, panting their terror as they disappear into the sleeping car until only Vander, Beckett and the boy who fell remain.
 
   Vander slows, matches Beckett's speed before taking hold of the kid and racing forward. I've never seen anyone run so fast, nor lift and toss another person as easily. I'm there to catch the boy who sobs his relief into my shoulder until Chime pulls him free and shoves him toward the gaping door to the next car.
 
   The Bright falls back again as Beckett stumbles, but recovers. Grim-faced, arms and legs pumping, he races to catch us though I know he's lost without help. Vander hooks his arm through Beckett's and pulls him along, Beckett's eyes flying wide as they increase speed. I fear he will trip and fall from being forced to move so fast. But it's almost as if his feet fly over the ground instead of touching it when suddenly the pair are there next to the stairs and I'm reaching for Beckett. His hand grasps mine, slick with sweat. I refuse to let go, jerking hard until he stands beside me, panting, bent in half as he struggles for breath.
 
   Vander joins us a moment later, breathing normal, face composed as if nothing happened.
 
   “No choice now,” he says to Chime in his cultured voice. “We must trust the train.”
 
   I don't mention the risk of derailment, how easily those two cars could shove us from the tracks in a squealing, sparking plunge to most certain death. Because he's right.
 
   No choice now.
 
   One glance behind us shows me the Crawler vehicles are losing their gain as the train slowly takes on speed, almost to the barrier. One of the soldiers stands tall at the front of the leading truck, what looks like a megaphone in his hands. But when he speaks, his voice isn't what I expect at all.
 
   “Return Clone Three,” the girl's voice says, distorted, but loud and clear. “If you do, I promise to let everyone else go.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Chime has a firm grip on my arm, her intention clear before I can move or say anything.
 
   “Time to go.” She pushes against me, toward the empty stairs and the rapidly moving ground at the bottom of them as the train continues to build speed.
 
   Beckett's fist impacts her mouth, sending her staggering backward. I gape at him as though I've never seen him before and wonder if I really know him at all. He shakes, fury written all over him as his clenched fists rise before him.
 
   “Don't. Ever. Touch. Her.” Each word is crisp, concise. Deadly. Chime wipes at the blood on her mouth just as the entire train rattles, the echoing boom of an impact reaching us a moment later. Vander grabs me, holds me upright as I wobble, already dangerously close to the edge and I manage a squeeze of thanks to his hand before the voice speaks again.
 
   “That was your only warning. Return Clone Three now.”
 
   Return. As if they own me. Do they? I shake my head, not denying it, though I can see from Beckett's expression he takes it like I do.
 
   “Keep this damned train moving,” he growls at Chime as she pulls herself to her feet. “Or we're all dead.”
 
   She nods, turns and runs for the engine, for Ande. I hear screaming from inside the sleeping car, think of Poppy, turn to go to her, but she's already emerging, the dog with her, one puppy in her arms, the other clutched to Socrates's chest.
 
   “Poppy, what are you doing?” Beckett tries to herd her back inside, but her eyes are locked on me, tears pouring down her face.
 
   “Don't go!” She squeezes Shine between us as she hugs me desperately. He yelps from the pressure even as I take him from her and turn her around, shoving her physically toward the car.
 
   “I'm not,” I whisper in her ear. “Get inside, now.”
 
   She goes, listening to me at least, Socrates retreating with her, Vander going with them. I run forward instead of following, going after Chime and Ande, the last two cars looming on the track ahead.
 
   “Do we have enough speed?” It's all I can think to ask as I burst into the cab with Beckett behind me.
 
   Ande's face is creased in worry, sweat sliding down his temples, into his eyes. But his hands are steady on the console and the train continues to increase speed. “I d-d-don't know,” he says. “We're about to f-f-f-ind out.”
 
   I brace myself as Chime wails in fear, Beckett's arms around me from behind as the front of the train impacts the abandoned cars with a terrible sound.
 
   I'm thrown forward despite Beckett's hold on me, though he keeps his grip, preventing me from flying into the engine. Metal grinds on metal, sparks climbing as high as the window beside me from the impact. I lean out, see one of the cars spin away while the other remains trapped, slowing our momentum as its decaying body scrapes across the tracks in front of us in a hail of overheated metal.
 
   The train stays on the rails, though I'm not sure for how much longer if we can't free ourselves from the hunk of steel we're pushing. Ande grunts in a language all his own as the train slows further, straining to force its way through not only the layers of vegetation, but the hulk of what was once an SUV.
 
   We have to do something. But what? I look again at the wreck clinging to our nose, Chime shoved in next to me, and know then no one who goes out there will survive an attempt to free us from our tether.
 
   More shouting, from behind us. I leave Ande to his work, following the sound, find Brick standing on the coal car rail, feet free, but hands still tied, looking back at the Crawler cars now gaining again. He turns, sees me. Motions with his head for me to join him. What is he doing out here and why isn't he afraid?
 
   Beckett tries to hold me back, but I'm not listening, jerking free to run to Brick. How did he win free?
 
   “You can't go to them,” Brick says. “They'll kill everyone.”
 
   I nod in answer. I knew that already. “We have to escape.” I reach behind him, pull the knife Beckett gave me so long ago free and use it to cut his bonds. Brick grins at me, rubbing his wrists.
 
   “Slow down,” he says. “The train. Let them get ahead of you.”
 
   “Why?” Beckett tries to bully past me, Vander and Socrates on the other side. The small librarian looks guilty so I know who Brick convinced to set him loose. “So they can capture us?”
 
   “No,” Brick flashes his teeth in a snarl still curved like a smile, “so we can use one of their trucks to shake that piece of crap loose before we derail.”
 
   Not like we have much choice in the matter. Though doing so will allow all three of the Crawler trucks to catch us.
 
   Brick meets my eyes. “I'll need help.” He turns without another word, running for the next car. Beckett grabs me, but I'm already moving, his grasp on my jacket not enough.
 
   “Tell Ande!” I throw it over my shoulder, seeing his eyes widen as though he can't believe what I'm doing, the fact holding him frozen. Socrates shrinks to the side, away from me, but Vander is at my side when I leap the gap and race after Brick.
 
   Chime must have listened if not Beckett. I can feel the train slowing further, the sound of the engine softening by the time I reach my favorite car, the one with the gaping doorway. Brick stands in the emptiness, the wind blowing his dark hair into his eyes, a fact he ignores in favor of watching the Crawler trucks as they race closer.
 
   It's easy to see where his specific focus rests. A Crawler truck keeps pace, easing closer, bouncing dangerously over the uneven ground, the grill full of torn grass and small brush as the vehicle struggles to penetrate the mess of vegetation. As I pause next to him, catching my breath, reinforcing the calm which will allow me to act without thought, the side door of the truck slides open, metal panel grinding against the one behind it, revealing three Crawler soldiers on the other side.
 
   They seem shocked to see us there, because they hesitate before throwing lines toward us, small grappling hooks scraping over the car floor. Only one hooks at the edge, the other two snaking away to fall to the ground, quickly pulled back by their owners.
 
   I beat Brick to the caught rope, jerking it toward me with as much force as I can. It's enough. Do they think us stupid, inept? Or perhaps they are, themselves. Whatever the case, the Crawler on the other end of the line refuses to let go, tumbling forward out of the truck headfirst, holding on one moment before the force of impact with the ground shakes his grip and he is gone.
 
   One down. Brick doesn't wait to see what they will do. With a wild yell he backs up three steps before racing ahead, hurtling himself at the opening in the Crawler truck. I gape at him, my mind unable to accept what he's done even through the stillness of the calm, only to see him crash into the other two soldiers, the three of them going down in a clatter of metal even loud enough to hear over the rattle of the train.
 
   Vander follows him, his exodus much smoother, almost effortless and within moments two more Crawlers are ejected from the gaping door. The truck jerks to the left, closer, as close as it's been so far.
 
   Refusing to allow myself to consider the insanity of my act, trusting in my focus, I leap.
 
   There is a momentary sensation of slow motion, as though I'm flying, the wind tearing at me, trying to push me off course. Everything around me is crystal clear, as though through a high-powered lens, from the color of the sky to the dull ugliness of the metal sheathing the truck. My landing takes forever, it seems, both feet solid on the inside of the entry, my body tucking into a crouch, one hand touching down on the floor for balance.
 
   I feel amazing. Like a super hero.
 
   Vander jerks the Crawler from the driver's seat, sliding himself into it while Brick man-handles the one on the passenger's side. The driver is delivered to me face down, the slickness of his metal armor making my job easy. One foot planted in the middle of his back sends him gliding out the door with a small spray of sparks. The second is recovering by the time I turn, though that recovery only allows me to grasp him by both arms and spin him around until his back is to the exit, my same foot snapping into his chest. He flies as I did, but his flight isn't as successful as mine. I watch, the calm keeping me impassive as he impacts the side of the train before falling below the wheels.
 
   A crunch and a grinding sound and he's gone.
 
   “Let me drive!” I spin around to find Brick in Vander's face.
 
   “Leave him,” I snap, grabbing his arm, pulling him toward me. “We have other things to worry about.”
 
   Brick hesitates, looks disappointed, but finally nods, a deep scowl on his face.
 
   “Vander,” I say, “get us up to the front of the train.”
 
   My friend nods, hands steady on the wheel and I find myself wondering where he learned to drive.
 
   Do I know how to drive?
 
   Something impacts the side of the truck, sending us dangerously close to the tracks.
 
   “They don't like we've taken their toy,” I say. Brick nods, points over my shoulder to the back of the truck even as he's moving that way. I follow him, see the big gun mounted near the tailgate, the thin gap where the barrel emerges, a gap running horizontally around the back and sides of the truck.
 
   Brick grasps the double handles of the weapon, eye pressed to the periscope sight. I have to back out of the way immediately as he spins left, finger pulling the trigger. My ears ring from the sound of the shot, but he's grinning.
 
   “Vander!” I look over my shoulder at the Bright as Brick fires off another shot. “Are we close?”
 
   “Almost there.” How can he keep his voice so smooth, so calm at a time like this? Though I must admit I'm still in the calm place myself. When Brick lifts his head and grins at me I grin back.
 
   I'm having fun. This can't be right. I should be upset, angry, afraid.
 
   Instead I feel like laughing. There has to be something wrong with that.
 
   “They’re closing in,” Brick says, going back to his sight. The truck rocks again, a huge dent appearing in the armor near the front of the vehicle.
 
   “Get ready!” Vander's voice finally holds some emotion. But not fear. Excitement. I'm with the right two for this job, it seems.
 
   Brick fires two more shots in rapid succession before the gun clicks. He abandons it with a shrug and a wink for me as we both turn and rush to Vander.
 
   I look out the door and see Beckett at the coal car rail, a rope in his hands. He's shouting at me. I can't make him out. Still, it's clear what he wants.
 
   “Hurry,” Vander says. “I'm going to ram it.”
 
   I glance at Brick. His face is slack, eyes empty for the briefest of heartbeats before he shudders a little. When he catches my gaze, he's grinning again. “You heard him.” Brick, spins, leans out the side of the truck, one hand grasping, gesturing. “Throw it!”
 
   Does Beckett pause? Must be my imagination. He hefts the coil before winding back and throwing it toward us. Brick grasps the side of the truck, swinging out to catch it, most of his body hanging free as he hooks the line and pivots back inside.
 
   “Tell your boyfriend his aim is off,” Brick growls, but he's smiling so I let it go.
 
   Brick doesn't wait. The moment the truck is close enough, he tightens his hold on the line, nods to Beckett and leaps. It's a shorter jump than last time so I'm not surprised he makes the steps easily.
 
   “Vander.” I turn to my friend. “You have to jump.”
 
   “Don't worry about me,” he calls back. “I'll be fine. Just go.”
 
   “I can't leave you here.” Just can't. How can I?
 
   Vander looks back for a brief moment, eyes showing over the tops of his sunglasses. “Trust me.”
 
   I have no choice. Beckett is swinging the rope, ready to throw it again. I ignore it, pull the calm tighter. Feel my body relax, my mind still. See the stairs of the train in hyper focus. Draw a breath and leap.
 
   Just as I'm about to jump, another round strikes the truck, the pressure of the impact bouncing us off course, but it's too late. My feet leave the floor, my body flying forward, and in my mind I know I'm going to miss.
 
   Why am I not screaming in terror? Blessed calm.
 
   Something flies past my face and my hands reach for it immediately. The end of the rope is rough and harsh in my palm, then both palms as I tighten my grip. In that slow motion moment, I wrap it around my right wrist. I feel myself really flying this time, sideways out into open air, swinging with full momentum toward the train. The impact knocks out some of my breath. Before I can fall the rope jerks me forward and upward, stomach pressed into the rail of the coal car.
 
   Hands pull me over, arms jerk me toward a chest I know. An embrace I welcome as Beckett holds me close, rocking me for a moment before shoving me back away from him, so much anger on his face I marvel he can contain it.
 
   He says nothing, helps me to my feet even as the world returns to my attention. I'm just in time to see Vander slam the front of the truck into the remains of the car, now red-hot and billowing smoke even as two Crawler vehicles fire at him.
 
   The debris spins away from the impact, setting instant fire to a patch of old grass, gone behind us in a flash as though it never happened. The train lurches, but stays on its rails, suddenly surging forward, unimpeded. I hear the double boom, shift my focus, watch the truck buck and flip over.
 
   I can only think of one thing as it spins sideways, bursting into flames.
 
   Vander.
 
   Something flies from the passenger door, but the train is past it and I can't see. I'm running, running through the train as it builds speed, knowing Ande is pouring on the steam, that we've lost Vander. Or have we?
 
   What did I see?
 
   I burst into the last full car, the gaping door a window into the world beyond, to find Vander lying half in-half out of the doorway. I'm not alone as I crouch by him, pulling him in the rest of the way, Beckett by my side, flipping my friend over. He's lost his sunglasses, but he's smiling up at me.
 
   “Not the exit I had in mind,” he says. “But it'll do.”
 
   And I thought I was a super hero. I laugh, it's the best I can manage, hugging him even as I watch the two Crawler trucks fall behind and disappear as the train barrels away.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   “It's obvious they aren't going to give up.” Chime looks about as upset as I expected so no shock there. She shifts her position where she sits with a bowl of stew in her hands, her crew crowded around behind her.
 
   “Which is why we agreed we can't stop at night anymore.” Socrates speaks with authority and surprisingly Chime doesn't argue.
 
   “They must be low on fuel by now.” Vander is none the worse for wear after his mind-boggling leap to safety and I wonder just how resilient the Sick has made him.
 
   “Not if they really are widespread,” Socrates says. “If there are Crawlers everywhere, it makes sense they have access to fuel.” He looks at me. “And munitions. Any idea what you were firing?”
 
   Brick sets his empty bowl down, wiping his face with his sleeve. “They have some kind of concussive rounds,” he says. “No real penetrating power, mostly brute force.”
 
   Chime is nodding and I wonder at how easily the crew has accepted Brick, once their enemy, into the fold. His freedom hasn't been questioned yet and I think it's time someone asked the obvious.
 
   “Why exactly did you let Brick out?” I meet Socrates's eyes, watch him flinch though Poppy seems just as guilty as Beckett scowls at the two of them.
 
   “I told Socrates Brick helped me,” the girl says, twisting her spoon in her fingers. “I could hear him shouting, we went to see. He told us he could help again.” Poppy glances sideways at the young genius. “It's not his fault,” she finishes with a whisper. “I let Brick go.”
 
   Socrates shakes his head. “No,” he says. “I did it.” He pats Poppy's hand, eyes meeting mine then Beckett's, defiant. “Brick saved Poppy. We misjudged him.” The boy shrugs. “He said he knew what to do and when Poppy told me what really happened, how he saved her...” Socrates's shoulders slump at last as he runs out of steam. “I guess it was stupid.”
 
   “I disagree.” Chime is smiling at Brick as if she hadn't ordered her people to beat him only a few short days ago. He smiles back at her like he'd never taken that beating. My head is spinning from the oddity, the unreality. Surely there is more to this, such hurts can't be healed so easily. And yet, I suppose he proved himself to them, much as Vander and I did. And lives are so short here, shows of loyalty are trusted above all else.
 
   Still, despite knowing he saved Poppy and the heroics he endured to free the train, I still have my doubts about him.
 
   Uncharitable. And yet this new world has taught me to doubt before trust.
 
   Beckett glares at him, no longer looking at the two repentant kids. I have no concern I'm the only one who will continue to watch the former member of Cade's army.
 
   “At least we're still moving,” Vander says. The train chugs gently beneath us at a crawl while heat engulfs us, sunlight baking the desert again. We won't be stopping tonight. Two of the crew are assigned to walk a quarter mile ahead, ready to alert us if anything is in the way once night falls. I know I'll be taking my turn at some point and feel a rippling shudder climb my spine. For some reason I'm suddenly fearful of the dark and what might be hiding, waiting.
 
   The day passes, drowsy heat almost too much even in the open door of the second last car. I'm grateful when the sun falls to the horizon behind me, long shadows reaching outward, though the desert is finally giving way to foothills. In the distance, charcoal gray and black, mountains call us closer. The southern Rockies, which means Colorado. More progress.
 
   I return to the others as the train slows for the nighttime crawl forward. Socrates looks like he's disappointed in our speed when the train finally settles into its darkness pace, but shrugs. “I'm going to sit with Ande. Maybe we can hook up the light at the front of the train.”
 
   He disappears while the rest of us sit in quiet. Brick shifts sideways, his foot touching mine and the dog growls, low and angry from where he rests, chin in paws. That makes three of us watching him, then.
 
   As dinner breaks up, Brick joins Chime and her people, his laughter big and loud, their welcome pretty much complete. And the way Chime looks at him... I shrug internally.
 
   If he dared touch me in any way, I'd kill him. But she clearly doesn't feel the same.
 
   I'm rising myself, ready to head back to the open car and my thoughts when the dog barks once and leaps forward, all of his fur standing on end, ears flat against his head.
 
   Brick holds Shade in his hands while Poppy tries to get her back. The black furred puppy whimpers, tries to lick his fingers while he stares down at her with the strangest expression.
 
   Do his hands look a little strained, his grip a little tight? He ignores the dog, but he can't ignore me when I reach out and take the puppy from him, cuddling her to my chest. His dark eyes meet mine, a flash of something in them calling up my battle calm. But it's gone as fast as it appears and he shrugs with a wink.
 
   “Cute,” he says before walking away.
 
   Poppy is in tears, takes the wriggling Shade back from me. “He hurt her,” she whispers. “I know it.”
 
   I do too, the tingle of my healing ability making everything all right again. “She's fine, see?” She slobbers all over Poppy's face. I look up, see Beckett watching. “We'll just make sure he doesn't touch them again, won't we?”
 
   She nods quickly, face pinched in anger. “One way or another,” she says in a voice far older than her years.
 
   ***
 
   This time when the train slows I'm in position to see why. Rather than retreat as I'd been doing, I decide to join Ande and Socrates. I've been spending so much time on my own, too much, I'm actually craving conversation and contact with others. Has to be a good sign.
 
   I sit on the edge of a console and listen to the two boys chatter back and forth. Most of what they say is gibberish to me, wiring and splicing and electric volts. And though I don't say anything at all, I feel myself connected to them, driving back the steady call of the calm rising up at times, seeking to take over. I need it, need the steady power it gives me, but my fear of who I’m becoming, of the person I am disappearing behind a mask of nothing, I wish I had another choice.
 
   I'm almost knocked from my perch when a boy clatters into the cab, a look of excitement on his face.
 
   “Station!”
 
   He then turns and bolts out again before we can acknowledge he's been here.
 
   “I g-g-guess we're stopping.” Ande starts shifting dials, slowing the flow of heat and water to the boiler and the train obeys him like he's asked her nicely.
 
   “Not waiting for Chime?” I mean it seriously, but it comes out with humor.
 
   Ande flashes me his amazing smile. “Give it five, four, three, t-t-two...”
 
   The door slides open and Chime appears. “Station ahead,” she says. “Let's stop for a look.” Is she really that out of touch she can't feel the train quieting beneath her? I see Brick over her shoulder, the way Chime's mouth seems puckered and red and make the connection.
 
   She's been busy and is still distracted. His hand reaches around her, cups her hip. When my eyes lift and meet his, he licks his lips.
 
   Why do I feel like I want to vomit?
 
   I ease past them, careful to avoid touching Brick on my way by, not sure why, but knowing if there is contact my nausea might win. I'm breathless when I reach the open air, heart pounding, temples aching from some compressed emotion I'm unable to process. My hands are shaking, cheeks hot and I'm lost inside myself so far I stumble back when I run right into someone.
 
   Beckett's hands catch me, his face lowered over mine, concern in his blue eyes, just enough light from the cab behind me to see him clearly. My gaze locks on his lips and despite the disgust I felt moments ago I long to lock my mouth to his and never let him go.
 
   He steps back a pace, still holding me, expression softening as if he knows what I'm thinking. “We're stopping then?” All casual, as if I wasn't about to pounce on him. Shame lights my cheeks again though I wonder of what exactly it is I have to be ashamed?
 
   “Slowing at least,” I say, the words emerging level and unshaken. Somehow.
 
   Beckett releases me, nods. Backs off. I follow him to the next car, eyes downward. I don't want to watch him. It makes the ache worse.
 
   “Is this a smart idea?” Vander greets us as we enter. “We've only just left the Crawlers behind us half a day ago and we've been slowed down long enough they may have gained ground.”
 
   “We're far enough ahead it should be okay,” I say, already heading for Poppy and the puppies. The dog looks up, greets me with a tail wag. Though I wished he'd followed me forward earlier as he always did, I didn't blame him for staying close to the babies after the incident with Brick. I crouch and stroke his soft ears. “Feel like exploring a little?”
 
   He's on his feet, body quivering and I laugh. It has to be hard for him to be confined to the train. And if this next station is as quiet as Albuquerque, the respite will be worth it. I can't help but think the rest of the world might be empty. Los Angeles might be the last remaining pocket of humanity. Aside from the Crawlers and the little group who tried to stop us, we've seen no other humans since we left the west coast.
 
   As much as I want there to be more living beings out there, I hope this place is quiet, too.
 
   I turn and hug Poppy. “Coming?”
 
   She gathers Shine in her arms while Beckett takes Shade. “They need to go outside,” she says. They've been using a small metal pan she found to do their business, though I know Poppy hates cleaning it. Outside will be good for them too. For all of us.
 
   “Not until we're sure it's safe.” Beckett meets my eyes, but even he seems relaxed. Maybe I am being too complacent? “But we can move them up to the door at least so we're ready.”
 
   The train huffs out one last sigh of steam, brakes squealing into the night. If there is someone living in the station or surrounds, they know we're here for certain, though I doubt anyone nearby would miss the sound of the train anyway.
 
   We're not exactly stealthy.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   My feet are grateful for solid ground as I step down onto the station walkway, the calm wrapping around me like an old friend. I welcome it and the heightened state of awareness it gives me, but feel it devouring more of me than ever. I try to ignore the whisper of fear in the back of my mind. The anxiety someday it will eat me up until only the fighting machine remains fades in favor of surveying my surroundings.
 
   Vander descends next to me, the glow of his skin lighting enough of the platform I can tell someone's been here before us. The glass is intact, area reasonably clean of debris. Beckett's voice reaches me from above.
 
   “Safe?”
 
   I shrug, turn and help the dog down, taking a puppy from Beckett's hands as Poppy descends without asking first. “As we'll ever be, I suppose.” I look around, feel around. We're alone, at least for now. “But stay close,” I say to her, tapping the end of her nose with my fingertip.
 
   “I'll be with her.” Beckett descends with the second puppy, handing the wriggling and excited Shade to Poppy. The sound of her giggles echo from the empty building and back to us.
 
   I'm surprised to see Ande drop to my side. “Need to check the cutters,” he says before darting off, Socrates at his side, a lantern swinging between them. I'm about to follow when Brick and Chime land on the ground next to me and turn that way.
 
   I wonder how smart it is to leave the train unoccupied, but can hardly blame the crew for wanting to stretch their legs and explore. Considering how empty our last stop was, it seems reasonable enough, in an unreasonable world. I'm as eager as the rest of them and not about to volunteer to stay behind.
 
   I leave Beckett and Poppy, the puppies bounding in the long grass with joyful abandon, heading straight ahead to the station itself. The light follows me as Vander falls in step, the dog on my other side. It's nice to have them both there, even through the calm.
 
   If it weren't for the eerie echo of voices and the chill light of Vander's luminescence, I could easily expect to see families and workers inside the station. Someone's been keeping it clean, or at least has prevented destruction. This fact sets off alarm bells, but when I step inside it's silent and dusty as the door swings shut behind me, lines of plastic chairs screwed to metal bars and the floor lining the room inside. A long counter, glassed in, sits behind them.
 
   No one leaps out to attack. In fact, the quiet is as thick as the dust.
 
   “Any ideas?” Vander's voice is low, almost respectful in its tone, but still carries. I know why he keeps his voice down; the same reason I almost hate to breathe. It feels like a cemetery almost, a shrine to the world that was. And while the dust is undisturbed, I can't help but get the feeling someone watches over this place, keeps it safe from destruction.
 
   It has to be my imagination. I spot the town out the back doors, dark and quiet, peaks of taller buildings just catching the light of the moon, cold glow throwing them in stark silhouette against the starry sky.
 
   I shrug to answer him at last, remembering he asked me a question after my long, pondering silence, as much as to shake off the odd tension the quiet has raised in me, calm or no calm. “It could be that no one survived around here.” I look around, sure I'm right. This must be the last memorial to a dead stop on the rail line, only preserved because everyone who could have desecrated it is long dead and gone.
 
   Hope perks, mouth watering as the memory of something wakes my taste buds. If that's the case, if this place is indeed intact, there might be vending machines with food in them. The very thought of chocolate makes me want to tear the place apart in search of it. So odd how I never missed it until now.
 
   Vander peers around, superior vision sweeping the place. “What do you say, boy?” One hand reaches out to stroke the dog's ears. “Is it safe?”
 
   The big lab sniffs the floor once and sneezes before sitting on his haunches to grin at us like he made a joke. And I guess he kind of did.
 
   “This way.” Vander heads off to the right and I with him, now eager, seeing a moment later what he spotted with his powerful eyesight. Two large metal boxes, the very machines I've been thinking of, stand at attention near the far wall. Vander lifts one hand, swipes at the layer of dust on the glass. Prepackaged food, candy bars, bags of chips rest inside, untouched, preserved perfectly in their plastic wrap.
 
   “I imagine the chips will be stale.” Vander grins. “But the chocolate should be okay.”
 
   Saliva fills my mouth again with the sudden need for sugar, the memory of the flavor flooding my mind, tongue aching for a taste.
 
   Before I can act, Vander taps the front of the machine with one fist. I swear he barely moves his hand, but the plastic coating shatters in a spider web of cracks, a fist-sized hole now gaping in the middle. He reaches inside, grasps the edge and pulls away a large chunk, setting it aside before repeating his act on the other. Within moments he's pressing a bar into my hands while he carefully unloads the remainder into the pockets of his jacket.
 
   I rip the paper away, press the smooth, dark deliciousness to my nose and breathe deeply before cramming a huge bite into my mouth. A groan escapes, the chocolate melting, flooding my mouth with sweetness, making my cheeks tingle. Vander grins at me, using my pockets now as I stand there, eating my bar, the calm leaving me be.
 
   Why does this simple act make me feel like a child? A very happy, very giggly child.
 
   It's hard to retreat, to follow him back to the others, knowing I have to share. My sudden selfish feelings startle me. And fall away the moment Poppy sees what I'm holding in my hand.
 
   “Chocolate!” She bounds up to me, as much a puppy as the happy, barking ones at her feet. Vander hands her a bar, then Beckett, doling out the treats to the grinning kids who appear like magic at the thought of such a delight. Even Chime and Brick appear, helping themselves and I watch Beckett trot off to take two forward for Socrates and Ande.
 
   My bar gone, regret I'd not savored it bittersweet, I leave the others to their happy snacking and go back inside the station. Again Vander joins me, though I notice he's not eating himself.
 
   “I'm fine,” he says. “Let's see what's in the other one.”
 
   The second is a drink dispenser, full of cans of soda. By now we're not alone, more of the crew inside exploring. I leave Vander surrounded by eager kids waiting impatiently for their drink as he fishes them out of the now smashed front panel one by one.
 
   I wander ahead, past the ticket counter, toward another door at the far end of the station. The entrance, presumably. What lies beyond? I can see the town more clearly now, the outline lit in the distance.
 
   Moonlit. But no. Not so. I've deceived myself, perhaps only seeing what I wanted to see. There is light and it has nothing to do with the swollen moon. The very moment the dog growls and grabs my jacket cuff with his teeth, my mind registers I can see outside despite the dead of night. Cold, harsh light, moving, bobbing as though alive. I turn, start to run, to shout, glance to the left only to see more light through a window, moving forward, the outline of a body.
 
   “Brights!” The word escapes me, the gathered kids before me freezing in a momentary tableau before they bolt for the exit, Vander still holding two cans in his hands.
 
   His eyes flicker over my shoulder, face grim. “Go,” he says as the door crashes open behind me, the place suddenly flooding with cold illumination. “Trio, go!”
 
   I look back, spot the crowd of Brights surging forward and turn. I'm not running. I'm never leaving Vander behind again.
 
   They reach us in a wave, but the calm has found me again and I'm not afraid. Not for the first time, the dog becomes my battle partner, distracting, attacking, his teeth and claws as effective as my feet and hands.
 
   Brights fall before us, easily. Where is Vander's strength in them? They don't seem to have his speed either, or his stamina. Either that or I'm growing stronger myself. But I don't think that's the case.
 
   It only takes a moment for the crowd to fall back, for them to retreat. I hear a grunt to my right, turn to see Vander struck from behind, his body lifted, carried. I move after him only to have hands fall on me, pull me backward.
 
   “Trio, no!” Beckett pants in my ear. “It's too dangerous.”
 
   I fight free, but too late, they are gone and my friend with them. My fist impacts Beckett's chest so hard it drives him backward with a grunt of pain, though I pulled my punch to save him any real harm. Anger mingles with the calm.
 
   “I'm not leaving him behind.” Whatever Beckett sees in my eyes convinces him stopping me was the worst possible mistake. He sighs and shakes his head.
 
   “Idiot,” he mutters even as he sags a little. “I'll come with you.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   I don't wait for Beckett, already running toward the retreating lights. The crew must have fought off the attacking Brights, and again I wonder why they seem so weak.
 
   The exit lands me on a cracking concrete walkway, two steps and I'm running down an asphalt road, the illumination up ahead enough I can see to leap over areas damaged by nature and time. I pass a sign, the name unreadable, not caring anyway where we are or who might have lived here once.
 
   Only Vander matters.
 
   Again hands grasp me, but this time I slow on purpose, the dog tight to my side. The Brights have slowed, the movement of light centralized, still flowing as if they are moving around, but more as if they've gathered in one place, the eddying of light like waves of water above the trees and buildings in the way.
 
   “Careful, at least?” Beckett hisses in my ear, not releasing me from his grip. “We have no idea what we're dealing with.”
 
   “They aren't strong like him. Not the Brights you know.” I strain mentally to be free of his grasp, but hold back. He's right, as much as I hate to admit it.
 
   “I know.” Beckett finally releases me. “But we're still outnumbered. We need help, Trio.” Beckett's voice penetrates my need to go after Vander.
 
   Doesn’t he understand? I can’t turn around now. “I'll go on alone. You fetch the others.” Again his hand grasps my arm, but without strength as if begging me not to fight him.
 
   “Please, Trio.” He tugs a little, just a little. “We'll go after him, I promise. But we need a plan.”
 
   I don't say our friend could be dead by then. Brights are cannibals, though I have no idea if they would eat one of their own. For all I know, with his strength and abilities, they might revere Vander. But I'm not willing to risk it.
 
   My feet are made of lead, the same heavy metal flowing in my veins as I relent at last and retreat with Beckett.
 
   “What are you two doing?” Chime's screech reaches me the moment we pass through the station doors and onto the platform. Kids hang over the railings, peek out from the open car. The engine chuffs smoke. Ande must have fired it up already. “We have to go!”
 
   “No.” I stop moving forward even though Beckett takes another step. “They have Vander.”
 
   “I lost half of my people back there,” Chime growls at me, gesturing the way we've come, reminding me of the crew left behind in Los Angeles as if I'm not aware of who she lost. Of whom my flight has sacrificed beyond her people. “I'm not risking the rest for one of yours.”
 
   “That one of mine saved you earlier,” I say. “Without him we'd be in Crawler custody.”
 
   “Without you I'd be safe and sound delivering freight.” She's trembling, whole body shaking with anger. But she remains on the train, Brick beside her. He doesn't look angry, not at all. Is that a smirk pulling the corner of his mouth?
 
   Not my problem. “Fine,” I say. “Go on without me. Vander and I will catch up somehow.”
 
   Beckett spins back. “No way.” He looks up at Chime, his desperation clear. “Please, don't leave without us.”
 
   “It's not worth the risk.” Brick crosses his arms over his chest. As if his words give her strength, Chime does the same.
 
   “We're leaving,” she snaps, “with or without you.”
 
   “No,” Ande says from the door to the cab, face sad but resolute, stutter diminished as he faces her down. “We're not.”
 
   Chime spins on him, anger flashing. “You get this train moving!”
 
   Ande shakes his head, his own temper appearing for the first time. “I won't!” He stomps one foot. “And you can't make it go without me, Chime, so d-d-don't even try it.” Ande meets my eyes, his shadowed by the light glow behind him. “Hurry,” he says.
 
   I nod and turn, leaving them all behind. I should never have listened to Beckett, should have gone on no matter what. I've wasted precious time on a lost cause, my heart berating me for even thinking Chime would understand. Footfalls beside me tell me Beckett's joined me, at least. I'm surprised to hear more, glance over my shoulder to see a very angry Chime and still smirking Brick running along behind.
 
   It's almost shocking enough to break my calm, but not quite.
 
   I don't slow this time, my stride lengthening out if anything, carrying me in a ground-eating pace into the town. It's the first time I've run like this and for a moment I rejoice, certain I could go on and on forever and never tire. Vander's plight breaks through the moment I pound my way around the corner of a building and into the center of town.
 
   It's a small place, with a central square, surrounded by old buildings. The place is lit like daytime, if the sun was as coldly lit as the moon.
 
   The gathered Brights don't know I'm there, not yet, another indication they aren't like Vander. I'm pushing my way through them and they barely react, though I hear a growing murmur from them when they realize I'm in their midst. By then it's too late, the dog and I are in the middle of the crowd, a clearing where three Brights hold my friend, his blood glowing on his face where they've struck him, but his face as composed and beautiful as ever.
 
   The crowd falls back from me, gasping, horrified. I've managed to frighten them, the masses at least, if not their leader. The dog drops to his haunches at my side, showing no signs of fear. There's that much, at least. I just hope he's not acting, though once the idea of an animal like him being able to dissemble would have made me laugh. But this is the dog and I believe him capable of anything.
 
   A tall young man in a cape and what looks like a tuxedo glares at me from where he stands with Vander. “Invader,” he hisses, raising his arms under the cloak, hands crooked toward me, fingers curled into claws. “You will be devoured! I will suck your blood dry and cast your bones to the earth!”
 
   It takes a great effort not to laugh, even though they have me surrounded in what should be a frightening situation. A tickle of amusement punctures my calm. Who does he think he is? And are those fake fangs in his mouth?
 
   “Why did you attack us?” My eyes flicker to Vander's. He doesn't act or respond, though his body seems relaxed, at ease. Why isn't he fighting his way free?
 
   “You defiled the sacred site.” The leader doesn't speak. It's a voice from behind me. I don't bother to turn and see the boy who spoke.
 
   “Sacred site?” Again my gaze finds Vander. “What site?”
 
   “You ate the holy food.” A girl chokes out a sob.
 
   Holy... the calm ripples as I feel unutterable sadness. “The chocolate.” Vander nods, the barest movement even as my heart crumples for them. Sad eyes, more grief than I've ever seen, stare at me, not with anger, but with the tearing loss of something they worship gone from them forever.
 
   “You've destroyed everything.” The leader shakes back his cape, blonde hair almost a match for Vander's falling over his dark eyes, sharp, long nose nearly quivering in rage. I find it hard to take him seriously, not like I take the gathered Brights and their longing for what was seriously.
 
   No wonder Vander isn't fighting. And why I no longer wish to fight, either. They didn't attack us to harm us, but to protect their sacred ground. How these children turned two vending machines and a train station into a holy place is beyond me, but my guilt is as powerful as my grief.
 
   “We didn't know.” No excuse. I see it in their sad faces, their slumped and defeated postures. I don't fear for our lives any longer. Our deaths aren't what these children seek. And yet I still feel the need to beg their forgiveness. “Please, we didn't. We never would have defiled your site if we'd known.”
 
   The leader hisses, baring his fake vampire teeth. Him, on the other hand... he has some kind of hold over them, that much is obvious, though I wonder now if he's as innocent in this misled life they live as the rest of the Brights. “The punishment is death!”
 
   And yet no one moves to harm us, as I knew they wouldn't. If anything, they seem ashamed. Of what?
 
   “Can we not make amends somehow?” I turn away from him, to the others, spinning in a slow circle so they see my face, my echoing loss, sharing in theirs.
 
   “Undo what you've done?” The leader scoffs in his Hollywood voice. “You stand before me, Ivan the Terrible, and expect to grovel for your life with such a weak and pathetic offer?” His people sway. What binds them to him that he can make them go against their conscience?
 
   Vander's tongue snakes out, licks the glowing blood from his lip, eyes never leaving mine.
 
   The blood. He takes iron supplements, has his entire life, so his need for blood is controlled. Has that made him stronger than normal Brights? Or is there more to it?
 
   I face down the campy big screen vampire Ivan portrays and shake my head.
 
   “I didn't see me groveling.”
 
   His forehead creases. “Come to me.” One hand lifts, sways before him, eyes locked on mine. For a brief instant, I feel a tug at my mind, as though he's able to control my thoughts with his. But he's not powerful enough to break through my calm. Either that or just not very good at it.
 
   I'll have to remember to ask Vander about it once we've escaped. Such a skill might come in handy later, if he's able to duplicate it with more strength.
 
   “Let my friend go,” I say instead of caving to his weak parlor trick, “and we'll do what we can to repair the damage.” But the damage is done. The candy is gone, eaten, the cases of the machines broken, contents devoured.
 
   Ivan seems startled his little power doesn't affect me. “Seize her!” He waves grandly at his people. “I will ingest her blood and become stronger. Through me, we will all be stronger!”
 
   Is that it? Is he somehow keeping the blood for himself? I look around again at the Brights. Does he glow more than they do? It seems so. And their weakness... they are reduced, bodies frail, hunched. A lifetime without enough blood to fulfill their potential might create the Brights I see before me.
 
   “Part of your religion, I take it.” I sigh, rubbing my face with my hands, sadness transferring from my transgression to Ivan's. “The rest of you aren't allowed to feed.”
 
   They groan as one, and I have my answer.
 
   “It's a sin.” The same girl speaks, in a whisper this time. “The great book says so.”
 
   “Only our master can feed.” A boy beside her weeps shining tears. “His strength is our strength.”
 
   Ivan produces something from beneath his cape, shows it off with a flourish, flashing it over his head. But it's not a book, the pages are too big, the width too thin.
 
   “Heed the great words of the Lord of Darkness.” As he lowers it again, I see a drawing on the cover, a large title. I've seen such material before. Not a religious tome after all.
 
   A comic book.
 
   He flips to the first page. “The Lord and Master drinks of the flesh while his minions grow strong in the feeding.”
 
   Pictures take life inside, lit by his glow. The creation of someone's imagination long ago, transformed by Brights into a cult bible.
 
   Vander's cheek is suddenly wet, a single tear trickling down his face and I'm almost startled when he finally speaks.
 
   “Brothers and sisters,” he says in his smooth and polished voice, “you suffer for nothing.”
 
   Ivan spins, slaps my friend across the mouth. “Silence, evil one. Your blood I will savor most of all.”
 
   Enough. I can no longer take this farce, this comedy of horror, torn from the pages of a cartoon. “Release him now.” I allow my anger to show at last. “I'm taking my friend with me. What you do, Ivan, what you've done, I do not condone. But nor will I fight you if you let us go.”
 
   Vander shakes his head, grief on his face and I know what he's thinking, that he needs to save them if he can. But it's not our job, our responsibility, and I need to get him out of there.
 
   Ivan steps between us, the book shoved in my face. “Heed the holy words,” he snarls, fake teeth bobbing up and down in his mouth as he speaks. “Or they will destroy you.”
 
   The tingle is rapid and unexpected, and before I can stop myself I'm reaching out to touch his face with my hand. I jerk away immediately, the horror of what I've done rising inside me, prepared for the melting, the screaming, the puddle of what he once was.
 
   For a second nothing happens and my gut unclenches. Ivan stares at me, mouth slack, the false vampire teeth falling to bounce on the ground before him, a long string of saliva dangling from his bottom lip. It's not until his glow begins to fade I understand.
 
   That the others understand.
 
   Within moments he is whole and normal, his skin as pink as Beckett's, not a trace of the Bright he'd been remaining.
 
   Healed. Human.
 
   Ivan's screaming tells me he's unhappy with this turn of events even as I realize I'm capable of much more than I ever imagined.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   The stampede starts almost immediately as the crowd scatters, terrified Brights running from me as much as if I'd killed their leader after all. Ivan just stands there, staring at me, mouth hanging open now that his shriek of horror has faded into the night. He moves at last to reach for me, touch my hand.
 
   “What have you done to me?” Gone is the make-believe voice, the affectation of a vampire he must have concocted from a variety of pop-culture icons. Instead he is just a young man, a little thin, with a nose too long for his face and a new twitch in his right knee I'm sure comes from stress.
 
   Vander gently moves the young man back. “She's given you hope.”
 
   Ivan shakes his head, looks down at himself. “Where has it gone?”
 
   Vander has his hands on me, is pulling me backward even as Ivan's hands begin to shake, his face collapsing into grief.
 
   “What have you done?” His scream carries as he turns and stumbles to his knees.
 
   “Trio.” Vander's voice is low, soft but urgent. “We have to go. Now.”
 
   I nod, my sick fascination with Ivan's collapse broken. As I turn, I understand my friend's tone.
 
   Not all of the Brights fled. Some remain, a small crowd of their own. The move as one, coming toward me, hands outstretched.
 
   “Heal me.” The girl's hands are small and weak as she clings to me.
 
   “Me too,” the boy beside her continues to weep.
 
   “Heal us,” they grasp at me, at Vander, pulling us back with their sheer weight.
 
   I don't want to hurt them, but they won't let me go.
 
   The dog barks, someone calls my name. I look up, see Beckett coming for me, shoving Brights aside. He grasps my hand, pulls me through, Vander with me. The moment we break out behind them, the Brights moan and turn to follow.
 
   “Run.” Vander's hiss of warning is unnecessary.
 
   We do, as fast as we can, the Brights following at a slower pace as if tranced. I want to turn, to try to help them, but there are too many, so many, I know I can never give them what they want. I ignore Chime's screams for Ande, the fact Beckett and Vander pause to block the entrance to the station with one of the vending machines. It's hard to focus, to think with what I've done still so fresh in my mind.
 
   I find myself on the train, the boiler chugging overhead, wheels turning as the Brights approach from around the building in a thin line to gather at the platform, calling for me, sobbing, trying to board only to have Brick and Beckett push them back.
 
   My face is wet, my chest and throat tight as Vander wraps his arms around me and holds me to his chest. I'm grateful for the moment of comfort.
 
   Until someone grabs my arm, pulls me around. Chime stares at me, a mix of anger and terror on her face.
 
   “How did you do that?” Brick hovers behind her, staring openly. He knows what I can do, that I can cause the Sick, yet clearly hasn't told Chime. I would find that interesting at any other time.
 
   “Leave her alone.” Beckett shoves Chime aside.
 
   His interference seems to set her off. “I will not leave her alone!” Her screams pierce my eardrums, make my head hurt. “This is all her fault! We all could have died going back for him, and for what? So she could prove she's a freak?” Chime is in my face though doesn't touch me. Fears to touch me, I can tell. “What the hell did you do to him?”
 
   “Nothing,” I say. “I just touched him.”
 
   “Nothing.” Chime falls back, shaking, swallowing hard. “Tell me, Trio, why do the Crawlers want you so much?”
 
   This is it. The truth will come out. And she'll kick us from the train out of fear. Brick still stares, only now he's scowling at Chime, not me.
 
   “The next time you put us at risk,” Chime snarls, “you won't be getting back on this train.” She looks up, meets Vander's eyes. “Your little friends, either.”
 
   I watch her stalk away, trembling a little, the calm gone. Instead my heart aches for the poor lost kids in that terrible town, lied to and damaged by a comic book story.
 
   Beckett guides me toward the sleeping car, over the gap, through the door. It's probably just as well as I feel in a daze, wandering useless and lost. I crumple when he pulls on my hand, sit and accept a bowl of food I don't taste, water that does nothing to wash away the ashes of regret in my mouth.
 
   The moment I'm done I rise and leave them, retreat to the car with the open door, sit and look out into the night with the dog's head in my lap and try not to think.
 
   His glow betrays his arrival. Vander sits next to me, the dog between us.
 
   “Did you know you could?” His voice is subdued, but level and steady. As though he's not thinking what I know he's thinking. What I'm dreading he's about to ask of me.
 
   I shrug instead of letting him know of my fear. “I healed your brother,” I say, thinking of Gault. “But it was just his body. Not the Sick or the consequences.”
 
   Vander frowns a little. “His body returned to normal before it dissolved.” His unhappy expression fades as he shakes his head. “I should have considered this was part of your ability.”
 
   The pain in my chest from the grief and guilt grows in power as Vander turns to me, reaching out to take my hand. He doesn't have to say it after all. There are no questions between us, only the knowledge of what I've done in the past. Still. “I don't know if it will work.” Fear it won't. The tingle won't come, no matter how I beg. For him, for my guilt.
 
   Vander nods without pleading, smiles at me as though what he's after doesn't really matter to him. “But you'll try. And I'm grateful for that, Trio.”
 
   I call again for the tingle, plead for it to come as I grasp my friend's glowing hand over the back of the sprawled golden lab, gasping tears as nothing comes, nothing happens.
 
   He pulls away at last, anger on his face. I don't blame him for hating me. But when he speaks, it's not me his fury is aimed toward.
 
   “I’m tired of feeling like someone's screwing with us.” He stares out into the darkness, glow pulsing in time with his anger.
 
   Miserable, I bow my head. “Why a town full of Brights?” It strikes me odd. “Why a whole town, Vander?”
 
   Like he has any more answers than I do. Then again, maybe he does.
 
   “It's almost as if this is all one big experiment.” He turns to look at me, transparent blue eyes full of frustration. “One thing's for certain—we can't survive like this. Whatever caused this, whoever if that's the case, we must find a way to make things right.”
 
   I bob a nod, still crying, letting the tears fall to my lap without bothering to wipe them away. Vander leans close, kisses my cheek gently.
 
   “Thank you, my friend,” he says before rising and leaving me.
 
   I'm glad he's gone. I can't bear to have my failure to help him next to me any longer.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   The sun wakes me, warmth on my face and hands a welcome sensation. I sit up, the dog moaning beside me, yawning and stretching his large body before shaking with vigor. I hug him to me, feeling his body press close as he leans into the embrace, chin on my shoulder, panting softly in my ear.
 
   “Thanks for staying with me.” I whisper it out loud, not really meaning to. He chuffs softly in response, tongue finding my cheek.
 
   Time to face the others, though I don't want to, wish I didn't have to. I don't know how to prepare for further stares, whispers. Going back to being treated like an outsider but worse, a freak... my shoulders are heavy with unhappiness as I cross to the sliding door and hop the gap to the next car. The dog leans into my legs, a steady and constant presence. He has to know what I'm feeling, to understand. To be far more intelligent than an ordinary dog.
 
   “I wish you could talk,” I say just before we cross to the sleeping car.
 
   He barks once and I find myself smiling.
 
   Right. He can. I just don't understand him yet.
 
   I feel the train slow as the second door slides shut behind me, the cargo car behind, and turn to see Socrates talking with Beckett near where our friends are camped. It's hard to join them, but no one says anything or acts like it's my fault Vander is still a Bright, least of all him. I'm not sure if that makes it worse or not.
 
   “Ande's stopping the train,” Socrates tells me. “Says it's not used to going so far, so fast. He has maintenance he has to perform or we'll be out of a ride soon.” Socrates grins. “Silt in the water we're using or something. The new system he's rigged can't handle all the dirt.”
 
   I'm sure Chime is thrilled about the imposed stop. She glares at me from where she sits with Brick, practically in his lap, one of his arms casually around her waist like he owns her. I have no doubt he thinks he does and if she's prepared to argue the point, I'd be surprised.
 
   They make me sick.
 
   Ignoring her will be easier than accepting the truth my friends aren't judging me yet. Poppy hugs me, kisses me without a word, before handing me some breakfast, a can of peaches. I smell the sugar immediately and my stomach growls in answer even as I fight off irritation. They should judge me, shouldn't they? I failed to do for Vander what I managed to for Ivan, a total stranger.
 
   There's something very wrong with me my friends aren't seeing and I'm not sure I'm willing to push the matter even though my conscience can barely stand their friendship. Speaking up means they might leave me after all, might finally understand how horrible I am. And I can't bear to be alone.
 
   By the time the can is empty, the dog turning his nose up at a slice of preserved fruit in favor of a slab of pressed ham, the train hisses to a halt and my mulling in self-pity is over. Amazing how a full stomach and some harsh internal shaking can change everything. I'm doing what I can, with the slim knowledge I have. I refuse to give up on the fact I may yet help Vander, help them all, somehow.
 
   It's something to cling to at least. It allows me to sigh out the last of my tension and be present with my friends when they rise to go outside for a look around.
 
   After a very quick survey of the landscape, the mountains now behind us, crossed over in the night, foothills stretching out below to a wide plain as we enter the Midwest, the crew hops down to stretch their legs and explore a little. I'm planning to stay behind, to watch Poppy and the puppies, when I see Beckett grab his bow and disappear out the door. In a moment of curiosity, a nice respite from my constant tugging guilt, I follow, the dog trailing along behind me.
 
   Beckett's fast and has a bit of a head start, but it's not long before I catch up with him. Just in time to see his posture stiffen, an arrow already on the string as he pulls back, aiming carefully before letting fly. The solid thunk of the weapon hitting its target followed by a heavier, deeper thud brings me running.
 
   I find him crouched over the body of a deer, a large male with a spreading rack of antlers. Blood rushes from around the hole his arrow made as the creature's hooves patter against the ground for a moment before it falls still. Beckett jerks the arrow free without a moment's hesitation or a flicker of compassion, wiping it on the grass.
 
   A terrible sorrow surges in me. He's killed this creature without thought, not considering what I'm only really beginning to believe. That the large mammal most likely survived his own version of the Sick and was aware, intelligent and as near to human as the dog. Why did I not say something before? He needs to know what he's done.
 
   Beckett looks up, startled as I join him, my hands running over the soft coat of the dead buck. Bile rises in my throat, the end of so noble and majestic a creature clenching my body into a tight knot as the tingle surges to the surface.
 
   The deer twitches, eyes blinking. He sits up, shaking his great head, gaze meeting mine for a moment. He tries to rise, as though still weak from his revival. A moment of real connection passes between us, an instant of recognition as he understands I'm not his enemy and I see the beauty and brilliance in him.
 
   
  
 

I reach out to stroke his face, tears again wetting my cheeks.
 
   Only to choke a cry of absolute loss as Beckett strikes out, the arrow driving through the large, gentle eye of the beast, penetrating through into his brain. The deer thrashes, head tossing backward, flinging Beckett to the ground before it convulses once and dies for the second time.
 
   I collapse to my knees, sobbing into my hands, only to have Beckett grab my arms and pull me up to face him. He shakes me, violently, my head whipping forward and back, rage twisting his features.
 
   “What is wrong with you?” He shoves me back, wiping at his mouth with the back of his hand where a spray of fluid and blood from the buck's eye paints his skin.
 
   “You...” I gasp for air, trying to find a way to make him understand what he's done, the life he's taken, the intelligence he's ended, but words won't come and I struggle to find even the most rudimentary language to describe my grief. “You killed it.”
 
   I simply can't muster anything else.
 
   “Yes, Trio,” he shouts at me, “I killed it.” Beckett's whole body shakes, like a dog shedding water. When he speaks again, his voice is quieter, but no less angry. “You need to screw your head on straight.” He half turns from me. “I've seen you kill, fight like a demon possessed, all without a moment of emotion. You're a killing machine, Trio.” Beckett stares down at the deer. “But I can't hunt for fresh meat?” Blue eyes lift to mine. “You're putting us all at risk, you know that, don't you? You need to figure out some priorities that make sense.”
 
   “I have priorities.” My own anger surfaces and I welcome it. “But I don't kill for the sake of killing, Beckett, not ever.” Not yet, my mind whispers to me. “Only to defend myself and those I care about. You killed to kill.”
 
   “No,” he shakes his head, “I killed for survival. It's the same damned thing.”
 
   “It's not.” Grief cramps my stomach, forces me to bend over while more tears escape and my anger fades. “He did nothing to you. We have plenty of food. You didn't need to kill him.”
 
   “It.” Beckett's voice grates in my ears. “It's an animal, Trio. A stupid animal.”
 
   The dog chuffs beside me and I'm as offended as he is.
 
   “You're certain of that?” Beckett flinches and I see guilt in his eyes as they flicker over the dog. “Absolutely certain? Because I know what I saw in his eyes just before you murdered him.” I jab a finger at the buck, shaking so hard my teeth chatter. “I saw a living creature who would never harm you die because you wanted fresh meat you didn't need.”
 
   Beckett glares at me like this is all my fault. “It's dead,” he says, voice flat and cold. “And I'm hungry.”
 
   I can't answer, don't have anything to say, not while he bends with a knife in his hand and begins to cut the creature open in short, savage jerks. Speechless and empty, unable to believe my Beckett could be such a savage, that he refuses to see the truth in favor of his own need, I stagger away from him, soul aching for his lack of empathy and the poor dead deer.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   I listen to them celebrating, laughing. Smell the stench of cooking flesh on the fire and know I will never eat meat again. I can't get the buck's face out of my head, the way his liquid brown eye met mine, the connection I felt to him. How I knew if I could only have enough time I could find a way to speak his language, to understand the changes done to him and his kind by the Sick. Could he have been as smart as the dog? It's quite likely, if the herd of horses who followed the train are any indicator. And the puppies already show their own form of intelligence.
 
   It's not a unique phenomenon. I'm positive of it.
 
   My mind tells me the crew and my friends eat something sentient, self-aware and are enjoying every minute of it.
 
   And yet, Beckett is correct. Why was I designed to fight, to kill, only to regret the loss of a simple creature, changed or not? I find it so simple to destroy those who attack me, so straight forward to end the lives of those who threaten those I care about. I have no sympathy really for the Crawlers I killed, those who died from my version of the Sick. Yes, I felt a pang of guilt at the time, but more so because of confusion and concern about what I was able to do and less for their deaths.
 
   Who am I and why am I this way? I'm a clone. Does that mean I was made, a construct? If so, why make me a ruthless killer if only to grant me a soul to regret death?
 
   Maybe the ones who created me made me wrong. I think back to my waking, in the school bathroom. How disappointed the man in the hologram seemed. Am I flawed? The way the calm tries to consume me... is that my natural state, where I'm heading once and for all? I shudder, unable to comprehend and not wanting to live if that is the person—no, the machine—I'm destined to become.
 
   All life is precious. Who said that to me and when? I've heard it before, I know the expression very well. The moment I focus, a memory surfaces. I'm standing in the lab, the one I remember, but I'm small, younger than Poppy, smaller too. The woman, is she my mother? She stands beside me, the older man looking angry.
 
   He's holding a baby in his hands.
 
   My heart jerks me free of the image, but I need to be relentless. To understand this. Maybe it will help me also understand who I am and what I'm really for.
 
   I'm small, can just see over the counter's height to where the baby lies on a clear plastic tray. It's deformed, face and skull misshapen, little limbs twisted, belly distended outward as though a balloon hides inside. It's dead, I know it, no life inside it, body still and cooling where it rests on the sterile strip of gauze at the bottom of the container.
 
   I'm not supposed to be here. A little thrill of fear almost drives me away as I grip the edge of the smooth black counter with both hands, nose over the edge, eyes locked on the silent infant. I know he'll yell at me, he always does, then call for her to take me away. He doesn't like us very much, calls us Clone though she has names for us.
 
   What is my name? I can't remember.
 
   My fingers tingle. I know the sensation. It's been growing inside me for a while. Inside all three of us, in fact, though I'm not concerned by it. The tingle makes him excited, but her sad, when we tell them what we're feeling. They don't know everything I can do with the tingle yet, have no idea I found a dead butterfly on my windowsill only this morning and, with a simple touch, sent that butterfly off and away again, life once more beating in its little heart.
 
   My fear of him fades as my soul lifts. There's so much I can do. I want to do. Maybe I can prove to him I'm really a good girl after all, a good clone. Give him what he wants and make him smile instead of frown at me all the time. Yes, this is perfect. Not only can I make him smile, I can return things to the way they should be.
 
   I reach out, stroke the baby's face, feel the tingle pass between us in a moment of bliss.
 
   It wakes, one usable eye opening, meeting mine, a single breath drawn into its tiny lungs, right hand, the only one formed perfectly, making a defiant fist. I've done it, it's alive and I did this. I made it live.
 
   One breath. The baby dies again, life fading as quickly as it returned.
 
   Her hands settle on my shoulders, lips on my cheek. “Oh my kitten,” she whispers. “You shouldn't be here.”
 
   He is with her, shouting at her to get me out of the lab until she glares at him.
 
   “You did see what she just accomplished.”
 
   Her words silence him. Is there fear in his old face?
 
   She turns me toward her, lifts me into her arms until her nose is on level with mine.
 
   “All life is precious,” she says, “but, my sweet girl, you must learn which lives are worth saving.”
 
   It's the most complete memory I've ever had and while I'm weeping from it, from the sadness of the dying baby, I'm crying more for the relief of remembering.
 
   Try as I might in the next little while, as I sit there and scour the dark, blank wall between me and my past for any sign of  breaking through, it's the only part of my past I'm able to recover. But now I have hope. With time, maybe I'll figure things out after all.
 
   I remain there, head down, digging into my mind as it resists me still, hugging the thought of her and the feeling of her love. Soft paws make little noise on the ground, but it's enough to bring my chin up. The dog stops at my side, tail low but wagging, his own head hanging. A bone is clenched between his jaws, the thud of it dropping at my feet louder than I expected.
 
   I reach out for him, stroke his fur while he licks his chops.
 
   “It's okay,” I say. “You understand, don't you?”
 
   His head slowly bobs before he whines softly and looks down at the bone again. Is he asking my permission? It's not fair of me to punish him as I punish myself. I realize the same is true of Beckett. How was he to know? And I treated him so horribly, handled the whole thing the wrong way, how I handle everything it seems. Badly.
 
   My crippled heart relents at last. I press my lips to the dog's forehead before smiling at him. “You earned that.”
 
   He settles next to me, gnawing happily on his treat while I try to come to terms with what I now know.
 
   I am a weapon. I was made, perhaps not specifically for that purpose, but with the ability to kill, more than kill. To destroy others utterly. But now I know as well, there was no urgency to my creation. Vander's suggestion this is some big experiment makes me pause. If I'm a test, some kind of lab rat let out of her cage, am I a mistake?
 
   No, I don't believe that. The woman wouldn't have sent me to this place if I were.
 
   So why then am I here?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty One
 
    
 
   It's not long before a shadow falls over me and I realize the dog isn't my only visitor. I look up and manage a real smile for Beckett. His own face is creased with regret, shoulders hunched, one hand shoved deep into the front pocket of his pants, the other hiding behind his back as if he's afraid to show me what he's holding.
 
   “Trio.” He hesitates, sighs. “I'm sorry.”
 
   I pat the log I sit on, an invitation he accepts even as he relents, hand coming forward. He bends and hands the dog a second bone, this one red with extra flesh. The golden lab takes it with great grace before switching to the meatier offering. I avert my eyes, more interested on focusing elsewhere anyway.
 
   “I shouldn't have yelled at you.” He looks away, hands clenched in his lap. “It's not your fault.”
 
   So much pain, so much need to protect. Again, I have the feeling I've known Beckett before and I wonder. Is he like me? I know he isn't. He’s shown no sign of being anything but normal. And yet, if that's the case, how do I know he has a birthmark on his right shoulder, just below the collar bone, that the only hair on his chest is a thin, dark line running from his belly button down into his belt line? That one of his feet is flat.
 
   How do I know?
 
   I reach for him, unable to resist, sliding my arms around him even as his lift to hug me. His skin is hot under mine as I press my face against his neck and breathe in his scent.
 
   “I'm sorry too,” I say. “I wish I could remember.”
 
   “And I wish I understood.” He sighs, chest heaving, the sound of his heart in my ear. “What's your real reason for being here? Is Vander right?” One hand rises to push my hair back, his cheek resting on the top of my head as if sitting here with me like this is the most natural thing in the world. And it is, it really is. “How can you be who you are and do what you do, but still be so human?”
 
   “I remembered something,” I whisper against his skin. “A lab. I was created, Beckett.” I hate pulling back from him, but I need to see his eyes. They don't judge me, only watch, open and questioning. “It's as if I've been programmed to protect myself if I'm in danger.” Yes, that feels right. “But I can't stand the idea of death, not unless I'm threatened.” A flaw in my programming? Or a part of her left in me? I sigh. “Things would be so much easier if I just knew what I'm meant to do.”
 
   Beckett's lips meet mine before I know he's moving. It's the first time he's done so since his birthday, the day we hid in Vander's home. And as much as he tastes like death, the flavor of cooked blood and the flesh of the deer clinging to his tongue, I embrace him, arms around his neck, my mouth as eager as his, the heat of his body, the scent of him like a craving I've been fighting and no longer have to.
 
   Someone laughs, so loud Beckett pulls back, looks over at the fire. It's Brick, but he's not looking our way. Still, the moment is broken. This time when Beckett looks back at me, he's troubled but not unhappy.
 
   He squeezes my hand for a moment, presses a gentle kiss to my forehead and leaves me there, body aching for him.
 
   He vanishes from sight, but the light of the fire beckons me, the aroma of roasting flesh long gone. I join the others at last, the dog ever at my side and find a place next to Socrates. It's time I asked some questions about my golden furred friend.
 
   Socrates looks up at me, grins. “You missed dinner.”
 
   I feel my stomach roll over, but smile back, knowing then Beckett kept our argument to himself. “I have something to ask you. About the animals.”
 
   His dark eyes fall on the dog as the golden lab flops down next to me.
 
   “He is unusual, isn't he?” Socrates sighs, shrugs. “I don't know if the Sick attacks animals, too, if that's what you're wondering. Aside from the puppies and him, this is the most time I've spent with anything but people. Taking care of animals, having pets, isn't exactly a priority, considering.”
 
   I nod. “I know,” I say. “So you haven't heard anything?”
 
   “There was a cat,” Vander says softly from the other side of Socrates, voice low as if he doesn't want anyone else to hear. “Gault and I took her in. She was sweet, and seemed very smart for an animal. There were times I was sure she was trying to talk to me.”
 
   “What happened to her?” I lean closer.
 
   “She died,” he smiles sadly at me. “Of old age. Happy and fat. We both loved her, Gault most of all.”
 
   I take his hand and squeeze it, reaching over Socrates to do so.
 
   “And you never thought anything of it?” When I lean back, I find the dog eyeing me as if he's listening.
 
   I know he's listening.
 
   “What difference does it make, ultimately?” Socrates tosses a chunk of wood into the fire. “Smart or not, if they have caught the Sick, there's nothing we can do about it.”
 
   I sit back, one hand in the dog's thick coat and tell them about the horses. Socrates grunts like I'm wasting his time but Vander smiles at me.
 
   “I would have loved to have seen them,” he says.
 
   Socrates rolls his eyes. “We have enough problems of our own.” That petulant grumble doesn't sound like him but when he crosses his arms over his chest in a little-old man grump, I see his eyes flicker to the remains of the roasting deer sitting near the fire and suddenly know he's as disgusted by the thought of eating an intelligent animal as I am.
 
   The Howls, the Brights, the Shambles—all cannibals. Does devouring the flesh of creatures newly intelligent and aware make us as bad as those damaged by the Sick?
 
   It's not fair of me to torture my young friend this way.
 
   “Doesn't matter, really,” I say with a gentle smile. “Just wondering.”
 
   Socrates relaxes, a flicker of guilt telling me he'll likely avoid eating fresh meat again.
 
   The dog simply chuffs softly before closing his eyes.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Two
 
    
 
   Everyone seems reluctant to get back on the train, even Chime, but no one complains outwardly when Ande heads for the locomotive and wakes the slumbering engine. Within a very short time we're ready to move on again, the boiler coals still hot enough to stoke some steam.
 
   Beckett and Vander carry the last packets of cooked meat on board as the train begins to roll, leaving the carcass of the deer behind, bones sharply reflective in the light of the dying fire. I can't look, wish they left the flesh behind, but know I need to hold my tongue and my opinion to myself. If nothing else, the infusion of fresh food has brightened the crew's outlook.
 
   The first rumble from above startles me with its volume where I sit beside the sleeping Poppy. I sit and listen for more, see the others perk, pay attention. When the rain begins it's the sound of a million hammers hitting the metal, deafening even over the sounds of the train. Poppy wakes, staring up at me while I find myself smiling. I get up, go to the door, slide it open and peer out into the deluge.
 
   Just in time for the crack of lightning to throw the landscape in stark relief. The others crowd behind me, excited mutterings barely loud enough to hear as the rumble of thunder following the flash crashes through the night sky overhead.
 
   The crew quickly tires of the spectacle but I stand there for a long time, watching the storm recede, wiping rain from my face until there's no longer any to wet my cheeks, breathing in the scent of fresh air washed clean by the downpour.
 
   I feel reborn.
 
   When it's over, the night returned to quiet, I return to Poppy and fall into the most peaceful sleep.
 
   ***
 
   The sun is just rising when I hear the shout through the open door.
 
   “Station!” Everyone stirs, though not with the same enthusiasm as before, the encounter with the Brights still sharp in our minds. But still they gather out on the coal-car landing, hanging from the sliding entry. I hang back, stroke Poppy's hair as she sits up, yawning and stretching.
 
   “Another?” One of the puppies wakes, Shade going for Poppy's sleeve and a game of tug-o-war.
 
   “Another.” I scratch the black lab behind her ear, hear her groan in happiness before flopping on her side to let me rub her soft belly.
 
   “I think I'll stay here this time.” So odd for my young friend to not want to see, to do. But she smiles at me, her little hands finding the velvet fur of Shine's blonde coat. “I need to keep them safe.”
 
   Beckett's impressed her with her responsibility after all. “Good idea,” I say. “I'll stay with you.”
 
   Or is that the case? Her lower lip trembles despite her brave smile, but she nods and hugs me before going back to giving the puppy attention.
 
   Fear then. I can understand.
 
   I ignore the others as they move around me, crew and friends alike, hear Socrates say, “...I'm sure it is...” with Vander at his side before the two drift off. Beckett is long gone as the train comes to a screeching final halt, the brakes making their horrible grinding sound against the rails. I absorb myself in the dog, the puppies and the little girl I love so very much.
 
   It's not long before the others return, looks of disappointment on their faces.
 
   “Nothing,” Beckett says with a hint of disgust as he crouches next to me. “The place has been trashed. Not a scrap of anything usable left.”
 
   Chime strides into the car with Brick right behind her. “We're moving on,” she says.
 
   “Not quite yet.” Vander slides in beside Chime, eyes locked on me. “I can't find Socrates.”
 
   Chime's mouth opens, face already crinkling into a frown when I speak.
 
   “He's invaluable,” I say. “Knows more about Crawler weapons and has been helping Ande.” I make sure that reaches her, let it soak through her stubborn nature. “We need him.”
 
   She's unhappy, and everyone knows it, she makes sure they know it, but I watch her back down. “Go find him,” she snaps at me. “But be quick. As soon as the boiler is hot we're moving on.”
 
   Vander gestures to me, but he didn't have to bother. Beckett joins us as I leap down from the car to the platform where Vander shields his eyes with the lowered peak of his ball cap, irises clear in the sunlight. “He told me he wanted to find a library,” Vander says.
 
   I groan. “At least we know what to look for.”
 
   Vander leads us around the building where a few stragglers from the crew catch a last minute sprawl in the grass, enjoying the sunshine while they eye the entry to the main car for signs of Chime. My gaze rises to the outline of buildings against the bright blue sky, the hint of the mountains dark in the distance. The sun is climbing, the day heating up as we bypass the wreck of the station and find the road leading into town.
 
   More like a small city. This one's welcome sign I can read, at least. Alamine, Kansas. My mind goes to the map I've seen while memory flickers. We've come a great distance already, still with far to go. But I feel more optimistic now I have a real indication we've made progress.
 
   The road into the middle of the city is packed with rusting cars and debris. If anyone still lives here, they aren't nearly as orderly as the Brights we met at the last station. I can't help but hope this place is empty like Albuquerque, not sure I can handle another encounter with damaged kids.
 
   The library is pretty obvious, a large building right on the main street only a few blocks from where we started. It looks like a town hall, red tiled peek roof partly caved in, but the sign out front is still legible.
 
   One large door hangs partially from its hinges, the red paint, once deep and rich, peeling away to reveal the rotting wood beneath. I step into the darkness, Vander at my side, no need for my eyes to adjust to the change of light when he slides back his sleeves and allows his glow to illuminate the entry.
 
   Someone has boarded up the broken windows, leaving the large foyer under the weight of darkness. Junk and books are piled up everywhere, a thin path leading straight ahead into the library proper.
 
   “Let me go first.” Vander moves ahead, Beckett keeping pace with me, checking our rear constantly while I pull the calm around me and taste the air.
 
   Something moves past the stacks of trash and discarded books. More than one something. Vander's glow fades a little as he turns a corner in the debris. I almost run into him as we join him where he stands perfectly still, looking around.
 
   We've emerged from the tunnel, clearly man-made, into the large library. It, too, is cluttered with much more than the books and stacks originally housed here, but it seems more maneuverable at least. Still, someone has gone to a great deal of trouble to create a maze of impassible debris, with entrances and exits running off in every direction.
 
   I feel movement, turn to my right. Beside me, fur rising, the dog whines softly as though unsure himself if this place is a threat to us.
 
   “Trio!” Socrates looks up from a desk he hovers over, a huge smile on his face. But he's not alone. Hunched, withered, hair wispy and wavering around his wrinkled face, stands an old man.
 
   Vander hisses in a breath and I know what he's thinking. Gault, his brother, suffered from the same affliction when he caught the Sick, one aging him beyond his years.
 
   “Socrates.” I take a step closer, feel the dog press against my legs, the low, steady rumble of his unease through our contact. “We're leaving.”
 
   He shakes his head suddenly, rising to help the old man approach. “We can't,” he says in a boy's begging voice. “Not yet.”
 
   The dog barks once as Socrates and his companion come to a halt before us.
 
   “This is Jeremiah,” Socrates says. “And these are the friends I was telling you about.”
 
   Jeremiah's ice blue eyes meet mine, yellowing in the whites giving him a jaundiced appearance. His pale tongue sneaks out, swipes over his lips while he smiles at me and offers his hand.
 
   “You must be Trio.” His voice is a dusty rasp and as I take his hand and shake it, such an old-fashioned gesture, the texture of his paper-thin skin repulses me. I didn't feel this way about Gault, but then again the dog didn't react toward Vander's brother this way either, golden body shaking with concern.
 
   “Beckett,” Socrates points. “And Vander.”
 
   “The Bright.” Jeremiah cackles suddenly. “I've read about your kind, but only met one once before.”
 
   Shuffling in the maze, the sound of feet approaching. We're suddenly surrounded by old men and women.
 
   “We call ourselves Waste,” Jeremiah says with a loose grin like he finds the name hilarious. “Because it's a waste, you get it?” Again he laughs, the other Wastes hooting with him as if he's told the funniest joke they've ever heard.
 
   Part of me wonders at their sanity as Socrates grins and shrugs. “There's so much information here,” he says, grabbing my hand, pulling me deeper inside. “Jeremiah is helping me with research.”
 
   “What research?” Beckett's anger comes through as he pulls away from one of the Waste girls who reaches out to touch him with a sad look on her face. “We're going, Socrates. Now.”
 
   The look Socrates shoots me tells me he's looking for an ally, but I can't be that person for him. “We really do need to go,” I say. “I'm sorry.”
 
   “At least stay for a meal?” Jeremiah grins, his handful of remaining teeth as yellow as his eyes. “Allow your friend here a little time on our computer.”
 
   Socrates almost hops he's so excited. “They have a computer.” He looks around at all of us. “A working computer!”
 
   The dog lets out a whine like something's harmed him and I look down quickly to see what's wrong. His fur stands on end, eyes huge, tail trailing low between his legs as he pushes back against me, shoving me into reverse. I bend and hug him, whispering in his ear, but he shakes free and turns to me, snapping at my sleeve, tugging me away.
 
   I smell it then, the scent I'll carry with me the rest of my life, my skin crawling in revulsion even as my mind screams its horror. The last time I smelled that rotten, putrid scent I was in a sub-basement alone.
 
   Surrounded by Shambles.
 
   My head snaps up as the first one staggers out of the stacks, arms outstretched toward me.
 
   Beckett lets out a yowl of fear before his hand whips back, a rock from his pocket ready to fly.
 
   “No!” Socrates jumps in the way, hands up. “It's safe. See?” Another Waste appears behind the Shamble and it's only then I notice the thick leather collar around its neck. The Waste ties the leash off on the base of a stack, grunting as she rises, smacking the Shamble in the face when it tries to bite her.
 
   My mind spins, heart pounding even as the Shamble crouches and moans softly, dead eyes staring off into space.
 
   Pets. They keep Shambles as pets.
 
   “One meal,” Jeremiah says, smile widening. “Tell us of your journey. Enough time for Socrates to use the computer.”
 
   Vander shudders, Beckett with him, though I notice he's lowering his arm, disgust fading.
 
   Have they lost their minds?
 
   “We'll ask our leader,” Beckett says.
 
   Right. Chime. Perfect. There's no way she'll accept and we'll be on our way.
 
   So why does the grin on Socrates's face make me think otherwise?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Three
 
    
 
   Chime shovels another fork full of meat into her mouth and groans in pleasure while Brick copies her action, the other hand already reaching for a scoop of what I can only guess are mashed potatoes.
 
   So much for her predictability. When Vander returned, she, Brick and a few of the other kids were with her, the offer of a free meal enough to entice her to check things out.
 
   Within moments, Jeremiah had her wrapped around his fingers. “Such a lovely and benevolent leader would surely allow her people the benefit of a home cooked meal? While one of your own does what research he can to improve your position?”
 
   Chime actually bought such pathetic language and lapped up his praise. “Lunch it is,” she said, flinching a moment at the sight of the Shamble, but more than eager to participate.
 
   I can't bring myself to taste any of it, stomach rejecting the idea entirely, though I admit the Wastes set a very impressive table. I remember linens, tablecloths, and napkins, silver holders for salt and pepper. There are even wine glasses for water, a centerpiece with fresh flowers, candles in elaborate silver holders flickering softly. The whole scene, the large wooden table and heavy chairs, is as surreal as the dinner I ate with Cade at the stadium.
 
   Was that only days ago?
 
   The dog shivers next to me, refusing to eat anything he's offered as well. His anxiety tells me to be cautious at least, even if perhaps I second-guess my own nerves. He's never led me astray, saved my life in fact, and I'm unwilling to dismiss his warning.
 
   Beckett leans close from where he sits next to me, whispers in my ear. “The meat tastes funny.”
 
   Jeremiah catches my gaze, salutes me with his wine glass, the water sloshing slightly as his hand shakes. Socrates is firmly ensconced beside him, asking a million questions I don't hear as I allow the calm to remain, devouring me as surely as the others eat their meal.
 
   Brick sits back at last, belches as one of the Waste girls fills his glass again. He waves her away, treating her like a servant. Despite my lack of trust for these people, his action infuriates me, adding anger to the calm.
 
   Not a good combination. I'm prepped for battle with nothing to fight. Any moment now I'll crawl out of my skin for certain.
 
   “Come.” Jeremiah rises with Socrates's help, the two turning toward one of the tunnel-like passages. “Let's see what our friend here can find.”
 
   So much for us leaving after lunch. Socrates made no move during his meal, despite Jeremiah's assurances the boy genius was to be conducting his research at the same time. I follow when they leave, the dog practically clinging to me, deeper into the building even though my mind and heart both scream at me to run, to escape. I'm certain any moment now they'll attack, the Shambles will break free, the Wastes will reveal their horrible plans. When Jeremiah halts next to a desk with an old computer on top, I'm so wrapped up in the fearful story, so prepared with the calm ready to leap to my bidding, almost disappointed.
 
   Socrates sits with what looks like reverence and grasps the mouse. He wiggles it gently, the black screen suddenly alive with color.
 
   He actually squeals like a little girl. “How much is here?”
 
   “Everything,” Jeremiah says with a smile and a pat to my friend's head. I jerk suddenly to the side as one of the Waste girls tries to look over my shoulder, not wanting her to touch me or even come near me. She smiles and backs off though there's no apology in her expression.
 
   More like guile.
 
   Am I being uncharitable? The longer I stand there, in the quiet of the space with Jeremiah at Socrates's side, the brilliant boy clicking with great enthusiasm through the pages and pages of text available, I wonder. Until the dog whimpers and tugs at my sleeve again and I shake off my doubt.
 
   “Thanks for the hospitality,” Chime says, “but we really have to go.” She glances at the two Wastes hovering near her, finally uncomfortable too, and I wonder if the dog's reaction is reaching her at last, though I know she'll never admit it.
 
   Socrates spins, about to protest, but Chime shakes her head.
 
   “Surely a few more hours.” Jeremiah's tone is beginning to annoy me, the simpering persuasiveness of it, how he pretends to be aged and wise though I know he's barely older than the kids around me.
 
   I'm not the only one troubled by him, it seems. Stomach full, Chime is clearly not in the mood to be manipulated. “Let's go. Or we leave without you.”
 
   She turns and pushes her way through the Wastes, heading toward me and the way we came. Jeremiah's people fade back from her, eyes locked on her with a sudden desperation that stirs my fear.
 
   “Careful,” I whisper to her on the way by. She shoots me a glare and keeps going, Brick smirking as he follows her, gently bumping me as he passes.
 
   Socrates rises, head hanging, and hugs Jeremiah. “Thank you,” he says. The Waste hugs him back, a look of real regret passing over his old face.
 
   “It's been an honor to meet you.” Jeremiah pulls free and smiles, gesturing for Socrates to follow Chime out.
 
   I wait for him to pass me before turning to go, Beckett at my side, Vander taking up the rear. “Something's not right,” I whisper to them both. “Stay alert.”
 
   Both nod as though unsurprised even as Beckett's gaze falls to the dog.
 
   We're all learning to pay attention to my golden friend.
 
   My sense of direction tells me we've gone the wrong way almost immediately and I catch Beckett's short nod. The calm looms fresh, wraps me up more tightly than ever, my senses now aware of each and every Waste in my vicinity joined with the growing stench of Shambles, as if we near where they are housed. I'm ready to fight, eager almost, just wanting something to happen.
 
   More Wastes appear, feels like we are being herded though they make no move to harm us, smiling, gesturing for us to continue. I catch Brick's frown as he looks back over his shoulder and meets my eyes. He's noticed we're off course at last.
 
   I must act and yet there's nothing to do, not without some show of aggression for people who've shown us nothing but kindness. For all I know, they are leading us out another way, a shorter way.
 
   Delusion, really, but I'm unable to act without first being attacked. Knowing it doesn't make me feel any better.
 
   I see the cages the moment I hear Chime's shout of anger, one of the other crew's shriek of fear. And yet I hold back, keep the calm, don't attack.
 
   When I finally see what those cages hold, I find my heart clenching in horror despite myself.
 
   Now I know where dinner came from. And why the Wastes have been so kind to us.
 
   The Shambles aren't the only cannibals here. And now that we've had dinner, it's our turn to be dinner.
 
   We're next.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Four
 
    
 
   My friends and the train crew stand transfixed by the sight of the cages, even Beckett frozen next to me, gazing in real horror at the traps before us. Four of the large metal squares stand side by side, the slats made from scrounged steel, tied together with wire and rope. But the kids inside, the cattle for the Wastes, don't look strong enough to break themselves free even from such feeble attempts to hold them.
 
   In fact, aside from one or two who moan and watch us with terrified eyes, filth covered bodies nearly naked but for scraps of torn rags to cover them, the other handful who lie inside, filthy bodies exposed to the air, look dead.
 
   Brick roars, backpedals, sudden revulsion on his face. His action breaks the spell as he turns, heads toward me only to be stopped by a Waste, a Shamble on a leash driving him back.
 
   “I'm so very sorry,” Jeremiah says in his conniving voice. “But if you would please get in the cage,” he gestures at one empty one, the makeshift door hanging by two strands of wire, “we won't harm you.”
 
   “No.” I say it softly, but he hears me, turns toward me, smile fading. “You won't hurt us. Not until you're ready to eat us.”
 
   The sound of Chime throwing up would be satisfying if I wasn't wrapped up in the calm. Nothing matters as I let it take me completely. Not the stench of the kids in the pens, or the shuffling of the Shambles around me. Not even the way the gentle smile on Jeremiah's face fades, how his cold and calculating side shows as he reaches out and grasps Socrates's arm, pulling him close. My friend yelps in surprise, dark eyes wide with confusion and his refusal to believe.
 
   “Jeremiah?” Socrates doesn't fight, as though his ability to has been taken by his breaking heart. “I thought you were my friend.”
 
   A moment of pain passes over Jeremiah's face and he smiles down at Socrates. “You, dear one, you will remain with me.” He pulls Socrates aside, hugging him close. “But these others... we must have meat and it's been a long time since anyone came through here to replenish our stocks.”
 
   I watch the tears well in Socrates's eyes without a moment of caring for the boy's deteriorating state of mind, gaze locked on Jeremiah even as my entire body locates each and every person around me, Shamble, Waste and human.
 
   “I'm afraid that's not going to happen today.” I step forward while as one of the Wastes shakes the leash of her Shamble. I don't pause, one foot lashing out to crush the kneecap of the moaning zombie before my fist connects with its nose, driving it to the floor, all the bones in its face crushed into its brain. The Waste stares at her dead charge with her mouth gaping, a thin wail escaping her as though I'd killed her beloved.
 
   Jeremiah stares at me with open hostility. “I warn you.” He shakes Socrates who still isn't fighting him. “I'll kill him if you don't obey. I'll kill all of them.”
 
   The Wastes stare at me, as if unsure what to do. Has it been so long they are unaccustomed to their food fighting back? I've given them enough pause they don't leap forward to defend their leader. Cowards, perfect.
 
   I reach Jeremiah, my hands taking Socrates from the Waste's grip, pulling my friend toward me with enough force the Waste leader rocks back when he's made to let go. “Trust me,” I say, voice level, letting him see the truth in my face, hear the calm in my tone, “we're not worth the trouble.”
 
   Jeremiah hunches suddenly, face a mask of horror as the little old man act drops, the cannibal in him showing through as his yellow teeth bare at me like a savage. “Then maybe the others on your precious train are.” Chime cries out in fear as Jeremiah speaks. “That's right,” he snaps at her. “You think we've sat idle while you've consumed our food, invaded our territory? Even now your people are on their way back here, under guard, or dead and my meat already.” His cackling laugh is full of spite.
 
   “You lied to me.” Socrates's anger surfaces as he turns in my grip and lashes out at Jeremiah. I spot Beckett's hands in his pockets, Vander's absolute stillness, even Brick's face settling into quiet and know the others are ready without me having to warn them.
 
   I act, jerking Socrates away again, striking Jeremiah in the chest with my stiffened fingers. He falls back with a hiss of pain, clutching the spot as he collapses to the ground, gasping for air. I'm already turning, Socrates at my side, peripherally aware of my friends making short work of the Wastes and Shambles who attack us with a desperation born of survival.
 
   They are clearly unused to strong, healthy kids, or to the sheer numbers of us. They must have thought they found some food nirvana when our train rolled into their town. But greed will be their downfall.
 
   I watch the Wastes fall back from my advance, leaving their mindless Shambles to be killed while their shrieking masters fade into the maze.
 
   Chime grabs Socrates from me, for once focused and steady, a real leader. “Can you get us out?”
 
   He nods, wiping at the tears on his face before lurching forward, as wobbly as any Shamble. I stay close to him until I know he's taking the right route before falling back, letting Chime and Brick move ahead of me, my harsher side judging them both for fleeing without care for the rest of the crew.
 
   My estimation of Chime's leadership drops further, no matter her self-possession a moment earlier. Clearly she's able to keep it together when her own safety is at stake.
 
   One glance in the cage room and I know there's nothing we can do for the kids already trapped. Beckett rises from the third trap and shakes his head, confirming what I already know. My gaze sweeps the ground, noting Jeremiah is gone.
 
   Run away, the coward. Or has he?
 
   There's no time to think about it. I follow the others out, the dog panting at my side, still growling, body so tense it's a wonder he can walk.
 
   We face no further resistance until we reach the foyer of the library. I hear the shouting then, from the distance, and know Jeremiah was good on his word.
 
   “The train!” Chime is running, Brick beside her, the crew chasing her as she bolts out the door of the library, heading for the station. At least her sense of self-preservation covers her need to protect her transport.
 
   I hear the next attack before I see it and the mass of moving decay making it up, the hollow and horrible sound of moaning. A flood of Shambles emerges from the surrounding buildings, coming after us in their jerking gait, relentless. I can outrun them easily, but even through the calm the sight of them makes goose flesh leap to the surface of my skin.
 
   “Not right,” Beckett says. “Not in daytime.”
 
   Wastes emerge behind them, driving them forward with cracks of whips and prods with sharp stakes. Toward us. But we're faster, much faster, and soon leave the staggering pack of Shambles and their Waste keepers behind.
 
   My heart clenches as I touch foot to the platform, fear for Poppy and the puppies powerful in me, shaking free the calm. Jeremiah said his people had gathered all of the crew, were on their way back with captives. But the moment I arrive I realize I shouldn't have worried.
 
   Ande stands on the coal car with the taser rifle, grimly killing Shambles while the rest of the kids fight them off with lengths of pipe and large rocks. Underground, in closed spaces and in numbers the Shambles are dangerous, overwhelming. But in the light, in the open, faced with seasoned fighters who have survived where others have not, they seem weak, pathetic, sad even, dying with little effort.
 
   There are only a few Shambles left, their Waste handlers fleeing with shrieks of fear. It takes short work to kill the rest and I'm soon mounting the steps of the train as Ande tosses me the taser rifle before ducking into the cab of the locomotive. Immediately steam chugs from the stack, the hiss telling me even as I brace for it that the wheels have started to roll.
 
   Poppy pushes toward me, hugs me around the waist as the train moves off, the line of driven Shambles finally staggering on the platform, too slow, too late. Wails of despair rise from the Wastes as they shake their fists at us, but they have no chance against thousands of pounds of rolling steel.
 
   I turn away from them, no longer wishing to watch them in their desperation.
 
   Just in time to see Jeremiah leap out in front of the train.
 
   “Socrates!” His voice carries, whipping my friend's head around. We all lean over the rail to watch as the train rushes toward him. “I'm sorry!”
 
   Socrates screams wordlessly as the front of the locomotive strikes the Waste and drives him under.
 
   I reach out without thinking, pulling Socrates to me. He clutches me as Poppy had, sobbing into my shirt as I rest my cheek on the coarse mass of his hair.
 
   “Grow up,” Chime growls on her way by. “He wanted to eat us.”
 
   I grab her, pull her back, my anger so strong I feel the beginnings of the tingle rising in answer. “Shut up.” I let her go, but keep her gaze. “Maybe you forget sometimes, but he's just a kid.” I look around at the rest of the crew who stand there, watching. “We all are.”
 
   Chime backs off with a grumble, but I ignore her, guiding Socrates into the sleeping car. He curls up, hugging himself, still crying.
 
   “I thought he was my friend.” He meets my eyes. “I'm so sorry, Trio. It's all my fault. How could I be so stupid?”
 
   “Not stupid,” I say. “Never stupid.” Sigh. “We all want to believe there's still good in the world.”
 
   “I'll never believe again.” He closes his eyes, more tears leaking out as the dog snuggles up against him and licks his cheeks clean.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Five
 
    
 
   Halfway through the day, a city appears, rushes toward us. Kansas City is big, sprawling. Tempting. But we've come a long way, still have lots of coal to keep us going. And more than enough food.
 
   “Not worth it.” Chime glares at the approaching buildings form her place at the rail as though they've offended her. I see her shudder a little, lean into Brick who rolls his eyes behind her back, making fun of her weakness. When he catches my gaze, he winks.
 
   It turns out she's right. The moment we enter the city, a pack of Howls rushes toward us, chasing the train. Chime's screams at Ande to pour on more speed are ignored as the engineer, sweat pouring down his face, plays the console like a grand piano.
 
   I stand at the rail of the coal car, Beckett on one side of me, Vander on the other while the dog practically sits on my feet, and watch with detachment as the Howls shriek and run at us, throwing themselves from the platforms we pass, the sides of streets, only to fall short or, at times, come close enough to be sucked under the train's wheels.
 
   They don't stop coming, our entire race through Kansas City, endless lines of Howls raging at us, leaping to their deaths for a chance to reach us. It's not until we pass the outskirts the packs of Howls thin, then stop all together.
 
   “Not worth it.” I turn to Chime who seems to be having trouble swallowing, face pale under her dark skin, turning her ashen while sweat stands out on her cheeks. “I have to agree with you there.”
 
   Is it strange, cold, freakish I feel nothing for what I've just witnessed and that an afternoon nap comes easily to me?
 
   ***
 
   I'm not alone. I can feel her, my sister clone, waiting for me. I find myself smiling, reaching for her. She is so beautiful! More beautiful than I am, but how can that be? We are one and the same.
 
   She reaches back, so close, but so far from me. I strain to touch her. But what's wrong? Her mouth opens, she's screaming, tumbling away from me, her body jerking as though under attack. I can't reach her even though I try, so very hard.
 
   She's dying and I can't save her.
 
   ***
 
   I jerk awake, clutching my heart as I pant for breath. The dog is up, pressing his body to me, nose practically rubbing mine, just visible in the darkness. His body hugs me as I hug him, chin tucked against my back as he pulls me close while I shake and run my hands through his fur.
 
   When I pull away at last, I kiss his velvet soft nose. “Thank you.”
 
   We rise together, walk to the back of the train, to sit in the open doorway in the last of the night. It's been some time since we sat there, just the two of us, enjoying the passing scenery, and after the dream turned nightmare I've had, I can use the sweet solitude. We've left the mountains behind, the endless plain turning to low hills and trees, the horizon no longer going on and on forever without a break.
 
   The dog leaves me briefly after the sun rises, returns with a cloth sack in his mouth. I look inside when he drops it at my feet, tongue lolling out while I pull free the contents. Canned fruit, a slab of pressed meat, a bottle of water to share. This has to have come from Poppy and I silently hug her, grateful she understands I need to be alone.
 
   She continues to amaze me, as much as the dog who sinks down next to me to devour the breakfast he fetched himself.
 
   It's not until mid-morning I spot something breaking the tree line at last, mix of evergreen and hardwood monotonous despite their beauty, and realize with a start I'm looking at water, sparkling in the sunlight. My mind tries to connect the dots while a city rises beside the water, but without the map Socrates showed me originally, I'm only guessing. Illinois? Would we have come so far by now? Likely. Which means I'm most probably watching the approach of what used to be Chicago.
 
   Have I been here before? In my past life, as I'm beginning to think of it. But no, nothing comes to stir my memory, no prickles of images to indicate that's the case. Just the jutting skyscrapers and the crystal water on the other side.
 
   The dog and I return to the sleeping car in time to hear Chime's announcement.
 
   “We're passing through another city,” she tells everyone. “We're not stopping this time either, it's too dangerous.” No one argues with her. We've encountered enough trouble along the way and I'm eager to keep moving. At this pace, barring any more incidents it seems we can avoid by staying on the train, we could be in New York in as little as a day or so.
 
   Besides, we have all we need. Exploration only leads to sadness at the decay of civilization or more opportunities for trouble. And who knows what could be living in a place as big as this.
 
   Chime seems pleased no one argues. “All eyes outside and stay alert.” She meets my gaze for a moment. “All eyes.”
 
   As though my friends and I aren't pulling our weight. Or saved her from death by dinner.
 
   Very well, then.
 
   I hear the engine increase its speed, the chugging of the steam above us picking up as Ande opens up the boiler and lets the train gain momentum. I still worry about derailing at times, that one of Ande's clever knives will fail and we'll all crash in a fiery mass of twisted metal and bodies. But there's nothing to be done, no alternative. We have to keep going and faster in this situation is safer.
 
   Even though their attack wasn't troublesome at the time, I dread another long run through a pack of suicidal Howls.
 
   The tracks clear of vegetation as we enter the city, enough asphalt still there to keep the weeds down. I watch buildings fly by, houses, then warehouses, larger and larger constructs of steel and concrete growing up before me as we near the outside edge of the center of the city. No sight of attack or opposition here, at least. Perhaps whatever the citizens have become need the dark. I wonder if we've seen every incarnation of the Sick or if there are still surprises left in store.
 
   The engine suddenly cuts its speed, the squeal of the brakes jerking us back just as I complete the thought. I gasp, real fear gripping me. Have we struck something? Are we derailing even now? But there is no impact, no crashing sounds or heaving of the car beneath me as I rush forward to see what's happening.
 
   I catch a glimpse of Chime's angry face before she leans over the railing of the coal car. I copy her, the crowd of the crew doing the same making it hard to see. Until we're almost on top of the problem, and then we can all see it, easily.
 
   A gigantic barrier stands before us, but nothing like the one we left behind in Los Angeles. That one had been flimsy, more of a warning everyone obeyed rather than a real obstacle. This gateway, for it looks like it might be a gate, is massive, as tall as the five-story building it's attached to, woven metal and solid sheets of rusting gray forming what looks like an impenetrable wall of steel.
 
   The train hisses to a stop about two hundred yards out as we all look up and up to the top of the wall with more than a little sharing of awe. Whoever built this gate isn't interested in having anyone pass without their permission.
 
   “It has to be a trap.” Chime's anger shows through her fear.
 
   “Maybe,” I hear Socrates say from somewhere close to her. “But if it was, wouldn't they have let us past it first? Not much of a trap if we're out here and they are in there.” I'm happy to hear his optimism has returned no matter the disaster of his short relationship with Jeremiah.
 
   Beckett leaps over the side, landing on the ground with a thud, but before I can follow him, Brick does. I let them go, keeping an eye on them both as they approach the gate while Chime hisses her unhappiness.
 
   They stop at the wall, seem to be talking before they turn around and come back. Neither looks very happy, but at least they don't seem afraid.
 
   “There are people in there, for sure, but they won't talk to us.” Beckett reboards the train, Brick pushing kids out of the way to join him. “Told us we have to go back.”
 
   Ande emerges from the cab. “Can't,” he says, looking around. “No switching stations. And this girl doesn't do reverse.”
 
   “So we're stuck here?” Chime's voice climbs in volume with each word. “Now what?”
 
   I'm being pulled suddenly forward, as though a line connecting my heart to another has suddenly gathered enough slack to make itself felt. I'm over the side, the dog with me, before I can even register Beckett's shout for me to come back.
 
   I ignore him, ignore them all, the gate calling me forward. The closer I come the clearer are the seams, the rivets, the lines in the old steel. Whoever waits on the other side has mastered manipulating metal.
 
   It's almost a shock to see a doorway hidden in the gate, but I suppose I shouldn't be surprised. I knock on it, wait a moment, before a metal panel slides back and a single hazel eye looks through.
 
   The person on the other side gasps before I can speak.
 
   “You've come,” a boy's voice says, sounding metallic from the other side of the doorway.
This is right, so very right. I'm where I need to be. It's not over, the task not arrived yet, but a piece of the puzzle is about to be revealed to me and I simply can't wait. “Yes,” I say, forcing my voice to level, despite knowing he's been waiting for me. That someone has.
 
   “Which one are you?” A second voice replaces the boy's, a girl's this time, though it's deep and soft, her green eyes replacing his.
 
   “Clone Three,” I say without hesitation.
 
   The panel slams shut before metal grinds on metal and the door opens into shadow. She waits there for me on the other side.
 
   “Come,” she says. “We've been waiting for you.”
 
   I move forward without hesitation, hear Beckett shouting my name, the sound of his feet pounding, before I enter into the darkness and the door slams shut behind me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Six
 
    
 
   She is dressed oddly, the girl who greets me, though it only takes me a moment to realize the hand she extends toward me isn't sheathed in some kind of glove, but is, in fact, made of metal, a thin line of green pulsing its way through cracks and crevasses in the cybernetic skin. Her eyes, the palest green I’ve ever seen, are quiet and full of welcome.
 
   But when she smiles at me, the touch of her gentle and kind, I know there is nothing for me to fear. As if to confirm my understanding, the dog settles on his haunches and barks at her, a soft yip of welcome before his tongue lolls out of his mouth.
 
   “Please,” she says with a smile, “come with me.” She turns without waiting to see if I'll follow, unconcerned and moving at a slow but steady pace. I stare at the back of her head where more of her flowing brown hair should be, at the panel of metal cupping her scalp. One glance to the side and I catch sight of the first boy who greeted me, and understand why only one of his eyes was visible.
 
   The other is covered in a strip of steel.
 
   We emerge from a narrow tunnel, almost like covered scaffolding, into a street. It's clean, the cleanest I've seen, a few lights still working, shining through building windows. But the way is far from empty. A small crowd, growing all the time, gathers to watch us pass, each and every one touched in some way with metal, some with horrible scars, others flawless but for their enhancements.
 
   It's a quiet walk with the dog padding along beside me, the sound of his steady panting keeping me relaxed. The crowd parts as we walk through them, smiles and waves from these odd people making me feel even more comfortable, and I find myself smiling and waving back.
 
   They fall behind, seeming content to just watch us go, not trying to follow. I turn back to my guide who glances over her shoulder with a smile, but doesn't pause.
 
   “I'm Trio.” It feels odd to speak in the quiet, but equally so to remain silent.
 
   “And I am Ever,” she says, a smile touching her small bow mouth. “Welcome, Clone Three. Trio.”
 
   “You're the leader here?” It seems an obvious question, and obvious answer, but Ever shakes her head.
 
   “No, nothing like that,” she says. “I merely offer guidance to the others. We're all equal here.”
 
   Leader then.
 
   “Your people...” I glance back again, but we've rounded a corner of the street and the others are no longer in view, though I catch glimpses of the odd face in windows above us.
 
   “We’re affected differently than most by the Sick.” Ever offers her hand again, the metal one. It's as warm as mine, the green lines pumping liquid through it. “Our blood changed somehow, so we require metal on our bodies to survive.”
 
   I release my hold on her hand. “Are there no others here?”
 
   “There are,” she says, “outside our walls. Then we're not the only ones to live with Brights, Shambles, Howls? The records which remain say our city suffered the same as the rest of the world.” Her eyes sparkle. “I'm assuming that's not changed?”
 
   I nod. “It's not.”
 
   We're approaching some kind of factory-like building, the squat and ugly structure seeming out of place surrounded by higher buildings. Ever guides me inside, gesturing for me to precede her through the heavy metal door.
 
   It's light inside, hanging bulbs casting lots of glow. She steers me to the right, up a set of metal stairs while I look down over the floor of the factory. Her people work on various machines, the green glow of the liquid standing out in pinpoints of light.
 
   “In here.” She pulls a door open, again waits for me to go ahead of her. The dog leaves me behind when I hesitate and I pause no more.
 
   He leaves me, tail wagging, trotting deep into the second floor room. It's quieter up here, not as much activity, but the steady bang-bang-bang of someone pounding metal draws me on.
 
   “Please,” Ever whispers, “be patient with her. She's been through so much.”
 
   I glance at her, but don't speak.
 
   “And if you're to take her away with you,” Ever finishes, coming to a halt with her cybernetic hand on my arm, “promise me you'll help her find her task and fulfill it.”
 
   My heart clenches in joy, in hope and love and so many other emotions I can barely contain it, breathing out through my mouth to control the shriek of excitement rising inside me. I already know who I've come to see, but the dog's happy barking tells me I'm right. I leave Ever behind, move deeper into the piles of machinery to where the golden lab turns in happy circles at the feet of a strange girl.
 
   But not strange, not to me. Or him, oddly. I know her from the way she stands, how her metal hand holds the hammer, despite the scarring on her arm. Everything about her is familiar even through the unfamiliar coating of metal and I love her, oh I love her so very much.
 
   “Clone Two,” I say, voice vibrating with happiness, knowing it is she. She turns, looks up at me.
 
   One brown eye, one green, half of her face a metal mask, but enough of her left she still looks like me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Seven
 
    
 
   “Which one?” Her voice is my voice, but harsher, deeper, more full of old hurt. “Which are you?”
 
   “Clone Three,” I say.
 
   Her flat expression changes at once, a huge smile pulling against the metallic side which responds just a moment more slowly to change. Before I can act or speak again she is beside me, arms wrapping around me, hugging me so hard the steel parts of her dig into my skin, my bones creaking from the power of her happiness.
 
   I couldn't care less if her joyful hug breaks bones. I've found her at last.
 
   “Duet.” Ever's gentle word is a chastisement.
 
   Clone Two backs suddenly away, though she continues to smile. “Duet,” she says, “that's me.”
 
   The dog barks, drawing her attention. She crouches, hugging him too, though I see her do so with more care. “Dog,” she says and laughs, ending with a snort. “You're a dog.”
 
   He licks her face, the human side, before barking again and looking at me.
 
   He knows her. How? Until I understand. He knows her because he knows me.
 
   Duet straightens, tossing the hammer to the long bench where she's been working. “Clone Three.” She says my name in singsong. “You're here for me, you really are, Three.” Sudden fear lights her human eye. “Aren't you?”
 
   I nod, my beaming smile fading as I watch her, listen. “I am,” I say. “I've been looking everywhere for you.” Yes, I'd been told to find her and Clone One, but the idea of actually stumbling on her like this... but no. Not stumbling. She's been pulling me toward her all along.
 
   “Did you know I was coming?” I reach for her and she grasps my hand, presses it to the cyborg skin of her face, humming softly as she clutches me to her.
 
   “I knew,” she whispers. “Knew it, knew it, did. But wasn't sure which one of you would get me first.”
 
   “Clone One.” I take a step closer to her. “Duet, Clone One?”
 
   She drops my hand, shakes her head, suddenly angry. “No,” she snaps. “Clone Three!”
 
   It's clear she's not all right, has been broken beyond the physical damage. Despair for her takes my happiness away. “Trio,” I say. “I'm Trio.” I turn to Ever as Duet hugs herself and rocks in place, humming again, head cocked to one side with her human lips turned up, the metal unresponsive.
 
   “She speaks of you always.” Ever smiles at Duet. “We found her, not far from here. She was very badly damaged, calling for Clone Three. We couldn't save her unless we made her a Tek. Like us. But her mind...” Ever sighs softly and pats Duet's cheek. My sister clone stops her droning immediately and laughs. “There was so much damage I'm afraid she'll never be the same.”
 
   “The same.” Duet nods quickly, looking at me. “We're the same.”
 
   Damaged or not, broken or not, she's the one I've been looking for and I refuse to allow my newfound joy die so easily. “We are.” I take her hand, my heart hurting for her and for me, but loving her anyway. “We are, Duet.”
 
   She laughs, does a little dance on the spot before falling serious. She leans close to me, whispers over my mouth. “Take me with you.”
 
   “Yes,” I whisper back. “The task.”
 
   “The task.” Duet's face compresses, even the slow moving metal answering her this time. “Do you know?” Her voice is a little girl's voice. “What we have to do?”
 
   I sigh. Disappointment is a hard blow. “I was hoping you could tell me.”
 
   A huge tear gathers in her good eye, spilling over before she laughs again, maniacal, a hitch in it when she stops. “Clone Three,” she says.
 
   “Trio,” I say.
 
   “Trio.” She kisses me suddenly on the cheek. “Trio.”
 
   Ever gestures for me to follow. I take Duet's hand, guide her to a pair of handmade metal stools. The dog lays at our feet, sighing deeply, tail thumping on the floor twice before he closes his eyes.
 
   “Duet,” Ever says softly, “tell Trio what you remember.”
 
   Duet's green eye flashes. “No.” She crosses her arms over her chest, spinning on her stool, facing away from me.
 
   “Duet.” Ever's voice remains soft, but I can tell she's had a great deal of experience in cajoling my damaged clone. “You must. The task.”
 
   Duet turns back, lower lip stuck out oddly as the metal oozes out to match her human skin. “It hurts.” She clutches at her head with her hands, one cyborg, one flesh before pounding at her metal side with some strength. My hope plummets as I watch her, gone farther than I first thought and unable to help me.
 
   Now what? And how am I to care for her in this condition? Perhaps it will be better to leave her in the hands of the Teks who saved her.
 
   But Duet's eyes rise and meet mine before I can fall too far into my discouragement and worry.
 
   “The task,” Duet says, voice and gaze clear and present. “You know about Lady Liberty?”
 
   I have to think a moment before my memory of the past and Socrates comes together.
 
   “The statue?” The lure, the green tinted woman with the torch, the book and the crown of spikes who pulls me on as much as my connection to Duet.
 
   “Yes.” She grasps my hand again. “The statue.”
 
   “New York City.” Does she remember after all?
 
   Duet bobs a nod, throat working as if she struggles for words. “Clone One.”
 
   “She's there?” How does Duet know? Or was Clone One meant to be there all along?
 
   What is our task?
 
   Duet lets out a soft howl that raises the dog's head. His ears flicker, eyes sad, tail thumping slowly in sympathy.
 
   “Duet,” I say, “the man, you remember him?”
 
   She nods. “The scientist,” she says. “Dr. Gorman.” Her eye rolls and she suddenly grins. “Antoine.” When she laughs peals of hilarity, I can only guess why she finds him funny when I have the impression I've failed him even before I was sent here.
 
   That I feared him then and still would were he here, no matter what abilities I possess.
 
   “And the woman?” Our mother. I believe it. And when Duet meets my gaze again, she's smiling a gentle smile, leaning forward to run her human fingers over my face.
 
   “He hates it when we call her Mother,” she says.
 
   Tears well in my eyes. “She gave us a task, Duet,” I say. “What was it?”
 
   Duet sighs and sags, turning away from me again. “I don't know,” she says. “But I'm glad you found me.”
 
   Ever pats her shoulder, eyes on me. “That's all of it, I'm afraid,” she says. “I'm sorry, I wish there was more.” She smiles then, leans in toward Duet who hides her face in her hands. “Your sister is here,” Ever says. “Aren't you happy?”
 
   Duet's mood swings immediately and she's once again holding my hand, gazing at me with what feels like adoration.
 
   “My sister,” she says. “Trio.”
 
   There's not much left to do then but return to the train.
 
   “We're happy to allow you through,” Ever says as we walk back toward the gate, Duet and the dog right behind us. I hear her talking to him, nonsense, but he barks back and I wonder if they understand each other after all. Perhaps my damaged sister can teach me to speak to him in his language.
 
   Ever motions to her people at the controls near the doorway as we approach.
 
   “Open the gate,” she calls. “They may pass.”
 
   Metal grinds on metal immediately, the huge sheets of steel groaning as they swing slowly inward.
 
   “Hydraulics,” Ever says. “Using our own blood for fuel.”
 
   “Blood?” I look at her, at her hand, remember what she said. The green glowing fluid...
 
   “Yes,” Ever smiles. “We've been forced to trade our flesh. But in return, we've become power sources.”
 
   Power. I'm endlessly appalled by the Sick and its effects, though Ever seems to think of her change as a gift. I can only shrug inwardly and trust she knows better than I. “I have a friend who will love to meet you,” I say, grinning back, thinking of Socrates. “Make that two.” Ande will be ecstatic.
 
   “And we're delighted to meet them,” Ever says as the gates swing back, revealing the train. “Perhaps you'd like to welcome them inside before something more unfavorable happens during our exposure.”
 
   Leaving her behind with a gentle word to Duet to stay, the dog jumping and bounding in delight at my side, I head for the train while trying to figure out how to explain my sister.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Eight
 
    
 
   Beckett is down from the coal car and jogging toward me before I'm halfway out the gate. He catches me mid-way, hands rising, but he doesn't hug me, just grasps my upper arms and squeezes.
 
   “You're okay.” His words are clipped, almost strangled in the back of his throat.
 
   “I am,” I say. “Trust the dog, remember?”
 
   He glances down at the grinning lab. “What happened? Why did they let you in?”
 
   “It's a long story,” I say, “but part of it is I've found one of my clones.”
 
   Beckett stares at me like I've told him the world really is flat and we could fall off at any moment. “Clones?”
 
   I pull free of him, but gently and head toward the train with him walking next to me. “Are you forgetting my name that fast?” I manage a smile as his eyes widen.
 
   “Clone Three,” he says. “I forgot.” Like it's not only been days instead of forever since we met.
 
   It certainly feels the other way around.
 
   Poppy leans over the side, arms outstretched and I grasp for her, letting her fall in my arms.
 
   “I was worried,” she whispers.
 
   “I have a surprise that will make it worth it,” I whisper back.
 
   “Well?” Chime's harsh voice cuts through. “You expect me to just drive my train in there?”
 
   I meet Ande's eyes, ignoring her entirely. “You're going to want to meet these people,” I tell him with a wink. “Right up your alley.”
 
   “Good enough for me.” He disappears into the cab, the engine answering him right away. I stay on the ground, Poppy at my side, holding my hand, Beckett on the other with the dog preceding us as we walk beside the slowly rolling train through the gaping gates and into the Tek city.
 
   Chime glares at me over the rail, I can see her out of the corner of my eye. But I continue my plan to not acknowledge her and she finally looks away.
 
   Small victories.
 
   The gate swings shut behind the last car as the train hisses and glides to a stop again. The street is oddly empty and I look around, seeing only Ever and Duet near the small door serving as the normal entrance.
 
   “It's all right,” I say, only then realizing both sides are nervous. “They won't hurt you.” I'm speaking to the Teks and the crew as they shuffle and stare.
 
   Ever steps down to the track and nods to Beckett and Poppy, shyly holding her metal hand behind her back.
 
   “This is Ever.” Poppy grins at her, waves. Ever unconsciously waves back, using her cybernetic hand. Poppy's eyes fly wide, but she continues to grin.
 
   “Cool!” She rushes forward, touches Ever's hand before turning to Beckett. “Can I have one?”
 
   Ever's laugh makes my heart happy.
 
   It takes the others a few minutes to descend, as nervous of the Teks as they are of us. But once Socrates and Ande spot Ever and, behind her, still hanging back, Duet, they bound down and start asking a million questions.
 
   Ever laughs again, holding up both hands as her people begin to drift out of doorways and alleys to join us. “You will have all the information you crave,” she says. “I promise you. But for now, be welcome.”
 
   Chime grunts. “Like we can trust a bunch of freaks,” she snaps.
 
   It's the most satisfying thing I've witnessed in my life, how her crew ignores her and moves forward to greet our new friends, even Brick abandoning her with an eye roll telling me he's wearying of her already.
 
   He's not the only one.
 
   “Come,” Ever says, “allow us to offer our hospitality while your questions are answered.”
 
   Ande and Socrates go with her immediately and, as though that's good enough for the others, so do the rest of the crew. I hold back, wait for Chime and Brick to pass before turning and motioning to Duet. She eases forward a step at a time, head down, but clearly curious.
 
   Poppy spots her and squeals, bringing Duet to a halt. The little girl grasps my hand with a huge smile on her face.
 
   “Oh Trio,” she says, “you found her!”
 
   Duet smiles, a beautiful expression on both sides of her face, before falling to her knees before Poppy. “You,” she whispers. “I know you.”
 
   I find myself frowning, looking back and forth between them, but Poppy just laughs and hugs Duet.
 
   “What's your name?” She leans back again and offers her little hand. “I'm Poppy.”
 
   “Clone Two,” my sister says. “I'm Clone Two.”
 
   “Duet,” I murmur. Poppy giggles.
 
   “That's what I was going to name you,” she says, nose wrinkling. “I like these folks already if they can do that much right.”
 
   Duet rises, Poppy's hand in hers as they turn and go after the others.
 
   “Nice train,” Duet says. “I like trains.”
 
   “Me too,” Poppy says with a little skip. “But I'm happy to be here now.”
 
   Beckett holds me back, the dog going with Poppy and Duet.
 
   “Is there...” He pauses before plunging on. “Is there something wrong with her?”
 
   A flash of protectiveness dies as fast as it rises. I sigh and nod. “They saved her,” I say, keeping my voice low, “but she was badly hurt when she arrived.” From wherever we came. “Her mind is as damaged as her body.”
 
   “Does she know why you're here?” Beckett's hand brushes mine as we walk and I long to hold it, swing my arm like we haven't a care. How odd, that need.
 
   “No,” I say, “but she says Clone One is in New York City. So we're going the right way at least.”
 
   “She's sure?” He sounds concerned. “Can you trust her?”
 
   It's almost insulting but I try not to take his attitude the wrong way, not after everything we've been through. “With my life,” I say.
 
   He looks at me, nods. “Okay,” he says.
 
   The Teks have food waiting, though it's fresh vegetables and fruit, no meat.
 
   “We can no longer consume flesh,” Ever tells me, half-apologizing but I'm very grateful for their inability.
 
   No one complains. In fact, everyone fills themselves as if they've never eaten fresh greens before. I have to tell myself it's likely, aside from Vander, that's actually the case.
 
   Dinner over, Ande and Socrates disappear with a handful of Ever's engineers, on their way back to the train.
 
   “I can't w-w-wait,” Ande rubs his hands together as he and his friend march off. “N-n-nothing will catch us when I'm d-d-done with her.”
 
   The rest of us remain, leaning back in our chairs at the large dining room table in a neat and tidy room, window open to the breeze. It's the most normal I've felt since I arrived, though it makes me wonder all over again what normal actually is for me.
 
   I catch Duet staring at Poppy when the girl isn't looking, but Poppy doesn't seem to mind so I don't chide my sister. How easily I've fallen into the role of older sibling though, if our numbers are to be believed, she is perhaps greater in age than I am. But her simple, moody personality makes it easy for me to feel protective of her and those around her when she acts inappropriately.
 
   I can't help but think my attitude is the fault of the one she calls Antoine.
 
   “I had no idea your kind existed.” Brick smiles at Ever who smiles easily back.
 
   “You don't have Tek where you come from.” It's not a question. Ever gestures at me. “Trio's reaction was enough of an indication. I wonder if perhaps we are an aberration, not a typical mutation of the Sick at all.”
 
   “You have weapons?” Brick's attention is casual, but I feel like he's digging for something.
 
   “No,” she says. “We are a peaceful people.”
 
   “But you have technology,” he says. “Enough to build that gate.”
 
   “Yes,” she answers. “To protect us only.” Ever shrugs. “We've chosen passivity in this terrible world of premature death and endless killing.”
 
   He looks momentarily speculative and I'm about to speak up, to tell him to mind his own business, when he grins and falls quiet.
 
   The crew drifts off, in ones and twos, guided by the Tek for tours of their safe haven. Even Chime grudgingly goes with Brick when one of Ever's people offers. When only Beckett, Poppy, Vander and I are left, Ever settles back in her seat. “It's been a long time since we had newcomers,” she says. “I hope we did all right in making your people comfortable.”
 
   Beckett has relaxed, I can see it in his face, his posture. “You've been kind in an unkind world,” he says. “Thank you.”
 
   Duet looks up from staring at Poppy. “You want the disk?”
 
   I stare at her, not sure what to make of the odd question. But Ever is nodding.
 
   “I almost forgot, after all this time.” She stands, goes to the far wall where a desk sits. So this is her private residence. I feel even more honored by her generosity. When Ever returns, she holds a thin plastic sleeve in her cybernetic hand, a mirrored disk resting inside.
 
   “Duet arrived with this,” she says. “I don't know what's on it, we've never examined it.”
 
   My sister stares at it. “The task.”
 
   “Is it on here, Duet?” I hold it up, show it to her.
 
   She grunts and turns away, picking at what remains of her vegetables.
 
   “Perhaps we could find a computer,” Ever says, then bites her lip. “Though I doubt there's a working one remaining. They've been stripped for components.”
 
   Disappointment makes my head throb, but I force a smile, she's done so much already. “It's fine,” I say. “We'll find one when we leave.” The idea I hold the answer in my hands, to all the questions I've been asking, maybe the catalyst to my memory's return, makes me wish we could go right now.
 
   One further question does rise in my mind. “You said it was a long time ago.” I nod at Duet as part of the inquiry so she knows I'm referring to my clone. In my estimation I've been here for only a matter of perhaps a week. “How long?”
 
   Ever thinks about it, gaze falling on Duet. “We don't track time the way we used to,” she says. “But I would guess... I was just recovering from the Sick when Duet arrived. It's my blood they used to save her.” She smiles at my sister fondly. “Perhaps seven years ago?”
 
   Seven years? My heart skips a beat. “That's impossible.” How is that possible? It feels wrong, like I should remember differently, but can't.
 
   Ever shrugs gently. “I'm sorry if it's not the answer you were looking for.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Nine
 
    
 
   I sit on the edge of the bed and bounce gently, wondering at the luxury of a mattress to sleep on. I've spent so many nights on the hard ground or inside the train car the idea of closing my eyes under clean sheets and cradled by softness is amazing.
 
   Duet stands in the corner, watching me, shifting from one foot to the other. After dinner, Ever took Poppy and Beckett for a tour, telling Duet to show me to my room. She's stood there ever since, the dog at her feet, not saying anything.
 
   It's odd how comfortable I feel with her, despite her silence, as if this is the normal way of things for us. Perhaps she's more like she used to be than I know, less damaged by the delivery than by her cloning. And yet, I can't bring myself to believe the man I now know as Antoine would send her here, wherever he's sent us from, if she wasn't able to fulfill the task.
 
   My mind goes to the disk now safely tucked in my jacket. I need to find a functioning computer. Jeremiah's would have done the trick, which means there must be more out there. I'll salvage one at the next station we come to and finally find out what this is all about.
 
   The thought warms me up, but makes me anxious, too.
 
   Someone knocks softly on the half open door and Beckett peeks inside.
 
   “Can we talk?” His gaze flickers to Duet who continues to stare at me.
 
   “Come in.” I pat the side of the bed, inviting him to sit, but he just watches my sister.
 
   “Alone.”
 
   Her head whips around, eyes locking on him. “Beckett,” she says.
 
   He starts, glances at me. “Yeah,” he says. “I'm Beckett.”
 
   She grins suddenly. “I always thought you were handsome.” Duet giggles into her hands before her face falls into stillness.
 
   Beckett looks spooked and I'm feeling the same way, though I've always felt I knew him from somewhere. “Duet,” I say, “do you know him?”
 
   She shrugs. “Tell him to go,” she says, as if he's not standing right there.
 
   “I can't,” I say as gently as I can. “He wants to talk to me.” How can I make her understand she needs to be the one to leave? I don't want to upset her and it seems anything I say could set her off somehow.
 
   I'm saved the burden when Poppy bounces inside.
 
   “I have a bed too!” She jumps on mine, throwing herself over the top of the old quilt with a huge laugh, the puppies bounding in after her. “A bed!”
 
   Duet is suddenly laughing too, on the bed, right beside Poppy, Shine and Shade nipping playfully at her shoes. “Fun,” she says.
 
   “It is.” Poppy sits up, frowning a little as she looks back and forth between Beckett and I. “What?”
 
   “Duet, maybe you can take Poppy out and show her some things.” I smile at my sister who beams back.
 
   “I can.” Duet surges to her feet. “I can show you everything.”
 
   Poppy slides to the floor, sticking her tongue out at me while the puppies look up at her, waiting for their next adventure. “You could have just said,” she says.
 
   I wink as she goes to Duet and takes her hand. Beckett scowls, but I ignore him, seeing Duet's shy smile as Poppy grins up at her.
 
   “Come on then,” Poppy says.
 
   “Okie dokie.” Duet follows the girl out, their arms swinging as Poppy hops her way to the door, Duet trying to mimic her, the puppies scampering through their legs with happy barks.
 
   The dog looks up, his tail thumping once before he rises and goes after them.
 
   Alone, just as he wanted. Why then does he still hover as though something's not right?
 
   “Now will you sit?” I glance out the window at the darkening sky, feeling a deep sigh rise inside me. Content, that's what I'm feeling. How strange.
 
   Beckett pauses one more moment before perching next to me, hands between his knees. “We need to talk about her.” He stares at the doorway, concern on his face. “About Duet.”
 
   A huge surge of protective denial rises inside me as answering adrenaline pours into my system. I want to hit him, holding back only because he looks so worried.
 
   “She'll be fine,” I say, defending her even though I was thinking myself maybe leaving her with the Teks was the best idea. “I'll take care of her.” I will now. Because he thinks I can't.
 
   “I'm not so sure.” He won't meet my eyes and my mind calls him a coward.
 
   “No matter what you think of her,” I say, words more heated than I planned, “and damaged or not, I was told to find her. It's part of the task.”
 
   He doesn't grow angry, just nods. “I spoke to Ever about her,” he goes on as if he didn't just acknowledge what I said. “She says Duet is unpredictable, Trio. That she has been violent.”
 
   Some of my anger leaves but not all as I slump, my shoulders aching from the rush of tension now leaving me. “So have I,” I say. “And so have you.”
 
   “I know,” he says. “It's just... you can think straight. Her, not so much. What if she...” He leaves it there though I know he's thinking about Poppy and only Poppy.
 
   How little his priorities have changed. Fortunately we share that particular one.
 
   “You saw how Duet looked at her,” I say. “She adores her.” I pause, consider, then speak before I can stop myself. “I've always felt like I know her, Beckett. Like we've met before.”
 
   He meets my gaze at last, his troubled. “Where?”
 
   “I don't know.” I manage to smile, my anger gone again. “But I feel the same way about you.” His eyebrows go up. “And after what Duet said... I wish I understood.”
 
   Beckett thinks about it a moment before he shrugs. “You're right,” he says, “she has to come with us. I just hope she doesn't do something we all regret because she's not whole.”
 
   I reach out, stroke his cheek, turn his face toward me. “Do you feel whole?”
 
   He shakes his head, blue eyes so deep I want to dive into them and drown.
 
   “Neither do I,” I find myself whispering. “None of us are, Beckett.”
 
   When he kisses me, I'm ready for it, but not for the press of his mouth, the desperate pull of his arms, though I answer every single craving of his because they are mine, too.
 
   I welcome his hands as they find my skin under my shirt, explore his back and chest, the hot flesh so sweet, so familiar under my hands as his lips dive down and lock on my neck, traveling over my collar bone as he pushes me back, mouth devouring the skin just above the line of my t-shirt.
 
   We both jerk upright at the sound of the alarm, though as I scramble to pull my shirt down, to follow him as he dives out the door, I silently curse the interruption and wonder exactly where my memories of his body would have taken me.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   We reach the street, find ourselves in the midst of a crowd of Teks heading for the gate. I run beside Beckett, heart in my throat as the siren sounds over and over again, louder as we approach the barrier.
 
   Ever is at the control station when we pant our way to her side.
 
   “Howls,” she says, stress cracking her voice. “They attack from time to time, trying to get in.” She doesn't say it but I know our arrival must have attracted them. We've put our new friends at risk and I can only hope the Howls stay on the outside of the barrier.
 
   “But they can't get through.” Beckett looks relieved, that expression fading as Ever looks up, biting her lip. “Can they?”
 
   “They do at times,” she says. “This section of the city is completely walled off, but not all of it is as secure as we'd like.” Ever steps back from the console. “At least they are predictable in their attacks. They typically come to the gate.”
 
   Intelligence barely above Shambles, the Howls must see the barricade as a challenge or something, especially with something new and enticing vanished behind it. “What can we do if they break in? Do you have weapons?”
 
   “No,” she says as her people gather, holding hands in a line, looking up at the top of the gate as if waiting for the Howls to break in. “We hide.”
 
   “Wait, what?” Beckett grabs her arm. “You don't fight back?”
 
   Tears rise in her eyes, tinted green. “We don't,” she says. “We can't harm them.” She wipes at the moisture as she goes on. “They usually leave again when they can't find anyone and we seal the gap back up, better than before.”
 
   Beckett shakes his head, clearly upset. “Well, I won't just stand by if they get in here,” he says. “And neither will anyone else on our crew.” He meets my gaze, a challenge in his and I find myself nodding.
 
   “We won't prevent you from fighting them,” Ever says. “But we can't join you.”
 
   Beckett mutters something under his breath before turning and running for the train. I stay with Ever, scanning the crowd for Duet and Poppy. I finally spot them, coming toward us and feel relief they are okay, the dog and puppies at their heels.
 
   I turn to speak to Ever just as something strikes the small door behind her with a massive boom. I only have time to grasp her and turn her sideways, pulling her to the ground as the metal groans in agony and collapses inward, a stream of screaming Howls pouring into the opening.
 
   The calm takes me immediately as the Teks scream and scatter, Ever sobbing beside me. I'm up and on guard, but the Howls ignore me, rushing past as if they don't see me, heading for the thinning crowd of Teks.
 
   Beckett appears at the stairs to the train, his bow in his hands, and arrow nocked. I watch him take aim, the fear on his face, turn to see what he's focused on. A Howl runs right for Poppy and she's just standing there in shock.
 
   I watch Beckett pull the string back, almost cry out as one of the Howls leaps up toward him, knocking him off balance, the arrow releasing at the same moment, way off target.
 
   Only to alter course as he shouts in fury, the sharp head diverted to plunge through the throat of Poppy's attacking Howl.
 
   Duet dives for Poppy, lifts her into her arms, turns and runs while the dog goes with them, barking and attacking Howls as he goes, protecting the puppies as Shine and Shade tear after Duet with their tails between their legs. I spin back to Beckett who is beating the Howl who diverted his arrow with both hands, his fists and its face a bloody pulp.
 
   The crew is there suddenly, fighting back while the Teks flee and I am finally able to shake myself free of my watchfulness and dive into battle.
 
   When the last one falls under my thrashing feet, his chest collapsed from the fury of my kick, I see Socrates and Ande at the console with Ever, the metal door back in place, some kind of welding mechanism throwing sparks as it re-seals the hole.
 
   I rush to them, see someone at my side and know it's Beckett before I stop and stare.
 
   Ande drops the welder as Ever pulls a knife from her pocket and slowly cuts the skin of her wrist. Green ichor rises, begins to drip from her to wick away across the ground toward anything metal. It's creepy and horrible to watch, but no more so than when she presses her wrist to the door and her blood flashes out to seal around it, the glowing fluid lighting the steel for a moment.
 
   “Let our blood be our salvation,” she whispers.
 
   Beckett surges forward, grasps her shoulders, shakes Ever like he's shaken me in the past. “What is wrong with you?” His blue eyes almost glow themselves, he's so angry. “They would have killed all of you and you refuse to fight?” He backs off, panting, but not from the run to the gate. “In this world, you either fight or you die. You must know that.”
 
   She shows no indication she's upset with his treatment of her. “We are logical,” she says. “But we are passive. There is no future in fighting, in bringing death to others.”
 
   I spot Chime and Brick nearby, hear him listening and wish I could find a way to back him off. Something about the way he watches her makes me furious.
 
   Beckett's jaw grinds, hands rising and falling as if he's having a conversation in his head he chooses not to speak aloud. When he finally turns away, I breathe a moment of relief.
 
   Until one of the Teks comes forward with green tears on her scarred and mostly metal face.
 
   Ever's shoulders sag. “How many?”
 
   “Two,” the girl whispers. “Caught in an alley with no way out.”
 
   “The Howl?” Ever touches the girl's steel shoulder gently.
 
   “One of them... killed it.” She doesn't sound like she's judging, more sad for us than anything.
 
   “You lost two of your people?” I meet Ever's gaze, heart constricting for her.
 
   “Yes,” she says. “It happens.”
 
   “Don't you care?” Beckett is back, but his anger is gone.
 
   “Of course I do,” Ever says. “I weep for them and will for some time. But this is our way, Beckett. We can't be who we are not.”
 
   I spot Duet, Poppy beside her. My clone carries something in her arms and I'm surprised to see she's burdened by the two Tek bodies. It would appear my sister is far stronger physically than I am though, I admit, I've never tested my strength, not really.
 
   I follow Ever inside to where Duet lays the dead Teks out on her table, the same table where we only a short time ago ate our meal. My sister's head is bowed, her hands forming fists and I know despite the passive nature of her adopted people, Duet's been created for battle as much as I have.
 
   A group of Teks enter with tools and sad expressions. “Should I go?” I don't know why, but I feel like I'm intruding suddenly.
 
   But Ever just shakes her head as the first body is carefully stripped of metal. “We salvage what we can,” she says, “so we have more metal to save others as their blood demands it.”
 
   Within moments the two bodies are pure flesh, gaping wounds where the sheets of metal were removed. I want to sob over them, to hug them and thank them for their generosity. The boy, I know him, the one who first met me at the doorway, who called for Ever to let me inside. I reach out, stroke his cheek, the tingle surging out of me and into first him and then his fallen companion as I touch her hand.
 
   They heal before us, their bodies producing new tissue, skin forming to close the gaping holes left behind, the boy growing a new leg to replace the cybernetic one he'd used to walk.
 
   Ever gasps, takes my hand, her other pressed to her mouth as she stares at the now complete forms lying before her, still and quiet in death, but healed.
 
   The other Teks stare at me, eyes huge, mouths open. The only one who doesn't seem surprised is Duet.
 
   “Clone Three,” she says. “Well done.”
 
   I hear Antoine in her voice, remember the malformed baby. “I wish I could do more.”
 
   Ever hugs me suddenly. “You've done enough,” she whispers. “Thank you for their restoration.”
 
   I hesitate before I hug her back. “Most people are afraid of what I can do,” I say.
 
   My new Tek friend shakes her head. “You are a miracle,” she says. “Created to do miraculous things. I know it of Duet and I now know it of you, Trio.”
 
   I only wish I could think of myself the same way.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty One
 
    
 
   I didn't think it would be so hard to stand at the back of the train, in the quaint little caboose I'd never set foot on until just now, waving at Ever and the Teks as we rolled through the second gate and out of their territory.
 
   The worst of it was watching Duet hug everyone over and over as though she'd forgotten who she embraced. I hold her hand as the gate swings shut on us, sealing them away, the train picking up speed as we move on.
 
   “I'm sad.” Duet whispers it as though it's a great secret.
 
   “Me too,” I say. “But I have you now. That makes it easier.”
 
   She smiles at me suddenly, glowing green eye revolving slowly as she snorts her happiness.
 
   “Poppy's inside,” she says. “Let's see Poppy.” And as she turns her back on the Teks, I realize just how damaged she is.
 
   She's forgotten them already. Which is probably a very good thing.
 
   We spend the morning with the girl and her two charges. I'm amazed in the short time we've had them how much they've grown. Though still babies, Shine and Shade are starting to fill out their coats, ribs no longer showing, bodies round and soft as they bulk up from their steady diet.
 
   Duet's giggles and peals of laughter fill the sleeping car until everyone is annoyed with her, glaring from time to time like this stranger shouldn't be allowed to be happy in their space, but I just stare right back and they don't have the courage to say anything.
 
   When Poppy gets up to fetch some water, Duet goes with her, following on her heels as though the girl might need Duet to catch her.
 
   Beckett mutters something beside me and I shoot him a frown. “What?”
 
   He shakes his head and smiles. “Never mind,” he says. “I should just be grateful for one more pair of eyes watching that girl.”
 
   “You're right,” I say, prodding him with my toe. “Grateful is good.”
 
   When they return, Duet holds an empty can and a roll of rusting wire. For the next several hours I watch, fascinated, a crowd growing, as she builds a puppy out of the materials in her hands, using her cybernetic fingers to tear and shape the tin as if it were paper. When she's done, she breathes life into the pieced together dog, her blood flowing over the metal. It comes immediately to life and barks once before wagging it's wire tail, rolling over onto its back.
 
   The puppies start before barking back while Poppy claps and laughs, joined by the others. I relax a little, looking around at the gathered crew. They are warming to her, though Duet has no idea she's winning them over with the tin-can puppy and the huge smile on her face.
 
   Beckett slides closer as the circle closes in and I feel his hand brush mine, the returning heat of the embrace we shared the night before warming my cheeks. But it also reminds me of what I'd seen, the incredible path of the arrow.
 
   “You changed its flight.” I whisper my knowledge to him, our secret, in his ear. He stiffens, and I know he's perfectly aware of what I'm talking about. “In fact,” I think back to his more than accurate rock throwing abilities, how he felled the buck with one shot, “you never seem to miss.”
 
   I glance at him, see his anger rise, wonder what it means. A war rages across his face until he finally shakes himself a little, not meeting my gaze, walking away to the other end of the car. Stubbornness seizes me, jerking me to my feet and I follow him.
 
   “Fine, you win.” He breathes out sharply when I'm in hearing range. “I'm a freak too, okay?”
 
   It startles me, the heat in his tone, the way he grits his teeth.
 
   “I didn't say you were,” I tell him, while my brain makes a connection. “Is that what you think I am?”
 
   Beckett's shoulders twitch, but when he speaks he doesn't deny my question. “You can't tell anyone.”
 
   There's no one to listen, everyone present too enraptured in what Duet has done. Socrates is trying to lift the metal puppy up to examine it, but it keeps snapping at his fingers. Even Vander is laughing and I rarely see him happy.
 
   Beckett catches me looking and takes it for a promise. “I had the Sick,” he whispers. “But I was okay, or thought I was. Turns out not quite.” He shrugs as if trying to throw something from himself.
 
   “It's called telekinesis.” I'm not sure how I know the name, but I do. “It's a gift, Beckett.”
 
   He lurches away, stalks off out the door to the coal car without a word to me. I'm so shocked, partly by his departure and partly by the understanding he thinks I'm a freak, this time I let him go.
 
   I turn back to the crowd to find Poppy and Duet gone, Shine and Shade too. Only the metal one remains, now still and quiet. The others wander off, the show over. Knowing Poppy has likely taken the pups for a walk to stretch their legs I go after her, not wanting to be alone with the new revelation of what Beckett thinks of me.
 
   The dog is by my side, such a constant I barely realize he's there anymore. At least one of my friends is steadfast. I stroke his ears as I slide the door open and hop the gap to the next car.
 
   I can barely breathe when I turn from closing the door behind me to find Duet lashing out at one of the crew.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Two
 
    
 
   The boy flies backward with a cry, crashing into a pile of supplies. I'm rushing forward, calling for Duet, when I see Poppy crumpled herself, the puppies crouched at her side, whining and licking her face.
 
   Duet turns, sees me, roars in rage so huge I actually fear her a moment.
 
   Loud enough it brings others running even from the main car.
 
   The dog rushes to Poppy, standing over her and his pups, eyes locked on the boy who groans a short distance away. The very fact he doesn't even glance at Duet tells me volumes, though as the door behind me slams open and, worst case scenario, Chime bursts through, I know his faithfulness won't cut it.
 
   The crew crowds in behind, Beckett, Vander and Socrates with them, while I hurry forward to calm Duet.
 
   “Tell me,” I say as she roars again, whole body shaking.
 
   She points at the boy, stares at me, going still and empty for a moment before she settles. “Trio,” she says.
 
   The boy rises from the ground, shakes his head. Spots Poppy unconscious and points at Duet.
 
   “She hurt the girl!”
 
   Chime rushes forward, the expected angry look on her face, but I turn and stare her down, daring her with my entire body to come closer.
 
   For once she takes the suggestion and keeps her distance while I turn back to my sister. “Duet,” I say as though asking her about the weather, “what happened?”
 
   Her rage returns in a flash. “The puppies aren't his!” She spins on the injured boy, but I hold her back. “Poppy said so!”
 
   “No,” I say, still gently, trying to mimic the tone Ever used with her. “They aren't. They are our friends, no one owns them.”
 
   Duet turns back to me. “Friends,” she says. “The puppies love Poppy. I love Poppy.” Big tears form in her eyes, one side pale green, the other her actual ichor. As it crawls down her metal face, the trail is reabsorbed into the cybernetics, but her more human side lets the moisture fall.
 
   “I love her too,” I say. “I'd never hurt her.”
 
   “Didn't.” Duet sags as Beckett joins me.
 
   “Duet,” he says in a voice cold with rage, “did you hurt her?”
 
   “DIDN'T!” She shouts it at him though her face is still distressed. “Never.”
 
   I glance at the boy who looks suddenly nervous. He tries to scoot around us, heading for Chime and the protection he must think she'll offer, but I block his way.
 
   “The truth,” I say. “You know when Poppy wakes she'll tell us anyway.”
 
   He glances at the girl, Beckett now bending next to her, feeling her face, whispering to her. She stirs as the boy's face crumples.
 
   “She has two,” he says, voice whining like one of the babies when they are hungry. “Then that metal one. She let me have the toy, but it died when she left.” He's weeping openly, mucus running from his nose to mingle with the tears on his face. “I want one for me.”
 
   Chime's anger recedes, but she still gives annoying me a try. “He's right,” she says. “Those things shouldn't even be on board.”
 
   “Says who?” I surprise myself with the ice in my tone.
 
   Chime flickers a glance at her crew member then back to me. “Fine, whatever. Say you're sorry, Innis.”
 
   Poppy groans softly and sits up, hugging Beckett while the puppies lick her face. “I'm okay,” she says. “It's not Duet's fault.” She turns and glares at Innis. “He pushed me down and I hit my head.” I approach her, feel the lump, the whisper of my ability as it heals her. “Duet didn't mean to hurt him. She was just protecting me.”
 
   Innis's tears dry up and I wonder if he was faking all along. Now sullen, his little face aged by anger, he turns away while Chime shrugs.
 
   “Show's over,” she says, just as the boy turns back and lashes out at Duet with his fist, a dark, nasty look on his face, full of spite.
 
   It's the last thing he ever does. The moment he touches her, Duet reaches out and presses her human hand to his forehead.
 
   I know even before he begins to scream what's about to happen, but am unable to do a thing about it.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Three
 
    
 
   I force myself to watch, to hear the gasps of horror, to absorb the screams that dissolve into liquid gurgles as the boy is reduced to a puddle in a very short minute. It appears Duet is even more virulent than I am when it comes to the Sick.
 
   I suppose I shouldn't be surprised.
 
   It's a long time before anyone says anything, but it's Chime who breaks the silence.
 
   “What the hell was that?” I'm certain from the look on her face, her posture, she meant the words to come out with authority, but instead they whisper from her mouth as though she can't catch her breath.
 
   Beckett is on his feet, standing between me and her, blocking off Chime's view of Duet, but not of the remains of her crewmember.
 
   “We can explain.” He hesitates. No, he can't. Not really.
 
   Chime's seen enough to make the connection herself anyway.
 
   “The Sick.” She's regaining volume as well as anger, though her fear feels much stronger. Not just in her, in all of them, so thick I can smell it. “She gave him the Sick.”
 
   Only Brick and my friends don't react to that as the rest of the crew sigh in horror though none of them try to run.
 
   They have nowhere to go.
 
   “It's got something to do with their task.” Beckett tosses his head back, indicating me and my sister. “They aren't contagious.”
 
   “Unless you piss them off.” Brick grins at me. “Right, Trio?”
 
   He's finally decided to tell her. Wonderful timing, though I'm sure he's chosen to do so on very precise purpose. Why did he wait so long to share what he knew?
 
   Chime stares at me. “You too?” She shudders violently, like a dog shaking off water. “You've been with us this whole time and you...” Her face scrunches up, hands fisting. “You have the Sick?”
 
   “Not have,” Brick says. “Just uses it as a weapon.”
 
   If he was closer to me he'd be dead by now. I'd have killed him before two words left his ugly mouth as my anger shoves my guilt aside and looks for a target. But instead he hangs back behind the others, still smirking at me as if he understands exactly what's going through my mind.
 
   Chime doesn't attack me as I assumed she would, doesn't make demands, but spins on one of the other kids. I can guess what she's about to say and can hardly blame her. This is not a good way for her to find out what we are capable of and, for the first time, I wish I'd told her myself earlier, no matter the possible consequences.
 
   Though it's likely she would have evicted me earlier, so maybe not.
 
   “Go to the engine,” she snarls, “and tell Ande to stop this damned train.” The girl looks at her in a daze until Chime slaps her across the face. “Go!”
 
   She does, crying softly, while everyone else still stares.
 
   Chime spins back on me. “You've put all of us at risk for the last time,” she says, voice deadly quiet. “Time and time again, from the moment we met. And now you bring this thing on board,” she points at Duet who stands there, quiet, face quizzical now that she's acted, as though doing so has removed her memory and anger completely. “Tell me, Trio, were you going to ever be honest or just let your demented twin kill us all one by one?”
 
   “Don't talk about her like that.” I pull in the calm, knowing I may need it if the crew decides to act after all.
 
   “She's dangerous,” Chime continues, head down like an angry bull ready to charge. “And so are you.” She laughs then, no humor in it, points at Vander. “You brought a Bright on board. And I thought he was bad enough.”
 
   Vander just shakes his head. Smart of him to stay out of it, though I am grateful for the sympathy on his face.
 
   “We should kill you both,” Chime hisses. “No wonder the Crawlers are after you.” Her eyes fly wide. “You're a weapon, aren't you? I'm a fool.” She sags as the door flies open and Ande storms through.
 
   “What's g-g-going on?” He's angry, frustrated. “Why d-d-did you hit Marta?”
 
   Chime points at the remains. “Ask Innis,” she says.
 
   Ande looks at the puddle, the clothes, his frown turning to shock. “What...”
 
   “She gave him the Sick,” Chime says, not looking at Duet, but shifting her accusing finger toward my sister nonetheless. “And Trio can do it too.” She shudders again, though less violently than before. “You see what you've been defending?”
 
   Ande's eyes meet mine and, for a moment, I worry. If he chooses to turn against me, I'm lost. But he shakes his head, jaw clenching as he faces down Chime.
 
   “She's been with us for days,” he says. “And no one's caught it.”
 
   Chime flinches, stops. Was she really that sure he'd back her? It takes her a moment, but she finally shrugs as though she's lost her reason to be angry all of a sudden. “She'll be the death of us all,” she whispers. “But I'm done fighting.” She meets my eyes one last time, voice a little stronger, shoulders slumping. “Just clean up your mess.”
 
   When Chime leaves, the crew goes with her. Vander and Socrates move forward to join us, both carefully avoiding what used to be Innis.
 
   “This is very bad.” Socrates rubs his hands together as though he's freezing. “Very, very bad. They could turn on us at any moment, when it finally sinks in what happened.”
 
   I glance at Duet who hums softly to herself while she examines her own cybernetic hand as if she's never seen it before. When she meets my eyes, she smiles one of her big smiles stretching her skin against the metal.
 
   “Trio,” she says. “I'm hungry.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Four
 
    
 
   I send the others away as I help Duet clean up the remains. I'm at a loss what to do and a little shocked when she simply slides open the back door and uses her boot to kick the crusting over puddle and clothing out onto the tracks.
 
   “Duet.” I take her hand, turn her to me as she closes the door with another big smile. “Tell me about the Sick.”
 
   She shrugs, tries to pull away, but I need to know.
 
   “Dunno,” she says. “Made some Howls die like that. But not the Tek.”
 
   “They were immune?” Odd, but perhaps important.
 
   Again she shrugs. “I'm hungry, Trio.” Her good eye flickers from mine, then back before she leans in to me. “I kept them safe,” she says, and I know she's not talking about Poppy and the puppies. “Will they be safe now without me?”
 
   I wish I had an answer for her. “When this is over,” I say, “we'll go back and make sure they are.”
 
   Duet nods, hugs me.
 
   “You can't do this, use the Sick again, not here.” I wish I could make her understand, but she just tips her head to the side and looks at me with an odd shaped frown slowly creasing the metal side of her face.
 
   “I saved her.” Duet whistles a short tune, sounding slightly echoey because of her metal lips. “Saved Poppy.”
 
   “You did,” I say. “But she wasn't really in danger.”
 
   “No.” Duet is suddenly hyper focused on me. “He attacked me. I attacked him. I saved her.”
 
   I sigh, knowing I'll simply have to keep an eye on her from now on. “Okay, Duet,” I say. “Let's get you something to eat.”
 
   “Yum.” She rubs her stomach. “No meat.”
 
   I shake my head. “No, no meat.”
 
   The stares are hard but tolerable, though the way the crew avoids me makes my heart ache. We've been through so much together, I was starting to trust them. I can't blame them for not trusting me.
 
   “I think we should move again.” Socrates eyes the others. “Just to be on the safe side.”
 
   Quietly, without speaking again, we gather our things and retire to the car where we started. Duet is the only one who isn't sunk in a dark melancholy for the next several hours and eventually I have to take her even further back. From the look on my friend's faces they are about to toss her overboard themselves if she doesn't stop whistling and smiling at them.
 
   Duet's excitement carries us all the way back to the caboose again. We sit on the edge, the rail holding us in, feet swinging over the end of the train as we watch the scenery run away from us.
 
   I don't know what to say to her so I stay quiet, letting her remain lost in her own little world. I wish things could be different and wrack my brain for ideas as to what to do next. If Chime does evict us, if Ande decides we're too big a risk, we still have far to go to get to New York.
 
   I turn to her at last as the sun starts to set, a chill in the air making me shiver.
 
   “We need to go back in,” I say.
 
   Duet just shrugs and climbs to her feet, pulling me up with her. She's definitely stronger than I am, probably due to her new blood and the cybernetics.
 
   All thoughts of her vanish as we turn to the glass door at the back of the caboose to see the woman's face looking back at us.
 
   “Mother.” Duet stretches her hand out, touches the wavering image.
 
   “Girls,” she smiles at us and for a moment I feel disoriented. The last time I saw her she was older, much older, but now she's young again, like I remember her. “Please, listen. You must reach Clone One. It's very important. Find her and you can stop this before it's too late.”
 
   Duet hums happily. “Okay, Mother.”
 
   “We can't remember.” I reach for her too. “Tell us what to do.”
 
   “Find her,” she says, already fading away. “Clone One has the answers to everything.”
 
   She's gone then, flickering out until we stand there staring at a darkening panel of glass.
 
   “We have to go.” Duet sounds the sanest I've heard her. “Together. Alone.” She turns to me. “Leave them behind. We have to hurry.”
 
   I shake my head. “This is the fastest way.”
 
   “No,” she says. “We can find a car. I can fix it, make it run. I've done it before.” Her face twists a moment and I see her slipping, leaving me, going back to the damaged clone I'd first met. “Trio.” She breathes my name as if knowing she's losing her battle. And just like our mother faded from us, Duet's mind wanders off and she smiles at me. “Poppy can come.”
 
   “No,” I repeat. “We'll stay on the train as long as we can. And if we're forced to leave, we go alone, just the two of us.”
 
   Duet grumbles something I don't quite catch, but by the time we're halfway to the next car she's giggling and humming again.
 
   I can only hope she holds it together long enough for us to reach our destination. After that, I have no idea what will happen, but am sure I can rely on the Duet inside, the one who used to be, to do what she needs to when the time comes.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Five
 
    
 
   It's morning before the train starts to slow and my fear wakes, though I've not slept a wink. My friends are tense as Socrates goes forward to check in, only to have him come back with a look of relief and a handful of cans for breakfast.
 
   “There's a clump of trees growing around the track ahead,” he says. “They have to be cleared away before we can go on.”
 
   Duet hums over her can of preserved fruit, unaware we're all looking at her as if we've dodged some terrible fate. Perhaps we have.
 
   At least for now.
 
   When the train stops I'm the first one off, just needing distance and a moment away from everyone but, inevitably, when I find a fallen log to sit on out of sight of the train Duet appears to thump down beside me.
 
   “You're mad.” Her mouth turns down, voice vibrating. “I did bad.”
 
   “No,” I say. “You did what you knew to do.” I hug her with one arm. “It's okay, Duet.” How can I make her leave me alone when she's so broken?
 
   Poppy appears, her eyes meeting mine and I know somehow she's aware of what I need.
 
   “Hey, Duet,” Poppy says.
 
   “Hey, Poppy!” My sister grins and touches the girl's face.
 
   “Can you help me with the puppies?” Poppy's dark eyes slowly blink. She's brilliant, sweet, has the biggest heart. And I love her so much at that moment I want to hold her tight and never let her go.
 
   Duet is on her feet and moving without a backward glance, though Poppy offers me a little wave as she leads my sister off. I'll hug her later, thank her for her understanding. But for now I breathe the fresh air and try to gather my thoughts.
 
   The dog, my true shadow, groans at my feet and scratches his ear with one paw before closing his eyes again.
 
   When I hear the approaching sound of feet, I sigh. Poppy must not have been as much of a distraction as she hoped. Knowing I have to face the others eventually, ready or not, I rise to go to Duet.
 
   Only to find Brick standing there, watching me.
 
   I expect him to sneer, to make some snide remark, but he doesn't. In fact, he seems concerned. “I wanted to help,” he says. “When Chime went after Duet.”
 
   “So you told her about me.” I have no patience for him, ready to storm off and leave him there. “Wonderful way to help.”
 
   “I could have told her about you a long time ago,” he says. “I figured if she knew you could do it too, she'd go easier on Duet.” He shrugs. “Seeing as you've proven yourself. At least to the others.” He sits on the log I vacated. “As for her, you'll never convince her you’re anything but trouble.”
 
   “And you?” Like I trust him even for a moment. He was Cade's once, now Chime's.
 
   And yet. And yet he saved Poppy's life and I can't seem to let go of that.
 
   He looks up at me, face open for the first time since I've met him and I realize this is the only moment outside the night he told me about the Crawlers and Cade we've actually been alone together.
 
   “I'm just trying to survive, Trio.” Brick pats the log, an invitation I'm not ready to accept. “I've been honest with you all along, haven't I?”
 
   I shrug. “I suppose. Though I'd never count you a friend.”
 
   He nods. “I'm sorry. I chose the wrong side.” When he laughs it's light, soft. Almost regretful. “Had I known what she was really like I would have gone with my first choice.”
 
   What is that in his eyes? It makes me uncomfortable the way he's watching me. Again he pats the log, but I stay rooted. The memory of him holding Shade, of the cruelty in his gaze as he stared down at her, holding her just a little too hard, won't leave me either.
 
   “Maybe you should go back to her, then.” I just want him to go, to leave me alone.
 
   “I don't want to be with her,” he says. “Trio.”
 
   I know that expression now, recognize it. Of course I do, I suppose I just didn't want to accept how he looks at me. Like Beckett looks at me when he's about to kiss me.
 
   “You're with Chime.” It comes out in a gasp as my body clenches with nerves. I don't feel this way with Beckett. Like something unpleasant crawls over my skin.
 
   “I've been watching you,” Brick says. “The others, they don't care about you, not like I do.”
 
   “You don't know what you're talking about,” I snap, backing away, the dog chuffing as he glares at Brick.
 
   “You're sure about that?” He shakes his head. “You put a lot of faith in people who judge you for what you are, Trio. For what your sister is.” Brick hesitates before going on. “Are you sure you're doing the right thing?”
 
   “What do you mean?” I'm being harsh and I don't care. He doesn't deserve any better.
 
   “This whole task thing.” Brick shrugs. “How do you know you're doing the right thing if you can't remember?”
 
   “I know.” I do, to the bottom of my soul.
 
   Don't I?
 
   “It's just,” Brick runs one hand through his dark hair, “what if the Crawlers aren't the bad guys you think they are? They dealt pretty fairly with Cade, when it was all said and done.”
 
   I want to shake him. “The same Crawlers who betray you over and over just to get what they want?”
 
   Brick nods, sighing. “You're right,” he says. “I guess I'm just looking for a way to make sure you get where you need to go and do what you think it is needs doing.” Brick rises to his feet, eyes locked on mine. “But you really do need to know what your friends think of you.”
 
   “I already do,” I say even though the look on his face seeds sudden doubts.
 
   “Then follow me,” he says. “And find out for yourself.”
 
   I don't want to go with him. I resist with every fiber of my being. But, in the end, my fear wins and I can't help myself, though I tell my heart it's only to prove him wrong.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty Six
 
    
 
   Brick's steps take us back to the train and forward, just beyond the peak of the locomotive where the large patch of trees growing around the tracks are being attacked by a group of unhappy crew. He bypasses them, circling around until he slows and gestures for me to be quiet.
 
   I join him, peering through the trees to see Chime, Ande and my friends, Poppy among them, in the middle of a meeting.
 
   “You know I'm right.” Chime's hand falls on Beckett's arm with a familiarity that makes my blood burn. “She's a liability at this point. They both are. If we turn around now, go back, tell the Crawlers where she is...”
 
   I'm sure he'll toss her hand off, tell her to go to hell, stand up for me. But he doesn't. Beckett hesitates. In that moment, my heart snaps in half and the calm once again descends.
 
   I step out so they all see me and watch Beckett's eyes widen. “I'm not giving myself up to the Crawlers,” I say. “I can't go back. But I can see now I've been mistaken in who I can trust.”
 
   Beckett flinches. “Trio—”
 
   I cut him off with a sharp motion. “You're all out here without me, talking about my fate, my sister's. Without me.” I want to scream, but the words are muffled by the calm and I wonder if that's more terrible for him, for my so-called friends.
 
   Duet shuffles forward from the tree line, arms full of wiggling puppies. “Poppy,” she says with delight. “Found them.” It takes her a moment, gaze traveling over all of us, before my damaged sister understands things aren’t as they are meant to be. She sets the puppies down, the pair running to sit at their father’s feet, ears low, tails tucked. Slow anger grows in the metal side of Duet’s face as her eyes meet mine at last. “Trio,” she says.
 
   I nod to her, hold out my hand. “You were right,” I say. “It's time we go it alone.”
 
   Poppy cries out, runs to my side, but I push her away, toward Beckett who looks at me with so much guilt I know I'm right about him.
 
   “Trio, don't,” he says. “You have it all wrong.”
 
   “Forget her.” Chime pulls him back as he tries to approach me. “Let her go.” She glares at me. “Time for you to move along so the rest of us will be safe. At least give us that much.”
 
   I nod sharply, the calm fading as my emotions build. “You'll have it,” I say, turning away while Duet hums happily beside me, Brick watching me go with a mix of emotions I'm not in a good state to read.
 
   Well, what did he think would happen?
 
   Brick chases after us, grabs my arm, pulls me around. “I'm coming with you.”
 
   The dog growls at him, Duet spinning with a hiss. Brick backs off while the others follow. I hear Chime's gasp, but don't care if he's hurt her. Screw her.
 
   Screw them all.
 
   “Leave me alone,” I say. “Don't touch me, don't talk to me. Unless you want to end up a puddle on the ground.”
 
   Brick backs off at last, scowling but silent.
 
   Good. I'm tired of him already.
 
   Duet leads the way to the train while I gasp for air and try to call the calm back.
 
   I don't think I'll survive leaving without it to protect me.
 
   It's a short trip back to the train, the distance covered in long, angry strides. I can hear Poppy crying as I leap on board, slam my way into the main car and beyond. I grab the backpack Genki gave me before heading forward again, cramming it full of food and water from the stacks lining the walls. How can it be only a short time ago I was given this pack, but feel like forever? I have no idea what I'm taking, cans, bottles of things, but when I'm done the pack is full and I'm ready to leave everything behind.
 
   At least, I tell myself I am.
 
   “We can take her.” Duet winks at me before turning to smile at the sobbing Poppy. “She's good.”
 
   I shake my head and grab my sister's hand, dragging her to the exit past my downcast friends. Socrates reaches for me, Vander too, but I shove past them, Duet a convenient shield I use to keep us apart.
 
   “Trio, don't go.” Vander's soft voice reaches me. “We never meant for you to think we wanted you to leave. It's not like that at all.”
 
   I'm weak, hesitate. But Duet is moving still and pulling me along with her so I force my sadness down and continue on.
 
   When my feet land on the ground, the dog hops down next to me. For a moment I consider him, my selfishness almost winning before I turn to him and shake my head.
 
   “No.”
 
   He barks at me, ears back.
 
   “I said no.” I point at the train. “I don't want you to come. You stay with the others.”
 
   Again he barks, this time baring his teeth, tail hanging low.
 
   “Stay,” I say. “Just stay.”
 
   He whines softly at last, head dropping as he paws the ground before him. I turn and walk away from him, hear the click of his paws on the exposed rail and turn once again.
 
   “No,” I whisper. “You have to protect Poppy and the puppies.”
 
   This time when he whines it's as if his heart is breaking, but I'm relentless, have to be. He can't come, just can't.
 
   And yet, I can't bear to lose him.
 
   We stand there a long moment, his dark eyes locked on mine. I see his brilliance, the thoughts in his mind as he struggles with his need to protect me and the same need to watch over his children and their keeper.
 
   “Please,” I say, knowing it's not fair, my heart sobbing for my own loss. “Please, you must.”
 
   He barks at me, a sharp, sad sound before turning slowly to pad back toward the train. I look up, see him come to stand next to Beckett who has stepped down to watch me go. The dog presses his body into Beckett's legs, back to me, as if he can't bear to watch me leave.
 
   Beckett opens his mouth to speak, but doesn't. Instead, he lifts one hand and waves.
 
   I don't bother waving back. I fear if I try I might run to his arms and never let him go.
 
   Instead, I turn away, find Duet waiting for me with a huge smile on her face. She hugs me, so hard it hurts though I'm happy for the different kind of pain before taking my hand and leading me off down the track.
 
   The sound of the dog barking, calling for me to come back, almost drives me to my knees.
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
   Like what you read? Find more at
 
   www.pattilarsen.com
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Now check out the first chapter of 
 
   the final installment of The Clone Chronicles
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Clone One
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The leather seat beneath me smells faintly of mildew, but I can't seem to bring myself to get up to escape it. A heavy, cloying lethargy has settled around me, from the moment I walked away from the train, from my friends.
 
   From Beckett.
 
   My clone sister, Duet, hums softly to herself, almost bouncing she's so happy as she toys with the engine of the SUV in which I now sit. My head will barely lift from the padded rest, eyes heavy, heartbeat slowed so much I can barely feel it.
 
   Is this real grief? Depression? It feels that way, as though a black cloak of apathy wraps itself around me, squeezing and squeezing until it's an effort to draw breath. But I am unable to cry. How odd that feels. Perhaps if I could, if the tears would flow, I'd break free of what holds me.
 
   But the tears won't come, refuse to rise, to well, to spill. I feel like my heart has abandoned me.
 
   Or, more aptly, I've abandoned it.
 
   It's still so hard to believe. We've left the others, abruptly, in a fit of passion-fed anger. Duet and I walked for only a mile or so further down the track, myself stomping with each step to hide the terrible grief rising inside me, she whistling and humming as though this was exactly the way things should be.
 
   I walked away from the train and the only people in this horrible, broken world I care about, besides my equally broken sister. And I'm wondering if I'll ever be able to forgive myself.
 
   The town appeared quickly, a squat and empty place barely registering on the horizon. Duet seemed immediately delighted by the gas station on the edge of civilization, jerking open the hood of the large black former luxury car where I now hide, the sound of rusted metal grinding as she hoisted the heavy panel carrying it for what seemed like miles.
 
   It's been over an hour but I can't bring myself to explore, though I know I'll need to eventually. I managed to scavenge some food before we left, just shortly after I discovered my friends in secret talks with the crew of the train. Chime hates me and has wanted me out of her life since we met. Shown their duplicity by Brick, the one person I've been unable to bring myself to trust, considering his connection with the insane Cade and the Crawlers who pursue me. He guided me to the place where my friends pondered my fate without me. And looked guilty when I confronted them.
 
   How could it be the person I thought the enemy could have been the only truthful one on the entire train? My mind still refuses to believe and I have no doubt, even now, there was some kind of agenda behind Brick's actions.
 
   I can't deal with the thought of him now. Not now. Not while the tightness in my chest makes it hard to breathe and the dusty, musty smell of old leather chokes me as surely as though I had my own hands around my throat.
 
   What have I done?
 
   Focus. I need to focus. We have to have supplies if Duet and I are going to make it across the rest of the continent. But I know what I've taken will not be enough, and I need to find more if we are to survive the last leg of our journey to New York City and our task.
 
   At least I'm not the only one of my sisters chasing that task now, not alone in my quest now that Duet is with me. My task, the one I woke with, the only part of my memory remaining when I found myself in this desolate and dying world, still drives me, as it drives my sister. It's a small comfort having her with me, considering how far I've already come with my new friends.
 
   Friends no longer. Should I have been so quick to judge? I'd been looking for a reason to leave them behind, to put them out of harm's way. Perhaps this was simply the excuse I needed. But my regret is real and I ask myself, as I sit there in the heat of the car's interior, what would have happened if I'd just listened, just asked my friends why they were with Chime? If they really believe I'm dangerous. That my sister is dangerous.
 
   Then again, remembering the guilt on their faces, I wouldn't have been able to accept the answers, knowing how damaged Duet is.
 
   An image invades my melancholy. The statue, the guide who leads me on, looms in my mind, her cold green face expressionless, and I imagine she's as harsh as the spikes on her crown, as terrible as the false fire burning in her torch, as logical as the book she holds in her open hand. Surely she would never fall so far down into the darkness, would stand tall no matter her circumstances and is judging me even now for failing her.
 
   If only I knew more of what I had to do. Maybe then I could make sense of this, even of Beckett's imagined betrayal. The feelings I have for him are more familiar than ever, as much as my recognition of Poppy. I'm sure I've known both of them before, somewhere, somehow.
 
   But I can't remember, have struggled with this for days now, since I woke in that dank and decaying school bathroom, lost and alone. Pursued, hunted. Until I met Poppy.
 
   And everything changed.
 
   My throat tightens at last. Are they rising then, my tears? Will I finally be able to shed this loss, to shake free of it? Of my grief for Socrates, my brilliant young friend. Of Vander and his kind heart. The dear puppies I rescued who thrive and live because of the golden lab and his faith in me after I saved him.
 
   The last time I sank into despair, I wasn't alone, not like this. I was on the train, with access to them, to their kindness and their smiles if I needed them. To the press of a heavy fur body against my leg, deep, dark eyes watching me, wet nose and tongue eager to show me how much I am loved.
 
   Most of all, even more than Beckett, I grieve for the loss of the dog's faithful presence.
 
   My vision wavers, tears flowing at last at the thought of my dear companion with his back turned, face pressed into Beckett's legs so he didn't have to watch me leave. My amazing, intelligent friend finally grants the release I need, even in his absence taking care of me. The pressure rises, choking, closing my throat so I have to lean forward, forehead pressed to the round of the wheel as I sob silently into the warm cab of the SUV. I clutch the leather-bound steering wheel as though it can save me, keep me safe, but nothing helps, nothing.
 
   But the sobbing. When I'm done at last, as my body heaves out the final bitterness of my longing, I look up, wiping my face on my sleeve to see Duet staring through the windshield.
 
   She's smiling like she has no idea what I'm going through.  I know she doesn't. My half-cyborg sister, saved by the Teks in body but not in mind, can't comprehend at the best of times. She seems to be lacking anything resembling empathy, and it’s not her fault, but I still feel a surge of anger at her for being so damned cheerful.
 
   “Trio.” I manage to wave a little as she says my name. “Perfect car.” She hops up and down on the balls of her feet before performing a spin. “Perfect.”
 
   “That's great, Duet,” I say, leaning back. At least the weight holding me down is gone and I no longer feel the need to stay here, to hide. The crying has tired me out, eyes burning from the tears, throat aching, but I feel oddly refreshed and ready to do something. Anything but sit here any longer.
 
   Perhaps my need to act is simply another form of hiding from the truth, but I'll take it over what I've just lived.
 
   As I slide free of the driver's seat, Duet comes to me and hugs me, the warmth of her metal parts as real as the smooth, softness of her human skin. I close my eyes and imagine we're both whole again.
 
   It's harder than I thought.
 
   “So much better now,” she whispers in my ear. “Me and you, Trio.”
 
   I can't contain my sigh, eyes opening, no longer adrift in what my lost memories assure me once was. And yet, something, someone, remains missing, adrift from us. Clone One.
 
   Duet pulls away, frown gradually translating from her human side to the metal half of her face, like slow, cold molasses spreading across a piece of toast.
 
   “Poppy.” She sighs too, her mind not on our lost clone sister, but the girl I’ve loved from the moment she saved me. “The puppies.”
 
   I nod, more tears threatening. How can I not be out of tears by now? “I miss them,” I say. “But they are with Beckett. On the train.” I stay rooted on the spot physically, but my heart is suddenly racing back the way we came, trying to return to the others. It hurts I have to rein it in so sharply.
 
   I've made my choice. Time to live with it.
 
   Duet makes a face, full of anger, her glowing green eye flashing as her Tek blood surges in answer. “Keep you safe,” Duet says. “Go see Mother.” She hesitates. “Clone One.”
 
   I squeeze her human hand, wondering why Duet scowls so when she speaks of our lost sister. I have no memory, not even a vague feeling of her. Does Duet know something I don’t? But no, she’s simply broken.
 
   “That's right,” I say. “The task. Clone One. This will all be over soon.” I hope. I'm guessing. With no clear idea as to what I'm supposed to do when I reach New York, I can only imagine something will happen to show me the way. But at least then, with my task complete, I can put part of the ache inside me to rest.
 
   Duet's smile returns, radiant despite her deformed features half-cast in steel. “I'm almost done.” It's one of the few full sentences I've heard her pull together. “Then we go.”
 
   Which means I have work of my own to do. “I'll be back,” I say, turning from her toward town. “With supplies.” I manage a smile. “Then, yes. We go.”
 
   I leave her happily singing over the mess under the SUV's hood, trusting she knows what she's doing, and head into town.
 
   ***
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