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AMBER LASKA

The branch comes out of nowhere.

I don’t even see it until it’s too late to shout a warning. One second, we’re riding down the river. The next, the limb catches Malik on the side of the head, pitching him off our makeshift raft into the water.

I don’t hesitate. I can’t. The current is so fast that I could be a quarter-mile downriver before I make up my mind. And anyway, it’s a pretty selfish move. I’ve already lost Eli and Tori. If I lose Malik, too, I’m all alone.

I hit the water with a splash, and begin to swim upstream. It’s a struggle with the river boiling all around me, and I’m grateful for the water polo training I got back in Serenity.

I never thought I’d be grateful for anything about growing up in that town.

Malik is moving toward me, carried by the current. He looks okay, except for a bloody gash behind his ear. I take hold of him in the classic Red Cross lifesaving position and head for shore.

He’s shouting something, but I can’t make it out over the roar of the river. What’s he saying?

“You idiot, Laska! What are you doing?”

“Rescuing you!” I snarl back.

“I don’t need rescuing! Why’d you jump off the raft?”

He’s struggling against my grip. I pull harder for the riverbank. “We’re stronger when we stick together!”

“Don’t give me that Serenity baloney. Now we’re both going to get caught!”

He wrestles free of my grasp, and the two of us swim ashore. We crawl through the reeds onto dry land and lie side by side, gasping and glaring at each other. I’m twice as mad at him as he is at me, because I know that if he could catch his breath, he’d be yelling at me.

He’s right about one thing, though. Getting caught is a real danger. The Purple People Eaters saw us ride off on the river. When you escape from a commando team, you have to figure they’ll be coming after you. Soon.

We scurry through the cover of the trees, staying low. After ten minutes, we come upon a two-lane highway with dirt shoulders. I’m about to step out, but Malik pulls me back.

“Use your brain,” he hisses. “The next car around the bend could be one of their SUVs. I’m going up to see what I can see.”

“Up?”

He starts climbing a huge old tree. I follow him. I’ve already jumped off a raft so I wouldn’t be alone. I’m not about to stand there at the side of the road, waiting to get scooped up by Purples. It’s a testament to what we’ve been through since escaping Serenity that neither of us thinks twice about scaling a thirty-foot oak. Running for your life does that to a person.

By the time we make it to the top, we wish we hadn’t bothered. The two black SUVs carrying our pursuers are heading our way. They’re hopscotching along the road, stopping periodically to send out teams of searchers into the woods. The lead car pulls over about three hundred yards short of us, and four men head into the trees.

We exchange a look of pure horror. Not only are they close, but we’ve trapped ourselves thirty feet in the air.

And then a pickup truck appears in the distance, coming from the opposite direction, pulling a large white camper. It’s going pretty fast, but it has to slow down to take the curve. In that instant, we both know what we’re going to do. It’s reckless and insane, but it’s also our only option.

Malik is already hustling down to a lower branch, dragging me with him.

“I get it!” I whisper urgently. “Worry about yourself!”

About fifteen feet off the ground, a heavy branch extends out over the road. We crawl onto it, Malik in the lead. In a few seconds, the camper will pass directly beneath us.

“Jump early,” I advise. “You know, to compensate for the motion of the—”

I never finish the sentence. He pushes me off the branch and lets go himself.

The drop is only about six feet, but it feels like a hundred miles. Maybe that’s because, while we’re falling, we have no idea if we’re about to land catlike on the camper or with a splat on the pavement.

I hit the roof and flatten myself to the metal surface. Malik lands behind me a split second later. I look back with furious eyes.

He offers a slight shrug. “You said jump early.”

I almost say, I’m never going to forgive you for this! I don’t because this is at least the fifteenth thing I’m never going to forgive Malik for. Besides, he did care enough to push me, which means he’s probably even more scared of being left alone than I am. Malik may look like a tough guy and a bruiser, but deep down, he’s a big baby.

We stay pressed to the roof, keeping as low as possible, so we don’t get to enjoy the moment when the camper sails by the SUVs. Too bad. I would have loved to laugh in their faces. Of course, that would have given us away. We have to be satisfied with the fact that they’re going to search for hours, only to come up empty. I hope the mosquitoes are hungry tonight.

As the road straightens out, the camper speeds up again, and the wind begins to whip at our wet clothes. Suddenly, I’m freezing despite the heat, but that’s far from the real issue. We’re clinging to the roof like flies on a wall, with nothing to hang on to.

Malik inches his way up beside me. “Now what?” He has to shout to be heard over the wind and road noise.

“How should I know?” I shoot back. “This was your idea!”

“I only thought about getting away! I never made it this far!”

I look around. No luggage rack, no handhold, no bracing point. “Just hang on!” I manage.

In spite of everything we’ve been through, I’ve never been so scared in my life. Every curve threatens to hurl us off the camper. Every bump is sure to launch us into outer space. We lie flat, pressing our hands and feet against unyielding metal. Within minutes, our entire bodies ache with the effort. I’m a workout nut, but this is beyond anybody’s physical capabilities.

Back in Serenity, I used to make a list every morning, planning out my entire day. If I could do that now, clinging to the roof in terror and agony, there would only be one item on it:

THINGS TO DO TODAY

          • Don’t let go!

The pickup just keeps driving, hauling our camper after it. It’s putting miles between us and the Purples, but our daring escape isn’t going to do us much good if we end up roadkill.

“I’m sorry!” Malik says suddenly.

“Huh?”

He’s babbling now. “I’m sorry I made you jump! And—and for all that other mean stuff! If we get killed, you should know!”

Before I can reply, the truck’s engine noise changes and we start to slow down. I dare to raise my head and see a weather-beaten old gas station coming up on the right.

“We’re stopping!” I exclaim emotionally. I honestly don’t believe we could have held on much longer.

“I was starting to think this bonehead was going camping in Oregon,” Malik adds, sounding more like his old self.

The tires crunch as we pull off the road onto the gravel drive and come to a stop at the gas pump. The driver gets out of the pickup and heads around the back of the mini-mart to the restroom.

Malik and I don’t wait for an engraved invitation. We crawl to the back of the camper and climb down the ladder. My arms are pure pain from shoulder to fingertips. When my feet touch the ground, I’m amazed that my rubbery legs hold me upright.

“I accept your apology,” I whisper.

“What apology?” he growls. “Come on!”

We start for the cover of the wooded area behind the station when Malik suddenly freezes in front of the mini-mart. I look back to see what has captured his attention.

He’s standing opposite a newspaper box, staring at a copy of today’s Dallas Morning News. The headline is something about global warming, but I skip down the page to the story that’s caught his eye:

GUS ALABASTER RELEASED FROM PRISON
ON COMPASSIONATE GROUNDS

I recognize the name instantly, and just as instantly, I understand Malik’s fascination with the news.

Gus Alabaster is one of the most notorious gangsters in American history.

He’s also the criminal mastermind Malik is cloned from.
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ELI FRIEDEN

Nice bracelet. Gold, studded with glittering stones.

“No price tag,” I observe.

“Those are diamonds, Eli,” Tori tells me. “Diamonds are expensive. Besides, check out how they’ve placed it in the display case. You can tell it’s the star of the show. I wonder what it’s worth.”

I peer closer, my nose touching the hot glass of the jewelry store window. I’m not worried about attracting attention. The store is closed, and there’s hardly anybody around. It’s a broiling afternoon in Amarillo, Texas—the kind where sensible people stay inside in the air-conditioning. Our long bus ride north from Lubbock didn’t buy us cooler weather.

I get what Tori’s saying. It’s like all the other pieces are in orbit around that bracelet. I’m not surprised she noticed. She has a great eye for detail that made her the best artist in our hometown, Serenity, New Mexico. I’m also not surprised that she zeroed in on the one item in the whole shop that would be most valuable to someone who steals it.

That comes from a part of Tori neither of us wants to think about.

To be honest, it all looks pretty expensive to me—rings, necklaces, earrings, and brooches; gold, platinum, gemstones. Not that we ever learned much about money in Serenity. Our parents took care of that, and they always seemed to have plenty. That was before we found out the whole town was fake, and the fakest thing about it was our parents. The creepy truth: they’re scientists who’ve been studying us since the day we were born.

Of course, since leaving Serenity, we’ve learned a lot about money. Like you really can’t survive without it. And we’re running out of what little we had in the first place.

“No point wasting our time wondering how much we could get for a bracelet we’re never going to touch in the first place.” I point to a sign in the window: THESE PREMISES PROTECTED BY APEX SECURITY.

She steps back, scanning the store. When Tori looks at something, she takes in every detail, almost like she’s inhaling it. “Well, the alarm wires go through the door.” Then she points to a window in the second floor of the strip mall shop. “But I bet there’s a way in through the attic.”

“The store has motion sensors,” I point out.

It stops her for a second but not much longer. “See the mail slot in the door? If we put a bird in through there —”

“You want to catch a bird?”

“I’m just thinking out loud. My mind does that on its own. Doesn’t yours?”

Well, yeah, but not like Tori’s. Nobody’s mind works like Tori’s. Okay, scratch that. Maybe one other person’s—and she’s in jail right now.

“Anyway,” she goes on, “the bird sets off the motion sensor and triggers the alarm. But when the police come, they see it’s just a bird. So the owner turns off the motion sensor until he can come back in the morning and chase the bird out. And we have all night to get in from the upstairs. Simple.”

I stare at her—but it isn’t Tori that I see. It’s a convicted bank robber named Yvonne-Marie Delacroix, presently serving a life sentence in a Florida prison. Tori is an exact copy of her, right down to the DNA in every one of her cells. Tori has never robbed a bank in her life. Still, you have to figure that everything Yvonne-Marie is capable of, Tori could be too.

“But we’re not going to do that, right?” I say anxiously.

I have to ask, because I’m like Tori—I have the DNA of a criminal too. Not a bank robber. That would be a huge upgrade for me. But we’ve been breaking the law a lot lately. Don’t get me wrong; we didn’t bust out of Serenity to go on a crime spree. It’s more like it took a crime spree to escape Serenity. And to keep us from getting caught and dragged back there.

Suddenly, Tori points. “Heads up!”

Across the parking lot, the front sliding doors of the supermarket part to reveal an elderly lady pushing a heavily loaded grocery cart.

Tori’s off like a shot, but I’m right behind her. “It’s my turn!” I hiss.

“It’s my turn!”

“No way. You got the fat guy in the cowboy hat, remember?”

Tori backs off, and I approach the old woman just as she pops the cargo door of a Buick SUV.

“Here, ma’am, let me help you with that.” I grab a bag and load it into the back of the Buick.

She beams at me. “Well, aren’t you sweet!”

I’m not even a little bit sweet. I am an exact genetic match for Bartholomew Glen, California’s notorious Crossword Killer. But on a ninety-eight-degree day, anyone who carries your parcels counts as sweet.

She tips me a dollar. A dollar! It would take more than a dollar’s worth of soap and water just to wash the sweat off my poor sweltering body. I straggle back to Tori and we compare our take for the day.

“Fourteen dollars and fifty cents,” I announce with a sigh. “For four hours in a parking lot.”

“That bracelet could get us more,” Tori puts in. “Then we could afford a hotel room. With real beds. And a bathroom.”

“We’re not criminals!”

“We kind of are,” she reasons.

“Just because we’re cloned from criminals doesn’t mean we did any of the stuff they’re in jail for,” I insist.

That’s what Serenity, New Mexico, turned out to be—not an actual town where people live and work and raise their kids, but a front for a twisted experiment called Project Osiris. Basically, the idea of Osiris is nature versus nurture. If you take evil people, raise them in the perfect community, and give them the perfect life, will they still turn out evil, because that’s their nature? Or will they end up good, because that’s how you’ve nurtured them to be?

You have to start an experiment like that from the very beginning, which means what you need is evil babies. Project Osiris cloned DNA samples from the worst criminal masterminds in the prison system and created us—exact copies of the scum of the earth. And they raised us as human guinea pigs to see if we could rise above our horrendous genes.

There are eleven of us, but only five escaped Serenity. One of us already turned out to be a traitor. Thanks to Hector Amani, we were almost recaptured four days ago. Tori and I got away by the skin of our teeth. The last we saw of Malik and Amber, they were being washed down white water by a brutal current. Even if they survived the river, they would have been in no shape to get away from their pursuers—our Serenity parents and their hired muscle, who we nicknamed the Purple People Eaters.

So it’s up to us to stop Project Osiris. As tempting as it is to disappear and try to make new lives for ourselves, we can’t turn our backs on the past. Six of our fellow clones are still under Osiris’s thumb, with no idea of the truth about themselves. They’re never far from our thoughts. When you grow up in such a tiny, isolated place, the handful of other kids in town are practically your brothers and sisters.

It seems impossible. I’m thirteen and Tori’s only twelve. Plus our story sounds totally nuts. How do we prove what’s been done to us? Serenity’s now a ghost town, all the evidence of the experiment burned to ashes.

The supermarket doors hiss open once more and a man steps out into the heat, struggling with two big bags.

Tori is already on the move. “My turn,” she tosses over her shoulder at me.

I watch her catch up with the guy and take the bigger parcel from him—he won’t let her carry both. They walk to his car, chatting amiably.

Tori loads the groceries into the man’s trunk and he hands her a tip. The grin on her face is all the more remarkable because there’s been so little to smile about these days. She pockets the bill and flashes me an open hand. That means five dollars, our biggest score of the day. I’m kind of insulted that nobody ever gives me that much. I guess Tori’s a little stronger on charm than I am. That might be because her fake parents genuinely loved her—not like my dad, the ringleader of Osiris, who never had any use for me except as a lab rat.

A long dark sedan cruises across the blacktop and screeches to a halt right in front of Tori. The passenger door is flung open and a tall man wearing a black suit and sunglasses jumps out and grabs for her.

Too late the warning is torn from my throat. “Tori—run!”

She has another idea. She reaches into the grocery bag, pulls out a glass jar of pickles, and swings it at her attacker, catching him full in the face. He staggers back, dazed, his sunglasses askew. The pickle jar drops to the pavement and shatters.

I’m running flat out, desperate to reach her, my mind spinning with the horrible thought that Osiris has found us again. I don’t recognize the man in sunglasses, but he could easily be one of the Purples.

“What do you think you’re doing?” The shocked grocery shopper steps protectively in front of Tori.

The sedan’s driver leaps out and shoves him to the pavement with a warning of, “Mind your own business, old man!”

Tori reaches into the trunk for another weapon. This time, she’s not as lucky as she was with the pickle jar. She comes up with a long baguette and swings it like a baseball bat at the driver. With a cruel laugh, he allows her to club him with it a couple of times before yanking it from her hands.

Out of options, Tori flees. The driver springs after her. She’s the fastest and most athletic of us—burglar DNA—and I toy with the possibility that she can outrun him. He’s got long legs, though, every stride of his matching two of hers. He’s gaining fast.

I’ve got to help her, but what can I do? I’m fifty feet behind, and slower than both of them.

And then it comes to me—the sedan is just standing there with the motor idling and both doors open!

I jump in and throw the car in gear. I’ve driven before—Malik and I both taught ourselves so we could escape from Serenity. I’m just about to take off after them when a hand reaches across the front seat and grabs at my elbow. I forgot about the other guy—the one Tori hit with the pickle jar. His sunglasses are broken, and a big angry bruise is blooming in the center of his forehead.

I stomp on the accelerator and yank the wheel hard left. The car bursts forward, swerving violently. I feel the grip release from my arm, and when I glance over at my attacker, he’s not there anymore. He’s in the rearview mirror, twenty feet behind, still rolling on the blacktop.

Ahead, the first guy is almost up to Tori, so close he could grab her at any second. I roar alongside them, yelling through the open passenger door. “Get in!”

I see his mouth forming a shocked O as he realizes it’s me and not his partner behind the wheel.

He grabs for the back of her T-shirt, but Tori shakes him off and flings herself into the car, landing with an “oof!” on the passenger seat.

He reaches for the door handle, just getting a finger on it. I stomp on the gas. The sedan leaps forward, leaving him in a heap on the pavement. I squeal out of the parking lot and take off down the street.

Tori manages to get herself upright and into her seat belt. “You’re never going to believe this,” she beams at me. “That guy tipped me five bucks!”

I almost steer into the ditch. “That’s it? That’s all you got out of what just happened? You were nearly kidnapped!”

“Well, yeah. There’s that.” She nods gravely. “Hey, you don’t have to drive so fast. It’s not like those two guys can catch us on foot.”

I don’t slow down. “They’re not who I’m worried about. It’s your big tipper—the one who isn’t getting pickles for dinner tonight. For sure he’s going to call the cops. I want to put some distance between us and that parking lot.”

“Were those guys Purples?” she asks, her tone turning haunted. “Did you recognize them?”

“Not really,” I admit, “but they weren’t exactly standing still. Anyway, who else would be after us?”

“Four days,” she moans. “That’s all it took for them to find us? How are we ever going to lose them?”

“Easy,” I say. “We drive out of town and don’t stop driving until we’re a thousand miles from here.”

“That’s what they’ll expect us to do,” she muses thoughtfully. “And they know what car we’re in. They might even be able to trace it by GPS.”

GPS. That’s my department. I have a knack for electronics. Phones and tablets and most computers have GPS antennas built into them, but I never thought about cars. My mind races. The transmitter would probably have to be on the roof, so the bulk of the vehicle doesn’t block the signal.

We drive for another fifteen minutes and then I pull into a private-looking alley behind a row of stores, half of them boarded up. It takes only a few seconds paging through the owner’s manual to find the antenna. It’s the small fin-shaped thingamajig on top.

I climb up on the trunk and try to jam the flat end of the tire iron into the narrow space between the antenna’s rubber weather stripping and the metal of the roof.

“Careful,” Tori warns. “You’re denting it.”

“I’m not too worried about the resale value,” I grunt, prying with all my might. “Especially considering whoever owns this car just tried to kidnap you. I can see the wires. Have you got enough room to reach in and cut them?”

She brandishes the scissors from the glove compartment first aid kit. I hear snapping sounds. “I think that’s all of them,” she reports. “But how can we know for sure?”

We get back in and turn on the radio. Dead air.

We hit the road again, feeling a little bit safer. We still have to worry about the police in case the car is reported stolen.

We drive clear through the center of Amarillo, and it seems as if we’re about to exit the town on the other side, since it looks like the suburbs again.

All at once, Tori barks, “Stop!” right in my ear.

I slam on the brakes, shaken. “What?”

“Look!” She points to a high fence with a sign: NO TRESPASSING.

“What about it?” I demand.

She indicates a second sign, newer than the first.

WAREHOUSE FOR LEASE
35,000 SQUARE FEET
AVAILABLE MAY 8TH

“Don’t you see?” she says urgently. “It’s what—the fifteenth? The sixteenth? It’s hard to stay on top of the calendar when you’re running for your life.”

“Yeah, but what does that have to do with us?”

“Think,” she insists. “If they just closed the place a week ago, and they’re hoping to rent it again soon, it’s probably not in bad shape. I’ll bet they left the power on, and running water. And check out that door—” She nods toward the loading bay. The metal gate is up at least eight inches.

“It’s not locked,” I conclude.

“Right. We can get the car in there and lie low for a while. It’ll give us a chance to breathe until we figure out what our next move is going to be.”

I’ve got to hand it to Tori. When it comes to planning, Yvonne-Marie Delacroix could take lessons from her. The only skill I could have inherited through DNA is killing people. Or maybe composing crossword puzzles.

It’s when we get out of the car that the flaw in her idea becomes clear. The front gate of the warehouse is tied shut by a chain, held in place by a padlock.

“What about that?” I ask. “And don’t tell me you can pull out a hairpin and pick the lock.”

“I wish.” Tori studies the situation with that look on her face. “The chain is pretty rusty. Maybe we can break it with the tire iron.”

“No way,” I tell her. “That’s solid metal.”

“Was there a toolbox in the trunk?”

I shake my head. “Just the tire iron and the jack . . .”

My voice trails off. When you’re changing a tire, you can use a jack to lift a whole car. If it’s strong enough for that, maybe it’s strong enough to break a metal chain.

We pop the trunk and dig out the jack, which is in the compartment with the spare tire. I examine it critically. It’s a diamond shape, flat at first. But as you pump the handle, it grows taller and narrower.

Tori wedges the jack inside the tight chain that’s holding the gate shut. Then I go to work with the handle. But instead of raising the body of a car, the expanding device is forcing the chain apart. As the loop is stretched to its limit, the ratcheting action becomes tighter, until I can barely budge it. I think of Malik, whose strong arm would come in handy just about now.

A panel truck rattles by on the uneven pavement, and Tori and I freeze like a couple of scared rabbits. Believe me, nothing has ever looked so much like breaking and entering as what we’re doing right now. But the driver doesn’t even glance in our direction, and soon he’s gone.

The experience gives my arm a hidden reserve of power I never knew I had.

I was sweating before; now I’m as wet as if I’d been dipped in a swimming pool. The cranking sound of the jack has slowed to a series of strained clicks.

Crack!

The chain snaps, whipping around in a lethal semicircle that would have taken off the tops of our heads if they had been in the way. The padlock slips off and hits the driveway with a clatter, still locked.

We unwrap the broken chain and the gate swings wide. I jump back in the car and drive it onto warehouse property. Tori pulls the gate shut behind me, and the two of us rush to wrap what’s left of the chain into as close to its former position as possible. The padlock is intact, but we can remove the impediment any time we want to. The important thing is no one can tell that the gate has been opened unless they examine it closely.

Next order of business: hiding the car. We turn our attention to the partially open loading bay door. I try to lift it higher, and can’t budge it.

Tori is undeterred. She rolls through the opening, and a few seconds later the door is rising on an electric motor. We’re in.

I ease the car inside, and we lower the door behind it. Safe—or at least as safe as we can possibly be, considering our situation.

The warehouse is dim, but the lights work, and so does the air-conditioning. It’s the kind of comfort we haven’t seen for a long time. The bus tickets from Lubbock ate up most of our cash, and we’ve been rationing what little we have left so we can feed ourselves. Our career as grocery carriers isn’t exactly bringing in the big bucks. We’ve been sleeping in a shelter made of old grocery cartons outside the supermarket, in a place where the overnight low temperature is a steamy ninety degrees.

The warehouse is a vast soaring space with towering steel shelving units that stretch as far as the eye can see. There’s a small office area with better lighting, upholstered furniture, and even a TV in the break room. The couches look pretty enticing, sleep-wise. And there are bathrooms—real bathrooms. I’m psyched about that, but not half as much as Tori. The executive office even has a shower.

“This’ll do,” she decides with a satisfied smirk.

It’s good to see her happy, although I can’t help but think about how far we’ve fallen. We had the best of everything in Serenity—large, comfortable homes, pools, every convenience and luxury you can think of. Of course, we were experiment subjects then, and we aren’t anymore. Fugitives, maybe, hunted like animals. But there’s a lot to be said for freedom.

“I wonder what this warehouse was used for,” I muse.

Tori steps into the main area and digs through a carton on the nearest shelf. She comes up with a box of Girl Scout Cookies.

“No way!” I exclaim.

She tears open the container and we’re halfway through the shortbreads before even coming up for air. Nothing ever tasted better.

“Things are finally starting to go our way,” she mumbles, her mouth full.

“Definitely,” I agree, scanning the array of cartons on the shelf. Thin Mints, Caramel deLites, Peanut Butter Patties, Cranberry Citrus Crisps, Rah-Rah Raisins, Toffee-tastic—it goes on and on. I take in the lofty heights of the storage units, boxes upon boxes, all the way to the forty-foot ceiling. “We could be here for centuries and never run out.”

“Amber wouldn’t be able to handle this,” Tori reflects. “You know how crazy she gets about eating right.”

The thought of our lost friends takes some of the celebration out of our feast. If Malik and Amber were recaptured by Purples, it means any chance they have is in our hands. And where are we? Hunkered down in an old warehouse inhaling Girl Scout Cookies.

That’s the real problem. Up until now, we were always working toward a goal. First it was escaping Serenity, but that was just the beginning. Next it was finding Tamara Dunleavy, billionaire cofounder of Project Osiris—only to have her deny she knows anything about it. Last, it was connecting with C. J. Rackoff, one of the Osiris DNA donors. We made a deal with him, even broke him out of prison, and were betrayed by him and Hector, his clone.

If Tamara Dunleavy is a dead end, and so are the criminal masterminds we’re cloned from, what’s our next move?

Sure, we have a lifetime’s supply of cookies, but that’s not what we really need.

We need a future.
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MALIK BRUDER

When I get my first glimpse of the Chicago skyline, I know I’m not in Happy Valley anymore.

Okay, we’ve seen cities before. This train alone passed through Oklahoma City, Kansas City, and St. Louis.

Dinky compared to this.

Don’t get me wrong. Any city—and 99.9 percent of all towns—is better than Serenity, New Mexico, the tiniest, stupidest, fakest pimple on the hairy butt of humanity. The fact that it’s not there anymore—or at least that it’s abandoned—makes the world a much better place.

Too bad Laska’s missing the first view of all these skyscrapers.

We slow down and the announcement comes that the next stop will be Chicago’s Union Station.

I get out of my seat, walk to the bathroom at the end of the car, and give the special knock—three, two, and one.

Amber slides the door open a couple of inches.

“Chicago,” I tell her. “And wait till you see it.”

She comes out, giving me her nastiest face. “Next time, I get the real ticket and you ride in the toilet.”

We only had enough money for one train fare, so one of us had to be the stowaway. I look older, at least old enough to be traveling on my own. Amber had to tough it out.

I wonder if it’s worth the nagging I’m in for. “You talk like you spent the last two days in there. Most of the trip you were right next to me. It was just when the conductor was nosing around that you had to get lost.”

“Just take me off this train,” she mutters. “People are looking at me like I belong in the hospital. Nobody spends so much time in the bathroom.”

“Maybe you think we should have stayed in Texas with the Purples,” I challenge.

She relents a little. She knows as well as I do that Gus Alabaster is our only lead, our one connection to the beginning of Project Osiris, before we were born. All the other criminals we were cloned from are either in prison or dead. Except for C. J. Rackoff, of course. The only reason he’s not behind bars is because we broke him out. And he stabbed us in the back for it. Stupid to trust Rackoff; stupid to trust anybody connected to Hector. Or maybe I’ve got that backward, since Hector is Rackoff’s clone.

Anyway, a few days ago, Gus Alabaster—my guy—was released from jail. His sentence isn’t over, or anything like that. He still has eleven years to go on the tax evasion charge they finally hung on him. But he has cancer, and the doctors say he hasn’t got much longer to live. So they let him out so he can spend his last days at home.

I smuggle Amber safely off the train in spite of the conductor’s very suspicious frown. Pretty soon we’re walking around downtown Chicago, staring at the crowds and the buildings and the elevated trains, and the river running right through the center of town. I can tell it’s a lot bigger and more happening than Denver, the other major city we’ve been in. You can just feel the energy in the sights and sounds and sheer thrum of the place. I love it.

But there’s a problem. How do you find one dying gangster in a city of millions like this? It’s not Happy Valley, where you could knock on every door in town in twenty minutes, half an hour, tops.

Amber has a suggestion. “Why don’t we go to the library?”

“We haven’t got time to read,” I tell her. “This guy could kick it before we ever get a chance to talk with him.”

“A library is all about information,” she insists. “Maybe his address is on file somewhere.”

I feel a stirring of hope. Back in Serenity, Amber’s mom was our teacher. Her fake mom, I mean. The point is, Amber was brought up in a house that was big on learning.

The Serenity Public Library was a closet full of books in the town hall. The library we get directed to looks more like an Asian palace done in red brick. There are about a gazillion books in there, but we fall on the computers.

Laska is getting a little teary. “Computers make me think of Eli.”
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