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“Well,” says Ciere Giba, peering into the wine cellar, “of all the places we’ve squatted, this one has the best drinks.”
Alan Fiacre closes his eyes and slowly inhales. The cellar is dark, cool, and comfortable. There’s a sense of strength to the old wood walls. With its single exit, it’s easily defensible, and there’s enough food down here to last at least a week. Whoever stocked this cellar made sure they’d have a fine place to hide, should they ever need it.
Alan relaxes. He’s been in many places like this before and familiarity almost feels like coming home.
Ciere lingers on the threshold, her fingers still on the doorknob. She gives the small room a narrow-eyed look. It puts Alan in mind of feral cats looking at baited traps—tempted by the food, but wary of the walls.
Alan says, “You want to get out of here? The others probably won’t mind if we wait on the stairs.”
“I’m fine,” Ciere says automatically, in the same guarded way she always says, I’m not claustrophobic.

Alan understands. There are some things he won’t talk about, too. Trying to pry such truths out of others would be hypocritical.
“You know,” he says, after a long moment, “I have to disagree. The casino had pretty good ones.”
She looks at him, puzzled by the sudden change in subject.
Alan keeps his eyes on the wine barrels. “Drinks, I mean.”
The comment does what it is supposed to: it distracts and redirects Ciere’s attention. She walks to one of the wine racks, her hand going for a dusty bottle. She squints at the label. “You think Guntram would notice if I took one?”
“Yes, he would,” comes a familiar voice. A blond man strides down the stairs. He’s not physically imposing, but Alan knows better than to judge by appearances. Brandt Guntram is one of the more dangerous men Alan has met in his life. Guntram is cool, methodical, and without pride. There’s none of the bluster Alan has come to expect from criminals. Should he ever decide Ciere and Alan are threats, there won’t be a warning. Just two flashes of gunfire.
Alan lets his eyes meet Guntram’s gaze. Something like understanding passes between them. I don’t trust you, Alan thinks. 
I know, is Guntram’s silent reply. 
Ciere grudgingly puts the bottle down. “You make a living out of being a mobster, yet you draw the line at stealing a bottle of booze?”
Guntram smiles thinly. “We’re all our own kind of criminal.”
Alan isn’t a criminal by choice.
It’s more of a necessity. While staying off the government’s radar, he learned how to squat in houses, how to use corners of the Internet the government can’t access, how to send and receive coded messages, and to steal food when he has no other options. Alan doesn’t regret any of it.
He’s the last Fiacre. It is his duty to survive.
  
“The privatization of trains began after the war,” says Guntram.
There are no chairs in the cellar, so Ciere and Alan sit on wine barrels. Guntram stands before them, having adopted a stance like a history professor.
Sitting behind them is Conrad, Guntram’s bodyguard. He’s well over six feet tall and he looks like he could lift one of these barrels in each arm. But despite this, Alan likes the man. Conrad is blunt, honest, and good-natured; Alan doesn’t mind having Conrad at his back.
“After the Pacific War, crime spiked,” continues Guntram. “And that included pickpocketing—especially on public transportation. Trains in particular. Criminals with powers used the trains as ideal hunting grounds. This caused a slump in business and eventually, some of them began to shut down. However, one individual saw an opportunity. Benjamin Hubbard, a rather wealthy man, began buying out some of the public railroads. He hired his own security, thus ensuring that people could once again ride trains without worrying about losing a wallet. These companies charged more, but that was to be expected—”
“Why do you always monologue at us?” interrupts Ciere. “It’s boring and just a little cliché.”
Guntram gives her a flat look. “Informing my colleagues is cliché?”
“Oh, come on,” says Ciere. “There’s informing and then there’s twirling your mustache.”
“I don’t have a mustache,” points out Guntram.
“You also don’t have a high-backed chair or a white cat, but you manage the B movie villain schtick just fine.”
“I,” says Guntram, sounding offended for the first time, “would not be a B movie villain.” 
Conrad turns a laugh into a garbled cough. Alan tries not to smile.
Ciere throws up her hands. “Everyone knows about the trains! In fact, I’ve been one of those pickpockets. How’d you think I got from Seattle to Detroit when I was a kid?” She gives Guntram a triumphant look. 
Guntram smiles. It’s one of those thin smiles that sets Alan on edge. “Conrad?” he says. “Did you know about the trains?”
“No,” says Conrad, and he grins at Ciere. “Kitty, we’re not all Americans. And I had better things to learn than the recent history of your trains.” His German accent seems to thicken around the last few words, as if in deliberate rebuke.
Ciere flushes and turns back to Guntram.
“Okay then,” she says grudgingly. She waves a hand around. “Continue.”
“I’ll try to keep my mustache-twirling to a minimum,” replies Guntram.
Alan and Ciere have been working with the Gyr Syndicate for just over two months. Two months of living with professional criminals and killers, and at some point in the midst of it, Ciere began talking back to Guntram. Maybe it was the familiarity—eating together, sleeping in adjacent hotel rooms, traveling in the same cars, listening to Conrad’s muttered curses and Guntram’s careful silences, and allying themselves against the same enemies.
As they became more integrated into the Syndicate, Alan watched Ciere gradually relax around the mobsters. She doesn’t trust them, even Alan can see that, but she doesn’t expect a knife in the back, either.
Alan’s not so sure. But then again, if the Syndicate is going to betray them, there’s not a lot he can do about it. Not yet, anyway. So Alan does what he has always done: remain in the shadows, listen, and wait.
As for enjoying Ciere’s verbal matches with Guntram…well, that’s just a fringe benefit.
Guntram leans against a barrel, looking as confident and comfortable as ever. “As I was saying, Hubbard and Co. run most of the private trains up and down the Eastern Seaboard. They make a nice little living off of it. But not all of their money comes from legitimate services.” He takes a breath. “They’re using the trains to smuggle weapons to the Alberani crime family.”
Ciere blows out a small breath. “Well, that’s inconvenient. Cops don’t search those trains. There’s supposed to be no need—the companies hire their own security and deliver any criminals to the police. Gift-wrapped, if the rumors are right.” She shakes her head. “Kit never let us work a job on those trains.”
Guntram reaches down, picking up a manila envelope. “Well,” he says, “you’re no longer working for him.” He holds out two slips of paper. Alan takes one and Ciere another.
It’s a ticket. A train ticket.
“You want us riding a train used by a rival crime family?” asks Ciere. She doesn’t sound afraid, just interested.
“Technically,” says Guntram, “you’re stealing from a train used by a rival crime family.” 
  
There’s an old saying about a person not being the sum of his parts. It’s true—people are made up of memories and experiences, of families and relationships.
But Alan feels he has no sum; he is all parts. He is what he knows—and what he knows is everything about the MK virus. How to culture it, weaken it, render the virus inactive. What parts of the virus to strip away and how to craft the remaining pieces into the Praevenir vaccine. The vaccine that causes 0.003% of its recipients to develop some kind of superhuman ability.
And here’s the thing about having the world’s most coveted weapon hidden in a person’s brain: it makes everything else irrelevant.
Alan has known what he is since his aunt sat him down and explained. He alone carries the knowledge of how to create superpowered soldiers.
When Brenton Fiacre created the vaccine, he had no idea what the consequences would be: the rounding up of American citizens, the founding of the UAI, the realization that humanity would never be able to look at itself the same way.
And that was before a war broke out. 
So, yes. Alan knows exactly the dangers of the Praevenir vaccine. He knows what governments would do with it; he has seen the files that TATE managed to hack out of government servers—the scores of dauthus forcibly recruited into the military, the mentalists driven into the TSA, the illusionists that use their talents to spy on other nations.
America uses such individuals because it is convinced that the rest of the nations are also using them as weapons. And they probably are. Alan’s father did his best to repair the damage; he destroyed the vaccine, its formula, and himself. 
Alan has very little of his family: a bracelet his mother owned, a wedding ring, the journal his aunt kept, and numbers and letters seared into his brain. And for a very long time, those were all that mattered. Keeping the memories safe, staying on the run, his father’s legacy secret and guarded.
But that was before he met Ciere, before her crew of white-collar thieves stumbled upon him. Before she used her immunity to effectively fake his death and hide him from the very authorities that would see him truly dead. To keep Alan safe, she promised to serve these mobsters for six months. Ciere, being an illusionist, has the power to make people see what she wants—and it’s a valuable talent. But these days, it’s dangerous to be talented. And if the Syndicate were to ever decide that they wanted to keep her on a more permanent basis…
Alan doesn’t let himself think about that.
He tells himself it’s the least he can do, being here for her.
  
The train between New York City and Miami will take about twenty-eight hours. Even so, Alan doesn’t pack anything but the basics—a change of clothes, his burner phone, and his few possessions. He keeps it all in a worn leather backpack. There’s no need to bring anything else.
“You know Guntram first nabbed me here?” says Ciere. Alan blinks and looks up at the Penn Station sign. Guntram dropped them off and went to find parking, leaving the two teenagers on the bustling sidewalk.
“Did he?” asks Alan, interested. He’s only heard bits and pieces of this story—a robbed bank, some forty thousand dollars, and a Hello Kitty bobblehead.
Ciere nods. “I was taking one of the public trains down to Philadelphia. He found me, threatened me, put the tracking bracelet on me.” Her hand goes to her wrist, to the heavy silver bracelet. “It was all very civilized.”
“And now we’re working for him,” says Alan.
Ciere shrugs. “To be honest, this is the kind of job I was trained to do. Doesn’t matter who’s paying me to do it.” Her mouth twists into a bitter smile. “Although it would be nice to actually get paid.”
Guntram finds them after ten minutes. He has his phone in hand, as if finished making a call. “The rest of your party is already here.”
Ciere brightens. “Is it Henry? Because that would actually make this trip pretty fun.”
Guntram doesn’t reply and Ciere grins. She strides into the train station, unconcerned with the mobster at her back. Alan falls into step behind both of them. The train station isn’t overly busy, but there are still plenty of people to keep an eye on.
One of the Gyr Syndicate mobsters waits for them. It isn’t Henry.
“Oh, him,” says Ciere, making no attempt to hide her annoyance. 
The man’s name is Pruitt. He leans against a bench, as if he’s too keyed up to sit. He has curly dark hair, scars on his hands, and a perpetual frown. Of course, that might be because the first time they met, Alan mistook him for an enemy and kicked Pruitt’s legs out from under him.
Their relationship never really improved after that.
“Of course you had to send him,” mutters Ciere. “Why can’t Conrad come with us?”
“Because a six-foot-tall German mercenary tends to draw attention, especially in close quarters,” says Guntram mildly. “Pruitt is less noticeable. He’s also a resident of Florida, so we don’t have to fake his ID tags.”
Pruitt appears even less pleased than Ciere when they approach. “Kids,” he says, by way of greeting. To Guntram he adds, “Boss.”
“You ready?” asks Guntram. His tone shifts; it changes from the indulgent, amused voice he uses with Ciere into something harder.
Pruitt nods.
“Get it done,” says Guntram. He gives Ciere and Alan a steady look. “And behave. All of you.”
Ciere gives him a thumbs-up. Alan isn’t sure how anyone can make a physical gesture look sarcastic, but she manages just fine.
  
Alan has hopped trains before. It’s one of the easier, if less safe, ways to travel. Cargo trains were the best and he has a few fond memories of playing gin rummy with his aunt while surrounded by wooden crates.
This train is nothing like that. It looks like an old-fashioned steam train. The red and brown paint is artfully distressed and even the whistle sounds like it belongs to another century. “I thought this was top-of-the-line,” says Ciere, under her breath.
Pruitt is the one to answer. “It is,” he says, making no attempt to hide his scorn. “It’s so people can pretend it’s an older age, back before the war.”
Ciere snorts. “The First World War, by the looks of it.”
Pruitt gives her a hard look. “I would’ve thought you’ve stolen enough antiques to appreciate them.”
Ciere glares at him, but doesn’t reply.
Getting on board takes half an hour; one of the metal detectors is down, forcing everyone through the same security line. Pruitt goes first, handing over his tags, ticket, and wallet. He steps through the metal detector and is waved forward.
Ciere has a little more trouble.
“What kind of metal have you got on you?” asks the security officer, sounding tired.
Ciere screws up her face. “Um. My bra.”
The guard’s face reddens slightly.
Alan waits for the guard to guide her to one side, to execute some kind of pat-down procedure. But his eyes glide over Ciere, and Alan can almost see the thoughts running through his brain: teenage girl, blond, white, perky, with a Hello Kitty backpack.
It’s amazing, Alan thinks, how she never has to raise a single illusion to fool people.

“Go on through,” says the guard, and beckons to Alan.
After he’s cleared, Alan joins Ciere. She grasps the safety railing and heaves herself up the tall steps, into the train car. A woman, dressed in a garishly bright uniform takes Pruitt’s ticket and says, “Welcome aboard.” She beams at them, probably thinking Pruitt is the single dad of two teenagers. “Do you have any items you need secured?” She gestures behind her, at a wall of cubbies. “These are free of charge with your ticket and we guarantee the safety of any valuables you might bring on board.”
Pruitt murmurs a refusal.
“What room are we in?” asks Ciere, glancing at Alan.
“Thirty-two,” he replies automatically. He may not be a professional criminal, but he has his own strengths to offer this mission: specifically, his eidetic memory. Along with their room number, he took the time to look over the train’s blueprints. Just in case. Because if there’s anything he’s learned while working for the Syndicate, it’s that nothing ever goes quite according to plan.
Their room looks exactly like Alan expects. All the plastic is designed to look like metal and wood, and the seats are a velvety crimson. Even the curtains look like something out of an old film. But even so, the room is tiny. There are two chairs and Alan sees how they’ll come together, fold into a bed. There is another bed tucked over the window, folded tightly against the train’s ceiling.
Alan goes to the left side of the room and leans his hip against the back of the chair. He glances at Ciere and gestures to it. She gives him a look; she’s teased him about playing the role of her bodyguard. He smiles down at the chair and she silently acquiesces, sitting down.
Pruitt watches the silent exchange before taking the other chair. “We should get started,” he says, and pulls an envelope out of his pocket. He rips it open at the seam, letting the contents fall onto the small table: two pieces of paper, filled with Guntram’s steady handwriting, along with a couple of photos. Ciere picks up the first paper, angling it so that Alan can see. Pruitt takes the second.
Clipped to the paper’s edge is a woman’s mug shot. She’s fair-haired, with a long, narrow face.
Alberani agent, reads Guntram’s handwriting. You don’t need to know her name. She’ll have changed it. Just call her whatever you like. She’s the one bringing the money for the exchange. Avoid her at all costs; I’d rather not have to pick up your bodies from the train tracks.

“Rover,” says Ciere.
Pruitt doesn’t look up from his own paper. “What?”
“I think she looks like a Rover,” says Ciere.
Pruitt’s eyes drag upward and he gives Ciere a flat stare. “What?”

Ciere shrugs one shoulder. Her voice is deliberately light. “Hey, Guntram says we get to name the Alberani agent. I say we run with that.”
Alan fights back a smile. “So you pick a dog name?”
“She’s fetching guns.” Ciere taps a finger against the mug shot. “And she looks kind of like those thin racing dogs.”
“Greyhounds,” Alan supplies.
“Call her whatever you like,” says Pruitt, with all the resignation of a babysitter allowing his charges extra helpings of dessert. He holds out the second sheet of paper, exchanging it for Ciere’s.
On the second sheet is a man’s photograph, the kind professionals take for their ID photos. The man is average looking in a gray uniform with neatly clipped reddish brown hair. He has a hooked nose and sharp, bright eyes. Probably in his thirties, Alan guesses.
One of the train conductors, notes Guntram’s handwriting. Nathan Shaw. He once worked as Hubbard’s PA, making him one of Hubbard’s most trusted employees. That’s why he’s handling the exchange. No criminal record. He has a conceal carry license, but there’s no evidence that he’s experienced in combat.

Pruitt waits until Ciere puts the paper down before saying, “Now, I know Guntram told you the plan, but I’d like to make sure you understand it. Repeat it back to me.”
Alan doesn’t have to see Ciere’s face; her shoulders draw tight. She hates being condescended to, even by her allies. Especially by her allies.
“We know the plan,” she says stiffly.
Pruitt doesn’t reply. He waits.
Ciere huffs out a breath. “Fine. The Alberanis are here to pick up a shipment of guns. The guns are hidden in one of those storage lockers, so there’s no chance of the Alberanis double-crossing this Nathan Shaw. We wait for the Alberani agent, Rover, to pass off a large sum of money to Shaw in exchange for a key to one of the security lockers. She’ll do it in a public place because that’s how these things work. There are three cars with public areas, so we split up and watch. Once we see the money and key have exchanged hands, I follow Shaw back to his room and steal the money. Then you plant it in Rover’s quarters and find a way to tip off the security. So they find the guns and the money in one locale. Boom—no more nice trains for the Alberanis to run their guns on.” She lets an edge slip into her voice. “And that’s the plan.”
Pruitt’s frown remains firmly in place. “There’s one thing you should know.”
“And what’s that?” drawls Ciere, making no attempt to hide her annoyance.
“Not all of the money will be brought into custody,” says Pruitt. “Guntram wants us to take some. Not all, but enough.”
“And this Shaw won’t notice?” says Alan. He prefers to stay silent during these conversations, letting Ciere draw the mobster’s attention. But this question needs answering.
“It won’t matter,” says Pruitt, shrugging. “In the chaos, it’ll be assumed that Rover stashed some of it in a new location. We’ll destroy the working relationship and walk away with a few thousand to give to Guntram.”
“So this is a heist,” says Ciere. “In addition to the sabotage.”
Pruitt’s gaze flicks to her and his eyes narrow slightly. “You say this like you’ve done it before.”
“We’re not amateurs, you know,” she replies. “I’ve been doing this since I was eleven.”
This time there is a flash of emotion, somewhere deep in Pruitt’s eyes. It’s gone before Alan can identify it. “Yes,” says Pruitt quietly. “Yes, you have.”
Ciere opens her mouth but the train lurches forward. Alan grabs the back of her seat to steady himself. There’s a groan of metal on metal and a loud whistle. Through their room’s small window, Alan sees the station drift by. They’re moving, on their way out of the city.
Their window suddenly goes dark, and the carefully constructed antique look falls away. The window is made of high-definition enamel, capable of shifting from window to screen in a moment.
A woman wearing that same bright uniform appears, holding a safety brochure. “Welcome to Hubbard Rails,” she says, her smile a little too wide on the screen. “Where we believe the journey is all that matters...”
Alan lets the woman’s voice fade away; he still hears it, can bring it to mind later, but for now his gaze settles on Ciere. Her fists are still tight in her lap, her face set in rigid lines. He knows her well enough by now to guess what has her on edge. Ciere may be a criminal, but she takes pride in her work. To have her hard-earned skills questioned is the surest way to earn a glare and resentful silences.
“Remember,” the woman is saying, “should you see anyone suspicious, there are ways to summon security.” On the window, the HDE screen goes dark, then illuminates with what looks like a blueprint of a train car. The angle zooms in, on a red button near a window. “There is a panic button in every car,” the woman says, once the camera has settled back on her. “For your safety. Should one be pressed, the car itself will be locked down and security summoned.”
“And that’s how you deter pickpockets,” says Ciere. “Cut off the exits, make security available, and remind everyone to be on their guard.” She reaches out and twitches the curtains shut. The woman’s face vanishes behind them. “Oh, well. At least this job might be interesting.”
  
It is interesting. At least for Alan. It’s probably not the same for him as it is for Ciere or Pruitt. This train ride is just another routine job for them.
For Alan, it’s all new.
The spaces, small as they are, feel just a little too wide. There are so many people, all milling about through the cars. He can smell carpet cleaner, the scents some of the passengers wear, the cooking food emerging from the kitchen into the dining car where he sits.
He tries to take it all in, but it’s almost dizzying—sensory overload. He’s getting better at it, but being here in the real world is still a shock. He’s used to skulking on the fringes of society, squatting in abandoned houses, and avoiding crowds at all costs. When Alan’s aunt was alive, she would never have allowed him aboard such a train. Too many people, too many eyes, too much everything.
He finds he likes the chaos, even if it does make him feel horribly out of place. This dining car is almost painfully posh, with its oak tables lining the walls, the chairs with the velvet seats, and the waiters with pristine napkins draped over one arm.
And Alan sits amidst all this finery in his worn hoodie. He feels as conspicuous as if he were wearing a sign that reads, CRIMINAL. 
If his aunt could see him now, Alan is pretty sure she would have been glaring at him. And that thought sends a pang of loneliness through him. He forces himself to turn away from that line of thought; going down that path will only take him places he’d rather not visit. Instead, he thinks about the heist ahead of them.
The main problem with their plan is that they don’t know when Rover is supposed to meet with Shaw. It could be now, it could be hours from now. To keep up appearances, Ciere and Alan will trade places in two hours.
As for Pruitt…well, he’s stuck in the bar.
Such a hardship.
The waiter passes by, giving Alan a courteous nod. Alan lets himself pick up the menu and order another appetizer. At least there is one perk to this job. He’s never had such food in his life—his aunt never cooked and it wasn’t as if they could afford more than takeout or the occasional drive-thru. A salad, with real goat cheese and walnuts, is something he’s never indulged in before. It’s an experience, to be able to sit in one location and order food he’s never tasted.
Turns out he’s not exactly a fan of walnuts. But it’s still an experience.
Alan’s phone buzzes in his pocket and he retrieves it, grateful to have a new prop to fidget with.
Bored, reads Ciere’s text. 
He smiles to himself; he can just imagine the way she’d say it, drawing out the word.
At least you don’t have waiters glaring at you because you’re underdressed, he writes back. 
Waiters I can deal with. I just watched a toddler try to eat board game money.

You could always steal the money from the toddler, Alan types back. 
Because this is what I’ve been reduced to. Stealing fake money from babies to entertain myself.

Alan laughs quietly and his fingers dart over the phone, ready to reply, when the Alberani agent walks into the car. Alan’s fingers go still and he forces himself not to react, to do as his aunt always told him. Keep his head down, eyes averted.
He sees Rover in his peripheral vision. She looks just like her picture—a narrow face, hard expression, dressed well enough to not draw attention. But the clothes don’t quite fit her and she shifts uncomfortably, as if her high heels are new. Most people probably wouldn’t have noticed, but Alan has spent too long hiding in the company of others. He recognizes a disguise when he sees one.
Rover slides into a chair and tucks her briefcase beneath the table and out of sight.
It might not be the drop. Rover—Alan is never going to get that name out of his head—could just be hungry. Mobsters got hungry. Alan could wait. Would wait. It was what he was best at. 
Only five minutes after Rover orders a steak, Shaw comes through the car doors. His picture didn’t quite do him justice. He’s taller in person and carries himself with a subtle sort of confidence. He talks to a waiter for a moment, smiling slightly as if he knows the man. He gestures at something behind him, face apologetic. The waiter chuckles and hands him a napkin. Alan just manages to hear the words. “So long as I don’t have to clean it up,” the waiter says. “Have fun.”
Shaw smiles wider and turns back to the car doors. Perhaps this isn’t the drop after all, Alan thinks. Perhaps—
But as Shaw passes by Rover’s table, the napkin slips from his fingers. He squats to pick it back up, his hand going to Rover’s table. As if to steady himself.
But when his hand moves away, a small silver key rests upon the tabletop.
Rover’s leg moves and she slides the briefcase to him. As Shaw stands, he moves so smoothly that it looks as if the case has been in his hand the whole time.
Not a bad little exchange, but then again, Alan isn’t an expert. Ciere probably would’ve pointed out ten easier ways to do it, while making a witty quip and taking the wallet out of another patron’s pocket.
Alan waits until Shaw has left the car to text Ciere and Pruitt.
Game on.

  
“Get the money and get out,” Pruitt says, for what has to be the fourth time. “Don’t stick around. Get the money and—”
“Blow it all at the next casino,” replies Ciere, utterly deadpan. “Yes, yes, I know the plan.” She clears her throat, because the hallway outside of their room is hardly a private place.
Pruitt does not look reassured, but he heaves a sigh and strides into the next car. As the doors glide shut behind him, Ciere says, “I really don’t like him.”
“I think the feeling’s mutual.” Alan scratches at the back of his head. “Come on. Might as well not give him another reason to complain to Guntram about having to work with two kids.”
“You think that’s it?” Ciere asks as they dodge past a woman on a cell phone. “He doesn’t like us because we’re young?”
Alan opens his mouth without thinking. “Or it could be because he’s afraid of you.”
Ciere comes to a full stop. She turns around and the intensity of her stare is nearly unbearable.  “What?”
He shouldn’t have said anything. “It’s nothing.”
She waits, an impatient silence stretching between them.
Alan breaks down first. “Pruitt’s only met one other illusionist,” he says, keeping his voice low. “And that person happens to be very, very dangerous. What if he thinks you’ll turn out the same?”
Ciere’s eyes widen. “I—I’m nothing like that.”
Alan tries to sound reasonable. “I know that. But Pruitt…” Alan shrugs. “He’s with the Syndicate. He’s spent years doing who knows what to who knows who. Assuming the worst about everyone is probably how he’s still alive.”
Ciere’s troubled expression fades into something more thoughtful. “You know,” she says, “for a shut-in, you’re surprisingly good at reading people.”
Alan feels his mouth twitch. “…Thanks?”
She grins at him and continues on.
Shaw’s room is near the end of the train. The crowd thins out, until Ciere and Alan are alone as they enter the car. Perhaps this one is meant for staff or important guests; that would explain the lack of people.
“I’ll leave this to you,” Alan says, with a little nod at Shaw’s door.
Alan has stolen before—taken food and clothes and other necessities. He even thought he was pretty good at it until he met Ciere.
Alan has stolen things.
Ciere is a thief.
There’s a difference.
There are lock picks twisted into Ciere’s curly hair, a miniature screwdriver hidden within a tube of mascara, and she can turn a person’s senses against themselves.
“At least I’m good for something,” she mutters, yanking a pair of thin, flesh-colored gloves onto her hands. He’s seen her use them before—they’re made of a special latex that shrinks to fit the hand. Leaving prints, she once explained, was the easiest way to get caught. She pulls the picks out of her bun, and her short hair cascades around her ears. She bends forward, fingers easing the picks into the keyhole.
She has the door open in ten seconds. “Ta-da,” she says.
Alan chuckles. “I’d slow-clap, but that might draw attention.”
She snorts, grabs a fistful of his shirt, and drags him into the room.
It’s larger than theirs—with a small sitting space in addition to the folding bunks. There’s even a private bathroom. Shaw, with his connections, must have wrangled the best room. 
“How long have we got?” asks Alan, gaze roaming over the room.
“Pruitt said he’d try to draw Shaw’s attention for at least ten minutes,” Ciere replies, bending over to dig through a series of drawers set into a wall. “I can just imagine him pretending to be yet another pissed-off rich person that wants to complain to management.” She pulls out a pair of leather shoes. “Bitching at people is what he’s best at.”
Alan goes to the closet. There aren’t too many places to hide anything in these rooms.
Sure enough, the briefcase is tucked behind a garment bag. Alan drags it out. It’s locked, of course, and he glances to Ciere. He expects her to go for her picks again, but she glances over the lock and lets out a derisive sound Then she rises to her feet and slams her heel against the hinges. The metal twists apart and snaps free. “Amateurs,” says Ciere loftily, and opens the briefcase.
Inside are rows and rows of hundred-dollar bills.
“Let’s bring it back to our room,” says Alan, reaching out to shut the briefcase. Of course, now it’s broken, so he has to hold the two sides together. But when he stands, holding the briefcase awkwardly under one arm, he notices Ciere moving toward the closet.
“What are you doing?” he says.
Ciere ducks into the closet and begins rummaging around. “Seeing what else is in here.”
“We’re supposed to get out.”
“Says who?”
“Pruitt. Four times, if I remember correctly.”
Ciere makes a disgusted sound.
“So you’re going to root around in Shaw’s things?” asks Alan. He’s already itching to get out of the room. It’s what his aunt would have done. Lingering seems…unwise.
He says as much.
“You can leave if you want,” says Ciere, tossing a pair of shoes over her shoulder. “But think about it—Shaw’s already hiding tens of thousands of dollars in his room. What else could be in here?” Her voice takes on an almost giddy quality. “Hey, if we find something really good, you think Guntram would knock a month or two off our sentence?”
“He won’t be able to let us go if we’re dead,” Alan points out.
Ciere finally goes still and crawls backward, twisting so that she can meet his eyes. It’s a struggle, holding on to her gaze, but he manages. “There’s surviving,” she says, “and then there’s living.”
There’s a seriousness to her face that Alan rarely sees. It makes him think of the little hints she’s dropped; she’s mentioned parties and a bank robbery that she pulled simply for the hell of it—her words, not his. She is an illusionist. There will never be a moment that someone won’t want to control her. And he wonders if this is how she fights against that control, by taking risks and forging her own reckless path.
Alan isn’t sure what he might have said, because he never gets the chance. The sound of someone sliding a key into the door makes his blood run cold.
Ciere lunges to her feet.
She motions him to the far wall, to the narrow space between couch and closet. It’s just enough space to fit two teenagers. Alan hesitates, then realizes her plan. He follows her to the wall and presses himself against it.
Once they’re in place, Ciere makes a vague gesture with one hand and she vanishes. Alan looks down at himself and sees…nothing. It’s an odd feeling, to sense the floor beneath his feet but not actually see his shoes.
Ciere’s hand finds his wrist and squeezes. The briefcase remains clamped shut beneath his other arm, and the broken metal of the lock bites into his bare skin. The discomfort goes all but unnoticed.
Shaw steps into the room. He reaches for the light, realizes it’s already on, and frowns. A bolt of adrenaline goes through Alan. The lights. They should have remembered to turn off the lights. 
But if Shaw is suspicious, it isn’t for long. He walks farther into the room, tossing his key upon the table.
And none other than Pruitt follows behind.
Ciere’s grip tightens.
“I don’t understand what was so sensitive we needed to talk alone,” Shaw is saying. “You said it has something to do with…illegal activity.”
Pruitt carefully slides the door shut behind them. “Yes, I’m sorry to tell you, but I think I saw something.” He hesitates, a touch too deliberately, and says, “I think there may be a member of a crime family here.”
As if he can’t help himself, Shaw’s eyes flick to the closet where he stashed the briefcase. His attention is wholly on the closet, which is probably the point. Alan realizes that by mentioning the crime family, Shaw will be focused on the money and his own guilt, not on the man in his room. It’s probably the only thing that will make Shaw turn his back on Pruitt.
“And who would that be?” says Shaw.
“Me,” says Pruitt simply, and lunges. His fingers are wrapped around Shaw’s throat before the man can even cry out. Then Pruitt pulls a knife from inside his jacket.
Alan read about this once, in an army manual his aunt always kept around. This technique is typically used to disable sentries in enemy territory because it’s quiet and effective. As if on cue, his brain feeds the information back to him. Ensure target has his back to you. Crush larynx and stab subclavian artery.

Alan closes his eyes. He’s always considered himself a pragmatic person. People die; sometimes people kill them. But that doesn’t mean he wants to see it.
When Alan blinks the world back into view, it’s over. Shaw is still and silent on the floor and Pruitt stands over him, wiping his fingerprints from the knife’s handle. Using the same napkin that Shaw used to hide the key that he passed to Rover.
Pruitt gives Shaw one last look. It’s not a triumphant look, but it’s not one of remorse, either. It’s the look of a man doing his job and taking no pride in it.
He walks out of the room and lets the door slide shut behind him.
Alan counts to ten in his head before he moves. Ciere lets the illusion fall and they flicker back into existence. Her skin has gone chalky.
“It’s not a heist,” she whispers. “It’s a hit.”
  
They don’t go back to their room.
Rather, Alan makes for the dining car. There’s some tea service going on, and nearly all of the tables are full. A low murmur blends together, providing the perfect cover for any covert conversation. Alan orders whatever sandwiches are available, along with the tea.
They’re seated at a table in the corner of the car, near a window. Ciere’s knuckles are white on the briefcase’s handle, and she slides it beneath their table. The cheerful scenery slides by—green field, trees, distant buildings, all gone before Alan has time to really take them in.
“They should have told us the real plan,” says Alan, when he’s sure no one will overhear. “Pruitt can plant the knife in Rover’s room, make it look like the Alberani family killed Shaw. And then there’s no need to let any of the money slip through our hands. The Syndicate breaks the business relationship and walks away with a small fortune.” Alan shakes his head. “It’s a good plan, if just a little morally reprehensible.” 
Ciere’s eyes are strangely vacant when she picks up her teacup. “It’s the same as any con,” she says quietly. “You make the mark look at your right hand—dangle it in front of them, wave it around—and all the while, you’re picking their pocket with your left hand.” She drops a sugar cube into her tea. “He distracted us with the prospect of stealing part of the money, so we would get away quickly and wouldn’t notice him taking out Shaw.”
“Guntram should have told us,” says Alan. “Letting us walk in here blind was a risk.”
“Not as much as a risk as telling two teenagers they’re going to be party to murder,” Ciere says, voice dropping even lower. “For all he knows, we might have warned Shaw.”
Alan wants to ask if she would have warned Shaw. If she would have sacrificed her alliance with the Syndicate to save a stranger’s life.
He doesn’t ask. If the question were to be turned around, he knows his answer all too well. If it meant keeping himself safe, yes, he would let another person die.
Ciere’s voice is brittle with anger. “I should have known. The moment Guntram explained why Pruitt was going with us. Native of Florida, my ass.” She makes a disgusted sound. “They sent Pruitt because Guntram won’t get his hands dirty, Conrad won’t leave Guntram, and Henry’s off doing her own thing.”
Ciere’s phone buzzes and she picks it up.
“Pruitt?” asks Alan.
She nods once. “Wants to know where the hell we are.”
Alan sips at his tea. “I’ll bet he really wants to know if the money’s secure.”
Ciere mutters something about exactly where Pruitt can shove that money. She takes a savage bite of sandwich, barely pausing to chew before adding, “He can come find the money, for all I care.”
Pruitt does indeed find them.
It takes about an hour but the man shows up just as Ciere is paying the bill. He looks thunderous, but at the sight of the briefcase, some of his anger burns off. “You have it, then.”
“I have it,” says Ciere coolly. “Where have you been?”
Pruitt hesitates. It’s just a fraction of a second and Alan wouldn’t have noticed if he weren’t looking for the pause. “Cleaning up a few loose ends,” says Pruitt stiffly, which Alan takes to mean, Planting a bloody knife in a mobster’s room. “I’ll take the briefcase now, so I can put it…where it needs to go. You can go back to our rooms.” 
Ciere’s grip on the briefcase tightens as if she needs that physical restraint. “How about I hold on to it? At least until we reach our room. It’s on the way. We did a number on the lock, so you kinda have to hold the thing together. You can take it, once we’re out of sight.”
Pruitt’s eyes flick toward the briefcase jammed under her arm. “I should take it.”
“Why?” says Ciere, too sharply. “Don’t trust us?”
All semblance of politeness drops from Pruitt’s face. And before she can respond, he reaches out and presses a hand to the briefcase’s side.
She jerks back as if burned. “What—what are you doing?”
But Alan knows exactly what he was doing. Pruitt made no move to take the briefcase; he just wanted to check if it was real.
“I’ve seen what people like us can do,” says Pruitt, so low that Alan barely hears him. “And no, I don’t trust you. I don’t trust anyone with that kind of power.”
Alan wishes the corridor were wider, so he could wedge himself between them. This conversation feels dangerous, as if it could shift into violence with a single uttered word.
“You’re immune, too,” says Ciere. Even in a whisper, her voice loses none of its hard edge.
“And that’s why I know better than to trust any of us,” says Pruitt. “I can’t forget what we’ve done.”
The words strike Alan harder than they should. Because he knows what Pruitt means. “You’re an eidos,” says Alan quietly.
Ciere twists to look at Alan, but he doesn’t return her gaze. His own eyes are on Pruitt’s hands—scarred by blade-thin marks and calloused in all the places where a person holds a gun. He must remember every moment of it, every wound and hurt, every insult or injury.
No wonder the man has anger management issues, Alan thinks. 
Pruitt seems to return to himself. His snarl evens out into a normal-looking frown.
“How’d you end up working with the Syndicate?” says Ciere, making no attempt to mask her disbelief.
“You think you’re the only immune criminal that Guntram rescued?” Pruitt replies.
Ciere scoffs. “He didn’t rescue me.”
“That’s not the way he tells it.” Pruitt grinds his knuckles against his temples, as if trying to dispel a migraine. His fury has faded, gone back to its usual simmering state.
“Well, he wouldn’t be the first mobster to lie to us,” says Ciere.
Pruitt doesn’t flinch or look away. “You can hold on to the briefcase until we reach our room. Then I’ll take it, we’ll leave a few thousand with you, while I plant the rest in Rover’s room.” He spreads his hands. “That good enough for you two?”
Alan speaks up for the first time. He’s seen that furious look on Ciere’s face before and it never bodes well. “That’s fine,” he says. Because what choice do they have?
Ciere adjusts her position, so that even when the three of them walk ahead, Pruitt remains fully in her sight, unable to get behind her.
Alan’s eidetic memory conjures an image of Ciere just hours earlier, allowing Guntram to trail her into the train station, smiling all the while.
“Good job acting casual,” murmurs Alan.
“Do we want to act casual?” Ciere says, tone sharp. “I mean, are we going to let Guntram get away with lying to us? Are we…” She glances at Pruitt and freezes.
Alan collides with her, his shoulder knocking her hard, and all the breath seems to leave her. But it’s not the impact that stuns her. It’s the sight before her.
Pruitt is halfway through the car. He has paused mid-step, his gaze locked on the woman in front of him.
The Alberani agent, Rover, is walking through the sliding doors.
For a moment, Alan thinks it will be all right. Guntram has done a good job of keeping their identities and faces a secret. Rover doesn’t know who they are—who any of them are—
But Rover’s mouth drops open. She stares at Pruitt, gapes like she’s seen someone long dead. Her throat convulses in a swallow and her mouth snaps shut. She gathers herself, fingers twitching as if longing to reach for a weapon.
“The Alkanovs have no business here,” she says in a low, controlled voice.
Alan can’t see Pruitt’s face, but the man’s shoulders are rigid and he shifts to the balls of his feet. “I’m not with the Alkanovs. I’ve got a new boss now,” says Pruitt, and he does something Alan has never heard before.
He laughs.
And charges her.
Rover takes a step back. Not to retreat, like Alan thinks at first; her fist comes up. And she slams that fist through the small glass panel holding the panic button.
Alan only has time to hear Ciere whisper, “Oh, hell,” before the alarms begin shrieking.
The effect is nearly instantaneous.
The two doors begin to slide closed, cutting the car off from its neighbors. In a moment there will be no place to run or hide.
And they would be trapped, if Ciere weren’t already moving.
Alan wonders if it’s instinct or muscle memory—if the need to run is deeply embedded in her bones. She darts around him before he’s realized what’s happening. Her grip is crushingly tight on his wrist and she all but yanks him toward the doors.
He follows, finding his step a moment after she does. The doors are already halfway shut, air hissing as their locks slide into place. There will be no getting them open again once they close.
Ciere flies through, her slim figure slipping easily between door and frame. Alan surges forward, and there’s just enough time to wonder how much pressure is behind those doors before they close on the heel of his jeans. He stumbles and falls to his knees, his wrist slipping out of Ciere’s grasp.
She turns immediately, seeing his plight. He opens his mouth to tell her to run, but she kneels beside him. She yanks at his jeans and the fabric tears, letting Alan stagger forward. Now that the doors are closed, the ringing of alarms is quieted. Of course they wouldn’t want the alarms to panic the other passengers.
Ciere drags him against a wall and he falls against it. She drops the briefcase at his feet, pressing it to the wall. Hastily, she runs her hands through her hair, bites down on her lower lip, and without any warning at all, puts her arms around Alan’s neck.
“Don’t push me away,” she warns.
Alan doesn’t. His heart beats so hard, it feels like it might catch fire. He forces his mind to think, to move beyond this moment and its heady sense of falling. His neck feels too warm beneath her fingers and he can feel her breath somewhere near his collarbone.
He should pull away, but he doesn’t. He doesn’t want to admit to himself why he feels comfortable with her or why he hasn’t run. He will, eventually. He’ll have to leave her behind, for the good of his family and their legacy. But for now, he doesn’t pull away. He allows himself this sensation, the closeness.
Alan thinks he deserves a moment of selfishness.
“Pruitt’s trapped in there,” he feels obligated to say. Because he might be selfish, but he isn’t utterly heartless.
Ciere shrugs. They’re so close, he feels it more than sees it. He meets her eyes, and sees they’re shining. “What?” he says.
“Oh, come on,” she says, “tell me you don’t love a good adrenaline high once in a while.”
“I have managed to survive just fine without them,” he manages to say, and that’s when security rushes inside.
Ciere and Alan spring apart. Alan sees the scene like the security officers must—two teenagers, alone in a small corridor. Presumably, the only place they could find privacy. It’s not a bad little ruse, and he’s impressed with Ciere for thinking of it so quickly. “What?” says Ciere, and her voice sounds small and frightened.
“Don’t move,” says one woman.
Ciere stammers out a jumbled reply, but none of the officers wait to hear it. They slide a card through the door’s scanner and it opens just far enough to let them through.
“He’ll be caught,” says Alan, under his breath.
“Somehow I think Guntram will get him out.” Ciere slides a hand around his waist. “Come on, look like we just evaded my parents or something.”
“Or something,” Alan agrees, pressing his leg against the briefcase. “And as for why we have a broken briefcase…?”
Ciere looks hurriedly down, and her fingers twitch. The briefcase vanishes.
A door to one of the rooms opens on their left. Inside is an older woman, with snowy hair and a tentative expression. “What’s going on?” she says, her gaze alighting on Alan and Ciere.
“We don’t know,” says Ciere. “It’s—it’s some kind of disturbance. We heard alarms.”
Another door opens. And another and another.
Voices pick up; it seems as if the entire car has come alive with chatter. “We should get out of here,” murmurs Ciere. “We were pretty far back from Pruitt—Rover probably doesn’t think we were with him, but still…”
The doors whoosh open. It’s so sudden that Alan starts. He peers through the doors, expecting to see Pruitt being led away. Several of the other gawkers surge forward, trying to see the commotion. 
But there’s nothing. Just the narrow-faced woman and a rush of wind through the car. At once, Alan smells fresh grass and the train fumes.
“A bird,” Rover is saying. “Flew into the window. It—it shattered. I panicked—I hit the button. I’m sorry.”
Alan wonders if or when they’ll see that there’s little glass on the floor. That whatever impacted the window came from inside.
“Why is she protecting him?” he whispers into Ciere’s ear. Her short hair brushes his cheek.
Her gaze is fixed on the security guards, the way a rodent might watch a predator. “She can’t report a crime,” she murmurs. “She’d have to record fingerprints and turn her over her ID tags. It’d bring too much attention to her. She already has a record. And…” Her mouth goes tight. “If I know mobsters, she’ll want to deal with Pruitt herself—not let some security guard do it.”
“Come on,” says Alan, and pushes through the crowd. There’s no reason to stick around. “Let’s get back to our room.” He reaches down, finds the invisible briefcase by touch, and shoves it under one arm.
Ciere follows, and they navigate their way through the gawkers, and past a family complaining about how they can’t get to their room.
Once they’re safely away from the crowd, Alan lets himself look back.
“He jumped,” says Ciere faintly. “Pruitt broke the window and jumped.” She shakes her head in disbelief. “That’s…that’s…”
“Entirely doable if you’re practiced and you catch the train at the right moment,” Alan says.
She gives him a look.
“It’s a long story,” he says. “Let’s just say I know it’s possible. And I’m guessing Pruitt decided it was better to have a broken leg than be caught by security. And Rover will lie, because she doesn’t want them looking too closely at her connections. Which reminds me—she mentioned a name. The Alkanovs.”
Ciere dodges around a family before she says, “Small-time crime family in the Midwest. One of the first families that the Syndicate broke, actually. Pruitt must have worked for them before the Syndicate.” She snorts derisively. “After all, one criminal faction is the same as the next.”
Alan uses his key to get into thirty-two. Thanks to this job, they haven’t spent much time here and their tiny room looks unlived in. There’s none of the usual detritus that seems to follow humankind around—no empty water bottles, candy wrappers or even a coat tossed on the back of a chair. If it wasn’t for the three backpacks tucked beneath the table, Alan thought the room might have looked unoccupied. “We should probably grab Pruitt’s bag when we arrive in Florida, shouldn’t we?” Ciere remarks grudgingly. “Pass it along when we see him next time.”
Alan hesitates. He isn’t sure what to do. Pruitt isn’t on the train anymore; the safest thing to do would be to remain unseen and alone in this room until their arrival. All at once, his energy begins to ebb away. He feels adrift with exhaustion, ready to collapse for at least a couple of hours.
“You want to play cards or something?” asks Ciere, tossing the briefcase into their small closet.
“Actually, I was thinking of taking a nap.” Alan glances up, at the bed folded above the window.
Ciere laughs. “You old man. It’s just like working with Kit again.” She stands on the table, reaching up to yank the bed open. As she snaps it into place, something falls. A metal object clatters across the table and skids to the floor.
Alan stares at it.
“What was that?” says Ciere, peering downward. She jumps down to get a better look.
She makes a strangled sound when she finally sees what fell from the bed.
A bloody knife. The same knife they last saw in Pruitt’s hands.
Alan gapes at it. Because that knife, that knife with Shaw’s blood, should not be here. It’s supposed to be in Rover’s room.
“Pruitt didn’t have time to plant it,” says Ciere. She reaches to take it, and he’s ready to cry out, to tell her not to, but then he sees her hands. She’s still wearing those flesh-colored gloves. She gingerly picks up the weapon by the hilt.
“We can’t leave that here,” replies Alan. “When they find Shaw, there is going to be a massive search.”
Ciere catches on. “If anyone finds this here, it looks like we did it.” Her whole body goes rigid. “Maybe a trash can. Maybe in a public car—”
“Or maybe,” says Alan, the words coming to him slowly, “we finish the job Pruitt started.”
It’s rare to see Ciere caught off guard. “You—you want to?” She gestures at the knife.
How can he explain himself? There’s no way to utter the words without sounding incredibly callous. “Shaw is already dead,” he says. “We can’t change that. We can only change what that means for us.”
Alan braces himself for her disgust. But rather than appalled, Ciere’s expression turns sour. “You’re making sense. I hate that you’re making sense.”
“Also,” says Alan, “you’re forgetting Guntram. He’ll expect results. Do we really want to go back to the Syndicate and tell them that not only did our job fail, but the Alberani agent is walking free and could possibly identify Pruitt to her bosses?”
Ciere slowly sinks into one of the chairs. She leans her elbows against the table, as if it’s all that keeps her upright. “Have I mentioned lately how much I hate being teammates with murderers? I thought when I was going to work for Guntram, I’d be stealing stuff or helping run cons. Not…this.” She presses a hand to her forehead, and suddenly she looks older than seventeen. “I hate that this is what we’ve been turned into.”
Alan bites down on his reply: that being here, with these people isn’t what made him like this. He’s always been like this.
Ciere gingerly sets the knife on the table. “How the hell are we supposed to get this into Rover’s room? We don’t know what room she’s in, if she’s even in there—”
Alan understands her fear. They’re alone on this train. With a briefcase full of cash, a murder weapon, a dead body, and one very pissed-off mobster.
“I have an idea,” says Alan slowly.
She waits.
“You’re not going to like it,” he adds.
  
A corpse isn’t like an unconscious person. There’s blood and…other things. Alan tries—and fails—not to think about it. When Ciere unlocks Shaw’s room, the unmistakable scent of death wafts into the hall.
Alan pulls the door shut quickly behind him.
For a moment, they just stare at Shaw. He hasn’t moved. Of course, he wouldn’t.
“I am not touching that,” says Ciere. 
Alan has no issue with touching a dead body. It’s dead, after all. It’s not like they’re bothering the guy. But there’s one caveat.
Alan holds up one of his bare hands.  “You’re the one wearing gloves,” he says. “And we can’t leave prints.”
Ciere frowns down at her hands. “How about you wear them?”
Alan takes gentle hold of Ciere’s wrist. He places his palm against hers, pressing lightly. Her fingers are small and thin, perfect for picking a lock or reaching into someone’s pocket. Ciere stares at the tips of his fingers—which end about an inch after hers. “Maybe they’ll still stretch,” she says doubtfully, and peels off one glove. 
Whatever elastic properties the gloves had, they’re gone now. Alan tries pulling on the glove, but it won’t go past his knuckles. “Stupid body-heat-activated latex,” mutters Ciere. “Next time, I’m buying leather.”
Alan shoots Ciere an apologetic look, but before he can say anything, she kneels beside Shaw. Using her one covered hand, she tugs a pocket open and rummages inside.
“I hate the Syndicate,” she says faintly. “I hate them so much.”
“Hate them later,” says Alan. “Find the phone now.”
She continues to search, but she makes a soft, pained sound when the corpse’s arm dislodges, hitting Ciere in the leg. She lunges backward, as if the corpse has been electrified. Alan is ready to offer to try on the other glove, but she holds up her hand and—sure enough—there’s the phone.
“Let’s get out of here,” she chokes out. She makes a retching noise and Alan hurries to get the door. They don’t quite run from the room; it’s more like a very, very fast-paced walk. Ciere tucks the cell phone into her pocket before veering into the nearest restroom.
When she emerges, her skin still has that chalky pallor. A passerby takes one look at her and hurries on his way. Ciere leans against a wall, letting it take her weight.
“You think he had a family?” asks Ciere quietly.
“If Guntram were here,” says Alan, just as quietly, “he’d say that the lives we save by stamping out the Alberanis will be worth far more than one man’s life. A man, who I might add, was giving guns to known violent criminals.”
Hard choices, Alan’s aunt used to say. 
It’s true. The Gyr Syndicate is as dangerous as any crime family, but they’re far less sloppy. Alan has memorized the statistics of the Syndicate’s past takeovers, and violent crimes have  all but stopped in their territory. Alan supposes it makes sense. Any truly good criminal knows better than to leave bodies in their wake.
Ciere’s knuckles go white on the door. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”
  
“This is a bad plan,” Alan says again.
Ciere doesn’t look at him. She continues to rub at the briefcase with a handful of paper towels, carefully wiping away any fingerprints. “It was your plan.”
A headache has begun to throb at the base of Alan’s neck. He makes a conscious effort to relax. Working his body into a frenzy will do him no good at all. “No,” he says, “my plan was to text Rover and tell her where the briefcase is. Then she retrieves it and we call security.”
“She won’t,” says Ciere confidently. “No criminal would take a briefcase full of cash that’s been abandoned.” She pursed her mouth. “Or at least no smart criminal. Anything that’s too good to be true often is. She won’t take the money unless it’s handed off in person. We can’t plant it in her room because Pruitt, being the suspicious little bastard that he is, never told us what room she’s in. And unless you’ve suddenly developed Devon-esque hacking abilities, we’re not getting that information ourselves.”
Alan feels a bit affronted. “I know computers.” A beat. “Theoretically, I mean. I’ve read a lot of books.”
“Pretty sure the reality differs a bit from the books,” she replies, but there’s no bite to her voice. “We can’t find out where she is. We can’t plant the knife. So we make her take it—because there’s something shiny that distracts her. Like the Greeks did with the Trojan cow.”
“It was a Trojan horse.” 
“Yeah, but I always called it a cow just to annoy Kit,” she says, almost fondly. “He thought I dozed during that lecture.”
Alan eyes the briefcase’s interior. For all of his worry, he has to admire the hurried sewing job Ciere did on the lining. If he didn’t know where to look, he could almost miss the slight bulge where she hid the knife.
“It’s dangerous,” says Alan. “Guntram’s notes told us to stay away from Rover.”
Ciere throws the paper towels at the wall with such force that if they’d been heavier, they might have left a dent. “Yeah, Guntram said a lot of things about this job.” She glowers at the briefcase, and carefully tries to pull it shut. It won’t close all the way, but it’s better than nothing. She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. When she opens her eyes, she makes an effort to meet his gaze.
Alan tries not to look away. He’s always avoided people’s gazes, never met anyone’s eyes, hoped they wouldn’t get a good look at his face.
You have your father’s eyes, his aunt used to say. 
Alan manages not to break the stare and Ciere’s face softens. “Listen,” she says, more gently. “This isn’t your kind of gig. I get it. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. You can stay here and I’ll handle it.” She throws her shoulders back, smiling in that way of hers. “I’ll take on Shaw’s appearance. It’s what I do.”
It is shameful how tempting her words are. Alan turns the thought over in his mind, examining it from all angles. He should let her do this. It’s what his family would have wanted—it is imperative that he survives.
That the Praevenir formula survives.
But to use Ciere’s own words, there’s surviving, then there’s living. And he’s not sure how he’ll live with himself if she gets hurt.
“No,” says Alan. His voice is firmer than he expected. “You should illusion me to look like Shaw and I’ll hand the money over.”
Ciere gapes at him. “What? No.”
It’s not that she can’t do it; Alan has seen her disguise other people’s appearances before. It was something she was forced to master before Guntram allowed her to fully work within the Syndicate. But even her illusions have limitations.
“You can’t illusion your voice.” Alan smiles, just a little. “If she’s suspicious about us leaving the briefcase in a deserted hallway, she’ll be suspicious of a thirty-something man that sounds like a seventeen-year-old girl.”
“I won’t talk,” says Ciere stubbornly.
Alan’s smile grows. “Is that even possible?”
“Oh shut it.” But there’s no heat to her words. “Fine. You’ve got a point. But…but are you sure?”
No. Not at all.
“Yes.”
  
They stand in the children’s car. It’s dinnertime and all the kids are probably eating with their families. The discarded toys seem to stare at Alan and he glances away. The only sounds are the curtains rustling as the train takes another turn.
“You did text her, right?” asks Alan.
Ciere nods. “Told her to meet us here in five minutes. Which means we should probably get into position.”
She shakes herself, like a runner getting ready for a hard sprint. Alan takes several steps backward, to the middle of the carriage.
Ciere’s face clouds with concentration and she raises a hand toward him.
The teenage boy known as Alan blurs out of existence. He grows taller, broader, and his dark hair goes red, his coppery skin turns pale. In a fraction of a second, none other than a dead man stands in the train car. Shaw glances at himself in a window, chancing a look at his own reflection.
“That is weird,” says Alan.
“Try to sound older,” says Ciere, with a wince. “I just hope she and Shaw haven’t talked much. Maybe try to sound hoarse—say you’ve got allergies or something.” Still looking pained, she steps up to a wall and presses herself to it. She closes her eyes and her outline fades. Her body seems to take on the color and texture of the wall, and she vanishes.
Now all that’s left to do is wait.
Alan paces back and forth a few steps, trying to look important and confident. The way Shaw looked when Alan first saw him in the dining car. The briefcase rests on the floor, propped up against a dollhouse. Fear pulses through him with every heartbeat. So many things could go wrong with this plan. Rover could not show up. Rover could show up armed. Rover might know Shaw’s voice well enough to discern that Alan is an imposter. Or—
The door glides open. Alan’s throat feels tight as Rover steps inside.
Alan stands a little straighter.
Rover takes one step and then another. “I hope you have some explanation,” she says stiffly. “There was someone from another family on the train. Your security’s been compromised.”
Alan opens his mouth. For a moment, he’s sure nothing will come out. “We didn’t know,” he says. He keeps his voice low, hoping against hope she won’t suspect. “Please assure your people that we are not doing business with anyone else.” He holds out a hand, palm out, gesturing at the briefcase.
Rover’s gaze alights on it. “What’s this?”
“We promised a secure transport,” says Alan. He tries to imbue his words with as much arrogance as possible, to cover the fact that he has no idea what the real Shaw promised. “And as we were unable to hold up our end of the bargain, at least this once, we are offering a full refund.” He hesitates, then adds, “As a gesture of goodwill.”
Rover makes no attempt to hide her suspicion. She steps forward, kneeling before the briefcase. She stares at the broken lock for a moment.
Alan thinks quickly, trying to come up with some explanation. But—I lost the key; someone broke it; I fell on it—all sound ridiculous. All he can do is hope the lure of the money is enough to smooth over any awkward questions. 
Rover yanks the case open, fingers trailing over the broken lock. But then she sees the money—all laid out in even little stacks. A quick series of emotions cross her face—suspicion, greed, followed by a desire to bring this conversation to an end.
Rover carefully picks up the briefcase and nods once at Alan, as if he’s done her some kind of favor. “I’ll remember this,” she says, and walks to the doors. She gives him one last look before the doors glide open and she strides through them.
“I’m sure you will,” Alan says to the empty car. Well, visibly empty. Ciere snorts somewhere to his right.
Alan begins to shake; he’s not sure how long he can remain upright. Leaning against a wall, he lets out a soft laugh. He did it. He did something that endangered himself, endangered the formula, and it turned out all right.
Ciere winks into existence. She’s grinning broadly. “Not bad, newbie. Not bad at all. You want to alert security, or should I?”
Alan is already pulling out his phone.
  
They never make it to Florida. Rather, they get off at the next stop. It’s easy, amidst the swarming police cars and ringing sirens and the chatter of disturbed passengers.
“...Murdered! Can you believe it?”
“...Saying it was one of the passengers—”
“I always rode these trains because they’re supposed to be safe—”
Ciere hurries through the crowd, Alan at her heels. Once they’re free of the train station, Alan finds that they’re in a small town. It looks like it consists of a strip mall and some far-off factories.
“Well, that’s one business arrangement shattered,” Alan remarks. “You think the Alberanis will be able to salvage their gun-running?”
“Oh, yes,” says Ciere. “Probably just start using vans or something.” She shakes out her hair, head tilted up to the sunlight. “I should probably call Pruitt, shouldn’t I? See if he’s still alive.”
“Probably,” Alan agrees.
“Here.” Ciere turns her back to him. Her backpack, along with Pruitt’s, is slung over one shoulder. “Mind grabbing my phone for me?”
Alan unzips the bag and reaches in. He never finds the phone; rather, his fingertips brush paper and he opens the bag farther, peering at its contents.
Tucked inside her backpack are two stacks of hundred-dollar bills. He picks one up. It must be a thousand dollars, at least.
“This,” says Alan, not daring to pull the money from her bag. It’s too conspicuous, so he puts it back, grabs for her phone, and yanks the bag shut. “It’s the money.”
When Ciere faces him, she’s grinning widely. “Perceptive, aren’t you.” She tosses her hair. “The bottom layer of the briefcase might have been padded with that board game money I took from a toddler. Just so it looked full.” 
“Are we giving it to Guntram?”
Ciere makes a derisive sound. “Are you kidding? We earned this money. If Guntram wants to rip off some mobsters, he can do it himself.”
He can’t help but return her smile. “So the police have a mobster in custody, the corrupt train conductor is dead, our lying ally is probably hitchhiking home, and the heroes walk away with two grand. It’s almost…poetic.”
“I’m not sure we’re exactly heroes,” points out Ciere. She begins walking away from the station, and Alan falls into step beside her.
“Of course we’re the heroes,” he says. “Or at least, we will be when we tell this story.”
She snorts. “Yes. We’ll call this one, ‘The Time Alan and Ciere Were Tricked into Helping a Mobster Cover up a Murder, Ciere Ended Up Going Through the Dead Guy’s Pockets, and Alan Pretended to be a Train Conductor.’”
“I think we need a shorter title.” Alan considers it and says, “‘Murder on the Disoriented Express.’”
Ciere chokes and sputters out a laugh.
  
Alan hasn’t had a lot of time for friends. It’s one downside to being on the run for most of his life. There have been fragile acquaintances, but those always dissolved when he moved to a new city, a new name, a new life.
But that changed when he met Ciere.
There was nothing elegant about their friendship’s beginnings. Ciere and Alan came together like a car crash—colliding into each other’s lives, inexorably twisted up and unable to pry themselves apart. It was an alliance of circumstance; two teenagers against those who wanted them dead.
Since then, their friendship has been a tenuous thing, fraught with adrenaline and never a moment’s rest. Ciere is impulsive and brash at the best of times and downright stubborn at the worst. But she is also the first person who has ever looked at Alan and not seen a weapon for the taking. She talks to him like he’s a person, not a formula.
The first time he saw her, she was lit up with sunlight, the first real light he’d seen in days. She’s radiant and alive and he wonders how she’s managed it. He knows what she’s survived; he can see it in the way her eyes linger on doors and windows, in the nervous twitching of her legs, in the way her lips form the word she’s taken for her name. She’s like him—a survivor.
Alan knows his own pragmatism. He’d let another person die to keep the formula safe. He’s also pretty sure he’d kill someone, too, if it came right down to it. Extraneous things like friendship and pity and shame are meant to be cut away, left behind.
He’s a survivor. No matter the cost.
But unlike Alan, Ciere hasn’t kept to the shadows. She hasn’t cut herself off or become hardened. When she saw a man die, she nearly fell apart.
She hasn’t lost her humanity and it makes Alan ache, feel a pang for something he feels like he’s never had. He’s never had a life outside of this, never wondered what it’d be like to be a whole person instead of numbers and letters.
He can’t have a life. He can’t afford one.
But she makes him want one.
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