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CHAPTER ONE

SIX

UNKNOWN LOCATION

SIX GLARED AT THE CLOSED DOOR. SHE HAD BEEN doing so for about fifteen minutes—ever since Eleni had dragged Sam out of the room—hoping to jump-start her telekinesis and force it open.

It hadn’t worked.

Furious, she sat down on the cot that stood against one wall. Her head throbbed from the effort of trying to get her Legacies to cooperate. Or maybe that thing Magdalena put inside you is crawling around doing its job, she thought.

The idea that some kind of parasite was in her head, doing who knew what, made her even angrier. She’d been hoping that the Mog’s story about implanting her and Sam and Max with some kind of parasites was a lie, something Magdalena had told her to throw her off. But given how her and Sam’s Legacies weren’t cooperating, how weak Sam seemed and how easily Eleni had pushed her aside earlier and prevented her from helping Sam, when normally she would have been able to take the Mog out with a couple of hits, she now had to assume it was true. And that pissed her off.

Thinking about Max, she wondered how he was doing. She and Sam had been teleported from the bunker in Utah to a new location. But what about the others? Where were Max and Bats and Lava now? And the other kids who had attacked them back at the bunker? She wished she could get her hands on those delinquents. Especially that girl, Freakshow, the one who had used her fear-inducing Legacy to make Six relive one of the worst moments of her life. What she wouldn’t give for a chance to repay her for that torture.

Pain ricocheted through Six’s head. She pictured a rat, gnawing away at wiring, disrupting the electrical signals and causing lights to flicker on and off.

“I swear, if I had a knife I’d try to cut it out myself,” she muttered, hitting the side of her head with her fist.

She winced as another jolt of pain throbbed through her, as if the thing inside her head could understand and was telling her she didn’t have a chance against it. She lay down, closing her eyes and trying to calm herself. How much longer could the parasite keep doing what it was doing? Days? Or did she have only hours left? Was Magdalena going to remove it, or was the plan to let it kill her?

That was not going to happen. She was not going to allow herself to be a Mog experiment. If it came down to it, she really would try to get the parasite out herself. And if that didn’t work, well, she’d die before she let the Mogs steal her Legacies.

She opened her eyes and stared up at the ceiling, trying to channel her anger in a purposeful way and figure out how to get herself out of the room. The door wouldn’t open, and there were no windows. There wasn’t even an air duct to try to get into. And any second now, she suspected, Eleni would come back for her.

Six didn’t intend to be there when that happened.

Her gaze focused on the light fixture in the center of the ceiling. It was the only other thing in the room besides the cot she was lying on. Six concentrated on the wall switch that operated it, trying to make it turn on and off with her telekinesis. Again, nothing happened. She was going to have to find a way out of the room that didn’t involve using a Legacy.

The image of the rat chewing on wires flashed in her head again, and an idea began to form. She got up and dragged the cot so that it was directly underneath the light. Standing on it, she was able to reach up and remove the glass globe that covered the two bulbs inside. She placed the globe on the floor, then got back up and examined the inside of the fixture. It was a basic light, nothing fancy, and it was easy enough to twist the base and remove it from the mounting pins, revealing the electrical wires that snaked out from the ceiling. There was a black one and a white one.

Six yanked the white wire out from where it connected to the fixture. The bulbs in the fixture winked out as the circuit was broken. Now the room was dark except for a thin line of light that seeped in under the door from the hallway outside. But Six didn’t need light for what she did next. She took hold of the black wire and pulled it free, being careful not to let it touch the bare end of the white wire.

Getting down, she picked up the glass cover, wrapped it in the thin blanket that had been on the cot, then smacked it against the floor. It shattered. She unwrapped the blanket and carefully examined the shards with her fingers. There were several large ones. These she took out and set aside. She shook the others out onto the floor, then tore several long strips from the blanket. Holding a couple of the biggest pieces of glass together, she wrapped one of the strips around them, forming a grip. She repeated this with a second strip so that she had a handle she could grasp without cutting herself.

Standing on the cot again, she found the black and white wires. “Here goes nothing,” she said as she touched the exposed ends of the wires together. There was a loud pop and some sparks. Glancing at the door, she saw that there was no longer any light coming in.

Six let go of the wires and got down from the cot. Picking up her makeshift knife and what was left of the blanket, she positioned herself in the corner where she would be hidden from view if someone opened the door.

Then she waited.

A few seconds later, she heard voices in the hallway.

“Is it out everywhere?” a woman asked.

“I think so,” someone answered.

“I’m sure it will be back on in a minute,” a third voice, a man’s, said. “Let’s just stay put.”

The voices retreated. Six heard doors opening and shutting. She reached out and tried the handle of the door to the room she was in, but it remained locked. She started to fear that maybe nothing was going to happen after all. But then she heard the sound of someone rattling the handle from the other side.

“The main panel sensor shows the short came from in here,” a man’s voice said.

The handle turned again. Then Six heard the sound of a key being inserted into the lock. She readied herself. She had no idea who might come through the door, whether they were Mog or human. Whoever they were, though, she wasn’t going to wait and ask questions. A moment later, the door opened. A flashlight beam cut through the darkness. The pieces of glass on the floor sparkled.

“Whoa,” said a second male voice. “What the hell happened in here?”

“Looks like the fixture fell somehow,” said the first man. “Well, it’s easy enough to fix. Come on.”

The men stepped into the room, leaving the door open. As soon as they weren’t blocking it, Six slipped out from behind the door.

“What the—” one of the men exclaimed, jumping back.

Six didn’t stop to offer an explanation, pushing past the men and darting out into the hallway. She saw a flashlight scan the hall behind her as she ran, but nobody followed her. Whoever the men were, they didn’t seem to be interested in finding out who she was, which puzzled her. Had Magdalena just left her there without a guard? If they were in yet another Mog stronghold, why had the men come into the room so casually, as if they expected it to be empty?

She reached the end of the hall, which went off to both the left and right. As she stood there in the dark trying to decide which way to go, the lights came back on. All of a sudden, Six was looking at a giant poster depicting a woman who looked strangely familiar. Then she realized why—the woman resembled her. Not enough that anyone would confuse them, but enough that it was an obvious likeness.

The woman was standing with a group of other people, all of them dressed in what looked like black leather uniforms. Several of them had their hands raised, and they looked like they were holding glowing blue stones. At the top of the poster was written CIRQUE DES ÉTOILES PRESENTS: BATTLE FOR EARTH.

Six had no idea what this was. She scanned the poster, looking for more clues, but there were none. Now she was even more confused. If she wasn’t in some kind of Mog facility, where the hell was she?

“Are you here for a fitting?”

Six whirled, the weapon in her hand held at her side and out of sight, at least for the moment. Looking at her was a young, slight woman with blond hair pulled into a ponytail. She was holding a clipboard. She didn’t seem at all shocked or worried to see Six running loose in the hallway.

“Sorry about the lights,” the girl said. “Something went wrong with the electricity. But it’s back on now.” She laughed. “Obviously. Anyway, you’re probably looking for the costuming room, right?” The girl’s gaze moved past Six to the poster, and she laughed again. “You look a lot like Camilla,” she said. “Are you her understudy? They said a new girl was coming in. I can’t believe Lara left right before we open, but a lead on Broadway doesn’t happen every day, right? Anyway, she’d probably never get a chance to go on. Camilla is never out.” She put her hand to her mouth. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I mean, maybe she’ll let you play a matinee once the initial excitement wears off and the crowds slow down. Which will probably be never once people see how amazing this show is. I mean, wait until you see the monsters.”

“Monsters?” Six said. She was getting more confused by the moment. She’d expected to encounter Eleni, some other Mogs or even humans who were working for them. But nobody seemed to find her presence there at all alarming.

The girl shook her head. “They’re flipping fantastic. Bigger than anything we’ve ever had. People are going to lose their minds.”

Nothing the girl said made any sense to Six. “Who are you?” she asked.

“Oh, sorry. I’m Allison, the assistant to the assistant to the assistant costuming coordinator.”

“Okay,” Six said, even though she still had no idea what the girl was talking about. “Well, Allison, I need to make a call. Do you have a phone I could use?”

Allison shook her head. “We don’t get reception down here. But there’s a phone in the lobby.”

“Lobby,” Six repeated. “Now we’re getting somewhere. If you could just show me how to get there, that would be great.”

“Um, you had to walk through it to get down here,” Allison said. “You just take the elevator back up.”

“Thanks,” Six said, and started to walk away.

“What about the fitting?” Allison asked.

Six was going to ignore the question. But then she thought about it. She still had no idea where, exactly, she was. It obviously wasn’t a Mog base, but there had to be some reason why she and Sam had been brought here instead of to a more secure facility. She needed to call Nine and find Sam, but she didn’t know where Sam might be and she had nothing to actually tell Nine at the moment. While she was anxious to be taking action, it might help if she took a few minutes to see what she could find out. Reluctantly, she turned around.

“Right,” she said. “The fitting.”

Allison beamed. “Come with me, and I’ll get you set up.”

Six followed Allison down the hallway.

“What other Cirque des Étoiles shows have you been in?” Allison asked.

“None,” Six answered.

Allison looked shocked. “Wow. You must be really good. They usually only let people understudy the principal roles if they’ve done at least a couple of the touring shows. What’s your primary skill set? No. Wait. Let me guess. If you’re understudying for Camilla, it’s probably aerial.”

Six didn’t know what that meant, but she nodded.

“Yes,” Allison said. “I’m getting really good at guessing just by looking at people. I mean, some of them are obvious. Like, if you’re under five feet tall, chances are you’re a tumbler. And the clowns are always easy to spot, usually because they look sad. You’re graceful and obviously really fit, so aerial makes sense.”

They came to a door, which Allison opened. “Welcome to Wonderland,” she said as they walked into a room bursting with color.

Everywhere Six looked there were costumes. And not ordinary costumes. These were covered in feathers and sequins, jewels and ribbons. Several people were trying on various things, while a team of people with scissors and tape measures swirled around them, pinning things and making alterations. Things were getting stranger and stranger, and making less and less sense.

Allison led Six over to where a group of three people were examining the bluish-purple scales on a bodysuit worn by a muscular man.

“He still looks too much like a dragon,” one of the men said with a sigh. “We need less dragon and more terrifying space lizard. Or whatever. Just make it work.”

“Devin,” Allison said. “This is . . .” She looked at Six.

“Jess,” Six said, pulling a name out of thin air.

“Jess is understudying Camilla,” Allison said.

Devin turned, gave Six a sweeping glance from head to toe and back again and said, “Did you fall in a mud puddle?”

Six looked down at herself. She’d been through a lot over the past couple of days, and did look pretty awful. But that was the last thing on her mind at the moment.

“I, uh, kind of got caught in the rain,” she fumbled.

Devin arched an eyebrow. “In Vegas?” he said. “It hasn’t rained here in like three months. You look like you not only fell into the fountain at the Bellagio, but then rolled in the street afterwards.”

“It’s been a long couple of days,” Six snapped.

“I’ll just leave you two to get to know each other,” Allison said briskly. “Good luck,” she whispered as she passed by Six.

Devin walked around Six, making vague noises. When he came back to stand in front of her, he said, “You look more like her than Camilla does. She’s not going to like that. And you have a better body. She really isn’t going to like that.”

“More like who?” said Six.

“Number Six,” Devin said. “You know, the role you’re understudying for? I know we don’t call her that, but everyone knows that’s who she’s supposed to be.”

“Six,” said Six. What the hell was going on? she wondered. Then she remembered the poster in the hallway. “Right. Battle for Earth and all of that.”

“Mmm,” Devin murmured as he walked over to a rack of clothes. He selected some things and returned. “Here,” he said, thrusting a pair of hangers at Six. “Try these on. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Six looked around. “Right here?” she said.

Devin rolled his eyes. “Dressing rooms are for stars,” he said as he walked away.

Six moved to a corner of the room with fewer people in it, and undressed as quickly as she could. She pulled on the clothing that Devin had given her, which consisted of a pair of leather pants and a leather jacket. They fit Six almost perfectly. The pants also had a convenient pocket for stowing her homemade knife. She looked at herself in the mirror and was surprised to see that she looked great despite everything she’d been through.

“Oh yeah,” Devin said, appearing behind her. “Camilla is going to hate you. Here. Put these on.” He handed her a pair of leather boots.

Six pulled the boots on. They came up almost to the knee, sliding over the legs of the pants. With the costume on, she felt oddly powerful. Almost like her old self. Maybe it was worth taking this little detour, she thought.

“We just have to do something about that hair,” Devin said. “The color is a little boring. Why don’t you take that stuff off and then head down to hair and makeup. Tell Selena I said to make your hair Firefox.”

“Firefox,” Six said. “Got it.”

“You can hang your costume on the rack,” Devin said, leaving her alone.

“Or I could just wear it,” Six said under her breath, making sure he was out of sight before leaving the room still in her outfit.

She strode down the hall feeling more confident than she had fifteen minutes earlier. Sure, her Legacies continued to be on the fritz and there was a parasite in her head that wanted to eat her alive, but she did manage to get some information. Now she just had to figure out exactly where she was, find Sam, take care of the Mogs and get the hell out of there.

“First things first,” she said as she came to an elevator and hit the button.

As she waited, she half expected Eleni or Magdalena to show up. But there was no sign of the Mogs anywhere, nor of anyone else who had been in the bunker with them. Wherever they were now, it obviously wasn’t a Mog stronghold like the last place. They had to have some connection to it, but what? Six added that to the list of questions she had.

When the elevator arrived, Six got in. The rear of the car had another poster like the one she’d seen in the hallway. This one had an additional line of text, though: EXCLUSIVE TO THE SATURN HOTEL. Six noticed the same name etched into the metal panel above the buttons on the elevator wall. Well, now at least I know where I am, she thought as she hit the button marked L and the doors closed.

When they opened again, she stepped into the lobby. She paused a moment and looked around. The place was gorgeous. The ceiling soared thirty feet overhead, and was painted to look like outer space. Stars literally twinkled with tiny lights, forming recognizable constellations. Models of planets were suspended on invisible wires, seeming to float in the air. The floor of the lobby was made from black marble shot through with milky streaks of white, and as Six walked across it to the reception desk, she felt like she was walking across the sky.

“Welcome to the Saturn,” a smiling young man said when she reached the desk. “I’m Mike. How can I be of service?”

“I need a phone,” Six replied.

“Certainly,” Mike said. “There’s a courtesy phone right through there.” He indicated a doorway to the right of the reception area.

Six thanked him and walked over to the alcove where a phone was attached to the wall. Picking it up, she dialed. Lexa picked up on the second ring.

“Hey, you’ll never guess where I am.”





CHAPTER TWO

MAX

POINT REYES, CALIFORNIA

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN, YOU’RE NOT GOING TO TAKE it out?”

Max stared at Nine. They were in the infirmary at the Human Garde Academy, where they had returned the previous night after escaping from the bunker in Utah using the bathysphere Nine had found. Ever since getting back, Max had been the focus of tests to figure out what was in his head. Scientists at the school had also been studying the creature that Nemo had brought in a jar. Max hadn’t slept at all, and was exhausted. Now, finding out that they weren’t going to remove the parasite that was inside him, he got even more frightened.

“Am I going to die?”

“No!” Nine said, coming and sitting on the edge of Max’s bed. “In fact, that’s why they want to leave it in you. At least for now.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Your body seems to be forming antibodies to the parasite,” Nine explained. “It’s fighting back on its own.”

“Is that why I’ve been feeling better?” Max asked.

“Do something for me,” Nine said. “Try to move the glass on your tray using your telekinesis.”

Max looked at the tray sitting on the table beside his bed. It held the dishes left over from his breakfast. He focused his attention on the cup that a short time ago had been filled with orange juice. He pictured it flying across the room. Nothing happened. He lifted his hands and, feeling a little silly, pretended to push the glass while simultaneously trying to shove it with his mind. The glass moved a few inches, then toppled over.

“Well, that sucked,” Max said glumly.

“Not at all,” said Nine. “Last night, you couldn’t do anything.”

Max grinned. “True,” he said. “So, they think I’m getting better?”

Nine nodded. “They think you’re going to be fine. Even better, they think they can use your blood to make an antiserum that will help Six and Sam.”

“Really?” Max said. “I guess that makes me a kind of superhero, huh?”

“You already were, bud,” said Nine.

“Do we know where Six and Sam are?” Max asked.

“Not yet,” said Nine. “But we’re working on it.”

“Actually, we do,” said Lexa, walking in.

Nine and Max looked at her.

“Six called me,” Lexa explained. “A couple of minutes ago.”

“Where is she?” said Nine.

“Las Vegas,” Lexa answered. “A place called the Saturn Hotel.”

“Is she okay?” Max asked anxiously.

Lexa nodded. “She’s fine. For now, anyway. But the Mogs took Sam somewhere else, and she doesn’t know where yet. She’s working on it.”

“The Saturn Hotel,” Nine said. “Why does that name sound familiar? Wait. Isn’t that the place where they’re doing that circus thing based on us?”

“Cirque des Étoiles,” Lexa said. “Battle for Earth.”

“That’s it,” said Nine. “They contacted me a while ago and asked if I wanted to be a special guest on opening night. Even offered me a free suite. I said no.”

“Afraid they’re going to get it all wrong?” said Lexa.

“Holding out for the penthouse,” said Nine.

“Can we get back to Six and Sam?” Max said impatiently. “We’re going to go help them, right?”

“Of course we are,” said Nine.

Max started to get out of bed.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Nine said, stopping him.

“You just said, we’re going to go help them,” said Max.

“Not so fast,” Nine said. “First, Six is okay for now. Second, I told you, we need you to create an antiserum to that thing. That’s going to take time.”

“How long?”

“I don’t know,” said Nine. “But right now you need to stay here. Lexa and I have some planning to do.”

“But—”

“I’ll be back in a little while,” Nine promised. “In the meantime, keep practicing your telekinesis. When I come back, I want to see you throw that thing across the room.”

Nine and Lexa left, and Max leaned against the pillows. He stared at the glass. It moved a quarter of an inch. He lifted his hand and slapped it with the other hand.

“Did you just high-five yourself?” Nemo asked from the doorway.

“No,” Max said, embarrassed. “Okay, yeah.”

Nemo laughed. “You’re something else,” she said, walking over to the bed and sitting where Nine had been a moment before. “How are you feeling?”

“Good,” Max said. “How about you?”

“Better,” Nemo said. “I actually slept a couple of hours. It was nice to be in a real bed. But then I woke up and started thinking about everybody.”

“Six and Sam?”

“Them,” Nemo said. “But also Ghost and Lava and Bats. We don’t know what happened to them. Or Seamus.”

“Forget that guy,” Max said angrily. “After everything he’s done?”

“Yeah, I know,” Nemo said. “Still. I saw his dad this morning. He looked upset.”

Max grunted. He wasn’t going to waste any time worrying about Seamus. But he was worried about the others. He’d been relieved to be out of the bunker, but he wondered if some of them were still trapped in there.

“They know where Six is,” he told Nemo.

“I heard,” Nemo said. “I ran into Nine and Lexa on my way up here. That’s great. I also heard you’ve got magic blood.”

“I’m a miracle of science,” Max said.

“I’m really happy to not be carrying that thing around anymore,” Nemo said. “I can’t even imagine having one of those crawling around inside my head, eating pieces of my brain or sucking up my Legacies or whatever it is they do.” She stopped talking and looked at Max, her eyes wide. “Sorry, I forgot you have one—”

“It’s okay,” Max said. “Anyway, I think it’s dead, or at least it’s not doing what it was doing anymore. I’m getting my telekinesis back. Watch.”

He tried once again to move the glass. This time he succeeded in pushing it to the edge. He was concentrating on shoving it off and onto the floor, when a nurse appeared.

“Can I interrupt you for some blood?” he asked Max.

“More?” Max said. “How much do you need?”

“Only another gallon,” the nurse said. “Maybe two.”

Max groaned and held out his arm. “Just bleed me dry, leech man.”

As the nurse tied the rubber tubing around Max’s arm and started looking for a vein he said, “Tell you what. After this, how’d you like to come down and see what we’re doing with all this blood?”

Max shut his eyes and grimaced slightly as the nurse slid a needle into his arm. “Deal,” he said.

Once the blood was drawn, Max got out of bed and he and Nemo followed the nurse out of the room, into the hall and into the elevator. This took them down to the level where the labs were. There they walked into an office filled with equipment. A woman was seated at one of the desks, looking at something through a microscope.

“Dr. Fenris,” the nurse said. “This is Max and his friend Nemo.”

The woman looked up. “What a pleasure,” she said, standing and holding her hand out to Max. “I was just looking at your remarkable blood.” She then shook Nemo’s hand. “And thanks to you, we have a specimen of the parasite we’re dealing with.”

“Does Max’s blood really kill it?” Nemo asked.

“Well, the antibodies his body produces in response to the parasite neutralize its effects,” Dr. Fenris explained. “That in turn keeps it from feeding effectively on its host. So, yes, it will die. The important thing as far as we’re concerned right now is that we think the antiserum we’re working on will do the same to the parasite in another infected person.” She looked at Max. “I understand some of your telekinesis has already returned.”

Max nodded. “It’s getting stronger and stronger,” he said.

“That’s excellent news,” the doctor said.

“So, if we can get your antiserum to Six and Sam, they’ll be back to normal?” Nemo asked.

“Hopefully,” said Dr. Fenris. “Assuming the parasite hasn’t developed too much.”

“What do you mean?” Max asked her.

“The specimen Nemo brought back is a mature one,” the doctor said. “The end-stage form. The one that was injected into you was microscopic. You didn’t even know it was there. But once it gets as large as the one you retrieved from the bunker, it’s likely too late to reverse the effects.”

“How long does it take to get that big?” said Nemo.

“We don’t know,” the doctor admitted. “My guess is quite some time. Six and Sam have been infected for less than a week at this point, so I’m hopeful that the damage isn’t irreversible. If we get the antidote into them soon.”

“How soon?” asked Max.

“As soon as possible,” said the doctor, without elaborating. But the expression on her face worried Max.

“Where did this thing come from, anyway?” Nemo asked. “Like, is it just out there in the world? Could it infect anyone with a Legacy?”

“I don’t think so, no,” said Dr. Fenris. “My guess is that it was created by the Mogs you had a run-in with. It’s unlike any parasite I’ve ever seen before. Here. Take a look.”

She beckoned them over to the microscope. Max leaned down, peering through the eyepiece. He saw something that looked like three big purple blobs. “What are those?”

“Those are the toxins created by the parasite,” Dr. Fenris said. “Now watch what happens next.”

She placed the tip of a thin pipette on the surface of the glass slide in the microscope. Max saw a thin stream of tiny red bubbles come out.

“What’s that?” Max asked.

“Those are the antibodies from your blood,” the doctor explained.

As if they sensed the antibodies, the toxins moved towards them, like monsters hunting their prey. Max felt his heartbeat quicken. For some reason, watching the toxins attack his blood terrified him. But then something interesting happened. The antibodies attacked, throwing themselves against the walls of the toxins until they broke through. Then they rushed in, filling up the purple blobs with red and consuming them.

“That’s awesome,” Max said, stepping aside so that Nemo could have a turn watching.

“That’s science,” Dr. Fenris said.

“So if Max’s body can do this, why can’t Six’s and Sam’s?” Nemo asked.

“Every body is different,” Dr. Fenris said. “In medicine, we like to say that immune systems are built, not born. That means that your body develops defenses based on what it’s exposed to over the course of your life. For some reason, Max’s body has developed a way to fight the parasite. It could be because he was exposed to something similar in the past. Or his specific Legacy might have something to do with it, since his ability changes his brain function. Or his body could just be better at fighting invaders.”

“In other words, you don’t really know,” said Nemo.

Dr. Fenris smiled. “The important thing is that it seems to work.”

Listening to her talk, Max had a thought. “But it might not work in Sam and Six, then, right? I mean, if their bodies are different from mine.”

“We’re hopeful that it will,” Dr. Fenris said.

The excitement that had been building in Max suddenly lessened. If the antiserum didn’t work, that meant that Six and Sam would die.

“There’s every reason to think it will work, Max,” the doctor said, placing her hand on his shoulder.

Max nodded, but inside he was still worried.

“When will you take the thing out of Max’s head?” Nemo asked.

“Soon,” said Dr. Fenris. “If we take it out, his body might stop producing antibodies, and we need him to keep making those for now.”

A dinging sound rang out, and Dr. Fenris pulled a phone from her pocket and looked at it. “Nine would like the two of you to come to his office,” she said.

Max looked at Nemo. Something was up. “Let’s go,” he said.

When they arrived, they found Nine with Lexa, Dr. Goode and Peter McKenna. There was also a surprise visitor.

“Bats!” Max exclaimed when he saw the teen from Utah sitting in a chair. She stood up, smiling, and Max went and hugged her. “How did you get here?”

“Nine sent a team to secure the bunker,” Bats said. “They got me out. I just got here a little while ago.”

Max’s happiness evaporated. “I’m sorry we left you,” he said. “Everything happened so quickly and I didn’t know where you were.”

“It’s okay,” Bats said, hugging him again. “I know. When everything went wrong, I found a place to hide and waited there until I thought it was safe to come out. Of course, I hadn’t counted on Magdalena’s little pets.”

Max shuddered, remembering the dragon-like monsters that had chased him and Nemo through the halls of the bunker.

“The important thing is, she’s here now,” Nine said.

“What about Lava?” Max asked.

Bats shook her head. “I’m the only one who was left behind,” she said. “As far as I know, anyway.”

“Nobody else was in the bunker,” Nine confirmed. “But we do know Six and Sam are in Vegas.”

“We don’t know that Sam is still there,” Dr. Goode said, sounding concerned about his son. “The Mogs might have moved him again after separating him from Six.”

“Until we have other information, let’s assume he’s there,” Nine said. “Which is why we’re going there.”

“We?” Max said. “As in all of us?”

“Not all of us,” Nine said. “But me and you and Nemo are.”

“I thought I had to stay here,” said Max.

“Do you want to stay here?” said Nine.

“No,” Max said quickly. “I just thought you needed my blood here.”

“And maybe we’ll need it there, too,” Nine said.

“I still don’t like this,” McKenna said tersely.

“I know you don’t,” Nine replied, giving him a dark look. “But you’re not in charge here. I am.”

“Why not call in Earth Garde to handle it?” McKenna suggested.

Nine sighed, as if this was a ridiculous suggestion. “Six is fine,” he reminded McKenna. “And there are only a handful of Mogs left.”

“Dangerous Mogs,” McKenna said. “And they have Sam.”

“They won’t for long,” Nine said. “I don’t think calling in Earth Garde and making a big deal about this is going to help anyone. We can handle it.”

Max glanced at McKenna. He looked exhausted. Max suspected the man was thinking about his son and what he’d done. Seamus had betrayed all of them, and that couldn’t be sitting well with his father, particularly as he had kind of been Sam and Six’s boss and had gotten them involved in all of this in the first place.

Nine nodded at Max and Nemo. “Go get ready,” he said. “We leave in twenty minutes.”

Max and Nemo hurried out. Once they were in the corridor, Max whispered, “Is it just me, or was it really tense in there?”

“Totally tense,” Nemo said. “Something’s up between Nine and Seamus’s dad.”

Max shook his head. “I wouldn’t want to be Seamus right now,” he said.

Nemo grunted in reply. Max knew she was as angry with their former friend as he was. He wondered what she would do if she came face-to-face with Seamus in Vegas. He wondered what he would do.

He had a feeling they were going to find out.





CHAPTER THREE

SAM

LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

ELENI WAS IN A RAGE.

Sam, seated on a chair with his wrists shackled to its back supports, watched as she stormed around the room she had dragged him to. Outside the windows he could see the sparkling lights of what he now realized was Las Vegas. The room he was in was very high up, and he had a sweeping view. He recognized a number of the hotel names that flashed in neon colors against the night sky, a number of the faces that appeared on billboards announcing concerts and shows.

He also knew that he was inside the Saturn Hotel. The hotel’s logo was everywhere: on the stationery that sat on the nearby desk, on the pocket of the bathrobe that sat folded on the end of the bed, worked into the pattern of the wallpaper and carpet. He remembered reading about the building of the place in a travel magazine he’d looked at during a flight he and Six had taken from Paris to Venice. It was the Strip’s newest, biggest and most opulent hotel. As he recalled it had only recently opened.

The question was, why was he there, and what connection did the Mogs have to it? They obviously had one, as Eleni knew her way around the place and had used an elevator clearly meant for internal staff to get him up to the room unnoticed. But why were they even in a hotel at all? Why not someplace more secretive and secure? It didn’t make any sense to him.

Not that that was his primary concern at the moment. The thing in his head was. Whatever it was doing, it was getting worse. His whole body hurt, and he knew he was getting weaker. He’d of course tried to use his Legacies to help in some way—any way—and nothing was working. Not his telekinesis. Not his technopathy. He couldn’t so much as change the channel on the enormous television that was mounted to the wall.

“Why are you not here yet?” Eleni shouted into the phone in her hand. She was pacing back and forth in front of the window, one hand on her hip. This was the third time she’d called the person, and the tone of her voice had grown increasingly impatient with each conversation.

The door to the room suddenly opened and in walked Magdalena, also on the phone. “I’m here now,” she said.

Eleni practically threw her phone down on the bed. “What took you so long?”

“There was a lot to get ready for the—” Magdalena began, then looked at Sam. “For tonight.”

Eleni grunted impatiently. “Well, now you can play babysitter with this human. I need to see to the other one.”

“You left her alone?” Magdalena said.

“Did I have a choice?” Eleni snapped. “Besides, she’s weak from that thing you put into her. She can’t do anything. I’ll go get her and be back in ten minutes.” She left the room, slamming the door behind her.

“She’s so dramatic,” Magdalena said, sitting on the bed and looking at Sam. “She could have left you here by yourself for a few minutes. It’s not like you’d be able to use your powers or anything, right?”

Sam didn’t respond. Magdalena made a pouty face. “Don’t be mad at me,” she said. “I promise, I’ll take my little pet out of you soon enough.”

Hearing this, Sam felt fear stir inside of him. If he was right about how the parasite worked, taking it out meant that he would probably die. But if Magdalena was trying to provoke a response from him, he wasn’t going to give her one. Instead, he stared out the window.

Magdalena patted a small bag that she had carried in with her. “Anyway, Eleni should be happy. I brought her a surprise. If you swear not to spoil it, I’ll tell you what it is. Do you promise?”

Sam still didn’t respond. The Mog was irritating him. What he wanted to do was blast her across the room with his telekinesis. Instead, he could only try his best to ignore her. But she wasn’t going to make that easy. She stood up and walked into his line of vision, waving at him as if she had just spotted him and was delighted to see him there.

“I’ll tell you anyway,” she said as he turned his head and looked at the wall. “It’s a new batch of serum. I harvested one of the creatures.”

Sam couldn’t help himself. “Harvested it from who?” he said.

Magdalena clapped her hands. “Oh, you are interested!” she said. “Don’t worry. It was no one you know. At least I don’t think so. Just some human boy with a pyro Legacy. We have a lot of those, so he wasn’t anything special.”

“He was a person,” Sam snarled.

Magdalena rolled her eyes. “Yeah, well, and a hamburger is a cow before it’s a meal. I don’t see you getting all upset about that.”

“You killed someone,” Sam said. “For your experiment.”

Magdalena sighed. “You know, I haven’t brought this up before because I thought maybe we could be friends. But your people killed a whole lot of mine not that long ago. You might have killed a couple yourself, am I right?”

Sam shook his head. “You invaded our planet,” he said. “It was war.”

“This is why I hate discussing politics,” Magdalena replied. “Nobody ever wants to consider the other side. They say they do, but they really don’t.”

“You’re crazy,” Sam said.

“Or maybe I’m a genius,” Magdalena said. “See, there you go again, only seeing things your way.”

Before Sam could say anything else, the door opened again and Eleni stormed in, looking even angrier than she had when she’d left. “She’s gone,” she said.

“Who’s gone?” Magdalena said.

Eleni didn’t answer, but Sam knew exactly who she meant. Six had escaped. Magdalena too must have realized what Eleni was saying. “Well, she must be here somewhere.”

“Of course she’s here somewhere!” Eleni thundered. “And she’s probably contacted help.”

Magdalena looked at her watch. “The show starts in half an hour,” she said. “And she has no idea what we’re planning.”

“That’s more than enough time to cause trouble,” said Eleni.

“You worry too much,” Magdalena told her. “Like you said, she’s weakened. Her Legacies are all but gone.”

“And yet she still managed to escape,” said Eleni.

Sam laughed despite himself. Eleni walked over and slapped him hard across the face. Sam laughed again, knowing it would anger her. It did. Once more her hand crashed into his cheek with the force of a freight train. His head rocked to the side, and he tasted blood. He looked up at Eleni. Her face was a maelstrom of emotions, none of them pleasant.

“She’ll find you,” Sam said in a clear voice. “She’ll find you, and she’ll kill you.”

Eleni went to strike him again, but Magdalena caught her arm. “I have something for you,” she said. She held up a vial.

“What is it?” Eleni asked.

“Serum,” said Magdalena. “A new batch.”

The hint of a smile appeared on Eleni’s face. “And it’s ready?”

Magdalena nodded.

“Give it to me,” Eleni said. “Now.”

“Before the show has started?” Magdalena asked.

“What better time is there?” said Eleni.

As Eleni rolled up one sleeve, Magdalena retrieved a syringe from the bag on the bed. She uncapped it, inserted the needle into the vial of serum and drew some out. Eleni presented her arm, and Magdalena deftly slid the needle into a vein. As she depressed the plunger on the syringe, Eleni closed her eyes.

“It burns,” she said dreamily. “I can feel it.”

Sam watched with interest to see what would happen. He thought about the last time he’d seen someone attempt to create Legacies artificially. It was when the drug lord Bray had done it. That had ended with his gruesome death. Was Eleni about to suffer the same fate?

He watched for signs that she was reacting badly to the serum. But none came. Instead, she took several deep breaths and opened her eyes. “Something has changed,” she said. “What was the power of the person this came from?”

“Fire manipulation,” Magdalena said. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean—”

Eleni raised her hands, and Magdalena stopped talking. Eleni focused on the space between her palms. A moment later, a spark crackled and disappeared. Eleni tried again, and this time a small ball of flame formed. It remained intact, no larger than a gumball. Eleni grinned, and it flickered out.

“It works,” Magdalena said breathlessly.

Eleni conjured the fire again. This time, the ball grew in size and strength. The Mog moved it back and forth between her palms, like a child playing with a ball. “It doesn’t burn my skin,” she said. “I feel its warmth, but I am not hurt.”

“Careful,” Magdalena said. “You don’t want to set off the sprinklers, or start a fire.”

“Not yet, anyway,” said Eleni, making the fireball wink out, and they both laughed. Then Eleni looked at Sam and smirked. “Now I am like you,” she said. “Or like you once were.”

“We’ll see,” Sam said.

“Yes,” said Eleni. “We will. Speaking of seeing, I believe it’s almost time.” She picked up a remote that was sitting on a nearby table and used it to turn on the television. On the screen, a male news reporter was standing outside the entrance to the Saturn Hotel, where a limousine was disgorging its passengers, a trio of gorgeous young women all dressed in glamorous outfits. Sam recognized the three immediately. They were sisters from a popular reality television series.

The girls, seeing a camera, immediately gravitated to it, flashing dazzling smiles and posing. The reporter, fawning, said, “We’re here at the stunning Saturn Hotel for the grand opening of Cirque des Étoiles’s latest extravaganza. Ladies, are you looking forward to the show?”

They nodded and beamed. One of the them said, “I adore the circus.”

“Except for clowns,” another of them added. “There are no clowns in this one, are there?”

The reporter laughed as if she’d said the funniest thing he’d ever heard. “I don’t think there are clowns,” he said. “But I hear the show is chock-full of surprises. And it’s starting in just a little while, so you’d better get inside.”

The sisters walked off, and the reporter turned to the at-home audience. “We can’t take you inside tonight’s premiere,” he said, frowning sadly. “No cameras allowed. The only way you’re going to see what takes place inside the Saturn Hotel arena is if you’ve got one of these.” He held up a metallic silver ticket and waved it around. “Which I do! So I’m going to head inside and I’ll report back later tonight. This is Trek Masters for KVAS, and I’ll talk at you later.”

“He’s wrong about one thing,” Eleni said. “You don’t need a ticket to see the show. At least not if you’re in one of the VIP suites.” She changed the channel, and the picture on the TV switched to a scene of an arena, presumably the one attached to the Saturn Hotel. A stage was set up in the center, with seats all around it. A dark blue curtain patterned with stars and planets surrounded the stage, hiding it from view.

“Is everything in place?” Eleni asked Magdalena.

Magdalena took out her phone and tapped on it. “Everything’s ready,” she confirmed. “The trucks are in position.”

“And the cargo?”

Magdalena grinned. “Hungry,” she said.

“I’m going down there now,” Eleni said. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a silver foil ticket like the one the reporter had shown. “I want to be there in person when those stupid women see what’s coming for them.”

She exited the room, leaving the television on. Magdalena sat down on the bed and continued to text on her phone as Sam watched the feed from inside the hotel’s arena. Questions swirled around in his head, and when he couldn’t stand hearing them buzzing in his brain any longer he said, “What is it you’re doing?”

“Finally,” Magdalena said, putting her phone down. “I can’t believe you waited so long to ask.”

She walked over to the desk and picked something up. Coming back over to Sam, she held a brochure out so that he could see it. “‘Cirque des Étoiles presents the Battle for Earth,’” he read. “‘A celebration of human triumph.’ That’s the show they’re doing. I get it. But what does that have to do with you?”

“Everything,” Magdalena said. “How do you think it feels seeing the worst moment in your people’s history turned into a spectacle to entertain audiences? Especially so soon after it occurred.”

Sam looked at the arena filled with people. “It’s no different than having a parade,” he said. “Like the Fourth of July.”

“It’s very different,” Magdalena said. “But since you’re on the so-called winning side, I don’t imagine you can really understand.”

“So much for wanting to be friends,” Sam said.

“I didn’t say I blame you,” Magdalena told him. “I understand it was a war. And in every war there’s a winner and loser. I also know what part you and your friends played in that fight. Everybody does, of course.” She paused and looked at the TV. “But maybe the war isn’t quite over yet.”

“What do you mean?” Sam asked. “What’s this about?”

“Haven’t you wondered why you’re here?” Magdalena said, indicating the hotel room. “And not somewhere more, you know, not here?”

Sam of course had been wondering that very thing, so didn’t bother answering.

“This is what it’s all been leading up to,” Magdalena said.

This Sam didn’t understand. “All what?”

“Everything,” said Magdalena. “The drugs. The experiments. The camps for the runaway kids. All of it.” She waited for a reaction, then said, “You still don’t get it, do you?”

“Maybe your parasite ate the part of my brain that figures out riddles,” Sam said.

Magdalena rolled her eyes like a bored teenager. “It’s all part of ‘the plan,’” she said, making air quotes around the final two words. “First, we got humans hooked on that drug that makes them think they have Legacies. Honestly, that was mostly just for fun, but it had the added bonus of making people suspicious of Legacies themselves, and particularly of the people who have them. You know, because people started hurting themselves trying to be like you. That’s bad PR. Then we figured out how to make a serum to actually give us Legacies. I think it’s obvious why we would do that. And tonight, well, tonight we’re going to remind humans why it is they should fear us.”

“How?” said Sam.

In the arena, the lights went dark. The crowd murmured excitedly.

“Shh,” Magdalena said. “It’s beginning.”

All Sam could do was watch and listen. After a moment, the curtain surrounding the arena stage fell. The audience gasped as a giant spaceship was revealed, suspended in the air and all lit up with blue and purple lights. Fog swirled around it, and projections of comets flew by, making it look as if the ship was flying through space.

“They came from the darkest reaches of the universe,” a woman’s voice intoned. “Looking for revenge.”

Ominous music filled the air, throbbing with bass that sounded like engines pulsing. The spaceship moved, turning from side to side on hidden hydraulics.

“Our planet had no warning of what was about to befall us,” the voice continued. “They arrived in darkness.”

Magdalena sighed. “That’s a little dramatic,” she said. “Space is dark, after all.”

The spaceship descended to the stage. Then it split open, the two halves pulling apart. A dozen costumed characters emerged, their faces painted in reds and yellows, their bodies covered in what looked like iridescent scales.

“Well, that’s just insulting,” Magdalena said. “They made us look like devils.”

Sam watched as the performers moved through a complicated choreography that involved tumbling and leaping. The movements were jerky, violent, primitive. They were accompanied by flashes of red and yellow lights and the sound of beating drums.

“They did not come alone,” the narrator’s voice said.

“Okay,” Magdalena said. “Pay attention. This is the good part.”

“They brought with them monsters,” said the voice. “Creatures made to hunt and kill.”

The spaceship transformed again, this time breaking into pieces as something else rose from beneath the stage. It was an egg, massive and pulsing with greenish-yellow light. The performers representing the Mogs swirled around it, almost as if they were worshipping it. They held out their hands to it. Then cracks appeared in the surface and the light inside shot out in thin beams.

Sam looked over at Magdalena. Her face was bathed in the glow from the television. Her eyes were wide, and a smile played at the corners of her mouth. She held her hands clasped in front of her as she stared at the screen. For some reason, Sam found himself frightened.

The egg broke open, revealing a huge creature inside of it. Easily twenty feet tall, it resembled a prehistoric lizard, with a spiked tail and armored hide. Its eyes glowed with yellow light. When it opened its mouth, it revealed wickedly pointed teeth.

“It’s like a piken,” Sam said, an involuntary shudder rippling through him.

“Only bigger,” Magdalena said. “Faster. And meaner.”

The creature opened its mouth and let out a ferocious screech. That was when Sam noticed something peculiar. The actors were all looking at one another and backing away. Some pointed at the beast standing on the stage, then turned and fled.

“What’s going on?” Sam said. “Why would they be afraid? They’re acting like it’s—”

Magdalena turned to him, grinning. “Real,” she said.





CHAPTER FOUR

SIX

LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

“WHAT THE HELL?”

Six stood beneath the massive stage, looking up through the opening the performers used to make their way on and off. Now many of them were pushing their way inside. From the arena came the sounds of people screaming.

After phoning Lexa, she had looked for Sam, but found no clues to his whereabouts, so since her Legacies were still not working and she was feeling worse and worse, Six had decided to wait for Nine to arrive with backup. In the meantime, she had used her resemblance to the understudy for the show to look around. She knew there was some reason the Mogs had brought her and Sam to the hotel instead of to some more secure location, and she had a feeling it had something to do with the show that was being put on. Once inside the floors that housed the Cirque des Étoiles performers, it had been easy enough to remain out of sight for a couple of hours. Nearly everyone was dressed in strange costumes, and she was one of the least interesting people walking around. Several times she had been pegged as Camilla’s understudy, but she had always made an excuse that she was needed somewhere else, and had managed to avoid participating in the show.

“Get out of the way!” a woman screamed as she pushed past Six, nearly knocking her down in her rush.

Six glanced at the monitors that showed what was happening onstage and in the arena. She’d seen the giant egg crack open to reveal a monster. Almost immediately, a stagehand next to her had said, “That’s not what’s supposed to be inside there.”

Six’s mind raced as she evaluated the situation. She knew the thing terrorizing the arena was something the Mogs were responsible for. What it was, exactly, she didn’t have a clue. That didn’t really matter, though. It had to be stopped.

But how? She had no Legacies to use against it. No weapons apart from her makeshift knife.

And yet she was still probably the only person in the place qualified to try.

“You!”

Six turned. That assistant, Allison, was standing behind her with a clipboard in one hand.

“You are not Camilla’s understudy,” she said firmly.

“I’m not sure that’s important at the moment,” Six said as a roar pierced the air.

“That costume is Cirque property.”

“Again, maybe not the real issue here,” said Six. “What are you doing about that?” She pointed to the stage.

“Not my problem,” Allison said. “Security can handle it.”

Six stared at her. The woman’s presence of mind was impressive, but she didn’t seem to understand that what was going on above them was more than a technical glitch. But then she realized that Allison had completely shut down. She was staring at the monitor with a blank-eyed expression. The clipboard in her hand trembled.

“Stay here,” Six said. “Don’t move. I’ll be back.”

She ran up the steps and onto the stage. It was a disaster area. The massive sets had been smashed into pieces. The few performers left were wandering around, dazed and bloodied. Six saw two bodies lying motionless amid the clutter of the broken scenery.

The monster had turned its attention to the arena filled with spectators. It had left the stage and was rampaging through the rows of seats, tearing at them with its claws. Because the audience had at first believed the creature to be part of the show, most had not gotten up and run away until it had leaped onto the arena floor and begun its assault. By then it had been too late for some of them.

Now they pushed and clawed at one another in their race for the exits. Six watched as the monster knocked half a dozen of them aside with one sweep of its claw. A small blond woman swatted at it with her designer handbag, and the beast struck her down with its tail. Two other women ran to her aid, trying to pull her to her feet. The creature roared at them, sending them screaming away in terror.

Six knew she had to do something. She was exhausted and growing weaker, but she was still a Garde, and she still had plenty of fight left in her.

She ran to the edge of the stage and jumped off, running towards the monster. It was heading for one of the exits.

When Six caught up with the thing, she leaped up onto its tail and climbed the ridge of its back. Sensing her presence, the beast stopped and tried to shake her off. But Six dug her fingers in between the scales that covered its massive body, lying flat against the thick plates and holding on as the monster attempted to dislodge her.

When it couldn’t shake her off, the monster decided to keep going. It headed for a doorway. Now several security guards had appeared, pointing pistols at the creature. Six heard the sound of shots. But the bullets did no damage, burying themselves in the heavy scales. The beast lumbered forward with barely a pause, crushing one guard beneath its feet and sending the other two scrambling to get out of its way. It pushed its head through the doorway; then with its massive shoulders tore a hole in the wall large enough to fit through. Six felt plaster and pieces of wood fall around her as she was carried out on the monster’s back.

The creature made its way inside the long tunnel that connected the arena to the hotel. It moved rapidly on all fours, its back nearly brushing the ceiling. Every so often it let out a piercing cry, as if it was calling to someone. Then Six heard an answering cry, and her heart froze. There was more than one.

She continued to move along the beast’s back, working her way up to its head and what she hoped was the most vulnerable part of its body, the eyes. The thing seemed to have forgotten she was there, and she hoped she could still catch it off guard and stop it—or at least slow it down—before it remembered her.

She reached the head and, holding on to the scales just behind the neck with her left hand, she used her right to draw out the knife she had fashioned from the shard of broken glass. She was inching forward, searching for a good angle from which to attack, when she heard the roar of the other creature. It was closer. The beast she was on paused, listening, and echoed it. Then it began tearing at the wall of the tunnel, making a hole. It was going outside.

Six couldn’t wait. Lifting the knife, she brought it down in the direction of the monster’s eye. She felt it connect with something, pause and then keep going. Warm fluid covered her hand. The creature screamed in pain and shook its head. Six felt herself slipping off, and let go of the knife so that she could push both hands into the scales and try to hang on.

The beast reared up, its head hitting the roof of the tunnel. It continued to thrash back and forth. Six was dangerously close to being crushed against the ceiling. She clung to the monster as best she could, but she felt her strength ebbing away with the effort. She made an attempt to claw her way to the head and retrieve her knife, but it would be impossible to move without being thrown off.

Then she heard the sound of something tearing at the wall beside her. A section of the tunnel tore away, and she saw a second monster looking in. Sitting on its back was Eleni. When the Mog saw her, she snarled. Then she raised her hand. Six saw a ball of fire appear. Then it flew at her like a small comet, a burning tail stretched out behind it.

Six rolled away, and the ball of flame struck the side of the monster she was on. Its scales seemed to protect it from the worst of the heat, yet it shied away and gave an irritated shriek. Then a second one came, and a third. The last one struck Six in the shoulder. Searing pain bit into her as it ate through the leather of her costume and licked at her skin, and she cried out. Her grip faltered, and she felt herself falling. She scrabbled at the creature’s scales, trying to hang on.

The monster Eleni was riding pushed its way in, nosing the first one out of the way. From her position astride its back, Eleni looked at Six, clinging to the other creature, and smiled cruelly.

“Magdalena has outdone herself, don’t you think?” she said, lifting her hand and showing Six the fireball that was swirling there.

So, Six thought, they had succeeded in giving Eleni a Legacy after all. Meanwhile, she had none to fight back with. Six’s stomach burned with fury and pain as she slowly pulled herself up the back of her monster. Eleni watched, obviously amused.

“It seems unfair to kill you when you have no way of defending yourself,” the Mog said. “Plus, Magdalena needs you alive to harvest the parasite inside of you so she can give your Legacies to me.” She cocked her head. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t hurt you a little.”

She hurled another fireball at Six. Drawing on the last of her strength, Six dug her fingertips into the scales of the creature’s back and dragged herself up to its shoulder. Her burned arm screaming in agony, she grabbed for the end of her knife, still embedded in the beast’s eye, and jerked it to the side.

The monster whirled, turning to face Eleni as it sought to wrench the knife free. Six pulled back on the hilt, treating it like a steering mechanism and using the pain it inflicted to make the beast go where she wanted it to. She gave it another pull and the creature turned again, then started moving quickly back to the arena.

Eleni gave chase, following Six as her monster reentered the arena and headed towards the stage. Six still didn’t know what she was going to do, but she felt better not being trapped in the tunnel. Here there was more space, more options.

Eleni was attempting to hit Six with fireballs, but she succeeded only in striking the monster, annoying it and causing it to run more quickly. Several of her throws struck the debris scattered over the floor, starting small fires that immediately began to spread. This seemed to confuse and frighten the creatures, who darted away from the flames.

When her beast neared the stage, Six jumped. She landed on her feet, rolling to get out of the way as the creature, now enraged from the pain and its fear of the fire, turned its head and tried to bite her with a mouth full of sharp teeth. Six wished she’d been able to pull the knife from its eye, as she now had no weapon at all.

Then she spied something on the floor. It was one of the staffs that had been part of the costumes for the show. About six feet long, it was made of metal and had been intended for use during one of the acts in which six acrobats performed stunts using the poles to launch themselves into the air. Six picked it up.

Her injured shoulder burned, but she fought the pain as she crouched, gauging the distance between Eleni and herself. The Mog was urging her monster forward, screaming at it in her language. Fireballs shot from her hand as quickly as she could form them. Six swatted them away with the staff, shattering them into bursts of sparks.

She swayed on her feet, suddenly too exhausted to move. As if sensing her weakness, the parasite in her head seemed to grow stronger. She felt her thoughts begin to break apart, and she had trouble concentrating on what she needed to do. It felt like the best idea in the world to just give up, to set down the staff and let Eleni run her over.

Then she pictured Sam’s face. She wasn’t going to give up a chance to see him again. Not for a Mog. Not for anyone. And she was damn sure going to take Eleni out first.

Six reached deep, pushing down through the pain in her head, in her shoulder, in the rest of her body. She crouched, looking Eleni right in the eyes. Then she sprinted. Her legs pumped with the last of the strength in her. She held the steel staff out. When she was a dozen feet from Eleni and the charging monster, she planted the pole and swung herself up and into the air.

The monster opened its jaws to catch her, but she sailed past it and connected with the Mog. Her feet hit Eleni in the chest, knocking her backwards. Eleni fell, landing on the arena floor. Six fell beside her, the wind knocked out of her.

Neither of them moved for a moment. Then Eleni was on her feet. She called to the retreating monster, which turned and came towards them. Then she brought her attention back to Six and kicked her in the side. Six grabbed the Mog’s leg and pulled, throwing Eleni off-balance. Eleni stumbled and fell again. Six rolled on top of her, pinning her down. She gripped Eleni’s wrists and held her arms down.

“Try to make a fireball now,” she said.

Eleni thrust her hips up, trying to throw Six off. Six dug her knees into the Mog’s sides as hard as she could. She leaned forward, using her weight to press Eleni into the floor.

“You’ll have to try harder than that,” Six said.

Eleni turned her head and shouted something to the approaching beast. It opened its mouth and screeched.

“If it runs over us, it’ll kill you, too,” Six said.

“Then we die together,” said Eleni.

The enormous creature was bearing down on them. Six stared into Eleni’s face, deciding what to do. She knew she was too weak to fight her much longer, especially now that the Mog had a Legacy. If she was going to die anyway, maybe it was better to do it taking Eleni with her. At least then there would be one less thing for Nine and the others to worry about when they showed up.

She could feel Eleni struggling to throw her off. The Mog was scared. This made Six even more determined not to let her up. Let her feel what it’s like to stare death down, she thought.

The monster was almost on them. Six could feel each thunderous step it took. The smoke from the growing fires stung her eyes, and the heat was increasing around them.

When there were just seconds left, Eleni screamed and tried one last time to get out from under Six and save herself. Six almost relented. Then she felt a powerful push, like a great gust of wind. Smoke and flames streaked around her. The charging beast was shoved sideways, rolling over on itself with a grunt of surprise, its limbs flailing. Caught up in the blast of air, Six was tugged from atop the Mog and pulled along the floor.

When she came to a stop, she was on her back. She sat up, looking for the source of the force. The monster still lay on its side, unmoving but bellowing in pain. Six realized then that one of the metal staffs was sticking out of its chest. She looked for the second creature, but couldn’t see much through the smoke and flames. She also couldn’t see where Eleni was. She had disappeared.

Then a figure emerged from the inferno.

“I see you got some new pets,” Nine said.

“They followed me home,” Six said. “Can we keep them?”

“Okay,” said Nine, kneeling down beside her. “But you’re responsible for their litter boxes.”

Six laughed. It hurt. She coughed.

“I thought you told Lexa you were fine,” said Nine.

“I didn’t want you to worry,” Six said. She tried to turn her head. “Where’s the Mog?”

Nine looked around. “Gone,” he said. “Probably ran off when she saw me coming.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Six said, coughing again.

“We need to get you out of here,” Nine said, sliding his hands under her and lifting her up.

“You don’t have to carry me,” Six said. “I can walk.”

But she couldn’t. Now that she was no longer alone, her body finally demanded rest. She gave in, closing her eyes and letting exhaustion sweep over her. All her worries—Eleni, the monsters, Sam, the parasite—retreated as she shut down. It felt as if she was falling into thick blackness. She surrendered, her head falling against Nine’s chest, and the world went dark.





CHAPTER FIVE

NEMO

LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

NEMO HEARD THE FLIES BEFORE SHE SAW THEM.

She and Max were standing in the lobby of the Saturn Hotel, where Nine had told them to wait while he investigated what was happening in the tunnel connecting the hotel to the adjacent arena. Judging from the throngs of panicked people running through the lobby from that direction, Nemo guessed that whatever it was, it was bad. Several people had stumbled through covered in blood, and she’d heard the word “monster” used more than a few times.

The hotel staff didn’t seem to know what to do. A couple of security guards had come through, heading in the direction of the screaming, but hadn’t returned. The desk clerks were huddled behind the counter, looking at one another with dazed expressions as frenzied guests demanded answers.

“Looks like we got here just at the right time,” Nemo remarked.

“Or the wrong one,” said Max. “Do you hear those roars?”

Of course Nemo heard them. They seemed a lot like the roars of the monsters Magdalena had let loose in the bunker. Nemo had no doubt these sounds were coming from something even worse. Part of her wanted to go see for herself, but another part—she liked to think it was the more cautious part, and not the more fearful part—told her to stay where she was and wait for Nine to come back.

That’s when the buzzing became impossible to ignore. At first, she had thought the sound had something to do with all the commotion in the tunnel. Now she realized that it was coming from inside the hotel. And it was getting louder.

“What is that?” she asked, looking around.

The elevator doors at one end of the lobby opened and the swarm blasted into the room, a black cloud that seemed to explode, filling the air with the incessant hum of wings. Walking out of the elevator after the flies was Seamus. He strode into the lobby with his hands held up, magician-like, an expression of sadistic joy on his face as he watched people trying to swat away the insects he’d called together to form his army.

When he saw Nemo and Max standing there, his expression changed. He scowled. Then he moved his hands, pointing them at his former friends. The flies coalesced into a smaller ball and barreled towards Nemo and Max like a cannonball. Instinctively, Max and Nemo raised their hands and formed a telekinetic barrier. The flies struck it, many of them falling to the floor dead. The rest broke apart, swirling off to regroup under Seamus’s orders.

“I’m getting better at this,” Max said, grinning.

Seamus attacked again, this time forcing the flies to make several different balls. Nemo and Max turned in circles, trying to deflect all of them, but there were too many to fight simultaneously. Within seconds Nemo found herself at the center of a buzzing cyclone, with flies crawling over her face. Their tiny wings and legs scratched at her lips and eyes. She swatted at them, feeling them crush beneath her fingers. The sensation was almost worse than the actual attack, and yet the awfulness of it was enough to make her want to run from the hotel.

Which was exactly what Seamus wanted. Only when Nemo was able to get close to the lobby doors could she see that something worse awaited her if she left, as many of the guests had discovered. Outside, the real monsters were waiting. Three huge dinosaur-like creatures were in the street in front of the Saturn Hotel. People who had run out there trying to get away from one horror were now confronted with a worse one, as the things were blocking their escape. Dozens of people stood in frightened knots as the monsters circled them, seeming to herd them.

Nemo didn’t know what to do. Wiping more flies away from her eyes, she turned back to see what Max was doing. Seconds later, the flies lifted away from her face and disappeared. Nemo shuddered, wiping the few remaining ones off her. She didn’t know why the flies had given up, but she was relieved that they had. She scanned the lobby, looking for Max.

She spied him on the floor, on top of Seamus. They were fighting. Max appeared to have the upper hand, as he was straddling Seamus’s chest and punching him in the face. Seamus was blocking the blows with his hands and attempting to throw Max off. At first Nemo wondered why Max had resorted to fighting Seamus physically. Then she realized that the surprise and distraction were likely what had stopped Seamus from using his insect telepathy, at least temporarily.

She ran over to where the boys were fighting, determined to help Max subdue Seamus. But before she could get there, something hit the ground nearby and exploded, startling her. She stopped and looked around. On the other side of the lobby, near the check-in desk, stood one of the boys she’d encountered in Utah. Boomer. He was dressed in the same black clothes, and watched her with the same peculiar expression of disinterest that she remembered from before.

Boomer picked something up from the counter, a glass paperweight shaped like the planet Saturn. Hefting it in his hand, he held it out in front of him as it began to glow, first a pale yellow and then a fiery orange. He had turned it into an explosive device.

He threw it. But this time Nemo was ready. She reached out with her telepathy, grabbing the orb and hurling it back at Boomer. His expression changed from one of bored indifference to one of fear as he saw his own missile coming at him. Just in time, he ducked, and it hit the wall behind him, exploding in a shower of sparks that sent Boomer falling to the ground, his arms over his head.

Nemo used the distraction to cover the distance between her and the boys. The momentum of that skirmish had changed. Seamus, bigger than Max, had managed to get out from underneath him. Now they were grappling like wrestlers, Seamus’s arms around Max’s middle. Then Max threw his head back, slamming it into Seamus’s nose. Blood spurted and Seamus let go, bringing his hands to his face and swearing forcefully.

Max whirled around and kicked Seamus in the stomach, pushing him backwards so that he fell down. He advanced on Seamus, fists raised. Nemo had never seen his stony face before. He was seriously angry, and wasn’t going to back down.

Blood soaked the front of Seamus’s shirt as he prepared to meet Max. Nemo saw him ball his hands into fists, and when the sound of buzzing increased, she knew he was going to try once more to use his Legacy against them.

At the same time, another glowing item struck the floor by Max’s feet. He yelped as whatever it was exploded, dancing away from the flames that licked his jeans. Nemo ran to him and grabbed his hand.

“Come on,” she said, dragging him towards the elevators.

“But—” Max objected.

“You can kick his ass later,” Nemo said. “I promise.”

The doors of one of the elevators were open. Nemo pulled Max inside and hit a button at random, aiming for a high floor. As the doors slid shut, something crashed against them. One of Boomer’s little bombs, Nemo thought as the elevator started up.

“Where are we going?” Max asked. “And why? I almost had Seamus.”

“Yeah,” Nemo agreed. “You did. But what were you going to do with him?”

Max looked at her. “Pay him back for being a traitor,” he said, as if this was the stupidest question she could ask.

“And after that?”

Max shrugged. “I hadn’t gotten that far,” he said.

“Exactly,” said Nemo. “Think about it. We don’t have anywhere to stick him. We don’t have anyone to help us. Everyone who works here is freaking out.”

“For good reason,” Max said.

“For very good reason,” Nemo agreed. “My point is, we’re on our own, at least until Nine shows up again. And we have more important things to do than beat the crap out of Seamus and Boomer. Besides, if those two are here, there are probably more of them. Like Freakshow.”

Max made a face. “That girl is bad news,” he said.

“Right,” Nemo said. “So let’s try to stay away from her and do something useful, like find Sam.”

“We don’t have any idea where he is,” Max reminded her. “He might not even be here.”

“I think he is,” said Nemo. “All of this is happening here for a reason. I think Sam is here, too.”

“Okay,” Max said. “But there are like two thousand rooms in this place. He could be anywhere. And I’m guessing he’s not by himself.”

“Probably not,” Nemo admitted.

“And right now Seamus and Boomer are probably warning whoever is with him that—”

“I get it,” Nemo interrupted. “We’re still going to go look for him.” She patted her pocket, where she had stored two syringes containing the parasite antiserum. Nine had two as well, and whichever of them found Sam or Six first was supposed to administer it to them.

“I’m not saying your plan is bad,” Max said. “But like I said, there are more than two thousand rooms here and only two of us.”

“Housekeeping,” Nemo said.

“You mean like maids?” said Max.

“I hate that word,” Nemo said. “It sounds like they’re servants or something. But yeah, them.”

“How are they going to help us find Sam?”

“The housekeeping staff know everything,” Nemo said. “They’re in and out of these rooms all day long. And trust me, if they see anything weird, they remember it. My cousin Ha worked in a hotel last summer, and she had some crazy stories about what went on there.”

The elevator stopped and the doors opened. Nemo stepped out. They were on the sixty-third floor. It was deserted. But at one end she could see a room door propped open with a housekeeping cart.

“I’m surprised anyone is still working,” Max remarked as they walked towards the room.

“News probably hasn’t reached up here yet,” said Nemo. “This place is huge, and it’s not like the hotel is on fire—yet—so anyone who hasn’t been downstairs might not have any clue about what’s going on.”

They reached the room. From inside the sound of water running spilled out into the hall. Nemo stepped in and peered into the bathroom. A young woman knelt next to the tub, scrubbing it and humming along to a popular song that was just audible. She wore headphones. Max, looking around Nemo, said, “No wonder she has no clue the place is under attack.”

Nemo wasn’t sure how to get the girl’s attention without startling her, so she knocked on the bathroom door. The girl turned around and frowned.

“Hi,” Nemo said, trying to sound as friendly as possible. “I was wondering if you could help us find our friend. He—”

“What?” the girl said, removing the earphones.

“We’re looking for someone,” Max said impatiently. “Our friend Sam.”

“If he’s a guest here, you can ask at the front desk,” the girl said. “They’ll connect you.”

“Yeah, that might be a problem,” Max said. “See, there are these things attack—”

“The thing is, we’re not entirely sure he’s here,” Nemo said. “We’re hoping you might have seen him, though.”

The girl laughed. “Do you know how many people are staying in this hotel?” she said. “Thousands.” She sighed and glanced at the tub she was scrubbing. “And I think I’ve pulled their hair out of every drain in the place.”

“Gross,” Max said.

Nemo looked at the girl’s name tag, which was affixed to the front of her shirt. “Basia,” she said. “Um, this is kind of embarrassing. But Sam is actually my boyfriend.”

Max snorted, and Nemo shot him a dirty look. “Was my boyfriend,” she said. “See, he kind of ran off with this girl. And I think he brought her here.”

Basia was shaking her head, obviously about to tell them that there was nothing she could do to help. Before she could, Nemo burst into tears. “And it’s my birthday and he’s supposed to be here with me,” she wailed.

Basia’s face softened. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know what that’s like. It’s terrible.”

“It is,” Nemo said, forcing tears from her eyes. “And all I want to do is tell him that I don’t need him because I’ve got somebody way better.”

“Me?” Max said hopefully.

“Chad,” Nemo said. “My ex’s best friend.”

Basia laughed. “You go, girl,” she said. “But I don’t know the names of anyone in these rooms. Maybe if you have a picture of this guy. Sam, right?”

Nemo nodded. “I don’t,” she said. “I could describe him, but he looks like a lot of other guys.”

“But maybe you’ve seen the girl,” Max said. “She’s kind of hard to miss. Thin. Pink hair. A little on the weird side.”

“Room 7192,” Basia said instantly. “I don’t know if the guy you’re looking for is with her. She wouldn’t let me in to clean, so I don’t know who’s in there. But she ordered a ton of room service, and I had to cart all the dishes away.” She frowned. “You don’t forget people when they do stuff like that.”

“7192,” Nemo repeated. “Thanks. Oh, and you might want to see about leaving early. But be careful when you go downstairs, okay? Don’t go outside until you know it’s all right.”

“What’s going on?” Basia asked, suddenly looking worried. Her eyes went wide. “Is it a terrorist attack?”

“No,” Nemo said quickly. “There’s just a lot of . . . commotion . . . going on in front of the hotel. Some kind of accident, I think. It’s just safer for you to avoid it if you can. Is there another way out?”

“There’s an exit in the basement,” Basia said.

“Use that,” Nemo said. “On second thought, maybe stay up here until you know it’s safe. Okay?”

Basia nodded. She was already taking out her cell phone and dialing someone.

“Come on,” Nemo said to Max as she left the bedroom.

“Shouldn’t we tell her exactly what’s going on?” Max said. “You probably scared her to death.”

“She should be scared,” Nemo said. “And we warned her.”

Outside the room, she took hold of the cleaning cart and wheeled it in front of them.

“What do we need that for?” Max asked.

“You ever heard of the Trojan horse?” Nemo said.

“Sure,” said Max. “Supposedly, a million years ago the Greeks tricked somebody into letting them into their city by building a giant wooden horse and hiding soldiers inside of it. The people thought it was a gift, brought it into the city and, bam, soldiers everywhere.”

“It wasn’t a million years ago, and the city was Troy, but yes, that’s basically it,” Nemo said.

“What does a wooden horse have to do with this cart?” said Max.

“This cart is a lot like a wooden horse,” said Nemo as she stopped at the elevators and pressed a button.

“Except it’s not wooden and it’s not a horse,” Max pointed out.

Nemo lifted the top of the cart, which held things like little bottles of shampoo and tiny wrapped soaps. Underneath was an area partially filled with wadded-up sheets and towels. There was more than enough room for two people to hide inside.

The elevator came and they got in.

“Okay, but how are we going to get Magdalena, or whoever is in there, to bring the cart inside?”

By the time the doors opened on the seventy-first floor, Nemo had thought of an idea. She just needed a little bit of good luck to make it work.

She got it when she saw some dishes sitting on the floor outside of a room. She pushed the cart over and swept the toiletries from the top of it onto the floor.

“Get in,” she said to Max.

“What about you?” Max said.

“Someone has to push this thing,” Nemo explained. “I’m going to take it to the door of 7192 and tell them room service is there.”

“What if they didn’t order any room service?” Max argued. “I mean, this is kind of a weird time to be doing that, what with those monsters running around. I think they have bigger things to worry about than scarfing down some burgers and fries.”

“Have you got a better idea?” Nemo asked.

Max thought for a moment. “No.”

“Then get in.”

Max did. Nemo shut the top and arranged some dishes over it. They had metal cloches on them, so it wouldn’t be immediately obvious that there was no food. And the room’s occupants had left enough food on the plates that they at least smelled like a meal.

“If they open the door, I’m ramming this cart into whoever is standing there,” Nemo told Max as she wheeled him down the hall. “And if they tell me to leave it, you wait until they bring it inside. Then jump out and—”

“And what?” Max said.

Nemo thought. “And keep them busy until I can get in there and help you,” Nemo finished.

“This is the worst plan you have ever had,” Max said as Nemo turned a corner and headed for the part of the hall where room 7192 was. “You’re going to get us killed.”

Nemo ignored him, mostly because she was afraid he was right. But she was also right—it was the only chance they had to get into that room and see if Sam was in there.

She reached the door of 7192 and hesitated a moment. Then she knocked. A moment later a girl’s voice said, “Who is it?” It wasn’t Magdalena.

“Room service,” Nemo said, keeping her voice steady.

There was a pause. “Did one of you idiots order room service?”

Nemo heard several male voices answer her, all of them denying ordering anything. Nemo thought quickly. “It’s complimentary pizza,” she said.

It was a ridiculous ploy, and she was tempted to turn the cart around and get out of there before either a stranger opened the door and she had to make up something about having the wrong room or one of her enemies answered the door and she and Max would be in for the fight of their lives.

There was more conversation from behind the door. Then it swung open. Freakshow looked out at Nemo. Behind her, Nemo caught glimpses of Ghost and Spike.

It took Freakshow a few seconds to recognize Nemo. “What the—”

Nemo shoved the cart into the girl, using her telekinesis to give it extra momentum. Freakshow flew backwards, knocking into Spike. They fell to the ground, and Nemo wheeled the cart into the room and slammed the door behind her.

She flung up the top of the cart, sending dishes flying.

“Now!” she shouted.





CHAPTER SIX

SIX

LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

SIX COULDN’T SEE THE THING THAT HAD WRAPPED its tentacles around her and was squeezing the life from her, but she fought against it with everything she had. She was somewhere dark, and cold, and every cell in her body screamed out in torment. It was as if she was on fire from the inside, like some terrible poison had suffused her veins and was pumping through her with every beat of her heart. She tried to breathe, but no air entered her lungs.

“Fight it!”

She heard the voice calling to her through the dark. It was familiar, but the pain racking her head made it impossible to think. She could only feel.

“Fight, Six!”

Whatever monster was trying to kill her redoubled its efforts. Only now she realized that it wasn’t anything outside her body. It was inside, and it was trying to claw its way out. It wanted to be free of her. But it also wanted to take her life with it, leaving her an empty shell.

She wasn’t going to let that happen. Whatever it was attempting to kill her, it was going to have to try harder than that. Even if she couldn’t see it or touch it, even if she had no idea what it was, she was going to be victorious.

“Come on.” The familiar voice sounded again in her ear. She felt something touch her arm. The prick of metal. Something thick and syrupy flooded her veins.

Then it was as if an electrical connection had been made. Somewhere in her brain, sparks fired. She felt the thing that was trying to control her pull away. It was afraid. Running. But there was nowhere for it to go. More connections formed. More sparks flew. It was as if a switch had been flipped and the machinery of her mind had come back to life.

Lights flickered behind her eyes. The tentacles binding her slid away. She could breathe. Then she felt the familiar sensation of her Legacy returning, suffusing her with power like warmth spreading throughout her body. She focused her energy, picturing it as a ball of swirling light the color of flames. Then she sent it throughout her body, chasing the darkness and filling her with dazzling brilliance.

She opened her eyes.

She was lying on the floor. Nine was kneeling beside her. He held a syringe in his hand, and he was looking down at her with an expression of concern that quickly turned to a grin of triumph.

“All right, then,” he said. “I guess we can tell the doc her antiserum works.”

“What did you do?” Six asked. She felt tingly all over, a little light-headed, but better than she remembered feeling in days.

“I think we killed the thing in your head,” Nine answered. “Or at least slowed it down long enough for you to come back. How do you feel?”

“Weird,” Six said, sitting up. “But actually pretty good.”

“Do something,” Nine said. “You know, with your Legacies.”

Six looked around. She had no idea where they were at first. Then she remembered—the show. They were backstage, surrounded by props and pieces of equipment. She focused on one of them, a wooden box about three feet high and just as wide. She lifted it up easily with her telekinesis, then set it down again. Then she tried going invisible. She barely had to even think about it before she blinked out. When she reappeared again she was smiling. “Looks like I’m back,” she said.

Then she remembered other things. “What happened to Eleni?” she asked. “And that—whatever it was.”

“Still out there somewhere,” Nine said. “We can deal with her next. I was more concerned about you.”

“Aww,” Six said. “You care.”

Nine snorted. “Hardly.”

Six touched her head. “It’s still in there,” she said.

“They’ll take it out back at HGA,” Nine said. “The one in Sam, too.”

“You have him?” Six said hopefully.

Nine shook his head. “Nemo and Max are looking into it,” he said. “But I’m not sure he’s even here. He could be anywhere.”

Six’s elation at having her Legacies back faded a little.

“Don’t worry,” Nine said. “We’ll find him.”

Six nodded. “What’s going on here anyway? What are the Mogs doing? And how did they manage it? Those things weren’t exactly tiny. Someone had to have helped them set this up.”

“Lexa did some snooping after you called us,” Nine said. “Turns out the Saturn Hotel is owned by one of Helena Armbruster’s companies.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“My guess is they’ve been planning this for a while,” Nine continued. “Maybe with the help of someone inside Cirque des Étoiles.”

“But those things are huge,” Six said. “Where have they been keeping them?”

Nine shook his head. “How about we ask them when we catch them?” he said. “Speaking of that, are you up for getting going?”

He stood and offered Six his hand. She allowed him to help her to her feet.

“How do you feel?”

“Are you going to ask me that every five minutes, Dad?” Six said.

“Keep that attitude and there’ll be no ice cream for you, little lady,” Nine said, shaking his finger at her.

“I feel fine,” Six said. “Where to now?”

“We should probably follow the fire and the screaming,” Nine said.

They walked back into the arena. In the time that they’d been backstage, the fire department had arrived and was putting out the dozen or more fires blazing around the place. Seeing Six and Nine, one of the firefighters trotted over.

“You can’t be in here,” she said. Then she looked again. “Hey—you’re the Garde! What are you doing in here?”

“Same thing you are,” Nine said. “Trying to get this under control.”

“What the hell is going on?” the woman asked. “People are saying there are monsters running loose.”

“Animatronics,” Nine said. “Built for the show. Something went wrong.”

The woman looked doubtful. She nodded at the dead beast lying by the ruins of the stage. The metal pole still jutted from its body. Sticky black blood oozed from the wound. “That looks pretty real,” she said.

“Hydraulic fluid,” Nine said smoothly. “And don’t touch it. It could be corrosive.”

The firefighter ignored the comment. “There are bodies,” she said, indicating several telltale black bags lying off to one side.

Nine and Six looked at one another.

“Listen,” Six said. “We’re going to contain this. For now, all you know is that those things are robots built for the show. Something went wrong with them and some people got hurt. Okay?”

The woman looked doubtful. She started to say something.

“We’ll take care of it,” Six said quickly. “I promise.”

The firefighter nodded. “Animatronic space monsters,” she said. “You got it.”

“Thank you,” said Six.

“By the way, some of those injured people are pretty famous,” the woman said. “It won’t be long before someone tweets or posts about this to their millions of followers. So you should probably have a plan.”

“I always do,” Nine said, giving the woman his most charming grin.

The woman looked at Six, obviously not enraptured by Nine’s personality.

“We’ll take care of it,” Six said again.

The woman went back to work, ordering the various crews around the arena. Six and Nine left her to do her job, walking into the tunnel connecting the arena to the hotel. It too was in ruins.

Nine took out a phone and started typing.

“What are you doing?” Six asked.

“Looking at Instagram,” he said. “Just kidding. I’m letting Lexa know that she needs to start doing damage control. We can’t have anyone knowing that a bunch of monsters are trying to destroy Las Vegas. And we don’t want a mass panic about the Mogadorians.”

“It’s going to be kind of hard to cover this up,” Six said as they reached the lobby. She pointed outside. “Those monsters aren’t exactly tiny.”

Nine looked. Three creatures were out there. A throng of people had gathered around, and lights from police cruisers flashed red and blue.

“Shit,” Six said. “There’s a news van.”

They walked towards the doors and went outside. Six expected to find people in a panic, but was surprised to discover that many of them were actually doing things like taking video of the three creatures with their phones and snapping photos of themselves or their friends standing with the monsters in the backgrounds. The beasts themselves were oddly still. They looked around, occasionally roaring and rearing up on their back legs to claw at the sky, but they weren’t attacking.

“This is weird,” Six said.

“They’re waiting,” Nine said.

“For what?”

“I’m guessing a signal of some kind,” Nine said. “It’s like they’re trying to draw as big a crowd as possible here before starting the next attack.”

Six understood. “They want witnesses,” she said. “An audience.”

“Dude, those things are awesome,” a young man standing next to them said to his friend. “They look totally real.”

“I heard it’s part of a promo for the new Revengers movie,” the friend said.

“You guys really need to get out of here,” Six said.

The boys looked at her. Their faces lit up. “You’re Six!” one of them said. His eyes shifted to Nine. “And you’re . . . that other dude.”

“Nine,” his friend said. “They’re Six and Nine. Hey, are you guys part of this movie?”

“Yes,” Nine said as Six said, “No.”

“I get it,” the young man said. “You’re not supposed to talk about it. Don’t worry. We’ll play along.” He held up his phone. “Dude, get in there with them. I’ll get a pic.”

The second boy squeezed in between Six and Nine and gave a thumbs-up, his friend taking the photo before Six or Nine could stop him. They started to swap places for another photo, but Six said, “We’ve really got to go,” and walked away.

Nine caught up with her. “That was rude,” he said. “You should always be nice to the fans.”

“That one didn’t even know who you are, Other Dude.”

“Not everyone is good with numbers,” Nine said.

Six scanned the area. “Didn’t you say you left Nemo and Max here?” she said.

Nine looked at his phone again. “They went looking for Sam,” he said. “Oh, and they had a run-in with Seamus and Boomer.”

“They texted you?”

“I was kind of busy saving you and everything,” Nine said. “Besides, that’s how kids communicate these days. When did you get so old?”

Six ignored him. She walked over to a group of police officers. “You need to get these people out of here,” she said. “Those things are going to attack.”

The officers laughed. Six stared at them. “I’m not joking around here. Those things are real.”

“Sure they are,” one of the officers said.

“Wait a minute,” another one said. “You’re the girl from the security footage. You were riding one of those things in the hotel.”

“Yeah,” Six said. “I was. And you saw the damage they did in there. The fires. The injured people. The goddamn bodies.”

The officers stared at her, saying nothing.

“Are you hearing anything I’m saying?” Six said, her voice rising.

“I think you should come with me.”

Six turned. Another officer was standing behind her.

“Finally,” Six said. “Look. Those things are going to—”

The officer reached for his belt and unhooked a pair of handcuffs. “Maybe you didn’t hear me the first time,” he said.

Six realized what was happening. “You want to arrest me?”

“According to the Cirque des Étoiles folks, you pretended to be one of their cast members, stole one of their animatronic critters and caused a whole lot of trouble,” the officer said. “And like Officer Herren said, there’s video to back it up.”

“I was trying to stop them,” Six objected. “Nine? Tell him—”

She looked around, but Nine was nowhere to be seen.

“Where the hell did he go?” Six said to herself.

“All right,” the officer said, reaching for her arm. “Let’s just go down to the station and—”

Six shoved him. He flew backwards. Behind her, she heard the sound of guns being drawn, followed by three voices saying, “Hands up!”

She went invisible. The officers shouted. One reached out to touch where she’d last seen Six standing. Six darted out of her way. She didn’t have time to deal with this latest problem. Whoever was helping the Mogs was obviously orchestrating a setup of some kind, distracting anyone who could actually help from doing so.

Well, Six was going to do something. At least she was if she could figure out where the hell Nine had gone. She was scanning the crowd for him, when she heard an excited roar go up. She turned around.

Eleni had appeared, floating over the crowd on some kind of hovering platform. She looked like something out of a science fiction movie, dressed all in black with her platinum-blond hair streaming around her. In one hand she held a staff tipped with a glowing blue orb. In her other, a fireball swirled.

She maneuvered so that she was just above the heads of the three monsters, who stood beneath her swaying from side to side, as if they were in a trance. All around the plaza, cameras flashed. The news crew turned their attention to her, a reporter talking excitedly as the camera operator filmed the proceedings.

“This isn’t good,” Six said to herself. “Come on, Nine. Where are you?”

Eleni raised her staff. The orb changed from blue to an ugly yellowish-green. At the same time, the three beasts’ eyes also began to glow. They opened their mouths and roared. One of them took a step forward, its huge foot crushing the hood of a police car. The crowd cheered.

Six saw the police officers who had been so anxious to take her in approach the monsters. One of them shouted something at Eleni. Eleni responded by throwing the fireball in her hand at them. One of the officers caught fire, spinning around as he attempted to put out the flames. The crowd gasped.

Another of the officers aimed a gun at Eleni. She formed another fireball and launched it. The officer fired, missing her. Eleni pointed her staff. The nearest monster leaned down, its jaws opening, and took the man in its mouth. A moment later, the lower half of his body tumbled to the pavement.

“Oh my God,” someone said. “She wasn’t kidding. Those things are real.”

Six turned her head and saw the two young men she and Nine had interacted with earlier. They stared in horror at Eleni and her trio of monsters.

“Dude,” one said. “We’ve got to go.”

As if hearing him, the crowd began to scatter. Shots rang out. And the three beasts began their attack.





CHAPTER SEVEN

SAM

LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

SAM HAD BEEN IN A KIND OF HALF SLEEP, FADING in and out of wakefulness. He didn’t know how long it had been since Magdalena had left the room, leaving him with the others. They were supposed to be watching him, but they’d taken his chair into the bedroom and left him there while they hung out in the living room. The door was shut halfway, and voices from the television mingled with their own, so he couldn’t tell them apart. They were watching some kind of sci-fi movie, and that had run together with the thoughts in his head, so that he couldn’t quite remember where he was or what was happening. He was sure that he knew the people who were talking—at least some of them—but he couldn’t recall their names. His memory was getting worse. He was so tired. All he wanted to do was close his eyes and have everything fade away.

He was about to pass out when he heard shouting. Something was happening in the other room. He heard a series of crashes. More yelling. Then someone burst into the room and the door slammed shut.

“Keep them out!” a girl’s voice said.

“How?” a boy answered. “There are three of them.”

“Just try,” said the girl.

Then someone was touching his face. “Sam?” It was the girl.

Sam opened his eyes and looked at her. Something about her was familiar, but he couldn’t remember why.

“It’s Nemo,” she said as she dug something out of her pocket. “I’ve got something that will help you. At least, I hope it will.”

She moved behind him. Sam felt something like a bee sting, then a burning sensation.

“Is it working?” the boy called out as someone pounded on the door from the other side.

“I can’t tell,” the girl said.

She moved away from Sam, joining the boy by the door. Sam didn’t know what they were doing, and now he was distracted by the intense pain that had ripped through his head. He cried out.

“What’s wrong with him?” the boy said.

“I don’t know,” said the girl. “I don’t know how this is supposed to work.”

The room grew suddenly cold. Sam shivered and moaned as a fresh wave of pain broke over him.

“It’s Spike,” the girl’s voice said. “He’s trying to freeze us out.”

Sam’s body spasmed. His teeth chattered. It felt as if a giant hand was squeezing his head. Then someone was beside him, putting a hand on his face. Sam’s vision blurred, but when he looked up he saw a girl standing in front of him. Not the first girl, but a new one. She regarded him with a sad expression.

“Get away from him, Ghost!” the boy shouted.

“I’m sorry,” the girl whispered to Sam.

He felt the world dissolve around him. For a moment he had no body. His atoms had been pulled apart, and he existed only as pure thought. It felt wonderful to be free of his tormented body, and he experienced several seconds of joy before he was slammed back into the prison of flesh and bone.

He was outside. It was night. The moon seemed to hang just overhead, fat and white. When Sam looked out, it appeared he was floating in a sea of stars. Then he realized that they were electric lights. He was somewhere high up.

“We’re on the roof of the hotel,” a voice said. “Magdalena told me to get you out of there if anyone came for you.”

Sam saw the girl from before standing a little way away. His mind was rapidly clearing. He was starting to remember.

“Ghost,” he said.

The girl nodded, smiling a little.

“And Nemo,” Sam said, recalling the name of the other girl. “Nemo was there.”

Ghost’s smile faded. “I wish they hadn’t come,” she said. “I wish she and Max had stayed away. There’s nothing they can do.”

But they had done something. Sam felt different. Better. More and more memories flooded his head: the Mogs, the parasite, the bunker, Six. Then he recalled the sting on his arm. Had Nemo injected him with something? Is that why he was remembering?

Ghost walked closer. She turned and looked out over the city, pushing her hair behind her ear with a small gesture that made her seem younger than she was, like a little girl. “I want to go home,” she said softly. “But I don’t know where that is anymore.”

Sam recalled the first time he’d seen the girl, the details coming to him with surprising ease. New Orleans. Only a few months before. She’d seemed weak then, unsure of herself and her Legacy. He remembered seeing her lying on the street in a puddle of blood after being shot by Dennings. Dennings, who was dead now. So much had happened to this girl. So many terrible things. She had become someone different.

And yet, standing in the moonlight, her face was once more that of the frightened little girl Sam had first encountered. She was still in there somewhere.

With every minute that passed, Sam was feeling more himself. He was still very, very tired. But his head was clear and he could think again. Whatever Nemo had injected him with, it was working. He decided it would be a mistake to show Ghost that the parasite’s control had been broken, so he continued to sit with his head bowed as he quietly tested his Legacies. He first tried to see if he could levitate the chair at all. He succeeded in lifting it a quarter of an inch, then set it back down. The effort exhausted him, but at least he knew he could do it.

“I know how you feel,” he said, keeping his words mumbled.

Ghost turned her face to him. Her cheeks were wet with tears. “What do you mean?”

“I know what it’s like to feel like you don’t belong anywhere,” Sam said slowly. “Remember, I was one of the first humans to develop a Legacy. I had no idea what that made me, or what it meant.”

“But you had Six and Nine and the others,” Ghost said.

“And you have them, too,” said Sam. “And Nemo and Max. They understand you better than anybody.”

Ghost didn’t respond. She looked away. Sam wondered what the Mogs had done to make her so loyal to them, to make her feel like they cared more about her than her real friends did. He wondered if she was beyond saving, if the girl he’d caught a glimpse of earlier was too far gone to come back.

He tried using his telekinesis to work the locking mechanism on the handcuffs. He pushed the pins with his mind, sliding them in different directions until he felt them open up. Carefully, so as not to alert Ghost to what he was doing, he slid a hand free, then used it to pull the cuff from the other wrist. His arms ached from being in the same position for so long, but he forced himself to keep them there so that it looked like he was still attached to the chair.

“You know you’re always welcome at the Academy,” he said, trying to keep Ghost talking.

Ghost made a sound halfway between a laugh and a cry. “They don’t want me,” she said. “It’s too late for that.”

She walked a few steps, until she was standing on the edge of the roof, the tips of her boots hanging over the edge. Seeing her there made Sam’s heart beat faster and his palms sweat. He wanted to call her back, but resisted the impulse.

“I wonder what would happen if I fell,” Ghost said, seeming to speak to herself as much as to him. “Would I be able to let myself fall all the way? Or would my Legacy kick in at the last second and teleport me somewhere safe?”

“Let’s not find out,” a voice said from behind Sam.

He turned his head, and for the first time noticed something huge perched on top of the hotel. It was an enormous metal statue of the planet Saturn, complete with rings circling it. It stood atop a pole, seeming to float in the air above the building. Lights inside of the central globe were visible through small holes in the surface of the planet, making it radiate light.

Magdalena walked out of the shadows that pooled beneath the statue. Sam kept his hands behind him, hoping she wouldn’t look too closely and see that the handcuffs were loose. But she seemed more interested in twirling around with her arms stretched out.

“Isn’t it a beautiful night?” she said.

Neither Ghost nor Sam answered her. Sam kept his head low, reminding himself that he was supposed to be incapacitated by the parasite. Ghost stepped away from the edge of the roof and folded her arms over her chest.

Magdalena skipped to the edge of the building and looked over the edge. “You should see what’s going on down there,” she said. “My babies are having quite a time.” She sighed. “Of course Eleni is making herself the star of the show. I probably shouldn’t have given her that Legacy.”

Sam looked at her, forgetting that he was supposed to be out of it. What had she said? She’d given Eleni a Legacy?

Magdalena giggled. “Just imagine what I can do with what my little friend is collecting in your head,” she said, walking over to Sam. “I can’t wait to take him out.” She frowned. “That means you’ll be dead, which isn’t great for you. But you probably don’t really know what’s going on at this point anyway.”

“What’s happening in the room?” Ghost asked.

Magdalena shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said. “I heard a lot of banging and figured you’d left. I was right.”

“You didn’t even check on the others?” Ghost said.

“Why should I?” said Magdalena. “The only one I need is right here.”

She tapped Sam on the head, as if petting him. Sam, watching Ghost, saw her expression harden. If Magdalena noticed, she didn’t say anything. Rather, she said, “We might as well transport him out of here. Back to the lab. It’s about time I remove the parasite.”

“What about Eleni and those . . . things?” said Ghost.

Magdalena waved a hand. “That’s her problem,” she said. “She’s the one who wanted to make a big production. Now she’s got it. She doesn’t need me to help her control the grindles. She’s got the staff.”

Grindles. Is that what she calls them? Sam thought. He hadn’t seen one yet, so he could only imagine what they looked like. He pictured mouths full of teeth. He wondered what the rest of them looked like. And what was this staff Magdalena was talking about?

“All right,” Magdalena said. “Let’s get moving. Come over here and whoosh us back to the lab.”

Ghost hesitated a moment, as if she might say something. Then she walked over to where Sam and Magdalena were standing. She reached out her hand to touch Sam’s shoulder.

Sam jumped to his feet. The chair toppled backwards. Magdalena, startled, took a few steps back. Sam grabbed Ghost and, lifting her, ran to the edge of the roof. He hesitated only a moment, then jumped with Ghost in his arms.

The night raced by them as they fell. Sam wrapped his arms around Ghost, holding tightly and thinking about their earlier conversation. What would she choose? He thought he knew—hoped he was right. But what if he wasn’t? What if she decided to just let them both fall? He prayed she wouldn’t, but even if she did, at least the Mogs wouldn’t have his Legacies.

The ground was rushing up at them. Sam saw lights flashing blue and red. He saw tiny specks moving, then realized that they were people running. And he saw, finally, the grindles. They were monstrous, lumbering around in the street, smashing things with their claws.

Then they were gone. Everything was gone, and he once again felt as if he’d left his body. Ghost had chosen.

When he reappeared, the first thing he heard was someone yelling, “Jackpot!” This was followed by the ringing of a bell and the sound of coins falling into a metal tray. Then he realized that he was lying on the floor, still hugging Ghost, and that several people were bent over staring at them from their seats on stools that were pulled up in front of slot machines.

“Must be part of that magic show,” a woman said, taking a sip from the drink in her hand and turning her attention back to the machine she was playing.

Sam let go of Ghost, who sat up. “It was the first place I thought of,” Ghost said.

Sam sat up too, then got to his feet and pulled Ghost up beside him. “I’m just glad you picked someplace,” he said.

Ghost was looking at him intently. “How long have you been back to normal?”

“Not long,” Sam said. “Nemo gave me a shot of something. I don’t know what it is, but it seems to have worked.”

Ghost sighed. “I’ve got to go back to her,” she said. “Magdalena, I mean. Not Nemo.”

“Why?” Sam asked.

Ghost shrugged. “I just do,” she said. “That’s all. But you should go help Nemo and Max. They’re right down the street. I’d teleport you there, but I’ll be in enough trouble for losing you.”

“You don’t have to go,” Sam said.

But Ghost was already gone.

“How does she do that?” the woman playing slots nearby asked. “Is there a trapdoor or something under there?”

Sam ignored her, turning and making his way across the casino. The place was packed, and he wondered why everybody wasn’t in the streets, given the commotion going on outside the Saturn Hotel. When he neared the casino doors, however, he saw that there were police there, keeping people from leaving. Also, several casino employees were handing out vouchers for free game play and the buffet.

“All-you-can-eat crab legs!” a smiling woman said, waving a piece of paper at Sam. “And a chocolate fountain?”

Sam pressed by her and tried to leave, but a policeman stopped him. “You need to stay inside, sir,” he said. “There’s a downed power line, and it’s not safe to walk out there quite yet. But the crew is working on it, and it should be fixed shortly.”

“That’s not true, dude,” a young man nearby said. “There are freaking monsters out there. We saw them. Here. Look.”

He dragged Sam away from the doors and held out his phone. Sam looked at the photo. It was of Six. Behind her was one of the grindles.

“We were right there, man. Right. There. Don’t believe what the cops are saying. They just don’t want anyone to know.”

Sam wasn’t listening. He was staring at Six. She was all right. He had to get to her.

He turned and ran back through the casino, looking for another exit. He found several, but all of them were blocked by guards and a phalanx of nervous-looking casino workers armed with buffet passes. Looking at them, Sam got an idea.

He closed his eyes, focusing his concentration on the room full of slot machines. Their internal machinery whirred and clicked as levers were pulled and buttons were pressed. He reached out to the closest one, telling the gears to settle into a winning position. A moment later, the sound of a payoff alarm jangled and someone shouted in delight as tokens poured out.

Sam kept going. Around the room, machines began to clatter and ring as everyone playing them became a winner. Sam opened his eyes and smiled at the sight of people greedily catching tokens in their hands and in the big plastic cups designed to hold the payouts. But their excitement quickly turned to chaos as the machines kept spitting out tokens and they began to fall to the floor, where other players knelt to scoop them up.

“Hey!” a man shouted, shoving aside another man who was busily cramming tokens into his pockets. “Those are mine!”

The men began to wrestle. Similar skirmishes erupted throughout the room as more and more of the little metal coins flew out. The police guarding the doors abandoned their posts to break up the worst of the fights.

Sam took advantage of the disruption to run to one of the now-unguarded doors. He pushed it open and looked around. He was at the rear of the casino, in an alley built for delivery trucks and trash cans rather than the feet of tourists. There were no cops to stop him from leaving.

He walked to the street. Looking to his right, he saw the towering form of the Saturn Hotel. Flashing lights surrounded it. Helicopters buzzed nearby. And in the middle of the lights he saw the forms of the grindles.

He started running.





CHAPTER EIGHT

MAX AND NEMO

LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

MAX STARED AT THE SPOT WHERE SAM HAD BEEN.

The temperature in the room had dropped considerably thanks to Spike, and Max’s breath fogged the air. Beside him, Nemo continued to use her telekinesis to keep the door shut, while on the other side, Freakshow was working just as hard to open it.

“Max!” Nemo said, trying to get his attention.

“She took him,” Max said. “He’s gone.”

Nemo glanced over. In the moment that her attention was diverted, her telekinesis faltered. The door burst open and Freakshow stood there, a triumphant grin on her face. Spike, beside her, shook his hands as if they were worn out from using his Legacy.

“You could have just opened it,” Freakshow said.

Max faced her, his hands balled at his sides. “Where did she take Sam?” he said, his voice tight with anger.

“Don’t know and don’t care,” Freakshow said. “He’s not my problem now. You are.”

Max raised his hands.

“Look at you, getting all forceful,” Freakshow said, laughing. “What’s your Legacy again? Oh, right. Translating. Not exactly a great offense.” She looked at Nemo. “And I don’t see any water here.”

“I don’t need water to kick your ass,” Nemo said, holding her hands palms out and sending a telekinetic blast at the girl.

Freakshow put her own hands up, blocking the attack. The girls were evenly matched, and neither was doing much in the way of hurting the other. Spike and Max were likewise cancelling one another out. The only difference was that Max and Nemo were trapped inside the room, and the only way out was through Freakshow and Spike.

Max looked at Nemo. As much as it pained him to admit it, she was stronger than he was telekinetically. Also, she was faster. If one of them was going to have a better chance than the other of getting out and getting help, it was Nemo. He could help her, but it meant doing something he was afraid to do.

He took a deep breath and charged at Freakshow. Thinking that neither of them would dare get within touching distance of her, this took her by surprise. Max tackled her, shoving her into Spike. The three of them went down to the floor.

“Run!” Max shouted as Freakshow grabbed his wrist.

Immediately, Max saw himself on the street in New Orleans. Ghost lay on the ground nearby, bleeding. A little way off, a man had his arm around Nemo’s neck. In his other hand was a gun.

“Help Ghost!” Nemo yelled.

Max stepped towards his friend.

“Do it and I’ll kill her!” the man holding Nemo said.

Max looked at Ghost. Her chest was rising and falling irregularly. He knew she was dying.

“Do it, Max!” Nemo said.

Max looked from one friend to the other. If he helped Ghost, Nemo would die. If he did nothing, Ghost would die and the man might kill Nemo anyway. He felt powerless, hopeless, useless. He didn’t even know how to use his Legacies to help.

Ghost turned her head, looking at him with eyes that were quickly dimming. “Max,” she whispered. “Help me.” She lifted her hand, holding it out to him.

Max cried out in frustration and rage. He took a step forward. There was a shot. He started to turn his head, but then the vision vanished. He was lying on the floor in the hotel, looking up at the ceiling. Beside him, Freakshow was standing up.

“Knock it off,” she said to him.

Behind her, Spike was rubbing his face.

“Why didn’t you stop her?” Freakshow said accusingly.

“She caught me by surprise,” Spike said. He looked at his fingers. Blood covered the tips, and more dribbled from his split lip. “And she kicked me in the mouth jumping over us. Should we go after her?”

Freakshow took a phone from her pocket. “Nah,” she said. “I’ll text Seamus and Boomer. Let them take care of her. It’s not like she can do much of anything. Her Legacy is useless here. We’ll wait here for Magdalena. That was the plan. Then Ghost can teleport us all out of this place.”

“I wish we could see what’s going on out there,” Spike said. “How’d we get stuck with babysitting anyway?”

“Just tie him up,” Freakshow said. She looked down at Max. “And don’t even think of trying to be a big hero again. Whatever it was you saw, I’ll make you see it over and over until your mind can’t take it anymore and it breaks.”

Spike bent down and roughly pulled Max to his feet. Pushing him over to a chair, he forced him into it. “Stay there,” he warned, then went and took the belt from a bathrobe hanging on the back of the door. He used it to tie Max’s hands behind his back.

“I don’t get it,” Max said. “What do you guys think the Mogs are going to give you for being their sidekicks?”

“I’m nobody’s sidekick,” Freakshow said.

Max snorted. “Whatever you say, sidekick.”

Freakshow stormed over, holding out her hands. “Sounds like you want to be back in nightmare land,” she said. “What’s your worst fear, anyway? Finding yourself in your underwear in front of the whole school?”

“What’s yours?” Max shot back. “Everyone finding out that without your Legacy you’re a scared little bully who’s pretty much afraid of everything?”

Freakshow’s face turned red, and she started to come towards Max. Spike grabbed her arm. “Let it go,” he said.

Freakshow shook Spike’s hand off. She pointed a finger at Max. “Once they tell me they don’t need you anymore, you’re dead. That is, if the operation to get that thing crawling around in your head out doesn’t kill you first.” She laughed meanly.

Max didn’t say anything. He didn’t want to give away the fact that the parasite was dead and couldn’t hurt him anymore. But Spike was looking at him with a peculiar expression. Max caught his eye for a moment, then looked down.

“How come you’re not sick?” Spike said. “Like Sam is. If you’ve got a parasite in you, you should be all messed up, and you’re not.”

Max shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe I don’t really have one in me. Maybe Magdalena just wanted me to think I did.”

Spike shook his head. “Uh-uh,” he said. “She made a big deal about it. You’ve got one, all right.”

“Then maybe it’s not working,” Max said. “I don’t know.”

He hoped Spike would let it go. He didn’t.

“Or maybe someone figured out a way to stop it,” Spike said.

He was looking around on the floor. Now he bent down and picked something up. It was a hypodermic needle.

“What’s that?” Freakshow said.

“Looks like somebody got injected with something,” Spike said. He waved the syringe back and forth. “Any idea what was in this?” he asked Max.

Max thought about denying knowing anything. But he knew they wouldn’t believe him anyway, so he took another tack. “It’s supposed to be something to slow it down,” he said. “Until we can get him back to HGA.”

“Did they give it to you too?” Spike asked.

Max nodded.

“Well, it seems to be working,” Spike said. “So it will probably work on Sam, too.” He looked at Freakshow. “We need to let Magdalena know. If Sam is back to normal, he’s dangerous.”

“And if they got it into Six, she’s even more of a problem,” Freakshow added, taking out her phone and texting furiously.

Max looked at the floor. He’d tried to help, but now things were even worse. He hoped Nemo was having better luck.

Nemo ran down the corridor of the hotel. She was almost to the elevators, when she realized that she had no idea where she was going. She stopped and looked behind her. Spike and Freakshow weren’t following her. This was more a worry than it was a relief. It meant that they didn’t think they needed to.

She almost went back. Leaving Max alone with the two of them didn’t sit right with her. But she needed to get help. As much as she hated to admit it, her and Max’s Legacies were no match for Spike’s. And even though Freakshow’s Legacy wasn’t something that could flat-out hurt them, it was even more terrifying. She knew the girl had used it on Max, and it killed her to think of what he might have seen, might even be seeing right now. He’d put himself at great risk creating an opportunity for Nemo to get away. She was determined not to waste it.

She took her phone out. Now she regretted not sending Nine a text letting him know what she and Max were doing. But she would fix that now. When she saw that she had one from him, her heart leaped.

I HAVE 6. ON OUR WAY. WHERE R U?

Even though she was worried, she laughed at his use of textspeak. She started to reply, when the elevator doors dinged. She looked up just in time to see Seamus and Boomer coming out.

“Going somewhere?” Seamus asked.

Nemo turned and ran. Her phone slipped from her hand and fell to the carpet, where she accidentally kicked it and sent it sliding even farther out of reach. There was no time to bend and retrieve it, so she left it behind, cursing her clumsiness as she tried to outrun the two boys, who were hot on her heels. She swore as she saw Seamus pause to pick her phone up and slip it into his pocket.

She had no idea where to go, and so she just ran, turning when she came to a corner and continuing down another hallway. When she spied a red sign at the end saying EMERGENCY EXIT, she doubled her efforts. Reaching the door, she glanced at the warning there saying ALARM WILL SOUND and hit the push bar hard. True to the sign’s word, a loud buzzing sound began ringing.

Behind the door was a set of stairs going both up and down. Nemo considered going down, then decided that was the way Seamus and Boomer would expect her to go, and so she chose to go up. She hoped that maybe she could open the door on the next floor and retrace her steps back to the elevators.

When she reached the next landing, however, she discovered that it was a dead end. The door in front of her said ROOF ACCESS ONLY. She was about to turn around, when she heard footsteps coming behind her.

She opened the door. A cool breeze hit her in the face as she stepped out onto the roof of the Saturn Hotel. She paused, trying to figure out where she could go, but the sound of the boys’ voices behind her forced her forward. She ran blindly, heading for the center of the roof, where she saw a huge statue of the planet Saturn rising up into the night sky. She hoped she could find someplace there to hide.

Seamus and Boomer were not far behind.

“There she is!” Boomer called.

Nemo reached the base of the statue, where she discovered a ladder set into one side. She put her hand on it and started to climb. As she did, Magdalena appeared from around the other side. When she saw Nemo, she clapped her hands.

“Oh! I love surprises!” she said.

Nemo ignored her and climbed. Magdalena didn’t have any Legacies, and right now she was the least of Nemo’s worries. She kept going, reaching the top of the platform, where she paused and looked down. Seamus and Boomer were standing beside Magdalena, looking up at her.

“There’s nothing to turn into a bomb,” Boomer said, sounding irritated.

“We don’t need one of your bombs,” Seamus said. “I’ll just call some of my friends.”

Nemo didn’t wait around to see what kind of bugs he was going to summon. She went to the large pole that the statue of Saturn stood on. It too had a ladder affixed to it. She started climbing. She had no idea how going even higher up was going to help her, but she figured it was better than being on the roof in a three-against-one battle.

When she reached the bottom of the planet, she discovered that it was hollow, and that she could crawl inside. She did, finding herself inside a globe about twenty feet wide. It was filled with lights that twinkled on and off. The ladder kept going up, ending in a platform that had a small door in it. Nemo ignored it for the moment, trying to catch her breath and think.

She didn’t have long. A moment later, she heard buzzing.

Not more flies, she thought.

But it wasn’t flies. It was bees. They began pouring into the globe through the cracks in the planet’s surface. They immediately surrounded Nemo, stinging. She swatted at them with her hands, but it did little good. For every one she killed, there was another to take its place. Soon they were stinging her all over.

Out of desperation, she climbed again, going up to the little platform. She shoved open the door she found there and crawled out onto a narrow platform that extended out about ten feet before connecting with a wider, curved ledge. It was supposed to be the ring around Saturn, she realized.

The bees had followed her, and continued to sting. Her body burned as their venom coursed through her. She tried using her telekinesis to push them away, but it didn’t work. The constant pain made it impossible to sustain a field for very long, and whenever she faltered, the bees slipped through and resumed their assault.

Out of desperation, she crawled along the platform and onto the metal ring. Looking down, she saw that she was now actually extended over the edge of the room. The ground seemed miles away, and she felt her heart freeze in her chest as vertigo overwhelmed her. She flattened herself against the metal and closed her eyes.

“Not afraid of heights, are you?”

Boomer’s voice came from behind her. Her eyes, swelling shut from the bee stings, refused to open. She forced them, blinking through tears, and saw Boomer in the doorway. He held something in his hand. Something glowing.

“You should have gone down,” he said.

Nemo started to crawl. She could barely see, but she could feel the metal beneath her hands. The buzzing bees kept up a disorienting cacophony that filled her head. She almost didn’t feel the stings anymore, there were so many of them.

She felt a burning pain sear through her leg. Boomer had thrown whatever was in his hand at her. She screamed, instinctively rolling onto her side. Then she realized that her shoulder and head were not touching anything solid. She had almost fallen over the edge of the ring.

“Magdalena says she doesn’t have any use for you,” Boomer called out. “She says I can do what I want with you.”

Nemo, on her back, forced her eyes open. Boomer was standing on the ring, staring at her from a dozen feet away. He had another glowing object in his hand.

“Guess I don’t have a fear of heights,” he said.

Nemo anticipated the hit, but it still felt like being shot when the burning thing struck her stomach. She screamed and rolled. She felt herself sliding over the edge and clutched at the surface of the ring. She managed to hang on, but she knew she was close to falling.

Boomer laughed. “This is too easy,” he said.

The bees buzzed in Nemo’s ears, taunting her.

“Hey!” Boomer shouted. “Call off your bugs!”

A moment later, the bees left just as they’d come, lifting away from Nemo and disappearing into the night. Her body still burned from their stings, and she gasped for breath as the venom did its work. She could feel her throat closing up.

“Come on,” Boomer said. “At least try.”

Nemo looked up at him through narrow slits, barely able to see him. He held up his hand, showing her another glowing object.

“Last chance,” he said.

Rage surged through Nemo, pushing the pain back enough for her to get onto her knees. She breathed in ragged gasps as she forced herself to her feet to face Boomer. She swayed unsteadily, and thought she might fall over if she tried to take even one step. But she stood her ground. She held up her hands, willing her Legacy to work.

Boomer laughed as he threw his bomb at her.

Nemo saw the air between them shimmer. Then Ghost appeared. She was facing Nemo, and didn’t see Boomer behind her. When Boomer’s missile hit her in the back, she stumbled forward, her mouth open in a scream. Nemo opened her arms and caught her. The force almost pushed both of them over the edge of the ring, but Nemo fought to stay still.

Ghost was lying limp against her. Nemo fell to her knees and laid her friend on the ring. When she pulled her hands away, they were covered in blood. Nemo looked at Boomer. He no longer had anything in his hands. Nemo realized that he was out of weapons.

She summoned the last of her fading strength. Holding her hands up, she focused her telekinesis and pushed as hard as she could. She watched as Boomer flew backwards, off the ring and out over the edge of the hotel. He didn’t even scream as he fell.

Nemo looked down at Ghost. Her eyes were open, and she was smiling a sad smile.

“You’re going to be okay,” Nemo said. “Can you get us out of here?”

Ghost shut her eyes. She winced in pain as she tried. “No,” she said. “I don’t think I can.”

Nemo gathered her into her arms. “It’s okay,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” Ghost said.

“Me too,” said Nemo.

Ghost started to say something else, then coughed.

“Shh,” Nemo said, stroking Ghost’s hair. “It’s okay.”

Ghost said nothing. Nemo felt tears slip from her eyes. “It’s okay,” she whispered again. “It’s okay.”





CHAPTER NINE

SIX

LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

SIX HAD NEVER IN HER LIFE WISHED SHE COULD fly more than she did standing on the ground looking up at Eleni hovering overhead, conducting the movements of the three monsters as if she was some kind of orchestra leader.

The towering beasts roared and clawed at the air. Where their feet fell, cars crumpled and street signs fell like sticks. People scattered, screaming and running away from the destruction now that they realized that what was happening was real. Watching them, Eleni laughed.

“Hey! Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?!” Six shouted. “Metaphorically speaking,” she added under her breath. She looked at Nine. “What’s that thing she’s riding, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” Nine said, eyeing the floating platform. “But I want one.”

Eleni turned her attention to Six and Nine, noticing them for the first time. She scowled. Then she waved her staff. The three monsters turned their heads, each looking a different direction. Two of them started off in opposite directions, their bulky bodies filling the street as they went deeper into the city.

“She’s trying to divide our attention,” Six said angrily.

“Well, it’s working,” said Nine. “Do you want to go after those two or deal with her and the third one?”

“Leave her to me,” Six said. “This has been a long time coming.”

Nine grinned. “Have fun,” he said, then took off after one of the retreating beasts.

Six focused her attention on Eleni and the remaining monster. It loomed over her, the stench of its foul breath filling the air as it roared.

“Here goes nothing,” Six said, and ran towards it.

She leaped up, getting a purchase on its scaly hide and climbing its leg until she was on its shoulder. Eleni still hovered above it on her platform, out of reach. Six attempted to hit the platform with a wave of telekinesis, but Eleni was expecting it and rose up and away.

Six considered conjuring a storm. Something to knock Eleni off. But since she was getting reacquainted with her Legacies, Six knew she had to be careful about collateral damage with the crowd below. Police were attempting to herd bystanders out of the way, but people were too interested in what was happening to leave.

She decided to risk it.

Concentrating on the air above Eleni, she summoned lightning. The air crackled with electricity. Eleni, hearing it, looked up just as a bolt burst towards her. She managed to maneuver out of the way at the last second, and the lightning hit one of the police cars.

“She’s attacking us!” an officer shouted, pointing at Six as two more bolts rained down.

“I’m trying to stop the psychopath!” Six shouted back.

He ignored her, pulling his pistol as several of the other officers did the same thing. Half pointed them at Six, while the other half pointed them at Eleni. Six braced herself to deflect the bullets if they fired, and quickly quelled the lightning storm, not wanting to antagonize the police any further.

Before she could figure out another way to get to Eleni, the Mog’s staff started to glow. Then she raised it, and the beast Six was standing on tried to shake her off. Six fell into a crouch, hanging on as she had the first time she’d ridden one. She was used to their movements now, and knew where to stick her fingers between the scales to keep from falling off. The monsters were huge, but they were also slow, so she was able to adjust to the thing’s attempts to dislodge her.

Eleni called up a fireball and launched it at Six. Six deflected it easily with a burst of telekinesis, rendering it harmless. Then she went invisible. Eleni shouted in rage and frustration, sending out a volley of smaller fireballs towards the place where she thought Six was. But Six had moved, climbing onto the beast’s head. Eleni was just above her now, scanning for signs of Six.

Six crouched and jumped, propelling herself into the air. She reached for the edge of the hovering platform, managing to grip it with the fingertips of one hand. But it was her injured arm, and her shoulder burned fiercely as she tried to maintain her hold. The platform rocked under the added weight, tipping to the side. Six swung her body, trying to knock Eleni off her balance.

Eleni countered by bringing the end of her staff down hard on where she thought Six’s fingers must be based on the tilt of the platform. Unfortunately, she guessed correctly. Six felt her fingers break. The intense pain caused her focus to falter. She flickered into view. Eleni kicked her in the face, hard, and Six flew backwards, falling onto the monster’s back and rolling. She dug in with her ruined fingers, screaming as they were torn even more out of joint but managing to just hang on. She went invisible again, and this time stayed hidden.

She needed a new plan of attack. Eleni could easily stay out of her reach, and with no immediate weapon at her disposal, and nothing around her to turn into one, Six had no way of knocking her off the platform. I need to bring her to me, she thought. But how? What could she do that would make Eleni come closer?

She decided to attack the creature. Maybe if Eleni thought it was in danger, she would risk coming down from the platform to help it. First, Six attempted to set her broken fingers, gripping them with her good hand and pulling them back into place. The pain was horrific, and it only partly worked, but at least she could move a couple of her fingers now. She turned onto her stomach and began crawling up the thing’s neck, going towards its head. Stabbing the thing in the eye had worked once. Maybe something similar would work again. The only problem was, she had no weapon now.

She reached the spot just behind the creature’s head, but still had no idea what she was going to do. Then she had an idea. She materialized, allowing Eleni to see her. At the same time, she pretended to collapse on the beast’s back, letting her body slump to the side. It took all of her willpower to hang on as pain tore through her hand and shoulder, but she did it. Her head lolled as if she had passed out from pain, her legs dangling along the side of the monster as it rocked back and forth.

Eleni took the bait. Thinking that Six was incapacitated, she formed a huge fireball in her hand. When it was glowing red, she hurled it at Six. Six, watching from between eyelids open only a slit, waited until it was almost upon her, then let go and slid down a few feet, thrusting both hands between a row of scales to stop herself from falling off completely.

The fireball struck the beast. Despite its scales, it felt the searing pain of the resulting explosion, and it whirled. Six hung on, her body flying out sideways as the monster turned towards Eleni and slashed at her with its claws. It struck the platform, tipping it, and Eleni tumbled off. She scrabbled to hang on, but with the staff still in one hand she wasn’t able to grab on, and fell.

She bounced off the monster’s side and tumbled to the ground. Six was about to let go of the creature and go after her, when Eleni surprised her by climbing on the beast herself. She drove the staff in between its scales, enraging it even more. Then the orb at the end started to glow again.

Six had only a moment to wonder what the Mog was up to before the monster turned and began scaling the side of the hotel. Its claws easily punctured the glass and steel, crunching loudly as it moved far more quickly than Six thought possible for such a huge animal. It was four stories up before she could even think about getting off. Now it was too late.

The thing climbed. Six held on as best she could, keeping an eye on Eleni, who was slowly making her way up towards Six. The surrounding buildings quickly retreated as the monster ascended the side of the Saturn, the flashing lights streaking by, making Six dizzy.

Six’s only advantage was that because Eleni was still holding on to the staff, she only had one hand for maneuvering on the monster’s back. The higher and faster it climbed, the more Eleni struggled, until finally she was forced to stay in one place, glaring up at Six with an expression of pure hatred, waiting for her chance.

Six too was barely hanging on. With each thud of the creature’s claws, she was shaken again. Her shoulder had gone past the point of hurting to become a throbbing knot of pure pain. The broken bones in her hand ground together with each thrust of the beast’s body, and she expected at any moment to simply fall from its back. If she did, she planned to take the Mog with her.

But that didn’t happen. Instead, the two of them clung to the monster as it climbed to the very top of the hotel, hundreds of feet above the Strip. Six waited for it to reach the top and settle on the roof. When it was within a few floors of the top, though, it stopped, clinging to the side. Six could feel it breathing, its sides moving in and out. She waited for it to start moving again, but it remained in place.

She looked down at Eleni. The Mog’s blond hair streamed in the wind that whipped around the hotel, hiding her face. Six wondered if she had somehow commanded the monster to stop or if it had done it of its own accord. The orb in Eleni’s staff wasn’t glowing, so Six didn’t know.

She turned her attention to the monster itself. Above her, the wound created by Eleni’s fireball oozed a sticky black substance. Then Six noticed something protruding from the hole in the scales. At first she thought it was bone, but moonlight glinted off it as it would off metal.

She planted the toe of her boot between some scales and pushed herself up a few inches. Her injured hand throbbed, but she ignored it, jamming it between more scales and using it to pin herself to the monster’s body as she climbed a little bit at a time. She hoped it wouldn’t start climbing again, and it didn’t. Still, the wind tried to tear her away from the thing’s back, and it was slow going.

When she got to the wound, she reached for the thing sticking out of the monster’s back. It was cold, metallic. She ran her hand down it, feeling the ends of wires. They were frayed, and when her fingertips touched them, she got a slight shock. The creature bellowed. Six dipped her fingers into what she’d thought was blood, then brought them to her nose. She did smell the iron scent of blood, but also something else. Something oily, with a chemical odor.

It’s part machine, she thought. Some kind of biomechanical creature.

Now she understood the role the orb played. It was some kind of transmitter. And since Eleni had injured the thing, it wasn’t working exactly the way it was supposed to.

This might or might not be a good thing. They were stuck on the side of the hotel, and the creature wasn’t moving. If it stayed where it was, Six didn’t know how they would get off. And she wasn’t sure how long she could hang on.

She heard a sound and looked down. Eleni was climbing up. She was grunting with each step she took, exclaiming in her own language in a way that Six understood clearly was the Mog equivalent of cursing. She had apparently realized what was going on with the beast, and had decided to act.

Six turned her attention back to the creature’s wound. Sticking her hand inside again, she found the wires she’d located before. There were several of them, all torn and exposed. She took the raw ends and tried touching them to one another. The monster shrieked and lifted one front leg. Its weight shifted to the other arm and it swung to the left. Six barely managed to hang on by gripping the protruding metal rod.

She let go of the wires and the monster steadied itself, although its right arm now flailed against the side of the building, as if it couldn’t help itself. The glass of the windows broke, raining down on Six and Eleni. Six didn’t want to risk making it let go completely, so she abandoned the mechanical innards. Eleni was only a few feet behind her, and moving more quickly. Six decided to climb.

She moved past the wounded area and onto the creature’s neck. The only way for her to go was up its head, and so that’s where she went. The scales of the neck gave way to the larger, smoother plates of its head. These were slipperier, with fewer places to hold on. Plus, the animal was moving its head back and forth, screaming.

Six crested the top of the thing’s head. On either side, its huge eyes glowed like moons, the irises round and black. It blinked, trying to look at her. Then it threw its head back, attempting to dislodge her. She gripped the bony ridges around its eye sockets until it stopped, then kept going, inching down the bridge of its snout. Behind her, Eleni perched between the thing’s shoulders, using her legs to hang on. She raised her hand, a fireball forming in her palm.

“Do it and this thing will let go!” Six called back to her. “We’ll both die.”

Eleni faltered. Six knew the Mog was weighing both the likelihood of the creature letting go and the value of her own death against taking Six’s life. Six counted on Eleni’s vanity winning out over her desire for revenge.

Eleni threw the fireball out into the night, where it streamed like a meteor through the dark, slamming against the wall of a building across the street. Six breathed a little easier, but only for a moment. She still had to figure out what to do next.

She looked up, past the thing’s open mouth, to the side of the hotel. Each floor had a ledge running around it. Between the floors, the walls of the hotel had a brick-like texture. It might be possible to climb them, if she could hold on. And if she could get past the monster’s mouth.

She had no choice. She inched forward. The monster was moving its head around, twisting its neck as it felt her crawling. Six swung away from the building, then back again. She didn’t look down.

When the creature moved its head back towards the building, she jumped. She landed on a ledge. Her heels stuck out over the narrow strip of metal, and there was nothing to hold on to, so she pressed against the glass. The monster’s head swung within inches of her back, its breath hot on her skin. She heard its teeth clack together.

Slowly, she inched her way to the left, until the glass ended and the wall began. The beast’s claws were embedded in the wall above her, and she skirted the curved talons as she began to pull herself up. She didn’t dare look to see what Eleni was doing, concentrating on moving up the wall one painful step at a time.

It felt like hours passed as she rose slowly up the remaining distance to the top of the hotel, although she knew it was only minutes. Several times she had to stop as the monster’s head came within inches of knocking her off, but she kept going. She didn’t think about how high up she was, or what would happen if her broken hand refused to hang on just one more time. She only thought about taking the next step, keeping her eyes on the edge of the roof as it grew closer and closer.

Finally, she reached it. She threw one hand over the edge and started to pull herself up the final stretch. Then someone grabbed her wrist. Six looked up.

“It’s about time,” Magdalena said. “I thought you would never get here.”





CHAPTER TEN

SAM

LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

NINE WAS COVERED IN WHAT LOOKED LIKE BLOOD and oil.

“It’s not mine,” he reassured Sam, who was staring at him with concern. “Well, not all of it. Turns out, those things are part machine. But only part. The other part is real bitey.”

Sam had encountered him while racing towards the Saturn Hotel. Actually, he’d had to stop because a dead grindle was blocking the street. Then Nine had appeared, climbing over the side of it, looking like the victim of a hit-and-run.

“They’re called grindles,” Sam said.

Nine turned and looked at the scaly-hided monster lying behind him. “Grindles? That’s actually kind of cute. Too bad they have such shitty attitudes.” He turned his attention back to Sam. “Also, how do you know that?”

“Magdalena told me,” Sam answered.

“Oh?” said Nine. “You two been chatting?”

“It’s a long story.”

“Well, you look like you feel better,” Nine said. “Which I assume means Nemo and Max found you.”

Sam nodded. “But then Ghost showed up and teleported me away. Like I said, long story.”

“Well, it worked on Six, too,” Nine said. “So yay for science.”

“Where is she?” Sam asked.

Nine glanced towards the Saturn Hotel, where a grindle was clinging to the side. He pointed. “I’m guessing on about the sixty-eighth floor, give or take.”

Sam followed his gaze. “We have to get up there,” he said. “Magdalena’s on the roof. And Eleni has a Legacy now.”

“That part I knew,” Nine said. “And that’s super great for everybody. But you’re going to have to handle that one on your own, at least for the moment. There’s another one of these things a couple of streets away. I should probably go kill it. Stop it? Whatever you do to something that’s part animal and part robot.”

Sam nodded. “Go.”

“I’ll get there as soon as I take care of Mr. Grindle,” Nine said.

He ran off, leaving Sam to scale the dead grindle to get to the other side. When he did, he saw the gaping wound in its side and the mechanical innards visible through the gore. He hesitated a moment, then focused on the machinery. He told it to move. When one of the grindle’s claws twitched, he jumped back, surprised. But it gave him an idea, and as he turned and ran the rest of the way to the Saturn Hotel, a plan formed in his head.

At the hotel, he slipped through the crowd of police and clueless gawkers and raced through the lobby to the elevators. As he rode up to the roof, he prepared himself for whatever he might find. He was feeling like his old self, but part of him feared that it wouldn’t last and his Legacies would falter at the worst possible moment.

When he reached the top floor, he dashed down the hallway to the exit, surrounded by the sound of an emergency alarm clanging a warning. The door to the roof was open, and when he stepped outside he found himself in the middle of a battle.

On one side were Eleni, Seamus and Spike, who had formed a ring around Six, who stood in the middle using her telekinesis to fend off their attacks. Magdalena was kneeling on the rooftop not far off, cradling one arm in the other. Sam suspected Six was somehow responsible for her wounded arm, although there was no time to wonder too much about it. Something was obviously wrong with one of Six’s arms as well. It hung limply at her side, and she was using her other one to shield herself.

Sam kept to the shadows, trying to remain unnoticed for as long as possible and maintain some element of surprise. He went for Spike first, using his telekinesis to shove the boy aside. Spike, unprepared for the attack, skidded across the roof, shouting. Before he could right himself, Sam hit him again, lifting him into the air.

Then he stopped. What was he going to do with Spike now? He couldn’t kill him. But what else could he do to take him out of the game?

He lifted Spike and slammed him into the side of the statue of Saturn. “Sorry, dude,” he said as Spike’s limp body fell to the roof, unconscious.

Next, he looked for Seamus. But Seamus had disappeared. Sam knew this was bad news, and his worry was confirmed a moment later when he found himself surrounded by a cloud of flies and bees. Unable to see, and instinctively shying away from the bees’ stings. As he was stumbling around, trying unsuccessfully to get the insects off his face, he was hit with a blast of telekinesis, and fell. He thrust his hands out, and his palms scraped against the rough surface of the roof, cutting them open and adding fresh pain to the torment of the stings.

“I’m getting so good at this,” Seamus said, his voice cutting through the hum of the insects.

Sam struck out blindly with his telekinesis. The bugs dispersed, and he saw Seamus clearly for a moment. He pushed with his mind, and Seamus faltered. But he righted himself again and resumed his own attack, so that Sam found himself once again surrounded by bees and flies.

Anger flooded him like poison from the bees’ stingers, giving him the strength to get to his feet. He still couldn’t see Seamus, but he struck out with everything he had. He heard a shout of pain, and once more the attacking insects left him alone. Seamus was picking himself up, and now he attacked, abandoning the bugs for pure telekinetic force.

Sam met him head-on, and for a moment they remained deadlocked, each pushing with equal strength. But Sam was more experienced, and Seamus’s frustration became his undoing when he attempted to summon the bees and flies again and couldn’t maintain his assault. Sam used the opening to hit Seamus with a blast that spun him around. Then he ran at him, tackling him and throwing him to the rooftop.

Seamus bucked, trying to throw him off. Again, Sam had to decide what to do with him. Part of him felt like tossing the guy over the edge of the roof for all of the trouble he’d made for the rest of them. But he knew he couldn’t bring himself to do that. Underneath everything, Seamus was still just a kid trying to figure out who he was. Besides, Sam knew that Peter McKenna would be able to reach him with enough time and help. Or at least he liked to believe that he could.

For now, though, he needed to do something to get Seamus out of the way. As he was trying to figure out what that was, something struck him in the back of the head. Not hard enough to knock him out, but he saw stars as he rolled off Seamus and onto his back.

Magdalena stood over him, still holding one arm with the other. She had kicked him.

“Your girlfriend broke my wrist,” she said. “And I was just trying to help her up.”

“Somehow I doubt that’s all you were trying to do,” Sam said.

Magdalena stamped her foot. With her pink hair and an outfit that should be on a little girl, she looked like some kind of child playing dress-up. Sam had to remind himself that she was actually insanely dangerous. She somehow created the parasites and the grindles; who knew what else she had up her sleeve.

“Get up!” Magdalena shouted, not at Sam but at Seamus, who already was struggling to his feet.

The monster on the side of the hotel bellowed again. Sam reached out to it as he had to the dead grindle in the street. Because this one was still alive, it wasn’t quite the same as interacting with only the mechanical parts. This time, the creature’s living brain was part of the equation. He hoped that whatever control center operated the nonbiological parts could override it.

He told the monster to move. Because he couldn’t see it, he wasn’t sure if it was working. Then he heard the sound of claws piercing metal, and of glass shattering. The grindle was responding.

Hurry up, he urged as Seamus stood and prepared to attack him, the sound of buzzing insects filling the night air. Then there was another crunching sound, and Magdalena turned her head. Her expression changed to one of delight, and she clapped her hands.

Don’t get too excited, Sam thought as he sent more instructions to the beast. The grindle heaved itself over the edge of the roof, slowly pulling itself up. Sam saw that it was injured, and moving awkwardly. But it was moving, and that was all he needed.

“Tell it to attack!” Eleni shouted to Magdalena, pausing in her battle with Six long enough to move away from the grindle’s snapping jaws.

Magdalena let go of her injured arm and pulled something from the pocket of her dress. It was an ordinary phone. Sam watched her tap at the screen. Don’t tell me she’s got an app for it, he thought incredulously as he focused again on the monster, which was standing in one spot, leaning to one side and roaring.

He looked again at Magdalena’s phone. Within seconds, he had connected with it, taking over the app. He ordered the grindle to move. It took a step towards them, looking as confused as a giant creature could that its body was doing something its brain hadn’t told it to. It opened its mouth and bellowed in distress, but kept coming.

“That’s not what I told you to do!” Magdalena yelled.

The grindle ignored her. Eleni, back to fighting with Six, dodged out of the way of its claws. Seamus, watching the beast approach, seemed to forget all about controlling the flies and bees, which Sam now swatted away easily.

The grindle was growing angrier as its injured body was forced to move. It lurched to the side, falling on one shoulder as its organic muscles failed. But Sam told the hydraulic parts to take over, and they did. The monster stood again. It turned its yellow eyes on Magdalena.

To Sam’s surprise, she walked towards it, shaking her good hand angrily as she repeatedly pressed something on her phone. She was acting as if it was a dog disobeying her commands, and not some giant beast capable of tearing her to shreds with one swipe of its claws.

Now she was right underneath it, screaming at it to do as she said. She turned and pointed at Sam.

Sam told the grindle what to do. It bent down and picked Magdalena up in its mouth. She kicked and punched at it as it rose into the sky, standing up on its rear legs until it towered over everyone watching. Then it kept going, tumbling backwards over the edge of the roof. Sam closed his eyes as it disappeared, hating that he’d had to do it. But both Magdalena and her creations were too dangerous. He’d made the right choice.

When he opened his eyes again, Seamus was staring at him. But for some reason the defiant look was gone from his face and he looked frightened instead. “You did that,” he said. “You made it take her.”

Sam nodded. “I did,” he said.

Seamus turned and ran, heading for the open door to the stairways. Sam started to go after him, but stopped when Six called his name. He turned around.

“Let him go!” she shouted. “Nemo and Ghost are on the statue, and they’re hurt. Help them.”

Sam didn’t understand what she meant at first. Then he realized she meant the statue of Saturn. But he couldn’t see where Nemo and Ghost might be. His eyes scanned the enormous structure, still finding nothing.

“The ring!” Six yelled.

Now he understood. He ran over to the base of the statue and started to climb the ladder affixed to its side. Eleni threw fireballs at him, which Six pushed aside. Then he was inside the giant sphere, and all he could hear was the sounds of Six and Eleni continuing to fight. The lights inside the planet were dazzling, almost blinding as they twinkled merrily, oblivious to the battle raging around it.

He found the little door that opened to the ring and pushed himself through it. Then he inched onto the ring itself, staying on his hands and knees as he circled Saturn, looking for the girls. He found them a quarter of the way around, huddled against one another.

“Nemo!” he called.

There was no response. Sam crawled faster. When he reached them, he saw that Ghost was badly injured. Nemo’s face was swollen from what appeared to be dozens of bee stings, and she seemed unconscious. He shook her gently. To his relief, she opened her eyes.

“Hey,” Sam said.

“I killed Boomer,” Nemo said, her voice hoarse. “He was attacking us, and . . .” Her voice trailed off as she gasped, trying to draw in breath.

“Don’t talk,” Sam said.

“Ghost,” Nemo said, ignoring him. “Is she . . .”

“She’s alive,” Sam reassured her. But not for long, he thought. He had to get them out of there.

All of a sudden, the statue shuddered. Then something hit it again. Sam turned and crawled around the ring, trying to see what had happened. When he saw what it was, his heart dropped. Eleni had launched a fireball onto the base of the statue. It was melting the pole on which the model of Saturn rested. Now Six and Eleni were engaged in an exchange of punches.

Sam returned to where Nemo and Ghost were seated on the ring. As he crawled, he felt the statue shake again. Then it lurched, leaning farther out over the edge of the hotel. Sam saw Nemo and Ghost start to slide.

“Nemo!” he shouted.

Nemo stirred. When she saw what was happening, she suddenly became alert. She grabbed Ghost, holding on tightly with one hand as she gripped the edge of Saturn’s ring with her other, trying to prevent herself and Ghost from sliding off and into thin air.

The planet continued to fall, and Sam realized that there was no way he was going to get to the girls in time. Even if he did, he had no way of getting them off the statue and onto the roof. He might be able to save himself, but only if he abandoned them. And he wasn’t going to do that.

He thought fast. “Nemo, try to use your telekinesis to push the statue back towards the building,” he said.

He did the same, attempting to create a force strong enough to counteract the weight of the statue. He felt the giant sphere resist, and for a moment he thought it might work.

“Keep pushing!” he encouraged Nemo.

But the weight was too much. The planet continued to fall as the pole holding it up came apart. Sam saw Nemo lose her grip. She and Ghost slid to the edge of the ring, then over it. Sam wanted to shut his eyes, but couldn’t. He could only watch as the girls, still holding on to one another, fell.

Only they didn’t. They hovered in the air, the planet looming behind them. Something was holding them suspended in place. Sam, clinging to the ring, looked to see what might be going on.

“A little help would be nice,” said Nine’s voice. “This thing is heavy.”

Sam couldn’t see him, but the voice was coming from somewhere below him. With no time to ask questions, he once more used his telekinesis to try to move the statue. And this time, it worked. Slowly, Saturn returned to an upright position. Once he was no longer in danger of falling, Sam crawled to Nemo and Ghost. Then Nine finally appeared, riding on a floating platform.

“This thing is awesome,” Nine said. “I can see why Eleni liked it.”

“We have to help Six,” Sam said. “But take these two. Then help me push this thing over.”

Nemo was able to climb onto the platform with Nine, holding the still-unconscious Ghost. Sam remained standing on the ring. “Showtime,” he said to Nine. “Give it all you’ve got.”

Nine grinned. He backed the floating platform away from the building and lifted his hands. Sam felt the planet begin to tilt the other way. He turned and faced the hotel, and as Saturn began to topple over, he ran across its surface, looking down at the roof below him. Eleni and Six were still fighting, and didn’t notice what was happening.

“Six!” Sam called.

Six looked up. She looked exhausted. But she nodded.

She sent out a telekinetic burst that knocked Eleni over, then collapsed onto her knees. The Mog looked up, saw the statue as it came down and tried to roll out of the way.

She didn’t make it. Saturn crashed into the roof of the hotel, breaking through and coming to rest half in and half out of the structure. Sam jumped, landing on the roof beside Six.

“Show-off,” Six said as Sam helped her to her feet and wrapped his arms around her. Six hugged him back. “I could have taken her, you know.”

“I know,” Sam said. “But I was getting tired of sitting around on Saturn without you.”

Nine alighted on the roof next to them. “We need to get these two to a hospital,” he said.

“We’re not leaving without Max. No more splitting up,” Nemo said.

“I’m right here,” Max said, emerging from the darkness. “Although you almost killed me with that,” he added, pointing to the collapsed statue.

“How’d you get away from Freakshow?” Nemo asked him.

“I’d like to say I kicked her ass and got away,” Max said. “But the truth is, Seamus came back to the room, and the two of them took off. I don’t know where they went.”

“We’ll find them,” Nine said. “With Magdalena and Eleni out of the picture, they’re probably running scared.” He looked at Sam. “By the way, there’s quite a mess in the plaza down there.”

Sam grinned. “I’ll be sure to leave the cleaning staff a big tip when I check out.”





EPILOGUE

GHOST AND NEMO

POINT REYES, CALIFORNIA

GHOST OPENED HER EYES.

“How do you feel?”

Ghost looked at the girl standing beside her bed. “Edwige?”

Edwige smiled and nodded.

“I feel okay,” Ghost said. “Did you do this?”

“Dr. Fenris did the surgery,” Edwige said. “I healed you afterwards.”

Ghost looked around. “Where am I?”

“Human Garde Academy,” a voice said from the doorway.

Ghost looked over and saw Nemo standing there. For a moment, she felt panic flicker in her chest.

“It’s okay,” Nemo said. “You’re safe.”

“I should go,” Edwige said. She squeezed Ghost’s hand. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

Edwige left, and Nemo came and sat down on the edge of Ghost’s bed. There was an uncomfortable silence as neither really looked at the other.

“So,” Nemo said.

“What happened?” Ghost asked. “On the roof of the hotel, I mean. All I remember is looking at you. Then everything hurt.”

Nemo hesitated, as if she didn’t want to tell the story. “You got hit by one of Boomer’s explosives,” she said. “He was trying for me, but you kind of got in the way.”

“Oh,” Ghost said, not sure what to say. “Is he . . .”

“Yeah,” Nemo said, nodding. She looked like she might cry. Then she did. “It’s all my fault.”

Instinctively, Ghost reached out and took her friend’s hand. Nemo startled, then relaxed. “Sorry,” she said, almost laughing while she wiped her eyes with her free hand. “I thought you were going to teleport us somewhere else.”

“Not this time,” Ghost said. “Unless you want to go to Disneyland or something.”

Now Nemo did laugh. “Maybe later,” she said. Then she turned serious. “We’ve been through some tough shit.”

“Yeah, we have,” Ghost agreed. “And nobody is . . . mad at me?”

“Well, I’m not,” Nemo assured her. “And I don’t think Max is. You know he can’t stay mad at anyone for very long. Especially you.”

“What about, you know, the others?”

“Nine will definitely have some questions for you,” Nemo said. “And they’ll probably want you to talk to someone about what happened. You know, to make sure you’re really okay.”

“In the head, you mean,” said Ghost.

“Well, yeah,” Nemo said.

“I kind of went off the deep end,” Ghost admitted. She waited for Nemo to comfort her, to say again that everything was going to be fine. When her friend didn’t respond, Ghost said, “Are we okay?”

“We will be,” Nemo said, adding, “You’re not going to disappear on me again, are you? That Legacy of yours can be really annoying, you know.”

Ghost shook her head. “No more disappearing,” she said. “I promise.”

Another uneasy silence settled over them. Ghost knew it was going to take time before things were back to the way they were before. There was nothing she could do about that. And it was okay. She still didn’t entirely understand why she had done the things she did either, so how could Nemo understand them?

“You should get some rest,” Nemo said.

“Yeah,” Ghost agreed. “Thanks for coming.”

“I’ll be back later,” Nemo promised her, letting go of her hand and standing up. “I mean, you saved my life. The least I can do is bring you some chocolate, right? And I’ll bring Max with me.”

Nemo left, giving her a wave from the doorway. When she was gone, Ghost felt herself start to be afraid again. She’d done some things that seemed unforgivable. She was especially nervous about seeing Max. She knew he must be disappointed in her. For a moment she considered breaking her promise and teleporting away. Then she forced herself to calm down. Maybe Nemo was right, and everything would be okay. Not easy, but okay.

She looked out the window and saw a blue sky. For the first time in a long time, she felt hopeful. For now, that was enough.

SEAMUS
UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

“What did you do to me?”

Seamus glared at his father, trying to summon something—anything—to attack him. It wasn’t the first time he’d tried to use his Legacy since waking up and finding himself in a cell that morning.

“We’ve implanted you with an Inhibitor,” Peter McKenna said. “It’ll help us keep your abilities under control.”

Seamus snorted. “So, if I don’t do what you want, you’ll just control me like a robot?”

His father’s expression remained impassive. “You know why this had to be done. You’re dangerous.”

“Wow,” Seamus said, clapping his hands together. “Congratulations. You finally got what you always wanted—complete control.”

“I never wanted to control you, son” his father said.

Seamus ignored him. He thought back to the night before. He remembered running from the fight on the roof, going back to the room. He remembered telling Freakshow and Spike that they needed to leave, and them slipping past the crowd in front of the hotel.

Then things got a little hazy. He’d argued with Freakshow and Spike about where to go. With Eleni and Magdalena gone, he knew things would fall apart. They were better off sticking together. But Freakshow and Spike wanted to return to their new hideout and wait for orders, so he headed off alone.

He remembered stealing a car, but there was a roadblock on the freeway. Then a voice telling him to step out of the vehicle.

“You’re lucky Watchtower got involved and they didn’t shoot you when you tried to attack them.”

“I wish they had,” Seamus said. “At least then maybe I’d be back with Catriona.”

At the mention of Seamus’s sister’s name, he finally saw some emotion on his father’s face. It was there only for a moment, but he could tell he’d struck a nerve. He pushed. “Then you’d have killed off both your kids. Isn’t there some kind of merit badge for that?”

His father seemed about to speak. Then, abruptly, he turned and walked out of the cell, the door sliding open and then shut behind him.

Seamus lay back on his cot and wondered if he should have stuck with Freakshow and Spike. Surely they weren’t worse off than he was, trapped here with no way out.

Except that there was always a way out. He just had to find it. And when he did, a lot of people were going to be very sorry. Especially his father.

    MAX
POINT REYES, CALIFORNIA

“Do it again!” Max cried.

“Okay,” Kalea said. “Hang on.”

The ground beneath their feet rumbled. Max fell down, laughing. Rena, holding on to a tree trunk for balance, shook her head. “That is one dangerous Legacy.”

“It’s not as bad as Kona’s,” Kalea said, pointing to her brother. “At least I don’t turn things into liquid fire.”

“I don’t know,” said Bats, seated at a picnic table nearby, watching her friends show off. “I think Rena’s Legacy might be the coolest.”

Rena walked over and sat down across from her. “We all have great Legacies,” she said as the others joined her and Bats.

Max could tell by the expression on Kalea’s face that she still wasn’t entirely comfortable with them. He couldn’t blame her. After all, until recently she’d kind of been playing for the opposite team.

“You guys are all going to love it here,” he said enthusiastically.

“I already do,” said Bats.

Kona put his arm around his sister. “I’m just happy to have my sister back.”

Looking at Kona and Kalea, Max couldn’t help but think about Ghost. Nemo had invited him to come with her to visit, but he’d said no. The weird thing was, he wanted to see her more than anything in the world. But he wasn’t ready.

He knew that every time he looked at her he was going to think about what she’d done, and he wasn’t sure he could ever trust her again, not completely.

Then again, if Kona could forgive his sister, maybe Max could forgive his friend. After all, he cared about her. A lot. They’d been through so much together even before meeting Six and Sam. And he’d made mistakes himself, and nobody was bringing that up. Didn’t Ghost deserve the same chance?

“You okay?” Rena whispered in his ear, bringing him back to the moment.

“Yeah,” Max said brightly. “I was just thinking about how tomorrow it’s back to classes. It’s like we’ve been on Christmas break and now it’s over.”

“I don’t know about you,” Bats said, “but my Christmas breaks never involved fighting giant dinobots on top of a hotel in Sin City.”

Everybody, including Kalea, laughed as Max nodded. “Okay, well, maybe it wasn’t quite like Christmas,” he said. “And maybe this school isn’t exactly like my old one. But we still have classes tomorrow.”

He tried to imagine life going back to normal. Was there even such a thing now?

“I haven’t been in school in a long time,” Bats remarked. “Not a real one, anyway.”

“Don’t worry,” Max said. “At least here you’ll always get to sit with the cool kids at lunch.”

Bats turned to him. “Really?” she said. “Are you going to introduce me to them?”

The table erupted in laughter again as Bats put her arm around Max, hugging him.

Yeah, he thought. Everything is going to be fine.

    SIX AND SAM
NEW YORK, NEW YORK

Sam placed a folded-up T-shirt on top of the other clothes in his suitcase, then closed the top.

“That should be enough for two weeks, don’t you think?”

Six held up a bathing suit. “This is all I need,” she said. “I don’t plan on leaving the beach.”

“Then I say Operation Bye-Bye Parasites is officially underway,” Sam said.

They’d been given the all clear by Dr. Fenris only hours earlier. And thanks to Edwige, all of their other injuries were healed as well. It was as if Vegas had never happened.

“And Nine said he’d take care of cleanup, right?” Six said.

Sam nodded. “McKenna used his connections with the Vegas police to squash any further investigations, and they’ve done damage control with the press. As far as anyone knows, what happened was simply a publicity stunt gone wrong.”

“Publicity stunt,” Six said. “People will believe anything.”

Sam shrugged. “You know what they say, what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas. Anyway, they picked up Freakshow and Spike, and they’re in custody. Now they just have to round up what’s left of the Mogs.”

Six picked up her bag. “In that case, let’s get out of here before somebody finds another monster for us to fight.”

“I’m afraid Bali will have to wait,” said a voice with an accent Six couldn’t quite place.

An older man with slicked-back brown hair and a tailored suit had walked into the room. Six didn’t recognize him, but he looked like someone who didn’t want to be noticed or remembered.

“Who are you?” she asked.

Two more men entered the room. They were wearing light body armor and Six eyed the weapons holstered at their sides. This apparently wasn’t a casual visit. The man, ignoring Six’s question, reached into his pocket and took out a tablet, which he held up so that Sam and Six could see the screen. A video began to play. It showed Six riding the grindle up the side of the Saturn Hotel.

“And?” Six said.

“That video made it onto YouTube,” the man said. “Briefly, but long enough for certain people to see it and become very interested in what a member of the Garde was doing involved in, shall we say, unsanctioned interaction with Mogadorian rebels.”

“In case you can’t tell, I was stopping her,” Six retorted.

The man touched the screen of the tablet and another video played. This one showed Sam standing in the middle of the casino while the machines around him spit out rivers of coins.

“This one came from a security camera,” the man said. “The casino owner isn’t too happy about paying out all those jackpots.”

“Like Six said, we were fighting the Mogs,” Sam argued. “Surely you can explain to—”

“You’re missing the point,” the man said. “The fact that the two of you went rogue after you left Watchtower and didn’t let them or the Earth Garde handle this isn’t sitting well with some people.”

“What people?” Sam asked.

“People who make decisions about the future of the Garde,” the man said. “People whose job it is to enforce the Accord, and make sure the public believes it’s working. And you’re starting to give them the wrong impression.”

“Which is?” asked Six.

“That maybe the Garde aren’t as harmless as we’ve been led to believe.”

Sam laughed. “This is ridiculous,” he said. “We were helping. If anything, we prevented an even bigger disaster from occurring.”

The man slipped the tablet back into his pocket. “That’s not the way everyone sees it. Your activities have just raised too much concern.”

“Then tell us who we need to talk to,” Six said. “Who needs to understand what really happened.”

The man fixed her with a steely expression. “I’m afraid it’s the two of you who don’t understand,” he said as the men behind him stepped forward with their weapons now raised. “You’re under arrest.”
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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.”
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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, which 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 a week 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 who 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 among 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 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 rose water. 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; 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. A 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 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 which 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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