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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.
 
***
 
Chapter Two
 
The town stretches out before me as I cross the road from the gas station and enter the edge of habitation. I'm careful, eyes and ears alert, but it's clear to me as I make my way from street to debris littered street this place is abandoned. No Howls, stricken by the Sick and turned into half animals who consume the flesh of others shuffle in a pack from around a corner to attack me. No Shambles, the half-dead, zombie-like creatures who stink of decay, peer from behind dusty, dark windows. And no Brights either, though it's daylight and the vampirish incarnation of the illness destroying the world's population makes them photosensitive and less likely to appear when the sun is up.
Which means I'm truly alone in this place once filled with life. Peeling siding from large two-stories hangs like chunks of skin under windows still framed inside with quiet drapes. Cars are parked in placid death, neat and tidy in heaving driveways lined with weed-choked plots that must once have been flowerbeds. It's horrifying, actually. I'm so accustomed to the surrounds filled with others, the sense I'm being watched, followed even. But here there is nothing, no one, and the stark emptiness makes me shudder.
I need to get off the street before this quiet drives me mad, aiming for a house with the front door hanging from one hinge. It used to be red, chips of the once cheery color scattered over the concrete step, iron railing rusting heavily, orange blobs darkening the cracked cement. I hesitate at the threshold, listening, waiting for something, anything to stir inside. But the house is completely silent.
The cool interior offers a shelter of sorts as I stand in the short hallway and stare at the silent world I've found myself in, all warped wallpaper and wooden flooring long twisted by the elements. But I can see beyond what is to what had been, the image of a bright and cheery entry with a polished wooden side board and a deep-seated chair just waiting for someone to sit and remove their shoes.
This is as good a place to search as any, though I know I'm only here because I can no longer take the solitude. I follow the hall, boots making dull sounds on the damaged hardwood, my fingers trailing over the bubbled remains of drywall. It opens on the left, to a large living room. I'm slightly shocked to see this room has been preserved, untouched by the elements. Still intact, though covered in dust, as though the family who lived here left everything behind.
How strange to see such ordinariness covered in a layer of pale gray, but undamaged, pristine. The front door must have given way on its own, not a sign of violence but a natural collapse with time. Could it be no one in this town survived at all or, if they did, they moved on before their new natures could destroy what the old world erected? It would seem this family, at least, had no warning, nor did they have time to destroy in their illness what was built when they were healthy. I have no answers, though I'm used to being in the dark about such things.
I'm not sure what attracts me so much about this room. The large television's face curves under my hand as I sweep away the layer of grime. Cushions feel stiff under my touch, the large couch still springy as I sit and gently bounce on it. Coughing from the dust I've raised, I rise and head for a book shelf, eyes drawn to the same red as the door, as though the crimson shade can offer answers somehow.
My hands pull free the large book, breath blowing the sediment of years from the cover. Curious, I ease it open, the thick fabric of the surface grainy in my hands. My heart falters a moment as I peer inside at the frozen images it contains. Mom. Dad. Baby in pink blanket. Baby aging as I turn the pages, growing up, a freckle-faced girl with lovely red hair on a swing, gap-toothed smile in front of a Christmas tree, joined by a boy half her age. Time passes with the flipping of pages, the progression of photos.
Until they just stop. Over. Done. A blank white sheet, the thin film of plastic holding the pictures down crisp and untouched, waiting for their lives to continue.
I carefully put the photo album back and leave the room before I start crying again.
Their kitchen is well-stocked at least, cupboards full of cans of food. I even find a working can opener, grateful I won't have to rely on Beckett's pocketknife to open the cans any longer. I jerk free of thoughts of him, of his blue eyes and the way his skin feels, in favor of jamming as much food as I can into a cloth shopping bag I find hidden under the sink. The fabric is aged, but still durable.
Why do I feel like I'm stealing? An intruder taking the things this family needs? But that's not the case, it's just my unsettled memories tied to a conscience I barely understand. They are gone, lost, dead long ago to an illness I don't remember in the life I used to know.
While my memories aren't intact, I'm certain I'm right. The world isn't supposed to be like this, falling apart while the remains of humanity struggle to either survive or kill each other. Something is horribly wrong and, not for the first time, I wonder if the people who sent me here, wherever this here might be, are responsible.
That I'm responsible.
Three plastic bottles, the caps still uncracked, sit in the refrigerator, stench of decaying food long gone. They slide into the bag with the cans and the opener. I sling the straps over my shoulder, spot another door and continue my examination of this house.
If others are as well equipped, we won't be short of supplies at least.
A car sits on the concrete pad inside, sunlight making it through the dusty window on the far side of the garage. I walk down the two steps, pause, look around. This vehicle seems well preserved and I wonder if I should go for Duet. I decide to lead her here if the one she's working on fails us.
Nothing else catches my attention and I'm about to leave when I spot a large wooden case under an old plastic sheet. Curiosity draws me to it. The lock gives way under a sharp blow from the crowbar I find standing against it, the crusted metal crashing to the floor to bounce under the front of the car. I heave the length of steel aside and pull the two wooden doors open.
Whoever lived here was a hunter, but not with rifles. A crossbow hangs inside, a large quiver full of bolts next to it.
For a moment I consider. I could use it to hunt game, for food. But I shudder from that, remembering Beckett and the buck he took down, how I was so sure and still am animals caught the Sick too, and it made them smarter, aware even.
I can't hunt for food when I'm sure the creatures I'm killing are as intelligent as I am.
When I emerge from the house, going back the way I came, refusing to look into the abandoned living room again, at the red book full of old life, I'm weighted down with food, but my heart is lighter.
Until I hear it. The far off sound I know intimately, the chug-chug-chug of the train.
They've cleared the trees away, at last, the barrier holding them back. Are on the move again. Will be looking for a switchback so they can turn the train around. But in the meantime, I'm forced to stand there in the shadow of the house and watch as the locomotive steams its way toward town, a black line in the distance, rattling its way past, carrying my friends with it.
It's done, then. They have gone without me. Any last hope this might end differently has moved on with the train.
I tear my eyes from the red caboose as it rolls into the distance, carrying my findings to my sister.
 
***
 
Chapter Three
 
I hear an engine roar to life, the purr of a motor as I round the side of the gas station and see Duet doing a happy dance near the open hood. She waves to me when she spots me, running forward lightly, though her body moves like a machine, to grasp my hands in hers, one warm skin, the other hot metal, and pulls me toward the SUV.
“Working now,” she says with a huge grin to which her steel half has already adjusted. She's been smiling for a while.
I find myself frowning in answer, feeling doubtful despite her confidence. I don't mean to discard her idea, and having a working vehicle is a bonus, but I'm only now considering the consequences of such transportation.
“What will we do for fuel?” I set down the bags of food, leaning them against my legs while Duet's grin only spreads.
“No fuel,” she says. “Just me.” She points at the engine, still humming softly along. Only then do I realize it glows faintly green, the same eerie light emanating from her eye, from her blood, shining through the metal making up the car's motor.
I lean in, see what used to be her blood running through tubes in a steady stream, marvel at the beautiful creepiness of it. “How?” I mean to ask a more intelligent question, but only that single word emerges.
She shrugs, understanding anyway. “We make metal live.” As she finishes her cryptic comment, the engine sputters once and dies. But instead of being disappointed, Duet pats me on the back. “Almost there.”
I nod slowly, leaning away from the car, feeling the pulse of the life inside it ebb, a tickle of sadness for its passing stronger than it should be. It's an inanimate object, after all. But I'm still tender from saying goodbye and, no matter how much I tell myself it's just a car, knowing of what Duet's Tek blood is capable, I can't help but think of this metal monster as a living thing.
I shake my head as I back away, not sure what to do or say, except to agree with her. “Almost.”
Duet hugs me suddenly, her grip painful though I don't pull free, welcoming the feeling despite the hurt. “Be happy, Trio,” she says.
I know I should be, if only for her. I've found her, against the odds, been reunited with my sister clone. A sister who shouldn't even be alive, according to what her savior told me. Ever and her Tek family saved Duet, filled her with life, their blood, when they found her badly hurt, damaged beyond normal repair, both on the inside and the outside. I still struggle with the timeline—according to Ever, Duet has been here about seven years, lived among the Teks almost a decade. It feels wrong, like it was only yesterday the two of us... what?
Nothing. I can't remember.
Part of me whispers, asking over and over if I've made some horrible mistake walking away from my friends and the train, with only Duet for company when there is still so much I don't know.
Duet goes back to work and so do I, intent on shaking my self-doubt in as physical a way as possible. By the time the sun is setting, I have the back of the SUV stocked with cans of food, bottles of water, a few blankets that survived time, even a pair of pillows still wrapped in their plastic casings.
I curl up on the ground after a quick meal and watch Duet work. It must be my imagination playing tricks, my half-awake state warping reality, for as I lie there, sleep claiming me, I'm certain I see her metal parts seem to move as if of their own accord, like extensions of her, but with life beyond what she gives them.
My sleep is troubled despite the soft pillow under my head, and I wake often, each time finding her working still. Nightmares, likely fed by her activity, hurtle me from one frightening scenario to another. If I'm not fighting a living house, eyes staring from blank windows, red front door flapping as it roars its fury, I'm fleeing down an endless track into darkness while the train chases me, front grill gnashing like giant metal teeth. Chime, a twisted and half-metal version of herself, laughing maniacally from where she perches out the side window, firing balls of green flame at me.
When dawn comes, the first light touching my eyelids, shaking me free of my uncomfortable slumber, I find Duet has finally come to rest, curled up beside me, her cheek cupped in her human palm, metal hand holding mine. She smiles in her sleep and I can't help but feel a surge of protectiveness for her, as strong as I ever felt for the puppies, for Poppy. My sister clone might be powerful in body, but I know she needs guidance. Ever treated Duet like a hurt child and I'm well aware of the implications. Duet's inability to control her temper, her attack on the boy who tried to hurt Poppy, is a warning. As much as I'm happy to have her in my life, I must watch Duet carefully.
I hate that Beckett is right about her and I've probably taken on more than I'm able to handle.
And then Duet's eyes open and meet mine. Her smile warms my heart, cyborg hand squeezing mine ever so gently.
“Trio,” she whispers. “I love you.”
Her eyes close again, a happy sigh lifting and dropping her chest before she snuggles around for a more comfortable position and goes back to sleep.
My heart swells, Duet's love filling the gaps leaving my friends opened inside me. There's no way I can abandon her. And I've made the right choice after all.
I leave her to sleep and examine the SUV. I'm shocked, not expecting the armored vehicle now waiting for us beside one of the gas pumps. It reminds me of the Crawler trucks, the soldier-like people in pursuit, wanting to control me. But this vehicle seems alive, almost pulses with breath.
No Crawler has this kind of power. I nod to myself as I gently run one hand over the plates of metal welded to the passenger's door. I have chosen correctly.
Her hand falls on mine as I pause and admire her handiwork.
“Cool, right?” She laughs, winks at me with her real eye. “All done, Trio.”
I find myself laughing with her as the SUV seems to purr at our combined touch. “It's beautiful, Duet.”
She bobs her head, human cheek flushing as she offers a shy smile. “She is beautiful,” she whispers while the truck vibrates softly, as though the life she's given it understands her. “Like Trio.”
I should probably be creeped out by the living thing she's made. Instead, I pat its surface as though it were the dog before I hug Duet. “Like both of us.”
Again my sister laughs, claps her hands together. “Ready.” She twirls in a circle. “Ready now.”
I'm ready too. And we are, indeed, ready for anything. “Ready,” I say. “Time to go.”
 
***
 
Chapter Four
 
We climb inside Duet's monstrous SUV, its heart pulsing to life the moment she touches the steering wheel. I feel the whole thing shaking slightly from the added weight of the metal panels and try to quiet my sudden nerves. Duet knows what she's doing, I have no doubt. But it doesn't mean what she's created won't just fly apart under stressful circumstances. I strap in, not sure what kind of a driver she is, wondering as I settle into the passenger's seat if letting her take the wheel is such a good idea but not sure if the Tek truck will answer to my commands.
It turns out Duet isn't just the builder of this Frankenstein, she's its master as well. The truck rolls smoothly forward, answering her every command perfectly, the shake falling away as if the vehicle is learning to adjust to its new load. Confidence in the both of them growing, I lose my anxiety and settle back to watch the world roll past my window.
We're forced to drive through town to reach the interstate. The exit near the gas station is blocked by cars, all crammed up against one another, overflowing onto the side of the road, half-covered in old weed growth. So there was a panic here after all. This is the first real sign the residents knew something horrible was happening. I refuse to look inside the cars, knowing what I'll see and unwilling to have the sight of grinning skulls embedded in my memory.
I guide Duet as best I can from my explorations, though I only went so far. Once we pass the main street, we're in unknown territory. As she guides us around a corner, the streets mostly clear of stalled traffic, my eyes catch a sign jerking me forward in my seat to grasp her hand.
“We have to stop.” I'm swinging out of the SUV before she's brought it to a full stop, running toward the intact storefront with the Computer Guys sign overhead.
The door isn't locked, amazing really. I pull it open, breath catching at the stale and deathly smell inside, blinking against the dust of my entry. Duet is right behind me, a scowl on her face, but I ignore her and move further inside.
My eyes lock on a laptop, large and clunky compared to the sleek technology I'm used to. Aren't I? Why does a paper-thin sheet folded in half seem more current than this inches thick dinosaur? It doesn't matter. As long as it works.
I turn to Duet. “The disk.” The shining CD Ever handed me when I first met her, met Duet. Though neither of them knew what was on it, I'm certain it has some significance. Duet arrived with it, unlabeled, unmarked. If it holds answers, this is the perfect chance to find out.
Could it hold my memories?
Duet crosses her arms over her chest. “We have to go.”
“I know,” I say. “But this is important.”
She refuses to look at the bulky laptop, green glowing eye bright in the dimness of the silent store. “We have to go,” she repeats.
I grab the computer and follow her out, returning to the SUV. The sun hides overhead, covered by a bank of heavy clouds and I wonder if we'll be driving through rain soon. I can't think of the weather or how it might affect us, not while the means to understand our task might be so close at hand. The laptop opens easily, untouched by time, as I set it on the hood of the truck. A moment of fishing in my backpack and I'm eagerly pressing the power button on the computer while the disk faintly glints in rainbow hues in the light of one brave sunbeam escaping the cloud cover.
It feels like an omen. Until I laugh at myself and my expectations. The battery of the laptop is dead. Of course it is. I'm not sure why it strikes me funny, this automatic reaction to technology, that it should work. But when I turn to Duet, see her frowning, I can't help the smile on my face.
“We need to make this work.” I point at the dead, black screen. “Please, Duet. This is very important.”
She hesitates again, though this time I see the weariness in her face and understand. She's put out a great deal of energy in the last twenty-four hours. How much has giving life to the SUV cost her? Not to mention her lack of sleep, though I have no idea how much rest she needs, considering her Tek blood. I reach out and pat her shoulder, easing the cover of the lap top closed.
“It's okay,” I say. “We'll try tonight.”
But Duet moves the moment I touch her, as if reaching out was all she needed to choose to help. Her metal hand opens the computer again, the smooth surface of the monitor untouched by time or damage. “We'll see,” she grunts as one of her fingers slides into the power port, the green glow of her blood flickering to life. A light comes on the front of the computer and I almost cry out in joy at the sight. I quickly slide the CD out of its plastic case and insert it in the drive.
The computer hums softly, the sound of the disk spinning inside torture to me. Within moments, a window pops open, blinking cursor waiting for my action.
I guide the arrow to “Open File” and click, releasing a huge gust of air as I do, held breath finally released.
A page opens, filling the screen, a logo of some kind of DNA strand. Beneath it in bold white letters, “The Clone Project”. I click the enter button and wait for the second screen to load.
It's here, it's all here. Information on the project, on me, on Duet and our sister, Clone One. My excitement dies when I try to open individual files, only to be met with a garbled mess. It's either encrypted or the information has been corrupted and I haven't the memory or the means to repair it.
I sigh and close the first screen only to see I've missed something. The Clone Project isn't the only file available. Next to it are “Human Replicant” and “Time Reparation Initiative”.
My mind clicks, chugs, whirs almost as if I'm made of metal like Duet. “Time,” I whisper as Duet stares at me. “She said time is running out.” I turn to my sister, struggling with understanding. “Is this initiative what she meant?”
Duet's green eye flashes, face blank. “Time travel,” she says in a voice devoid of life.
I shudder and squeeze her human hand. “Are you remembering?”
She shakes her head finally, pulling away from me. “Time to go,” she says.
Time, always with time. The pressure I feel to reach my destination, how this computer seems so far behind what I know. The fact Duet's been here far longer than I have despite the fact I'm certain that shouldn't be the case. Could it be we've traveled through time? It makes the most logical sense, now that I consider the possibility. I feel my excitement growing despite the fact I have more questions than before.
But what does time travel have to do with the Sick?
I'm still clicking through unreadable files when Duet pulls her hand free and the computer dies. The manual button allows me to retrieve the disk at least while she turns and leaves me there, climbing behind the wheel.
I close the lid of the computer, storing it in the back, replacing the precious, if somewhat useless, disk in my bag before joining her, pulling the door shut behind me.
“Time,” she say.
I nod. “Yes, Duet,” I say. “Time.”
She smiles happily before pressing the accelerator and carrying us away.
 
***
 
Chapter Five
 
We weave our way through the remains of town and though I feel a little ill at the sight of all these empty homes, stores, streets, I force myself to look, to bear witness to the lives that used to be.
It's not until we reach the off-ramp, this one crowded but passable, I breathe a sigh of relief. I hold my head still, look straight ahead, toward the open highway, though I catch flickers of remains, flashes of white bone and grinning skulls, out of the corner of my eye as Duet navigates us through the lines of cars. The side of the road turns out to give us the best exit and, after bouncing our way over the shoulder, through thick weeds and around growing saplings, we break past the mass of cars and onto the interstate.
It's still crowded with cars, but not for long. I begin to worry a little about bypassing cities as we go. If the road is this thick with escaping vehicles around such a small town, we might be in trouble when it comes to other places of greater size. But when we finally emerge, the only vehicle we can see for miles, I allow myself to release my concern. There's nothing I can do about it at the moment and we're making progress.
Part of me wonders if I've always been so anxious, one to plan and think ahead and I have to accept, even without any kind of memory as proof, it's likely the case.
Lots of trees and brief flashes of water in the distance are about all the scenery out there. It's not long before my relief we're leaving, moving on, finally starting our journey turns to the boredom of the open road. So strange how I can feel bored, considering our journey, where we're headed, all the horrible, terrifying, hurtful things that have happened. And yet, it's incredible how quickly I've adjusted to this life I'm living.
If rushing toward a task I can't remember while being threatened and chased can be called living.
My gaze falls to the glove box and, out of curiosity, I reach for the latch. The panel flops down after a firm blow from my fist, the hinges only needing some encouragement to get started. Duet grunts at me, pats the dash and I wince.
“Sorry,” I say. “I should have asked.” Flickers of green pass over the console as the SUV's heart pulses. It's an awkward thing, apologizing to a truck, but I do so, mimicking my sister's action with a gentle pat on the leather dash. More green light, and I can only assume it’s accepted my apology.
I return to my task and examine the glove box. More shining CD's fill the space, only these seem to host music, black marker scrawled over their surfaces. Selecting one at random, I slide it into the stereo, not even sure if it works. There is a moment of silence, the soft sound of whirring as though the SUV is trying to understand what to do.
I'm about to eject the disk when the cab fills suddenly with the sound of guitars, drums and singing.
Duet jumps, but she's laughing too, hand reaching out to crank the volume. She hums along off-tune as she bounces in her seat in time to the music, clearly enjoying herself. I find myself smiling, feeling optimistic for the first time in a long time, fishing around inside the glove compartment for more treasures. A manual of operation for the truck makes me grin. I have no doubt the people who created this vehicle didn't foresee how much its operations would change. Another folder holds information about the owner, one Richard Paulser. I wonder if he ever had a chance to drive it.
At last, on the bottom, a treasure, something I'd failed to consider a necessity. I can't control the whoop of joy that escapes me when I pull free a map of the United States.
Duet grins, winks, goes back to her humming and her bouncing while the strains of a country music song fill the cabin between us. I carefully unfold the map, paper crinkling with age, edges powdering under my touch. But it's made of tougher stuff, the center protected after years inside the truck, and I'm able to open it without losing much of it at all. I admit I almost cringe as I peek to see how far we've come.
And am pleasantly surprised. Chicago has fallen behind us, far behind now, thanks to the train. We've crossed the majority of the country already, only about 800 miles to go to reach Manhattan, according to the map. I hug it gently to me, feeling for the first time this journey of mine, of ours, might actually reach its end the way I need it to. The way we all need.
We drive all day, the car covering a great deal of ground, though from the speedometer we're only doing about forty-five miles per hour, about the same as the train. From time to time I notice rail tracks beside us, see the telltale destruction of weeds and small trees showing me the train has passed here already. Duet doesn't seem to pay attention to anything past the latest song playing from the CDs or the road ahead of her.
Darkness is just beginning to fall, the sun behind us still lighting the path ahead, though in long and haunting shadows, when I notice the glitter of glass up ahead. Soon we are forced to slow because of cars on the road, finally falling to a creep as the long line of abandoned vehicles stretches out ahead for miles.
This is what I feared, come to life. I spot a sign for Cleveland and know we've crossed a great distance, but we still have far to go and, from the looks of this back up of cars, our easy ride has come to an end.
Duet pulls to the side to avoid them, driving on the shoulder thick with weeds, but it's not long before she's forced to return to the rippled asphalt and stop. The green-tinted headlights beam out into the night, shining over cars lined up into the distance.
“No more tonight,” Duet says. Her human eye blinks slowly at me, weariness much more apparent now. Does she continue to feed the truck power as we go? I haven't thought to ask her such questions, feeling a sudden spell of guilt over allowing her to stretch herself so thin.
I turn down the music as I reach out and squeeze her hand. “You're right,” I say with a sigh, knowing how close we are, that a mere five hundred miles remains for us to cross, seeming so short compared to the distance we've already come. But I must be patient. It’s not only nearly impossible to navigate by night, but there are likely dangers lurking in the shadows. Daylight will help us weave our way through this mess. And, more importantly, Duet needs to sleep.
I'm about to turn toward the back of the truck, to find us supper and retrieve the magical pillows I found, almost giddy at the thought of using one again, when I spot something out of the corner of my eye. It's enough to make me freeze, to bring Duet's head around, eyes locked on mine, green one an eerie glow in the darkness.
“Something,” she says.
I turn my head, look around. The moon is just starting to rise, lighting the graveyard of cars. I flinch from the sight of bodies inside, past the dirty glass, trying to locate the source of movement. A breeze has picked up, clouds rolling in again. The rain I pondered earlier is chasing us, followed as we drove. I don't see anything out there, despite both of our sudden attention. It's likely I simply spotted something blowing in the wind.
Or not. I see it again, definitely movement, and not just debris stirred by Mother Nature. Whatever, whoever watches us is careful, stays low to the ground behind a row of cars, but the activity is smooth and precise. Controlled.
We're not alone, it seems.
 
***
 
Chapter Six
 
Duet's face contorts, her metal half twisting in anger, this time the faster side to act. I see her green eye flash, know her rage is rising and grab her hands before she can do something foolish.
“Get them,” she snarls.
“They can't hurt us in here,” I say. “We're safe, Duet.”
She growls like an animal, terrifying, though she stays where she is. “Hurt us.”
“They can't, Duet.” I reach out and lock the doors, using the button on the console controlling them, hear the click as the truck obeys even as it shudders its unhappiness, tied to Duet. “They can't break in. We're fine. Let them try.”
A low moan rises from her, the scent of burning plastic and overtaxed metal ready to fail filling the cabin. I fear suddenly she might break, mind shattering as she fights for control, but after a moment she stills, the terrible frown fading a little.
“Let them try,” she says. Before I can stop her, she turns and opens the door, the lock snicking free, before she lurches from the cab after our observers.
I find myself cursing, using language I remember from Beckett, as I follow her. She's easy to see in the dark, half of her glowing green, vanishing at times around dark blobs of cars only to reappear again. My feet trip over the broken pavement, body stumbling into rusted cars, forcing me to touch them though I shiver with distaste every time I'm forced to do so. It's as though I'm invading tombs, defiling the rest of the dead with each encounter.
I continue to see movement ahead of her, running from her, just barely visible in the moonlight. Leading us on, as though this chase has a purpose.
It's not until I hear the roar of the SUV engine I realize I'm right. Their lure wasn't to harm us at all, but to pull us away so they could steal our vehicle. Despair hits me like a weighted fist, almost driving me to my knees as I halt, panting and grim, before spinning to run back, though I know it's too late.
Duet's laughter brings me to an abrupt halt. She slides from the darkness to join me, snickering behind her hands while I try to come up with any reason she might be amused by what's happening to us.
“Listen,” she says, leaning close to my ear. “Just listen.”
As quickly as the engine came to life it dies again and I shake myself. Of course. The truck lives, at least as much as Duet has given it life. It's quite probable whoever is trying to steal it can't do so without Tek blood. Relief replaces my despair, pushing me to move. Duet is already gliding back toward where we'd parked. Someone swears up ahead as we sneak closer, voices arguing in whispers carrying over the tops of the derelicts surrounding us.
I follow my sister back, slower this time, reaching the SUV to spot five figures standing around the open driver's door, still arguing. I crouch next to her, see her grinning like a lunatic, the light of her blood casting terrible shadows over her face. She winks her human eye before pointing at the SUV. It's silent, as dead as any of the other cars, not a hint of the Tek ichor showing in the dark. We observe the shadows as they continue to fight, Duet with both hands pressed over her mouth to smother giggles.
I move to rise, to chase off the intruders, only to feel her hand on my arm. She pulls me back down beside her, metal hand reaching out toward the truck.
“Watch,” she whispers, hilarity in her voice. “I make a funny.”
Before I can ask her what she means, Duet grunts, her green Tek blood surging. The SUV blinks suddenly with light, green glow brightening everything. The five figures freeze, spin to stare. I just have time to realize they are only little children when the music blares to life, louder than I've heard it yet, engine roaring like a demon, entire vehicle shaking and rumbling as though it's about to attack them.
The small shadows shriek in terror and scatter.
Duet laughs, deep, happy laughter, kind of echoey like metal, the occasional snort punctuating her amusement. I stare at the now quiet truck, as shocked as the poor kids who ran from it, unable to breathe for a moment.
Until my laughter breaks free and I finally join her. It’s horrible, what we've been through, what's happened to this world, these people. But in that instant, with those kids running from the angry truck, I'm finally able to see the hilarity in this life, too.
I hug my sister as she continues to snicker, howling peals finally over. “How?”
She shrugs, wiping tears from her human cheek. “We're one,” she says.
We rise together, Duet skipping happily forward. I follow her back to the SUV at a more sedate pace, smile as she leans forward and hugs the truck as if it's a favorite pet that's done very well. Though perhaps I should be, I'm no longer worried I have only her for company. She might be damaged, yes, but she knows exactly what she's doing.
 
***
 
Chapter Seven
 
As Duet reaches the driver's door, I catch another glint of movement beside me and dodge in time to catch the arm of my watcher. A boy's voice squeals, his body flailing and kicking as I jerk him forward and into the light streaming from the inside the SUV.
He's scrawny, filthy, stinks of old earth and decay. But he's normal, at least in appearance, just a boy trying to survive. I wonder how he's escaped the Sick for so long as I shake him gently.
“Don't be afraid,” I say. “We won't hurt you.”
He stares at Duet as if she's preparing to devour him, mouth gaping open, a soft hu-hu-hu sound emerging from his thin chest. Duet approaches, head tilted to one side.
“Child,” she says. “Why are you afraid?”
To me it's a rather silly question. Until I remember where I found my sister clone. She'd been rescued by the Teks, brilliant and powerful, but passive. And kind to each other. To Duet, despite the attacks on the Tek stronghold by Howls and Brights, day-to-day life must have seemed peaceful.
The boy shudders so hard in my grip I worry he might be having a seizure. Then he collapses, giving in, eyes rolling back into his head as the scent of releasing urine reaches me.
“Let him go!” I'm suddenly being assaulted by little hands, fists and feet, as two girls and another boy attack me. Duet stares in curiosity, making no move to rescue me and I find it hard not to grin at the pack of mangy children doing what they can to rescue their friend.
I lay my captive gently on the ground as the kids keep up their weak attempt to harm me. When he's out of my grip, they back off, panting, one little girl glaring at me with the savage eyes of a wild animal. Which she is, really. They all are.
My amusement is gone in the wake of my pity. “It's all right,” I say. “Really.”
They circle slowly until they stand together, a pitiful assault team. They must have been desperate to attack us and I have no doubt they are the very ones who tried to steal our truck.
“Why are you here?” Duet's voice is soft. Does she understand after all? Know more than I give her credit for?
The girl who seems to lead them shrugs, the animal look on her face fading to emptiness.
“Haven't seen one of these run.” At least, that's what I think she says. Her words all flow together, garbled and distorted as though she learned to speak from someone who didn't quite understand the language.
I glance at Duet who still observes with curiosity. “We didn't mean to frighten you.”
The girl looks down at her friend as he groans softly. “Not scared,” she says. “Hungry.”
Of course. Though it takes me a moment to decipher, “Unry.”
I don't hesitate, going right for the back of the SUV and our supplies. The kids clearly didn't have time to find our food, the stash intact. I retrieve several cans before returning and handing them out.
The kids stare at the meals in their hands as if I've given them the most precious thing in the world. I take turns opening each can, tears rising in my eyes as the kids drool, open-mouthed, over the cold beans.
“Thank you,” the girl says, sounding like, “Tunk oh,” before she upends the can over her mouth and begins to swallow.
I have to turn away, from the grunting sounds of their meal, the desperate looks on their little faces, the disturbing sight of them crouched like savages over their prize, snarling and shuffling at each other when one comes too close. There are things I can make myself notice, and others so heartbreaking I have no choice but to hide from. Their desperate hunger is one of those things my heart does not want to see.
It's not long before I realize we're not alone. More kids, many more, at least two dozen, stand on the outer edge of view, watching us like wraiths who don't dare to come into the light. Soul aching but welcoming the distraction, I go to the back of the SUV for more food.
Duet grabs my hand as I do. “Ours,” she says.
I simply stare at her, letting my tears fall and she finally grunts and releases my hand.
Feeding these children, focusing on giving them what they need is enough to block out their hopelessness. I'm helping.
For now, at least.
They don't attack. I'm a little surprised how gently they wait, considering they have to be starving, their emaciated little bodies trembling with need. Each takes a can in turn, only becoming barbaric when they actually have their own meal to devour. I'm weeping openly, unable to stop the tears from falling, as child after child comes forward to take a can in hand, little fingers shaking as they turn away to crouch and devour what must be their first real meal in a long time.
It makes me wonder on what they possibly survive. But I can't go there, can't consider the possibilities.
Can't.
Food gone, they drift away, ghosts in the darkness until only the original four remain. Again I'm surprised they don't attack, try to take the rest of our supplies, but Duet's control of the SUV must be enough to keep them from trying.
“Was good.” The girl wipes at her lips with one filthy sleeve, the bits of material barely holding together as it is.
“You're welcome,” I say.
Duet turns, climbs into the SUV. The kids watch her with something very much like awe. The boy who struggled against me actually comes to stand close, his little hand sliding into mine, other thumb going into his mouth.
How can life be this cruel? How can something so terrible happen to these, the most innocent of all? I ignore his reek, pulling him gently to me for a hug. When I let him go, his eyes are huge, but not out of fear.
When the girl approaches, I hug her, too. I can tell from the way she embraces me she's not a stranger to hugs. But her hesitation tells me it's been a very long time since anyone cared for her.
For any of them.
Beckett told me children were rare. How then were they here, now, alone?
I don't think, simply open the back door of the truck and start shoving supplies aside until there's enough space for the four tiny kids to slide in.
Duet grunts at me, scowling again, green eye flickering with anger. “No.”
“Yes.” I join her in the front seat as the four kids cuddle together, while I spread a blanket over them, even let them have my precious pillow. And Duet's. They've earned it. “Yes, Duet.”
She shakes her head, but I catch her hand and squeeze it.
“They have no one,” I say. “And we have each other.”
She sighs, the anger fading, but she's clearly unhappy, turning away from me. I hear the locks click, know she's sealed us inside for the rest of the night. Just as well. Though the stench from the now sleeping kids is almost overwhelming, there is no way I'm putting them out of the truck.
***
I open my eyes to a little face shoved into mine. The little leader of our pack studies me carefully, her hazel gaze open and without guile. I can see more details of her now, the delicate shape of her face, how I'm sure if she were cleaned up, tamed, she'd be a sweet-faced little thing.
“Giant,” she says. “That's me.”
Giant. A funny name for such a tiny girl, though I have no doubt she has the heart to match it.
“Trio,” I say before pointing to my sister, now visible in the morning light. “Duet.”
Giant grunts. “Gps.” She gestures at the boy I first caught. His teeth are crooked and very yellow, a gap in the front. But his blue eyes are piercing in the light, fringed with thick black lashes that would make him beautiful if he were clean. “Tire.” The other boy blinks slowly, so dirty it's impossible to guess his race, though his very dark eyes and fuzzy hair tell me he might be black. “Rope.” Another girl, taller than Giant but with a tremor running down one side of her body. Her dark eyes only meet mine a moment, though I hugged her the night before, a tiny smile lifting her wide mouth before she drops her face again, mats of thick, long hair hanging over her face like a curtain.
Their names, where did they find such names? Understanding dawns as I look out the windshield. The cars. Whoever gave them these names used the cars, the words written on them. In them. This field of death, this stretch of decaying highway, is their home, likely the only one they've ever known.
“Where you go?” Giant runs one grubby finger over my cleaner skin as if she's never seen anything like me before.
“Far away,” I say. “We've been traveling a long distance.”
She ponders my words a moment. “You need more food?” This one takes me a bit to translate, though when I decipher “nad” and “fud” I understand at last.
“We don't.” I gesture at the back of the SUV. We have plenty to reach New York. Or at least I hope so.
She grunts, pulls away. Leans close again. “We need more food.”
She said 'we'. Heart-wrenching, that little face, the desperation. She is the leader here, then. And despite her fears, the uncertainties of this world, she is looking out for her people. My affection for her grows by the moment. She could simply look out for herself, not worry about the others. But here is a heart strong enough to survive anything, to gather others together and keep them going.
Giant indeed.
I nod. “You want some of ours?”
She shakes her head as though I've insulted her. “Thank you,” she says. “We need our own.”
Gps pokes her, face flushed under the filth, but she shoves him back, determination clear.
“You know where some is.” I glance at Duet who watches in silence, face flat and empty, as mechanical as the truck we sit in.
Giant nods. “Close,” she says. “Real close. But.”
I wait, allow her to work up her nerve, to tell me what she obviously doesn't want to tell me, what Gps and Rope and Tire all seem afraid of.
“Dead ones,” she says at last. “Everywhere.”
Duet turns away even as I connect the dots.
“Shambles,” I say. “They protect the food?”
Giant shrugs. “Just everywhere,” she says. “Don't eat it.” Her face scrunches in anger. “Try and try. Plan and sneak. Hate water, dead ones. But nothing. Too many.” I can tell she’s as irritated with the fact she can’t communicate fully what she’s trying to say with her limited vocabulary as she is with the obviously numerous attempts she’s made to reach the food.
I can only imagine her frustration. Food available, endless plotting and attempts under her clever belt, but no way to reach it. I don't think any of her kids would be strong enough to take on a pack of the living zombies. Which makes me wonder, suddenly.
“Giant,” I say, half formed thoughts in my head, “are they smart?” The only Shambles I’d had contact with seemed mindless. But then again, I’d been surrounded by them in the dark. For all I knew, their blank expressions hid as much intelligence and ability to plan as the other manifestations of the Sick.
The idea the Shambles are aware is somehow the epitome of tragic.
Giant nods. “Not smartie, like us.” She taps her chest with one fist, then my leg. “But know. Trap us.” She kicks the back of my seat. “Hate losing.”
How many has she lost in the past in her attempts to reach the food source? My heart breaks for her, this powerful little bundle of dirt and fire. I want to help her, wish there is something we can do, but she needs a permanent solution and there’s just Duet and I.
From the way Giant looks at Duet, she thinks she's found her solution.
“Let's go then.” Duet is out of the truck, stomping her way down the road before I can stop her. I go after her, the kids chasing her too, bouncing along like filthy squirrels, fleet footed and swift despite the rough terrain.
“Wait!” Giant calls out to Duet and, to my surprise, she stops, turns, faces the little girl. Giant comes to a halt at Duet's side, half my sister-clone's height and size. And yet, in the daylight, after a night spent in our company, Giant doesn't seem afraid of Duet any longer. “You kill the dead ones?”
Duet grunts, shrugs. “Need killing,” she says.
Giant hugs her fiercely before letting out a piercing whistle. We're surrounded again, but this time the little faces are full of hope. Giant chatters on to her people so fast I don't catch much in her garbled language, but when she's through the kids are cheering.
My sister’s arm quivers under my hand as I pull her close, whisper in her ear. The words I speak are hard, so hard, knowing if we leave these kids they are doomed. But we have a task and I can’t allow either of us to be harmed or even killed in some foolish attack on a pack of Shambles.
“Duet,” I hiss. “We can’t.”
She meets my eyes, and for the first time ever I see compassion in her gaze, something close to real love. “We have to.”
Giant stands, waiting. This entire situation is impossible, ridiculous. I want to run away and forget we’ve met these tiny warriors. But they are warriors, all of them, no matter their fear. They’ve fought their entire lives just to survive this far. How can I possibly say no to them?
Duet nods, smiles. Kisses my cheek.
Very well, then.
I follow Duet with a sense of dread pressing down on me while she marches on with a small army of skinny, filthy kids at her back.
But she’s right. As dangerous as this might be, do we have a choice? I can't just leave them like this, knowing what I now know. To slowly starve to death with food close by. Giant said the Shambles are everywhere. And intelligent, able to plan. And while both my sister and I are strong, are we strong enough?
The warehouse is close off the interstate, a small town hunkered around it. It looks like some kind of manufacturing plant from the distance, just visible across a meandering river. A low bridge crosses the span, leading into town.
Giant grasps Duet’s hand, points. I can just make out black marks on the edge of the bridge. “Tried fire,” she says. It comes out as “fur” but I know exactly to what she’s referring. She leads us to the edge of the bridge, stands and stares across the span, face a mask of anger. “Tried water.” She points ahead. My boots make hollow sounds over the pavement, chunks of the structure missing, a guardrail hanging down over the flowing water as I step forward to investigate. The kids behind me gasp but don’t try to stop me. A glance over the edge and I see the cause—the wreck of a tractor trailer lies in the river bed, twisted hulk embedded in the stones at the bottom of the river.
I turn, meet Giant’s eyes. “You did very well,” I say. She shakes her head at my attempt at praise.
“Not good enough.” She releases Duet’s hand, crosses her arms over her chest while Tire comes to stand next to her. Is he her second in command? It seems that way as he whispers in her ear, gestures to me.
“Off the bridge,” he says at last.
I turn, look into town, then back at the kids. “Why?”
Something moans, the barest whiff of putrid stench reaching me on the breeze rising to ruffle my ponytail. I spin again, this time with my heart in my throat.
A line of Shambles has appeared, just a few for the moment, coming to stand at the edge of the bridge. Their terrible wailing and deep-chested groans make my skin stand out in goosebumps. But they don’t come any further, shuffling their way back and forth, as though the bridge itself serves as some kind of barrier.
“Water,” Giant says, coming to stand next to me, Duet at her side. “Hate water.”
The river rushes by below, not raging by any means, but at a good clip, enough the water is white and slightly frothing over protruding rocks. Is it true? Is the water holding the Shambles at bay? Despite the bridge? One of the growing pack, a boy with long hair and empty, staring eyes, steps out onto the cracked asphalt only to howl and step back again while the rest of his group wails in answer.
I wish there was a way to raise the river to the banks, to sweep these Shambles away. But there is no sign of a dam nearby, no reservoir. And though I know we could search for one, the likelihood of finding what we need is as slim as these kids surviving reaching the warehouse alone.
In fact, from the growing number of Shambles watching, I’m starting to doubt even Duet and I will make it.
Duet grunts and turns around, walking back the way she came and for a moment I wonder if she’s given up. Giant’s thinking the same thing I am from the look on her face. But Duet stops at the first car, jerks open the gas cap and bends to sniff.
“Fire,” she says. “Then killing.”
Giant’s eyes light up as if she’s the one in flames.
It takes about a half hour to find the tools necessary to drain a few tanks. Kids scramble under Giant’s orders, fetching old gas cans out of trunks of abandoned cars, hoses ripped from radiators in old model trucks. Once everything is gathered, Duet quickly creates six gasoline bombs, sticking rags into the mouths of the cans.
All the while the group of Shambles across the bridge grows and grows. I can’t help but hear them, old fear rising inside me, my stomach clenching against the terror of memory. Of being down a dark hole with Shambles all around me, fighting and fighting, but knowing they will kill me eventually. Most of the time we work I have my back to them, skin between my shoulders twitching. All it would take would be one Shamble to risk it, to push his or her way across the water, across the bridge, and the rest would follow.
I’m certain of it.
Whoever or whatever has instilled a fear of water in them might not last forever.
I have to shake off my nerves, and I know the best way. The calm envelops me, devours me further as I welcome it. Suddenly everything is crisp, clear, flawless despite the quivering excitement from Giant and her people, the groaning and cries from the Shambles watching, their skin oozing, bodies jerking in need as their hunger draws them out.
Underground, in the dark, they are terrible, powerful, devouring machines relentless in their pursuit of flesh. And were I forced to descend into darkness to battle them I'd be long gone, I'm certain of it, calm or no calm. But out here, in the daylight, with plenty of room to maneuver, the calm at my command, I know we have the advantage. They might have enough of their minds remaining to be able to put together some sort of rudimentary planning, but clearly their self-preservation doesn’t appear when prey is in sight.
Duet grasps two of the gas cans and meets my eyes. “Ready.”
Yes, ready. I grab two more, see Giant take another and Tire the sixth. I can only hope what we’re about to do is enough.
Duet leads us, marching fearlessly across the bridge, stopping within ten feet of the horde of Shambles. I join her, hold my breath against the stench, knowing it’s about to become infinitely worse.
A spark from the tip of Duet’s metal hand, fed by the green ichor of her blood, lights the first rag. She doesn’t wait, turning sideways, the can in one hand like she’s preparing for an Olympic throw. With a soft grunt, she spins forward, the can flying into the crowd of Shambles, well back toward their rear line. Duet doesn’t wait, lighting the next, sending it to the left, into the center of that group.
Fire blazes instantly, spreading over the twitching, moaning crowd. They don’t scream, don’t try to escape, which makes this all the worse. Just blunder into each other, lighting up their neighbors as if they are only confused. My two cans find the right side then the center of the pack.
Duet pauses, eyes narrowed, calculating while Giant and Tire jump up and down, clapping their hands and laughing as the pack of Shambles go up in a rush of flames and greasy black smoke. I have to cover my mouth with the neck of my t-shirt, tears standing in my stinging eyes as some of the horrible stuff drifts toward us.
My heart aches for the helpless creatures, despite knowing they would have eaten us, given the chance. And yet, this isn’t their fault. They didn’t choose to become what they are. Were at one time normal people, kids, children, with hopes and dreams even in this wretched world.
Duet holds off on the last two cans, gesturing for Giant who caps them carefully as if they hold the most precious thing in the world. Now they have a weapon, one Giant is clearly excited about. She’d been smart enough to try fire, but had no idea such destruction as this was at her fingertips.
As the majority of the Shambles fall, a way opens through them. Duet doesn’t hesitate, though I worry about the children with us catching fire. The few Shambles who remain are easy to avoid, their staggering steps clumsy and reaching hands slow. I fight without conscience, without fear, though anger rises as I see a few kids fall. They shouldn't have come, crossed the bridge. Duet and I can deal with this. But Giant's defiance as she shrieks and strikes with a length of metal she’s found, killing Shambles with a determination I recognize in myself, is enough to tell me she needs to be here, to give her people their sense of accomplishment no matter the cost. So they will be stronger in the future.
I wish she could meet Poppy. They would get along like best friends.
We leave a path of smoking bodies, the last of the first group to attack us falling as we enter the parking lot outside the factory. The doors to the plant are closed, though Duet makes short work of the locks with her powerful metal hand. I avert my eyes from the dead Shambles we’ve killed by hand, bodies moldering on the ground, disgusting liquids pooling in the dirt. A few kid's bodies lie with them, but I can't think about that now. Nor are they my responsibility, although I can shake the feeling deep down, this is all my fault.
Giant's grim expression tells me she's trying not to think of them either. I can only hope we’ve killed enough of the creatures the kids won’t have to worry any longer.
It's dark inside the warehouse, but that doesn't stop Duet, or me. She slams the door shut behind us, pausing to weld a seal to keep it closed while we explore. I have hope this place is empty of more Shambles because of the locks, but there are no promises in this world and only one way to find out if I'm right.
A cannery. It's clear from the first large room we enter this place used to can goods. Giant lets out a whoop almost making me lose my calm, but she's excited, not afraid. And when I pass the threshold of the huge sliding doors at the other end of the factory floor, I see why.
Stacks and cases and pallets full of food. I look up at the stockpile, the calm fading in favor of joy, as the twenty or so kids climb over the hoard, laughing and chattering like monkeys who've found a tree full of fruit.
Giant hugs me, hugs Duet, before she turns back her prize.
“We live here,” she says, beaming. “We safe here.”
I fear for them suddenly, living in the dark despite the plexi-glass skylights offering illumination. But if I were them, I'd want to stay where the food is, too. My eyes scan the piles, calculating even as the starving group of kids begins to devour their find, empty cans with pull-off tops already raining down to rattle against the concrete floor. Like caterpillars slowly decimating a leaf. I shake my head as I realize I have no idea how long this stockpile will last them.
Hopefully until they’re old enough the Sick kills them off. Or I reach New York . If I am the fix for all of this, it’s possible these wild children will be safe for long enough.
We explore further, find a string of small offices. Every door in the place is sealed after all. Shamble free, perfect. And even better, a second floor window overlooking the river. Some rope and a scavenged plastic bucket lowered and retrieved supplies the kids with fresh water. Giant watches Duet rig a pulley, nodding slowly as she examines what my sister has created. She pulls two kids forward, chatters at them in their twisted language, points. Shows the two boys what Duet has rigged. They are grinning suddenly, chattering back, pulling the bucket up and splashing each other with the precious water. Giant grins at me, bobs her head.
Brilliant, this girl. Who could she have been if she'd been allowed to live in a normal world?
Duet and I leave them there without ceremony or saying goodbye. I can't bring myself to make a big deal of our departure. This group of children are finally safe, or will be if they are careful. And they have weapons now, the two cans safely tucked away and more possible on the other side of the river. Part of me wishes I could bring Giant with us, but she's needed here, with her people, and I know my need only stems from missing Poppy. And from wanting to give these children a chance at a better life.
My clone sister pauses at the door she'd welded shut, listening for sounds outside, but I hear nothing.
She grins suddenly. “Well done,” she says.
It makes me laugh. She hadn't wanted to help these kids, after all. But I'm grateful to her, wonder how much of her heart survives, if my guess she's free of empathy is right after all. “You too.”
Duet breaks the seal and leads me out into the sunshine. The clouds chasing us have gone on, leaving the day bright and full of promise. As Duet turns to reseal the door, it opens and Giant and two of her friends emerge.
“Coming too,” she says, clutching a bag of cans in her little hands. “Have our own food.”
I should say no, send her back into the warehouse. “They need you,” I say.
Giant shakes her head. “Not anymore,” she says. “Safe now. Tire cares for them.” Yes, the small boy with the dark eyes and fuzz of black hair is missing. “We go on, see what we see. With Trio and Duet.”
Adventure. She wants adventure. Of course she does. Is this the first time she's aware there's more world out there? I doubt it. Whoever taught her to speak, offered her love and affection when she was smaller, must have nurtured the leader inside her. Told her of the way things used to be. She's grinning like she can't wait to see what's beyond this tiny patch of life.
I suddenly feel better, though the selfishness of my need to have these kids with us does occur to me. I'm certain my sister will argue, refuse to bring them along. But Duet simply shrugs and grunts before welding the door more solidly shut behind her.
“Fine,” she says. “Let's go.”
 
***
 
Chapter Eight
 
I turn to leave, heart lighter, pass the large container truck parked near the entrance, my mind on travel and reaching New York with new companions.
The moment I clear the obstruction, out into the open parking lot again, I feel something grab my arm. On instinct, the calm long gone, I shriek at the smell, the pull, as something jerks against the thick fabric of my jacket. My eyes are drawn downward, to the Shamble who used to be a girl, her teeth embedded in my sleeve, dead eyes staring straight at me.
My scream is primal, uncontrollable as I try to pull away, reaching out to shove her aside, to free myself of her touch, her scent, the putrid mess of her skin. Flesh touches flesh, my warmth flinching from the cold, spongy feel of her.
She's not alone, not by a long shot. A horde watches us from where they hid behind the truck, now ambling forward, coming to kill us, to devour us. My mind registers it’s true, they aren't completely lost. Their rudimentary form of planning and thinking process almost makes my reaction worse, combined with the shock of their attack. And even though I know I have to fight, I have to escape, the calm won't come.
Terror surges through me, into the Shamble attacking me, and for a moment time stands still. When the awareness returns to her eyes, I'm so shocked I can't move, can't breathe. As her skin firms, softens, fills out, smooths to normal human flesh, I find myself gasping for air. And when she pulls away from me, mouth open, a scream of her own emerging, I finally grasp the calm I need and pull it around me, desperate for the control it offers, no matter the pieces of me it takes over each time I embrace it.
A quiver runs through the pack as the girl comes to life and screams. The watching Shambles stop advancing, freeze, stare as though they are aware something remarkable has happened, something meaningful. I back away, calling on my anger, pulling the now healthy girl with me, but she won't come. She jerks free of me, staring at her own hands, touching her face, shuddering with wonder, sobbing softly.
Strong hands grasp me, pull me away and I know it's Duet, not a Shamble, but I still fight her.
I've healed this girl and I can't just leave her here to die.
But Duet isn't giving me a choice and neither is the Shamble pack. They advance on the girl, surrounding her, ignoring us completely as they close in slowly, as if some wonder has penetrated their illness. Duet forces me to run, to escape with her, even as I watch behind me, soul yearning, wishing I could help the girl I just saved from the terrible fate awaiting her now.
But I can't. I see the Shambles break the moment it happens, watch the pack surge inward, hear the girl’s screams chase me as we turn and run at last across the bridge. Giant, Gps and Rope are far ahead of us, smarter than I am it seems. They are trained to run where I can only grieve.
The other kids in the warehouse. There are so many Shambles still remaining, many more than I expected. But they are safe, I have to believe it, with their gas can Molotov cocktails and their food and water supply. Safe inside a prison. Maybe the Shambles will kill each other off at last, or the kids will decide to risk it to wipe them out. At least they have some time to figure it out.
I'm sobbing by the time we reach the SUV, unable to get the girl's face out of my head, her slow-motion transformation. I stagger, fall against the side of the truck even as Duet spins me to face her, human hand striking me across the cheek.
“It's not your fault,” she says, coherent, whole while I'm the broken one now. “There's nothing you could have done.” Duet looks back behind me. “Trio, we have to go.”
I turn, see the pack approaching the bridge, coming toward us. Slowly, shuffling. I stare, heart in my throat as the first one finally steps out onto the span. The pack follows, as though they now understand the water can’t harm them on the bridge. The cars distract them, but they won't for long.
We have to get out of here.
Duet loads me into the SUV, straps me down before climbing in herself, Giant and her friends settling into the back in tense silence. I sag backward into my seat, the slow trickle of my tears a counterpoint to Duet's singing along to the music as she weaves her way through the backed up cars. I have to look away as she casually drives over Shambles, running those who stand in our way with near delight on her face, the squishing, thudding, wet sounds of bodies crushed under our wheels enough to stir my stomach even through my grief.
I keep my head down for a long time, until our path straightens out, until the truck picks up speed. I finally glance up, see the stretch of open highway ahead of us, glancing in the side mirror though I really don't want to look back, and watch the line of packed cars fall behind us.
A hand settles on my shoulder, a little cheek presses to mine. “It's good,” Giant says. “They died for real.”
She sits back again, her logic helping me to finally quiet the tears I was sure would never end.
 
***
 
Chapter Nine
 
The pavement on the other side of town is in worse condition, forcing us to slow our progress. By the time I pull myself together enough to take real notice, Duet is scowling in fury, no longer singing along to the country music she's learned to love. The kids stay quiet, huddled in back as though aware she's dangerous from the mood she's in. I clutch at the door as we roll over a substantial heave, the sound of scraping metal on pavement enough to make me grind my teeth.
Duet pats the dashboard gently, soothing the truck as it rumbles and shudders. “Need better ground,” she growls.
“Try the shoulder.” I point at the side of the road, relatively clear if choked with weeds. She grunts and does so, though it's only marginally less bumpy.
We stop twice to get out and stretch, the kids wicking away into the brush to do their business while I stay close to the SUV and hope there aren't more like them out here. Or worse.
When night falls, I leave the truck with a groan, feeling as though someone put me inside a bag with a handful of rocks and shook me. I watch the kids dig into their food with a smile, almost speaking up as they glut themselves on more beans and canned meat, finishing off with a small serving of fruit each. But they've earned it. And the food is theirs to do with as they choose.
Giant belches into the night, giggling as Rope mimics her, the tall, thin girl finally not so nervous. Her tremor is even gone, a smile easy on her face. Gps, blue eyes squinting as his attempt to burp fails. That brings out more peals of laughter from Giant who pokes him in the ribs before hugging herself.
I sip from my own can, grateful for the vegetable soup. Even the sight of the kids eating their slabs of pressed meat was enough to turn my stomach and make me wait until they were through, the idea of eating flesh still troubling me greatly. I can only think of the wide, intelligent eyes of the buck Beckett killed.
Twice.
“Giant.” She looks up, smiling, looking the most like a normal child than she has all along. Relaxed even. “Who raised you?”
She frowns at first, as if the idea of being raised by anyone is foreign. “Dunno,” she says finally.
“Did someone teach you?” It's not really important, I suppose, but I want to know. “Take care of you?”
Giant still looks confused until Gps whispers something to her. That makes a huge smile break out on her face. “Chevy,” she says with a grin. It fades almost immediately. “Bye, Chevy.”
I assumed the person was dead, but she's confirmed it. “I'm sorry, Giant,” I say. “Who was Chevy?”
She shrugs, hugs her drawn-up knees. “My brother,” she says. “Ordered all of us.”
Ordered sounds like “urd'd” and I can only imagine he ordered them around. Their version of being cared for. But her brother?
“Like Duet's my sister?” I point at her. “Chevy was your brother?”
Giant shakes her head. “All us brother and sister,” she says. “Mother and father.” Came out “mudder” and “fadder”.  A slow horror grows inside me as I understand. When they aged, out here, without guidance, their hormones in control, the natural happened. Enough children survived, it seemed, to keep the group intact. Perhaps the fact they hid out here, in the open, kept them safer from the Sick than the rest and allowed more children to be born.
How absolutely terrible. I shudder, thinking of an early teen girl, pregnant, delivering a baby, not knowing what to do or how to care for it. It’s a wonder any of them survived.
And yet they did. As one big family. I find myself nodding, accepting what she's saying. They had enough empathy left to care for each other, I suppose. Created their own families. “How old was Chevy?”
She sighs. “Old guy.” She pulls at her hair. “All white.” Pokes her cheeks. “Scrunched.”
Wrinkles and white hair. A Waste once a child made ancient by the Sick? We'd encountered such people before, one of whom was my friend Vander's brother. Though the others we met weren't nearly as kind or as pure of motive as Gault. Jeremiah and his pack of Shamble-loving Wastes tried to trap and eat the crew of the train.
“What happened to him?” Giant snuggles back with Gps on one side and Rope on the other when I ask, shaking her head, arms crossing over her chest.
“Tried to get the food,” she says. “For us. Left me to order the rest.”
I can only imagine the weak and desperate Chevy, most likely with some kind of speech impediment if the kid’s use of language is any indication, surrounded by his wild adopted family, knowing there was food nearby but unable to help the ones he'd grown up to protect. And to go alone into the arms of the Shambles, leaving Giant behind to lead the rest… hopelessness takes me for a moment.
Until I see the determination shining in Giant's eyes. “He done good,” she says. “Got us food. But he couldn't stay.”
So he succeeded. But died in the aftermath. Leaving Giant to give the orders. Which meant they were the last generation. No more babies. At least, there hadn’t been any older kids in the bunch we’d left behind.
The end of their little family.
Giant's clearly done talking. She turns from me, snuggling down with her head on Gps's hip. The others fall quiet when she does, following her lead. The three of them curl up on the ground, the bed they’re accustomed to, and begin to snore softly, happy smiles on their sleeping faces.
“Slow going.” Duet dumps her can to the side with a hearty belch as if she's heard nothing of what Giant said and for a moment I'm angry with her. Heartless, this sister of mine. Until her human eye blinks slowly, head bobbing as she takes my hand, squeezes gently. Yes, she heard every word. Perhaps it's simply that Duet has no way to process sadness?
My hurt softens as she jerks her head to the side, eyes over my shoulder. “We're close.” She points then at a sign I hadn't noticed, the light from the open car door shining just enough to illuminate the reflective surface.
Pittsburgh. I push Giant's story from my heart as I climb to my feet and go to the glove compartment for the precious map. A quick look at the distance makes me smile. We didn't get far today, but we're much closer. Only four hundred miles left of this journey. And despite the fact I know it might as well be thousands at the speed we're going, progress is progress.
Duet is humming when I rejoin her. She's learning to sing for real and when she breaks out into soft melody, I find myself smiling at her rich, deep voice.
I know we should probably get back into the truck to sleep, but the fresh air calls me and I'm so tired from being tossed around all day I close my eyes for a moment.
Only a moment.
There's light, but it's not sunlight or moonlight or the glow from Duet. Cold, white, washing over me. Something howls and I'm on my feet, the calm taking over before I'm even awake as the pack of Brights and Howls swarm over us.
I've never felt so powerful as I lash out with feet and fists, ripping, tearing, blood pooling before and below me, grim and silent death my partner both inside my heart and beside me where my sister stands. Her metal parts burn with green fire, outshining the ghostly glow of the Brights, twisting the Howl's features into grotesque masks of horror.
Giant and her friends run and I have no way to stop them, forced to watch as they dive for the cover of the weeds. But these aren't the stacked cars they are familiar with, not the tight maze-like spaces they are accustomed to using for cover. Vegetation bends, breaks, falls aside as Giant and the others bolt for the false safety of organic cover.
And right into the arms of our enemies.
I hear screaming, know it's from my throat as the calm absorbs my rage. I feel like my body is swelling, growing taller, bigger, a monster among our attackers. Rope falls, one arm torn free by a ravening Howl, stringy hair falling over her face as she collapses, blood flooding from the gaping wound.
Duet's humming grows in volume as she fights, my roaring fury sending Howls back to shake their heads in fear and confusion, sharp teeth gnashing, furry bodies quivering as they struggle to understand we're no simple meal to devour after all.
Gps dies next, lunging for me, whole body in mid-air as he is grabbed by the legs, slammed down into the pavement, blood bursting forth from his shattered jaw, eyes glazing over while the Howl who caught him drags him back for a feast.
They fall fast, our attackers, die in vast numbers while Duet and I move through them as though we are the monsters. But they are many and we are only two.
And then we are three as Giant rushes forward to join us, to fight, her bravery on her little face, finding her courage to stand with us at last.
To be snuffed out by a Howl, his teeth clamping over her throat, tearing the flesh free, her blood pouring outward like a black river in the moonlight.
Time stops. There is no battle, no death, no anger or calm. There. Is. Nothing.
And then, something.
The tingle returns, more powerful than I've ever felt it. While Giant slowly topples forward, her little body limp in death, I reach out to our attackers with the familiar sensation, to all of them at once, detached but with purpose, and touch each and every one of them in the center of their being.
They die as one, melting, collapsing into bubbling heaps of putrid waste, gurgling as they fall, a mass extinction within moments. I can't bring myself to feel anything, not yet, not while Duet sobs beside me, lifting the bodies of our little friends, pulling them free of the remains of our attackers. So she's grown attached to them after all, has a heart inside the metal shell.
Inside this new level of detachment, I find her emotional state rather interesting.
Giant's face is the trigger, my final release. The calm leaves me, grief rushing forward to engulf me as Duet lifts her face to the moon and screams her rage.
 
***
 
Chapter Ten
 
I stand over the graves of our three friends, dug as best Duet and I were able, as deep as we could though I still fear scavengers might find them. We've done what we can, shed mutual tears. Duet seems more broken up than I expected and I have to lead her back to the truck and the driver's seat.
“Not random.” Duet stares out the windshield at the rising sun.
I look at her, not comprehending what she's said. “What?”
I didn't know she was holding something in her hand until she throws it at me. The object lands in my lap.
I know it, recognize it immediately. I've seen a weapon like this one before. “A Crawler taser.” Not meant to incapacitate, but with enough voltage to kill.
Duet's eyes meet mine. “Not random,” she repeats.
A planned attack, orchestrated by the Crawlers. “They know we're out here.” Panic rises in my chest, squeezes the air from my lungs. How do they? Are they following us even now? How did they find us? We have to go, get away. New York is so close, I can't be captured now.
Duet doesn't say anything, just fires up the engine and drives off.
I cling to the door and dash, trying to understand how they've located us, what their plan is. When I hear my sister clone grunt I look up, out the windshield.
Into the line of Crawlers waiting for us up ahead.
There's no time for fear, quite the opposite. Rage comes faster, shoving aside panic as if it never existed. Duet slams on the brakes, throws open her door. I'm right beside her, letting my fury loose, all thoughts gone, melted away behind the face of Giant, Gps and Rope, all of the dead ones I've known, cared about. There is no New York, no task, only the need to kill and kill and kill as many Crawlers as I can. All of them.
Every last one.
We slam into the line of metal clad soldiers like a pair of juggernauts, not even giving them time to raise their tasers. They die, torn to pieces, my sister more than a match for them by herself, let alone with me. Her Tek blood oozes from her and, for a moment, I feel fear puncture my battle calm only to understand she's not damaged, but is oozing her life's essence with purpose.
The Crawler vehicles dissolve as quickly as the Brights and Howls I infected, her Tek blood attacking the metal, eating away at it like acid. The Crawlers scream inside their metal shells, those she afflicts with her ichor, while the ones I fight seem faster than I expected but slower than they need to be.
A dozen Crawlers lie dead at our feet, their two armored trucks puddles on the ground. My sister pants over her handiwork, hand in her mouth to stop the flow of blood from her metal hand. It worries me, how much she's given up in the last few days, but we've had no choice really.
She rises, meets my eyes. “Not random,” she says.
I'm about to answer when something touches my mind
pulls me in
Trio
I know that touch, that voice, beloved
Trio help
Beckett. I reach for him, feel him hold me for a moment, a brief, shining moment
until he shows me what they face, the train, my friends
and he is gone.
 
***
 
Chapter Eleven
 
Duet's immediate reaction is expected. “It's a trap.”
While I have my own fears about that fact, I trust Beckett and know there is one way to convince my sister she won't be able to debate.
“We have to save Poppy.” I know it's unfair, that I'm manipulating Duet, but her next act is to run back to the SUV so I know I've reached her.
The moment the door closes beside me, I feel him again
inside me
around me
mind holding mine
flashes of images, of fire and Crawlers and dying kids
I jerk loose as we pass over a large bump. “That way,” I gasp, pointing toward the distance. He feels close, very close in fact.
Duet bounces over the edge into the grassed median, driving along the side of the road. It's smoother here, less torn up by frost and time. And then I'm
with him again, screaming, he's drawing back his bow
arrow flies, kills a Crawler
Duet struggles with the wheel as we rocket forward much faster than we should, but I don't berate the speed, instead wish I could encourage her to go faster.
another arrow flies, hits a target
Chime screams in Beckett's face
the dog barks over and over, standing over Poppy and the puppies
I choke for breath. Need to reach them, save them, have to protect them.
Absolutely have to protect Poppy.
At all costs.
I don’t stop to wonder why she’s so important to me. Things are moving too fast for thought. We top a rise, the SUV sliding down the side of a hill toward a line of trees, but there's fire up ahead and I see Crawlers, the train, they are close, I was right. Something towers in front of the train, holding them back, keeping them from escape. The SUV slams to a halt and Duet is out, running, running, and I'm with her.
The ground flies under me, the distance nothing to my churning legs, the calm descending yet again. This time I feel my heart shiver, shrink and know my time is coming, the time when I'll no longer be able to feel, swallowed by the calm.
For now it's a good thing. Feeling gets in my way. Except the anger, always the anger. It fuels me, pushes me forward, but the calm endures and I'm tearing a steel-plated helmet free, snapping the neck of a Crawler girl as she turns toward me with her taser held high. It drops from her hand as she sags to the ground, but I'm already past her, eyes lifting a moment to see Duet swing up and over the top of the train as though she's some freakish metal gorilla, her glowing green blood lighting up like a neon sign.
She can handle her part, I must deal with my targets. There are many, but it doesn't matter, not while they crumble under my touch, as strong as they are, as fast. Faster than any other opponents I've faced.
But still not fast enough.
The tingle builds inside me, the need to destroy them all at once, but I hold back, hesitate. Perhaps part of me still feels yet. I won't risk killing my friends and have no idea if what I do is selective past Duet and I.
And so I vent my fury with my hands and feet, with the length of metal I jerk free from the back of one of the train's kids, with the taser I liberate from a dying Crawler. Over and over I kill and kill, while the world spins on around me.
I finally pause, breathe, look around. They are dead, all of them, the Crawlers in their metal suits. I hadn't noticed the Brights and Howls who now lie lifeless among them. The others must have dealt with this part of the threat. But now I know, as the calm hums in my soul, Duet was right.
Not random. Nothing is, clearly.
A hand settles on my shoulder and I turn slowly, still observing the dead, still on alert, until I am spun all the way around and his eyes meet mine.
Nothing. No feeling, no surge of emotion. Just Beckett's blue eyes. I'm lost then, in the calm, unable to return this time.
Aren't I?
“Trio.” He stares at me with awe on his face, but with so much feeling in his gaze something flickers inside me, warms me, shakes off the calm until I'm lurching forward, arms around him, my face pressed into the heated skin of his neck while he holds me close and whispers my name in my ear.
Fur and muscle press into my legs, paws clawing at me. I pull free of Beckett only to fall to my knees and hug the dog who whines and licks my face, vibrating as I hold him.
When I try to set him free he presses against me again, head over my shoulder. It's only when Poppy comes running, crying, that he lets me go. I swing her up into my arms, hold her close, whisper her name to her as Beckett did to me.
Why did I ever leave them?
Chime isn't happy to see me, stomping up to frown at me like this is all my fault. Which it is. Still, I've rescued her. She could at least be grateful for her life.
I can only assume she is, because she doesn't argue when Beckett glares silently back.
“You'll have to stay now,” Chime finally growls as the remains of her crew gather around her. “We need the bodies.”
 
***
 
Chapter Twelve
 
It turns out the ambush was planned around a group of large trees, felled in the path of the train. While a small force, much smaller than when I left them, tackles the removal, Poppy fills me in on what's happened to them since Duet and I went our own way.
“We didn't make it far,” she says as I bend over one of Chime's boys. His leg is bleeding, a rent gaping flesh to the bone. Tears track down his cheeks, but he doesn't move or flinch from me as I touch him as I feared he would. The wound heals under my hand, the tingle under my control. I feel weak, worn thin after being inside the calm for so long, but I have to help if I can.
“Why's that?” I smile at Poppy as I rise from the now smiling boy who scrubs his wet cheeks with both hands before scrambling off. I'm not watching him, not at all, only peripherally aware he's gone as I stroke Poppy's hair. The dog refuses to back away, sitting right next to me every time I stop at another injured child.
“Chime.” Poppy rolls her eyes as the dog chuffs his agreement. “She's such a coward. We found a switchback, but we would have had to take the train apart to make it work. And Ande's done so much to the engine he wasn't sure he could do it.”
“So you kept going.” I'm grateful they did. It's so strange knowing they were this close all along, traveling no faster than Duet and I. It feels like yesterday I saw them, but so much has happened in between it feels more like forever. And yet, as if no time has passed at all. When did the future and the present and the past become so fluid?
“She made us crawl after the last time, the trees and such.” Poppy touches the face of the girl I'm healing as if she's born to be a healer, too. “And then we landed here and she spent more time arguing about turning around, which we can't do, versus clearing the track. I'm sure the Crawlers heard her shouting and came to see what was up.”
I can't help but giggle a little, even though it's really not funny.
“How did you find us?” Poppy holds my hand as I sit at last, the last of the crew whole and healthy, Duet joining us as we find a place a short distance away where we can be alone. My sister's presence can only mean the tracks are cleared, her endless strength no longer needed. Either that or Chime told her to leave and her help wasn't welcome. I sigh as I look down the track, spot the blockage, know it's the latter. I spot Beckett with the others moving the logs, not sure what to tell Poppy, knowing it's not my place to share his gift.
“We were close by,” I say at last, the dog's head resting in my lap. His dark eyes watch me endlessly, body heavy and tense as if he's afraid I'll suddenly rise and leave him again. Which I might be forced to do, no matter what Chime said. She meant me, I'm sure of it, when she said I could stay. But there's no way she will so willingly allow Duet a place on her train, not after my sister killed one of her crew.
I refocus on Poppy and can tell from the expression on her face she knows I'm not telling her everything, but she holds her peace in favor of hugging my arm and snuggling against me.
It's not long before Socrates comes to find us. He seems hesitant, but when I hold out my arms he comes right to me and hugs me.
“I'm sorry,” he whispers. “We should have stood up for you.”
I shrug and smile as I pull back. “And I should have trusted my friends.”
Glowing Vander sits next to us, eyes meeting mine. “You've saved us before,” he says. “We let Chime convince us you were a threat.” But his gaze isn't on me any longer and I know they all fear Duet.
But when Beckett joins us, crouching before me, he turns immediately to Duet and holds out his hand. “Thank you.”
She takes his in her human one with a wide grin on her face. “You're welcome.” She pumps his hand up and down once before sitting back, looking very pleased with herself.
Ande joins us shortly after that, Brick and Chime as well, though from the look on the train leader's face she'd rather be anywhere but near me and my sister clone.
“We're in the middle of nowhere.” Beckett stands, looks around. “And yet, we keep getting attacked. How are they finding us?”
“The rail line.” Ande shrugs. “It's hard to miss.”
But Beckett shakes his head. “We've traveled further and faster than they can,” he says. “At least as far as we know. And it would take a lot of wrangling to gather up a group of Brights and Howls like that.”
“Two groups,” Duet says.
Everyone stares. “She's right,” I say. “We had just finished off another pack, led by Crawlers, when—” I stop speaking, glance at Beckett who doesn't move or say anything. “When we saw the glow of the fires and came to investigate.”
Duet hums to herself, quiet and deep, but I have no idea if she's preparing to call me a liar. Not likely. She's on my side even more than her own.
And if lying can save Beckett face, even if it's only in his own mind, I'll do it.
“There's no way the group was accidental, that the Crawlers stumbled on them and took advantage of the situation.” Beckett's blue eyes focus on mine. “And two is downright impossible.”
“So they're communicating,” I say. “But how?” I glance at Socrates. “Satellites?”
No one else knows what I mean, but I'm certain he does. He nods slowly, frowning. “As far as I know any worldwide telecommunication is broken. But I suppose, if they found a way to access the satellite network. Maybe.”
“But they are watching us,” I say. “How else would they know we'd split up?”
No one says anything, all of us lost in thought, until Duet finally perks up, grinning.
“Puppies?”
Poppy smiles, runs for the train even as one of the kids calls to Chime the track is cleared.
I stand, glance at Duet, then at the train's leader. I'm ready to fight for Duet and, though my heart aches, will leave with her if need be. I feel the tension around me, as my friends wait to hear if we're in for a fight.
“If Trio and Duet aren't welcome,” Beckett says, “we're leaving with them.”
I almost smile, imagining stuffing all of us into the SUV. But the doubt in Chime's face tells me she considers the threat real. And at this point, she's right. Her crew is down to a handful and she needs kids to clear track and shovel coal, not to mention protect the train. Her mental process is clearly visible on her face as she goes through first worry, then doubt, then anger and finally acceptance.
Before she can speak up, Ande growls softly under his breath.
“Oh for goodness s-s-sakes,” Ande says, glaring at Chime. “They s-s-saved our lives.” He waves at me. “I never wanted you to g-g-go.”
Chime huffs as if she's being terribly put out, but I know we have her cornered. Which could make her dangerous. But I can't worry about that now, not while she's caving right in front of me despite her hard mask. “The first hint of trouble,” she says, “you're both off again, but this time I'm not stopping the train.”
Ande pushes past her, reaches for me, takes my hands. “You're always welcome,” he says softly. “I w-w-wish you would b-b-believe that.”
I hug him, his skinny body all hard angles against me, bristly red hair tickling my nose.
“Thank you,” I say.
 
***
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
I snuggle the puppies as Shine licks my cheek while Shade nibbles at my hair. Both fat puppy bodies wiggle in time as they welcome me back. It's easy to sit here now, surrounded by kids who are suddenly grateful I'm with them. Even grateful for Duet, while Vander and Socrates leave to help Ande fire up the train and Chime calls out for us to board at last.
But it's Vander's voice that catches my attention as he returns to me, eyes intent and full of concern.
“There's something you need to see.”
I follow him, Beckett beside me, leaving Poppy to load the puppies on board with Duet at her side, the dog refusing to leave me even for a moment. Vander stops next to the fallen body of a Bright, the girl's long hair covering what's left of her glow. She's fading, her luminescence almost gone as it trickles from her after death.
Vander's toe disturbs something thick and black lying next to the girl. Something with an antenna. He bends, lift the device, holds it up to me with a grim expression and I know what he's about to say.
“They are communicating.” Vander stands, turns the knob on the top of what looks like a walkie-talkie, but army issue, bulky and hardy. As he adjusts the volume, we catch the sound of voices, but they are faint, distant and it's impossible to make out what they are saying through the static.
“Give me that.” Brick appears suddenly, wrenching the hand set from Vander's grip. But before he can mess with it, Beckett takes it back. Firmly. With a solid shove against Brick's chest for good measure. They glare at each other a moment, predators over a kill, before Brick backs off and Beckett hands the device back to Vander.
We all board the train, head immediately for the engine and Socrates. The young genius's eyes light up when he sees what Vander holds, taking it from the Bright’s glowing hand to examine it himself. Socrates grins and winks before turning toward the back of the train. “There's only one explanation,” he says. “One reason to have something like this.” He pushes through us, exits to the coal car, begins to walk back, still fiddling with knobs. “They are talking to each other, of course they are. But without more information, they can't set up their little surprises.” He stops for a moment, ear cocked to the side, pressed against the walkie-talkie. He's turned the volume way down and I know why.
So the person with the other one won't hear him coming.
The main car holds what's left of the crew, now eager to be off. Beckett moves in front of Socrates, blocking what he's doing from view. My eyes scan the car, searching for what Socrates seeks. I feel the jolt of the train begin to move, the press of the dog against my legs as the forward motion makes us all sway, but I'm focused on the small group of kids, only six where there were over twenty, who look up at us as if we're friends.
And we are. To most. But perhaps not to all.
Even Chime seems curious as she turns from speaking to one of her crew. “What?”
But it's not until Socrates comes to hover over one of the boys he cranks the volume knob and the feedback from the second walkie-talkie reveals its location.
The boy stares, fish-mouth gaping as Beckett rifles through his sleeping blankets. The device is hidden well, under layers of cloth, tucked into an old sock.
“What's that?” The boy lurches to his feet, looking frantically around at the people who used to be his friends. Awareness dawns as he sees the same thing in Socrates's hands, the glares from the others. “That's not mine, I swear it.”
The train picks up speed, rattling beneath us as everyone seems to hold their breath.
And then, in a surge of anger, they rush him, Chime's people. I don't move, though I want to. Tell myself to. Simply stand there and watch as they pull him toward the door. He is screaming at the top of his lungs, begging them to listen, that he's not a traitor. He's one of us.
The door slides open, Chime at the head of the small pack. Her face contorts in fury as she shoves him backward over the gap between cars.
“Traitor,” she snarls. “Get off my train.”
I'm moving at last, they can't, they mustn't, but he's gone, screams cut short as he falls to the tracks, the speeding train leaving him behind.
Though I'm sure not in one piece. I shudder violently, my whole body aching with grief.
This isn't how it's supposed to be.
“He was Cade's.” Brick crosses his arms over his chest, nods to Chime. “I thought I knew him from somewhere.”
She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, looking sick and a little crazy.
“At least now we have our own means.” Beckett takes the second hand set. “We can listen in on them.”
“Yes.” Chime reaches for it and he lets her take it. “I'm sick of being hunted down, chased into the ground. It's time we had the advantage.”
I'm not sure if I'm happy about her sudden change of heart.
“We can't trust anyone.” Chime hugs the hand set to her chest. “Not anymore.”
“So we push on, then?” Socrates's tone is pure sarcasm, but Chime doesn't seem to notice. She just nods and turns away.
The others fade back to their places, to ponder their own thoughts, hide inside their own dark fears. I grasp Socrates by the shoulder before he can join them and slide the disk into his free hand.
“I have a laptop,” I say. “And Duet can make it work. But I can't read what's on this.”
His eyebrows go up. “Important?”
I nod. “I think so.”
Socrates examines the disk a moment then grins. “I love a mystery,” he says.
 
***
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
I look out the back of the caboose, feet dangling from the step, and smile at Duet who waves at me from the front seat of the SUV. She's following us closely, the rails making a much better path for the truck than the damaged roadways. Poppy perches beside her, the two puppies bounding around inside the cab and a flash of old fear hits me. She needs to be wearing a seat belt! And the puppies should be harnessed. Then my anxiety fades and I laugh.
There are more dangerous things in this world. Let them have their fun.
The sounds of country music drift forward as Poppy and Duet sing as loudly as they can through the open windows. I laugh at their antics, then hug myself as we pass a sign, falling sideways on itself, turned back to face me, faded letters clear enough as they fade into the distance.
New York City. We're close, very close. We've made it, despite the odds.
Now what, Trio?
The train slows, stops, the SUV pulling up behind. Beckett appears next to me, taking a seat on my free side while the dog barely lifts his golden head from my lap.
“Broken track.” Beckett waves at Poppy. “Natural this time. Ande said it would only take a minute to fix.”
Meanwhile, the blaring sound of music has drawn an audience. The kids drift back toward the truck, smiling, laughing even, beginning to dance as Poppy jumps down with the puppies and gyrates on the tracks like a rock star. I find myself smiling and laughing with them, enjoying the sight.
Kids. They are kids.
This is how it's meant to be.
“Thank you.” Beckett's whisper is barely audible over the music and laughter. But I know exactly what he means.
“Your gift is not my secret to share.” I stroke the dog's soft ears, just enjoying the feeling of his body on one side, the press of Beckett's leg and shoulder on the other.
“I hate it.” Beckett's head drops, hands clenched in his lap.
“Why?” I touch one of his fists, feel his tension release under my caress.
“Because,” he says, not meeting my eyes, “because of my father.”
I wait, letting him have his moment to gather his thoughts. He'll go on when he's ready. I know him so well.
How?
“I'm afraid.” Beckett shudders softly, hand taking mine at last. “I think... Trio, I think this was my father's fault.”
I force myself to breathe. In. Out. I know he's right somehow. And yet, not.
Not quite.
“The Sick.” I turn to him, catch him looking at me. “You mean the Sick?”
Beckett nods, clearly miserable, shoulders hunched and tight. But the hand that holds mine is gentle and warm and I refuse to let it go.
“Beckett,” I say, “no matter what your father did, you didn't.”
He doesn't move for a long moment, just sitting there lost in misplaced guilt. But slowly, softly, his body relaxes, unwinds, shoulders flexing and going back.
“You're right,” he says. “And we need every advantage if we're going to find out why you're here.”
When Beckett turns toward me, blue eyes locking on mine, there is so much confidence in him I don't hesitate to lean close and touch my lips to his. As if in concert with me, he cups my face in his free hand, still holding my other gently, so gently.
“Trio.” My name is whispered from his lips, over my mouth, his hot breath stirring feelings I'm unable to put names to. “I have to tell you. How I feel.”
Yes. This is what I want, too. Maybe when he does I'll know what these emotions are, what this pounding in my chest means, this need to feel his bare skin against mine. More. I want so much more from him than just this kiss.
These words.
“Trio,” he says. “I love you.”
Love. My heart opens, my soul sings. Yes. Love.
No.
No, it can't be.
This is wrong. Suddenly I'm on my feet, pulling away from him, frowning, shaking my head. It can't be love. He's not for me.
Not.
Before Beckett can speak, I spin and run from him, heart hammering in my chest, guilt twisting in my gut though I have no idea why the idea of loving Beckett is impossible for me.
 
***
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
I'm not sure what I was expecting from the city I so desperately needed to reach, but it seems the same as any other we'd traveled through. Well, not quite. The tracks are mostly clear here, only bits of debris blocking the way from time to time and even Chime and Ande agreed they aren't big enough or dangerous enough to warrant slowing down.
I should feel triumphant as the train approaches the sprawling metropolis across the water, heading right to the huge island housing everything familiar to me. I know this place, feel like I am coming home, and yet nothing is as it should be.
The train slows as we near the water, blue and green glittering in the distance. Two of the crew hop down, walk ahead even as Duet pulls up next to the train. We need to be careful here, I don't need Chime to say it. Abandoned train cars lie in rusting piles, reminding me of the yard in Los Angeles, though Chime and her people were familiar with their place of origin. The multiple tracks ahead of us hold who knows what threats? Not to mention the hulking metal boxcars occupying the rails we ride.
I jump down to join the two boys in charge of switching the tracks, adding my strength to theirs. The inner workings of the switching stations are long gone to rust and require a great deal of effort, the electronics meant to run them automatically dead and cold.
The SUV engine sounds loud behind me as Duet leaps from the driver's seat, the truck still gliding ahead on its own with Poppy behind the wheel. My sister's ichor slides into the metal of the switching station, the green glow flaring a moment before the tracks groan and move aside, just in time for the train to take its new, safe path. Ande grins and waves out the window as if he wasn't worried even for a moment and I catch Duet grinning and waving back.
The two crew members return to the train but I stay with Duet, the pair of us walking the track while Poppy sings behind the wheel of the SUV and Ande keeps us company while the train slowly makes its way forward.
It's not until the tunnel looms he finally puts on the brakes, steam hissing out, metal grinding to a halt. I return, mount the steps, join Beckett and the others as they gather in the engine doorway to hear what Ande has to say.
He's peering at his trusty map, making me think of the precious, fragile one I relied on, still safe in the dash of the SUV. But this map is covered in rail lines, one in particular Ande scowls over.
“I didn't know there was a tunnel.” He's frowning when he meets my eyes. “This could be bad.”
“Why?” Chime leans back against Brick who steps aside so she staggers a little. Bright redness touches her cheeks and when she goes on, there's an edge to her voice, anger fed from embarrassment. “It's just more track, isn't it?”
“It is and it isn't.” Ande looks up, meets Socrates's eyes. “This is no ordinary tunnel.”
The young genius nods. “It's a long way underground and under water,” Socrates says. “You're worried about oxygen levels for the fire.”
“Not just that.” Ande gestures out at the boiler, relocated from the engine to the coal car. “The fire itself is toxic, the smoke we produce. If we stall under there, get trapped, the fumes could be deadly very quickly.”
“That is even if the tunnel is still intact, the track clear.” Socrates is nodding. “We need to go in there and find out.”
There's only one logical way to do so. I turn to Duet who grins at me, the slow morphing of her metal half pulling at her lips.
“I'm going,” she says, spinning around. I follow after her, swing down to the ground and into the cab of the SUV. Poppy hops into the back, the puppies and the dog at her side. I hesitate, want to tell her to stay with the train, but is anywhere really safe? And in all honesty, if she's not safe with Duet and I, nothing can protect her.
Beckett is calling after us as we drive off, probably because of Poppy. I catch her waving to him with a giggle and a wicked look in her eyes before she turns back and meets my gaze.
“My turn to leave him behind,” she says.
I can only laugh.
Duet doesn't seem concerned as she barrels forward, the tires of the SUV grinding over the gravel between the rails. Green-tinted beams shine from the headlights as we enter the tunnel at a rapid clip. It's not long before she has to swerve, humming happily, to avoid a train engine long since abandoned. At least it's not on the track ours follows, especially since there doesn't seem to be a switching station available. Duet drives with reckless abandon through the darkness while Poppy leans forward, wide-eyed but unafraid.
I wish I shared their enthusiasm. Even the dog, seated at my feet, keeps his head down as if he's afraid to look.
It's not long before we're pulling to a halt at a platform, the path for our train clear, though the rails surrounding are packed with derelicts. There are areas, as we turn and go back, where cars have tilted from their tracks, precariously close. It's possible we might rub a few on our way by, but luck is with us this track is open all the way to Penn Station.
How do I know its name? I just do. It's not Grand Central, I'm certain. Has to be Penn Station, with the sprawling Madison Square Garden above.
Memory flickers, the sounds of people, the rush of air as trains enter and exit the station. Noise, loud voices over the speakers, the smells of food and press of many bodies. I've been in this station before, many times.
Many times.
We return to the train as quickly as we left, though the drive back is a blur to me as I struggle to remember more. By the time we enter the sunlight, the engine hissing steam before us, my frustration is enough I've lost my sense of satisfaction we've finally reached New York City.
Duet waves at Ande, not even leaving the SUV. “Follow,” she yells before spinning again and driving back into the tunnel.
The train expels steam, ready for action, slowly building speed as it follows. Duet's mad dash is now a crawl as she waits for the train to catch up. The way may be clear, but Ande's fear of the engine failing inside, of a lack of oxygen in such a closed space creating an issue, keeps me turned in my seat, eyes locked on the dim light on the front of the locomotive.
It's a much slower trip in again. And this time I'm aware of the press of the walls of the tunnel, the knowledge we are far under water. I hadn't noticed the sound of our wheels splashing through puddles when we made our first headlong journey, but this time the noise of the gathered water makes my heart beat a little faster, my shoulders tighten as I imagine the roof collapsing on us, salt water from above flooding the tunnel and killing us all.
Duet reaches over, touches my hand. “Worry wart,” she says, grin clear in the glowing green light from the dash.
Yes, I am. I always have been. I try smiling back, feel my tension ease. We're almost there.
So close.
We pass one of the more worrisome cars and I wince at the sound of metal grinding. Chime will be shrieking in fury and I can only imagine the sadness on Ande's face as his poor train is damaged by the passage. But they come through all right, not pausing or slowing. We'll deal with any damage later. Right now, they have to keep going.
The platform approaches. I spot it up ahead, feel relief. We're not under water anymore, haven't been for some time. Instead, we're below the very city I've been drawn to, deep in the heart of Manhattan. And the statue, the one that pulls me, it must be close.
I can almost hear her calling my name.
 
***
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
Duet pulls up to the platform, passes it. Parks. I climb out, the dog at my side, puppies happily wriggling their way to the ground with Poppy beside them even as Duet hops down and turns. We stand there, watch the train hiss to a halt next to the concrete walk.
Chime jumps down, looks around. It's not as I remember Penn Station, this dark and dank terminal. The original building is long gone, the beautiful architecture destroyed in favor of the sports stadium now resting above us. But in my time, for I know now it's time that's changed, they've done more to restore the history of this place.
I step forward, catch the edge of the platform, heave myself up to Chime's level, only to turn and catch Poppy as Duet gives her a boost. Two puppies, a dog and my sister later and we're all standing outside the train, paused and waiting as if something should be happening.
I turn to Duet, feel her hand touch mine. Her face is almost split by her grin of joy. Green ichor flows over my hand and a shudder of unreality runs through me. The moment she touches me I feel the world flash—
I'm eating birthday cake, singing with two girls who look exactly like me while the woman smiles and claps and tells us to blow out our candles
I'm back, Duet's eyes meeting mine. She nods. I'm not the only one flashing out—
A Christmas tree glows softly beside me as I squeal in delight over the pink sweater I've unwrapped while my sisters do the same, all matching, all pink, all perfect
Duet's grip on me jerks me out of the vision though I know her reaction to what we're seeing has nothing to do with freeing me from it—
She stands in a glowing white light, smiling and waving at me. I know her, she's me, one of us. Is that Clone One? This is wrong, all wrong, she can't go into the light. She needs to stay, here with us, she can't go
Duet smiles at me, the touch of her human flesh warm and familiar. “Welcome home,” she says.
The train hisses softly behind us as it releases the last of its steam, counterpoint to her words while I struggle with the memories. My memories, of childhood, of my sisters. Of Clone One.
Where was she going and why did I feel the need to stop her?
No one moves or even seems to breathe as they watch us. It must be obvious to them, from the looks on their faces, we're going through something, my sister and I.
“Up,” I say. “We have to find the statue.”
I'm almost running through the underground, to the stairs and the air above. I can hear them behind me, but it doesn't matter, I don't need them. Just Duet, clutching my hand as I race up the stairs and into the light outside.
7th Street greets me as I exit and turn southeast, toward the water. Battery Park. I know where I am, sort of, everything distorted. Huge buildings cast dark shadows as the sun begins to set, but there's lots of light yet. More than enough as I race down the dead street, not caring or worrying if there are Shambles or Brights or Howls or even Crawlers.
The water calls me. Calls me on. I know where I am.
Where she is.
Someone grasps me from behind, pulls me to a halt. I stop long enough to find Beckett panting, gasping for breath.
“Wait,” he says. “Wait for me, Trio.”
I should. I want him with me. But I need to go and he's slow, too slow.
They all are.
They've caught up by now, the crew, my friends, even Poppy, with Shine and Shade. That makes me pause, the sight of the slim girl and the two exhausted puppies. The pull weakens as I face my friends. Only Vander seems unaffected by our run.
“I have to go.” I meet their eyes, one at a time, though I don't bother talking to Chime. Her anger is obvious. “Please, understand.”
Socrates bends in half, but he's nodding, pointing. “Liberty Island,” he says. “You're going to the statue.”
I nod, bounce on the balls of my feet.
“Then what?” He straightens, looks at me with real curiosity. “We're coming with you, Trio, but we have to know what will happen when we get there.”
My insides ache with the need to fly. It takes so much effort to force myself to breathe, to slow. I call up the calm at last, let it ooze its way around me, finally easing the desperate pressure I feel.
“I don't know,” I say. “Won't until we get there.”
“This is stupid.” Chime glances around, clearly nervous. Why am I not? “Not only are you running through a city we know nothing about, you're not even being careful. This could be a trap.”
Tension ripples through the calm and while I've never liked Chime, the feeling mutual, for a moment I wonder if she could be right. Aside from the one recent Crawler attack, we've actually had it rather easy this last leg of the journey. If they know where we are, that we're coming, why aren't they here? Penn Station is our obvious destination.
Where are the Crawlers?
I turn to Duet. Her face is flat, unemotional as though she, too, weighs the options.
“Together,” she grunts. “But hurry.”
We're much more careful as we make our way, though this city doesn't offer the cover of debris I found in Los Angeles. Somehow New York has been saved the outward ravages of the Sick, the abandoned vehicles and piles of garbage. But it's as quiet as any other place we've visited, though I feel life here where I didn't at times elsewhere. It's likely we're being watched, I'm aware of that now. I should send my friends away, to keep them safe, but I can't bring myself to say the words.
They won't listen to me anyway. It's written on their faces. Though Chime and her crew, outside of Ande, would willingly abandon us, I think.
It's a long walk, over to West Street, all the way down the water-sided way to Battery Park. The sun is almost down when we reach it at last, the grass and shrubs here not as over grown as I expected, almost as though someone still cares for this green space.
But it's not the vegetation holding my attention as I stride the cleared paths all the way to the edge of the water. No, it's the tall, stately woman in the distance, standing firm on her own little island, most of her back to me as she looks out into the Atlantic Ocean.
I come to a halt at last, the orange glow of the failing sun lighting her. I stand in the quiet, listening to the sound of the waves against the rocks, the soft hush of wind through the abandoned park, smell the scent of salt and decaying shellfish mixed with the call of seagulls as they float above, almost suspended as they hover over us on extended wings.
My friends, the crew, are all looking at me, even Duet. Even the dog and Poppy and Beckett. Waiting, expecting me to leap in to some kind of action.
Nothing. No further prompting comes to me as I stand here and breathe in the ocean. I've arrived. Disappointment bites deep as the pull eases, fades, leaves me.
I'm as lost as I ever was.
“We need a boat.” Beckett comes to my rescue. “To reach the island.”
His words are enough, like permission for them to speak, to move and look around, the activity of the others settling the surge of panic I feel when I understand there will be no easy answers.
Why am I surprised by that?
Kids start to explore. I watch Socrates and Vander drift off, the latter well covered despite the fading sunlight.
Beckett leaves me and I let him, Duet too. It's only me and the dog, looking out over the harbor at the cold green woman, at the destiny I've been pursuing, the task I know I still need to perform. I'm so lost in my desperation, in flogging my mind for more answers, I'm not aware he's next to me until Brick speaks.
“I'm sorry,” he says, one hand settling on my arm. I glance up at him, concentration shattered.
“I am too.” I hug myself, but he doesn't release his hold. “I wish there was more.”
“But there is.” He pulls me toward him and I'm almost embarrassed. Surely he doesn't still claim to have feelings for me?
When I turn to deny him, I see the darkness overtake his face, feel his fingers dig in even as the first of my companions screams in the distance to the rumble of an approaching engine.
“She had to know,” Brick says. “Where you were going. And now she does.”
 
***
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Crawlers everywhere. I don't resist Brick as he pulls me back, away from the view to face the interior of the park. I gesture to the dog to hold off his attack before he's harmed. There are too many of them, Crawlers rounding up my friends, the crew, flooding the green space, even for Duet and I to handle. We need to wait, to see where this takes us.
Who she is. Though in my aching heart, replacing the powerful urge to be here, I think I already know.
The lead truck pulls to a halt while the ground troops stomp forward. Cade appears from the passenger door, descends, smirking even as he offers a hand to one of the Crawlers exiting behind him. The soldier steps forward, pulling the rounded metal helmet free.
She smiles at me, waves from inside the white light
My sister clone's expression is soft, almost kind as she tosses her helmet to Cade and begins to remove her gloves slowly, one finger pull at a time, while my friends are dragged forward, shoved to their knees before her.
Her laugh is as familiar as my own as she approaches me. Her brown eyes glitter, touches of amber warming them, her smile as welcoming as any I've ever seen. I love her, have always loved her.
She is my sister.
“Finally,” she says. “I've been looking everywhere for you.”
Though my soul cringes from the truth, I fight the urge to believe this is part of the task, that I've found her too and we can do what we need to do.
“I like the names you've given yourselves.” She pauses, touches her fingertips to her flawless cheek as she looks up and away as if thinking. An artful expression I know she's practiced. She of all of us was the most interested in being noticed. “Trio.” She kisses me softly on the temple. “Duet.” I can't look away from her, though I hear my damaged sister grunting near me. How did they subdue her? “Lovely.” She laughs again, tinkling music. “Then you can call me Solo. I like it so much more than Clone One, don't you?”
I nod, remember. He forbid it, giving us names. Mother called us her kittens. But he hated that, the scientist who led the project. We were only ever One, Two and Three.
I hate him so much in that moment of awareness it makes me shake.
Solo steps back, sweeps her gaze over her captives. I turn my head, do the same. See a few notable exceptions to the round up. Beckett is nowhere in sight. Nor is Poppy. Or Chime for that matter. And Socrates and Vander seem to have evaded capture too. Ande.
My friends. They are free yet. I just hope they stay that way.
“I'm glad we found you.” I find myself speaking, a stunned and shocked feeling taking over my body, deadening everything. I'm cold, so cold, and yet the calm eludes me as Solo smiles and nods.
“Then why did you run, silly girl?” Solo tsks at me.
“The task.” I reach for her, she must help me, this is the reason I'm here. “We have a task to complete.”
Solo spares a glance for Duet who howls beside me. I wish I could offer my sister comfort. I'm so broken myself inside I can only focus on why I'm here.
This can't be how it ends.
“Three,” Solo says, “Trio. You must accept it. I am the task.” She sighs, a lovely sound. “I'm the reason for the Sick, for Duet's hard landing.” She giggles over that, like a little girl with one hand over her mouth, playful and full of mischief. As though she didn't aim to kill our sister. “I tried to do the same to you, but I missed, somehow.” A pout bows her lips. “You simply landed off course and lost your memory.” She winks at Duet. “Not your humanity.”
Duet roars like a wild animal, her voice amplified by the power of her Tek blood. She surges forward to attack, only to be forced back by six Crawlers. They seem to struggle to control her, but do so. Who are they? The ones we've fought were augmented somehow, but defeatable. What has Solo done?
“This can't be right.” Tears well, trickle down my cheeks. What am I to do?
Mother?
Cade pushes his way to Solo's side, still smirking. “I'll take her when you're done with her.”
Solo half turns, eyes tightening just a little as Brick grasps his former leader's shirtfront in one fist and punches that handsome face. Cade goes down in a spray of blood, grasping at his broken nose, staring up at his old second in command.
Solo strokes Brick's arm, smiling at Cade like he's something to be pitied. “Our agreement was always so one-sided,” she says. “I've chosen a new partner.” She smiles up at Brick who nods back. “He's much more to my liking.” Solo winks at me. “Don't you think so, Trio?”
“You had the walkie-talkie.” I can't muster anger, the calm, anything. I've been betrayed for the last time and I know it's over.
Brick's smirk is worse than Cade's because he's sane and still doesn't care.
“Of course,” he said. “If your Bright friend had just let me drive, this would have been over a long time ago.”
The captured Crawler truck. Brick was so angry when Vander wouldn't give up the wheel.
“You took the hand set from there.” I nod slowly. It makes perfect sense.
Perfect.
“Now,” Solo steps back, gesturing to her soldiers. “We have much to discuss, sister mine. And I'd rather do so in a more secure location.”
I don't fight. There's nothing to fight for. Mustering the energy to free myself seems beyond my capabilities. Better to just go with her, to fall and not get up. I've failed.
Duet's last roar is paired with the sound of an engine. There's shouting, off to the left, coming from deeper in the park and Solo is suddenly angry, ordering people about while I'm dragged toward her truck.
No. I have to escape. I can't let her take me, not like this. But when I try to resist, something strikes the back of my head and I stumble forward, falling face-first into the Crawler vehicle. Blackness pours in around me, drawing me down into the dark even as I hear the sounds of battle outside.
And the dog. He's barking.
 
***
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
The dog is barking. The sound of it pulls at me through the darkness as surely as the statue drew me, as I now know Solo drew me, calling me to pay attention, to be careful. I'm aware I'm unconscious, fight to wake even as I want to simply slip back into the quiet peace of the beckoning black.
Her face appears before me, she's shouting for me, the one I love so much. My mother. But the dog is loud, so loud, I can't hear what she's saying over his barking.
Endless barking.
I lurch awake, to my feet, reaching for him, but I'm alone, his anguished cries for me only an echo. It takes a moment for reality to reassert, though I feel completely alert and aware. It's as if my brain needs to reboot, as though I'm like Duet, more machine than human.
For all I know, I am.
A cell. Finally my eyes connect with my awareness and I make sense of where I am. Some kind of holding cell, gray walls, heavy metal door of the same hue, a small glass plate window shot through with wire the only outside portal. A narrow bed, more of a cot, fastened to the wall with heavy brackets. The mattress looks old, stains making me shudder.
There's a small sink, a toilet. And that's all.
And me.
The train. My friends. I sink to the bunk, head in my hands, feeling for the lump I know should be there from the blow I took. But isn't. I've healed. My body did that, while I slept. While I hid from the truth.
I've failed.
My sister betrayed me. Solo did this, is the cause of this. How did I not know, not remember? And why did my mother send me here if it was only to walk into Solo's hands?
My sister appears at my little window as though thinking of her summoned her. Solo waves as the lock grinds, metal on metal, before she pushes it wide and strides into my cell, beaming at me as though this was exactly the way things were supposed to be.
“I've brought you a friend.” Solo gestures, a Crawler enters, dragging someone behind him. I know her immediately, of course I do, jump up to help Dauphine across the narrow space to sit beside me on the bunk. The blind seer, once one of Genki's tribe in long gone Los Angeles, touches my face with trembling fingertips, tears welling in her empty eyes.
“Clone Three,” she whispers. “Final instructions.”
Solo finds her words hilarious, laughs for a long moment while the silent Crawler watches and Dauphine shudders beside me. She's thin, worn, her arms covered in bruises, fingers bent oddly as though they've been broken and not allowed to heal properly.
Tortured. By my sister.
“Thanks to our darling Dauphine, I've been tracking you ever since you left the City of Angels.” Solo looks around, a little frown pulling the perfect skin of her forehead together for just a moment. As if she's suddenly seeing where we are. Her expression smooths out again quickly. And I wonder then, of all of us, who is the most damaged.
Solo reaches out, prods Dauphine's shoulder. I slide one arm around the girl, holding her close, as though I could protect her. I can't, but I have to at least make the effort.
Solo ignores me, a wicked grin on her face, the first time I've seen an outer glimpse of her inner demon. “Tell us the future, girl.”
Dauphine whimpers into my collar, shivering, but she slowly pulls away and takes first my hand, then Solo's. We're falling—
the white light beckons as Solo steps into it, smiling and waving at me
Solo pulls free, laughing her delightful laugh. “Perfect.” She taps the end of my nose with one index finger. “All better now.”
Now that I'm here. I've changed the future. But wait.
Wasn't that the past?
“It's all working out,” Solo says with great enthusiasm. “Just as I planned.”
I release Dauphine as she sags sideways, laying her out on the bunk. “Where are my friends?”
Solo's reaction shocks me. Her savage snarl curls her pretty lips as she lunges at me, face an inch from mine. Madness burns in her brown eyes, threatening to devour me, to pull me down with her.
“Dead,” she snarls. “All of them, dead. Even that damned dog.” Telling me clears her mood, because she straightens, stretches, the prim gray suit she wears clinging to her perfect figure. She reminds me of a doll.
I suppose she always did.
“Now,” Solo says as the Crawler grabs Dauphine and drags her to the door, “you are mine, only mine. And when I've done what I need to do, maybe then I'll offer you a place. With me.”
Is that hope in her eyes? I can't allow myself to react. But if there is a weakness in her, if there ever was, it was her need to be loved. Adored.
Followed.
As she sweeps out, the Crawler and Dauphine behind her, the seer's blind eyes turn to me and, just as the door closes, I see her shake her head, just a little.
I don't know what her gesture means. And now that I'm alone, I don't care.
My friends are gone.
I'm alone again.
 
***
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
They are dead and it's my fault. All of them, gone. Beckett. Poppy. Socrates and Vander. Dear Ande, though I can't bring myself to feel for the loss of Chime. But the dog... and what's become of Shine and Shade? I swore I'd keep the puppies safe. I swore to keep them all safe.
I'm in no position to be of any help to anyone now. If I ever was. I've brought nothing but hurt and loss and grief to the ones I care about.
My mind at last falls on Duet. My damaged sister clone. Where is she? I have no doubt Solo spared her, if only to torment her. And I can't bring myself to believe Solo would kill one of us.
Can't.
I should have listened to Duet. My feet itch, legs vibrate with the need to move and I find myself pacing the few short steps from one end of the cell to the other. But the motion only serves to fuel my anxiety and the growing need I have inside to do something, anything.
The bunk makes a satisfying thunk when I kick it. Another blow from my boot crumples the frame. Yes, just what I want. What I need. I'm pounding away at the toilet, shattered ceramic flying, water spraying everywhere as I howl out my rage. The door buckles under my blows as I call up the rage sitting inside me though again the calm refuses to come in answer to my need.
They barge in, the warped door groaning, three Crawlers with trank guns. I take one to the shoulder, but barely feel it. They've given me the chance to break free and I refuse to waste it.
They go over in a clatter, metal-clad bodies impacting the hall floor as I leap forward and barrel into them, my full body weight and all the strength I can command forcing them backward until they collapse under me. I scramble to my feet, hear myself laughing though I don't find this funny, not even a little bit. Not while a slow paralysis creeps over my right side, slowing me down, slowing down the world, until everything tips sideways and I'm crawling, pulling myself forward with one hand, with fingertips.
With nothing.
There are moments of wakefulness after that, though there are times I wonder if I'm dreaming. Solo isn't a dream, I'm sure of her, as she stands over me, wavering from the drugs they've pumped into my body.
“You're mine, I told you.” Her hand seems enormous as she leans in, a hallucination expanding her outward as though she were a giant and I only a speck of nothing. Her fingers feel odd as they touch my skin, rough and hot and smooth and cold all at the same time until the dark comes again.
The next time I emerge, I'm shaking all over, the world is vibrating around me and nausea rumbles in the pit of my stomach. Solo again, this time full of fury, her once gentle hand striking me over and over as she fights to wake me.
I lay there and look up at her while she shakes me again.
“Who is she?” Droplets of moisture from her lips touch my face, making my skin crawl from the contact. “Why are they protecting her? Why is she so important?”
I can't answer, don't have words, my head bobbing on my neck as she strikes me again.
“Tell me!” Her boot contacts my thigh, then my ribs as she rolls me over onto the floor and continues her beating. If only she knew I can't feel any of it, my body dull and numb. I'm grateful for the drugs, feel my cheeks stretch despite the paralysis. She's unhappy. And that brings me joy.
“I'll find out.” Solo hisses over my face while I slowly lick my lip and taste blood. “Your precious little girl child won't evade me forever.”
It takes a long time for me to understand what she's said, to process her words.
But when I do, I laugh again, pure mirth and joy escaping me, coming out in a bubbling sound through the damage to my ribs and lungs, already healing.
Poppy. Solo is looking for Poppy. Which means she lied to me.
My friends are alive.
The shake of Dauphine's head as she left. This is what she tried to tell me. Solo lied.
Solo lies. I cling to the fact as the Crawlers return and hoist me back up on my bunk, another shot filling my veins with stillness and quiet.
I can feel her next to me when I wake again, know she will haunt me like this forever and wonder if I'll go as crazy as she is from her attention. Solo strokes my hair back from my forehead, the scent of cinnamon hovering around her. And apples. I know that smell. My mouth waters as she spoons a scoop of hot apple pie into my mouth.
“Just for you, Trio.” Solo giggles like a girl. “I almost have her, you know. Only one last piece of the puzzle left, and your dear little girl will be mine. And I have you to thank.”
I choke on the bite of sweetness, spitting it out, but Solo doesn't seem to notice. She finishes the pie instead, sitting back with it, legs crossed, top one bobbing slowly as the Crawlers inject me with more eternal darkness.
I don't want to wake. It's almost worse my friends yet live. Especially if Solo is as close as she claims. I want to burrow into the black and stay here forever. Who knows, maybe I've already been here that long.
Light breaks through my safe walls and pulls me out into the real world. I want to weep, I feel her again, she will never leave me alone.
Never.
Something cold and metallic presses to my cheek, warming instantly as we make contact. I force my eyes open, meet one brown and one glowing green.
“Trio,” Duet says. “Time to go.”
 
***
 
Chapter Twenty
 
I'm slung over strong shoulders, the press of cybernetic skin against my flesh where my t-shirt rides up.
“Have to go,” Duet whispers to herself as she spins and heads for the open door. I can only see behind her, my head bobbing helplessly, watch us pass through the gaping doorway, leap the bodies of three downed Crawlers, the hall passing at rapid speed as Duet carries me away. “Have to go.”
I struggle against her, feel the fog lifting this time. Did they misjudge the dose? Perhaps my body in its powerful healing capacity has finally adjusted. For whatever reason, I'm groggy still, but awake and aware and fight Duet for the right to use my own two feet.
She stops suddenly, dumps me next to her where I sway and wonder if it was such a good idea after all. Duet's eyes are full of madness, lips drawn back in a scowl so fierce I worry for her state of mind.
“Out!” She snarls like an animal, legs jittering as she grabs my arm and shoves me forward, running, feet pounding the concrete under us, through a heavy door, down three flights of stairs. I just keep up, only because she supports me with her metal hand, tripping but catching myself over and over, though I'm sure if I were to stumble completely she wouldn't let me fall.
Two more Crawlers charge toward us from an open doorway when we reach the bottom. Duet releases me, her howling a horrid echo from the walls, her body barreling forward into the two guards. I stagger forward to help but she's done already, bits of armor flying so I'm forced to duck, then bits of person. Then blood.
Then nothing.
She grabs me again and we run, feet sliding through pools of sticky liquid I refuse to look at, begging the calm to come to me, to take me over completely if it needs to at last, but to allow me to go out fighting.
Duet stutters to a halt and propels me down a side tunnel. We're underground, I can feel the weight of the world above us, no windows, only gray concrete and metal doors. Some kind of prison or holding area, under it now, a sub-basement perhaps? She stops near a door, smashes it open, jerks me inside a small room, forces me face-first into the bottom of a metal ladder. The scent of rust is strong, rungs pitted with red, but Duet doesn't hesitate. She shoves me upward with her shoulder under my hips, grunting and humming while her body quivers with anger.
Climbing is easier than I thought, daylight showing through a crack far above me. I hear Duet roar again, the thud of her feet as she leaps down to the ground from part way up the ladder. I glance down, see her fight, taking out two more Crawlers. I stop, hang from one arm, wishing I could help her, but I know I'm a liability in the state I'm in and will only get in her way.
More armor. More pieces of people. Much more blood. She mounts the ladder again as shouting voices from down the hall precede pursuit.
“Out!” Duet isn't waiting for me, already behind me and I'm forced to climb as fast as I'm able, thankful the strength has returned to my body, the drug shaken off by my engineered metabolism.
I pop the cover at the top of the ladder and heave myself up and out into daylight. Duet practically leaps upward from the last rung like a shark broaching the water and pulls me to my feet.
“Wait.” I grasp the round lid, some kind of manhole cover, and drop it into place, cutting off the voices and the sounds of climbing. “Seal it.”
She snarls at me but drops to her knees. Ichor, her Tek blood, oozes green from her metallic hand, burning the edges of the cover. Someone bangs on the inside just as she finishes, but the weld is solid.
Duet is up again, pulling me along though I don't need her support any longer. I glance at her, fear growing. Gone is the mostly cheerful though damaged sister I knew for such a short time. In her place is a half-metal animal, panting in rage, madness filling her gaze, the cyborg half of her face twisted into a mask of hate.
“Duet!” I jerk free of her, stop at the corner of a brick building. A police station, the home of my cell. They'll be after us out the front soon, I know we have to hurry, but I have no idea where we are, somewhere near the docks still, I think. I need to get my bearings. “Duet, stop.”
She hunkers down, hugging herself and rocking, looking around in jerking motions. A low keening rises from her chest, making mine ache. I crouch next to her and try to hug her, but she pulls away as if my touch suddenly burns her.
“Hate her,” Duet whispers. “Hate her, Trio. Hatehatehatehate.”
I nod, touch her human cheek softly until she stills a little, then her metal side. The tension in it eases, falling from the frightening grimace into a more normal frown.
“Me too,” I say. “But we're free.” I hug her again and this time she doesn't retreat, but embraces me back, whole body trembling. “Thank you, Duet.”
She tries a smile, half a thing, but the insanity I saw in her eyes has faded a little. What did Solo do to our sister? My heart hardens suddenly, the hate she feels not enough for me.
I'll kill Solo for this. For all of it.
That's my task.
I rise, pull her up next to me, eyes darting around. Where are we? Before I can come up with a plan, I see movement, two figures running toward us.
I know them. The sight makes everything all right, really.
Beckett doesn't stop until I'm in his arms, Vander right next to him, but instead of savoring the moment, a moment we don't have, they both turn and run off again, my hand firmly clasped in Beckett's.
 
***
 
Chapter Twenty One
 
Poppy and the puppies are waiting for me when I slide through the boarded-up window and into the darkened interior of an abandoned building. She doesn't make a sound, just runs to me and hugs me around my neck, face pressed into my hair as she clings as if she'll never let me go.
The dog bounds forward, butts his head against my thigh. Our second reunion goes about the same as the first with him glued to me from that moment on.
Oh how I've missed him.
The puppies lick my fingers as I collapse at last, body aching suddenly. I've healed, that much is certain, but I can only guess from the way my muscles hurt from the damage Solo had actually done to me that I still feel it without showing outward sign of harm.
“How long?” I welcome Beckett's closeness as he sinks down next to me, the dog with his head and shoulders at an uncomfortable angle over my crossed legs, Poppy clinging to my other side while the puppies snuggle in as close as they can. I look around as Beckett answers me, seeing faces I know.
“Three days.” Beckett hands me a can of food and I gulp it gratefully while Socrates and Vander join us. A few of Chime's kids are there too, but there's no sign of her or Ande and I feel concern rise for the little engineer. “We followed them, saw where they took you, but couldn't find a way in.”
“No in,” Duet grunts over her own can of beans. “Out.”
“Yes, exactly.” I sigh a deep and relieved breath of air. I might not be fulfilling my task just yet, but at least now I have a chance.
A slim chance.
I fill Beckett and the others in on Solo, on Dauphine and how my sister is looking for Poppy.
The girl shivers while Beckett scowls.
“Why does she want Poppy?”
He's right. Why does she want the girl? I smile a little at my friend and she smiles a little back.
“I don't know,” I say, “unless she's aware how much I care about you and wants to use you against me.”
“Never,” Poppy says. “Not ever.”
“Not Poppy,” Duet says, rocking now, back and forth, hugging herself again as though fearful she might fly apart at any moment. “Mother.”
I shake my head. “Duet, what?”
Duet turns away from me, leans forward, rests her head on Poppy's lap. The girl strokes Duet's cheek while my sister hums herself into deeper retreat.
“Now you.” I toss the can aside, feeling better for the food in my stomach. I'm pretty sure I haven't eaten anything aside from the one small bite of pie in all this time. “Tell me what's happened.”
“This place,” Beckett shakes his head. “It's nothing like anywhere else.”
Socrates taps his fingers on the knees of his jeans, a familiar motion I'm used to. “It's full of Crawlers,” the boy says. “Full. And not our kind of Crawlers. Bigger. Better equipped.”
Vander nods, his soft glow visible in the low light of the darkened building. “There is some kind of order in this place,” he says in his smooth voice. “Food distribution. And no sign of Brights or Shambles or Howls. Only Crawlers and normal kids.”
Interesting. “She's followed us all the way here,” I say. “But why do I get the impression she's been here before?”
Beckett reaches out and scratches the dog's ear, the golden lab groaning in pleasure at his touch. “Because I think this is her stronghold. Trio,” he looks up, his blue eyes meeting mine, “why were you drawn here?”
I wish I knew. They all look at me, expectant, waiting. Again. Like on the train, as though being here is enough. “I'm sorry,” I say, misery making my voice crack, “I have no idea.” Though I now fear I'm only here because of Solo. And yet, my mother would never betray me. I know that much is true.
“I think I understand.” Socrates jabs an index finger at me though there is no anger in the gesture. “I think this is where you're from.”
Is it? I draw a breath, focus. Close my eyes and breathe. Am I from here, from New York. Is that why I was told to return? Yes, he's right. What had Duet said when we first arrived? Welcome home?
But why did I leave this city, and what was I doing on the other side of the continent?
“I wasn't supposed to be there.” I jerk a little as I open my eyes, the sound of my own voice startling in the quiet. “In Los Angeles. I was supposed to come here.”
Socrates is nodding along with me, but he doesn't speak, and I'm grateful. I need to chase down this awareness and find answers if I can.

“Time travel.” Duet perks up at that, her green eye fixing on me. “The Time Reparation Initiative.” She sits up. “The light.”
The light. Solo standing in the light. “It's not where,” I say, remembering the disk, what my sister and I discovered and didn't get a chance to tell the others. “It's when.”
Even Socrates is frowning at the idea, but I lunge forward and take his hand, the dog between us. “You remember, the book. The Hardy Boys. What was the date?”
“1992,” he says immediately, like I knew he would.
“Which makes this what year?” I lean back, look at Beckett. His face contorts as though he's trying to figure it out, but Vander is the one who speaks up.
“2012,” he says.
Duet shakes her head. “Too early.”
“Yes.” I find myself grinning. She's right. I was right when I first had the thought. “It's too early. By years.”
“What are you talking about?” Beckett's confusion makes me want to grip his face between my hands and kiss him.
“All along I've thought I was from somewhere else.” I look around me. “Because this isn't the world I know. But it is.” I shake my head, knowing how I sound. “I know this world, the people in it. But where I come from the Sick doesn't exist.”
Socrates chews aggressively at his bottom lip. “But that's not likely, is it?” He starts to rock as his agile brain works it out. “An alternate reality where things have moved on in a different progression. It's much more likely you've traveled in time.” He shakes his head with a grin. “I can't believe I just said that.”
“Back.” Duet's humming is broken by that one word.
“Back.” I pat her hand. “Solo said she's the cause of the Sick.” I sit up straighter. “The light. Time travel.” I'm shaking with the surge of the revelation. “She traveled back here, to the past, to your past, and brought the Sick with her.”
“So the world you know...” Vander sighed. “The world you know is our world, only our fate is much different than yours.”
We all sit in quiet for a little while. I know I'm right, have never been so certain and from the looks on the others faces they believe me. As impossible, improbable as it is, this explanation has to be the truth.
“I don't think much of her methods.” Socrates says at last. “Why destroy everything?”
“I have no idea.” My shoulders slump a little. There's still so much we don't know.
“Trio,” Duet sits up, reaches for me. “The light.” I nod absently, but she's insistent, pulling me closer. “The light.”
Fear grips my heart. “Duet,” I say, “is the light here?”
She sighs and sinks back. “Yes,” she says. “And no. Not the right one, not yet,” she says. “But it will be.”
“What does that mean?” Beckett looks back and forth between us while Socrates sucks air through his teeth in a sharp whistle.
“It means,” I say, dread growing with my renewed determination, “Solo isn't done. She's built another time portal. Here. Now.” My mind races with possibilities, though I know she can have only one goal. “She's going to go back farther. Where we can't reach her. And she's going to do this all over again.”
 
***
 
Chapter Twenty Two
 
It's Beckett who breaks our melancholy. “We can't worry about time travel or Solo's plans right now.” He climbs to his feet, offers me a hand in rising. “We need to find a safe place first, then figure this out.”
I step back from him, knowing I have to finally do what I've only attempted before. “Not this time.”
Beckett's scowl is immediate. “We're not having this argument again,” he says.
“Yes, we are.” I gesture for Duet to come to me and she does, though she looks longingly at Poppy. The dog sticks to me, and I know I'll never convince him to stay behind. “You all have to run. Get away from here. Let Duet and I handle our sister.” I stroke the dog's head as he looks up at me. “All of you.”
“Yes, go.” Duet turns away from them. “Can't help now. Go.”
I know she's only trying to keep from looking at Poppy, but her act has the desired effect. My friends are suddenly crushed, shoulders sinking, faces so sad I wish I could offer them more than escape for themselves. But it's all I have to give.
If that.
“This is for Duet and I.” I shove gently against the dog who refuses to budge.
“No,” Beckett says with so much venom in his voice I actually gasp a little. “It's not, Trio. That's the most selfish thing I've ever heard.”
Selfish? In this world? It's called survival. But he won't listen, crossing his arms over a chest expanding with anger.
“Solo did this to us.” He looks around at our friends. “She ruined our world, our future. Killed our parents, our friends and families. Took what should have been a good life and made it into rubbish and fear and loneliness.” His voice cracks a little though I don't know if from his growing rage or from deep-rooted sadness, though I imagine from both. “We deserve the right to go after her as much as you do. More. Because she did this to us.”
I pause, hesitate. He's right, but he's no match for her. I doubt I am.
“We're going to take her down,” Beckett says, “with your help or without it.”
I want to argue. I need to tell him to go. But one look down, a look lured by a soft whimper, and I'm lost in the dark eyes of the dog.
An engine rumbles outside, roars up to the boarded window, the sound of metal armor and the chatter of Crawlers sending us scrambling.
We're running, together, and I know I will never try to leave them behind again.
For better or worse, my friends and I are in this until the end.
We flee out the other side of the building, over discarded furniture long gone to rot, through a narrow window tucked in a cul-de-sac. And almost run right into a second Crawler truck as it spins around the corner and comes straight for us.
My first thought is Poppy. Solo was after her, is she still? I'm kicking myself immediately, mind going to our escape, to Duet's rescue of me. Solo has countless Crawlers at her disposal, and there were only a few guarding us? Especially when she is aware of our abilities.
A set up, then. I led them, Duet did, right to Solo's target.
But why Poppy?
I scramble down the street, the dog at my side, Socrates next to me with Shine in his jacket, Vander clutching Shade to his chest. I half turn, see Beckett and Duet with Poppy, the rest of the kids running behind.
“Duet!” I point at Poppy. “Protect her with your life!”
I might as well have lit a fire in her mind the way she spins and grabs the girl, swinging her up into her arms. Duet's face is a rictus of fury as she gallops past us, Poppy cradled protectively against her metal body.
Three streets and four building detours later and we've outrun the Crawlers. For now. Even now, as I peer out into the gathering darkness, I catch sight of an armored truck rolling past, a powerful light playing over the ground and filling the lengthening shadows.
“We won't be able to do anything if we have to keep running.” Socrates wipes his brow, setting Shine down for a moment. The puppy, I'm certain as brilliant as his father, doesn't wander but settles at the boy's feet and waits for our next move.
If we could just figure out what that should be.
“So much for you joining us,” I say, half light-hearted, unable to contain the little giggle rising from me. “You're not much good, are you?”
Socrates sticks his tongue out at me and laughs.
The dog's head comes up, a low growl killing my humor before it has a chance to go very far. I turn beside him, ready to fight though my calm that normally aids me in battle still eludes me.
But I know the person slinking close, the girl with the dirty bandana and the thick denim overalls. Chime shuffles forward, but she's not alone. And when I see Ande, I can't help but let my smile return.
He hugs me, shivering as he does. “My train,” he whispers. “They took her.”
I wish I could offer him more comfort. “I'm so sorry.”
Chime just watches us, her typical animosity missing though there's no caring in her eyes when I meet them. “Finally,” she says as her few kids with us gather around her, touching parts of her clothing as if to prove to themselves she's real. “We've been looking everywhere for you.”
Doubt and instant caution make me pull back as she rolls her eyes at me.
“We've made friends,” she says. “Who hate the Crawlers as much as we do.” There's hate in her voice, for certain. And yet, I can't bring myself to trust her.
But it's not her word I'm going by. When I glance at Ande, he nods. “They're okay,” he says. Glances sideways at Chime. “Leader's a bit of a case. But we're safe with them.”
His endorsement is enough for me. And we need somewhere to gather our thoughts, to try to come up with a plan to kill my sister.
If we can even find her. Though I know if I present myself she'll appear. With a horde of her Crawlers.
Not the best scenario, but I can't seem to come up with anything else. At least a hiding place with people who know the area will give me the time I need to come up with something more intelligent.
And yet I can't help but worry still. We've been betrayed so many times by so many people. Can we possibly take anyone's word?
 
***
 
Chapter Twenty Three
 
We're near the outskirts of the city, down by the water, close to Battery Park. That alone makes me nervous. I feel like we should flee in the other direction, away from the statue of the green woman and the Crawlers who seem to own this part of the island.
But Chime and Ande move with confidence and little fear so I go with them, my friends too, in silence. I see Beckett looking around, Vander too, and know I'm not the only one who can't help but wonder if lies hide around every corner.
There are few Crawlers, surprisingly. I assumed Solo's headquarters was near here, but they seem to have cleared out. Searching for us, or is she hiding elsewhere? I have to find out. That's my first job.
Why do I have the feeling this won't be over unless I take the battle to her?
A warehouse beckons and I feel a shiver of déjà vu. Back to the cruel and petulant Genki who first abused then betrayed us, only to betray us all over again. He was a hoarder, ran a place like the one we approach. Though his people weren't all bad. Which makes me wish I could help Dauphine.
The moment we enter I feel them, bodies pressing in around us. We're surrounded in a circle, layers and layers of kids. Trapped. Still, they've done nothing to harm us. Yet. I press my fingers into Duet's arm, holding her back as she moans and vibrates with tension.
A tall, skinny boy in a faded denim jacket, hair buzzed almost clean off, pushes his way through the crowd to face us. I dislike him right away and discover I have good reason.
“Nice work.” He pulls Chime against his hip, long arm draped over her shoulders. “You brought them right to us.”
She won't meet my eyes and, from the stuttering mess Ande suddenly melts into, I know he's been unaware of her duplicity.
While I suppose I should be afraid, surrounded as we are, a new leader thinking he can keep me from my task, I instead feel anger surge forth as the calm, my blessed calm, joins it in a soothing rush.
Everything is suddenly clear again, crisp and bright. Duet knows, I can see it in her posture, in the way her head tilts to the side as if she's waiting for me to act.
“Jinder.” Ande takes a step toward the tall guy only to be shoved back by one of the others. “You said you'd help.” So broken, my young friend, trainless, his purpose gone, now betrayed by one he needed to trust, if only to save the rest of us. His grief registers, but I refuse to let the calm go now I have it back.
Jinder laughs in the little engineer's face, still holding Chime to him as if he owns her. Which he does, I suppose. I wonder what he's offered her for her loyalty.
“There's a reward for them two.” He points at Duet and I. “And the brat.” Poppy scowls at him when he jabs a finger in her direction. “You think I'd pass that up?”
Ande's shoulders sag as he meets my eyes. “I'm sorry.”
“Don't be.” I find a smile through the calm even as the tingle rises inside me and I step forward, in front of my friends. I want to make sure they are out of the line of fire when I attack.
It's not the same as the night I killed the Howls with one surge of power. But I've been long out of the calm and my return has made me stronger, more balanced. More in control.
“There will be no reward for you,” I say as I reach out and touch Jinder's hand, the tingle transferring from me to him.
His eyes widen a little before he laughs. And laughs. His people laugh with him.
“Heard about that trick of yours.” He hugs Chime to him again. “How you can give folks the Sick.” Jinder shakes his head, an evil light in his eyes. “Can't give it to us, girlie.”
This isn't right. I feel the calm falter, fade from me as I stand there and stare at him.
What's gone wrong? My strength, I didn't imagine it. Did Solo do something to me while I was drugged? Change me somehow?
But no, nothing so personally sinister.
“We've had it,” Jinder says. “The Sick. I used to be a Howl.” He jerks a thumb at the boy beside him. “Hens here was a Shamble.” The others are nodding, some licking their lips, which I find infinitely disturbing as I back up and join my friends, now knotted together in the middle of the circle. “All of us, once. Then she came.” A smile splits his face but there's no happiness in it, just madness. And I know where that madness comes from. Have witnessed it firsthand.
“Solo,” I whisper.
He shrugs. “Don't know what you call her,” he says. “But she healed us, the lot, put us out here, safe and sound. Lets us hunt.” He smacks his lips, eyes traveling over Socrates. “Dark meat's my favorite.”
Beckett's growl is so low I think it's the dog at first while my stomach clenches in horror.
“You're healed,” Beckett says. “But you're still cannibals?”
“Got to liking the taste of humans.” Jinder's laugh carries, echoing from the walls of the huge space, the sound going on and on forever.
I need to act, to fight, but again the calm has deserted me and I can't do anything.
“Now,” Jinder finally pulls away from Chime, a grim and violent expression on his face, “you three are to be good girls and wait for the Crawlers.” He grins then, right at Socrates. “While we cook up your little pet here for dinner.”
I fight at last, but it's no use. They are as strong as I am, she's given them some power it seems. Duet battles furiously while Beckett does his best, but I'm dragged off before I can do anything to save my friends.
 
***
 
Chapter Twenty Four
 
Duet sits chained beside me, piled with so much metal even she can't break free, though I know she's trying, her ichor leaking out to attack the metal links. But they resist her blood and I know now Solo has prepared this group for us, likely has packs of kids similar to this one all around the city ready to grab us or pretend friendship in order to bring us in.
Which makes Socrates's suggestion I'm from here all the more real. Though when I think of the young genius my whole body rejects the thought he may even now be gone.
“Out.” Duet growls the word while Poppy rises, goes to the door of the little cage. It's mostly wood, with only a few steel bars. The ceiling is low, but it's wide and long, some kind of shipping container I can only guess. I know I can break us out, but what then?
What then?
“You have nowhere to go.” A familiar voice, one I'd thought never to hear again, speaks from the darkness. Cade eases forward on his haunches, looks up at me. His face is covered in crusted blood, but his nose looks straight so Brick couldn't have broken it after all. Unless he's like the others now, changed by Solo. I have every reason to believe that's the case.
Why would she discard him, then?
“Like we'll listen to you.” Poppy comes to my side, defiant, but obviously needing me to support her. I'm happy to do it.
Cade smiles at her, the winning smile I remember. Too bad his handsome face is such a mess under all that filth. Instead of charming, he only looks hideous. “Crawler weapons,” he says. “They'll kill you first and think about her later.”
Her. “Solo will kill them if they touch us.” I know I'm right. My sister doesn't care who she harms as long as she gets what she wants.
“I know that,” Cade says. “And so do they. But they're animals, Trio.” He smiles again, I'm sure trying to be alluring as he eases closer. “Not like us.”
Cade is as insane as Solo, I've known it since I met him.
“You're hardly in a position to help us either.” I gesture at the shackle pinning his left ankle. “Looks like you're dinner.”
Cade snorts. “Not me,” he says. “Too valuable.”
“To who?” I turn away from him, tired of his lies only to hear him hiss at me.
“I can get you out,” he says. “But you have to help me first.”
Duet snarls at him, green eye flaring. “Liar.”
I agree with her. “Prove it.”
He holds out the chain connecting him to the floor of the cage. “Have your pet freak melt this,” he says, “and I will.”
I sigh in frustration. It's not like the tether keeps him from reaching us. He still has lots of slack. So freeing him won't do any harm. I nod to Duet who spits at him, but finally extends her fingers over the offered links, two drops of ichor falling on the steel.
His chain hasn't been affected and he's free in seconds. Cade's smile doesn't falter as he eases closer as though he's won some sort of permission to join us.
“This way.” He points at the back wall of the container.
I scowl at him, look at Duet. “I'm not leaving without her.”
Cade winks. “Of course not.” He steps close to my sister. She snaps at him, teeth clacking together. “Tell her I'm helping.” He finally sounds afraid and I feel like laughing.
“Duet.” I nod to her. “Let him.”
She moans and begins to hum as Cade crouches before her. He's looking at the chains, link by link, stopping at last with a grin on his face as he turns to me, showing me the off-color loop.
“Missed one.” He holds it out to Duet. “Do your thing.”
She grabs for it, repeats her application of blood and the link parts. I stand back as Duet surges to her feet, the coils and coils of chain falling to the ground with an immense thundering of metal on wood.
Cade winces, holds his finger to his lips. We wait, breathless. I should have stopped her, slowed her down at least. Surely the sound will call guards. But no, nothing. She's free and so are we when Cade leads us to a loose board in the wall, hidden behind a pile of boxes and holds it open for us before following us out.
“Not done.” His whisper has a note of hysteria to it as he leads us deeper into the warehouse. There are more boxes like the one we were kept in. Cade examines one, then another before stopping at a third. I'm immediately relieved when Socrates rushes to the bars, a look of desperate hope on his face.
“They didn't eat you.” I smile as Duet makes short work of the lock.
“Not yet.” He grins at me before shuddering. The others pile out behind him, Beckett, the dog, the puppies, Vander and all.
“Chime.” Beckett's voice rumbles low. I want her too, badly. No matter the risk.
Cade glances over his shoulder toward the main part of the warehouse before shrugging.
“I can lead you to her,” he says.
I turn to Duet. “Take Poppy,” I say. “Guard her.”
“And the puppies?” Duet snuggles Shine against her cheek.
“And the puppies.” I pat her shoulder, meet Socrates's eyes. Vander's. “Go with her.”
They hesitate, but Socrates finally nods, Vander tipping his fingers at me from his forehead in some kind of salute before they slide away into the darkness.
Turning, I follow Beckett and Cade, the dog at my side.
 
***
 
Chapter Twenty Five
 
Luck is with us. We catch Chime alone as she leaves the main group where they huddle around a fire. They were easy to find, loud and still animal-like no matter how much healing Solo's done. I know we're on limited time. The Crawlers could be on us at any moment, but the sight of Chime rising from the circle and coming toward where we hide in the dark holds me still.
Very still.
I'm the one to grab her, my hand over her mouth. Her eyes are wide, the light of the distant fire shining on the whites. She stinks of burned meat and wood smoke, enough to make me gag, but I shove aside my revulsion and knock her to her knees.
She doesn't fight, doesn't scream, holds up her hands instead. Soft sobs emerge as she reaches for me, clutching at my pant legs. I've seen her angry, afraid, arrogant, but never weak. Until now.
They've broken her.
“I didn't know.” Her whisper is hoarse and heavy, a terrible sound. “I swear, Trio. I didn't.”
There have been times I've felt such rage I've been able to kill without conscience, but this is the first time I think I will enjoy it. I let fury settle around me as I bend and glare in her face.
“You betrayed your own people.” I don't have to say any more. I didn't see Ande at the fire or the kids we brought with us. Just her and the animals.
She shudders, shoulders slumping forward. “They have Ande,” she says.
Cade sighs, a sharp and angry sound. “We're running out of time.”
I spin on him and he backs off, but I know he's right.
“We have more to rescue.”
Cade hesitates, but nods at last when Beckett crowds him, fists ready.
We retreat, back the way we came, to the cages. I was sure they were empty, had I known would have searched them all. But there they are, the train's crew, huddled in terror at the back of the last box. Ande's weeping form falls in my arms as the door swings open.
I hold him a moment, feeling the bristly harshness of his red hair before he jerks free of me to face Chime.
“You were my friend.” He spits on her shoes, skinny body shaking with emotion. “Now you're dead to me.”
When he turns his back on her, Chime crumbles, falling to her knees. But that's not enough for her crew. They shove her, unresisting, into the box. Before I close the door, I grasp Chime's arm. The girl gasps, tries to pull away, but I refuse to release her. I have a new goal, though I'm unsure if I will succeed until the tingle sinks into her flesh and ripples through her body.
“Now,” I say. “What will they do to you when they find you here and us gone?”
She shudders, clutching the door Beckett binds with a length of rope he's found.
“Kill me.” I'm not sure if it's her answer or if she's begging me to. But I have better plans.
“They will.” I step back. “And hopefully when you're dead, they'll eat you.”
Chime rubs her arm, shaking and sobbing. “What did you do to me?”
“Just made you poisonous,” I say. “You can at least do some good being a last meal for your new friends.”
I turn away, see the horror on Beckett's face, but Ande is grim and determined and I know I've done the right thing.
The only problem, I have no idea if my soul will ever recover from it.
 
***
 
Chapter Twenty Six
 
We leave Chime behind, sobbing softly to herself and flee with Cade as our guide. I refuse to allow my heart to soften, calling gently to the calm to claim me. It does, sweeping over my senses, my body like a gift, though one that has its own price. I'll pay it, whatever the cost. This task of mine is nearing its end and I can't afford to be weak.
Someone grunts faintly ahead, a boy goes down, followed by a girl, both bloodied and silent when I run past them. I speed up, catching Cade, no longer willing to simply follow. I need to see, to be aware of where he leads us. I would never be so foolish as to trust him. Expect the betrayal I now know is coming.
Jinder's people are terrible watchdogs, too busy looking out to even pay attention to what's going on within their stronghold. The two final guards at the small doorway Cade guides us to don't even flinch until we're on them, and even then they simply stare in shock, unbelieving we were able to escape.
Fools, all of them. I wonder at Solo's influence, on what she's building here and why she feels the need to travel through time again. Perhaps this isn't exactly what she intended. If not, what is?
I don't want to know. I just want to fix this and go home.
I'm fooling myself. As we retreat down a side alley, the warehouse falling behind, traveling deeper into the city with Cade still leading, I try to be more honest about this. It's likely whatever I need to do to fulfill my task will require either my death to accomplish or the total consumption of my soul by the calm. Either way, I, Trio, will no longer exist. Can I live with that?
I can. For them. For Beckett who grabs my arm and pulls me back, blue eyes concerned. For Poppy who cradles Shade in her arms like she's the most precious thing in the world. For Vander and Socrates and even little Ande. For the future my sister has robbed them.
I'll do anything.
“Time to go our own way.” Beckett pulls us to a stop, glaring at Cade who turns and grins at him.
Beckett is correct. We have other things to do and Cade isn't a part of my plans.
Turns out he doesn't much care what I have in mind. The narrow street, tight with trash and an abandoned car is a natural funnel, forcing us to a thin line. As the back of it fills up with attackers first, I feel the calm tighten its hold, crushing my spirit. Let it. The front of the street is filling too, more kids, kids who look to Cade, wait for him to act.
The calm might be devouring me, but I need all the help I can get.
Cade laughs at Beckett as my friend surges forward, out of the bottleneck to stand beside me. I hear Poppy scream from the other end and turn to see her and Socrates in the grip of this strange group.
“Perfect.” Cade salutes me. “I knew you'd play right into my hands, Trio. You're nothing if not predictable.”
“Am I?” Fearless. Cold. Empty. His face is a curiosity to me, but only because I wonder if his altered body would survive splintered bone driven into his brain. There's one way to find out.
Poppy's shout is a distraction as is Beckett's hoarse cry as he tries to fight his way back down the narrow way to reach her. I turn around again, see Vander fighting off the others, pulling Socrates free, Shade barking as the one holding Poppy turns and runs away. The others follow as Beckett screams Poppy's name, held back by Cade's people. Socrates and Vander run after Poppy, disappearing from view.
My anger finds me as I spin and roar, the sound filling the alley with a volume so loud my ears ache. Poppy. They dare.
Duet, oddly silent, surges forward, leaping for Cade. His hand lifts, a black box sizzling with electricity. The taser jolts my sister, sending bolts of white and green lightning across her cyborg implants, her whole body jerking like a demented puppet before she collapses to the ground, the soft sound of sizzling fading in the sudden quiet.
She doesn't have the calm, it seems. That's my gift. Curse. Gift.
Cade's smile is manic. “You already know what she made me into.”
Solo. I nod. “Obviously.”
His amusement cracks. Is he afraid of me? Of my calm? He should be.
He should be.
Beckett pants behind me. Has he given up? Not likely. I glance over my shoulder, see Cade's people falling back, the gap blocked by a few bodies, downed by rocks from Beckett's pockets.
“Beckett,” I say. “Get Poppy.”
He attacks anew, Cade's people retreating from the deadly stones in his hands, from the flying debris I can only imagine his mind controls. He breaks out through the remains of the pack and runs off after Vander and Socrates. I hear a whimper, only then notice Ande crouched to the side, the puppies at his feet, dog standing guard, pushed back so far against the shaking boy his tail and hind quarters aren't visible.
They don't matter. Only Cade and the taser and his death. Duet groans softly as Cade raises the weapon toward me, smile returning, lighting his eyes with that old familiar madness.
I feel the rumble under my feet before he does, am already leaning down to grab my sister, pull her to her feet as Cade's back-up scatters, kids running from the Crawler truck that pulls to a screaming halt at the end of the ally. Cade spins, practically spitting with rage.
“No!” He holds up the taser at them, as though threatening the four soldiers who jump down and stomp toward us. “I caught her! I was bringing her in!”
The calm wants me to kill him, but agrees there are better times and places for such things. I'm turning before he finishes speaking, Duet leaning in to me, Ande gathering the puppies and retreating, the dog shoving ahead as point. I don't look back, don't have to. From the sizzling sound of the taser Cade is occupied, though I hope the Crawlers don't kill him before I get the chance.
We break out into the street, the dog galloping away toward a distant corner and I follow without a thought. He at least I can trust without issue and I know he will take us where we need to go.
More taser sounds from behind. Cade is more wily than I gave him credit for. Good. Perhaps I'll get to kill him after all.
It's not until we reach the corner, turning it, Ande panting next to me with the two puppies clutched to his chest, Duet moaning but able to run at least clutched to my side, that I hear the pounding of feet approach, the snap of the taser and know my chance at Cade has come sooner rather than later.
Excellent.
I spin easily, sliding Duet away from me, propped against the side of the building, Ande hustling past with his huge eyes staring at me on the way by. The dog barks behind me, but I ignore him, all my attention focused on the handsome, insane young man running toward me.
He doesn't speak, nor do I. There's nothing to say. His madness rules him, white froth oozing from the corner of his perfect mouth, taser up and ready as he runs full-out, only the sound of his feet and the huff of his breathing breaking the silence.
I wait for him, feel the familiar slowing of time, see he's fast, faster than he was before. Almost as fast as me.
Almost.
Were I not inside the calm, he would have me, I'm certain. If I did not give myself so completely to it, I would be dead in that moment. But I have been created for this, I have a purpose and he is simply an afterthought.
The taser skims the edge of my jacket collar as I flex to the right, Cade's arm traveling past my face, his body impacting mine with his full weight and the force of his leap. It's all right. I don't mind how he carries me to the ground, pressing himself into me, compressing my lungs until I can't breathe, his forehead connecting with mine hard enough I see stars.
It's all right. Because this close contact is all I need.
All I need.
Cade's body convulses as I embrace him, the tingle surging into him. Not the Sick, not this time. Solo gave him what he wanted, but I give him more, filling him up, flooding every cell in his body with the power inside me.
His mind expands even as his eyes widen, face pulling back from mine just enough I see his pupils dilate, his skin flush, every vein in his body swelling until his skin is almost purple with fine lines and pulsing ropes.
Yes. His mental voice reaches me, touches my mind, grasps onto me just as the power peaks.
Cade explodes above me, body stretching outward into a million shards of bright light, his dying cry an echo of lost power. Each shining star falls, touching me, filling me up again, returning what I've given him, bringing with it the gifts Solo gave him.
And more.
Ande is tugging on me, Duet too. She's recovered. I should be glad, should hug her and run, but I stumble and stagger, letting them pull me on, toward the dog and his wagging tail.
I can't focus, can't think. Not while Solo's power is driving me insane.
 
***
 
Chapter Twenty Seven
 
I'm dragged into darkness, both physically and mentally, but I have no concern for the physical.
I'm lost in a spiraling hole so deep and black it devours the calm, my heart, my will to live.
Light flickers, images, pieces of my past, a vortex of memory rewinding slowly at first and then faster and faster until I'm sucked through my life as though I'm a toy bobbing in the center of a tornado that will tear me into tiny slivers as it did Cade.
Rewinding. Rewinding. Rewinding.
All the way to the end.
To the beginning.
***
Birth. Cold wetness and loud sounds, warmth at last, hands lift me, a sweet voice whispers her love in my ear, the scent of her made precious because of our contact.
Growing. Two others, like me, the woman hovering over us, her love as strong as though we'd been born of her body instead of the hard glass tubes of our shelter. And a man, I know him, know him very well, hovering over me too, his smile as kind and gentle and loving as hers. He has a name.
She has a name.
Poppy. My mother's name is Poppy.
And her husband. Her husband is Beckett.
My heart swells inside me, so big I know I won't survive if it grows much larger, but I do, and my sisters do. Two and One and I am Three. The old scientist, Beckett's father, Dr. Gorman. He tries to keep us from being human but I know, I know I'm more human than he is.
But we're special. Doesn't Mother tell us we're special when Dr. Gorman can't hear? Whisper she loves us, call us her little kittens as she strokes our faces one after the other, never favoring one over two over three.
I learn everything so easily, I hunger for more. Fighting, weapons, battle strategy. Ballet, music, painting, sculpture. Math, science, physics, astronomy. Languages old and new, dead and as fresh as a new day. All of it.
My sisters grow as I grow, learn as I learn, develop. But I know Dr. Gorman is upset. We're the same, are we not? Identical in every way. Taken from the same gene splice, the same stem cells. Identical. So why is it we are different? Why do our personalities alter, our own individual uniqueness develop?
He threatens to shut down our program while Mother begs him not to. Two is upset, crying, but One just smiles at me like she knows things I don't and I have no doubt that's true. She is our leader, the strongest of the three of us. She likes being seen, doing things risking our exposure. Being a star. Two follows her blindly, happy to do so. But I, I know the limits One pushes, the possibility of our termination.
Be a good girl. A good clone.
Flashing through memory as we grow, older, taller, more perfect, more complete.
Our pure DNA, as pure as our mother's, has been augmented. Strengthened. A gift placed inside each of us—the ability to heal, to create life through our touch. But more importantly, to improve the DNA of those around us.
To make others as perfect as we are.
One is the first to figure out hers, but the rat she experiments on dies a horrible death, ends in a puddle of horror. She shows me, shows Two. I want to tell the doctor or Mother, but One won't let me. And I listen to her.
I listen.
Until the day she comes to me, breathless. Dr. Gorman has convinced Mother and Beckett. We aren't working out the way he wanted. We're to be terminated. Two is horrified, heartbroken, but I have doubts. One leads us to the Time Chamber, where the scientists working on the bubble hover around their consoles. One kills them all while I watch, an "o" of horror shaping my mouth. I'm unable to move, to breathe as she activates the bubble and stands in its light, beckoning to me, to Two.
Neither of us moves as she vanishes in it.
More flashes of memory. I'm standing before the bubble myself, dressed as I remember being dressed when I woke in the school bathroom in Los Angeles. Two stands beside me, dressed the same. The whole world wavers outside the windows, shimmering. A flying bird is trapped just outside the bubble, motionless. Mother takes Two's hands and leads her forward, crying. Kisses her cheek. Sends her through the bubble before I'm led toward it the same way, my mother's hands clasping mine.
“Three,” she whispers. “I love you. You must save us. Find your sister and kill her.”
“And when you're done,” Dr. Gorman says, “go back through the bubble, to before we begin this horrible project, and tell us to stop.”
I'm horrible to him. Yes, of course. I'll obey.
Good girl. Good clone.
I enter the bubble and everything
Stops.
***
I open my eyes, drawing a deep, cleansing breath, filling my lungs until I feel my chest might split from the pressure before letting it all out again. My body responds when I ask it to sit up, to look around. The calm is gone, but I don't need it anymore. I am it, though somehow more. I can feel, but I am me again.
Beckett sits beside me. But not my mother's Beckett. This is him, young. My Beckett, but not mine. In a world gone very wrong. I take his hand, feel the familiar warmth. Find myself smiling. “I know you now,” I whisper.
He seems troubled. “We thought we lost you.”
I meet eyes surrounding me—Vander, glowing softly. Socrates, his dark brow furrowed. Ande.
The dog. The puppies lie at his feet, watching me. But when the dog nods slowly I understand him better than I ever had.
“It worked for some,” I say to him as if he can answer me. “Just like humans. Didn't it?”
Again that nod. Can he read my mind? We have skills beyond the normal. I have no doubt that's true of the dog as well.
“Trio.” Socrates leans close. “What happened? What did you do to Cade?”
I shake my head. “That doesn't matter now,” I say. Look up. Meet Beckett's eyes. “Poppy.”
Mother.
I might as well have asked him to take his own life. His face crumples, shoulders sagging. I've never seen him so lost, so broken.
“Gone,” he whispers.
Duet grunts next to me and I turn, noticing her for the first time. I see the girl I knew superimposed over the cyborg she is now and lean in to hug her.
“Poppy,” Duet says.
“Yes.” I lean back. “Solo has to know who she is by now. That's why she wants her.”
My friends look confused.
Time to tell them everything.
 
***
 
Chapter Twenty Eight
 
They listen with more patience than I would have, there in that underground garage surrounded by the ghosts of privilege. Beckett seems upset his fears are founded, that his father was the creator of the Sick.
“But not in the way you think.” I squeeze his hand, still in mine. “This is a gift, or meant to be. Solo turned it into the means to make the world into what she wanted.”
I let him brood, turning to Socrates. “The disk.”
He nods. “You mentioned that. Just so happens, we might be able to figure it out after all.”
When he gestures, I find a huge smile on my face, an odd joy giving me goosebumps. Just behind him, hidden in the shadows of the abandoned cars, is the SUV. Our SUV. Duet's creation.
“How?” I stand, go to it, run my hands over the plated metal, some black with electric charge.
“They couldn't make it run.” Beckett stands beside me, hands in his back pockets. “So they left it there. We went back for it.”
Socrates opens the passenger's door, pulls out the laptop. “Duet charged it while you were out,” he says. “Let's see what we can find.”
I bend and scratch the dog's ears while Socrates boots up the old computer, crouching to accept licks and nips from the puppies before the opening chime sounds and I'm up to look at what Socrates is doing.
Socrates scowls over the encrypted files, but my former confusion is gone. “Let me,” I say. Three taps of the keys and the garbled contents are in English. I helped encrypt it, after all.
Schematics and instructions. I already know what for. I jab one finger at the screen while Duet hums beside me, chin over my shoulder as Socrates gapes.
“Time portal,” I say. “Everything we need to build one is right here.”
Socrates turns to me, eyes huge, mouth gaping. “We can build one?”
But Duet is shaking her head, poking me and I know her distress is as powerful as mine. I'm looking over the components, memories flying even as my knowledge increases by the second.
“No,” I say at last, a soft grief pulling at my confidence. “Not in time.”
Vander cocks his head to the side. “Time,” he says. “Rather ironic, isn't it?”
“It is.” I flash him a little smile. “But it's likely we're too far behind Solo to build our own before she perfects hers.”
“You think she's building one?” Socrates can't seem to take his eyes off the screen now.
“She already has.” Of course she has. This can't be all she's after.
“But she doesn't have this.” Beckett looks confused, but he's right there with me and ultimately that's all that matters.
“As far as I know, she doesn't.” If she did, she'd have figured out how to make the thing work already. She must be creating on memories. I know she spent a lot of time in the Time lab with the scientists. I shake my head. How could Dr. Gorman have been so foolish to allow her access? But we were girls then, children. Brilliant. But harmless.
At least, I used to think so. I know differently now.
“She has to have a machine,” I say as the truth clicks through in my head. “It's how she deflected Duet from her path. And how she sent me to Los Angeles. I was supposed to arrive the moment Solo did. So was Duet.” My sister nods her agreement, hum louder as I go on. “Not seven years early.” That instant between Duet's departure and mine, how did it stretch into years? “She's found a way to build one, but it's not perfect. It's not working the way she wanted.”
“Why Poppy?” Beckett's voice is soft, hurt, but his face is a mask of stone when I meet his eyes. “She can't help with the machine.”
“No,” I say. “No she can't.” I sigh, feeling my energy drain for a moment as I sag a little. So much to do. I must save them, have no choice. This is why I'm here. “Either Solo has figured out Poppy is the girl who will become our mother, or she simply wants her because of us.”
Socrates's eyebrows arch as he turns to me. “Not likely.”
I feel foolish. She must know. Now that I have my memories, I know. I see Poppy's face in my mind and it's my face, when I was young. But what benefit will Solo get from holding the girl who is our mother?
I don't know, but it can't be good.
“More clones, maybe?” Socrates chews his lower lip. I find my gaze falling to Ande who sits at my feet next to the dog, lap full of puppies. I'm looking at them all differently now.
Do I know him, too?
Do I know them all?
I jerk my attention back to Socrates. “I doubt it,” I say. “Though who knows what she's thinking.”
Duet's hum ends abruptly. “Poppy,” she says. “Let's get Poppy.”
Beckett's blue eyes tell me he agrees.
And frankly, so do I.
“We have to find Solo and her machine,” I say. “And fix it ourselves.”
“We'll have to kill her, you know.” Beckett's voice is still soft. “Are you okay with that?”
Duet growls, her voice matched by the dog.
“Of course,” I say, happy not to feel a trace of empathy for my sister. “It's why we're here.”
Beckett almost takes a step back. His body wavers, shifts from me, though after a second he strengthens as if understanding at last I'm not anyone he really should be attached to.
Not anymore.
“A boat.” Vander leans in, looking at the computer as Socrates taps at keys. “We have to find one if we're going to Liberty Island.”
“No,” I say, the towering structure of the building we were born in coming easily to my mind. “Not the statue. They used that for a reference point. Easily recognizable. But we're not going there.”
“Solo knew you were coming here.” Vander's glow increases slightly as he shifts his weight as the motion pulses his blood.
“She did. But she had no idea Dr. Gorman chose the liberty statue as my beacon.” She had Brick for that.
Socrates is distracted enough to look up again. “Then where?”
I point at the schematic, at the building blueprint beneath the machine. “It was built specifically for the size and materials that went into this structure,” I say. “The Empire State Building.”
 
***
 
Chapter Twenty Nine
 
I leave the others behind, though the dog refuses to let me go alone. And so does Beckett.
“She's my responsibility,” he says, though I know his need to find her is much more than that.
Oddly, Duet doesn't argue when I tell her I'm going without her. She just meets my eyes for a moment before hugging me. “Three,” she says. “Love you.”
My heart clenches as I embrace her. “Love you, Two.”
She giggles softly, a little girl's sound, reminding me of who she used to be. I release her, walk away, the dog on one side and Beckett on the other.
It's not far. We've returned the whole way, it seems, much farther than I expected. Beckett, the dog and I emerge from the parking garage at Macy's department store and head down West 43rd to 5th Avenue. From there, it's a straight shot all the way to 34th and the building in question, though I know our journey there, a mere nine city blocks, will be far more complicated than my memory tells me.
And still, I can't help but enjoy the beautiful day, so strange how the past tries to dominate this present. Though, in truth, it's the future wanting to win over the past. I know I'll go slowly insane if I try to work out the difference and instead shrug it off.
It's not like what I'm thinking about will make one bit of difference in the end.
These streets are clean, hard to hide, but they are echoingly empty too. I know Solo must be watching, but we have no choice. I have to go.
We pass the library on our right and my thoughts go to Socrates. It's a wonder they were able to convince the young genius to hide in a department store when he had a library to peruse, but I suppose none of us are as innocent as we used to be and perhaps his priorities have changed. The idea of it makes me infinitely sad. As sad as the sight of Bryant Park, empty of happy children and their watching mothers, joggers and bicyclists. Now it stands empty, trees and grasses grown wild. Mother Nature has reclaimed parts of the city, and though I'm pleased to see the green, I still miss the happy bustle that used to be—or will be—or is—Manhattan.
The Empire State Building looms on the right, towering over the skyline. I used to love—will love?—to go up to the observation deck and look out over what felt like the center of the world, wave to Lady Liberty on her little island and dream of a life more ordinary, a life where I could live in a little house in the countryside and have a dog and maybe own my own car.
The dog part has come true. Though I don't exactly have him as much as he owns me.
We turn the corner onto 34th and I see her as we approach, my sister standing on the street outside what will be our home. She waves even, smiling still, a perfect, shining girl in the middle of a dead city.
Beckett pulls on my arm, brings me to a halt. “She can't be alone.”
I shake my head, find myself smiling and waving back at Solo. “Of course not,” I say. “We're surrounded.”
He seems appalled, overwhelmed. As if he doubts my sanity. But I smile at him as I drop my hand, touch his cheek.
“If she wanted us dead,” I say, “she would have killed us already. Let's see what she has to say.”
Beckett nods at last, sighs, follows me while the dog never falters.
I love him. Both hims. That knowledge widens my smile as I stop half a block from Solo.
“Hello, One,” I call out. “Came home, did you?”
Her laughter reaches me easily. “You did too, Three.” She beckons, but I hold my ground. “We have things to talk about, you and I.”
Beckett is about to speak, but I raise my hand, shake my head a little. “You have someone who doesn't belong to you. I'd like her back, please.”
Solo drops her hands to her sides. “Of course,” she calls. “I'd be happy to. A little trade.”
Am I wrong? Does she not know who Poppy is?
No. Of course she does.
“You, Trio.” Solo hugs herself suddenly, surprising me. “I'll let Mother go if you'll come to me.”
I feel them emerging, Solo's army, her Crawlers of choice, coming out of the buildings around us, flooding the street, there to protect their creator and to bring me in.
“She won't do it.” Beckett's hand on my arm tightens. “She'll take you and Poppy too.”
“I know.” I sigh. “But what else can I do?”
His blue eyes gaze into mine. “You knew this was a trap.”
“I wanted you to stay behind.” I touch his cheek again. “But yes. There was no way she would let me near her, not this easily. If I go with her, maybe I can gain access to her machine. Fix it.” I drop my hand again, but wave outward before it thumps against my hip. “Fix this.”
“She won't let you.” His fingers flex, bruising me, but I don't complain. I crave the contact even though I know he can never be mine.  I have a job to do. “You can't affect her Crawlers.”
“They are all adapted,” I say. “Or she wouldn't put them out here. She knows what I can do.”
What she can do. Duet.
I'm about to move, muscles bunching for motion when I feel his mind tickle against mine and my head whips around.
Don't leave me. So he's accepting his abilities at last. I'm happy for him despite the desperation of his message. I can't lose you too.
He's a distraction, I know that now. I need to shake off my feelings for him, embrace the calm. That's why it’s here, to keep me safe from my memories of the older, wiser Beckett, the one who wasn't my father, but might as well have been.
No wonder our contact felt so wrong. Beckett belongs to Poppy.
I'm just her shadow.
I can't save him now. Couldn't save him then. She killed him, I remember. Solo.
Beckett dead on the floor, body dissolving while Poppy screamed and screamed and screamed—
Solo laughs. Does she know what I'm thinking about as I look in blue eyes begging me to stay as much as his precious mind does?
“It's your fault.” I turn to her, all joy gone, dead. “The Sick. You came here, did this on purpose.”
She shrugs. “You knew that already,” she says while her troops stand silent. They know too, and don't hate her for it. For their dead world, their dying race.
Don't care.
Why should I?
“This is our destiny, Trio.” Solo begins to walk toward me, slowly, one stride at a time. “You don't think Dr. Gorman knew what we were when he created us? You think he was that unaware of what he was doing to our genome?” She stops close enough she doesn't have to raise her voice anymore, but far enough from me I can't reach her before her Crawlers get to me first. “Our perfection is too good for humanity,” she goes on. “That's why so many died when I brought them our gift.” Solo poses, artful, like the supermodels she once admired in the pages of magazines we weren't supposed to see. “If humanity is to reach its full potential, everyone needs to be perfect.”
“You're going back further.” I don't bother pretending I didn't know.
“I am,” she says. “I will build my utopia based on my advanced DNA, our flawless genome.” She pauses, again as though this is some play, she reading from a movie script. “But I don't want to do it alone.”
It's me she's after then. Not Poppy. Doesn't care about our mother, our source DNA. She wants me, as she always did. But not for my abilities. She needs someone to admire and respect and follow her, someone who understands everything.
That someone used to be our other sister. “What about Two?” Duet. I'm falling back into old patterns with Solo. It's so easy.
Solo laughs with abandon. “She's been damaged, her essence tainted by that Tek blood of hers, the metal.” She holds her hands out to me, as if welcoming me into her arms. “But you and I, Trio, we could do great things together.” She pauses another heartbeat. “Sister.”
Beckett's mind presses against mine while the dog softly chuffs, his head turning around, looking back the way we came. I hear the sound of an engine approaching, know I'm out of time. The Crawlers aren't going to wait forever, and neither is Solo.
But I'm mistaken, I know that the moment I see Solo's expression change, her gaze over my shoulder, the shouts of her Crawlers, the way her frown pinches a thick line between her brows, aging her. She's older, twenty years older than me. It's the first time I see her as flawed on the outside and it makes me smile.
Until I turn and catch sight of the SUV, Duet at the wheel, hurtling toward us, my damaged sister's mouth wide open as she punches the radio, a country music song suddenly blaring as she runs Solo down.
 
***
 
Chapter Thirty
 
I can feel Solo's fear from where I stand, as I turn back and face her. I'm fearless myself, though Beckett jerks on my arm, the dog barking at me. Crawlers whip by like tossed dolls, ricocheting from the armored SUV as it mounts the curb and flies toward Solo, only feet from me.
From Beckett.
Solo turns, I lose sight of her as Beckett pulls on me, finally moving me back. The SUV continues its path on a wobbly angle, taking out more Crawlers as it ploughs up the sidewalk, the steps and crashes into the glass doors of the building where it finally comes to a jarring halt.
The entire vehicle shudders, green ichor running from it as it seems to gasp. And dies.
Duet. I have to save her. I'm pulling free of Beckett, trying to run but he won't let me, the dog won't let me. I watch in horror as I'm dragged away as two Crawlers jerk open the passenger door of the now silent truck and pull Duet out. She's crumpled, damaged, her precious Tek blood leaking onto the sidewalk to join the mess her creation has left behind. Crawlers are yelling, I think I am too, smoke climbing from the wreck as Beckett turns me around and pushes me into a run.
I reach for her with my mind, feel Duet, dull but alive at least. I glance back over my shoulder, see Solo round the back of the truck, point at me. She's unharmed. Duet has failed and now is in her custody. The Crawlers turn, begin their chase, but we have a good lead by now. I turn away, almost trip as Beckett jerks me to the side. Not all of the Crawlers went down under Duet's wheels.
Brick grins at me, no helmet, but dressed as one of them. He feels different to me, augmented.
“Hello, Trio.” He says. “Now it's my turn.”
He attacks, so fast I don't have time to dodge him, take his fist full to my jaw, falling back. I would have crashed to the ground if it weren't for Beckett and his hold on me. Stunned, I straighten, face Brick again.
How is he so fast?
“You can't beat me.” He leans in, making no effort to continue the attack. “She's made me like you. Perfect. I have it all.” Brick flexes one hand, his skin taking on a soft white glow before his eyes shift to animal and back again. “All of their powers, just like you. And you thought you were special.”
Horror, fear, anger. Calm. I hadn't thought I needed it anymore. But it rises when I call. I ignore the pounding feet approaching, the knowledge we have seconds before we're overrun. Brick is right. She's gone the extra mile with him.
But he's nothing like us.
My foot connects with his right knee, my elbow finding the back of his neck and we're running together, the dog, Beckett and I while I curse Solo and her need for perfection.
 
***
 
Chapter Thirty One
 
We run forever, around the library, through the park, weaving and zigzagging, though in time the Crawlers stop their chase, turn around, go back. I have to wonder why. Can only assume Solo has other plans.
And now instead of just Poppy, she has Duet as well.
The calm fades from me as I pant to a halt near the mouth of West 43rd and 6th, the Avenue of the Americas. The name always made me smile when I was younger. Now it's just another name in another dead city.
This isn't my home. Not anymore.
The others are waiting for us inside the parking garage, hunched together near the entrance.
“We tried to stop her.” Socrates hugs me. “But she went crazy, took the SUV.” He looks around me at Beckett, the dog. “What happened?” Tears form in his eyes, spill over. “Where's Duet?” Her name comes out as a wail and I hug him close, not for the first time reminding myself he's just a boy. As brilliant as he is, as intelligent and thoughtful, he's still only a kid.
I hate Solo even more as I stand there and hold my sobbing friend.
This has to end.
I meet Beckett's eyes as I speak. “We have to rescue them.”
Beckett shakes his head, gestures to Ande and Vander, both holding puppies. “We have to go.” He sounds so defeated. So lost. It's not fair.
I go with them as they retreat, Socrates pulling free of me to be alone in his misery, hugging myself in turn with no one to comfort me. The dog licks my hand and a part of the terrible self-pity eases. Of course I do. I have him.
Beckett's low cry is enough of a warning I don't run into his back, but not enough to keep us from being surrounded. Again. I'm so tired of it, of being captured and beaten and my friends threatened my anger bubbles to a boil, the volcano of my rage shredding the calm and calling up the tingle.
I surge to the front, teeth bared, feeling more animal than human. Than clone. “Just try it,” I snarl even as the rational part of me wonders why the dog chooses right then to sink to his haunches, tongue hanging out as though he's laughing at me.
He's not afraid. Or angry. And he has good reason.
Ever exits the darkness and comes to me, her Tek blood glowing in the dim light of the garage.
“Trio,” she says. “We found you.”
My rage is gone in a rush, and I'm surging forward to hug her. She returns my embrace without hesitation though her body is tight with tension, and when I lean back to look in her eyes I see her peaceful, kind face is now creased with anger.
“Tell me.” I stand close with her as her people approach, Beckett and the others coming near to hear. I look around at the twenty or so Teks she's brought and feel my stomach sink out from under me even as she speaks.
“The Crawlers came.” It's a simple statement, bold and precise, and tells me everything I need to know. But she goes on, as if she can't help herself even as I wish I could help heal her broken heart. “Not the Crawlers we know. Different. Augmented somehow.” She shudders slightly, anger flickering to fear before returning. “They destroyed everything, Trio.” Pale green tears stand in her eyes, tinting the whites until they glow. “Killed my people.” A soft sigh rises from the others. But it's not a sigh of sadness. It's full of fury.
“Ever, I'm so sorry.” Again this is my fault. Will my guilt never end? I reach for her, but she shakes her head.
“We've come to help.” She gestures at her companions, all that's left of her Teks. “For revenge.” Gone is her passivity and I can hardly blame her. “It's time to fight back.”
I nod, sadness at her loss even greater now. “It is.”
She draws a breath, as if afraid of what I'll say. “Where is Duet?”
“Solo has her.” There's no easy way to say it. I fill her in on what's happened while the Teks vibrate with need. “We have to get her back.”
“This is excellent news.” Ever's smile is grim and oddly evil, so unfamiliar on her kind face.
I find myself gaping at her. “What?”
Ever eases up a little, grasping my arm. “We can track her,” she says. “Using our blood and her implants. We can communicate with her, Trio. She may be of more help to us captive than free.”
A flush of relief rolls over me, though my worry for Duet remains. If Ever is right, not only will I be able to make sure Duet is all right, but she might be able to help us end this.
I smile a little at Ever, equally grim, but determined to make this work. “What do you need us to do?”
 
***
 
Chapter Thirty Two
 
I know I should be helping as I hear Beckett and Ever discuss a battle plan. I have a great deal of knowledge which could help. On the other hand, it's the same knowledge Solo has, so perhaps it’s best if I stay out of it and let them decide what to do next. Easier to sit on the ground and let the puppies use my jacket cuffs for tug-of-war.
“Assault machines.” Ever points at the cars around us, at the Crawler vehicle they stole to drive here. It's a large army truck, plenty big for her small group. We've retreated farther into the garage, hunkering down with a clear view of the exit, but lots of cover. If this were any other city I'd be worried about Shambles or even Brights, but not in Solo's city. She's made sure of that.
“Only one?” Beckett shakes his head. “What good will that do?”
Ever shrugs. “We brought more things with us to help. And our blood added to these machines gives us a powerful advantage.”
They are discussing the end game. The end. Do they expect to survive a full attack? Surely they aren't so foolish. I need to know what's going on inside that building first, before we go any further.
“Duet.” I speak up, look up, see them watching me. “We can't do anything until we talk to my sister.”
Ever nods immediately. “You're right.” She gestures, two Teks obey, running to the back of their truck to bring out what looks like an old ham radio, something out of the dark ages. But it's wired with green ichor and hums with a life of its own, increasing my confidence in its capabilities.
Ever gives me the small handset. The black plastic triangle sits perfectly in the palm of my hand, vinyl cord hanging over my wrist as she turns on the radio. My thumb twitches over the call button, heart beginning to race at the thought this might work.
It's a moment of fiddling before a low hum comes from the speakers and Ever nods to me. “Speak to her, Trio.”
My hand trembles, the call button stiff as I press it, mouth suddenly dry. “Duet.” I have to clear my throat before I can try again. “Duet, it's Trio. Can you hear me?”
“Trio.” Her voice emerges from the speakers and I almost collapse in relief. But as she continues, I realize I have little reason to rejoice in her survival. “TrioTrioTrioTrioTrioTrio—” She breaks off as though she'd been stuck in some kind of mental and vocal loop. “Three.”
Tinny. Distant. But worse, worse than how far she is, how distorted, she no longer sounds human at all.
“Hurts, hurts so much, hurts.” Duet rambles in her dead, toneless voice. “Pain, Three, pain all the time and all the way and all over and over and over and over—” Another loop cut off. My vision swims, tears trickling, but I can't bring myself to wipe them away. “Need you, seed you, feed you. Dying, Three. Kill me.”
“Duet.” I can barely whisper into the handset, clutching it with both hands. “I'm sorry.”
“Trio.” Silence. “Love you.”
Beckett takes the hand set from me, gives it to Ever, pulls me aside. I let him, only because I can’t move on my own, not while my fury clamps my lips together, my terror making everything sharp edged. The two emotions twine around each other like best friends, pounding away at my need to act, so powerful they hold me immobile.
I can’t bear to think about what Solo is doing to our sister. And yet, I can’t stop thinking.
I’m forced to listen as Ever tries to coax her to talk, but Duet just babbles, hums, sings in that horrible, empty voice free of emotion, free of everything she used to be. Ever finally shuts the radio off with a grief-laden look on her face.
“She can't help us.” She sets the hand-piece down before turning to me. “She's too far gone, now.”
“Will she give us away?” Beckett sounds angry, but I know it's not at me or Ever or even at Duet for the possibility.
“Maybe.” Ever looks down at her hands, one glowing green and metal, the other human. “She's lost.”
But no, I don't believe that. As long as my sister knows me, knows my name, she'll never give me up.
Never. Determination surges, shoves fear and anger aside. I can’t let my sister down. It's my responsibility to return the favor.
 
***
 
Chapter Thirty Three
 
I'm finally with them, done staying outside their plans. I have to act and sitting here pretending I'm in the way isn't doing Duet or Poppy any good.
We fill Ever and the others in on what we can, Socrates taking over in places, Vander in others when I stumble over memory. Beckett is oddly quiet, holding my hand, and Ande too. He's taken up my place with the puppies and I feel a moment of real sadness for him. He's lost his reason for being. His train.
He needs a new one. “Ande,” I say suddenly. “Can you help Ever and the others with the refit of the truck? This is exactly your expertise.”
Ande looks up like I've offered him a treat he can't refuse. Has he been worried we don't want him around without his train, because of his leader's betrayal?
“Of course,” he says, with no trace of his usual stutter. “Just tell me what you need.”
Night falls as we work, but the dog remains calm and quiet and I trust his ability to warn us over any guards we might set. I fall over at last, sleep for a while before waking to help the others disassemble nearby cars and weld their parts onto the bones of our selected vehicles. It takes less time to outfit two other trucks, also SUV's, with enough armor plate I'm sure the Crawlers won't stand a chance. The Tek's blood fuels them, feeds them, and I can't help but feel as they are brought to life we have two more souls among us now.
The weapons are next, variations on tasers. Ande's excitement over them is almost enough to make me smile though he waffles between bouncing on his toes and grim understanding of what it is he's creating. His original mock up, long gone with the train, holds nothing to the incredible weapons the Teks create. Socrates joins Ande, the pair of boy geniuses at work.
Vander disappears from time to time and I know he's watching over us as much as the dog though I don't question him about it. Neither of us is much good beyond grunt work, his job hefting car doors and other large items over already. He appears in time to help mount the cannon, or what looks like one at any rate, on the front of the original Crawler vehicle. I stand and stare at it, certain I hear the truck growling at me, shifting to the right when I realize where I stand puts me in the line of fire.
This living, breathing beast would never hurt me, I'm sure, but I'm not willing to take the chance.
Their jobs finally done, the Teks sink to the floor to rest while Ever joins us. “The only way to win is to not only rescue Poppy and Duet, but to take Solo into custody.”
I agree with her, though taking Solo into custody is only the beginning of my sister's ending.
“Here's the plan, then.” Ever pauses as though expecting an argument. “My people and I will man these vehicles and take on the Crawlers directly.”
She was right to worry I might not agree. Horror rises inside me at the thought even as I gasp out a breath. “I won't let you throw your lives away like this.” Her jaw is set in a stubborn line, but I go on anyway. “They'll kill you, Ever. There are so many of them. You might take a few with you, but they will break you eventually and then you will die.”
Ever shrugs, unsurprised, uncaring. “It doesn't matter anymore, Trio.” She looks around at her people, each of them equally as determined as she is. “If you succeed, none of this will have happened.” She gestures in a circle, then up to the ceiling as if time itself hovers over us. “And if you fail, this world is doomed anyway. Solo will go back further and, again, none of this,” she repeats her gesture, “will exist.”
I hug myself, knowing she's right, but not wanting to hear it. If I succeed... what will happen? Will everything go back to normal? Will the kids they are be safe, sound, live normal, happy and productive lives?
I can't even consider failure.
But why am I so sad at the thought of the loss of Ever as she is?
I rise, leave them, needing my space, time to breathe, though the end result is inevitable. The dog tries to follow, but I bend and look him in the eyes.
“Please.” I stroke his soft muzzle. “I'll be okay.” I see the doubt in his eyes. “I'm not going to leave you.”
He chuffs softly and bobs his head before turning and going back to the others.
Nice to know he trusts me even if I don't trust myself.
I leave their line of sight, just far enough the soft murmur of voices runs together like white noise. Somewhere water drips in a slow tick-tick-tick of sound. The underground garage smells of old gas and decaying metal and I long for fresh air. It's hard to think, to do anything outside of stand there with my back pressed to a sagging van while my mind whirls around and around, and I beg it to stop.
Beckett's footsteps betray him as he approaches. I can't look at him, refuse. He's part of this, of the change I'm about to create. Either he'll go back to being hers, Poppy's... or he'll go through all of this again. Though I'm sure now, because of his survival of the Sick, he'll be one of Solo's new world order.
The thought makes me ill.
His hand slides behind my neck, pulling me forward until my forehead presses into his shoulder. I want to hug him, to hold him, but I can't bend, not now. I feel like if I do I'll weaken somehow and be unable to go through with any of this.
“Trio.” His fingers tip my chin, force me to face him. Dark blue eyes look almost black in the low light. “I know what you said. Who I am to you. But I'm not.”
He's not, not here. And yet, he is, isn't he?
Isn't he?
Confusion makes the spinning in my mind worse. “Go.” I mean to say it with force, but it barely escapes in a whisper.
Beckett's mouth descends, covers mine. The heat of his breath enters my lungs, the touch of his skin bringing me to life again and I'm suddenly pressed to the van with his full weight against me, his hands under my shirt, mine under his, the touch of his body so powerful I never want to let him go.
He pulls back for a heartbeat, lips hovering. “I love you.”
Three words. Three stabs of agony to my heart. I jerk free of him, turning my back.
No.
No.
No.
This time when he reaches for me I pull away and refuse to turn.
It's a long time before Beckett leaves and, when he does, my heart goes with him.
 
***
 
Chapter Thirty Four
 
Why can't they leave me alone? I find a curb to sit on, to catch my breath and take a moment to stop crying when the dog presses his nose into my shoulder. Him at least I can hug, though I know I'll lose him too when this is done.
It's not fair. But when I try to push the dog away he growls at me and plants himself.
“Just leave me alone.” I shove against his shoulder. He snaps at me and licks my cheek. “I said go.” Again the defiance. This time he head butts me, hard in the chest.
“Fine.” I hug my knees to me so he can't force his way into my lap, further into my heart. “Stay. I don't care.”
He whines softly before one paw lifts, settles on my foot.
“I'm going alone.” I snap it at him like a weapon, but I think he's ready for me.
The dog bares his teeth before tilting his head to the side, ears up.
“Don't even try to follow me.” I make no move to rise, go through with my threatened departure. I don't have the energy.
He just watches me with those deep and intelligent eyes.
I'm sitting here arguing with a dog. I'm as crazy as Duet. But even as that thought crosses my mind I shake it off. Of all of my friends, he is the most loyal, the most understanding.
It hurts to love him.
Something wavers to my right, catching my attention. I'm on my feet, breath hitching in my chest as she appears, my mother, no longer caught in glass, a real hologram this time. Standing there. Looking at me.
“Three,” she says, voice wavering, but stronger than it's been since I heard her so long ago in the pitted blue metal of the bathroom stall.
I rush to her, my hand passing through hers as I try to touch her. “Mother.”
Her smile is weak, face a mass of wrinkles. When did her hair turn white? When did she age so very much?
“Three, kitten, you must listen.” Her hand rises, fingers trying to run down my cheek. “I'm using the last of our power to reach you.”
“I'm here,” I say. “And I remember everything.”
Her gasp of surprise is joined by a smile filled with hope. “Darling,” she says. “That's wonderful news.” She looks over her shoulder as if someone speaks to her before turning back to me. “The time bubble is collapsing. You remember?”
I nod. I do. “You built it as soon as you knew One was gone.” To protect us from the time shifts. Used the very energy One stole to create a barrier between her new world and the true one.
“That bubble is almost spent.” Her hands fall to her sides, despair crossing her face. “There are only two of us left. It will fall when we are gone.”
If only I could reach her, hug her, do something.
But wait. I can!
“You must reach the Time portal,” she says. “Whatever One is doing, she hasn't stopped changing time. It's putting immense pressure on our bubble here and pushing us ahead faster than we should be traveling.”
Aging her. Forcing the bubble protecting my mother to collapse.
Solo.
“She's already changed the time stream,” Mother says. “But you can alter it to reach us in the future from which you came. It still exists, tied to this bubble. When you find it, go back to when we started the program and tell us to stop.” She pauses, hands wringing before her. “Three, do you understand?”
“Yes.” I do, clearly. The memory of my training is fresh as though I'd just learned what to do. She wavers before me and I reach for her again, an unconscious gesture she mimics. “Trio,” I say, wanting her to know I have a name at last, one given to me by my friends, no longer just a number.
My mother smiles at me, the kindest, most gentle smile I’ve ever seen. “Trio,” she says and my heart is full.
And yet, the question hangs over me, the most important one of all. “I need to know.” My voice catches as she gazes into my eyes. “What's my real purpose?” I'm afraid, though now that I've asked, as terrifying as the answer could be, I need to know.
“Life, baby.” Her smile is a beam of sunlight, a sparkling expression of pure love. “A gift to humanity, no more disease, no more suffering. But your sister has perverted it.” Mother shakes her head. “If she's able to go back before I was born...”
It will be all over. “If she goes back, the bubble will collapse and I won't be able to save them.”
“Get to the new portal and fix it. No matter the cost.” Mother looks over her shoulder again. When she turns back to me she's fading fast. “No matter the cost, Trio.”
And she's gone, just like that. I stand there a moment, reaching out into empty air while the dog rubs his head against my leg in sympathy.
I have no choice now. If this is going to work, if I'm to succeed, I need help. I can't send my friends away. They are a part of this now, no matter the outcome. Knowing I'm out of time, I turn at last and go back to the others, dragging my feet, but willing to pay the price my mother asks of me.
 
***
 
Chapter Thirty Five
 
I watch them a moment, the small crowd of kids, as they talk among themselves. How can I do what I know I need to, send them to their deaths so I can ensure they never live this life at all?
The dog's wet nose against my hand startles me out of my rigor and drives me forward, into their circle. Ever meets my eyes, hers steady, unjudging, open. She knows what I'm going to say already.
“We need to move quickly.” I crouch in the center of the circle, hands dangling over my knees, eyes locked on an old stain in the concrete. “We're running out of time.”
“What changed your mind?” Beckett's voice is soft, but his words cut me close.
“I know what I am.” I meet his gaze without the guilt I was sure would come. “What has to happen now. And as much as I wish things could be different, this world, the way it is... it has to end.”
“Then we move now.” Ever stands even as I join her.
“An hour.” I look down at the dog. “I just need an hour. Be ready.”
I leave them again, this time whistling to the puppies who follow eagerly. We don't go far, just a short distance away and I sit there and shove reality aside in favor of the sweet wriggling bodies and the sleek, soft fur of the dog.
When my tears begin to fall, I let them. They aren't sad tears, not really. More like a cleansing of what I've done, who I've become. Catharsis in those tears. When they stop falling, the dog and his children swipe the remains from my cheeks and I can't help but laugh and hug them all close.
“I promised to keep you safe.” I sigh over the puppies who look up at me with focus, listening. Understanding. “I'm not sure I can keep that promise anymore.”
The dog barks once, softly. Nudges Shine and Shade. Both bark too. As if to tell me it's okay. I've done what I can for them. That they agree with my choice. This can't go on and I'm the only one who can fix it.
I hug the puppies one by one, tears falling for the last time as I snuggle them close to my chest, cheek rubbing their soft fur. This is the hardest goodbye in the many I know I'll have to make.
When we return to the others, I have a request.
“I need something made.” I point at the dog. “A harness. For the dog. And the babies.”
Ever nods. “We're all going together.”
We are. I won't leave them behind.
While it's being done, Ever draws me aside, toward the Crawler truck and my friends. I hardly recognize them, dressed in the metal uniforms of Solo's soldiers. Socrates appears odd, out of place, his thin body encased in plates of steel, but Beckett looks like his was made for him.
“Your turn.” Ever shows me the last uniform laid out. “We've modified them, added our blood. They will offer you some protection at least.”
A green glow flickers over the chest plate as I touch it. “Thank you.” I can't repay her.
“No, Trio.” Ever takes my hands. “Thank you. You've come to help us, to heal this wrong. To save us. For every lost soul on this forsaken world, you have our gratitude.”
They help me dress in the enemy's skin, my friends hovering close, cutting out Ever and her people as though we need this moment together. And we do. I shrug under the new weight sitting on my shoulders, feel the pressure of the dog against my leg and look down. The Teks are genius. Instead of a harness to carry the puppies, they've made him a wagon of sorts, the strap snug around his chest, two thick wheels on pivots so he's still fully mobile. The short box is covered, protecting the puppies, though both hang out over the front, two blonde and two black paws bracketing their beautiful faces.
Perfect. We're all here. Almost. But the other two... we'll have them again soon.
Or this will be over.
We stand in a silent circle, my friends and I, as I draw a breath and make the offer I've been considering for some time.
“I can give you what they have.” I hold out my hands, feel the tingle rise to my command. I know what it is now, how to control it. Welcome it as much as the air I breathe. This thing Dr. Gorman gave us, the power to find the best in others and bring it out. To perfect them, their potential. “Solo has made her Crawlers powerful, taken them further than any other. I can give you that too.”
Socrates is the first to reach for me. “We'll need every advantage,” he says, tone serious. But I can tell from the sparkle in his eyes he's excited too. The next adventure.
My hand closes over his and I feel inside him immediately—his pulse, the way his heart races at the thought of what I'm about to do, the minute damage to his cells and, as I go deeper, the inherent flaws in his DNA. I smooth those out, my healing power seeking out every tick, every misalignment and bringing it into pure potential.
Until it's no longer potential at all but reality. His eyes widen, flash with amber light before going black again.
Remarkable. His mental voice is deeper, older. Familiar to me.
I do know him from before. That knowledge makes me smile.
Socrates turns, bends, places one hand under the lip of the Crawler truck. Lifts. The two wheels clear the ground effortlessly. His grin flashes white against his dark skin.
Vander is next. The glow of his skin fades as I examine what the Sick did to him. There was a time he asked me to heal him, to take away the Bright in him. I was unable to do so, the ability lost in my memory, my conscious control missing. Things are different now. I see he has only a single flaw to repair, a protein chain deficiency that prevents him from maximizing iron in his system. That healed and Vander is whole again. No more glow. Only his pale skin, ice blue eyes full of tears.
Thank you. His mind's voice is no different, but I know him, too. Knew him.
I know them all. And for the first time I feel my despair at ending this lift. They have lives. And I'm going to give those lives back.
Ande is next, and when I'm done he and Socrates bump fists as hard as they can, shattering the metal of their gloves.
I find myself smiling as they giggle like the boys they are before grim determination returns to their young faces.
I reach for the dog, stroke his ear, feel inside him. Almost gasp when his mind touches mine.
So close to perfect. Just a little nudge.
Love wraps around me, the kind of pure love I only dreamed existed. He doesn't speak, not in words, but the images he sends me and the emotion are so much I fall to my knees next to him and hug him while he chuffs softly in my ear.
The puppies are next, their twin joy filling me with happiness.
And then there is only Beckett. He holds himself apart from me, eyes cast down.
“You don't have to,” I tell him.
He shakes his head, holds out his hand. “For Poppy and Duet,” he says. Finally meets my eyes. “For you.”
Beckett is beautiful inside. Warm and vibrant, life-pulse powerful, pulling me closer, like a beacon. I let myself explore him more than the others, to enjoy for a bit the way he feels. When I'm done, his mental voice is firm, but kind.
A gift. He nods. Not a curse, Trio. We'll always be grateful.
With him looking at me like that, I almost believe it's true.
 
***
 
Chapter Thirty Six
 
It's dark when we emerge from the garage in our Crawler truck and trundle down West 43rd toward 5th Avenue. I turn in the passenger's seat, Beckett behind the wheel beside me, to see the two refitted Tek SUV's turn the opposite way, heading toward West 44th. Circling around.
The plan is simple. We're going right to them, our Crawler vehicle hopefully enough of a camouflage to get us close to the shattered front door while Ever and her Teks attack from the other side, their weapons distracting the Crawlers.
We hope.
Beckett keeps the truck at a slow roll, as though not in a hurry, though my anxiety wants him to floor it, to get us there as fast as possible. I hear mental whispers, the clank of metal, turn to see Socrates and Ande handing out tasers, augmented by the Teks, the electric current now green when it pops to life.
We're as prepared as we can be, but in any case I can't wait any longer. I'm here, my task is at hand and I have to act.
We seem to be succeeding in the first part of our plan. As we roll down 5th we're ignored, even by another Crawler truck that passes. They think we're them. Perfect. At least until we reach our destination. Hopefully we'll continue to fool them though I have little faith in such an expectation.
But that's what Ever is for.
34th. The turn. We're half a block from the front of the building when we're finally noticed. A small group of Crawlers jogs toward us, and I know our time has run out. I gather myself, pull in the calm, fully expecting to fight my way out of this when the two Tek trucks roar around the other end of the street, weapons firing.
The Crawlers spin, freeze as though lost in shock. Beckett's foot finally finds the floor as he guns the engine, the truck lurching forward to take out half a dozen of the Crawlers, the whole vehicle rocking as the tires roll over their bodies. The others run in every direction, some tossing their weapons though I know they'll be back once Solo gains control.
Stay with me. I link to each of my friends, feel their minds connect and lock into place with mine as Beckett slams on the brakes directly in front of the smashed SUV Duet buried in the front of the building. We're out, Vander hoisting the dog and wagon onto the sidewalk, and we run as one up the stairs to the ruined doors.
So close. This is working and I can hardly believe it.
Something slams into the glass and brick above us, tinted green. The explosion is so powerful my head rocks back as the ground under my feet shakes. Good thing for the helmets or I fear we'd be deaf. Crawlers pour out and toward the street, ignoring us.
The way is clear. I make a run for it, feeling my friends all with me as we enter the vaulted foyer and keep running.
Another explosion, this one knocking me to my knees. A small group of Crawlers rushes toward us, but they fall easily, not even considering we're the enemy. Beckett and Vander kill them all while Socrates and Ande scout ahead, the dog and his wagon, puppies safely tucked inside, wait with me as I turn in a slow circle and observe.
Safe for now. Until the third blow. Again I'm on my knees, choking on dust while the entire front of the building collapses inward. We scramble deeper, Vander and Beckett right behind me and the dog, heading for Ande and Socrates whose minds tell me they've found what we're looking for.
Elevators. There's electricity here. And though I know the stairs would be safer, and the danger of being trapped in the elevator is very real, I also know we could face endless attacks during our long climb to the top. At least when the doors open on our destination we'll be prepared to fight.
We're almost to the elevators, so close I can feel the rush of air as a whole bank of them open at once to the soft chime of their arrival and a horde of Crawlers surges out to attack us.
A trap. It's been a trap all along. Solo is watching and I'm a fool.
My friends fight back, stronger, faster as am I faster. But these Crawlers possess at least enough of Solo they are able to swarm us, their sheer numbers winning over the extra power I've given my friends. An odd thought strikes me as I take two Crawlers out with one blow, my fist skidding across one chest to impact the crease in the plates protecting the next's ribcage. They are strong, yes—but they aren't at their full potential. Why did she hold back, keep them weak when she could have given them everything?
Several answers come to mind. Either she's too jealous of her own power to trust them that much, she didn't bother considering she's leaving them behind.
Or she can't.
My mind won't let go of the last one. Won't. Because it's sure I'm right.
She can't.
Even while we fall back under the press of their attack I know I've found her weakness. She's not perfect. Never was. And her need for perfection could be her downfall.
If only I can survive this to take advantage of it.
The long corridor hums suddenly with power and I freeze when the others do, all of us to a soul, looking upward, fear crawling over me even as I struggle to keep the calm. If the building collapses under the attack of the Teks, this will all be over, but not in the way it needs to be. But no, the steady pounding outside continues while this feels different.
Electric.
When the first Crawler spasms, I jerk back, the visor of his helmet suddenly steamed over, wisps escaping around the edges, the scent of charred flesh reaching me a moment later. He's not the only one. In a pulsing wave of green fire, each and every one of the Crawlers twitches, jerks like a puppet who's lost strings and collapses. The air is suddenly noxious, the stench of burning tissue flooding the hall, choking me as a haze of rising steam escapes upward toward the ceiling.
Duet's mind is in mine, buzzing, happy and sad and angry and hurting all at once, spiraling so fast I gasp for air and clutch my chest while my friends all tear their helmets free and throw them aside, shaking their heads. They feel it too. Feel her.
Duet. I reach for her, try to keep her with me, link her as I've done with the others, but she jerks free, a scream tearing through my mind, cut off like a knife cut between us.
She did this, saved us. How much did it cost her? When I reach for her again I find nothing, just emptiness.
My body aches from the pressure of her presence and just as sudden absence, but there's no time to stop, to think or consider. Solo knows we're here and we need to move quickly.
I can't afford to lose myself in the fear Duet died to save us.
Socrates hits the button, the pinpoint of light glowing only a moment before the doors slide open, welcoming us inside. This is foolhardy, stupid, will get us all killed. I know it, we're going to our deaths, but I can't stop. I'm the first on board, but remain near the door as my friends enter, the dog spinning around so the wagon is in the back of the space before the doors slide shut and we're rising.
The lab was on the 79th floor. I remember that number easily. My home address, if it could be called that. It glows, the light inside it flickering a little as yet another Tek attack rocks the building. It's more noticeable now as we rise, higher and higher. I reach for Ever, afraid of what I'll find, fears well grounded.
I see through her eyes, knowing I only do because she allows it. They are surrounded, their vehicles crippled and twisted. I feel her pain, know she is near death. See the detonator in her hand, her thumb hovering, ready.
All our hope, Ever sends. And presses the button.
She's gone from my mind as I stagger, the whole building shaking violently, power stuttering as the massive sound of the explosion outside reaches us, a deep thrumming boom rattling my teeth together.
Beckett reaches for me as the power dies, the elevator jerking to a sudden halt.
“Ever,” I whisper.
I didn't need to say it. They already know.
 
***
 
Chapter Thirty Seven
 
I look up at the hatch on the ceiling, consider it as the single red emergency bulb casts a deathly glow over all of us. But before I can reach for it, the power surges to life again and we're rising.
But the buttons are dark. We're no longer heading for our original destination, I'm sure of it.
Ready, I send. They're waiting for us.
My friends shift in place, but don't speak, minds tied to mine so tightly I feel their muscles bunch and relax as they prepare for battle. My helmet lands at my feet with a clang. I'm happy to be rid of it, despite the extra protection it might offer. I want a clear and unobstructed view when the doors open.
The panel above reads 86 when the elevator finally comes to a halt. Observation level. Of course. I'm prepared when the doors slide open, but we're alone. No one is watching or waiting. And yet, we're here for a reason.
Socrates tries the buttons, but the elevator won't respond. We're here and we're staying.
I head for the outdoors, the familiar sight I'm so used to, of the city I called home once spread out before me.
I see him through the glass, understand why we're here. Perhaps not Solo's choice, but Brick's. He smiles at me as I emerge into the wind, the end of my ponytail tossed aside as the brisk breeze takes it. Crisp, clean air fills my lungs, the scents of the dead city not reaching me here. It almost feels like I've come home after all.
If not for the line of Crawlers waiting for me. For us. And Brick's smiling face.
“My turn,” he says. And attacks.
He's my focus. I trust the others to do what they need to and they don't let me down. I seal off my connection to them, unable to bear the split focus their minds create, the calm wrapping me up like the gift I now know it is. Brick is almost faster, one fist clipping my shoulder as I dodge. She's given him more than the others, but I feel it in him, the flaw, the remaining damage Solo's left behind and that one sliver of humanity tells me how he can be beaten.
I take a blow to the cheekbone while my fist finds the crack in his armor just above his waist, his body bending in half as I drive my fingertips into his gut. But he's recovered, foot lashing out to smash my knee. I just manage to swing sideways, feel the toe of his boot clash against the augmented metal of my shin brace while my elbow takes him on the point of his chin.
His hand catches my hair, jerks my head back, other descending like a blade toward my throat. I twist, taking the hit on my collarbone, feel it crack under the pressure of his blow.
Someone roars, leaps on Brick and my mind opens to my friends as Vander's body weight carries Brick back toward the edge of the deck. I straighten, push toward them, the ache of the broken bone fading as my body heals, but I'm slow, too slow.
Vander falls away as Brick gains traction with his back pressed to the edge of the railing. His big hands rise, wrap around my friend's neck. The sound of crushing bone is so loud I freeze in shock even as Vander's mind recoils in agony and leaves me.
His body collapses to the side, crashing on the deck as Brick straightens and grins at me.
Like it's funny.
My heart contracts, stomach clenching as the most powerful rage I've ever felt pours out of the hole in my soul and feeds the calm, encompasses, devours the last of it until I'm only fury and hate and the burning need to kill.
He's too slow for me, can't keep up any longer and I'm laughing as I hover over Brick while he falls to my feet, side of his face crushed, one leg broken from an attack I don't remember delivering. Both of my gloves fly free, hands exposed to the air. I need to touch him, to feel him with my bare hands when I take his life.
But first, I have something else to do.
My power reaches inside him, finds the flaw—and heals it. I could have done to him what I did to Cade, filling him to bursting and taking his ability for my own, but this is better, much better.
He's whole again. Cheek untouched by damage, leg straight. But he stares up at me with absolute terror before he looks down at his shaking hands.
“What have you done?” Brick's voice vibrates with emotion, whole body vibrating from it.
“I healed you,” I say in a whisper, bending until my mouth almost touches his. “You're welcome.”
Human. Flawless. Fragile. I grasp the edges of his breastplate and lift him into the air, two steps forward, one last look in his eyes before I heave him over the side.
He screams as he falls and falls and falls, but I can't bring myself to care.
 
***
 
Chapter Thirty Eight
 
I turn to see the rest of the Crawlers are dead, but that doesn't matter, nothing matters, not while my friends circle around the body of fallen Vander, his empty eyes looking upward toward nothing.
And the anger shatters into a million pieces, the calm still holding me close, gently, as though to protect me from myself and the fact he's dead and it's my fault.
I crouch next to him, touching his pale skin with my hands, calling him to me, to heal him as I did the buck. But he's gone, his spirit flying and I can only hope he's found Gault again in this world, and that I can save him in the next one.
None of us speaks when I rise and leave the wind behind, the coolness of the air for the still and quiet interior. The elevator waits for us, and this time when I press the button for 79 it dings, the steel doors sliding softly shut.
We descend quickly, barely any time to prepare for our next battle. Our last battle. The lab is here, the time portal. There is no other place it could be. Solo will be waiting, her army behind her, and we'll never reach the machine, I'll never complete my task.
The elevator stops, the doors open and I can't think, mind closing over the impossibility.
We're alone. I step off, look to my right, my left. Nothing. No one. Silence, more silence. The door to the lab beckons me and I enter, the real world and my memory meshing as I walk the hallway, the low sound of a hum reaching me at last through the soles of my shoes. It's the only noise registering as I push the door open and am finally home.
I'm in a dozen places at once, with Beckett, with the dog, older, younger. With Dr. Gorman, with my sisters, laughing, crying, holding the dead baby who didn't survive. All of it swirls around me, threatens to overwhelm until I feel my friends, their minds linked to mine, supporting me, holding me up, keeping me safe, pulling me back from the brink of insanity.
I snap into the present, eyes drifting over the empty hallway. It's nothing like I remember. The lab was more open when I lived here. It was still an office when the Sick came to the city, cubicles and closed doorways. Ghostly images of the people I knew drift through walls and call me back to madness, but I'm here and anchored and eventually they fade.
A short walk forward, a turn to the left and I should be in the lab, but it's just an office with a big desk and too tight walls. I can't go in—I won't be able to breathe in so close a space where it should be open. Sadness squeezes my chest. I was never here. Was never born, even considered. What I am, who I am, will never be if this world is allowed to continue.
Someone moans, a low, deep sound pulling me around, toward one of the cubicles. This at least is open, windows casting daylight over the cramped office quarters. I find Dauphine sprawled against a dull gray divider, blood oozing from a deep gash in her stomach, her blind eyes finding mine even as she reaches out and takes my hand with her own bloody one—
 
***
 
Chapter Thirty Nine
 
—they are dead, all of them dead, Beckett, Socrates, Ande… Poppy. And my mother, sprawled at my feet while Solo looks at me with a smile, as though she's expecting the answer to a question. My heart squeezes, crushing itself with grief while Solo holds out her hand and guides me to the light, through the portal—
 
***
 
Chapter Forty
 
—my heart skips, starts again and I'm holding the lifeless hand of the seer between my own. Again I try to call her back, try to heal one I care for, but she's gone and I allow her freedom. She's told me what I need to know. That I'm heading for failure.
My friends will die if I keep going. But what choice do I have?
None.
“What did she show you?” I look up at Beckett, his grim face unreadable and shrug.
“Nothing.” I say. “No time.”
Ande sighs softly, the connection between us rippling. Did they see then? But they couldn't have or Beckett wouldn't have asked.
I rise, leaving the dead girl behind, leaving them all to follow as I travel the distance down the worn carpeting to the next doorway. The time device is here, it must be. In the same physical location. The humming is louder now, almost musical, vibrating up through my bones, making my jaw ache. But I welcome the sound. It means we've arrived, we're here.
We're here.
Beckett's mind reaches through. This isn't right.
Not right, Socrates echoes, Ande with him.
I know. It's a trap, as much as this has all been, Solo’s plan down to the last detail. Do I have any tricks up my sleeve? One. And it's perfect.
I push the door open, enter the lab. It's dark and gloomy, no outside lighting showing me the way. But a muted white light calls me deeper inside and I approach the center of the room. This place at least is the size I remember, feels the same. The sound is so loud now I catch myself humming along as though it were the opening to a song, some tune hanging on the edge of my awareness. It isn't until I round the side of the portal I understand the source of it.
The calm almost cracks. I almost fall to my knees and weep. It's almost over, here and now, standing in front of the horror, the remains of my sister.
Almost. But I hold on, have to, out of time, out of options, as my eyes travel around the circle of the portal now decorated with what's left of Duet. Not her human body, no. Her mortal tissue is long gone, bits of it clinging in charred strips to the metal fragments she used to wear. Half of her face, the sluggish metal half, twists into an endless scream, lips gaping where her human parts should complete the "o" of her agony. Green ichor pulses through the living metal, feeding the soft white glow of the dormant portal even as the hand I once held twitches.
Alive. Still alive. The green eye snaps open, fixes on me and Duet stares at me.
What's left of her.
I go to her, slide my fingers over the vibrating metal, hear her song reach into my heart, but her mind is gone, empty, lost to me, only a cold and echoing silence answering my cry.
My sister, the girl I knew and loved, is dead.
“I did her a favor, really.” I don't have to turn to know Solo stands behind me, deeper in the room. Or that she's not alone. Her Crawlers wait for her orders as much as my friends wait for mine. It's come to this then, two sides to a single story and only death and destruction for the prize.
I let my hands fall from Duet's quivering fingers. “I can't let you do this, One.”
Solo's laugh tinkles like breaking glass. “I already have.” I turn at last to face her, see her smile, a smile I hate with a surge of passion so strong I know she sees it in my face because the edges of her humor crumble visibly. “You gave me what I needed.” Hissing now, letting the facade vanish, her true heart showing. “Two's power wasn't necessary, but it bridged certain... complications.” I glance over her shoulder at the computer panels controlling the portal. They pulse with green light, with Duet's blood. “Now I realize how shortsighted I was being. Of course she's useful. As the perfect power source.”
I want to lash out at my sister, but I know I'll accomplish nothing by it. Standing here, holding myself inside the calm buys me time, a little time. Before the inevitable.
“Care for some family photos?” Solo gestures at the panels. Where once calculations and graphs flickered, three images flare to life. It takes me a moment to recognize they are scans. Brain scans. Solo’s perfect smile twitches as I frown at them. All the same. Or are they? I spot the difference as she goes on. “Mine, of course, is beautiful.” The first one pulses with light, a small, white nodule glowing in the midbrain. What is it? Whatever the mass, she shares it with the second image. “Duet’s, equally so, I suppose, if skewed.” I see what she means instantly. Solo’s exists in her left brain. My own whispers, logic. The thinking hemisphere. Duet’s small, glittering growth pulses on the right side where creativity lies.
The third is mine.
“You see it, then.” Solo shrugs. “Yours is perfect.”
I have the growth, too. On both sides.
“What does it mean?” I don’t have to ask. I’m putting the pieces together on my own.
She responds anyway. “For whatever reason, sister mine, they screwed up with Duet and me. And made you right.” Solo gestures again and the images return to their previous flicker of data. “They were going to kill us for it, you know? Dissect our little brains to find out what it meant.” Her laugh sickens me. “But I already knew. It made us even more special than before.”
The nodule has to be the source of our power. And the reason my sister’s control over her creations iss flawed. Why the Crawlers aren’t perfect. And why I have equal control over the Sick as well as curative power. Why I can bring my friends to their own perfection.
It all makes sense now. And yet, makes none whatsoever.
“We could have had everything together.” Solo sighs, crosses her arms over her chest, shaking her head so her smooth, dark bob sways around her jawline in precise ripples. “But you just had to do it, didn't you? You just had to go and trust these humans.”
The Crawlers rush forward as though by some signal, seizing my friends in their iron grip.
Don't fight. It's the hardest command I'll ever give. Because it won't save them.
Nothing will save them.
By asking them to hold, I've accepted their deaths.
A shudder runs through me as one Crawler forces Socrates forwards, ripping the boy's armor away with one sharp jerk. Green ichor flies like he's bleeding himself. Solo bends, takes the disk from inside his shirt, his narrow chest heaving as she taps the case against her cheek.
“He's no longer useful.”
A wail rises inside me in answer to her words, but I can't stop this, have seen this come to pass. Not the details, but the end result. Socrates turns to me, dark eyes meeting mine, still and calm as the Crawler takes his head in metal gauntlets and twists.
Dauphine. Oh, Dauphine. Why could you not have kept this to yourself?
Beckett gapes, Ande too as the Crawler releases Socrates, the boy's thin body falling sideways, facing away from me, limp and lifeless. Beckett's head swivels, eyes meeting mine and before I can look away he knows, he understands.
And he forgives me.
I can't forgive myself. I never will. I will fix this if I can, but I will pray to die so the memory of what I've done, the losses I've allowed for the slimmest chance at victory will not haunt me.
Solo crosses to the panel, inserts the disk. A program runs, flashing patterns on the screen and I know then Solo has had everything she needs all along. Everything but the algorithms to properly align the portal.
And now she has that last piece of the puzzle.
Ande acts before I can tell him to be still, to keep him alive a few more moments, turning to strike at the Crawlers behind him only to have a taser pressed to the base of his throat. His body quivers and vibrates as his eyes roll into his head, the scent of his cooking flesh bitter, so bitter. When he falls, his head rolls toward me, steam rising from his open mouth, the bubbling fluid all that remains of his hazel gaze.
I gag on the need to vomit up my guilt.
Solo returns to me, smiling again. “You rejected me.” Solo tsks, wags her index finger. “And for that, I'm going to take away everything you have. Everything. And I'm going to laugh when you finally break.”
I can't answer, the words won't come, only the bubbling in my stomach as my soul slowly dies from grief.
“Why, One?” The words are hard to speak, but only because my throat is tight and raw. “Why all this destruction?”
She pauses, poses. As though benignly considering my question. “It's all been an experiment, of course, my very dear Three. I needed to test them, to see what worked, what didn't. To find those whose DNA was an ideal match to the power.” Her smile is gentle, kindly, the total opposite of her words. “And now that I do, now that this little test is over, I can go back, before any of this, before any of us, and remake it all exactly how I want it.”
Memory strikes me, this time from the present, of Vander and I, talking on the train. He'd called this an experiment, hadn't he? And now he's gone, and my friends are dying around me and I can't do anything to save them.
I almost don't notice the flickering light until it's too late, but someone shouts and it's enough to draw my attention to a shimmering wall as it parts and my mother comes through.
 
***
 
Chapter Forty One
 
Solo stares, open mouthed, at the woman who made us even as the Poppy who will be gestures at my sister. Something flies from her hand and Solo staggers back, gasping, grabbing at something sticking from her shoulder. For a heartbeat I rally—Mother's come to save me, to help me in my task.
But Solo is already laughing again, throwing aside the trank dart the woman used on her, gazing on her as though she's some prize Solo hadn't considered a possibility. “Hello, Mother,” she says. “You'll have to do much better than that.”
“One, you have to stop this.” Mother wrings her hands, her old face a wealth of wrinkles, white hair now thin and wisping around her face. “Please, you must listen.”
Solo tips her head back until she's looking down her nose at the woman who gave us life. “And why ever should I listen to you?” Her forehead wrinkles, her extra twenty years showing again. “You never cared for me. Not like you did her.” She points at me, as though I'm guilty of some slight against her. Solo reminds me very much of a petulant child in this moment.
“That's not true, One.” Mother sighs, tears rising in her eyes. “I loved you all equally. All three of you.” She flinches from the sight of Duet behind me. What remains of Duet.
A touch of a mind flickers in my consciousness. A curiosity where once there was emptiness. And I know then I've not lost her after all. Not completely. The girl who was Two exists still. But she is so far away and I cannot bring her out.
No, but the sound of our mother's voice can.
Solo's scowl twists her perfect features until she appears as purely evil on the outside as I know she is on the inside. “Prove it.” She gestures and someone squeals, fights, thrashes. Poppy is brought out, shoved into the middle of this family moment, but I can't move to help her.
She doesn't want my help. She's glaring at Solo as if her very gaze could tear the clone apart. Poppy spits at Solo's feet before standing strong, defiant.
Mother wavers, reaches for Poppy. It's the worst thing she can do. Solo snaps completely, all the proof of our mother's absent love she needed. “Say goodbye, Mother.” Solo lashes out with precision, two fingers catching Poppy in the center of her chest, a whisper of power behind it.
I cry out at last, reaching even as Beckett is reaching, but we're both too late, even as the ghost of Duet sighs in my mind, her sadness a weak and weary thing.
Poppy's eyes fly wide as she staggers back a step, hands pressed to her chest. Beckett is shouting, pulling against the Crawlers who hold him, sobbing for the girl he loves. She falls backward, into Mother's arms. Looks up, meets her eyes. Turns and sees me.
I'm the last thing she sees. I watch the light leave her eyes and know I can take no more of this.
No more.
But Solo's not finished yet.
 
***
 
Chapter Forty Two
 
My entire body jerks in time with Poppy's death even as I feel a surge from Duet. Solo rocks back on her heels as the girl dies. Mother's tearful face turns to me in the same moment as she reaches for me, only to flicker out and vanish.
The tear in the bubble behind her seals closed with a hiss.
“You fool.” I choke on the words. “Now we all vanish.” I almost welcome it.
But Solo looks around, down at herself, her smile returning. “Not so, sister mine.” When she laughs there's an hysterical edge to it. “It worked as well as I hoped.” She points at me, then at herself. “We're changed, he changed us enough.”
Beckett breaks free at last, screaming, throws himself at Solo.
I can't watch when they kill him, but I force myself to, make myself watch his beautiful face, so dear to me, contort under the electric charge of one, two, finally three tasers. It takes that much to kill him, so much Solo actually looks afraid a moment before it's done.
I whisper love to him, the calm cracking, wishing I had more to give.
Solo hugs herself when he's dead, hops on her toes once as her face lights in joy. When she stills, calms, smiles at me, I know it's over and I've lost. “Time to finish what I've started.”
The portal behind me flickers to life. I feel the ripple of its waking energy as it flares, white light rushing past me in a blaze to throw the room into sharp lines and shadows. Solo's face is demonic in the light, her smile a snarl.
But it's not her I focus on in that moment. No, instead I feel for the core of my cyborg sister that, in the moment of the portal's activation, surges awake.
I don't hesitate, but reach for her, wrap her in what I have left of myself. Love you, Duet.
Trio. Faint, that voice, but hers. Love you.
I almost sob for her. The task. I must make this work.
Duet's consciousness understands me in the instant I decide, screams my name, but I'm bending, touching the dog's shoulder. He looks up at me as I smile and give him everything I have.
He shudders gently, licks my hand. Nods.
I straighten and smile at Solo. She's frowning at the dog, the puppies hiding in the shadow of their carriage. But it doesn't matter. I take a step forward, extend my hand to her while Duet weeps in my mind.
“One.” I let the calm take me at last, open up everything I have left to its call. I'm empty now, a shell of who I'd been, all of my power, my strength, my ability gone with the dog. But the calm, that I still have. And it's enough to keep me going. Enough to allow me to smile at my hated sister as though I love her and only her in the end.
Suspicion flickers across her face. “Three.”
I open my arms. “I always loved you best.”
Is she so easy to convince? Yes, as I knew she would be. Her weakness, her flaw.
To be loved best.
“I want to come with you.” My words slur slightly, even the calm struggling to hold me upright. “Now that I know why you did this. You saved us. They would have killed us.” I inhale slowly, exhale. “I choose you.” I waste some precious mobility looking down at the dog. “Only you. Over all of them.”
Solo beams a smile at me, reaches out, hugs me. I hug her back, praying the calm will last.
Will fool her.
She's not paying attention to me anymore, too wrapped up in her fantasy, the one she's dreamed of her whole life, since we were the littlest of girls. “I knew it.” She sighs her rapture. “You were always my favorite.”
I hold her hand, manage to turn. I have three steps in me. Or I tell myself so. Because it will take three steps exactly to pass through the portal.
Three.
Solo smiles at me.
Two.
I smile back at her while Duet sobs and begs.
One.
I stumble, but we're there and it's time, time at last for my task as I pull my hand free of Solo's in the last moment, just as Duet's broken mind obeys me and disrupts the sequence.
I have one frozen moment in time to see the shock on Solo's face as I touch her mind and show her how I really feel.
The moment couldn't be more perfect.
 
***
 
Chapter Forty Three
 
Dog stands waiting. He knows what to expect. The puppies whine behind him, but a simple touch from his mind quiets them. They feel it, as he feels it in every cell of his body when beloved Trio and her evil sister die. The portal closes, the damaged one doing her duty. Dog watches with impassive eyes as Solo's head falls to the floor and rolls free, bouncing toward him. He bends, sensitive nose touching it as he sniffs.
Waits.
The building begins to shake, vibrating in coordination with the shifting of time. Dog reaches for Duet, finds her weeping and hysterical even as the Crawlers around him run for their lives. He ignores them. They are of no use or consequence. Duet is all that matters now.
She must open the portal for him. He has somewhere to be.
Duet quiets as he waits, sends love to him, and to the puppies. Not much remains of her, but enough is left she knows him, knows them. And is aware what she's about to do will mean her end.
He feels her welcome it as she reaches out, not through the original program, but to the edges of the bubble Poppy of the future created. It's still there, fading, the last of its energy tied to another life within. A life they both know, the one named Ever. Dog needs that energy, knows Duet's actions will destroy her soul within, but there is no choice and he is certain the one he knows as the leader of the cyborgs would rather things were put right.
Duet's power reaches, strains, her Tek blood surging. She's already given so much of herself. And now, in the end, she gives the greatest gift of all. Her life.
The light flares, welcomes Dog. His touch on Duet's mind is tenuous now, fading as she fades. He feels her with him, struggling to stay alive while she wicks him down the light, to the junction of the bubble. With her last energy and a final surge of love, she forces him over the barrier between time lines—
***
Duet's dying cry ends when the world flashes and goes out.
 
***
 
Chapter Forty Four
 
Scientists are running, shouting while the red lights flash overhead, just as the time portal flickers to life once, twice, three times before flaring open. The running and shouting ends abruptly. No one moves, speaks. They can only stare now, as time stands still.
It's never been used. Hasn't even been tested.
This isn't possible.
Dog emerges from the light, the simple wagon rolling along behind him. The moment he exits, the light dies, cut off by the passing of the world he's left.
Scents he's not familiar with yet knows intimately, thanks to Trio, assault his sensitive nose. He lunges forward, a scientist falling back at his advance, the man tripping and falling only to have his dark-skinned face covered in Dog's kisses.
He knows this man, by smell and by sight. Or knew him, as a boy genius named Socrates.
Trio's memories whisper to Dog as he barks once sharply in happiness before turning away and trotting toward the exit.
No one makes a move to stop him as he moves with confidence, a swipe of his tongue wetting the back of a woman's hand. Another scientist, this one without the metal parts he's used to. Ever, his mind whispers in Trio's voice. She was Ever. The one in the bubble whose life energy brought him here.
Dog has a purpose, can't stop as he continues down the hall, wheels rolling smoothly behind him. He feels them follow, but ignores them as he hunts for those he must find. More people are shouting up ahead and a door opens before him.
Vander. Dog brushes past the tall man in the white coat, the other behind him, his brother Gault. There will be time for him to reacquaint himself with them, in their new forms, to consolidate what he knows of them with what Trio knew. But not now.
Not yet.
The clone lab is fresh, newly built, he can tell. Dog chuffs softly to himself. He's in time after all. A young technician reaches for him, but Dog dodges easily, barking at the boy, now a man, he knew as Ande and the beautiful girl who smells like the seer, Dauphine.
But neither of these two are his target either. He has a job to do, his task, the task Trio left with him.
He can sense her clearly, not needing her familiar smell to find her and to his delight she looks up and smiles at him even as a man gets in his way. Dog growls softly, stands his ground.
“Dad.” A tall, handsome man pulls the other aside. “Just let him be.”
Dog barks at Beckett, lolls his tongue, gives him a swipe too before looking up at her. She crouches next to him and his tail wags so hard it thumps against the straps of the wagon with such force he's shaking the puppies.
It's her, he's found her. Dog buries his head in her lap, the Mother/Solo/Duet/Poppy, but most important, his beloved Trio. She runs her hands through his fur while his heart beats for her and only her.
Beckett crouches beside her, the puppies tumbling out of their carriage to tug at his sleeves and lick her face. She's laughing, they both are, but they are lost, confused and Dog knows why.
He needs them to understand. When she meets his eyes, he reaches out with the power she gave him and makes a connection.
Dog has so much to tell her.
 
###
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Chapter One
 
Reid wakes in darkness. But not quiet, steady darkness like he’s used to, the kind that lulls him to sleep and keeps him there. This blackness is full of motion and sound. Mind fog drifts around him, keeping his thoughts from forming clearly. He has only a moment to wonder what is happening when he is spun sideways and slammed into something hard. His right shoulder protests, recognizing the pain. It was a blow like this one that woke him in the first place.
He knows he has to sit up, instincts warring with the disorientation and confusion in his mind. Flickers of memory only taunt him, offering no answers through the curtain of mist keeping him helpless. His hands and feet feel tight, almost numb. Reid shakes his head a little, cheek pressed to something harsh that scratches against his face when he moves. It smells like plastic and rusting metal. And someone else’s vomit.
At least, as far as he can tell it’s someone else’s. 
This time when the motion sends him flying, he realizes he is in a vehicle of some kind. His mind guesses a van. Even though he can’t see, he can feel the space around him, hollow and empty. Reid blinks, trying to restore his vision, but his eyelashes meet fabric over and over, fluttering against the blindfold like a desperately trapped bird. Everything he does to work it loose fails, his coordination missing. The throbbing in his temples makes it impossible to focus.
A moan rises in his throat. He can’t stop it. His stomach clenches against a wave of nausea, heart beat pounding one moment before skipping erratically the next. Panic joins the party, taking him and shaking him until he finds himself thrashing against his bonds in an all-out struggle for freedom. The pounding in his head gets louder and more insistent and he can’t keep it in anymore.
“Hey!” His voice is raw and jagged, throat burning. He only then realizes how thirsty he is. “What the hell! Let me out!” His protests devolve into wordless yelling, as desperate as his fight against his captivity.
It’s not long before only silence emerges from his tortured throat. His strength is gone in moments. The fog in his mind is lifting, but with it comes a horrible, creeping weakness. Reid collapses, gasping for air, voice completely gone. This can’t be happening. Stuff like this only happens in the movies, right? Besides, he has nothing anyone would want. Orphaned, broke, barely sixteen. 
His mind spikes fearfully at the thought of being in the hands of some kind of sick pervert before shying from the idea. He does his best to flex his fingers and feet while his mind battles him for control of his body, feeling the subtle tingle of blood trying to reach his extremities. He finds if he keeps his attention on the job and it alone, he can stuff down a measure of the panic and hold himself in check. 
Reid swears to himself then and there, if he is under the control of a monster like that, he will fight until one of them dies.
Someone laughs. Reid freezes, a lump of ice slamming into his already queasy stomach. But the sound is muffled, coming from in front of him, as though through a wall or panel. Another voice laughs with the first. Two of them then, as far as Reid can tell. Pedophiles don’t work in pairs, do they? He has no idea, but decides not just to settle his mind.
He rolls forward as the driver hits the brakes. Reid impacts the front of the compartment with his head, his neck buckling under the strain. He cries out, twisting his body forward, face tucked to his chest. His torso slides in a semi-circle as the van comes to a hard halt, shoulders absorbing the rest of the impact. A flicker of light makes it past his blindfold and he instantly strains toward it, begging for it. More voices, new ones this time. Still muffled though, and impossible to identify.
“Help me, please! Somebody!” Reid’s dull and crusty shout for attention gets him nothing. No one answers him, saves him. He is on his own.
The van starts forward again, Reid at the mercy of its momentum. He is already covered in protesting bruises and is just grateful nothing feels broken. The ride is rough and at one point he is almost weightless. Reid cries out from the shock of it, just before the van slams to a halt once more. He tucks just in time so his back bears the brunt of the assault, his body curled into a tight ‘C’. Weight shifts at the front of the van. Two doors slam in rapid succession. Reid takes one more panicked moment to tear at the bonds holding him. He needs to get free before they can reach him. But they are already there. The door creaks near his feet, and cool, fresh air floods the back of the van. He wishes he could welcome it as it washes over him, but he fears the end of the journey.
Until he catches a familiar scent that shifts him into happy memory. Reid isn’t sure why the smell of trees and the out doors makes him feel better, but it does. Hands grab his feet and jerk him out horizontal, dumping him on the ground, while his father’s face swims in his mind. He cries out, attempting to lash around with his legs and hands, hard to do with them tied so tightly. 
“Quit it, you,” one voice tells him, rough and old like the edge of a rusty saw. 
“Aw, let him struggle,” the other laughs, nasal and piercing in the quiet. “He’ll be needing the fight in him.”
They both laugh then. Like this whole thing is some big joke. Reid kicks out when hands settled on him again. Bright lights flash in his head as something bony and hot impacts his jaw. He drifts into the fog, wanting to fight back, but lost in the darkness. He is only aware enough of his surroundings to understand he is being carried somewhere, but has no way to stop his captors from doing with him as they wish.
His mind tells him to quit. Reid almost listens. But his heart is too strong, his instincts taking control where his thoughts fail him. The moment he is able, he begins his struggle all over again.
“Tough little bugger,” the first voice says, then grunts as Reid feels his sneaker impact something soft but firm. “Ruddy bastard!”
The second voice laughs.
“That’s it,” the first grouses as the world tips and shifts so Reid’s feet are pointed almost at the ground, his stomach aching from the disorientation of it, “you get the damned feet next time.”
The hands on him vanish. For an instant he hangs suspended in time and space. Gravity reasserts and he lands hard, flat on his back, the wind in his lungs gone from the sudden stop. Hands loosen his bonds, but he is too breathless to react to the chance of sudden freedom.
“Good luck, kid,” the first voice says. One of them hocks up phlegm and spits noisily. “You’re going to need it.”
“Luck?” The other says, footsteps and voices fading in the distance as they leave him there. “Ain’t no luck going to save him now.”
Their laughter leads them out.
Alone, Reid gasps in a deep breath, then another. It hurts his ribs, his lungs. He manages to roll over on his right side and regrets it. His shoulder roars in protest. Still, he is finally able to wriggle his numb hands loose from what holds him and claw at the cloth around his eyes.
Darkness. But not complete. The moon is up. Trees loom over him, the smell of spruce and fresh air so sharp it almost hurts. He doesn’t take the time to look around, not yet, but jerks at the plastic ties that hold his ankles, gasping in pain as the circulation returns to his useless fingers. His vision swims through a veil of pain-laden tears, but he manages somehow to force his screaming hands to work the ties loose and he is free.
Reid’s first instinct is to bolt. When he tries, he collapses immediately. His feet suffer the same fate as his hands. He spends a long time writhing on the ground in the dirt, suffering the agony of long-lost blood flow. 
By the time he is able to wipe the tears from his face and sit up, the moon overhead has moved a fair distance. Reid tries to stand again and manages to get to his knees. He half walks, half crawls his way forward, his aching hands finding the bark of a thick tree. Touching it makes everything worse, because the roughness of it proves this nightmare is real.
Reid uses the support of the oak to haul himself upright. He leans back against the gnarled trunk and fights to get his bearings, physically and mentally. His tongue runs over his teeth, furry with bacteria, an odd taste in his mouth making him gag. He works up some saliva and swishes it around, spitting it out like his captor did. The act of leaning forward to do so almost puts him back on his knees as a wave of dizziness sends him reeling.
Reid clutches at the trunk again and hugs it, keeping himself upright, desperately grateful for its steadfast strength. He would have never thought before that night a lowly tree could be his best friend. 
He is feeling better, more alert, but the weariness still clings to him, the haze in his head slow to lift. He wants to collapse to the ground and close his eyes, to sleep and pretend this isn’t happening. But he knows that isn’t an option. No more than letting some pervert have his way with him. Reid has to get out of there.
Where is there exactly? He has no way of finding out, not from where he is standing. In his struggle to be upright he got turned around and hasn’t a clue which way the voices went when they left him. And why kidnap him only to dump him in the woods? None of it makes sense. But Reid doesn’t care about any of that right now. All he cares about is going home.
At least there is a path. He can see it winding through the trees. Reid tries to scan further ahead and spots an upgrade. He remembers being carried like he was descending and a wave of relief, his first since this started, washes through him. His lips twist into a grin. Idiots. They totally gave it away. Now he knows where to go.
He gathers himself for another moment before trying to walk. It’s surprisingly easy considering what he’s gone through. His feet have recovered enough he can feel the roughness of the path through his sneakers. Reid is grateful his captors didn’t do any permanent damage. A broken bone or two would have made what he is trying much harder, if not impossible. But he is in relatively good shape, a natural athlete, and figures with enough time and rest he’ll find his way out.
After a few staggered steps, he gets his stride back and heads down the path. The moon is behind him, lighting his way, casting his shadow forward and to the left. He knows that means he is traveling in a certain direction, can hear his father telling him about it, but can’t concentrate on it and lets it be. Not like it matters much, anyway. He has no intention of needing that information. The path should take him where he needs to go.
Reid stumbles over a large root dividing the path and takes a sudden fall to the left. His hand instinctively reaches out for support and finds the bark of a tree. It saves him from falling, the hand that caught it sliding over the coarse coating of moss and loose wood. As it does, he feels a change in the contact. Something soft protrudes from the trunk. He turns to look, eyes settling on the moonlit gaze of a boy.
It takes Reid a moment to register and another to process. The kid is as tall as he is, but looks a lot younger. His eyes are wide open, staring, glaring. There is something wrong with the front of his shirt. Reid takes in the blank stare, fingers still traveling over the boy’s clothing until they come to rest on the large, dark patch over the kid’s stomach. Wetness resides there. Reid pulls his hand back and looks. The liquid is black in the moonlight but has a distinctive aroma. Coppery. And now that he is paying attention, he notices another smell. A heavy and angry scent that makes his nose constrict, his stomach flutter, his mind shriek in fear even as he looks down and notices the boy’s sneakers are a good foot off the ground.
The kid smells like road kill, like some squashed skunk or car-flattened raccoon left too long in the sun. Reid backs away in a hurry, slips on something slimy underfoot, stumbles and falls, not noticing the impact, eyes locked on the gaping wound in the boy’s stomach. Someone is screaming into the darkness. When he realizes it’s him, Reid shuts down. His own belly lurches, tries to expel something, anything, but only bile comes up. Reid hastily wipes his fingers on the ground, desperate to get the boy’s blood off of him. It seems very important for some reason.
The kid is pinned to the tree trunk with what looks like big metal spikes. He dangles there, a sick and twisted art project, thought up by a madman.
Reid tries to rise, but the slick something that sent him to the ground is still stuck to his sneaker. He looks down and screams again. A length of sausage-like intestine clings to him. It drags after him like an obscene and putrid snake as he back-pedals on his hands and feet further from the dead kid. When he understands he is bringing it with him, he kicks out. The coil flies off, the contents splattering into the forest with soft, wet sounds, the flattened section landing in the middle of the path, ridged with the impression of his shoe.
Reid gasps for breath, chokes on the fresh air tainted with decay. He scrambles to his feet again, scraping his sneaker against the uneven ground, digging into the dirt of the path to get the boy’s insides off of him. It isn’t until he backs into a tree that his real fear kicks in.
The boy stares at him, warns him with his empty eyes, blood running in black rivers from his gut and where the spikes hold his collarbone taut. Run, he seems to whisper. Run before it’s too late.
Reid can’t. His body is frozen from dawning realization. The boy is dead. Dead. How, who, why, when…? The questions sputter through his mind, spin and twine around his fear and drive him to panic. But none of this matter. Not really. After the initial shock settles over him, all that really gets through to Reid is that he must be there for the same reason as this boy and that means he could be next. 
The very thought drives his heart to race harder, faster, so much so he struggles to stay conscious, feeling the darkness reaching out to grab him and drag him under. He almost gives in to it, would have, he is sure of it, if it weren’t for the noise.
It is nothing, really. The crack of a small branch, easily explained away by the shifting of the wind or the natural release of deadwood. But, to Reid, it is a gunshot right to his flight instinct.
He doesn’t think or breathe or flinch. Instead, Reid turns and runs.
***
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