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CHAPTER ONE

SAM

RENO, NEVADA

“ISN’T THIS STEALING?”

Nemo watched as Sam ran his fingers over the keypad on the ATM, pretending to punch in a sequence of numbers in case anyone was looking while actually telepathically telling the computer inside what to do. Or at least trying to. His Legacies were still not working right. He had flashes of success, but they were short and unpredictable.

Come on, come on, come on, he thought, hoping he could connect just long enough for the machine to do what he needed it to do.

The ATM chirped, then began spitting out twenty-dollar bills into Sam’s hand. He breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s not coming out of any specific person’s account,” he said, responding to Nemo. “This is the money the machine is stocked with. It’s the bank’s money.”

“Totally doesn’t answer my question, Robin Hood,” Nemo remarked as Sam folded the bills and stuffed them into the pocket of his jeans.

“We’ll repay them,” Sam said as he turned and walked away from the bank. “Once things are sorted out.”

“Mm-hmm,” Nemo said vaguely.

“It’s going to be fine,” said Sam. He checked both ways for traffic on the street, then crossed to the diner on the other side.

“I didn’t say I was worried,” Nemo replied as Sam opened the door and they went inside. “If anything goes wrong, my plan is to tell everyone you and Six kidnapped me and forced me into a life of crime.”

The two of them walked to the back of the diner, where Six was seated in a booth. She had her phone out and was looking at something on the screen. Sam slid in beside her while Nemo sat opposite them.

“Everything go okay?” Six asked without looking up.

Sam patted the fat wad of cash in his pocket. “Great,” he said.

“You remembered to turn off the camera, right?” Six asked.

Sam smacked his forehead with his palm. “Damn it!” he said. “I knew I forgot something.”

Six glanced at him and started to respond. Then she saw Sam giving her a look that said “Do you think I’m an idiot?”

“Sorry,” she said.

“Wow,” said Nemo. “An apology. And it isn’t even Christmas.”

Sam snorted while Six returned to her phone. A moment later, a waitress appeared, carrying the food they’d ordered before Sam made the trip to the bank.

“Pancakes for you,” she said, setting down a plate in front of Nemo. “Chili burger with cheese fries for you,” she said to Six, who put aside her phone. “And for you, a grilled cheese and bowl of tomato soup. I’ll be right back with the drinks.”

“So,” Sam said as he dunked his sandwich into the soup. “Any luck?”

He was speaking to Six, who had been working on her own assignment.

“Not so far,” Six said. “No reply to my message on the board.”

It had been a little more than a day since they’d walked out of Nine’s office at the Human Garde Academy. This was after Six had announced her decision to no longer be part of Peter McKenna’s covert group. She’d been angry at finding out that they were unknowingly working alongside another group called Watchtower that was overseen by former FBI agent Karen Walker. It was Walker who was now in possession of both the Legacy-blocking serum that Sam and Six had been injected with and the scientist who had created it. Six and Sam had been completely left out of that decision.

Sam understood why she was angry and had backed her up, but he wasn’t as sure as Six was that they had made the right decision. He’d kept his thoughts to himself, knowing it would do no good to argue with Six. Besides, it wasn’t just about them. They had Nemo to worry about. Bringing her along had been a last-second decision, and they’d done it mostly because their current order of business was to find Ghost, Nemo’s friend and one of the four teens they’d picked up in New Orleans. Ghost had turned on them, or had at least been brainwashed by her captors into believing that Sam, Six and basically anyone involved with Earth Garde and the Human Garde Academy were her enemies.

The plan was to find out where Ghost was and to try to rescue her. It was a good plan except for one thing—they had no idea how to locate the girl. They’d last seen her teleporting out of Bray’s mansion in Argentina along with another teleporter, a boy called Scotty. Where they’d gone, nobody knew.

It was Nemo who’d come up with the idea of posting a message on the online networks for kids with Legacies who wanted to stay off the grid and not report to the authorities, as was required by law. That’s how she had originally met Ghost and their friend Max, who was still back at the HGA along with Rena. Although many of the sites—including the one Nemo had used—had been shut down or were heavily monitored and therefore not used by the more militant members of the anti-Garde community, a couple remained, operating on the dark web.

In their hotel room the night before, Six had taken a dive into the murky waters of the dark web and found something promising, a site where kids with Legacies exchanged information. Some were looking for ways to hide or even remove their powers, while others wanted advice on whether to turn themselves in. Six had read through the various posts until one had caught her eye: a message from someone claiming to offer help to those who wanted to disappear and not be found. It had been left by someone using the screen name BeamUUp. Sam thought it might be a reference to the old television show Star Trek and the character Scotty, who operated the transporter. And if so, maybe it was the same Scotty who was involved with Bray’s organization.

It was a long shot, but it was the only one they had at the moment. As the post had been made six months earlier and BeamUUp hadn’t been active since, it also might be a dead end, anyway. But Six had pretended to be a boy who had recently discovered a Legacy. Jack, the name she made up for herself, wrote that his family was freaked out by his power and wanted to send him to the HGA. He didn’t want to go, as he didn’t trust the government and had heard they were using Human Garde to do things against their will. Six had purposefully made Jack sound a little naïve and scared, as that was the kind of kid the people Scotty was involved with targeted, luring them in with promises of help and then exploiting their Legacies for profit.

Even if BeamUUp was Scotty, they didn’t know if his organization was still functioning. Bray was dead, as was his right-hand man, Dennings. Several others were in custody, like Drac, and most of the kids they’d taken were now free. For all anyone knew—and hoped—the entire operation was out of commission. But Ghost and Scotty were out there somewhere, and it was possible they had connected with whatever was left of the group. Or not. Maybe they were on their own. Either way, it was all Sam and Six had to go on for now, and so they’d posted the message with their contact info and waited.

They were still waiting. With no reason to be anywhere in particular, they’d driven east, away from California and into Nevada. They’d stopped in Reno, holed up in a little motel while they figured out their next move. They’d spent the morning buying some warmer clothes, using up the last of their cash in the process. Because they didn’t want to leave a paper trail in case Walker or anyone else was tracking them, Sam had talked the ATM into giving him a loan.

If they didn’t hear anything from BeamUUp or figure out something else soon, the plan was to stay in Reno one more night. After that? They didn’t know. Before signing on with McKenna, they’d been traveling around the world, going wherever they felt like. No one place was home. Taking the job with him and being headquartered in New York seemed like a way to settle down for a while, at least to Sam. Now, that wasn’t an option. And going back to California and the HGA was probably out of the question too after the way they’d left things.

There was Nemo to think about as well. Personally, Sam thought she would be better off returning to the Academy. He knew Nine would take her back, and if their search for Ghost went nowhere, it was the best place for her to be. But Nemo was like Six, stubborn and impossible to reason with until she was ready. And she wasn’t ready.

As if sensing that he was thinking about her, Nemo paused with her fork halfway to her mouth and said, “What?”

“Nothing,” Sam said, taking a bite of his sandwich and chewing to avoid further conversation.

Nemo turned her attention to Six instead. “What happens if we do hear from this guy, BeamUUp?”

“Well, it’s first contact,” Six said. “If it is Scotty, he’s probably still freaked out. He’d been shot and was in bad shape when Ghost took him out of Bray’s mansion. And with all his bosses dead or in custody—at least the ones we know about—he might be on his own.”

“‘If it is Scotty’ being the key part of that sentence,” Sam reminded them. “It could be anybody, including someone involved with Earth Garde or the HGA.”

Six shrugged. “Could be. We’ll just have to see what happens. I posted that the situation is bad, and I need to get out right away,” she said. “I said my parents want to ship me off to the HGA tomorrow.”

“Dramatic,” Nemo said.

“I had to make it sound desperate,” said Six. “We want him to respond. If this guy thinks Jack is running out of time, he’ll be more likely to agree to help.”

“Which is actually a problem,” said Sam.

Nemo and Six looked at him.

“Because there is no Jack,” Sam said.

“He doesn’t know that,” Six said. “I’m assuming he’s going to teleport wherever we tell him to meet us. When he shows up, we’ll . . .” She realized what she was saying and sighed. “Okay, yeah, we need a Jack.”

“We need a plan,” Sam said. “With or without a Jack, what are we going to do when he shows up? Remember, he’s a teleporter. Once he sees us, he’ll just disappear again. And even if we catch him, how does that help us get to Ghost?”

“If Jack,” Nemo said, putting air quotes around the name, “goes with this guy, we could track him, like you did when you sent us in with Dennings.”

“Because that worked out so well,” Sam remarked. “Two people died, remember? And anyway, we don’t have a Jack.”

“Maybe we could get one,” Six said.

“What are we going to do, grab someone off the street?” said Sam. “Even if we could find someone, Jack is supposed to have a Legacy.”

There was a pause as everybody thought. Their food went untouched. Then Nemo said, “What about Max?”

“Max?” said Sam. He shook his head. “No.”

“Why not?” Nemo asked. “He’s got a Legacy, and Scotty’s never seen him. He wasn’t with us in Texas or Montana, remember?”

“She’s right,” said Six.

“Maybe Scotty has never seen him, but Ghost obviously has,” Sam argued. “Once she sees him, she’ll know something’s up.”

“Maybe not,” Nemo said. “I mean, obviously she’ll recognize him. But she also is way tighter with him than pretty much anyone else. Even me. And Max totally has a thing for her.”

“He does?” Sam said.

“Big-time,” said Nemo. “Didn’t you ever notice how nervous he got around her?”

“We didn’t actually see them together for very long, remember?” Six said.

A shadow passed briefly over Nemo’s face as she recalled the events in New Orleans that had led to Ghost being taken. “Right,” she said. “Well, trust me, he likes her. I think he’d do pretty much anything for her. If he makes her believe he lied about being Jack because he was afraid she wouldn’t talk to him, it would actually be the truth. She’d totally buy it.”

“Except that she’s kind of crazy right now,” Sam reminded her. “Besides, Max is back at the Academy.”

“Which is less than four hours from here,” said Six. She looked at her watch. “We could drive there, get him and be back here tonight.”

“Why even come back?” Nemo asked. “If this guy is really Scotty, he can meet Jack anywhere. We could pick up Max and go somewhere close by. Jack’s already told him that his parents are trying to force him to go to the HGA. He could write again and say he ran away while they were on the way there.”

“Even better,” Six said.

“Not better,” Sam objected. “Have you both forgotten that we just left the Academy? Now you want to drive back, walk in and ask if we can borrow Max for the same kind of mission that ended up getting Kirk and Yo-Yo killed?”

“I wouldn’t ask anybody,” Six retorted. “Except Max. And if he doesn’t want to do it, we won’t do it.”

“Of course he’ll want to do it,” said Sam. “Ghost is his friend. More than that if Nemo is right. It’s unfair to put him in that position.”

“It’s our best option,” said Six. “Besides, he won’t be going in alone. We’ll go with him. Well, we’ll go after him. Once we know where he is.”

“And hope Scotty—or whoever this guy turns out to be—doesn’t whisk him away to someplace on the other side of the planet,” said Sam. “None of us can teleport, remember?”

“You’re determined to find every hole in this plan, aren’t you?” Nemo said as she pulled out her phone.

“What are you doing?” Sam asked.

“My phone vibrated. I got a text.” She swiped at her screen, then looked up. “Forget about Jack,” she said. “We don’t need him anymore.”

“Why?” Six asked.

“The text is from Max,” Nemo said. “Ghost contacted him. She wants to talk to him about coming to the Academy.”

Sam looked at Six. “That’s . . . weird. It’s like he knew we were talking about him.”

“And we were just getting to the part where you had to admit that my plan was awesome,” said Six.

“Whatever,” said Nemo. “She wants to meet with him. Tonight.” Her fingers flew over the screen of her phone.

“What are you doing?” Sam said.

“Texting Max back,” said Nemo. “Telling him we’ll be there.”

“We haven’t even talked about it!” Sam objected.

“What’s to talk about?” said Nemo, setting her phone on the table and picking up her fork. She stabbed a piece of pancake, swirled it around in the puddle of syrup on her plate and popped it in her mouth.

“She’s right,” Six said as she picked up her burger and resumed eating it. Only Sam sat sullenly staring at his sandwich and soup.

“You shouldn’t let it get cold,” Six said. “Cold soup is the worst.”

Sam poked his spoon into the soup. He scooped up some and was bringing it to his mouth when Nemo’s phone rattled on the table. She looked at it and grinned. “He said he’ll sneak out and meet us.”

“Tell him we’ll be there around seven,” Six said.

“I guess this is happening then,” Sam muttered.

Six and Nemo nodded in unison, confirming.

Sam put the spoon in his mouth and made a face. “And the soup’s cold.”





CHAPTER TWO

SIX

POINT REYES, CALIFORNIA

SIX PULLED THE SUV OFF THE ROAD AND INTO THE parking area above the beach. She left the engine running. A moment later, a shadow detached from the darkness beyond the picnic tables that lined one side of the lot and jogged towards them. Nemo opened the rear door and jumped out.

“Max!” she said, holding her arms open.

Then Six noticed a second shadow emerge from the dark.

“Nemo!” she called out. “Get back in!”

“Relax,” Max’s voice said as he hugged Nemo. “It’s Seamus.”

“Seamus?” said Six as the second boy walked up to the car and lifted his hand in a halfhearted greeting. “What are you doing here?”

“I needed help sneaking out,” Max said. “Since you guys ran off, they’ve been supersuspicious. Nobody’s allowed outside unsupervised, and the cameras are always on. So, you know, thanks for that.”

“And you helped out? How?” Six asked Seamus as he climbed into the back of the SUV and tossed a bag into the rear compartment.

“Bees,” Seamus said, shutting the door. “It’s amazing how hard it is for cameras to see what’s going on when the lenses are covered with swarms of them.”

Six chuckled. “Good one,” she said. “But this definitely complicates things. Your dad is going to be really pissed off when he finds out you’re gone.”

Seamus shrugged. “We’re not exactly speaking as it is,” he said. “Besides, he’s got other things to worry about.”

“Oh?” said Six. “Like what?”

“I’m not sure. Rumor is, he and that woman who’s been around had a big fight after you guys left. She told him he couldn’t handle his job or something. I don’t know, and I don’t really care.”

“Woman?” Sam said, shooting a glance at Six. “Do you mean Walker?”

“Maybe,” Seamus said. “Red hair? Acts like she owns the place?”

“That’s her,” Six said. “Looks like we got him in trouble.”

“Anyway, I’m here,” Seamus said as Max got into the vehicle and Nemo slid in beside him.

Six turned to Max. “So, what did Ghost say?”

“Just that she wanted to talk,” Max answered. “Said she’s thinking about coming to the Academy.”

“Did you tell Nine or anyone else?” Six asked.

Max shook his head. “I was afraid they would do something to her.”

“Like what?” Six said.

Max shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “Anyway, I told you guys, didn’t I?” He looked sad. “I think she’s scared she’s in trouble.”

Six snorted. “I can’t imagine why.”

“It’s not her fault,” Max said, sounding angry. “They did something to her.”

Six didn’t respond to that. Max wasn’t wrong. But he hadn’t had the run-ins with Ghost that she and Sam and Nemo had. Jagger Dennings and his gang had indeed done something to Ghost. The question was, could she be fixed? The last time they’d seen her, she’d tried her best to kill them. So why was she suddenly interested in making nice? Did she really want out? Or was she panicking because everyone in charge had been killed or captured?

“Where does she want to meet?” Sam asked.

“San Rafael,” Max said. “At a mall.”

“A mall?” said Sam.

“It’s called Northgate,” Max said.

“She’s a teleporter,” Sam said. “Why not just teleport to where you are instead of making you come to her?”

“Like I said, I think she’s scared,” said Max. “Maybe she thinks meeting in public is safer.”

“The mall it is,” Six said, doing a search on the SUV’s navigation system and finding the address. It was less than an hour away.

“I’m supposed to come alone,” Max said.

“Don’t worry,” Six assured him. “As far as Ghost will know, you will be.”

“And then what?” Seamus asked.

Nobody said anything. This was the question that had been on Six’s mind the entire drive back to the Academy, and she hadn’t yet thought of a good answer.

“If she really wants to come to the HGA, we could bring her back,” Max suggested.

Seamus laughed. “You think they’ll be happy to see us?” he said.

“We can explain—,” Max began.

“We’ll worry about that once Max talks to her,” Six interrupted. “If she’s scared, she probably just wants to talk to a friend.”

“Yeah,” Max said. “A friend.”

“I don’t know,” Seamus persisted. “I heard she was pretty messed up when you ran into her at Bray’s place.”

“At least this is better than waiting for Might Be Scotty to answer us,” Nemo said, cutting him off before he could say anything else.

“Scotty?” said Seamus. “The teleporter?”

“Yes, that one,” Six said.

“You’ve talked to him?” Seamus asked, sounding surprised.

“We’ve communicated with someone we think might be him,” Sam explained.

“Huh,” Seamus said. “I thought he was dead. I heard he got shot up pretty good.”

“You sure do hear a lot,” Six remarked. “Who told you that?”

“People talk,” Seamus said. “I listen.”

Just like your dad, Six thought, but she kept it to herself. Seamus McKenna was still a question mark to her. She wasn’t entirely sure he could be trusted, and she wasn’t happy that Max had involved him in what they were doing. But getting upset about it wouldn’t help. She would wait and hope he didn’t become a bigger problem than he already was.

Six could tell it was time to rally the troops and get morale back up. Even though everything Seamus had said mirrored her own fears and doubts about the situation. “Let’s go over the plan,” she said.

“Great idea,” said Nemo. “What is it exactly?”

“We’ll go to the mall. Max will meet Ghost and see if she’s really ready to come in. If she is, he can break it to her that he didn’t come alone. Hopefully, she won’t spook and run.”

“That’s not much of a plan,” Nemo said instantly. “I say we drug her so she can’t get away. Bring her in. Work it out once she’s at the Academy.”

“We don’t drug and kidnap people,” said Sam. “She’s got to come on her own.”

“You kind of do,” Seamus said.

“Do what?” Sam asked.

“Kidnap people. Like all the kids you brought from the ship in Mexico.”

“They weren’t kidnapped,” Six objected. “They were rescued.”

“Did you ask them if they wanted to be rescued?” Seamus countered.

“Dennings is the one who was holding them prisoner,” said Six.

“So, they can just leave if they want to?” said Seamus. He shook his head and looked out the window.

“No one is kidnapping Ghost,” Sam said. “Hopefully she’ll want our help.”

“I wish we had some of the cool stuff Lexa has in her bat cave,” Nemo said. “You know, just in case.”

“Actually, we do,” Seamus said.

Nemo turned to him. “What are you talking about?”

“I might have borrowed a couple of things,” Seamus said coolly. “A communication device or two. Some other stuff.”

“What other stuff?” Six asked.

In the rearview mirror she saw Seamus shrug. “A transmitter, I think. Maybe an explosive device. I just kind of grabbed things. I only had like half a minute in there, and it’s not like there are displays or anything.”

“An explosive device,” Sam said. “Fantastic.”

“It’s in my bag in the back. If you want to see it.”

“You’re sure you have a communicator?” Six asked.

Seamus nodded. “That one I recognized. I’ve seen them before.”

“That will come in handy,” said Six.

“Okay,” said Nemo. “That’s better. But what if—”

“I can handle it,” Max said defensively, interrupting her.

“No offense, but you’ve kind of been sitting on the bench,” Nemo said. “This is like putting you in the game when you’ve only been to three practices.”

“Hey, I know I don’t have a cool Legacy like you or Ghost, but I can take care of myself,” Max shot back.

“Your Legacy is plenty cool,” said Nemo, her voice softer. “I’m just trying to make sure nothing happens to you.”

“I’ll be fine,” Max muttered, but less angrily.

They drove in silence for a while. When Six saw a sign for a 7-Eleven, she pulled in and stopped at the gas pump.

“Hey, Dad,” Nemo said, tapping Sam on the shoulder. “Can we have some cash for snacks?”

Sam took out some of the ATM money and gave it to them. “Don’t go filling up on junk now, kids,” he said, affecting an older man’s voice.

As Sam got out to fill up the SUV, Nemo, Max and Seamus went inside the store. Six rolled down her window so she could talk to Sam.

“That was smart of Seamus to think of bringing some things,” she said. “Even if he did technically steal them.”

“I’ve been thinking about him,” Sam said.

Six raised an eyebrow. “And?”

“What if he isn’t running away from his father?” Sam said.

“Meaning what?” Six asked.

“Meaning, what if he just wants us to think he is? What if McKenna wants us to think he is?”

“You mean, what if he’s working for his dad,” Six said. “And McKenna sent him to spy on us.”

Sam nodded. “It crossed my mind.”

“It would be a great cover,” Six said. “But I don’t think that’s what’s happening. He seems too sure of himself. If he wanted us to believe he was running from his dad, I think he would pretend to be less helpful. Bringing all that stuff from Lexa’s office would be too convenient.”

“Maybe,” said Sam. “I don’t know.” He looked out the window for a moment. When he turned back to Six he said, “Do you really think we should send Max in there alone?”

“No,” Six said. “It’s a huge risk. But I also know we don’t have any other options right now.”

Before Sam could reply, the rear doors opened and the three teens piled in. Each of them was carrying a Slurpee, and Max and Nemo both had a second one. Seamus had two bags full of snacks.

Nemo handed Six a Slurpee. “I got you piña colada,” she said. “You seemed like you might like something tropical.”

“And you get cherry cola,” said Max, passing one to Sam in the front seat.

“We also have chips, chocolate bars, beef jerky and something called a Big Mama pickled sausage. Max wanted that.” He held up something and wiggled it.

“Hey, they’re good,” Max said, snatching it away and tearing at the package with his teeth.

Six took a sip of the Slurpee. A blast of sweet, icy liquid hit her throat. Nemo had guessed right.

There wasn’t much talking for the rest of the trip. When they reached the mall, Six navigated the SUV through the parking lot and found a spot. “Nemo and Seamus, you wait here,” she said.

“What?” Nemo exclaimed, pausing as she reached for the door handle. “Why?”

“Because it will be easier to stay out of view if it’s just me and Sam,” Six said. “Seamus, get that communicator you brought.”

Seamus turned and retrieved his bag. Rummaging through it, he pulled out a pair of what looked like fancy wristwatches and handed them to Six. She pressed a couple of buttons, and the watches lit up for a few seconds and emitted a beep. She handed one to Sam, then spoke into the other one. “Speech-to-text function,” Sam said as he read her words on his watch’s screen. “Sweet.”

Six handed the watch to Max, who put it on. “Does it do anything else?” he asked.

“Knowing Lexa, yes,” Six said. “But all we need it to do right now is let us listen in to your conversation with Ghost. Your watch will pick up what you say and relay it to us as text.”

Max nodded.

“All right,” Six said. She looked at Nemo and Seamus. “You two stay here. Got it?”

“Got it,” Seamus said.

“Nemo?” said Six.

Nemo grunted.

“I’ll take that as a yes. Okay then. Max, you go in first. Head straight for the food court. Sam and I will be nearby, out of the way.”

“Got it,” Max said. “Let’s do this.”

Seamus held out his fist. Max bumped it with his. “Good luck,” Seamus said.

Max turned to Nemo and held out his fist. Instead of bumping it, she leaned over and hugged him hard. “Don’t you dare get hurt,” she said. “If you do, I’ll kill you.”

They held each other for a long while, then Seamus got out and Max exited the SUV. He, Six and Sam walked through the parking lot to the doors. Max was more quiet than usual.

“Are you worried about anything?” Sam asked.

“What if Ghost gets angry when she finds out I told you?”

“She’s still your friend,” Sam said. “Underneath everything. Your job is to get her to see that you really care about her.”

“I do care,” Max said. “She, me and Nemo are a family.”

“Remember that,” Sam said, putting his hand on Max’s shoulder.

Looking at a directory of the mall, they located the spot where Ghost had told Max to meet her, near a movie theater. Six checked her watch. It was five minutes to eight. “Max, you’ll go in by yourself,” she said. “Sam and I will follow in two minutes, then wait inside one of the other stores. If things go okay with Ghost, ask her if she wants to get something to eat. Then we’ll take it from there.”

Max took a deep breath and nodded.

“You can do this,” Six said. “You’re just talking to your friend.”

Max put his hands in his pockets. “Oh, crap,” he said. “I left my phone in the car.”

“You’ve got your watch,” Six said. “Don’t worry. Your phone will be fine.”

Max went into the mall. Six and Sam waited two minutes, then followed him. They passed by several shops until they came to the central courtyard. The movie theater was to their left. They saw Max standing outside it, looking at the posters for what was playing. Sam and Six stayed hidden around the corner.

Six looked at her watch. “Ghost should be showing up any time now.”

All of a sudden, the doors to the theater opened, and people streamed into the mall, surrounding Max.

“Shoot. A movie must have just ended,” Six said as she tried to keep an eye on Max while also looking for Ghost. But there were a lot of people, and Max had been swallowed up by them. Then she found him. He was standing alone, looking around.

That’s when Six noticed the boy walking up behind him. He was wearing sunglasses, and it took her a moment to realize who he was.

“It’s Scotty,” she said to Sam.

Max, oblivious, was still scanning the crowd as Scotty approached him.

“Something’s wrong,” Sam said. “We’ve got to get him out of there.”

Six and Sam raced towards the theater just as Scotty reached Max.

“Max!” Six shouted.

Max, startled, looked at her, an expression of confusion on his face. At the same time Scotty placed his hand on Max’s shoulder.

They both disappeared.





CHAPTER THREE

MAX

UNKNOWN LOCATION

“WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON?”

Max stared at the boy who had just whisked him away from the mall. The guy grinned. “Relax, dude,” he said. “It’s all good.”

Max backed away, looking around the room in which they were standing. It was large, with high ceilings and a wall of tall windows that were covered by heavy, red velvet draperies that puddled beneath them. The wood floor was covered by several antique-looking carpets patterned with flowers and birds. A chandelier hung in the middle of the room, its dangling crystals glowing with soft-yellow light that wasn’t quite bright enough to illuminate the far corners of the room, which remained in shadow. Several pieces of solid, dark-wood furniture were scattered around: a long couch, two armchairs, a bookcase. The air was warm and damp, and smelled slightly moldy, as if the house had been shut up for a long time.

“Welcome to Rotwood,” said a girl’s voice.

Max turned and saw behind him a low, round table. A girl sat there, playing with what looked like a deck of cards that she was laying out on the table in front of her. She had short, pink hair and pale skin, and she was wearing a sleeveless white dress that reminded Max of something from an antique photograph. She looked up at Max, and something about her eyes didn’t seem quite right. But before Max could get a closer look, she glanced down again and turned over a card.

“The Fool,” she said. “That’s probably you. Off on a big adventure. I wonder where it will take you? Hopefully nowhere dangerous.” She laughed lightly.

“Don’t pay any attention to Magdalena’s mumbo jumbo,” said a male voice from another part of the room. Then a piano began to play, an ominous, rippling song that made Max think of nighttime and the things that hid within in. “And it’s Rothwood,” he added. “Although Magdalena’s name is probably more appropriate.”

“What is that you’re playing?” the girl asked.

“Chopin,” said the young man seated at the piano. Like Magdalena his skin was also pale. Unlike her, his hair was long and black, hanging around his face as he bent over the keyboard.

Magdalena sighed. “Not bad for a human composer,” she said.

Max looked from one to the other, searching for answers. Then he realized what the girl had said. “Why did you say that?” he asked.

“What?” said Magdalena.

“You called him ‘human composer,’” Max said. “What else would he be?”

Magdalena looked up at him. “Well, I don’t know,” she said. “He could be an alien. There seem to be a lot of them hanging around these days.” Her eyes stared into Max’s, and all of a sudden he realized why they looked different. His heart skittered in his chest, and he quickly backed away.

“You’re a Mog!”

The girl gasped. “I am?” she said. She ran her hands over her chest, then patted her cheeks. Her eyes widened, and Max noted again how dark they were. “How did that happen?” she said, then laughed, revealing a mouth of sharp teeth.

Max’s breath left him. He’d seen pictures and videos of Mogs, of course. Everyone had. But he’d never seen one in person. And there weren’t supposed to be any just walking among regular people. They had all been rounded up. Sent to that prison. At first glance Magdalena seemed like an ordinary girl, but if you paid attention you’d notice the distinctive features of a Mog.

Max looked at the young man playing the piano. He hadn’t stopped, and the music still floated through the air. Was he one, too? Max couldn’t see his face clearly enough to tell. Instead, he looked at the boy who had transported him there. He was definitely human. And he was grinning as if this was the best joke he had ever played on anyone.

Max didn’t find it funny at all. He felt his pulse quicken even more as panic started to overwhelm him. If the Mogs were there, he was in serious trouble. He had to get out. Now.

“It’s all right, Max.”

Max whirled around at the sound of a familiar voice. “Ghost!”

His friend was standing there. She looked much different from the last time he’d seen her. Tired. And she had a scar on her cheek that he didn’t remember. But when she smiled, she was the same old Ghost. He’d never been so happy to see someone. He ran over to her and gave her a hug.

“Are you okay? Are the Mogs hurting you?” he whispered.

“We can hear you, you know,” Magdalena said.

“It’s okay,” Ghost said. “Magdalena and Byron are my friends.”

The piano playing stopped, and the young man walked towards them. He was dressed in jeans and a black Star Wars T-shirt. He was of average human height and build, maybe even a little on the thin side. He came over and dropped into one of the armchairs, placing his hands on the ends. He looked at Max and smiled. Unlike Magdalena, he had normal-looking teeth. And his eyes were blue. If Max had seen him on the street, he would have thought the guy was just another teenager. But he wasn’t. How many of them are out there living among us? Max wondered.

“That’s a very fancy watch you have there,” Byron said.

Max felt a stab of panic cut through him. Instinctively, he had been touching his watch, wishing he could call Six and Sam for help. He reached down and pushed the sleeve of his hoodie over his wrist. “It’s just a watch,” he said.

“May I see it?” Byron asked.

Max started to say no, then worried that if he did, it would seem suspicious. So he reluctantly removed it from his arm, stood and walked over to Byron, holding out the watch. Being this close to a Mog made him more nervous than he’d ever been in his entire life.

Byron took the watch. His fingers touched Max’s. Max recoiled. Byron laughed. “Don’t worry,” he said. “We don’t bite.”

Max retreated to the relative safety of the couch, where Ghost had taken a seat. He sat close to her, feeling anything but safe. He still didn’t understand why she was hanging around the creepy old house with freaking Mogs, and she hadn’t explained anything.

Byron examined the watch. “No brand name,” he said. “Where did you get it?”

Max felt the worry inside of him threaten to boil over. The watch was his one link to Sam, Six and Nemo. If he lost it, they would have no way to contact him. But he also couldn’t let Byron and the others see how upset he was about having it taken from him.

“It’s standard issue at the HGA,” he said, thinking back to his stint at the military academy his parents had sent him to and how they had all been given standard issue supplies there. Too late, he realized that this might be a mistake.

“Did someone mention the camp for misfit humans?” said a female voice.

A new girl walked into the room. Taller than Byron, she had striking blond hair pulled back into a ponytail that hung to her waist. She wore black leather pants tucked into tall leather boots. A formfitting leather jacket covered her upper half, secured with a complicated system of straps and buckles. She had black designs tattooed on her face, coming out from under her hair and extending down the left side of her face.

The girl stopped in front of the couch and looked at Max, her hands on her hips. “I am Eleni,” she said. “And you must be Max. We’ve heard a lot about you from Ghost.”

Max didn’t know what to say. He still hadn’t wrapped his head around the fact that he was in a room with actual Mogs. It was like waking up and finding himself in bed surrounded by tigers. His instincts told him to run, but there was no way out. Besides, Ghost didn’t seem bothered by their presence at all. She was sitting calmly beside him, and that made him feel a little less uneasy. But only a little.

“It’s, um, nice to meet you,” he said.

“Mmm,” Eleni said. She looked at him for another long moment, then turned to Byron. She held out her hand, and he placed Max’s watch in it. Eleni examined it closely. She touched the buttons. With every passing moment, the knot in Max’s stomach grew larger and larger.

“Human technology is so amusing,” Eleni said.

“It’s nothing special,” Max said.

Eleni didn’t say anything as she put the device into her pocket and sat down in the other armchair. “Byron, why don’t you go get our guest something to drink. I’m sure he could use some refreshment.”

Byron got up and left the room. Eleni turned her attention to Max. “Now, let’s talk about why you’re here,” she said.

The shock of being transported away and ending up in a room with Mogs had completely made Max forget why he was there in the first place. Now he turned to Ghost. “You said you wanted my help.”

“I do,” Ghost said.

“You said you were thinking about coming to the HGA,” said Max.

“Yeah,” said Ghost. “That part isn’t really true. But I didn’t know how else to get you to come talk to me. I was afraid maybe they told you things about me that aren’t true.”

“I heard about what happened in Mexico,” he said. “And Argentina.”

Ghost frowned but said nothing.

“I still would have talked to you, though,” Max said. “You’re my friend, Ghost. You didn’t need to kidnap me.”

“We weren’t sure what they might have done to you,” Eleni said before Ghost could speak. “As Ghost said, you’ve probably been told a lot of things that aren’t true. About her. About us. About the so-called Earth Garde.”

Max looked at her. His fear was slowly being replaced by anger. “I know the same thing everybody else does,” he said hesitantly.

“About us, you mean,” Eleni said.

Max shrugged. “Well, yeah.”

“The Garde that took you in New Orleans,” Eleni said. “Did she tell you anything about the history between our people?”

“Six, you mean?” Max said. “No. She’s never said anything about you. Why?”

Eleni’s face hardened. “They involve you in our war. Make us come here to try and claim what they took from us. They make you believe that we’re monsters.”

Max said nothing. He’d seen enough news reports about the war. Heard stories. He knew they weren’t made up.

Just then Byron returned and handed Max a glass filled with a dark beverage. “Root beer,” he said. “It’s Ghost’s favorite, so I thought you might like it too.”

Max accepted the drink, avoiding touching Byron’s hand. Several cubes of ice clinked as Max tipped the soda into his mouth. He gulped the drink as Eleni continued talking.

“It’s true that some of my people—the older generation—went about things in a bad way,” she said. “You have to understand that they were only reacting to what was done to them. To us. To our home. But we aren’t all like that. Our generation”—she indicated Byron and Magdalena—“is different. We want to help. Share technology and scientific discoveries. Make peace, so that we can all live together. Be friends. The Loric do not want this to happen.”

“They don’t?” Max said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand as he set the now-empty glass down.

Eleni shook her head. “They want to keep control for themselves,” she said. “See how they are forcing those of you with powers to be rounded up and controlled?”

Max shrugged. “It’s for our own good,” he said. “They’re helping us learn to use our Legacies.”

“For now, maybe,” Eleni said. “I assure you, soon it will be different. Soon they will want more control. They don’t want you to know what you’re really capable of.”

Max thought about the HGA. Yes, they had a lot of rules. And Eleni was right that kids with Legacies had to report there by law. That didn’t seem like such a big deal, though.

Then again, not everything was great. “They’ve left me out of everything,” he said. “I don’t think they trust me, on account of I kept sticking up for Ghost and saying we needed to help her.”

Eleni nodded. “But the other girl—Nemo—she is Ghost’s friend as well, no?”

“She was,” Ghost said, her voice thick with anger. “Not anymore.”

“Nemo is more like them,” Max said. “She and Six have become buddies.”

“Of course,” Eleni said.

“They’re a lot alike,” Max said. “She helps Nemo with her Legacies. So does Nine. I guess they think what she does is cool or whatever.”

“She breathes underwater, I hear,” Eleni said.

“Yeah,” Max confirmed. “Which is pretty great. But they make a huge deal about her.”

“And you?” Eleni asked. “You do not have a cool Legacy?”

“My Legacy?” Max said. “It’s all right, I guess.”

“He can understand any language,” Ghost said, her voice practically a whisper.

“Can he?” Eleni said. “ТЬІ ХОЧеШЬ ЧТО-НИбУДЬ ВЬІПИТЬ, МаКС?”

“Maybe another root beer?” Max said.

“Me temo que solo tengo agua,” Eleni replied.

“That’s okay,” said Max, grinning. “Water is fine.”

Byron, who had been quietly observing, clapped his hands. “That’s a neat trick,” he said.

“Om inte han redan visste ryska och spanska,” Magdalena said from her place at the table.

“I don’t actually know Russian or Spanish,” Max said. “Or whatever you were just speaking. Well, maybe a little Spanish, but that’s because I took a year of it in school.”

“Magdalena was speaking Swedish,” Eleni said. “So you don’t know what the language is that you’re hearing, or how to speak it yourself?”

Max shook his head. “I just know what the person is saying.”

“That’s unfortunate for you,” Eleni said. “Although perhaps we can fix that.”

“Fix it?” Max said. “How?”

“The Garde are not the only ones who can help you learn to use your gifts,” Eleni said.

Max was about to reply to her when he realized she’d spoken in another language he didn’t know. Unlike the others, though, this one didn’t sound like anything he’d ever heard.

“Was that Mogadorian?” he asked excitedly.

“Did you understand it?” said Eleni.

Max nodded. “But how can you help me? Mogs—Mogadorians—don’t have Legacies,” Max said.

“Well, that’s not entirely true,” said Eleni. “You may have heard from those Garde you’re involved with that our scientists have been doing some experiments.”

“They mentioned it,” Max said carefully. He thought about how Six and Sam had lost their Legacies because of the serum that man Drac had injected them with. And he’d heard that Bray, the guy behind all of it, had turned into some kind of monster because he’d injected himself with a drug that was supposed to give him Legacies.

“As I said, not everything you’ve been told is true, Max,” Eleni said softly. She looked at him and smiled. “There were mistakes made,” she continued. “But the people who made them are no longer working with us.”

Max nodded. Everything Eleni was saying made a lot of sense. He looked over at Ghost, who smiled at him. He had the thought that everything was going to be fine now. Why had he been so worried?

“I think we are going to be good friends, Max,” Eleni said. “Don’t you, Byron?”

Byron nodded and smiled. “Very good friends,” Byron said.

“Wonderful friends,” Magdalena said.

Eleni looked at Ghost. “Why don’t you show Max to his room? I’m sure he’s tired.”

Max yawned, as if her saying he was tired made him so. But it had been a long day. Ghost stood up and he did as well. “Good night,” he said. “I’ll see you all in the morning.”

“Not if we see you first,” Magdalena said without looking up.

“Good night, Max,” said Eleni. “Sleep well.”

Ghost left the room, with Max following her. She passed into a long hallway that was lit by old-fashioned gas lights. The walls were covered with ornately painted paper that was peeling in some places, revealing bare plaster underneath.

“What did Byron say this place is called?” Max said. “Rothwood?”

“Yes,” said Ghost. “I think it’s the name of the family that built it or something.”

“And where exactly are we?” Max asked. “It smells kind of . . . swampy.”

“It is,” Ghost said, but she didn’t give any more information than that. “The house is very old.”

They came to a stairway, a set of wide wooden steps leading to the next floor. The boards were well-worn, as if countless feet had gone up and down them. Ghost and Max walked up and were in yet another hallway. This one had doors on either side, all of them closed. The same gas lamps lit the space with a dim, flickering light.

“Doesn’t this place have electricity?” he asked.

“It does,” Ghost said. “But the old gas pipes are still here, too.” She walked almost to the end and opened a door on the right-hand side. They stepped into a bedroom.

“This is your room,” she said as Max looked around. “Mine is across the hall.”

Like the rest of the house, the room was filled with heavy, dark furniture. The huge bed had curtains on it that were tied back. Through an open door, Max could see a bathroom. He sat down on the bed and sank into the mattress. He had a lot of questions. But he was suddenly exhausted, and all he could think about was going to sleep. He vaguely thought about Six and Sam, and wondered how they would find him now, but that seemed unimportant. He could worry about it later.

“I’m glad you’re here, Max,” Ghost said. “I missed you a lot.”

“I missed you, too,” Max said.

“And I’m sorry I lied about wanting to go to the Academy and sending Scotty when I said I would come. That was Eleni’s idea. He’s still a better teleporter, and she knew he wouldn’t have a problem getting you out if there was trouble. She can be a little suspicious.”

“I can tell,” Max said. “And it’s okay. I get it.”

“Then you’re not mad?”

Max shook his head. “You know I could never be mad at you,” he said. “I—”

Ghost leaned forward and kissed him. Just for a second, and then laughed. “Sorry,” she said, looking away. “I missed you. I didn’t mean to—”

“No, it’s okay,” Max said quickly.

Ghost looked at him. “Really?”

Max nodded. “Yeah,” he said. Despite his happiness, he found himself suddenly yawning.

“Wow, am I that bad?” Ghost asked.

“No! You’re great! I’m just—I’m exhausted.”

“I was just teasing,” said Ghost. “You should go to sleep. We can talk tomorrow.”

Max nodded. Ghost went to the door. “Good night,” she said, and slipped out, closing the door behind her.

Max went into the bathroom, where he found a toothbrush and other things sitting on the sink counter. He brushed his teeth, then went back to the bedroom. Undressing, he got into bed, turned off the lamp on the bedside table and snuggled into the softness of the blankets. He couldn’t believe that Ghost had kissed him. His stomach still felt funny. Best of all, he wasn’t afraid anymore. Everything was going to be fine, he thought as he closed his eyes.

He was so tired that he drifted into sleep within a minute and didn’t hear the click of the door. Someone was locking it from the other side.





CHAPTER FOUR

SAM

SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA

“ALABAMA?” SIX SAID.

Sam looked at the readings on the computer screen again. “That’s what it says,” he told Six.

They were still in the mall. Max and Scotty had disappeared only a few minutes before. Fortunately, Max’s watch also had a tracking function on it. It had transmitted its location not long after.

“What the hell is over there?” Six asked.

“Scotty and Max, apparently,” said Sam.

“And no Ghost,” Six said. “We were set up.”

Sam nodded. Something about the whole thing was definitely off. “What now?” he asked.

Six shrugged. “We go to Alabama. Where exactly are they?”

Sam communicated with his phone, asking it to perform the necessary calculations. It stubbornly refused. “No, I don’t want a recipe for chicken parmigiana.” He groaned. “I guess I’ll have to do this the hard way,” he said, typing.

“I’ll be so glad when our Legacies are working reliably.” Six held up her hand and watched it slowly go translucent but stop just before becoming completely invisible. “Or at all,” she added.

“He’s about an hour northeast of Mobile,” Sam said. He did some more searching. “That’s weird. It looks like it’s right in the middle of swampland.”

Six made a noise of disgust. “All right,” she said. “This isn’t good, but I guess it could be a lot worse. How far away is that?”

Sam searched. “Thirty-four hours if we drive,” he said. “Or we can get on a flight just after midnight tonight and be there a little after nine o’clock tomorrow morning.”

“That’s as good as it’s going to get,” Six said. “Book two tickets.”

“Four,” Sam said, holding up that many fingers.

Six groaned. “I forgot about those two. That complicates things. They’re really going to slow us down.”

“Well, we can’t just leave them somewhere,” said Sam. “And we can’t take them back to the Academy. For one thing, they wouldn’t go. For another . . .” He left the thought unfinished.

“I know,” Six said. “It’s my fault.”

“I didn’t say that,” Sam countered. “And it’s not your fault. Well, it’s a little your fault. But neither of them wants to be there, so it doesn’t really matter.”

Six looked at her watch. “That flight leaves in four hours,” she said. “We’ve got to go. Order four tickets.”

“If I use a credit card, they’ll be able to track us,” Sam reminded her.

“Shoot. Then we go to the airport. Buy them with cash. We did it all the time when we were traveling.”

“Yeah, but there were only two of us,” said Sam. “Four teenagers traveling together at the last minute? That’s going to look weird.” He thought for a moment. “But I have an idea,” he said. “Come on.”

They returned to the parking lot, where Nemo started peppering them with questions the second they got into the SUV.

“Everything is fine,” Six said. “I’ll explain everything when we’re at the airport.”

“Airport?” said Nemo. “I thought Ghost was coming back to the Academy.”

“There’s been a little change in the plan,” Six told her. “Right now I need to know if you both have ID. With your real names on it,” she added, looking at Nemo meaningfully.

“I have ID with a name on it,” Nemo answered.

“Good enough,” Six said. “Seamus?”

Seamus nodded. “Why?”

“Because you’re going to need it to get on the plane we’re taking,” Six said as she started the car.

Sam brought up the airport in San Francisco with the SUV’s onboard navigation system, and Six drove. When they arrived, they grabbed their backpacks and went into the terminal.

“Will you tell me your brilliant plan now?” Six asked as they approached the ticket counters.

Sam walked up to one of the self-check-in machines. “Simple,” he said. “I’m going to access the reservation system and print us four boarding passes.”

Six grinned. “Brilliant,” she said. “If it actually works.”

“Only one way to find out,” said Sam with a smile. “Give me your IDs.”

Nemo and Seamus handed over their cards. Sam looked at them. “Eula-Mae Butterfield?” he said, looking at Nemo.

“What do you expect for twenty bucks?” she said.

Sam placed his hand on the touch screen, pretending to be checking in. Linking into the computer inside, he directed it to look for the flight to Mobile, then for four seats. As it had when he’d interfaced with the ATM, his Legacy worked in fits and starts.

“No, not Moline,” he muttered to the machine. He concentrated harder. “Alabama! Not Alaska.”

He feared his Legacy was on the fritz again. But finally, the machine responded correctly. Sam breathed a sigh of relief.

“You want a window or an aisle?” he asked Six. “Quick, before it decides to give me tickets to Argentina.”

“Exit row,” she said. “More legroom.”

The computer filled in the information as Sam telegraphed it from the identification cards. A moment later, the machine began printing out boarding passes. Sam picked them up, checked the names and handed them to the others.

“If I had your Legacy, I’d have front-row seats to every concert I ever wanted to go to,” Nemo said. “Have you ever thought about being a scalper?”

“I only use my powers for good, Eula-Mae,” Sam said. “Everybody ready?”

“Wait a minute,” Six said. She looked at Seamus. “All that stuff you have in that backpack is going to set off the scanners at security.”

“Can’t Sam magic them like he did here?” Seamus asked.

“I don’t know that I like the idea of trying to bring an explosive onto a plane,” Sam said.

“Although you never know when one will come in handy,” Six pointed out. “It would be a shame to leave it behind.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Sam said.

The line going through security was short, as not many flights were leaving so late in the evening. Sam was nervous that the woman checking IDs against boarding passes might be suspicious of Nemo’s unlikely name, but she barely glanced at her before handing her documents back and saying, “Have a nice flight, Miss Butterfield.” Then they were at the scanners, and he got nervous again. As Seamus put his bag on the conveyor belt, Sam reached out to the machine. This was going to be trickier than booking tickets. He had to fool the person looking at the scanner images, not just block them out or make the scanner malfunction. And with his Legacy still refusing to cooperate reliably, it was going to take a whole lot of luck as well.

Since Seamus’s backpack was similar to one that was ahead of it in line, Sam told the machine to reverse their images on the screen. A moment later he saw the TSA agent working the scanner look at the screen with a puzzled expression. She moved the conveyor belt forward, looked at the backpack that came out, then reversed the belt.

“Something’s wrong with my machine,” she said. “It’s showing a laptop case, not a backpack.”

The agent at another station asked the others, “Does one of your scanners show a backpack on it?”

“Mine does,” the female agent overseeing Sam’s line called back. “You got a laptop bag?”

“Nope.”

“I’ve got a laptop bag over here,” a third TSA agent called. “Who’s got the carry-on with scuba diving gear in it, because that’s what’s on my screen right now.”

Sam panicked. Instead of just one, he’d messed up all the machines. Now the agents would be extra cautious. They might even decide to search all the bags, and then he and the others would be done for. Why had he thought this would be a good idea with his Legacies on the fritz?

As the agents bustled around trying to sort out what was happening, he quickly reached out to the machines again, trying to fix the mix-up. But before he could, Sam saw a security guard had picked up the backpack sitting on the conveyor belt.

Sam readied himself. If the guard discovered the bomb in Seamus’s bag, he’d use his telekinesis to knock all the agents down so he, Six and the others could make a run for it. But then the guard waved to a girl ahead of Seamus. “Miss, will you step over here?” he said.

Miraculously, Seamus’s bag had gone right through, untouched in the confusion. Seamus collected it and joined Six and Nemo, who were already done and waiting. Sam refocused, telling the machines to go back to working like normal. The agent for his line looked at her screen, doubled-checked that Sam’s bag matched what she saw, then nodded. “They’re working right again,” she said to the agents. “Must have been a glitch.”

“Machines,” Sam said, smiling at her. “They’re so temperamental.”

The woman grunted and nodded. Sam grabbed his things and went over to the others. As he put on his shoes, he heard the security guard say to the girl he’d pulled aside, “This is a what?”

“A bath bomb,” the girl said.

“I’m afraid you’re going to have to come with me,” the agent said sternly.

“Not a bomb bomb,” the frustrated girl said. “It makes bubbles.”

“That’s all your fault you know,” Nemo said to Sam.

Sam, feeling guilty for the trouble he’d caused the girl, gave her a sympathetic glance as their group walked to the gate. They had a little time before boarding, so he and Six went to get coffee, while Nemo and Seamus stayed behind, watching their bags.

“I used to love being in airports,” Sam said as they sat at a café, drinking. “It always meant we were off to somewhere new and exciting.”

“Alabama is new,” Six said.

“But not exciting,” said Sam. He hesitated before continuing. He was thinking about how long it would be before they got to Max. “A lot can happen in the next twelve hours.”

“He’ll be fine,” Six assured him.

“He’s not Nemo,” Sam said. “Or Rena. He hasn’t been through what they have.”

“Neither had you when you got involved in all this,” Six reminded him. “And you rose to the occasion. Max will, too.”

Sam sighed. “Do you think we should call in reinforcements?”

Six set down her coffee. “Like who?” she said. “Nine? McKenna?” She shook her head. “No. Not yet.”

“Not yet?” said Sam.

“What are they going to do that we aren’t?” Six asked.

“Get there more quickly,” said Sam. “Have somewhere to keep Nemo and Seamus out of the way. Have equipment and backup.”

Six picked up her coffee and took a long swallow. “We have equipment,” she said.

“Seamus’s bo—bath bubbles?” Sam said.

“We have our Legacies,” Six said. “That’s usually all we need.”

“Except they aren’t all the way back yet,” said Sam, thinking about the fiasco they just had going through security.

“They’re getting there,” Six said.

Sam knew better than to continue the discussion. Besides, talking about it endlessly wasn’t going to change anything. He sat, silently drinking his coffee and wondering what they were going to find in Alabama the next day. Hopefully, just Scotty hiding out somewhere. Ghost too if they were lucky. If it was more than that, he might have to resurrect the idea of calling in Nine or McKenna.

They finished their drinks, then headed back to the gate just as the attendants were announcing boarding. There were fewer than two dozen people on the flight, so the entire process went quickly; and soon the four of them were seated, Six and Sam on one side of the aisle and Nemo and Seamus on the other. Fifteen minutes later they were in the air. Nemo, who had picked up a Stephen King novel at the airport, began reading. Seamus slipped in earbuds and leaned back, closing his eyes.

Six, seated by the window, went to sleep. Sam envied her ability to do that. He knew he should get some rest too, but he couldn’t get comfortable. Also, he was still worried. Six seemed confident that everything was going to be fine, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that they might be walking into something that was more complicated than they expected.

Eventually, exhaustion won out over worry and he passed out. But after what felt like only a few minutes, the pilot announced their descent into George Bush Intercontinental Airport in Houston, where they would change planes. Sam shook Six awake, while across the aisle Nemo, who appeared never to have gone to sleep at all, folded over the page of her book and tucked it away in her backpack before not so gently nudging Seamus awake.

It was just after six in the morning local time, although to Sam it still felt like the middle of the night. He sat in the waiting area while the others went in search of breakfast, resuming his fretting over their next steps. The first thing he did was check to see if Max’s watch was still transmitting its location. He was relieved to see it was, and that it hadn’t moved. That was one major concern crossed off his list. When Six returned with a bagel and orange juice for him, he gratefully accepted it.

“You’re still worrying,” Six said.

“It’s my job,” Sam replied. “Your job is to tell me everything will be fine.”

“Everything will be fine,” said Six.

“Thanks,” Sam said. “Now make me believe it.”

A moment later, Nemo and Seamus appeared. And not long after that came the announcement that their second flight was boarding. Sam got up quickly and grabbed his bag. Six followed him.

This flight was shorter than the first, and ninety minutes later they touched down in Mobile. Once they were off the plane, Nemo said, “Where to now?”

“We need a car,” Sam said. “You guys wait down at baggage claim. Hopefully, I’ll be back shortly.”

He got onto a car rental shuttle bus, taking it to the lot where the cars were parked. But instead of going inside, he walked quickly down the rows until he came to a white Ford Explorer. He opened the door and slipped inside. As he’d hoped, the key was already in the ignition.

The difficult part was supposed to be getting the car out without a pass code. But, thankfully, when he told the computer what it wanted to hear, the gate slid open without any hassle. Sam was out and driving back to the airport in no time. When he reached the others at baggage claim, he rolled down the window and called out to Six, “Need a lift?”

As they drove away from the airport, the towns they passed through grew smaller and smaller, until just before noon they were passing by little collections of what could only generously be called shacks. They were far out in the country now, and Sam was starting to wonder if they were on a wild-goose chase. According to the coordinates being sent out by Max’s watch, they were within five miles of where it was. But all that seemed to be around them was swampland. When Sam saw a tiny gas station along the side of the road, he pulled off and went inside. Behind the counter, an old man in faded overalls and a blue work shirt stood as if he’d been waiting for a hundred years for someone to come in.

“Need to fill up?” he asked Sam.

“Yes,” Sam said, taking some money out of his pocket. “But I also have a question. Are there any houses around here?”

“Houses?” the man said. He seemed to think about the question, as if nobody had ever asked it before. “Well, there are a couple of old plantation houses down some of the little side roads. But they’ve been abandoned for years. Mostly.”

“Mostly?” Sam said.

The man nodded. “Sometimes you get people squatting in them. Nobody would live in them proper-like. Not anymore. They’re mostly falling down. Only one still has its roof and all its walls is the Rothwood place.”

“Oh?” Sam said. “Where’s that?”

The man stared at him suspiciously, as if maybe Sam was looking to move in and live there rent-free.

“I’m a photographer,” Sam said. “I like to photograph old places.”

The man seemed to find this a satisfactory answer. “You go down the road about a mile, turn off on the dirt road there. Follow that all the way back. Might have to get out and walk if any trees have fallen down. Keep your eyes open for copperheads. Not usually out this time of year, but it’s been warm.”

“Thanks,” Sam said. He handed the man some bills. “I’ll just fill up and be on my way.”

He went outside, started fueling up the Explorer and leaned in the window to talk to Six. “I think I might know where we’re headed,” he told her. He filled her in on what the old man had told him.

“A plantation house?” Six said. “In a swamp?”

“There are probably ghosts there,” Seamus remarked as he did something on his phone. When this was met with silence, he looked up. “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“We know what you meant,” Nemo interrupted. “And there’s only one Ghost we’re looking for.”

Sam heard the pump click off. He removed the nozzle from the gas tank, shut the door and got back in. Pulling onto the road, he followed the old man’s instructions. He almost missed the turnoff, as it was overgrown with tall grass, but at the last minute he saw it and pulled the Explorer onto the rutted dirt road.

“We’re not just going to drive up to the place, are we?” Nemo asked from the backseat.

“No,” Sam said. “We’ll stop somewhere up here and walk in. How close are we?” he asked Six, who was monitoring their position on the laptop.

“About a quarter of a mile,” she said. “If this is right.”

Sam brought the car to a stop. Looking through the windshield, he saw nothing but swampland. The dirt road ran right into it, disappearing beneath the shadows of some trees from which moss hung like curtains.

“Well,” he said. “We’re about to find out.”





CHAPTER FIVE

MAX

PENSACOLA, FLORIDA

“DO YOU HAVE ANY TATTOOS?”

Max looked at Byron and shook his head. “No. I’m not old enough. Don’t you have to be eighteen?”

Byron laughed. “Not if you know the right people. Ghost, show him your ink.”

Ghost pulled up the sleeve of her shirt. On her left forearm, just below the crook of her elbow, there was a circle with five dots inside of it placed at equal distances around the circumference. A line ran from one dot diagonally across the circle to connect with a dot on the opposite side.

“What is it?” Max asked.

“A star,” Ghost said. “Well, the first part of one. I’ll add the other lines later, when I—”

“When she achieves certain goals,” Byron said. He looked at Ghost, who looked down.

“What does it mean?” Max asked.

“It’s a symbol,” Byron said. “Of our group. Our family.”

“Oh,” Max said. He wasn’t really sure what Byron was getting at, but he liked the idea that the tattoo meant that Ghost was part of something. “It’s cool.”

“Would you like to get one?” Byron asked.

“Me?” Max said. “Oh no. My parents would kill me.”

“I don’t see your parents here. Do you?” Byron pretended to look around.

Max laughed. “Right,” he said. “Sometimes I forget that I don’t have to worry about them anymore.”

Thinking about his parents made Max feel down. He looked out at the ocean. Byron and Ghost had brought him to Pensacola for the day. Byron said he wanted to show Max the beach. Max had seen beaches before, so he didn’t really know what the big deal was. But the thought of spending the day with Ghost was appealing. Eleni and Magdalena said they had things to do at the house, so they hadn’t come.

With Ghost by his side, Max had strangely enough been getting used to being around the Mogs. It helped that Byron and the others didn’t look all that different from the people who crowded the beach. It was too chilly for swimming, but that wasn’t stopping people from doing other things. They walked. Dogs chased balls and Frisbees. Down the beach, a volleyball game was taking place, while at some picnic tables a raucous group was laughing and singing along to music blasting from a radio.

“Don’t think about your parents,” Ghost’s voice crept into his thoughts as she leaned against him and slipped her hand into his. “You’ve got me now.”

Max looked down at their entwined arms and saw her tattoo again. He squeezed her hand. “I think I do want one,” he said. “A tattoo, I mean.”

“That’s the spirit,” Byron said, jumping up from the bench on which they were seated. “Come on.”

“Now?” Max asked.

“Why wait? We’ll go see my friend,” said Byron as Ghost stood and pulled Max up with her.

They walked down the sidewalk, passing shops and restaurants. Max’s thoughts swirled as he contemplated what he was about to do. When they came to a place called Skwid Ink and Byron pulled open the door, Max hesitated.

“Don’t worry. You’ll be fine,” Ghost said, putting her hand on Max’s shoulder.

They went inside. As Max looked at all the tattoo designs displayed on the walls, Byron walked up to the desk where a huge man with short, snow-white hair stood. He wore a black T-shirt with the Skwid Ink logo—a cephalopod holding tattoo machines in each of its eight arms—and every square inch of him seemed to be covered with colorful artwork. He also had icy-blue eyes and a goatee the same white color as his hair.

“Byron!” the man boomed. “Here for another piece?”

“Not for me,” Byron said. “For my friend Max here.”

He beckoned for Max to come over. “This is Hoth.”

The huge man held out a fist, and Max saw that his knuckles were tattooed with the letters S-I-N-K. He glanced down at Hoth’s other hand, which was resting on the counter, and saw that the knuckles there were inked with S-W-I-M. He bumped Hoth’s fist with his own, which felt like hitting a pebble against a boulder. “Hey,” Max said, trying to sound casual and not at all worried about the pain.

“Max is here to get his circle,” Byron told Hoth.

Hoth grinned. “Another brother for the tribe.” He turned his left arm over, and Max saw that he had a tattoo like Ghost’s, except that all the lines of the star were filled in.

“I guess,” Max said uncertainly, looking over at Ghost.

“Come on back,” said Hoth.

They all walked into the rear of the shop where there were several barber-style chairs scattered around. Hoth led them to one, patted it and said, “Have a seat, bro.”

Max got into the chair while Byron and Ghost pulled up two regular folding chairs and sat down. Max fidgeted as he watched the artist set up his equipment and squirt black ink into several tiny plastic cups. Then Hoth had him hold out his left arm, which he wiped down with an alcohol rub before applying a stencil.

“How’s it look?” Hoth asked.

“Great,” Max said. “How about we just leave it like this?” He chuckled nervously.

Ghost pulled her seat up next to Max and held on to his other hand, giving him an encouraging smile. “It doesn’t hurt too bad.”

Hoth turned on the tattoo machine, which buzzed like a swarm of angry bees. “Try to relax,” he said. “It will be over before you know it.”

Max closed his eyes as Hoth lowered the needle. When it touched his skin, Max forced himself not to cry out or jump. Ghost was right. It didn’t exactly hurt, but it felt like a thousand little claws scratching at him. He kept his eyes closed and focused on his breathing as Hoth worked. And when the man finally said, “Okay. We’re done,” Max opened his eyes with relief.

There was now a black circle with five small dots inside of it on his arm. The area around it was a little red and puffy, and it felt like a sunburn. Hoth squirted water onto a paper towel and wiped away stray bits of ink.

“What do you think?” he asked.

Max grinned. “It’s cool,” he said.

“Just like mine,” said Ghost, who had come over to stand beside Max.

“Not quite,” Max reminded her. “You have one arm of your star.”

“And so will you soon,” Byron assured him.

Hoth bandaged Max’s arm. Then they all walked out to the front of the shop, where Max suddenly panicked. “I—I don’t know if I have enough money to pay for this.”

Hoth laughed. “Don’t worry about it, brother,” he said. “It’s taken care of.”

“You’re sure?” said Max.

“Totally,” Hoth answered. “We’re family now, remember? Family takes care of each other.”

Max held out his fist. “Thanks,” he said.

Hoth bumped his massive hand against Max’s again. “You come back when it’s time for the next part,” he said.

They left the shop and went out into the bright afternoon sun. “Are either of you hungry?” Byron asked.

“Starving,” Max said.

They headed to a nearby restaurant, where they ate burgers and drank milk shakes. Max kept glancing at his forearm. He wanted to take off the bandage and look at his star, but Hoth had said to leave it on until they got home. Max couldn’t wait to see his tattoo again. Having it made him feel special. Like he was connected to Ghost. And also part of a select group. He wondered what Nemo would say when she saw it.

Thinking about Nemo made him think about Six and Sam, and all of a sudden he didn’t feel quite so happy. He’d practically forgotten about them since arriving at the house the night before. How was that possible? The whole point of him being there was so that they could locate him and help get Ghost out of there. But it was like they were a memory from another time.

Byron pushed his plate away. “So,” he said. “How would you like to get to work earning your first star line?”

The question brought Max back to the moment. “Now?” he said. “How?”

“I have some business to conduct while we’re here in Florida,” Byron said. “I want you to come with me and be my ears.”

“What do you mean?” Max asked.

“The people I will be meeting speak a language I don’t,” Byron explained. “I need you to listen to what they’re saying and tell me if they’re being honest. Can you do that?”

Max shrugged. “I guess so,” he said. “What kind of business is it?”

“A sales transaction,” Byron said. “That’s not important right now. What is important is that you remain cool. You sat for your tattoo with no problem, so I think you can do this.”

“Sure,” Max said. He looked at Ghost. “Are you coming?”

“Ghost will wait for us at the beach. I want to make sure you can handle this on your own,” Byron said. “But we won’t be long.”

“Okay,” Max said. “I think.”

“Great,” Byron said, putting down some money on the table. “Let’s go then. I need to get something from the car first.”

They left the restaurant and walked back to where they’d parked. Byron popped open the trunk and removed a small black leather bag from it. Then they said good-bye to Ghost, who walked back towards the beach while Byron and Max left in the other direction. Max wanted to ask where they were going, but he thought playing it cool would show he was down for whatever it was they were doing, so he kept quiet.

After about ten minutes they came to a skate park. The concrete hills and valleys were swarming with people on skateboards. Max watched as the riders flew up the slopes and into the air, sometimes turning flips before coming back down. The sound of wheels against cement filled the air.

Byron paused at the edge of the park. He lifted his hand, and a moment later a young man came whizzing up the side of the bowl they were standing near and neatly landed right in front of them. He unbuckled his helmet and removed it.

“Tanet,” Byron said. “Nice to see you, as always.”

The man—he was probably seventeen or eighteen, Max estimated—nodded. “You, too. You bring me some goodies?”

Byron nodded. “Why don’t we go to your place and do our transaction there?”

“Sure thing,” Tanet said. He looked at Max. “Who’s the kid?”

“Max,” Byron said. “And he’s older than he looks.” He winked at Max, who straightened up.

Tanet nodded at Max, who nodded back. Tanet held his skateboard under his arm as they walked. Max looked at it. “Is that a Flip deck?” he asked.

“Sure is,” Tanet said. “You ride?”

“I’ve got a Toy Machine board,” Max told him. “But I left it at home when I— It’s at home.”

“Cool,” Tanet said. “Bring it next time, and we’ll hit the park.”

They arrived at an apartment complex made up of several two-story stucco buildings painted light pink. Tanet walked up the stairs of one of the buildings to the second floor, where he rapped on the door. A moment later someone said, “Who is it?” Only it was said in a language that wasn’t English. Max thought is sounded Asian, but he didn’t know where it was from.

“It’s Tanet,” the guy replied in the same language. “I’m with the vampire.”

Max laughed, then turned the laugh into a cough when Tanet looked at him with a puzzled expression. Max assumed he was talking about Byron, who did sort of resemble a movie vampire with his pale skin, black clothes and hair, and dark glasses.

The door opened, and Tanet stepped inside. He motioned for Byron and Max to follow. They entered into a living room. The windows all had the shades pulled, and the room was illuminated mainly by a huge television mounted on one wall. The TV was playing what appeared to be a martial arts film, but the sound was turned down so that it just looked like a whole bunch of people fighting each other for no reason. There were two couches in the room with a coffee table between them. On the table was an assortment of small plastic bags, a bowl filled with white powder and several plastic bottles. A handful of pills of various shapes and colors were scattered across the tabletop.

“Are those drugs?” Max asked, forgetting himself.

Byron put his hand on Max’s shoulder and squeezed hard. He leaned over. “I said, be cool,” he whispered.

Thankfully, Tanet and the other man were busy discussing something in their own language and hadn’t heard Max speak.

“Can you understand them?” Byron asked softly.

Max nodded. The guys were arguing. The one whose name Max didn’t know was saying that he didn’t want to do business with Byron anymore. “But he makes us a lot of money,” Tanet argued. “More than the other stuff combined.”

The man shook his head, but Tanet turned to Max and Byron. “Please forgive my brother’s mood,” he said. “He is not feeling well.”

“Maybe this will make him feel better,” Byron said. He walked over to the couch and sat down. Clearing some space on the table, he set down the black leather bag and opened it. From inside he took out a small jar filled with what looked like black powder. He unscrewed the top of the jar, tipped it and poured a small amount of the powder onto the table. It trickled out like very fine sand. He picked up a razor blade that was sitting on the table and used it to scrape the powder into two short, thin lines. Then he beckoned to Tanet and his brother.

The brother frowned. In their language he said, “I don’t want any of the vampire’s blood.”

Tanet said, “Don’t offend him. Do it.”

Reluctantly, the man came over to the couch, where he sat as far from Byron as he could while still being on the same piece of furniture. Leaning over the coffee table, he placed one finger on the side of his nose and snorted. The black powder disappeared up his nose. He repeated the process with the other line. When he was done, he leaned back on the couch with his eyes closed.

Max had never seen anyone take drugs before, and he was almost shaking with fear. This was not at all what he had expected when Byron said they were going to make a business transaction. But Byron seemed cool as could be, and Max wanted the Mog to like him, so he stayed cool, too.

Tanet’s brother opened his eyes. Even in the dim light of the room, Max could see that the man’s pupils were huge and the centers of his eyes were like black moons. He kind of looks like he has Mog eyes, he thought. It was unsettling.

“How do you feel?” Byron asked.

The man didn’t answer for a moment. Then he said, “Like I can do anything.” His voice was different somehow. More confident. He grinned. “It’s good.”

Byron looked at Tanet. “We’re improving it every time. You’ll have no trouble selling this.”

Tanet smiled. “We’ll take all you have,” he said. “Wait here.” He disappeared into another room, leaving Byron and Max alone with his brother, who suddenly jumped up and started performing martial arts moves like the people in the movie playing on the television.

“What’s wrong with him?” Max asked.

“Nothing,” said Byron. “Nothing at all. He just hasn’t learned how to focus the power of the drug.”

“What kind of drug is it?”

“We’ll talk about that later,” Byron said as Tanet walked back into the room. He was carrying several thick wads of cash, which he handed to Byron. Byron thumbed through them, then deposited the money in the leather bag. “As always, Tanet, it’s nice doing business with you. I’ll see you soon.”

Tanet showed them to the door while, behind them, his brother kicked and punched at the air. As Max and Byron walked back down the stairs, Max said, “What language were they speaking?”

“Thai,” Byron said. “What did they say?”

Max hesitated. He didn’t want to offend Byron. “They called you a vampire,” he finally admitted. “The brother said he didn’t want any of your blood. What did he mean?”

Byron laughed. “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it,” he said.

Max didn’t understand, but he didn’t say anything. Byron turned and looked at him. “You did a great job,” he said. “A couple more transactions and we’ll see about getting you that star line.”

Max nodded. He was still shaken by what they’d just done, but he was also excited about the idea of getting a star like the one Hoth had. Then he and Ghost would be the same.

“But right now,” Byron said brightly, “how about we find Ghost and get some ice cream?”





CHAPTER SIX

SIX AND SAM

OUTSIDE OF MOBILE, ALABAMA

“IT REALLY DOES LOOK LIKE A HAUNTED HOUSE,” Six said.

They were in the trees, peering out at the dilapidated old plantation home. They’d been watching it for twenty minutes, and so far no one had come out and no movement had been detected inside. Sam looked at his phone, to which he was relaying the signal from Max’s watch. “It still says the watch is in there.”

“Maybe a raccoon found it and carried it in,” Six suggested. “Or an alligator. Or whatever lives in this swamp.”

They’d left Nemo and Seamus back in the Explorer with strict instructions to get out of sight and alert them if anyone came by. They’d heard nothing.

“We might as well go in,” Six said.

“Are you feeling up to it?” Sam asked. “I mean, you know, if anything happens?”

“If you mean are my Legacies back, no. Not a hundred percent, anyway,” Six said. “But I’m ready. I’m always ready.”

Together, they walked out of the trees and through the tall cogon grass that surrounded the house. The sound of insects enveloped them, and the afternoon sun high overhead bathed the house in light. Even so, it looked forgotten and tired. The paint had peeled away, leaving the wood to fade. Vines twined around the pillars that lined the front. Several of the windows were smashed. Six could tell it had been beautiful once.

They went around to the rear, where they found an overgrown garden. A henhouse, the chickens that occupied it long gone, listed to one side as if something had tried to push it over. Farther out, three small cottages sagged under their own weight, the roofs mostly gone. Nearer the house, a set of rickety-looking steps rose out of the tangle of trumpet vine that was slowly consuming the lower part of the porch. Six hoped these led to a kitchen.

They did. Six pushed open a screen door whose screen had long ago rotted away, and she and Sam stepped into the kitchen. Surprisingly, it was clean. And when she opened the antique-looking refrigerator, there was food inside. Someone had obviously been using it recently. But who? And were they still in the house?

They walked out of the kitchen and into a narrow hallway that led to a dining room. Again, the furniture was old but clean. A cracked china plate sat on the table with a setting of silverware on a cloth napkin beside it and a crystal goblet above it. The goblet was filled with what looked like red wine.

“That’s not weird at all,” Sam said in a low voice.

They moved into a large living room, which was populated with a couch, some chairs, a piano and a small round table on which were spread out a series of cards.

“Tarot?” Six said, picking up one that had an image of a devil on it.

“Again, not at all weird or creepy,” said Sam. “If someone was here, they left in a hurry.”

Six was thinking the same thing, and it worried her. If Max was in the house, they should have heard something, some kind of noise, by now. But the place was as silent as a tomb.

“Let’s check upstairs,” she suggested.

They found the stairs, climbed them. On the second floor they found a line of closed doors. Most were locked, but Sam’s application of a little telekinesis easily unlocked the simple mechanisms. Opened, the doors revealed a series of bedrooms, each one neat and tidy but seemingly unlived in. The whole thing was unsettling. Why would someone bother to clean the rooms and not actually live there?

The fourth door they opened was to a library or office. One wall was covered with shelves of dusty old books, the smell of which filled the stuffy room. Against another wall stood a desk. There were various items scattered across the desktop: a pen, a letter opener, a pair of scissors.

Sam hurried to the desk, picked up a watch, and examined it closely.

“It’s his,” he told Six.

“Good, I guess,” Six said. “But where is he?”

A noise coming from downstairs interrupted their conversation, a loud bang and the sound of feet running. Six and Sam looked at each other, then bolted out of the room and down the hallway. As they reached the bottom of the stairs, they saw a figure in a dress disappearing into the dining room. At the same time, a loud crash came from the living room, and a boy’s voice yelled, “Help!”

“Go after the girl,” Six said. “I’ll look in there. It could be Max.”

Sam took off after the fleeing figure, while Six went into the living room. “Max?” she called out.

A low moan answered her, coming from the shadows behind the piano. “Help,” a voice said, but more faintly than before.

Six ran over to the piano. A figure was lying on the floor. She knelt down. “Max?”

A hand flew out and gripped her wrist. The figure turned its head to look at her. “Afraid not,” he said.

“Scotty,” Six said, trying to pull away. But then she felt the peculiar sensation that came with being teleported. Her vision blurred, and there was a push. Then everything came back together. She was standing outside, in snow. The air was cold and the bright sun overhead blinded her. The change in atmosphere was disorienting, but she focused on Scotty, who was standing a few feet away, grinning.

She charged at him, swinging her fist at his face. He laughed and ducked. His hand caught her leg, and then everything shifted again. She felt the momentum of her attack continue to propel her forward even as they teleported, and when they reappeared she stumbled. They were at the top of a tall building, and she found herself teetering on the edge of the roof. Below her was a street filled with people and cars. She tried to stop herself but was too late. She tumbled over the side and began to fall.

She heard laughter, and once again she was shoved through space. She couldn’t breathe. Then she was back in open air, still hurtling downward to her death. But Scotty was holding on to her ankle, so she kicked at him. He let go just as they plunged into water.

It was warm, salty. Six continued to descend through the clear blue. She fanned her arms and legs, trying to slow herself. She twisted around, looking for Scotty and trying to get her bearings. She felt a heavy current tug at her, drawing her deeper. She fought against it, but it was stronger. Already breathless from teleporting, her lungs burned. She was going to drown.

Six fought with the last of her strength. She felt herself beginning to pass out. And then she was moving again, pulled out of the water as Scotty once again transported them. She gasped for air. She inhaled gratefully as her head spun around looking for the teleporter.

“Having fun?”

She heard Scotty’s voice, but couldn’t see him. They were in complete darkness. She didn’t even know if they were indoors or outdoors.

She struck out, and her fist connected with flesh. She heard Scotty swear.

“Now I am,” Six said.

Her eyes were adjusting. She saw Scotty on the ground, holding his nose. She pounced on him, raising her fist to hit him again. As his hand touched her, she realized her mistake.

Another jump. Another room. She was barely able to look around before she was grabbed roughly by several sets of hands and a bag of some kind was pulled over her head and secured around her throat. She fought back, but the series of teleportations had sapped her strength. Metal cuffs were slipped around her wrists and she heard the sound of a chain rattling. A moment later, her hands were forcibly lifted up and over her head. In just a couple of minutes she’d gone from thinking she had found Max to being a prisoner. But whose?

“Does somebody want to tell me what’s going on?” she snarled, her voice muffled by the sack over her head.

“All in good time,” said a female voice.

Six heard the sound of a door slamming shut, followed by the grinding of metal. Wherever she was, she was locked in. She immediately tried reaching out with her telekinesis to work on her restraints, but it did no good. She couldn’t even move the bag away from her face, as whatever secured it around her neck wouldn’t break. For the moment she was stuck the way she was.

Unable to do anything about her own situation, she thought about Sam. Obviously they had been set up. Scotty had been waiting for them, and his call for help was meant to make them think he was Max and split them up. But who was the other person, the one they’d seen running away? Was it Ghost? Maybe, but then where was Max?

She thought about the various pieces of the puzzle. She didn’t know Max’s whereabouts. She didn’t know if the mystery girl Sam had run after really was Ghost. So she focused on the why. Why had they wanted to separate Six and Sam? Yes, they were less powerful apart. But she had a sinking feeling there was another reason. She just didn’t know what it was.

Then she thought about Seamus and Nemo. Were they all right? What if Sam couldn’t get back to them? Or what if he, like her, had been transported somewhere else?

Sam was right, she thought miserably. Involving all of them had been a mistake.

Sam burst into the kitchen just as his quarry disappeared out the screen doorway. He ran after her and saw her rushing through the grass, heading for the trio of tumbledown shacks at the rear of the property. It was a girl. She had short, pink hair.

He ran after her. The girl was surprisingly quick, passing through the cogon grass and leaving the fuzzy white tips swaying behind her. She laughed, which was strangely unnerving. She looked back for a moment, and Sam saw that it wasn’t Ghost. There was something off about her face. Then the girl turned and ran faster, as if they were merely playing a game of tag. She got to the center house and skipped inside. Sam reached the door not long after and paused. The house’s roof had collapsed in the middle, and the girl was standing on the dirt floor inside a ring of sunlight. Dust motes floated in the air all around her as she spun in a slow circle.

“Who are you?” Sam asked.

The girl stopped spinning and tilted her head to one side, looking at him. Seeing her full-on for the first time, Sam realized what it was about her that had seemed out of place earlier. She was Mogadorian.

“Magdalena,” she said, smiling slightly. “And you’re Sam. I’ve heard a lot about you.” Her smile turned into a frown. “You’ve hurt some of my friends.”

“Funny how that happens in a war,” Sam said.

Magdalena said nothing but continued to stare at him. Then she closed her eyes, seeming to bathe in the light streaming over her body. She didn’t appear to be at all afraid of him, which made Sam nervous.

“Where’s Max?” he asked. “We found his watch.”

“Not here,” Magdalena said, beginning to turn again. “He’s out. With the others.”

“Others?” Sam asked. “And what do you mean ‘out’?”

“Out,” Magdalena repeated. “I don’t know where, exactly. But they’ll be back.”

“Who was that back in the house then?”

“Scotty,” Magdalena said. “But he’s probably gone by now. With your friend.”

Realizing what the girl meant, Sam panicked. Scotty had taken Six somewhere? Had that been the plan all along?

“Eleni will be disappointed,” Magdalena said. “She was hoping to test herself against Six. I suppose you’ll have to do as a warm-up.”

“Eleni?” Sam said.

“She’ll be back,” said Magdalena. “She just went to collect the two you left in the car.”

Sam swore and turned, his instincts telling him to forget the girl and make sure that Seamus and Nemo were all right.

“You really shouldn’t have left them alone,” Magdalena said. “Not out here. It isn’t safe.”

Sam turned back to her. He lifted his hands. “I think we’re done here.”

Nothing happened. His telekinesis stalled.

“Seriously?” Sam said, looking at his hands. “You’re going to crap out on me now?”

Something suddenly struck him in the back. He fell onto the dirt floor, hitting his chin and biting his lip. He tasted blood. A few feet away, Magdalena clapped her hands together happily, as if he had just performed the world’s best magic trick for her.

Sam rolled over. Standing in the doorway was an imposing figure dressed all in black leather. Like Magdalena, she was a Mogadorian. Who were they? How had they not been caught and taken to Mog prison? And what did they want?

He would have to worry about those questions later. Right now, the Mog was coming at him. Sam went into hand-to-hand combat mode, crouching and waiting until she was closer before springing at her. The Mog deflected him with one arm, sweeping him aside and tumbling him into the dirt. He got up and went after her again. They exchanged blows and kicks. For every punch Sam landed, he got one in return. After all his time with Six, Sam had gotten in shape and was strong. The Mog was stronger.

She swept her leg, tripping him, and he went down. Then she was on top of him, pinning him to the ground. Sam tried to catch his breath, but she barely seemed tired. A second later, he saw Magdalena peering down at him over the other Mog’s shoulder.

“This is Eleni,” she said. “I told him you were hoping for Six,” she added to the other Mog.

“I think maybe she would have put up more of a fight,” Eleni said. “Then again, I don’t want to hurt you.”

“What do you want?” Sam asked. “Where’s Six?”

“So many questions,” Eleni said. “Where is this one? Where is that one? Why do the Mogadorians want to invade Earth? Humans are always asking questions. How about I ask you one? What are you willing to do to keep those two Human Garde you brought with you alive?”

Sam felt his heart stop for a moment. Nemo and Seamus.

“What have you done with them?”

Eleni sighed. “Again with the questions. Nothing yet,” she said. “But if you decide to be uncooperative, I will not hesitate to kill them. So, will you cooperate?”

Sam had no doubt the Mog would do as she said. But what did she want from him, from them? Every atom of him wanted to fight her more, to hurt her and make her tell him where Six was, where Max and Ghost were, where Nemo and Seamus were, and what she was doing here at all. He pushed down those instincts, though. If he wanted to see them again, he had to let her think she had won. For now.

He looked into her eyes. “Yes,” he said.





CHAPTER SEVEN

NEMO

OUTSIDE OF MOBILE, ALABAMA

NEMO, SUBMERGED IN THE BRACKISH WATERS OF the swamp, tried not to think about what else might be waiting beneath the surface. It was bad enough that she could barely see her hand in front of her face. Every time something bumped into her she was sure it was a snake or an alligator. She didn’t even really know what kind of animals lived in swamps, but she was pretty sure most of them were poisonous or deadly.

But not as deadly as the Mog who was probably waiting for her to emerge from hiding.

Thank the gods she’d had to pee a couple of minutes ago. Otherwise, she would have been in the SUV with Seamus when the Mog showed up. As it was, Nemo had barely had time to get her pants pulled up and find a hiding place in the trees. She’d watched as the Mog had approached the car and pulled Seamus out. Her friend hadn’t even had time to shout out a warning or use his Legacy to try and defend himself.

Nemo had thought about trying to fight the Mog, but she could tell the woman was way stronger than she was. She just looked dangerous. And while Nemo wasn’t normally one to back down from a fight, her control of her telekinesis wasn’t yet up to the level of that kind of confrontation. At least being able to breathe underwater was coming in handy. Although she wasn’t sure how long she could stay submerged. It wasn’t exactly warm, and she was already shivering. She thought about her bag back in the Explorer and wondered if the Mog had taken it. If so, she wouldn’t have anything to change into, and once night came, the temperature would drop a lot.

She was going to have to emerge from the water eventually. Would the Mog be waiting for her? Maybe she didn’t even know Nemo was there. Maybe Seamus hadn’t said anything. She was miles from anything like civilization. Fortunately, she’d had the presence of mind to hide her phone before going into the water. That might help, if she could get a signal. But who would she call? 911? The HGA?

She wondered where Sam and Six were. Did the Mog showing up mean she had done something to them? Or maybe the Mog didn’t even know about them. That would be the best-case scenario. Maybe right now Six and Sam were taking care of her or had already done so and were looking for Nemo so they could all get out of there.

There were so many things going through Nemo’s brain. Should she keep hiding or get out of the water? Should she go looking for her friends or just call for help? And why was there a Mog there in the first place? She realized it was the first time she’d ever seen one up close. She’d been so startled at the time that she hadn’t paused to think about that. Now it hit her. A Mog had taken Seamus. A real live Mog. As in the things that had attacked Earth.

Mogs had lurked in her nightmares since their attack on the planet. And like most humans, she’d wondered what she would do if she ever came face-to-face with one. Now she knew. She would run and hide, leaving her friend to try and defend himself.

She was momentarily overwhelmed by guilt and shame. She should have stayed. She should have fought, even if she would almost certainly have lost. She knew Mogs were trained killers. That made her more worried for Seamus, Six, Sam and whoever else might have gotten in the Mog woman’s way.

Something slithered across her arm. Instinctively, she rose to the surface to get away from it. Her head broke the water and she could see again. Behind her, a harmless black swamp snake glided sinuously through the brown water.

Nemo looked around for any sign of the Mog. She saw nothing. Which didn’t mean she wasn’t out there. She could be hiding, waiting. But Nemo wasn’t going back underwater again. Although the air was warm, she was shaking. It was nothing like the icy lake in Montana that she and Sam had fallen into, but the water didn’t have to be all that cold for hypothermia to kick in. Nemo needed to get out of the swamp, even if it was risky.

She climbed out and went to the spot where she’d hidden her phone beneath a log. She checked it for a signal, found none. Then she walked back through the woods. She tried to stay in the shadows of the trees in case the Mog was looking for her, but she saw and heard nothing. Water dripped from her clothes, and her feet squished inside her boots, but slowly she began to dry out.

When she reached the spot where she had been peeing, she crouched down and surveyed the area. The Explorer was gone. But then she heard the noise of an engine. She squatted even lower, with just her head above the grass so that she could see what was coming.

A moment later a car came slowly down the road. The windows were tinted, and she couldn’t see who was inside of the vehicle. It passed the spot where the Explorer had been parked and continued on. When it was out of sight, Nemo began to follow it. She stayed in the trees as much as possible, following the edge of the dirt road. The car disappeared ahead of her, but there was only one place it could be going.

Finally, the plantation house came into view. The car was parked outside. The Explorer was also there. Nemo stopped, trying to come up with a plan. There was already one Mog she knew about. Had the car brought even more of them? If she couldn’t take on one, how would she ever handle a whole group?

She looked up at the sky. In a couple of hours it would be dark. While it would also be colder then, it would be easier to sneak around without being seen. And that would give her time to get her head together. She retraced her steps, heading back for the cover of the woods, although this time she went even deeper, until she found a small clearing where she could rest. She quickly stripped down to her underwear, hanging her damp clothes over some branches to finish drying in the sun. She was particularly happy to get off her boots and socks and to let her feet breathe.

She wished she could build a fire, but she had no matches or anything else helpful, and her Legacies were of no use for that. Still, she was warmer, and the sunshine felt good on her bare skin. She sat down on a fallen pine tree and once again looked at her phone. No signal, and the power was down to less than fifty percent. She turned it off to conserve what was left.

A second later, she felt something sting her on the leg. She swatted at it, squashing the deerfly that had bitten her. A splash of blood colored her skin. Then she felt another fly land on her arm. She shooed it away. The fly’s sting already itched.

Soon there was a small army of flies circling around her. She flapped her hands at them, sending them buzzing away, but only for a moment. As soon as she stopped, they came in for another attack. I wish I could control them like Seamus can, she thought.

Now that this had occurred to her, she wondered why Seamus hadn’t done something similar when the Mog came for him. He could easily have called up an entire swarm of the tiny, biting monsters. But he hadn’t. Had he been too surprised to think of it? Not had enough time? Maybe. But it still seemed odd. As aloof as he acted, Seamus was smart on his feet. It was one of the things she liked about him.

She smacked another fly, leaving the blood on her skin as a reminder to the others that she meant business. After a while they seemed to grow tired of trying and left her alone. But the bites itched fiercely, and the question about why Seamus hadn’t used his Legacy itched, too.

Her stomach rumbled. She wished she had some of the chips or candy bars that Max had bought the day before. She wished she had a lot of things. But she didn’t. She got up and checked her clothes. They were mostly dry now, so she put her shirt and pants back on. Her socks she left for a little longer while she sat down again and thought through her next steps.

She had to get inside the house. At the very least, Seamus was in there. Maybe Six and Sam, too. Hopefully Six and Sam, because if they weren’t it meant something bad had happened to them. And that’s where Max’s watch was supposed to be, so maybe he was there, too. And Ghost.

Nemo got up and walked around the clearing. She scanned the area for anything she could use as a weapon. All she found were branches and sticks. “I never thought I’d say this,” she muttered. “But a gun bush would come in really handy right about now. Maybe a grenade tree.” She thought about Seamus’s bag in the Explorer and wished she had that, too.

She picked up several short sticks. Then she found a razor-edged rock. Taking them back to the log, she sat down and started chipping away at the end of the sticks. Pieces flew off, and when Nemo was done each stick had a sharp point. She held one out and stabbed the air with it. These weren’t much, but they were better than nothing. Besides, she thought. If our ancestors could bring down mammoths with pointed sticks, I should be able to take care of a Mog.

Dusk was settling over the swamp now, the sky darkening as the early-winter night crept in between the trees. Nemo put on her socks, then her boots, lacing them up tightly. Her thoughts flashed back to Montana and being tracked through the snow by the husband and wife who had paid money to hunt down her and Rena. Had that happened just a week or so ago? And now here she was in another forest, preparing for another hunt. This time she didn’t know if she was the hunter or the hunted. Maybe both. One thing she did know was that she wasn’t the same girl from that night. She was tougher. And she was angrier.

She stood up. It was time.

She moved as silently as she could through the forest, what little noise she did make covered up by the sounds of insects, birds and frogs. The moon was only a sliver, providing little light, but it was all she needed.

When she reached the house, she saw no lights in the windows, and for a moment she thought maybe everyone had left. But the two cars were still there. She hunched over and ran to the Explorer. Opening the door on the side away from the house, she looked inside. Everything had been taken. This was not a surprise, but she was still disappointed.

She ignored the other car and moved closer to the house. When she reached the side, she saw that the windows were covered by curtains, which is why it had looked like no one was home. Now she could see faint lines of light. She also heard voices, muffled and indistinct.

She hefted a stick in her hand. She had another two tucked into the side pockets of her cargo pants. She tried not to think about what she might have to do with them as she traversed the length of the house and slid around the side. She made her way to the back of the house, but when she turned the corner, she froze. In the backyard she saw a spark of fire.

Someone was standing there. And whoever it was was smoking. The smell of burning tobacco floated to her on the air, and she again saw the glow of the cigarette as the smoker inhaled. Was it the Mog woman? The shadow didn’t look like her. It was thinner. Smaller. Was it another Mog or a human? She had no way of telling. But whoever it was was an enemy.

“Where is he now?” she heard an unfamiliar male voice ask.

“Somewhere he can’t cause any trouble,” said a female voice.

So, there were two of them. The second, Nemo thought, must be standing right next to the first one.

“Not with Six, I hope,” said the male voice. “Keeping them apart makes them less dangerous.”

A second shadow detached from the first one and walked a little way off. A second glow appeared in the air. “Of course not,” the female voice said. “Eleni knows what she’s doing.”

“I hope so,” said the male voice. “My part of the plan is working just the way I said it would.”

“With some help from Eleni,” the female voice said.

“Yes, yes,” the male voice said. He sounded irritable. “It’s always with Eleni’s help. Thank you for reminding me.”

“You’re just jealous because she’s always been the favorite,” the female voice said.

The man snorted. “Jealous? Eleni is far too interested in acquiring Loric magic tricks for herself,” he said.

The woman giggled. The glow of her cigarette suddenly spun in circles, as if she herself was spinning. “Magic tricks!” she said. “I wish I knew some!”

“Brains and training are all I’ve ever needed,” the man said defensively. “Getting the humans hooked on the black powder was my idea, don’t forget. Eleni had nothing to do with that.”

“Of course,” the female voice said. The orange glow of a cigarette butt flew through the air towards Nemo, landing not far off. It lay in the grass, still burning.

“Are you trying to start a fire?” the male voice said as the shadow moved towards Nemo.

She pressed herself against the side of the house. As the shadow drew nearer, the person behind it came into view. It was a man. A Mog. Nemo gripped her spike in her hand, ready to use it if he saw her.

He didn’t. He ground out the cigarette and went back to where the woman was waiting. Then the two of them went through a rear doorway and into the house.

Nemo, her heart pounding, took several breaths to steady herself. Now she knew there were more Mogs in the house. The man had said the name Eleni. Was that the female Mog who had taken Seamus? And again, where had all these Mogs come from? There weren’t supposed to be any of them just wandering around free. They were supposed to be contained in that camp in Alaska. But here they were. Why? And what were they doing? The male Mog had said something about humans and black powder. What was that all about?

More important right now were Six and Sam. They’d clearly been captured, which was disheartening. But it also meant they were alive. She couldn’t lose all hope. And she still didn’t know where Ghost, Max and Seamus were.

She weighed her options. She could leave now, walk back to the gas station they’d stopped at earlier in the day and call for help. Or she could go into the house and see if any of her friends were in there. The smart thing to do would be to go for help.

She decided to go into the house.

She walked slowly towards the doorway that the two Mogs had gone through. She knew it was a stupid thing to do. But her friends were possibly inside, and with Six and Sam unable to help them, she was the only one who could. Me and my pointy sticks, she thought, trying to forget how outnumbered and overpowered she was.

She reached for the handle when the door opened towards her. Someone came out, pushing her down the steps. She stumbled, caught herself and lifted her stick high in the air, ready to bring it down on her attacker.

“Nemo?” a voice whispered.

Nemo, startled, looked hard at the person in front of her. “Seamus?”

She didn’t know what to say. She had been sneaking into the house to try to rescue him, and here he was walking out as if nothing at all was going on. “How’d you get out?”

“Oh,” Seamus said. “I, uh—”

“Are Max and Ghost in there?” Nemo asked before he could answer. “We have to get them, too.” She started to push past him.

“No,” Seamus said, stopping her. “I mean, they’re not in there. It was just me. I don’t know where they are.”

“Let’s go then,” Nemo said. “Come on. Before they realize you’re gone.”

She took Seamus’s hand and tugged. He came down the steps but didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry. Something was wrong. Nemo stopped. Seamus looked back at the house.

“What?” Nemo said.

“I . . . um,” Seamus said.

“Seamus,” said Nemo. “We’ve got to go. Now.”

Behind Seamus, someone else came out the door. Nemo looked up and saw the Mog man.

“Run!” Nemo shouted.

Seamus looked at her. “I’m sorry, Nemo.”

The Mog leaped down the steps, his long hair flying. Before she could even think about what she was doing, Nemo raised her hands. She sent out a blast of telekinetic energy, and the stick in her hand flew. It hit the oncoming Mog in the stomach, where it buried itself deep. The Mog screamed in rage and pain and fell to his knees, clutching the end of the stick. He slumped over sideways.

Nemo went to grab Seamus’s hand again, but she saw him kneel beside the Mog. Was Seamus helping him? She didn’t understand.

“Seamus?”

He didn’t look at her. Then Nemo heard voices. Someone else was coming.

Nemo turned and ran harder than she had ever run in her life.





CHAPTER EIGHT

SAM AND SIX

UNKNOWN LOCATIONS

SAM OPENED HIS EYES.

He was in the dark, although a faint, greenish light emanated from somewhere in front of him. He was lying on something hard. He reached out and almost immediately felt cold walls all around him. He tried to sit up, bumped his head and lay down again. He slowly extended his hands up and felt the wall a foot above him.

He was in some kind of metal cocoon.

He tried to figure out how he might have gotten here. He remembered fighting a Mog and her telling him that if he didn’t cooperate, she would hurt Nemo and Seamus. He remembered wanting to kill her but wanting more to make sure that everyone was okay. He remembered saying yes. After that it was blank. At some point, obviously, he had been knocked out. And now he was here. Wherever that was.

Suddenly the light intensified as a screen near his feet came to life. He was looking at the face of the Mog. She smiled coldly.

“Hello, Sam. I apologize for not being able to greet you in person, but as you’re buried twenty feet below the surface, that would be a little difficult. I hope you understand.”

“Where are Nemo and Seamus?” Sam asked.

“Still worried about them more than yourself?” the Mog said. “How human of you.”

“You said you wouldn’t hurt them if I cooperated.”

“They’re alive and well. For now.”

“Then why am I here?”

The Mog sighed. “Because while you’ve been compliant, your friend has not.”

“Six?” Sam said.

“I’ve tried being reasonable with her,” the woman said. “She might say I’ve also tried being unreasonable with her. That didn’t work either. I’m afraid you’re my last resort.”

“Meaning what?” said Sam. “You’re going to kill me?”

“Only if she continues to refuse to help us,” the woman answered. “She has twelve hours. If she still insists on being difficult, the capsule you’re in will fill with sand.”

Somewhere above Sam’s head, something made a grinding sound. A moment later, sand began to trickle onto his face. He coughed, turned his head and spit out the bits that had gone into his mouth. Then it stopped.

“That was so you know I’m not kidding,” the Mog said. “I considered using water, but drowning is relatively painless. Suffocating from sand isn’t.”

She let Sam think about that for a moment before continuing.

“As I said, your capsule is buried twenty feet down. I suppose you could try to use your Legacies to break out of it, but I wouldn’t advise it. Unless you can dig up through hard-packed red clay, that is. Can you do that?”

Sam said nothing. The Mog pretended to wait for his answer, then said, “I’ll take that as a no. In which case, let’s hope Six decides to adjust her attitude.”

The screen went blank, but the greenish light remained. Sam closed his eyes and calmed the panic that was growing inside him. He tried not to think about the fact that he was basically in a coffin and that it would be his coffin if it actually filled with sand. Unless Six did whatever it was they wanted her to do.

He’d been in situations like this before, also thanks to the Mogadorians. And he knew that the best way to deal with it was to focus on figuring out what was happening and why. Worrying about what Six would do, or whether or not the Mog was even telling the truth, would only lead to more panic. But if he worked on looking at all the clues and trying to organize them into a clearer picture, it would occupy his thoughts and keep them from going to places he didn’t want to go.

The Mog woman was the key. Obviously, she was involved in whatever had happened to Max. Seamus and Nemo, too, of course. And Six. But luring Max away was most likely the first part of her plan. Did that mean Ghost was working with her? It seemed likely given the girl’s connection to Bray, and the madman’s involvement with Drac and the black ooze. Drac had mentioned something about making a deal with Mogs in his interrogation. Now it looked like maybe he’d been telling the truth.

Did that mean the Mogs were the real power behind Bray’s organization? It seemed unlikely. The majority of them remaining on Earth were imprisoned. The Garde had always known that a few Mogadorians could still be running loose, but so far they hadn’t caused any noticeable trouble. Maybe that was changing. Maybe with Bray out of the picture now, the Mogs he’d been involved with were taking over what was left of his operation. Or maybe that had been their plan all along: use Bray for his money and connections, then let him destroy himself so that they could assume power. That was classic Mog mentality.

The question then was, what was their ultimate goal? They’d already lost the battle for Earth, and it was highly unlikely there were enough of them to try again, or that they would succeed if they did. So what did they want?

Sam had enough firsthand experience with Mogs and their way of thinking to know that what they couldn’t control, they would destroy rather than let someone else have. They were single-minded in their lust for domination and their hatred of anything they couldn’t possess for themselves. They had been unable to conquer Earth, although they had left it badly damaged. What else did humanity have that they didn’t?

Legacies.

Before the Garde stopped Setrákus Ra, they had a run-in with a handful of Mogs who had been given powers of their own—thanks to the Mogadorian leader’s experiments. Sam and the others refused to call their new abilities Legacies. They were just augmentations. Thankfully the Garde had managed to take them all out.

Maybe these Mogs wanted the very same thing. After all they’d been through to get here, Sam knew it must have been infuriating to see the Entity choosing to bestow Legacies on humans. Those in the camps must have watched with growing rage as thankless human teenagers became increasingly powerful. Mogs considered themselves superior to humans, and many of them were physically bigger and stronger. First to be beaten by humans in combat and now to see them developing these gifts was the worst kind of humiliation.

Sam knew that occasionally a Mog prisoner or two must have gone missing at the camp. That was to be expected. This, though. This was something else. Something bigger. The Mog woman who had attacked him was an experienced fighter, probably a veteran of the battle for Earth. Had she escaped capture in the first place, gone underground and waited for an opportunity, for someone like Bray or Jagger Dennings to come along and provide what she needed? Or had she somehow escaped from the prison?

There was no way to know. There were files on all the incarcerated Mogs, of course, but accessing them would mean getting out of his current predicament. Again, he pushed this worry aside and focused on what he could deal with, namely what was going on with the kids. Even though they were all teenagers, he still thought of the new Garde as children sometimes. Particularly Nemo, Max and Rena, as he was closest to them. Ghost too, although she was in a different category now after what had happened to her during her time with Dennings. Still, he felt some responsibility for that as well. She had been taken under his watch, and that was never far from his mind.

Plus, he and Six had brought them into the middle of whatever was going on now. They hadn’t forced them, but they also hadn’t tried hard to dissuade them from coming. Maybe that had been a mistake. Maybe they had assumed too much, thinking they could protect the newcomers from danger. Or that they were strong enough to protect themselves. True, all of them except Max had been in fights for their lives before. All of them had been tested. But that didn’t mean they were ready.

Again, he told himself to set aside these thoughts for another time. Second-guessing his actions wasn’t going to help anyone. He returned to the question of the Mogs’ master plan. The woman had said that he was being used to incentivize Six. But what did they want her to cooperate with? If the Mog thought gaining Six’s cooperation was going to be as easy as threatening her, she clearly hadn’t done her homework.

Thinking about this actually made him laugh. The sound echoed through the tiny space, reminding him of how small the capsule was. Then he realized that although it was a tiny area, it wasn’t getting hot. The temperature had remained the same. The air too was clearly being circulated somehow. And the camera was being powered by something. He closed his eyes, stilled his breathing and concentrated. His mind reached out, searching for any technology. Maybe, he thought, he could use the screen and camera to communicate with someone. He prodded but got nothing. And then he found something else. Somewhere outside the capsule but still connected to it. Power. A circulating fan. He wondered if he could somehow use these to his advantage.

As he was considering the possibilities, he looked at the screen at the end of the capsule again. Even though the monitor was black, a green light was still on. He sensed the camera inside working. Someone was watching him.

Six looked up at the television screen through the one eye that wasn’t swollen shut. The Mog woman—Eleni—stood beside it, looking furious. She’d just subjected Six to another half-hour beating, each hit harder than the last. After the last punch, Six had looked her in the eye and said, “Could you do my back again? I’ve got a cramp that just won’t go away.”

Things would be different if her hands weren’t still shackled over her head and her legs weren’t restrained by chains running through eyebolts in the floor. Then she would have happily taken on the Mog in a fair fight. Picturing the woman lying on the floor, her face rearranged a little, made Six happy. And she would get her chance to make that happen. She just needed to stay focused.

The problem was, she couldn’t give the Mog what she wanted. Of course, figuring out what that was had taken some time. Like most of her kind, this Mog had a sadistic streak a mile wide, and she had refused to say anything at all, preferring instead to use Six as her personal punching bag.

Finally, though, the question had been asked: Where were the samples and technology that were taken from the ship in Mexico and the underground laboratory in Argentina?

Six had answered truthfully: she didn’t know.

This was the wrong answer. The Mog had resumed her brutal and unrefined methods of persuasion. Six’s split lip, which was still bleeding, was an early casualty. The now-swollen eye came later. In between there were dozens of hits to every exposed part of her body. Then the question had been asked again. The answer remained the same, as was Eleni’s response. And so it had continued, over and over, with no change.

It probably hadn’t helped that Six had asked at one point, “Should I use smaller words? Or are you just too stupid to understand what I’m telling you?” That had earned her a punch to the jaw that had loosened a tooth.

Now, she looked up at the screen. “Are we going to watch an instructional video?” she asked.

Eleni hit a button. All of a sudden, Six was looking at Sam’s face. The camera was at his feet, apparently, giving her a view of his prone body. He seemed to be aware that he was being watched, as he looked right into the camera.

“Six?” she heard him say. “Six? Can you see me?”

“Sam!” she shouted.

The Mog grinned. “He can’t hear you,” she said. “But please, scream all you like.”

“What have you done to him?” Six snarled.

“Nothing yet,” said the Mog. She said something in Mogadorian, apparently speaking to someone located elsewhere. A moment later Sam turned his head, coughing as something fell onto his face.

“It’s sand,” the Mog told Six. “Answer my question and it will stop.”

The sand continued to pour. Sam scraped it away from his face, pushing it to other parts of the capsule.

“I’ve told you already; I don’t know where the materials that were seized are,” Six said.

The Mog woman nodded. “That is unfortunate. If you don’t know, it means your superiors don’t trust you with the information. Which means their faith in you is low. Which means I have no use for you.”

Six didn’t argue with her. This was, in fact, the very thing she had been thinking herself ever since McKenna had informed them that Agent Walker was now in charge of the serum, the technology and the scientists involved with it. She wasn’t about to tell the Mog this, however.

“If you believe me, then why do any of this?” she said, spitting a mouthful of blood at Eleni.

The Mog ignored her, watching the screen with a satisfied smile on her face. “It must be a terrible thing knowing that you’re going to die and that your fate is completely out of your hands,” she said.

“Why don’t you let me know,” Six said.

The Mog laughed. “Threats?” she said. “You’re hardly in a position to threaten me.”

“Only because I’m chained up,” Six said. “How about you let me go and we settle this hand-to-hand? That’s what a real warrior would do.”

The Mog frowned. Six had touched a nerve. She looked at the woman more closely. Although she was bigger than an average human, she wasn’t nearly as imposing as some of the vatborn Mogs who were bred for battle. She was a trueborn. They enjoyed greater social status than their manufactured counterparts, but the vatborn were always more physically impressive. Perhaps this was why she had dyed her hair. She was trying to distinguish herself in other ways, which to Six indicated that she had some insecurities. She was trying to prove something. To who, Six wondered. She seemed to be in charge of whatever was going on here. But maybe she wasn’t. Maybe there was someone above her, someone whose approval she was trying to win.

The Mog spoke some more words, and the sand stopped falling onto Sam’s face. He sputtered, clearing the bits that had gotten into his mouth. Six watched him, knowing that he must be afraid and wishing he could hear her. Then the screen went dark and she was staring at nothing.

“I’ll let you think for a little while,” the Mog said. “See if you can remember anything you might have forgotten. But if you tell me no again, the sand will continue to fall until he’s dead.” Then she left the room, turning off the light and leaving Six alone in the darkness.

“How can I tell you what I don’t know?!” Six screamed.

She rattled the chains in frustration, sending new pain down her aching arms. She had long ago lost feeling in her wrists, but her shoulder muscles burned with the stress of her arms being stretched over her head.

She needed a plan. She couldn’t give the Mog what she wanted. But could she fake it? She could give her an answer—any answer. Send her off looking for the things she wanted. Inevitably, though, she would figure out that Six had lied. And then she would have no reason to let Sam or Six live.

The only solution was to give her what she wanted. And since Six couldn’t do that, she had to find someone who could. The only people with that information were Walker herself and maybe Peter McKenna, although Six wasn’t even sure about that. She knew enough about Walker to know that the former FBI agent would never reveal the information, not even to save the lives of Six and Sam.

No, she was going to have to handle this herself. And she had no idea how.





CHAPTER NINE

NEMO

OUTSIDE OF MOBILE, ALABAMA

AS NEMO BURST THROUGH THE DOOR OF THE GAS station, she thought her heart would explode. She’d run the entire way from the plantation house, never looking back as her feet pounded on the pavement. She could feel the blisters that had formed, and she was dripping with sweat. But she had made it, and no one had followed her. So far.

The old man behind the counter stared at her as she tried to catch her breath.

“My friends,” she said. “We were here earlier today . . . for gas . . . and directions.”

“I remember. What’s wrong? There been an accident?”

Nemo shook her head. “Someone . . . at the house.”

“At the Rothwell place? Someone there is hurt?” There was a phone attached to the wall behind the counter. He picked it up. “I’ll call 911.”

“No!” Nemo shouted.

The man hesitated, the phone in his hand. “No one’s hurt?”

Nemo shook her head again. Someone was hurt. The Mog she’d stabbed with her improvised spear-arrow thing. But she wasn’t about to call for help for him.

“I don’t understand,” the man said.

An old woman came down the stairs that led to the next floor. She saw Nemo and gasped. “What’s happened?”

“Don’t know,” the man said. “Think someone might be hurt.”

“No one is hurt,” Nemo said. She was getting her breath back. And now that she wasn’t running, she actually wasn’t really sure what she wanted the man to do. She reached in her pocket for her own phone. It was gone. “Shit,” she muttered. “I must have dropped it.”

“No need for that kind of language, young lady,” the old woman said disapprovingly. “Now, can you tell us what’s going on?”

“I need to call someone. Can I use your phone?”

“Of course,” the woman said. “But why don’t you come upstairs and use the one there. You can sit down, and I’ll get you some water.”

Nemo nodded and went to the stairs. As she walked up, she didn’t see the woman turn to her husband and whisper, “Call Alvin.”

Upstairs, she showed Nemo to a small but comfortable living room. Nemo sank onto the couch, relieved just to be sitting down, while the woman went into the kitchen and returned with a glass of water. “Thank you,” Nemo said, accepting it from her and draining the entire thing. When she was done she said, “I don’t think I’ve run that much since soccer camp when I was ten.”

“What were you running from, dear?”

Nemo didn’t know what to tell her. Saying “Well, see, there are these alien killing machines living in that house down the road” seemed a little bit hysterical, even if it was true. Besides, she didn’t want the woman to know everything. Things were bad enough as it was without getting the whole county in an uproar.

“Nothing,” she said. “I wasn’t running from anything. It’s just that, um, my friends . . . they . . . Can I just use the phone? It will only take a minute.”

“Of course,” the woman said. “It’s right over there.” She indicated an old-fashioned rotary phone sitting on the table beside the couch.

“Wow,” Nemo said. “I haven’t seen one of those outside of a movie.”

“Yes, well, things move more slowly in these parts. Haven’t even got color television yet.”

Nemo started to say something, but the old woman laughed. “That’s a joke, dear. Anyway, you go on and use the telephone.”

Nemo picked up the receiver. Then she realized she had no idea how to actually call the HGA. Was there even a number for the Academy? There must be. She just hadn’t memorized it. “I don’t suppose you have a computer?” she asked, thinking it would be easy enough to look up.

“I’m afraid not,” the woman answered.

Nemo hung up. She had to get in touch with Nine or Lexa. They were the only people who might possibly be able to help. But it was not like Nine would have ever given her his number. And she’d never tried to find one without just looking it up. Would the Academy’s number be in the phone book?

She was about to ask the woman for help, but voices interrupted from downstairs.

“What’s this about, Claude?” a man said. “Molly called me from the station, said you needed me to stop by. Good thing I was making my rounds and was just about to pass by here.”

“Who’s that?” Nemo asked.

“That’s just Alvin,” the old woman said. “You don’t worry about a thing. He’ll know what to do.”

Footsteps sounded on the stairs, ponderous and heavy. A moment later, a large man entered the room. He was wearing a policeman’s uniform and a faded tan cowboy hat. He nodded at the old woman. “Agnes,” he said.

“Sheriff Radley.” She emphasized his title, and Nemo got the point. The law was here now, and was taking over.

The man’s eyes turned to Nemo. He took in her disheveled appearance, her turquoise-colored hair, her dirty boots. His expression didn’t change, but Nemo could tell he wasn’t impressed.

“What seems to be the trouble, miss?” he asked.

“This young lady and her friends ran into some difficulty over at the Rothwell house,” Agnes said. “Isn’t that right?” she added to Nemo.

“Sort of,” Nemo said vaguely. She didn’t like the police, and this one was staring hard at her. She also didn’t like that he was standing between her and the only door.

“Sort of?” the sheriff said. “Exactly what kind of difficulty?”

Nemo thought quickly. “We just went to look at the house,” she said. “You know, because it’s historic or whatever. Turns out there are some people living in it.”

“Living in it?” Radley repeated. “Why? The place is falling apart.”

“Probably homeless,” Agnes said. “Or, you know”—she dropped her voice to a whisper—“drugs.”

The sheriff snorted. “Got that kind all over the place now. So, what happened? Your friends get into a fight with them?”

“Yeah,” Nemo said. It wasn’t the truth, exactly, but it also wasn’t a lie.

“All right,” Radley said. “Let’s take a ride over there. See what’s going on.”

Nemo hesitated. “Is that a good idea?” she said. “I mean, I think they had guns.”

The sheriff put his hand on the grip of his own holstered pistol. “I think I can handle it,” he said. “You come with me.”

“Me?” Nemo asked. “Why?”

“In case I need you to show me what happened or help your friends.”

Nemo nodded. “Sure,” she said. “Sure. I can do that.”

She hated leaving without calling someone to let them know what was going on. But now she could hardly insist on using the phone with the officer there. She thanked Agnes for the water and went back downstairs. The two men exchanged good-byes, and then the sheriff was opening the rear door of his car. Nemo got in and he shut it, getting into the front.

“Where y’all come here from?” Radley asked as he drove onto the road and back towards the old plantation house.

“Uh, New Orleans,” she said, naming the first place she could think of.

“Road trip? School break?”

“Something like that.”

She saw the sheriff watching her in his rearview mirror. What did he think was really going on? He didn’t seem all that concerned. He wasn’t turning on the lights or siren, or even driving all that fast. They might as well be out for a Sunday drive.

“My friends could be in trouble,” she said. “Maybe we should hurry.”

“It’s right up here,” he said.

As they turned onto the dirt road leading to the plantation house, Nemo felt herself get tense. What was waiting for them there? The sheriff had a gun, but would that be enough? She suddenly wished she’d told him everything about the Mogs. But he already thought she was making up stories. He’d never believe her.

The police cruiser bounced over the rutted road and passed through the grove of trees that surrounded the house. When it emerged from the trees, the headlights swept across the lawn in front of the house. The Explorer was there, but the other car was gone.

“There were two cars here,” Nemo said. “Ours and theirs. That one is ours.”

“Then your friends are probably still here,” the sheriff said as he parked. He got out, then opened the door for Nemo. Together, they walked around the house, the sheriff shining his flashlight all around the grassy field and the outbuildings.

“We should check the house,” Nemo said.

The sheriff chuckled. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“This isn’t a joke,” Nemo snapped, and immediately regretted it.

The sheriff laughed again. “Come on,” he said.

They went to the front door. It swung open easily. Inside, he shone the flashlight around the foyer. Then they went into the living room. There was nobody there. Nemo walked around, looking for any evidence that someone had been there. She came to a round table and found a card on it. She picked it up. It had a picture of a castle-like tower being struck by lightning. Two figures were falling from the tower, their arms outstretched.

The sheriff came over and shone his light on the card. “Looks like one of those Ouija cards,” he said.

“Tarot,” Nemo said. “It’s a tarot card. See. Someone was here.”

The sheriff sighed. “Lots of people break into these old houses,” he said. “They use them to party in. Dare each other to stay and wait for the ghosts to show up. Probably some kids came and tried to conjure up the devil with those.” He laughed. “Maybe he showed up. Scared them off.”

Nemo was getting frustrated. “My friends are missing,” she said. “Don’t you take that seriously?”

“How old are you?” the sheriff asked.

“Eighteen,” Nemo answered automatically.

“Look more like fifteen or sixteen to me. Know what I think?”

Nemo didn’t reply.

“What I think is, you and your friends interrupted a party. Got into a little fight. You ran off. Your friends and whoever they ran into got scared, thought they’d get in trouble and they left. Maybe they’re looking for you right now.”

“It wasn’t teenagers we ran into,” Nemo snapped. “It was Mogs.”

“Mogs?” the sheriff said. “What’s a Mog?”

Nemo hesitated. Did he really not know what a Mog was? Surely every human who had lived through the battle for Earth knew.

Suddenly, the sheriff roared with laughter. “You mean one of those alien things? You expect me to believe you found a couple of them shacking up here in an Alabama swamp?”

Nemo wanted to say that yes, that was exactly what she expected him to believe. But he started laughing again, and it enraged her. Also, she wished she’d never brought up the Mogadorians. Of course he wasn’t going to believe her. Everybody wanted to think that the Mogs had been taken care of, that they weren’t a threat anymore. Nobody wanted to hear that they were living in their own backyard.

“Come on,” the sheriff said. “Let’s check upstairs. Stay behind me, though. I don’t want any aliens taking you up in one of their spaceships.”

He kept laughing as they went to the second floor, and as they looked from room to room. They did find evidence that people had been sleeping in the beds there, but that was it. There were no other clues. And there were no people.

Finally, they went back outside and looked around in the rear. Nemo found the place where the Mog had fallen after she’d impaled him. There were dark spots on the grass, but nothing else. She also found the crushed cigarette butt but didn’t bother mentioning it to Sheriff Radley. He’d already made up his mind about what had happened here. To him it was a simple case of some kids getting into a fight, and one of them—her—making way too big a deal about it.

They went back to the car. When the sheriff opened the back door, Nemo reluctantly got in. He got in the front. Only then did Nemo realize that she was now trapped.

In the front seat, the sheriff was doing something on a screen attached to his dashboard. Nemo couldn’t tell what it was. A minute later, he turned and looked at her.

“You got any ID on you?”

Nemo shook her head. “I lost my wallet—just like my phone,” she lied, hoping he wouldn’t check her pockets.

The sheriff stared for a long moment in the rearview mirror, then started up the engine.

“Where are we going?” Nemo asked.

“Mobile,” the man answered.

“Mobile? Why?”

“Because I ran the plate on that Explorer, and it was reported stolen from a car rental place at the airport this morning. I don’t suppose you can explain how you and your friends happened to end up with it?”

Nemo’s heart skipped a beat. How could she have forgotten that detail?

“Is there anything you’d like to tell me?” the sheriff asked as they drove away from the plantation house.

Nemo shook her head. “No, sir,” she said.

“Usually when people in the backseat start calling me ‘sir’ it means they’re trying to get on my good side. I’ll ask you again, is there anything you want to tell me?”

“No,” Nemo said.

He waited. “No ‘sir’ this time? Guess we’re not going to be friends then. Well, we’ve got a little while before we get to Mobile. I’ll let you think about it and see if you suddenly remember anything you might be forgetting right now. I know it’s been an eventful evening.”

Nemo sat in silence as the car moved through the night. She looked out the window, thinking. If she walked into the police station in Mobile, it probably wouldn’t take long before they figured out she was a runaway. Then her parents would be notified, and she’d be in a whole lot more trouble than she was right now.

She needed to get out.

The door could only be opened from the outside, but she could do that with her telekinesis. The problem was, she was in a moving vehicle. So she needed Radley to stop the car, and he had no reason to do that.

Unless being inside the car was more dangerous than being outside it, she thought.

She waited, letting the sheriff relax a little and think that she was giving in. She even sniffled a little, to make him believe she was upset enough to cry, before settling back into silence. Outside, the road began to pass along water. They were on a causeway that seemed to go on for miles. The moonlight glinted off the surface of the water, which stretched out for a long way in both directions. Nemo had no idea what body of water it was, but it gave her another idea.

She began to moan.

“What’s wrong?” Ridley asked.

“I don’t know,” Nemo said. “It’s my stomach. I think I’m going to be sick.” She moaned louder and began to heave.

“Aw, crap,” the sheriff said. “Don’t toss your cookies in my car, kid. The smell will follow us all the way to Mobile.”

“Pull over,” Nemo said, moaning some more. “I’m serious. It’s coming up.”

The sheriff swore under his breath. She could tell the last thing he wanted to do was stop on the causeway. But there was very little traffic, and room to pull over. She let out a loud, retching sound.

“All right. All right,” Radley said. “Hold on.”

He swerved to the right, bringing the car to a stop on the shoulder and turning on the lights. He got out and opened the back door, practically pulling Nemo out. She ran to the side and leaned over the railing. The water was less than a dozen feet below them. She could easily make it.

The sheriff had his back to her, watching for traffic. He had no reason to think she would try to run, as there was nowhere to go. He would never expect her to go into the water. She waited until a tractor-trailer passed on the opposite side of the road, providing cover with its passing roar. She scrambled over the railing and jumped, landing with a heavy splash.

When Radley turned around, he was alone.





CHAPTER TEN

MAX

UNKNOWN LOCATION

MAX STARED AT THE STAKE PROTRUDING FROM Byron’s stomach. The Mog was lying on top of a table. Scotty and Seamus were holding him down as he struggled. He was moaning in pain. Then he screamed.

“Get it out!” he wailed.

“Where’s Chiron?” asked Magdalena. She sounded afraid, which made Max afraid.

He had no idea where they even were. He’d been sitting in the living room with Ghost and Magdalena at Rothwell when Seamus had run in, shouting that Byron was hurt and needed help. Everything after that was a blur. First, Scotty had teleported away with Byron and Magdalena. Then Ghost had done the same with him and Seamus. They’d ended up in the room they were in now.

Max looked around. It was small, windowless, nondescript. Apart from the table, there was no other furniture. The overhead light was fluorescent, harsh, and the air smelled like the inside of a plane, as if it was being filtered or pumped in. Oddest of all, the walls seemed to be made of smooth concrete. The sound of machinery humming vibrated through him.

Max had once gone on a school trip to see the Hoover Dam in Nevada. Part of the visit involved taking an elevator underground to the generator room and tunnels. Walking through the massive stone passageways and hearing the machinery that operated the dam rumbling around them had been both a little scary and very exciting. Max was feeling similarly now.

Except he was a lot more scared. Something bad had happened to Byron. He didn’t know what, but he was afraid the Mog might die. Just a couple of days ago, a Mog dying wouldn’t have bothered him at all. But now Byron was his friend, and Max was worried.

The door to the room burst open, and a boy came running in. Short and wiry, he had curly black hair and olive skin. His brown eyes took in the sight of Byron writhing on the table, and he frowned. “What happened?”

“What does it look like?” Magdalena said, her voice tight with fear.

The boy went over to Byron and examined the area of the wound. He reached down, took Byron’s shirt in his hands and ripped. It pulled apart, separating around the stake. The boy pulled it aside, revealing Byron’s abdomen. There was a lot of blood, and the area around the piece of wood was a purplish-black color.

“That’s not good,” the boy said.

“Of course it’s not good, Chiron,” Magdalena snapped. “But you’re a healer. So heal him.”

“We’re going to have to pull out the stake first,” the boy said. “I can’t do it with that thing in there.”

“Then pull it out,” said Magdalena.

Byron had grown quiet. His skin had become gray. His eyes were closed.

“And hurry,” Magdalena said. “I’m going to go get Eleni. Have that stake out by the time I’m back.”

She left. As soon as she was gone, the boy turned to Max. “Who are you?”

“Max.”

“Max, I’m Chiron,” the boy said. “I need your help.”

“What can I do?”

“Pull the stake out while these two hold him down,” Chiron said.

Max shook his head. “I can’t do that!” He looked helplessly at Ghost.

“You’re stronger than I am,” Ghost said.

“She’s right,” Chiron said. “Come on. I’ll tell you what to do.”

Max hesitated a moment, then went over to the table. Chiron placed his hands on Byron’s stomach. The Mog moaned, but his eyes didn’t open.

“Grab the stake with both hands,” Chiron instructed. “I’m going to start healing him. When I tell you to, pull straight up. And keep pulling, even if he screams.”

He looked at Seamus and Scotty. “And you two hold him down, no matter what.”

Max reached out and wrapped his hands around the stake a few inches above Byron’s body. Chiron closed his eyes. A look of concentration furrowed his brow. Then the area around his hands began to glow with a golden light.

“Okay,” Chiron said in a low voice. “Pull. Slowly.”

Max pulled. He felt the stake move a little bit. Byron cried out and bucked. Seamus and Scotty pressed down on his shoulders and feet, steadying him.

“Keep going,” Chiron urged.

Very slowly, the stake emerged from Byron’s body. As more and more of the wood appeared, more blood flowed from the wound. Chiron pressed his hands hard against the wounded area. The light flowed over Byron’s skin, seeming to sink into it.

“Is it working?” Seamus asked.

“He’s hurt pretty bad,” said Chiron. “It’s not like it’s just a scratch. I’m trying.”

“I thought you guys could heal anything,” Scotty remarked.

Chiron grunted. “Like I said, I’m trying.”

“Well, try really hard,” said Scotty. “If he dies, we’re all in deep—”

The door banged open again. This time Eleni stormed in. Magdalena was behind her. Eleni came to the table and looked at what they were doing. Max tried to ignore her presence as he continued to lift up the stake.

“Will my brother live, healer?” Eleni asked.

“Working on it,” said Chiron.

Nobody spoke as they continued. Max had pulled almost six inches of the stake out of Byron. There couldn’t be much more left. Maybe, he thought, everything would be all right. He gave a last pull. The stake came out, the pointed end covered in blood and tissue.

Chiron put his hands directly over the opening in Byron’s abdomen. He sent out more light. The skin around the wound began to pull together, closing the wound. Max breathed a sigh of relief and started to smile.

Then Byron’s eyes flew open. He gasped, and blood trickled from between his lips. He turned his head, looking right at Eleni. “Sister,” he said in Mogadorian, the words translating in Max’s head without him even thinking about it. “Destroy every last one of them.”

A moment later, parts of Byron’s body had disintegrated, covering the table in a horrifying mix of flesh, blood, and ash. Chiron groaned and collapsed onto the floor. Nobody moved to help him.

All eyes turned to Eleni. She stood silently, her face a mask of fury and pain. She reached down, touching Byron’s face, and closed his eyes. Then she gave Chiron a brutal kick that made him scream in pain, and stormed out of the room. Magdalena followed her.

Max dropped the stake onto the table, then knelt to check on Chiron. The boy was groaning and holding his side where Eleni had hit him.

“Are you okay?” Max asked.

“I think she broke a couple of ribs,” Chiron replied. “I can fix that. At least she didn’t kill me.”

“Only because you’re the last healer we’ve got,” Scotty said.

Max helped Chiron stand. “Hey, I healed your butt when you were shot up,” Chiron reminded Scotty. “It’s not my fault the guy was too far gone. Who did this to him, anyway?”

“Nemo,” Seamus said.

Max looked at him, then at Ghost. “Nemo?”

“Who’s Nemo?” said Chiron.

“Our friend,” Max said.

“Your friend better not be within a hundred miles of here then,” Chiron said. “Eleni is going to want his head.”

“Her head,” Max corrected him.

“Her head then,” said Chiron. He had his hand on his side, and Max saw the golden light seeping out into his skin. Chiron sighed. “That’s better.”

Max turned to Seamus. “Nemo did this?”

Seamus nodded but didn’t elaborate.

“We need to clean up this mess,” Scotty said. “I’m going to go get something to put the body in. Chiron, you might want to make yourself scarce in case Eleni decides this is your fault.”

“Already thought of that,” Chiron said, heading for the door. “Hey, don’t suppose you want to teleport me back to Crete until this all blows over?”

“You three stay here,” Scotty said, following Chiron out. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Once they were alone Max asked Seamus, “What happened?”

“Byron and Magdalena were in the backyard,” Seamus said. “Nemo just showed up out of nowhere and attacked him. Then she ran off.”

Max had been shocked to see Seamus at Rothwell when he had returned with Ghost and Byron from their day at the beach. He’d been even more surprised not to see Six, Sam or Nemo. Seamus had told him about being in touch with Ghost all along and coming to find her so they could figure out what to do next, and even though it hadn’t made much sense to Max at the time, he’d still been so excited about his tattoo and the mission he’d completed that he hadn’t really cared. And then all hell had broken loose, and there had been no time to ask questions.

Now he did.

“You weren’t there alone, were you?” he said to Seamus. “Nemo was with you. Six and Sam, too. Weren’t they?”

Seamus looked at Ghost.

“It’s complicated, Max,” Ghost said.

“Stop telling me how complicated everything is!” Max yelled. “Tell me the truth!”

“All right,” Seamus said. “Just calm down. You don’t want to make anyone mad.”

“I don’t care if they’re mad!” said Max. “I’m mad. Now what’s going on? Where are Sam and Six?”

“We don’t know,” Ghost admitted. “But they’re okay.”

“How do you know that if you don’t know where they are?”

“You have to trust us, Max,” said Ghost. “We’re your friends.”

“So are Six and Sam! And what about Nemo?” He looked at Seamus. “If she came to the house with you, why did she attack Byron?”

“She freaked out when she saw a Mo—saw Eleni,” Seamus answered. “She ran off before I could explain. It’s not her fault. She thought we were being attacked. She must have hidden somewhere and come back to try and help us.”

That actually sounded exactly like something Nemo would do. But it didn’t explain where Six and Sam were. Or why Seamus had known all along what was happening with Ghost and not said anything.

“I don’t understand,” he said.

“It’s compl—,” Ghost began, stopping when she saw Max’s face. “It’s a long story. We weren’t sure you were ready to hear it all. You know, because of the things you’d been told about Mogs and everything.”

Max wished there was someplace he could sit down and think, but the only thing in the room was the table, and that was covered with what was left of Byron. The best he could do was lean against the wall and slide to the floor, where he sat with his face in his hands. Ghost came over and sat next to him, but when she put her hand on his knee, he jerked away.

“Leave me alone.”

Instead of doing that, Seamus came and sat down on his other side. Max felt his friends—or the people he’d thought were his friends—beside him. Part of him wanted to get up and run away from them. But where would he go? He didn’t know where he was. He didn’t know where Six or Sam or Nemo were. He didn’t have a phone or his watch or any money.

“I know this is a lot,” Ghost said. “And I know you’re probably really confused. I’m not even sure where to start to explain everything. First, yeah, Seamus and I have been in touch.”

“Why did you even come to the HGA?” Max muttered, not looking at Seamus. “Why not just stay with your real friends.”

“I wanted to see what people there were saying,” Seamus answered. “And I wanted to see my dad. See if I could maybe talk to him about all of this. Only he didn’t want to listen.”

“Then why not just leave?”

“I was going to,” Seamus said. “Then Ghost said she wanted to see if we could get you to talk to us. Well, to her. She thought it would be best if she contacted you, since you both have a connection and I barely know you.”

“And then she just happened to suggest that I ask for your help getting out,” said Max.

“Yeah,” said Seamus. “And hey, it worked, right? Those bees were pretty awesome.”

“But why did you let Sam, Six and Nemo think you were on their side? Why did you lie?”

“I didn’t lie, exactly,” Seamus answered. “Just like you needed my help to get out of the HGA, I needed a little help getting to Alabama.”

“Scotty could have just teleported you,” Max said. “Or Ghost.” Then something occurred to him. “But you needed to get Sam and Six there, too. Right?”

Neither Ghost nor Seamus said anything. Max looked up. “The Mogs wanted Sam and Six, didn’t they? That was all part of their plan? And don’t tell me it’s complicated. Just yes or no.”

“Yes,” Seamus said.

“So you used me as bait,” Max said. “Thanks. Thanks a lot.”

“Don’t be so dramatic. You’re only freaking out now because the drug is probably wearing off.” Seamus’s eyes flashed as soon as he said it, realizing his mistake.

“Drug? What the hell is he talking about?” Max asked Ghost.

“We—they—put something in your drink,” Ghost said. “It was just something to help calm you down a little and—”

“The root beer,” Max said. “That’s why I didn’t freak out about the Mogs and why I didn’t care what was happening with Nemo and the others.”

Then a thought suddenly occurred to him and a look of utter betrayal came over his face. “Was everything a lie? Were you pretending with me this whole time?” Before Ghost could answer, he jumped to his feet and walked towards the door.

“It’s not like that, Max,” she said. “Where are you going?”

“Away from you two,” Max said. “I’ll figure it out.”

Ghost scrambled to her feet, with Seamus behind her. “Max, you can’t,” she said, reaching out to grab his arm.

Max whirled. “Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do!” he shouted. “And don’t even think about touching me!” At the same time, he held up his hands. He watched in wonder and shock as Ghost and Seamus were flung backwards with astonishing force. He only had time to register the looks of surprise on their faces before they slammed into the far wall hard enough to be knocked unconscious. They crumpled to the floor.

Max ignored his instinct to make sure they were okay. He didn’t care if they were or not. They weren’t really his friends. He put his hand on the door and opened it. He stepped out into an empty hallway going in both directions. With no idea where it went, he picked the left-hand side and started running.





EPILOGUE

SIX

UNKNOWN LOCATION

SIX TASTED BLOOD.

Eleni had stormed in a few minutes earlier and began pummeling her without saying a word. Six hung helplessly from her chains as the Mog hit her again and again. She had stopped momentarily and walked over to the monitor, turning it back on.

“Change of plans,” Eleni said, her voice quivering with barely concealed rage. She spoke some words in the Mog language. As before, a moment later sand hit Sam in the face.

“This time it won’t stop,” Eleni said. She walked over to stand directly in front of Six. “You’ve taken something from me. Now I am taking something from you. And you’re going to watch.”

Six had no idea what the Mog was talking about, but there was a fury in her eyes that Six was all too familiar with. And she knew it: Sam was going to die, and there was nothing she could do about it.

“How does it feel?” Eleni asked.

Six said nothing. She kept her eyes on the monitor, where Sam was jerking his head back and forth, trying to keep the sand out of his mouth.

“If you like I can turn on the sound so you can tell him good-bye,” Eleni teased.

Six shut her eyes. She concentrated, willing her Legacies to come back. She sent up a silent entreaty to the Entity. Just long enough, she said.

Something within her sparked to life. She reached out with her telepathy, testing the chains around her ankles and wrists. She felt the metal shift. She tried going invisible, but nothing happened.

“That’s okay,” she said aloud, causing Eleni to look over at her. “I can make do with this.”

A surge of telepathy poured from her. The chains shattered. Her arms fell to her sides, burning as blood poured back into them. She ignored the pain as she leaned back and delivered a roundhouse kick to Eleni’s face. The Mog stumbled. Before she could recover Six attacked again. This time she used her fists. She could barely feel them as she pounded Eleni’s face over and over again. The Mog fell to her knees. Six took Eleni’s chin in her hand and twisted her face up. “Where is he?” she said. “Tell me right now or I’ll kill you.”

“Then you’ll have to kill me,” Eleni said.

Six was ready to do just that, but the door to the room opened and someone came in. It was Scotty. He took one look at Six and Eleni and reached out for the Mog. Six let go just in time. A moment later, both Scotty and Eleni were gone.

Six looked at the monitor, where sand was still pouring out over Sam’s face.

“Hang on,” she said. “I’m coming to get you.”
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CHAPTER ONE

KOPANO OKEKE

LAGOS, NIGERIA

THE WEEK BEFORE THE INVASION, KOPANO’S father, Udo, sold their TV. Despite his mother’s fervent prayers for his father to find a new job, Udo was unemployed, and they were three months behind on rent. Kopano didn’t mind. He knew a new TV would manifest soon. Football season was coming and his father wouldn’t miss it.

When the alien warships appeared, Kopano’s whole family crowded into his uncle’s apartment down the hall. Kopano’s first reaction was to grin at his two younger brothers.

“Don’t be stupid,” Kopano declared. “This is some bad American movie.”

“It’s on every channel!” Obi shouted at him.

“Be quiet, all of you,” Kopano’s father snapped.

They watched footage of a middle-aged man, an alien supposedly, giving a speech in front of the United Nations building in New York.

“See?” Kopano said. “I told you. That’s an actor. What’s his name?”

“Shh,” his brothers complained in unison.

Soon, the scene descended into chaos. New York was under attack by pale humanoid creatures that bled black and turned to ash when they were killed. Then some teenagers wielding powers that looked like special effects showed up and began to fight the aliens. These teenagers were only a little older than Kopano and, despite the madness their arrival had created, Kopano found himself rooting them on. In the coming days, Kopano would learn the names of the two sides. The Loric versus the Mogadorians. John Smith and Setrákus Ra. There was no question who the good guys were.

“Amazing!” Kopano said.

Not everyone shared Kopano’s enthusiasm. His mother knelt down and began to pray, feverishly muttering about Judgment Day until Kopano’s father gently escorted her from the room.

His youngest brother, Dubem, was frightened and clung to Kopano’s leg, so Kopano picked the boy up and held him. Kopano was short and stout like his father, but well muscled where his father was paunchy. He patted Dubem’s back. “Nothing to worry about, Dubem. This is all far, far away.”

They stayed glued to their uncle’s TV day into night. Even Kopano couldn’t maintain his good cheer when the footage of New York’s destruction was played. The broadcasters showed a map of the world, little red dots hovering over more than twenty different cities. Alien warships.

His father scoffed when he saw the map. “Cairo? Johannesburg? These places get aliens and not us?” He clapped his hands together. “Nigeria is the giant of Africa! Where is the respect?”

Kopano shook his head. “You don’t make any sense, old man. What would you do if the Mogadorians showed up here? Hide under the bed, probably.”

Udo raised his hand like he would slap his son, but Kopano didn’t even flinch. They stared at each other until Udo snorted and turned back to the TV.

“I would kill many of them,” Udo muttered.

Kopano knew his father to be a boastful man and an unrepentant schemer. It had been years since Kopano responded to Udo’s big talk with anything but scornful laughter. However, Kopano didn’t so much as chuckle when his father talked about killing Mogadorians. He felt it, too. Kopano itched to do something, to save the world like the guys he’d seen fighting at the UN. He wondered what happened to them. He hoped they were still out there, fighting, turning maggot-aliens to dust.

The Loric. How badass.

The second night of the invasion, Kopano stood outside on his uncle’s veranda. Never had Lagos been this quiet. Everyone was holding their breath, waiting for something terrible to happen.

Kopano went inside. His brothers and uncle were still blearily staring at the TV screen, watching horrific reports of a failed Chinese assault on a Mogadorian warship. His father slouched in an armchair, snoring. Exhausted, Kopano collapsed onto the futon.

He dreamed of the planet Lorien. Actually, it was more like a vision than a dream, the whole thing unfolding like a movie. He saw the origin of the war that had traveled to Earth, learned about the Mogadorian leader Setrákus Ra, and about the brave Garde who opposed him. The saga was like something out of Greek mythology.

And then, suddenly, he awoke. But Kopano wasn’t on his uncle’s futon in Lagos. He sat in a massive amphitheater alongside other young people from many different countries. Some of them were talking to each other, many were frightened, all were confused. They’d all experienced the same vision. Kopano overheard one boy say that a moment ago he was home eating dinner, he’d felt a strange sensation come over him and now here he was.

“What a bizarre dream this is,” Kopano remarked aloud. Some of the nearby kids murmured agreement. A Japanese girl seated next to him turned to regard Kopano.

“But is this my dream, or your dream?” she asked.

Then new people appeared out of thin air, all of them seated at the ornate table in the room’s center. Everyone in the audience recognized John Smith and the other Loric from TV and YouTube. Questions were shouted—What’s going on? Why did you bring us here? Are you going to save our planet? Kopano stayed quiet. He was too in awe and he wanted to know what his new heroes had to say.

John Smith spoke to them. He was confident in a humble way. Kopano liked him immediately. He told them—the humans sitting in the gallery—that they all had Legacies.

“I know this seems crazy,” John Smith said. “It also probably doesn’t seem fair. A few days ago, you were leading normal lives. Now, without warning, there are aliens on your planet and you can move objects with your minds. Right? I mean . . . how many of you have discovered your telekinesis?”

A lot of hands went up, including the Japanese girl’s. Kopano looked around, jealous and disappointed in himself. These other kids were learning telekinesis while he was sitting around watching TV.

A glowing Loric girl at the table with a strangely echoing voice displayed a map of Earth with locations marked. Loralite, a stone native to Lorien, now grew in these places. Those with Legacies—Human Garde, like Kopano was supposedly—could use these stones to teleport across the planet. They could join the fight.

“I obviously can’t make you join us,” John Smith said. “In a few minutes, you’ll wake up from this meeting back wherever you were before. Where it’s safe, hopefully. And maybe those of us who do fight, maybe the armies of the world, all of us . . . maybe that will be enough. Maybe we can fight off the Mogadorians and save Earth. But if we fail, even if you stay on the sidelines for this battle . . . they will come for you. So I’m asking you all, even though you don’t know me, even though we’ve royally shaken up your lives—stand with us. Help us save the world.”

Kopano cheered. He clenched and unclenched his fists. He was ready!

Suddenly, the evil Setrákus Ra was shouting threats, his black eyes scanning the room, his gaze boring into everyone. People started to disappear, blinking out of the dream. Kopano woke with a start, sweaty, his head aching.

Little Dubem was the only one still awake and he was staring at him. “Kopano,” Dubem whispered. “You were glowing!”

The next day, with his family once again gathered around the television, Kopano made his announcement.

“The Loric visited me in my sleep. John Smith himself asked me to come join them in the defense of Earth. They showed me a map of the world with the locations of stones that I may use to teleport to them. One of them is located at Zuma Rock. I must go there immediately to meet my destiny.”

Dubem nodded along solemnly while the rest of Kopano’s family stared at him. Then his father and uncle broke into laughter, soon joined by his brother Obi.

“Listen to this one!” his father shouted. “Meet his destiny! Shut up now, we can’t hear the news.”

“But I saw him,” Dubem said, his small voice shaky. “Kopano glowed!”

Their mother made the sign of the cross. “A devil has invaded our house.”

Udo regarded his son through eyes narrowed to slits. Kopano stood tall, chest puffed out, hoping to cut a striking figure.

“Okay, Mr. Superhero,” said Udo measuredly. “If you are an alien now, please show us your powers.”

Kopano took a deep breath. He looked down at his hands. He didn’t feel any different than he had yesterday, but that didn’t necessarily mean the great powers of the Loric weren’t lurking within him, right?

With a flourish worthy of a martial arts movie, Kopano thrust his hands towards his father. He hoped that his telekinesis would come rushing forth and knock his old man out of his chair. But while Udo flinched at the sudden move, nothing else happened.

Kopano’s uncle laughed again and slapped Udo on the back. “Your face! You looked like you might crap in your britches!”

Udo scowled, then snorted in Kopano’s direction. “You see? Noth—” His father’s face suddenly contorted in anguish. Udo clutched at his chest, feet kicking out in front of him in spasms. His eyes went wide in panic. “My insides!” he screamed. “My insides are boiling!”

Kopano’s mother screamed.

Kopano and his brothers all rushed to their father’s side. Their uncle took a frightened step back. Kopano grabbed his father’s arm.

“Father, I’m sorry! I don’t know what—”

His father slapped him on the side of the head and grinned. Just like that, he was miraculously recovered and already turning back to the television. A practical joke.

“You stupid boy, I’m fine. Or perhaps my alien powers are just greater than yours, hmm?” He waved Kopano away. “Go on. See to your mother. You scared her bad.”

Kopano slunk away. Had it really all been a dream? What would he have done with Legacies, anyway? A boy from Lagos rushing off to save the world? Even Nollywood didn’t make movies with premises so far-fetched.

Little Dubem clasped his hand.

“I believe you, Kopano,” his youngest brother whispered. “You will show them all.”

At least, for a few days after his embarrassing announcement, Kopano’s family was too glued to the news to mock him. But then the invasion ended, suddenly and brutally, with the nations of Earth coming together to simultaneously attack every Mogadorian warship. Meanwhile, the Garde, the ones who had invaded Kopano’s dreams and promised him bigger things than Lagos, went to the Mogadorians’ secret base in West Virginia and killed Setrákus Ra. Kopano imagined being there, fighting alongside the Garde, and melting Setrákus Ra with his fire-breath.

Fire-breath, Kopano had decided, would be his Legacy.

When the news broke that Earth was saved, they celebrated in the streets. His father hugged him close as they danced down the road, fireworks going off overhead. Kopano couldn’t remember the last time Udo had hugged him like that. Not since he was a boy.

But the next day, it started.

Alien son, go down to the market before school and pick up the items I am thinking about right now! Use your telepathy!

Alien son, did you finish your homework?

Alien son, use your telekinesis to get me a beer, eh?

Kopano grinned through it all, but inside he seethed. His unemployed father had nothing better to do than sit home all day and think up ways to humiliate him.

Worse still, his bigmouthed brother, Obi, had spread the word around school. Soon, Kopano’s classmates were teasing him, too. A stall in the marketplace had started selling rubber Mogadorian masks, hideous gray things with empty black eyes and tiny yellow teeth. A group of his older classmates chased Kopano through the halls wearing these masks and, when they caught him, they used rolls of duct tape to bind him to one of the football goals. They took turns kicking balls at him.

Until one day, when Kopano stopped a football in midair. When that happened, they all ran away screaming.

“Finally,” Kopano whispered to himself as he began wriggling free. “Finally.”

It had been three months since the invasion. Kopano, it turned out, was a late bloomer.

That evening, he strode into his family’s apartment to find his father napping on the couch. With his little brothers watching, Kopano used his telekinesis to levitate the couch high above the floor. Then he screamed, “Fire! Fire! Father, get up!”

His father sprung upright, swung his legs off the couch, and fell five feet to the floor. As he groaned and picked himself up, staring aghast at the couch still floating above him, Obi and Dubem cackled with laughter. Kopano simply grinned at his father, squaring his shoulders in the same noble way he had on that humiliating morning months ago.

“You see, old man? What did I tell you?”

Udo stumbled over to his son, a smile slowly spreading on his face. He grabbed Kopano’s cheeks and pinched. “My beautiful alien son, you are the answer to all of our problems.”

Many months later, when Kopano finally made it to America, the psychologist Linda Matheson would ask him what life was like back in Lagos, before he came to the Human Garde Academy.

Kopano would think about his answer for a long moment before answering.

“Well,” he said, “I guess for a little while I was a criminal.”





CHAPTER TWO

THE PATIENCE CREEK SURVIVORS

AN UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

FOR THOSE FIRST HUMAN GARDE WHO DID ANSWER John Smith’s call to arms right after their visions, the invasion wasn’t as glorious as Kopano had enviously imagined.

The story of Patience Creek wasn’t reported on the news networks. The battle there didn’t make it into any of the retrospectives made after the invasion. It was kept secret. Remembered by only the survivors.

Patience Creek was a secret government facility in Michigan where the Loric hid out after the invasion, plotting their counterattack on the Mogadorians. They were joined by a host of military personnel and a handful of Human Garde, those who had answered John Smith’s telepathic plea or who had otherwise crossed his path.

Daniela Morales. Stone-vision.

Nigel Barnaby. Sonic manipulation.

Caleb Crane. Duplication.

Ran Takeda. Kinetic detonation.

There were others, but they didn’t survive the assault when the Mogadorians discovered Patience Creek. Most of the military didn’t make it out alive either. John Smith himself was nearly killed. It was bloody and brutal and not at all heroic. The ordeal showed John Smith that maybe the humans he’d recruited weren’t ready for a full-scale war. They needed training that the Loric didn’t have time to give them. Not then, at least. The humans needed protecting.

So, John Smith sent them away.

“Bloody Guantanamo Bay,” Nigel groused.

Daniela rolled her eyes. “This isn’t Cuba, man.”

Nigel bent down and gathered a handful of bright white sand. He opened his fingers and let the grains blow across the crystalline blue ocean. The sun beat down on him—skinny bordering on bony, pale, a sunburn growing around his bleached mohawk, his cheeks pocked by persistent splotches of acne. He wore a black Misfits tank top in defiance of the heat. He gestured from the waves to the austere military base two hundred yards away—their accommodations for the last few days—and looked back at Daniela.

“Ominous military base on a tropical island,” Nigel countered. “Where do you think we are?”

“It isn’t that ominous,” Caleb said. He brushed a hand across his buzz cut and skipped a stone into the ocean. Biscuit, Daniela’s Chimæra, the shape-shifting Loric animal who preferred the form of a golden retriever, bounded into the water after the rock. “There’s a snack bar.”

“Not ominous to you, mate,” Nigel replied. “You grew up in one of these places, didn’t ya? And besides, your uncle’s running the show.”

“Guantanamo’s where they bring the bad guys and shit,” Daniela told Nigel. “We aren’t prisoners. This is just a stopover.” She looked at Caleb. “Right?”

Caleb’s uncle was General Clarence Lawson. He’d been called out of retirement and put in charge of coordinating the armies of Earth with the Loric during the invasion. Since then, it had seemed to Caleb like his uncle was awaiting orders. Like he didn’t know what would happen next.

Back at Patience Creek, Caleb had acted as his uncle’s bodyguard. “In case any of these aliens get out of line, you’re the ace up my sleeve,” Lawson told his nephew. Caleb didn’t think he could go toe to toe with John Smith or one of the Loric, but he didn’t argue. It had been his uncle’s idea for Caleb to pose as twins. He was having problems controlling his duplication Legacy—a second body would pop out of him without warning—so it was better for his clone to simply hide in plain sight.

Since they arrived at the island, Caleb had dinner with his uncle every night in the man’s windowless office. These meals were largely silent, especially after one of Caleb’s duplicates manifested and hurled a plate of food into his uncle’s face. Since Patience Creek, the dupes were becoming harder to control. Rowdier. With minds of their own.

Caleb didn’t tell anyone this. He kept his mouth shut, like a good soldier.

To Daniela, he simply nodded. “You’re probably right.”

Nigel snorted. He didn’t buy anything that Caleb said. He turned away, watching his own Chimæra, the raccoon-shaped Bandit, root around for seashells.

Daniela clapped her hands together. “I just want to get back to New York, man,” she said. “Find my mom. Do something useful.”

They all nodded in agreement, even the silent Ran Takeda, the Japanese girl sitting in the sand nearby with her turtle-shaped Chimæra, Gamora, lightly stroking the back of her hand across his craggy shell. This was their life—watching news feeds of the aftermath of the invasion, eating microwaved military base food and hanging around on the beach. Sometimes, they practiced their telekinesis, copying the rudimentary games Nine had hastily taught them during their brief training session with him. They looked ahead, hoping they could eventually be of some use. And they tried their best not to think about Patience Creek.

Eventually, Daniela and Caleb drifted away, leaving Nigel alone on the beach with Ran.

“So, what do you think, silent and violent?” he asked. “We princes and princesses or prisoners?”

Ran looked over at Nigel. “I don’t think anyone knows what we are,” she said after a long pause.

Nigel grinned. He still couldn’t get over Ran speaking in her precise English. He thought she’d been mute when he first met her at the Niagara Falls Loralite stone and all the way through the ordeal at Patience Creek. Everyone assumed that she couldn’t speak English.

She had saved his life back at Patience Creek, maybe more than once, and so he stuck close to her. He started to notice the keen way her eyes tracked conversations happening around her.

And then he caught her smiling during one of his colorful rants. He confronted her and she admitted that she could speak English. Why hadn’t she said anything sooner? Because no one had bothered to ask. As far as Nigel knew, the others were still under the impression that she was either mute, couldn’t understand them or both.

That was how their alliance started. In the days after her confession, with nothing to do but sit on the beach and wait for news, Nigel and Ran got to know each other better. He told her about his dreary past in London, and she told him about her shattered life in Tokyo. They found they had something in common.

Neither of them had lives to go back to.

Nigel crouched down next to Ran and scratched under Gamora’s chin. “Of course they gave you the Chimæra named after a Godzilla monster, right? Bit stereotypical, innit? Thought the refugees of the advanced alien society would be better than that.”

“I don’t mind. I have always liked turtles.” She looked at him evenly. “You do not need to complain about everything, Nigel.”

Nigel sighed, glancing over his shoulder to where Daniela and Caleb had meandered down the beach. “You agree with me, though. That this situation we find ourselves in is bloody mental.”

“Yes,” Ran replied.

“So, you could speak up about it,” Nigel pushed. “Get my back when soldier-boy tells me everything’s peachy. I mean, you gotta start talking to the others eventually, yeah?”

Ran gazed out at the waves, thinking.

“I did not think I would survive the invasion,” she said at last. “All I wanted to do was fight. There was no point to talking, to making friends.” She paused. “After we came here, I kept it up so that General Lawson and those watching over us would speak freely around me. Our situation is a strange one, as you said. We need to know who we can trust, nakama.”

The four of them spent weeks on that island in a weird limbo while the rest of the world shakily recovered from the invasion.

Then, finally, they watched from the beach as a squadron of black helicopters arrived at the base. The choppers carried military personnel and posh people in suits and bookish-looking types with crates of high-tech equipment.

“The unholy triumvirate,” Nigel observed. “Soldiers, senators and scientists.”

“Something’s going to happen today,” Caleb said.

“No shit,” replied Daniela.

General Lawson spent his entire day in meetings with these new arrivals. The Garde twiddled their thumbs until almost sunset, when Lawson finally called them into one of the base’s dull conference rooms. Arranged on the table were a bunch of glossy brochures, all of them depicting a beautiful blond teenager in the process of lifting a chunk of brick wall over her head, freeing a family that had been trapped underneath. The caption read: OUR PLANET—OUR PROTECTORS—EARTH GARDE.

“A delegation from the United Nations arrived today,” General Lawson began without fanfare. “A decision has been made regarding—”

“Hold up,” Daniela interrupted, tapping one of the brochures. “Why does this bougie girl look so familiar?”

“That’s Melanie Jackson,” Caleb answered.

Daniela stared at him blankly.

“The first daughter? You know, of our president?”

“Oh yeah,” Daniela said. “She’s strong, huh?”

Nigel squinted at his copy of the Earth Garde pamphlet. “Lotta makeup for a spontaneous act of heroism.”

General Lawson pinched the bridge of his nose and pressed on. “Ms. Jackson is the first enrollee in the Earth Garde program, a UN-administered initiative to train and deploy you LANEs—excuse me, you Human Garde.”

LANE was a term first coined by the US military, possibly by Lawson himself. Depending on who one asked, it meant either Legacy-Augmented Native Earthling or Legacy-Afflicted Native Earthling.

Daniela smirked. “That what they’re calling us now? Human Garde?”

Lawson sighed. “It’s simple and less . . . offensive than LANE, apparently. There are PR gurus involved. Not my area of expertise.”

“Oi,” Nigel broke in. “Did you say deploy? As in, like, stormtroopers?”

Lawson began again. His patience for being interrupted had grown exponentially since he started working with Garde. “Participating countries, which include England and Japan—” He looked in Ran’s direction. “Ah, damn. Forgot to get the interpreter in here for this.”

“Not necessary,” Ran said. “Please. Continue.”

Everyone stared at her except for Nigel, who belted out a laugh. General Lawson puffed out his cheeks and shook his head, taking Ran’s revelation in stride.

“As I was saying, the Earth Garde program has been agreed upon by most UN member nations. All Human Garde from participating nations will be required to register with Earth Garde and undergo training and observation at the Human Garde Academy, which is currently under construction in California.” Lawson slid packets across the table, filled with forms and dense contracts. “The legal details are in here. If you want, we can have your parents flown in before you sign anything.”

“Bollocks to that,” Nigel said with a snort, thumbing through the pages.

Caleb exchanged a look with his uncle, then shook his head. “That’s okay.”

Ran and Daniela said nothing, both their families unaccounted for since the invasion.

“Once you’ve undergone training at the Academy and proven you won’t be a danger to society, you’ll be deployed to an Earth Garde unit. Not as stormtroopers,” Lawson said, with a glance in Nigel’s direction. “No one faces a combat situation until they’re at least eighteen years old and hopefully by then the remaining Mogadorians are routed and the world’s a goddamn utopia.” The old military man smirked. “As outlined, your time with Earth Garde will be spent doing humanitarian work. Currently, Melanie Jackson is assisting with the cleanup efforts in New York. Daniela, I know you’re from there and you’ve already demonstrated excellent control of your powers. I’ve arranged for you to skip the Academy and go straight to Earth Garde. Help rebuild your city.”

Daniela’s eyes widened. Although she didn’t talk about it much, they all knew she was still holding out hope that her mom would be found somewhere in the rubble of Manhattan. The hospitals there were overwhelmed, many neighborhoods didn’t yet have power restored and survivors were still being found. It was possible.

She looked at the other three Garde. Back at Patience Creek, she had promised John Smith she would protect them. But the invasion was over. She’d kept her word. Nigel grinned at her, and Ran nodded once.

Daniela reached across the table for a pen. “Where do I sign?”

Nigel leaned back in his chair and studied Lawson. “Right, then. Who’s going to be in charge of this Academy thing? You?”

Lawson shook his head. “No. My job was the war, and the war is over. The UN has appointed someone better suited to training people of your unique abilities.”

“Yeah? Who’s that?”

The Americans lobbied hard to host the Academy. With everything the United States had done to coordinate the counterattack against the Mogadorian warships, none of the other world leaders were in a position to push back. The Academy would technically be on international soil, the entire thing UN-funded, with Peacekeepers handling the security.

Fifty miles north of San Francisco, the secluded Point Reyes was chosen as the location for the Academy, the people of California and the National Park Service generously gifting the land to the United Nations. With a promise to be as eco-friendly as possible, building began immediately on the coastal cliffs of the former nature preserve.

“Damn, dude. Place is going to be huge,” said the young man as he surveyed the construction, hundreds of workers already clearing earth and laying foundations, bulldozers and cranes rumbling across the landscape. “How many students we expecting?”

The older man standing next to him glanced up from his tablet. He pushed his glasses up his nose. “Last count they’d registered more than one hundred Human Garde. Finding new ones every day.”

The young man whistled. His long black hair was tied back in a sloppy man-bun. It was windy here and he kept having to push rebellious strands of hair out of his eyes. He’d seen the blueprints and now, looking at the land, he tried to picture what the Academy would look like. Two dormitories each capable of housing five hundred students, a cul-de-sac of town houses erected for faculty housing, a school building equipped with state-of-the-art computers and laboratories, a recreation center, a training complex designed by the military, a sports fieldhouse, solar power and a tide-power generator. All that nestled between the fir trees of the valley and the rocky cliffs of Drake’s Bay. Not so unusual, a private school in the middle of nowhere, albeit this one would be surrounded by miles of electrified razor-wire fence, its perimeter patrolled by round-the-clock security.

“What are you thinking, Professor?” Dr. Malcolm Goode asked, emphasizing the title that his young friend had negotiated for, despite never actually finishing high school.

The young man rubbed the spot where his prosthetic arm joined his shoulder. The thing still itched him like crazy.

“It’s no penthouse,” Nine said. “But I guess it’ll do.”





EXCERPT FROM FUGITIVE SIX

ALREADY READ GENERATION ONE? HERE’S A SPECIAL LOOK AT FUGITIVE SIX, BOOK TWO IN THE LORIEN LEGACIES REBORN SERIES!
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CHAPTER ONE

DUANPHEN

BANGKOK, THAILAND

DUANPHEN WATCHED THE BEGGAR AS HE SCURRIED through traffic with his bucket and rag. The boy couldn’t have been more than twelve, small, with a mop of greasy black hair. He picked his cars smartly—shiny ones with tinted windows and drunk passengers. He splashed dirty water on windshields and stretched across hoods to ineffectively clean up, mostly smearing around more grime. Drivers rolled down their windows to curse at him but usually relented, shoved a note into his hand to make him go away and turned on their wipers.

It was after midnight and Royal City Avenue still pulsed with life. Motorcycles weaved through the traffic. Drunk clubbers stumbled into the street. Neon lights flashed in unison with their bars’ competing bass lines.

Duanphen rubbed the handcuff around her wrist that attached her to the executive’s briefcase. The metal irritated her. Just like this place.

Three months since she was last here. She hadn’t missed it.

The beggar spotted Duanphen and her limo. Well, not her limo, precisely—it belonged to the executive; she was only watching over it. The black stretch was double-parked obnoxiously in front of a club where go-go dancers gyrated in the windows. The executive had been so excited when he saw the place that he was practically drooling; they just had to pull over. The rest of the executive’s security had gone in with him, but not Duanphen. She was too young.

“Sweet ride,” the beggar said in Thai as he stopped in front of her. He held out his rag threateningly. “Dirty, though. For a few bucks I’ll wash it for you.”

Duanphen regarded him coldly. “Go away.”

The kid stared up at her, as if trying to decide if he should press his luck. At seventeen, Duanphen wasn’t that much older than him, although her steely gaze made her seem it. She stood a shade over six feet tall, her long-limbed body like a switchblade. She kept her hair buzzed and wore no makeup except for some extra-dark eyeliner. Her petite nose was a crooked zigzag; it looked like it’d been erased and redrawn.

“I know you,” he said.

“No.”

“You’re a hooker,” he said with a laugh. “No! That’s not right. Where have I seen you?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Duanphen said. “Get lost.”

The beggar hopped in the air as the realization hit him. “You’re a fighter!” he said, shaking his rag at her. “I know you! You’re the one who cheats. The one—”

As if by magic, the boy’s bucket tipped towards him and spilled water down the front of his pants. He gasped and shut up, staring at Duanphen.

Not magic. Telekinesis.

“If you do know me,” Duanphen said, “then you know what I will do when I run out of patience.”

The beggar looked at her wide-eyed, then took off into the crowd with a yelp. Duanphen pursed her lips. Calling her a cheater. What did that little idiot know about anything?

Duanphen had been doing Muay Thai fights since she was fourteen, a necessity to supplement the pittance she got working sixty hours at the garment factory, all to pay her rent at a roach-infested boardinghouse. Before her Legacies kicked in, Duanphen had lost more fights than she won, often getting her face smashed to a bloody pulp by girls twice her age.

Telekinesis, she discovered after the invasion, made the fights easier. An assisted leg-trip here. A deflected punch there. She went on a winning streak. She began to bet on herself. The competition got tougher, but her telekinesis got stronger, too.

It wasn’t until an opponent managed to get her in a choke hold and Duanphen’s electrified skin unexpectedly triggered that the fight promoters got wise. They called what she’d been doing “stealing” and gave her a choice: work off the debt or die. She considered fighting her way out, but they had a lot of guns, and blocking punches wasn’t the same as stopping bullets.

Word soon got out that the local mob had a Garde for hire. That was how the executive found her. He knew a lot of people. He was a talker. An excellent negotiator.

That’s what made him so valuable to the Foundation.

The Foundation paid off her debt and gave Duanphen a fresh start. They gave her more money than she could hope to earn in a thousand fights, plus clothes and a splashy apartment in Hong Kong. All she needed to do in exchange was watch over this smarmy executive and carry around his briefcase.

Not a bad deal at all, she’d thought. At least until she got to know the executive better. Men liked him, of course, because he was always making gross jokes and buying drinks. But, to Duanphen, he was a middle-aged creep, the kind of tourist she’d encountered a million times in Bangkok. He was always complaining about his cold wife and his kids that didn’t talk to him.

The executive sauntered out of the club surrounded by a phalanx of brutish bodyguards. He had a lot of security—more added in the last few weeks, for reasons no one explained to Duanphen. The muscle cleared a path on the sidewalk, shoving aside gaudily dressed revelers as they escorted the executive to his armored limo. People craned their necks to catch a glimpse of what kind of man commanded such an entourage. The executive didn’t look like much—a thatch of thinning blond hair, short, a potbelly, his designer suit wrinkled from the humidity, his salmon-colored shirt damp with sweat. Not famous, the onlookers probably thought, disappointed. Just some rich jerk. Bangkok was full of them.

Duanphen opened the car door for her rich jerk. He pinched her cheek affectionately and she died a little inside.

“Missed a banging good time, Dawn,” he said, his words slurred from too much champagne.

“Mm,” Duanphen offered noncommittally. She despised his butchered farang version of her name.

The executive interpreted Duanphen’s murmur as encouragement. “One of these days you’ll be old enough to make a proper piece of arm candy,” he told her.

Duanphen smiled mirthlessly and clenched her fist. She slid into the backseat beside the executive, one of the other bodyguards taking the wheel.

“Meant to ask you,” the executive said. “Happy to be back home?”

“No,” she replied. “I hate this place.”

“Really? I’ve always loved Bangkok.” He waved his hand airily out the window. “Although it’s more fun when you aren’t bloody surrounded.”

Duanphen knew the executive chafed at the extra security. His bodyguards weren’t just the average bruisers anyone could hire around Bangkok; they were highly trained mercenaries. The Blackstone Group detachment had been his wife’s idea—or, rather, his wife’s command. She was in the Foundation too and seemed to wield more power than her husband. That, at least, cheered Duanphen.

The rest of the executive’s security piled into two cars, one behind and one in front. The executive sighed as his ungainly security force began the journey through the crowded streets back to his hotel.

The executive checked his watch. “Ah, running a bit late.” He wiggled his fingers at Duanphen. “Let’s get to business, shall we?”

Ostensibly, the executive was in Bangkok to sign some paperwork on a hotel he’d invested in. But while that work had made the executive rich, it was no longer his true occupation.

Duanphen offered him the briefcase. The executive unlocked it with his thumbprint, then lifted out its contents—a sleek tablet computer. This, too, the executive unlocked with his fingerprint, followed by a nine-digit code that he kept hidden from Duanphen. The tablet connected to a secure server via satellite uplink. The executive settled back, waiting to connect.

“A good turnout,” the executive said approvingly. He liked showing off, so he didn’t mind if Duanphen peeked at the tablet.

There were twenty people waiting for the executive in the e-conference. They were represented by icons—an infinity symbol, a snarling fox, a silver-and-blue star that Duanphen thought was the logo for an American football team. The mundane avatars of the very rich people in the executive’s club.

A slithering blob of shadows appeared amid the icons. That represented the executive himself. That was always how the auctioneer looked during one of these Foundation events.

“Good evening, all,” the executive said, after unmuting his side of the conference and activating his voice modulator. “On the block tonight, we have the services of Salma G., for the weekend of January third through the fifth.”

The executive called up Salma’s picture and sent it out to the bidders. The girl had wavy brown hair that was long and unruly, plus a thick unibrow that made her look like she was deep in thought. In the image, Salma wore a tangle of scarves that were nearly indistinguishable from her billowy dress, patterns upon patterns. She sat cross-legged, fingers pinched together like she was meditating, her eyes gazing into the middle distance.

He muted the conference so he could smirk at Duanphen. “Nice costume on her, eh? The lads in marketing thought it’d be clever to give her a sort of gypsy fortune-teller vibe.”

“I see,” Duanphen replied.

“Don’t need any of that when you’re on the block, eh? Your face conveys exactly what you’re for.”

Duanphen touched her crooked nose but didn’t reply. The executive had already unmuted the video conference and was again speaking to his international audience.

“The following specs were included in your dossier, but I’ll summarize. Salma is sixteen years old. Moroccan. Speaks fluent Arabic, passable French and passable English. No health concerns. Buyer must provide a halal diet. Salma’s telekinetic control remains middling at best, so, if that’s what you’re interested in, we’ve got better assets available. Her real allure is her precognitive ability. She’s perfect for a visit to the track or the casino, although we don’t recommend attempting to use her Legacies to choose stocks or other long-term investments. Salma is geo-restricted; you’ve already been provided with lists of approved locations. Bidders are also reminded that you are purchasing only the use of Salma’s Legacies and that any behavior viewed by the Foundation as untoward or detrimental to the asset will result in swift expulsion from the organization.”

Duanphen knew that expulsion, in this case, meant death. It didn’t matter how wealthy and powerful the Foundation’s members were; if they broke the rules, they’d be punished.

“Righto.” The executive cleared his throat. “As there’s a great amount of interest in dear Salma, I believe we shall start the bidding at approximately five million euros. Do I hear five million?”

Immediately, a handful of the icons logged out of the conference. The price was too high for some, but not all. The bidding went back and forth. Each time one of the icons pulsed, a little beep sounded and the bid increased by 250,000 euros.

Five minutes later, the auction was over. A weekend with Salma had gone for 10.6 million euros. The executive checked his account. The payment had already come through.

“Bastard’ll probably make that back in a night,” the executive sniffed. He handed his tablet back to Duanphen and she returned it to the briefcase. “We ought to take a percentage of what the girl makes them at the tables, eh?”

“It is a lot of money,” Duanphen said, in awe of the price the Moroccan Garde commanded.

“Eh.” The executive shrugged. “Not so much.”

They arrived at the executive’s hotel. It was a lavish place, where the staff wore silk vests and bow ties and were always underfoot with warm towels and glasses of rosewater. The executive loved it. He had the penthouse suite all to himself. Well, not quite all to himself. Duanphen slept in an adjoining room and a handful of the other bodyguards were always camped out in the hallway.

Some of the guards stayed in the lobby to keep an eye on things, and the rest piled into the elevator with them. When they reached the top floor, they met two more bodyguards who were stationed outside the executive’s suite.

“Keeping watch on an empty hallway,” the executive groused. “What a great use of our resources.”

But, as he neared his suite, the executive suddenly began to whistle a jaunty little tune. Duanphen raised an eyebrow. The little man was practically swaggering, swinging his arms back and forth like he was in a wonderful mood. Maybe he was drunker than she thought.

“Aw, you lads are just doing your jobs,” he said. “I don’t mean to be such a bastard. I just made a tidy pile of quid tonight, y’know? Ought to spread the wealth, as the poors love to say.” He stopped abruptly in the middle of the hallway. “Come on, ya blokes,” he said. “Gather round, eh?”

The guards did as they were told. Normally, they were a stoic bunch, but now they looked as upbeat as the executive. Some of them grinned as they formed an impromptu huddle. Duanphen arched an eyebrow. The Blackstone mercenaries were usually much more professional.

“It isn’t easy work, what you do. I want to show my appreciation.” The executive pulled out his overstuffed money clip and started slapping high denomination Thai baht into the outstretched hands of his security guards. “Bangkok’s a damn fine place for strapping bucks like you lot. Take the night off. Go out and enjoy yourselves. On me, of course.”

As if the money wasn’t enough, the executive handed over his black card to one of the guards, then tossed his entire wallet to another. He winked and waved them off, watching like a generous father as the hardened mercenaries jostled their way back to the elevator, arm in arm, laughing and cracking jokes.

Duanphen watched it all happen with her mouth half-open in disbelief.

“What . . . ?” She sounded bewildered. “What the hell are you doing?”

The executive grinned at her. “What’s the matter, Dawn? You sure you don’t want to join them? Go on, then. Have fun.” He slapped his pockets. “Afraid I’m out of money, though . . .”

Duanphen stared into his eyes, which had a wide and spacey quality. “You’re—” She gave up on the stupidly grinning executive. “Hey, wait!” she called after the mercenaries, but the elevator was gone. Had they all gone crazy?

“Sir,” Duanphen said, balling her fists. “You’re acting strange.”

“Nonsense,” the executive replied. He swiped his key card and pushed open the door to his suite.

Immediately, Duanphen could sense something wrong. The air was warm and sticky, not meticulously temperature-controlled like the executive preferred. And where was that breeze coming from?

The executive stopped suddenly and pinched the bridge of his nose. He shook his head as if he were coming out of a dream.

“Dawn, what— Did our boys just rob me? Or—what came over me?”

The answer stood right in the middle of his suite.

The young man was slender, his brown hair combed from the side into a meticulously gelled swoop. He wore expensive clothes—gray slacks, a black vest, a white dress shirt. Duanphen thought he looked almost like a magician; appropriate as he’d somehow slipped in past the executive’s security. The broken glass from the balcony window probably explained that . . . although how had he managed to climb all the way up here?

The executive was frozen. “You.”

“Not easy, putting you in a generous mood while making those Blackstone morons go all frat boy,” Einar said. There were dark circles around his eyes and he was out of breath, like he’d just greatly exerted himself. He held up a finger. “Give me a minute, will you?”

Duanphen didn’t hesitate. Clearly, this Einar boy was a threat. Maybe even the reason for the executive’s added security. She charged towards him, the executive’s metal briefcase held over her head as a weapon.

Wumpf! She didn’t see it coming. A second intruder slammed into Duanphen’s side, trucked her clean off her feet and sent her crashing through a coffee table. He was burly and hunched figure in a dingy gray sweat suit, the hood pulled up.

Einar sat down in a plush armchair and stretched out his legs. He smiled at the executive. “You aren’t the only one with a bodyguard. Shall we see how this plays out?”

Duanphen snapped back to her feet, facing down the looming figure in the sweat suit. He was big, but she’d fought bigger. She triggered her Legacy. A field of electricity crackled across Duanphen’s body. One Taser-like blow from her packed enough voltage to put down an ox.

She had longer reach than the brute in the sweat suit and threw a series of quick strikes at his face—a jab followed by a vicious swing of the briefcase. He bobbed backwards on his heels, keeping his distance as Duanphen’s lightning-charged punches crackled right in front of his nose. Duanphen was merely testing him, though, gauging her range.

“Ha!” She unleashed a vicious arcing roundhouse kick. The sweat suit barely managed to get his forearm raised in a haphazard block.

Duanphen screamed and flopped to the ground, her shin bent at an impossible angle. She’d broken her leg on her attacker’s forearm. It was like hitting a brick wall.

The pain caused her to lose control of her Legacy. The sweat suit was on her fast. He grabbed Duanphen around the neck and lifted her off the ground with ease, his fist cocked back.

“Stop!” Einar yelled. “Don’t kill her! You weren’t even supposed to break her!”

As ordered, the sweat suit dropped Duanphen. She writhed on the floor, whimpering, body curled around her broken leg.

Einar looked at the executive. “Him, on the other hand . . .”

Duanphen saw it happen. The executive managed, at last, to turn and run. But it was too late. Sweat suit grabbed him by the back of his neck, lifted him up and then—crack—down, slamming the executive spine-first over his knee like a dead branch.

There was a moment that Duanphen knew from her many losing fights, that sensation right before a knockout, when all the pain was erased by welcoming blackness. The pain in her leg was shrieking and intense. Too much to bear. She let herself slip . . .

And then she was being not so gently slapped awake. How long was she out? Seconds? Minutes? She was still in the hotel room, the breeze from the broken window somehow chilling her despite the humidity. With every slight shift of her body, new shards of pain broke free in her shattered leg. Duanphen wanted to retreat from the agony, but she sensed that if she passed out again that she might never wake up.

Einar crouched over her. He stopped slapping her once her eyes focused.

“Hello again,” he said. He held up the executive’s tablet. “How do I access this?”

Shakily, she pointed at the executive’s body. “Fingerprint.”

Duanphen felt a sticky heat beneath her, warm and spreading. Was that . . . ?

“Yes, I know fingerprint. We already took care of that.” Einar held up the executive’s severed hand.

Duanphen gagged. She was lying in a puddle of blood swiftly spreading from the executive’s body. In a moment of panic, she checked her own wrists, was relieved to find them intact. They’d simply ripped open the briefcase with telekinesis.

Behind Einar, the sweat suit wiped his gore-stained hands on a bedsheet. There was something wrong with his skin. Duanphen squinted, but Einar snapped his fingers in her face.

“Do you know the code?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Only he did.”

Einar frowned. “Well. Got a bit overzealous, didn’t we?” He stood up. “So here is the situation, Duanphen. Did I say that right?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“We’re like you. Garde. I’m sure you noticed how your coworkers suddenly started behaving strangely out in the hallway. That was me. I can control emotions.” Duanphen flinched as Einar reached out, but all he did was touch her gently on the nose. “But I’m not doing that to you, dear.”

“Wh-why?”

“My new policy is that I don’t use my Legacy against our own kind unless absolutely necessary. I don’t kill them either. Good news for you, yes? But you still have a choice to make. Option one: you deliver a message for me. Tell the Foundation I know who they are and that I’m coming for them. We leave you here, the guards will likely be back soon, they take you to a hospital, fix your leg, and then you find out what the Foundation does to assets who fail at their jobs.”

Duanphen glanced at the executive’s mangled body. This failure was not something the Foundation would forgive. “Option two?”

“Option two,” Einar continued, “is you come with me. Help me out with what I’m doing.”

Duanphen already knew what option she would choose, but she still had to ask.

“What . . . what are you doing?”

“Simple. I’m remaking the world.”
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