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CHAPTER ONE

SAM

SOMEWHERE OVER CALIFORNIA

“IT’S NOT RESPONDING.”

Sam looked at Six, a worried expression on his face. Moments ago, they’d discovered that the pilot of the jet taking them to the Human Garde Academy in California had vanished into thin air. Now, the plane’s controls were locked. And if Sam couldn’t fix them, the flight was going to end much sooner than expected.

He closed his eyes and concentrated—hard—on connecting with the plane’s flight navigation system. His mind reached out, searching. He sensed a vague buzzing, like voices coming from far away. He tried to reach them, but couldn’t make sense of anything that was being said.

“It’s like they’re speaking a foreign language,” he told Six, his voice tight with frustration. “Right when something starts to make sense, the language changes. The messages are all scrambled.”

This had never happened to him. Ever. He could always connect with a machine’s internal circuitry and talk to it, tell it what to do. Now, though, he found nothing. It was as if the plane’s memory had been completely erased. Or he had been locked out. He attempted once more to reach the plane’s electronic central nervous system.

“Well?” Six said.

Sam shook his head. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” said the girl with turquoise-colored hair standing behind Six. “Translation—we’re going to crash.”

“We’re not going to crash, Nemo,” Six said sharply. She looked at Sam and lifted her eyebrows, silently asking, Are we?

“Of course we aren’t,” Sam said, trying to sound confident even as the plane’s nose suddenly dipped and an ominous popping sound came from the engine on the right-hand wing. The Gulfstream listed, then seemed to drop more quickly.

“Go strap yourself in,” Six ordered Nemo. “Max and Rena too. Now.”

Sam sat down in the pilot’s seat. Six took the copilot’s position.

“I think we’re going to crash,” Sam said quietly.

“All right,” said Six. “Plan B.”

She took out her phone and dialed Peter McKenna, the man for whom the pair had recently started working, investigating Garde-related incidents. When McKenna answered, Six said, “We have a little problem.” She explained as quickly as she could what was happening.

“You’re going to need to switch to manual control,” McKenna said calmly. “I’ll walk you through it. Start by disabling the computers completely. They’ve been compromised.”

Step-by-step, he took Six and Sam through the process of turning off the plane’s electronic systems. “Sam, can you control the plane’s mechanics now?” he asked.

Sam reached out, this time with his hands. He gripped the plane’s yoke and pulled back. He sensed the plane adjusting, and then the nose lifted.

“It’s working,” he said. He looked over at Six and grinned. “Looks like all those hours I spent playing Birds of Steel will come in handy after all.”

“Don’t get too comfortable,” McKenna said through Six’s phone. “This is the easy part. You’re still going to have to land her. We’re going to set a heading for Petaluma Municipal Airport. It’s a little less than an hour until you get there.”

Another popping sound came from outside, and the plane shuddered.

“Something is happening with the engines,” Sam said. “Something not good. We might not have an hour.”

“Then let’s get started,” McKenna said.

After running through the procedure with them until both Sam and Six could recite the steps from memory, McKenna signed off to call the airport and make arrangements for their arrival. “I’ll call back when I’m done,” he promised.

“I assume this means we’re not crashing?” Nemo said. She and Max were standing in the open cockpit doorway. Behind them, Rena peered over their shoulders with a worried expression.

“Nope,” said Sam. “Well, probably not.”

“Too bad,” Nemo said. “I was kinda hoping we’d get to use the inflatable slide.”

“I don’t think this plane has one of those,” Max said seriously. “Are you sure everything is okay?” he asked Sam.

“Absolutely,” Sam assured him.

“So, what happened to that Kirk guy?” Nemo asked.

“Good question,” Sam said. “We haven’t had a chance to think about that yet. You know, what with all the not-crashing and everything.”

“Did you see what happened?” Six asked Nemo.

Nemo shook her head. “I went to ask him if I could have a soda,” she said. “I couldn’t find him anywhere. He was just . . . gone.”

“People don’t just disappear from planes while they’re in the sky,” Max said firmly.

“Maybe he jumped,” Rena suggested. “He could do that, right?”

“Theoretically,” Sam said. “But we’d know if a door had been opened.”

“Maybe someone like Ghost came on board and took him,” said Nemo.

“Could they really do that?” Rena asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe,” Six said. “Teleporting to and from someplace that’s moving is difficult. Doing it from seven or eight miles up? While traveling six hundred miles an hour? It seems impossible. I’ve never seen anyone do that.”

“What other explanation is there?” Sam said.

“How about we figure out what happened to James once we’re safely on the ground,” Six suggested. Looking over her shoulder at Nemo, Max, and Rena, she added, “You three go sit down.”

“Okay, Mom,” Nemo said sarcastically. “Come on, guys. Let’s get out of here before she makes us clean our rooms.”

“I think I like her,” Sam said to Six as the three retreated to the main cabin.

“Don’t tell her I said so, but I think I do too,” said Six.

“Probably because she’s a lot like you,” Sam suggested.

Six shot him a glare. “Just fly the plane,” she said.

Twenty minutes before they were scheduled to arrive in Petaluma, McKenna reconnected via Six’s phone. “Everything is set,” he told them. “Weather is calm. They’ve cleared the runway. Emergency services are standing by.”

“Emergency services?” Sam said.

“Standard procedure in situations like this,” McKenna said. “You’ll be fine. I told air traffic control that I’ll talk you through it. Now let’s fire up the plane’s EVS. It will help you land in the dark.”

Fifteen minutes later, as the plane skidded to a stop on the tarmac, Sam breathed a sigh of relief. “You were right,” he told McKenna. “That was nothing.”

“Except for the part where the landing gear is on fire,” Six remarked, looking out the window as a fire truck, its lights flashing, raced towards them.

Not long after, they were allowed to exit the plane. At the foot of the stairs were two familiar figures: Dr. Malcolm Goode and Nine. Sam embraced his father, who hugged his son tightly and said, “Not bad for a first landing.”

“Don’t I get a hug?” Nine asked Six.

“Don’t you need two arms for that?” Six replied.

They both laughed as Six wrapped her arms around him. “It’s good to see you,” she said.

“Aww,” Nine said, squeezing her tightly. “You missed me.”

Nine let go of Six and turned to the three young teenagers standing together and watching the reunion. “You’re not wearing uniforms, so I’m guessing you’re not the cabin crew,” he said. “That means you must be Nemo, Rena, and Max.”

Nemo only grunted, but Max rushed forward and held out his hand. Sam, watching, thought that the young man acted as if he were meeting a favorite celebrity. He also couldn’t help but notice Nemo reacting to Max’s enthusiasm with distaste.

“Come on,” Nine said after shaking Rena’s hand as well. “We’ll ride back to the HGA. You all must be exhausted. McKenna and I have arranged for some people to look over the plane and see what they can find out.”

“HGA?” Nemo said. She glared at Sam and Six. “We were supposed to be going to New York. You said—”

“This wasn’t the plan, Nemo,” Sam interrupted. “Not at first, anyway. But then we got some new information.”

“And then Kirk disappeared and we were going to crash,” Six added with less patience. “You think we planned that?”

Nemo shook her head and said nothing.

“Are we good?” Nine asked.

“Yeah,” Sam said. “We’re good.”

They walked to the parking lot, Nemo silently bringing up the rear.

“A van?” Six said when she saw the vehicle Nine was leading them to. It had the Human Garde Academy logo painted on the side.

“What?” Nine said as he slid the door open. “It’s perfect for taking the kids to soccer practice and picking up groceries.”

The ride to the Human Garde Academy took almost ninety minutes. It was close to midnight when they arrived, and Max and Rena were already asleep, their heads tilted to the side. Nemo was hunched down, her head covered by her hoodie; but given how suspicious she seemed to be of everyone, Sam suspected she was wide awake, watching everything that happened.

“We’ll put you up in the dorms,” Nine said as he pulled the van into a parking spot. “Tomorrow, you can have the full tour. Oh, and we can talk about who it was who tried to kill you.” When no one laughed, he added, “Seriously, you couldn’t be any safer if you were locked inside a vault. Someone would have to be insane to try to mess with you while you’re at the Academy.”

“Unless it’s someone at the Academy who’s trying to mess with us,” Nemo said under her breath.

“Sam, you can bunk in my place if you want to,” Dr. Goode said.

“That would be nice,” said Sam. “We can catch up.” He turned to Six. “Do you mind keeping an eye on these three?” he whispered.

“No problem,” Six said. “But next time, you get to babysit the kids while I go out with the girls for drinks and boy-watching.” She squeezed his hand. “Go on. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Nine escorted Six and the three teenagers to the guest dorms, while Sam walked with his father to one of the town houses that acted as faculty housing.

“It’s nothing fancy,” Dr. Goode said as he opened a door and motioned for Sam to step inside. “But it’s all I need.”

Sam sank wearily onto a couch while his father took a seat in a chair. “So,” Dr. Goode said. “Anything exciting happen lately?”

Sam sighed. “It’s been a long couple of days,” he said. “It’s hard to believe that a week ago, Six and I were sleeping in a tent and not worrying about anything. Then again, I guess that’s kind of par for the course when it comes to Garde life.”

“Never a dull moment,” his father agreed. “And things are good with you and Six?”

“Yeah,” Sam answered. “They are.”

“You sure?” his dad pressed.

“No, they’re great,” Sam said. “I’m just not positive we’re totally on the same page right now about what we’re going to do. You know, with the rest of our lives.”

“It may not seem like it, but you’re still a teenager, Sam,” his father said, laughing. “You have a lot of time to figure that out.”

“I know. It will be fine.”

“I was surprised when Nine told me you and Six were coming. He didn’t say why, though. What’s going on?”

Sam didn’t know how much Nine actually knew about the situation either and found himself wondering what he should—or could—tell his dad. What he and Six were doing for McKenna was supposed to be a secret. Not even other Garde were supposed to know about it. That had changed now, but how much? Sam felt weird keeping information from his father, but he also didn’t want to put him in the middle by having him know more than Nine might.

“We’re following up on leads about kids with Legacies,” he said, keeping it vague.

“Like the three you brought with you?”

Sam nodded. “What about you?” he asked, changing the subject. “Is everything going all right for you here?”

“It’s great,” Dr. Goode said. “I love working with the kids. We’ve got a diverse group. Lots of different Legacies.”

Sam yawned. His father laughed. “I know it’s not as exciting as jetting around the world,” he joked.

“I’m sorry,” said Sam. “I haven’t gotten much sleep lately, and—”

“Let’s get you to bed,” his father said, standing up. “I’ve got a guest room, although I mostly use it as a library. Sorry about the boxes of books.”

He showed Sam into the room, which was indeed filled with cardboard cartons. His dad cleared three of them off of the bed. “Bathroom is down the hall,” he said. “Get some sleep. Nine will probably try to have you up at dawn for a morning swim.”

“He’s on his own for that,” Sam said. “I didn’t bring my swimsuit.”

“Good night,” his father said. He paused in the doorway. “It’s really great to see you, son.”

“You too,” Sam said.

Minutes later, he was asleep.


Much too soon, Sam was awake again as the smell of coffee filled his nose. He opened his eyes. Six was standing in the doorway, a cup in her hand.

“Rise and shine,” she said.

“I’ll rise,” Sam said, sitting up. “But I think shining will take a little longer. What’s going on?”

“Rena, Nemo, and Max are getting a tour of the Academy,” Six told him. “Nine is waiting to talk to us.” She handed him the coffee. “Maybe this will help.”

Minutes later, the caffeine coursing through his system, Sam walked into Nine’s office with Six. “Wow,” he said when he saw the large, light-filled room. Its windows looked out onto a grassy lawn, and beyond it the Pacific Ocean was visible in the distance.

“Not bad, right?” said Nine, grinning. “You sure you two don’t want to rethink taking staff positions here?”

“We’re good,” Six said. “This is okay, but our new place has a penthouse view. Plus, you can get takeout in ten minutes. Here, we’d have to wait at least, what, two hours?”

Nine raised an eyebrow. “Sounds fancy,” he said.

“Speaking of our new home,” Sam said, addressing Six, “Have you spoken to McKenna this morning?”

“I did,” she replied.

“Any sign of James?” Sam asked.

“No,” said Six.

“I had Lexa and some of her people look over the plane,” Nine said. “They found a device that was scrambling the signals to and from the onboard computer. That’s why you couldn’t interface with it. It’s a sophisticated piece of equipment. We’re reverse engineering it now.”

“People?” Sam said. “We?” He looked at Six again.

“We’re working together with Nine and his . . . people,” she said, sounding unenthusiastic. “On this, anyway.”

“McKenna thought it would be a, how did he put it? A mutually beneficial arrangement,” Nine said. “He likes big words, doesn’t he?” He leaned back in his chair. “So, could this Kirk guy be in on what happened?”

“I guess anything is possible,” Sam said. “But I really doubt it.”

“Why?” said Nine.

Sam shrugged. “I just don’t think he would do something like this.”

“Okay,” Nine said, sounding dubious. “Then why would someone take him? He doesn’t have a Legacy, does he?”

“No,” Sam said.

“So why take him and leave five people who do? What reason could someone have for wanting to kill the rest of you?”

“Maybe they weren’t trying to kill us,” Six suggested. “Maybe they were just trying to scare us.”

Nine considered the suggestion. “Again, why take him then?”

“Because he was the pilot,” Sam said. “Isn’t that reason enough?”

“They could have just killed him,” Nine said. “Are any of the three kids healers?”

“No,” Sam told him. “But there was a healer in New Orleans. They got her already.”

“They,” said Nine. “You’re assuming the same people who took her sabotaged the plane.”

“Who else would it be?” Six countered.

“The Foundation,” Nine suggested.

“I think I’m missing something here,” Sam said. “What’s the Foundation?”

“The people who took our student Taylor Cook and the other healers you were investigating,” Nine told him. “That’s what they call themselves. You really need to get up earlier. Six and I already talked about this.”

“From what you told me, the Foundation sounds way more sophisticated than what Dennings is doing,” Six said. “I mean, they might be connected somehow, but at the moment I think we should assume they’re two different problems. The immediate question is what we’re going to do with these kids.”

“What do you want to do with them?” Nine asked. “Technically, they’re supposed to come here.”

Six snorted. “Since when have you been concerned with technicalities?”

“Are you suggesting that I lack respect for law and authority?” asked Nine. “I think I’m offended.”

Six sighed. “You know how I feel about this,” she said. “What am I supposed to do, tell them that I agree with them but have to play by the rules? None of them want to be here.”

“Well, Nemo doesn’t,” Sam reminded her. “I don’t think Rena feels that way. And I think Max could easily change his mind if—”

A commotion in the hall outside interrupted them. A moment later, the door burst open and Rena came in. She was followed by Max and Nemo, who were arguing. Rena looked at Sam and Six and shook her head. Lastly, a girl with blond hair came in. She had an exasperated expression on her face.

“Come on, Nemo,” Max said. “This place is great.”

“Whatever, Max,” Nemo shot back. “Just because you have a crush on Legacy Barbie here.”

“Hey,” the blond girl said. “Leave me out of this. I just gave you the tour. That’s all.”

“Six, Sam, this is Ellie,” Nine said, as if everything was fine.

“Hi,” Ellie said edgily. She looked at Nine. “Can I go now? Please.”

“Sure,” Nine said, and Ellie left.

“So,” Nine said to the trio of teenagers. “Did you enjoy the tour?”

Max and Nemo scowled at one another and said nothing. Rena said, “It’s an impressive place.”

“You’re welcome any time you want to come,” Nine told her.

“Considering there’s a law that says we have to come here, that’s really big of you,” said Nemo, glaring at Nine.

Nine smiled at her. “Six and I were just talking about that.”

“I bet you were,” Nemo said.

“And I was saying to Six that a setting like this isn’t necessarily right for everyone,” Nine continued.

“Oh yeah?” said Nemo.

“Oh yeah?” echoed Six.

“It’s great for students who want to learn to make the most of their Legacies,” Nine said, ignoring them. He looked at Rena. “And someone like that would be welcome here anytime.”

“Thanks,” Rena said. “But before I can think about that, I want to help get Yo-Yo away from the people who have him.”

“Yo-Yo?”

“Her friend,” Sam explained. “It’s a long story.”

“I’ve been thinking about it,” Rena said. “And I have an idea. I don’t think you’re going to like it, though.”

“What is it?” Sam asked her.

Rena took a deep breath. “I want to go back,” she said. “Back inside.”

“No,” Six said immediately.

“I said you weren’t going to like it,” said Rena. “But hear me out. I can pretend that I tried coming here for a little while, decided I didn’t like it, and ran away. I can go back and say you all were horrible to me and tried to make me do things I didn’t want to do.”

“That’s exactly what they are trying to do,” Nemo muttered.

Rena ignored her. “You’ve got all kinds of spy gadget stuff,” she said. “You can fix me up so you can keep an eye on me. I’ll go in, get Yo-Yo, and see what I can do about Edwige and Ghost while I’m at it. You remember Edwige and Ghost, right?”

“Of course we remember them,” said Six. “And we’re working on it.”

“Well, I’m suggesting a way to work on it a little bit faster,” Rena told her.

“It’s still a no,” Six said. “We just tried using surveillance equipment, remember? Dennings figured it out.”

“Maybe you need better equipment,” said Nine. “We’ve been working on some things here that—”

“You stay out of this,” Six said.

“Just saying that I think it’s a good idea,” said Nine, crossing his arms over his chest.

Six snorted. “Well, then it’s a good thing she’s not your responsibility,” she snapped.

Nine looked at Rena, then back at Six with a smile on his face. “She would be if she enrolled at the Academy.”





CHAPTER TWO

SIX

POINT REYES, CALIFORNIA

“JACKASS!” SIX SAID, SLAMMING THE DOOR.

Lexa looked up from her seat at her desk. “Nice to see you again too.”

Six dropped into a chair and uttered a groan of frustration. “Not you,” she said. “Him.”

“Help me out here,” said Lexa. “Are we talking about Nine or Sam? Or maybe somebody else?”

“Both of them, actually,” Six answered. “Nine is the one I want to smack at the moment, but it’s Sam’s fault we’re here at all.”

“Got it,” Lexa said, returning her attention to her computer screen for a moment to check something before turning back to Six and asking, “What did he do this time?”

“He’s going to get them killed,” said Six.

“I’m going to need you to be more specific again,” Lexa said.

“Rena,” said Six. “Probably Ghost and Edwige and Yo-Yo, too, once Dennings figures out what’s happening. And he will figure it out. Sending Rena in there is ridiculous.”

Lexa nodded. “Got it,” she said.

“So, you agree with me then,” said Six. “He’s out of his mind, right?”

“Actually, I still don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. But I assume it has to do with the kids you picked up in New Orleans. As for Nine being out of his mind . . .” She shrugged. “Speaking of kids, did you ever find that girl from the videos?”

“Yeah, that’s Rena,” Six confirmed. “And I’m not real happy with her right now either.”

Lexa picked up the cup of coffee resting beside her keyboard and took a sip. “Sounds like everybody’s on your bad side today.” She looked at her watch. “And it’s not even ten o’clock yet. What’s going on?”

Six told her everything. “It’s not like I don’t want Rena to stay here,” she said, wrapping things up. “I’d like all of them to stay here, if that’s what they want. And Max probably will. Nemo, who knows what will happen with her. But Nine is encouraging Rena to do this totally stupid thing, and he’s only doing it to piss me off.”

“Mm-hmm,” Lexa murmured.

“What?” said Six.

Lexa held up her hands. “I didn’t say anything.”

“I know that sound,” said Six. “That’s the sound you make when you don’t agree but don’t feel like getting into it with someone.”

Lexa grunted.

“Just like that,” Six said, pointing a finger at her. “You think he’s right.”

“I didn’t say anybody was right,” Lexa argued. “But maybe it’s not such a bad idea. This Rena, can she handle herself?”

“No,” said Six. “I mean, yes, she’s tough. But Denning isn’t going to believe for one minute that she ran away from us. I mean, why would anyone do that?”

“I can’t imagine,” said Lexa.

“Fine,” said Six. “Maybe it is believable. It’s still a terrible idea. She could get hurt.”

“Somebody can always get hurt,” Lexa reminded her. “Let me ask you this. If Sam was being held by somebody you knew was hurting him, wouldn’t you do anything you could to get him out?”

Six narrowed her eyes but said nothing. Then there was a knock on the door.

“Somebody around here who knocks?” Lexa said. “Must not be Nine. Come in!”

The door opened, and Sam’s head appeared in the crack. “Hey,” he said, sounding uncertain. “Can I come in?”

“No,” said Six.

“Yes,” said Lexa.

Sam walked inside and shut the door behind him. He eyed Six warily as he passed by her, went over to Lexa, and gave her a hug.

“That’s more like it,” Lexa said. “Now sit.”

Sam sat. “So,” he said.

“Lexa’s on your and Nine’s side,” Six said.

“Oh,” said Sam. “I didn’t realize there were sides. I thought we were all working together now.” He waved at Lexa. “Welcome to the team, I guess.”

“Someone is a little bit mad that Nine is acting like Nine,” Lexa told Sam.

“I am not mad!” Six objected.

“She’s mad,” said Lexa.

“Noted,” said Sam. Then, to Six, he said, “Nemo says she wants to leave. Now.”

“I think I’m with her,” said Six.

Sam nodded. “I’m kind of getting that. But here’s the thing. Rena wants to stay. Max does too. That leaves Nemo the odd one out. And you’re the only one she trusts. Well, sort of trusts. So I was hoping you could maybe talk to her.”

Six stood up. “Fine,” she said.

“Great,” said Sam. “She’s stomping around the grounds somewhere. Max is tailing her to make sure she doesn’t take off, so she shouldn’t be too hard to find.”

“There are cameras all around this place,” Lexa said. “I’ll find her.” She turned to one of the handful of monitors set up around her desk. It displayed video feeds from around the campus. “There she is,” she said, pointing to the screen. “Heading for the beach. But once she leaves the lawn, alarms will sound.”

“Do me a favor.” said Six. “Turn them off. Let me follow her as far as she’ll go.”

Lexa hesitated, then nodded. “I can disable the security temporarily,” she said.

“Thanks,” said Six.

She exited the office, leaving Sam and Lexa to catch up. She went outside. It was gray and cold, and the air smelled like the ocean. A light rain was falling as she walked around the grounds of the Academy and across the expansive lawn, and headed towards the coast. After a few minutes, she saw Max ahead of her. She increased her pace, catching up to him.

“How is she?” Six asked him.

He pointed ahead. “She’s not stupid. She knows I’m following her. But I can tell she doesn’t want to talk to me.”

“She probably doesn’t want to talk to me either, right?”

Max shrugged. “Probably not.”

“You head back to the Academy,” Six told him. “No point in everyone getting wet.”

She walked on. After a minute, she saw Nemo. She was walking down a path that led to the beach. Unless she started swimming, there was nowhere for her to go, so Six took her time following her. She considered turning invisible, but Max was right—the girl wasn’t stupid. Nemo would know they wouldn’t let her get too far out of their sight. Now wasn’t the time to try to fool her.

Nemo paused, bent down, and removed her sneakers and socks. She carried them in her hand as she walked to the edge of the surf zone and stood there. A wave came in and broke, rolling up the sand. Water covered Nemo’s feet for a moment before retreating. She stood there, staring out at the gray-green ocean as rain dimpled the surface. Six walked up and stood beside her. She left her shoes on.

“Thinking about swimming to Hawaii?” she said to Nemo.

Nemo didn’t say anything for a minute. Another wave came in. Six stepped just out of its reach. Nemo didn’t move.

“This is prime great white territory,” Nemo said. “From here down to Monterey Bay. They come to breed, and because there are a lot of seals to eat. They call it the Red Triangle because a huge percentage of shark attacks on people occur here. But they only bite humans because we look like seals when we’re in wet suits.”

“You like sharks?” Six asked.

Nemo nodded. “They’re cool.” She looked over at Six. “Doesn’t mean I want to swim with them, though. I can breathe underwater, but I still look like a seal to a hungry great white. Maybe if I had animal telepathy. Does that work on fish?”

“You’ll have to ask Nine,” Six answered. “He’s the animal whisperer.”

“What’s the deal with the two of you?” Nemo asked.

“He’s like the bossy big brother who’s always trying to one-up you.”

Nemo snorted. “So that’s why you’re so pissed off that he agrees with Rena.”

“I’m pissed off about that because I don’t want her to get hurt,” Six retorted.

“And because he’s trying to be the boss,” Nemo suggested.

Six started to deny it but then said, “He does that. It’s annoying.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Nemo smile a little. But the girl didn’t say anything in response. Instead, she turned and walked a little farther down the beach, to where a large rock jutted out of the sand. She climbed it and sat down. Six followed her and sat beside her.

“The Farallon Islands are out there,” Nemo said, pointing. “There’s nothing else, really, except more great whites. A couple of scientists live at a research station there, studying them.”

“How do you know so much about sharks?” Six asked.

Nemo shrugged. “I’ve read a little,” she said, obviously trying to sound casual about it.

Six suspected there was more to her interest. “Maybe you should consider being a marine biologist. That breathing-underwater thing would come in handy.”

“Actually, that’s kind of how I figured out I had a Legacy,” Nemo said after a moment. “My family was vacationing at a lake. I was swimming and wanted to see if I could dive to the bottom. I held my breath and swam down. It wasn’t that deep—maybe ten feet or so. I was lying there, and I started watching some little fish swim around and wondering what they were. Then I realized I’d been there way longer than I should have been able to stay and still wasn’t running out of air. At first, I thought I was just really good at holding my breath. Then I figured it out.” She looked at the ocean. “I haven’t gone swimming in the ocean yet, though.”

“How come?” Six asked.

Nemo shrugged. “It’s just so . . . big,” she said.

She’s afraid, Six thought. Good. I can work with this.

“Sam made me try scuba diving when we were in Thailand,” she said. “No sharks, but we saw eels. They were cool.”

Nemo rewarded her with a genuine smile. “That sounds like fun,” she said. Then the smile faded, and she looked sad again.

“Max wanting to stay here doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to be your friend, you know,” Six said, guessing what she was thinking.

Nemo nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

Before Six could continue, her phone buzzed. She took it out and looked at the screen. There was a text from Sam: THEY’VE LOCATED KIRK.

Six texted back: ON MY WAY.

“I’ve got to get back,” she told Nemo. “And you really shouldn’t be sitting here in the rain. So how about this—you come back with me. You don’t have to stay here permanently. That’s a promise. We’ll figure something out. For now, though, be nice to Max. He needs you to be his friend.”

She felt Nemo tense up.

“And maybe I’ll talk to Nine about going with you underwater, so you won’t have to worry about anything,” Six added.

“Deal,” Nemo said.

Relieved, Six stood up. Together, they walked back to the Academy.


Rena and Max were hanging out talking to some students, and Six left Nemo with them, then went back to Lexa’s office. Sam was still there, and on one of Lexa’s monitors, McKenna was talking to them.

“What’s going on?” Six asked.

“We’ve received a signal from Kirk’s implant,” McKenna said.

“Implant?” said Six. “What implant?”

“He was—is—part of a program testing implants in military personnel,” McKenna explained. “Among other things, the implant acts as a locating device. Somehow, the signal was either inoperative or blocked. But now it’s working.”

“So, where is he?” asked Six.

“Montana,” McKenna replied.

“Great,” said Six. “When do we go get him?”

When nobody answered her, she looked at Sam and lifted her eyebrows.

“That’s what we were talking about when you came in,” Sam said. “We think it might be a good idea to move forward with Rena’s suggestion.”

Six grunted. “Of course you do,” she said. She turned to look at McKenna. “You too?”

“We still don’t know who took James,” McKenna said. “But as we’ve discussed, the logical conclusion is that it’s someone connected to the operation Dennings is running. Since you discovered their previous location, they had to move to another one. If that’s where Kirk is, this is our chance to find them.”

“Right,” said Six. “But we can do that without sending Rena in. Sam and I can go.”

“Yes, you could,” McKenna agreed. “However, there are other considerations.”

“Like what?” Six asked.

“The possible connection to the Foundation,” McKenna said. “From what we know, they’re operating a kind of black market in those with Legacies.”

“Right,” said Six. “But I thought we figured that they weren’t the same people Dennings is working for.”

“I don’t think they are,” McKenna confirmed. “Despite its methods, the Foundation presents itself as an altruistic organization whose intention is to do good.”

“By kidnapping healers?” Six said.

“Indeed,” said McKenna. “Nevertheless, that’s how they apparently see themselves. Whoever is behind what Dennings is involved in, it’s more like organized crime. Purely for profit. At least, that’s my theory. However, that’s not to say that they’re not connected. Which is why I think sending in someone who can get a more thorough look at what’s going on there could be helpful. If you and Sam go in, you could probably retrieve Kirk and the kids who are there. But if Rena goes in and convinces Dennings that she’s there of her own free will, she’ll be able to feed information back to us that might help on a larger scale.”

“Or get herself killed,” Six suggested. “He had no problem shooting Ghost or Evella. And is there an update on Evella, by the way?”

“She’s going to be all right,” McKenna said. “I’ve had her moved to a private hospital, in case Dennings or the people he works for try anything more. And your point is taken. However, I think he knew Ghost would be healed.”

“I’m sure that made being shot a lot better,” Six snarked.

“You saw how he seemed to remove that girl’s Legacy when she lost the fight,” McKenna continued. “If he in fact did so, that has enormous implications.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” said Six. “It would change everything. Someone with that kind of technology, power, whatever could do a lot of damage, especially if they got their hands on untrained kids.”

“Exactly my point,” said McKenna. “So if Rena can get inside and find out more about that, it would prove very, very useful.”

“Or we could get in, get Dennings, and make him talk,” said Six.

“As I’ve said before, I don’t think he is the real power behind his organization,” McKenna said. “And I don’t think whoever is would let Dennings live long enough to tell us anything. We already know they have people with Legacies working for them, and we know they’re more than willing to kill if they think they’re in danger of being found. They would have no problem eliminating someone like Dennings.”

“Or someone like Rena,” Six pointed out again. She was out of arguments, and she still didn’t like what they were suggesting. She settled into a sullen silence, while Sam and Lexa looked at her uneasily.

“I’ve spoken to Nine about equipping Rena with—”

“Nine?” Six interrupted. “Now you’re talking to him without involving me and Sam?”

“Nine is familiar with the Foundation, due to Taylor Cook’s experiences,” McKenna said. “We’ve agreed that—”

“So now we’re working for Nine,” Six said flatly. “I get it.”

“You’re not working for me, Six” Nine said from behind her. “You’re working with me. You know, like you told Sam earlier today.”

She glared at him as he took a seat.

“Sorry I’m late,” Nine said. “I had to meet some of my students about an extracurricular project they’re working on. Where are we?”

Six listened as McKenna explained what was going to happen. She didn’t say anything. Obviously, the choice had been made. She didn’t like it and thought they were making a mistake sending Rena back inside. But now she had to focus on keeping the girl as safe as she could. Still, the whole thing bothered her.

She had already said no to working at the HGA, and now here she was doing exactly that. Well, not exactly working for them. As Nine had so characteristically pointed out, she was now working with them. And them was Nine and Lexa, two people she cared about very much, even when they made her crazy. So why was it irritating her so much?

She wasn’t sure. She’d told Sam she was okay with it. But was she really, or had she just been trying to convince herself she was? Right now, she didn’t have time to work it out in her head. She had to focus on the mission ahead of them. She glanced over at Sam. He was watching her. He smiled. It made her feel better. Not great, but better. She pushed the worrisome thoughts away and turned her attention to McKenna. Everything else could wait.





CHAPTER THREE

NEMO

POINT REYES, CALIFORNIA

NEMO CLUNG TO THE STALK OF KELP, KEEPING herself from floating to the surface fifteen feet above. It swayed gently, moving her back and forth, and she wasn’t sure if the nausea she felt was from that or from a combination of excitement and nervousness.

“You’re doing great.”

Nine’s deep, soothing voice crackled through the tiny waterproof earpiece tucked inside her ear canal. The thick neoprene hood she wore encased everything but her face, keeping her mostly dry, if not terribly warm. The water was a chilly fifty-five degrees, and her wet suit was exactly that—wet. The ocean seeped in through the wrists and ankles. Nine had warned her that it would be cold, but the first plunge underwater had nevertheless been a shock. She was still getting used to it.

She was also getting used to all the gear. In addition to the wet suit, she wore gloves, fins, and a weight belt that helped her stay underwater. It had been a lot easier swimming in the lakes she had swum in before, where all she had on was a swimsuit.

Beside her, Nine floated effortlessly in the water without holding on to any kelp. His body was perfectly horizontal, and his arms were crossed over his chest. He wore the same getup that Nemo did, but with the addition of a buoyancy vest, air tank, and regulator. He also had on a mask outfitted with a transmitter that allowed him to talk to her. Nemo, in contrast, wore only a pair of swim goggles that allowed her to see underwater. Her mouth and nose were uncovered.

“Relax,” Nine reminded her.

That’s easy for you to say, Nemo thought. She couldn’t talk underwater and had to respond to Nine using the hand signals he’d taught her earlier in the day. Now she gave him the OK sign to let him know she understood.

“When you’re ready, you can release your death grip on that poor kelp, and we’ll try swimming.”

Very funny. Now I know why you make Six crazy. She looked at Nine and flipped him a signal she was sure he would understand, even though it wasn’t one they’d practiced. His laugh flooded her ear.

Nemo steadied her breath. This required fighting against her natural instincts, but she did it. Now she concentrated on keeping her body horizontal. When she was more or less there, she let go of the kelp. For a moment, she feared she would either sink or fly to the surface, but she stayed where she was.

“Excellent,” said Nine. “Now, let’s try swimming. Remember, slow, easy strokes. This isn’t a race.”

Nemo moved her feet and shot forward. She panicked and clutched at more kelp, then calmed herself and tried again. This time she moved slowly and steadily.

“Nice correction,” said Nine, coming up to swim beside her. “Let’s take a little tour.”

The rain that had darkened the sky earlier in the day had given way to sunshine, and it filtered down through the water, illuminating the kelp forest as it passed through the golden-brown leaves.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Nine asked.

Nemo nodded. It was more than beautiful. It was like nothing she had ever seen. She’d practiced her Legacy in lakes, but that had been nothing like this. This was the ocean, and it was huge and wild and dangerous. The thought of sharks was never far from her mind, although Nine had assured her that not only did they not swim within the kelp forest that grew in the shallower water, they could be controlled by his Legacy.

“Come look at this,” Nine said, angling towards the bottom. All Nemo saw was some rocks and shells scattered around on the sand, but she followed as Nine went to a rock that looked just like all the others and hovered in front of it. Nemo joined him. Nine pointed to something no more than three inches long. It was covered in brownish spikes tipped in yellow, and at one end was what looked like two spiral horns. Nemo had no idea what it could possibly be, if it was some kind of anemone, or plant, or what. Then, ever so slightly, it moved, and she realized it was crawling across the surface of the rock.

“It’s called a nudibranch,” Nine told her. “A sea slug.”

Nemo had never thought of a slug as something beautiful before, but the nudibranch was gorgeous in a strange, alien way. She watched as it moved what she assumed was its head back and forth.

“More than seventy percent of Earth is covered by water,” Nine said. “And this is just one of the millions of things that live here. Most people will never see one up close like this. It’s like you’re an astronaut visiting another planet.”

Says the guy who’s from another planet, Nemo thought.

“Looks like we have company,” said Nine.

Nemo looked up just in time to see something the size of a dog dart past. Then another one came by, and she realized that they had been joined by sea lions. The playful creatures swam around them, blowing bubbles. One of them dove down, picked up an orange starfish in its mouth, and came up to Nemo. It hovered in front of her.

“He wants you to take it,” Nine said. “It’s a game they like to play.”

Nemo reached out and took the starfish in her hand. The sea lion swam away, while another continued to circle them. Nemo held out the starfish, and the second sea lion took it in its mouth, spiraling away in a rush of bubbles.

“Looks like you’ve made some new friends,” Nine said. “You ready to go back up? You don’t want to stay under too long or you’ll get hypothermia, even in that wet suit.”

Nemo was not ready to go up, but she nodded. There would be other times. Now that she’d experienced the ocean, she knew she would be back again and again.

Which is exactly what Nine knew would happen, she thought as she followed him up towards the sun. Part of her hated him for introducing her to the magic of the kelp forest. Not that she had to stay at the Academy to go swimming. She could do that on her own. Still, it might be nice to have someone who knew what they were doing to show her what else she could do.

Her head broke the surface. Nine already had his mask off. “Pretty awesome, isn’t it?” he said.

“Did you make them do that?” she asked.

Nine shook his head. “That was all them. If you want, next time we can go into more open water and I’ll see about getting one of your shark buddies to do a swim-by. Sound good?”

“We’ll see,” Nemo said. “Maybe.”

“Maybe,” Nine echoed, rolling his eyes. “Come on. Let’s swim in and get something warm to drink.”

They swam to shallow water, then stood up and walked the rest of the way. Nemo couldn’t believe how heavy she felt now that she was back on land. Compared to floating in the water, walking felt like trying to move through mud. When she reached dry sand, she took off her weight belt and dropped it with a sigh of relief.

“It’s easier in warm water, of course,” Nine said, shucking off his air tank and lowering it to the ground. He pulled his hood off and shook the water from his long, dark hair. “Not a lot of people can handle diving in this type of water. Cold. Low visibility. Sharks.”

“I get it,” Nemo said. “We’re badasses. You can knock off the hard sell.”

“No hard sell,” said Nine. “What would I need to sell?”

Nemo barked a laugh. “This place?” she suggested. “The whole Human Garde thing?”

“Maybe I was just testing you,” Nine retorted. “To see if you’ve got what it takes.”

“Like I said,” Nemo replied. “Hard sell.”

“You’re a lot like Six,” Nine remarked. “No wonder I like you.”

“And no wonder you annoy me,” Nemo shot back, but not meanly. Despite all her reservations, she was starting to like Nine too.

“Let’s go tell everyone what we saw,” Nine suggested. “And see how Rena’s coming along with her mission prep.”

Mission prep, Nemo thought. He makes everything sound so dramatic. Then again, wasn’t what Rena was doing a big deal? Going back into a dangerous place to help her friend. She was brave, that was for sure. Would Nemo do the same if it was Max who was being held? She was still really mad at him, but she thought she would. No, she knew she would. That’s what friends did for each other. So then why are you planning on running away and leaving him here? she asked herself.

“Oh, shut up,” she snapped.

Nine looked at her.

“Not you,” said Nemo. “I meant, um, somebody else.”

Nine cocked his head. “I’d say it was nitrogen narcosis, but you weren’t breathing air from a tank.”

“Like I said, not everything is about you,” said Nemo, picking up her gear and trudging across the beach.

Half an hour later, showered and dressed in warm clothes, she walked into a classroom where Rena, Six, Sam, Lexa, Nine, and Sam’s father were gathered. Max wasn’t there, and she wondered if he was off with Ellie again. She felt a sharp pang of jealousy at the thought, but this disappeared as she watched what Rena was doing.

Rena was standing behind a table on which were arranged half a dozen dolls, action figures, and stuffed animals. She was holding a clown doll in her hand and staring at it with a look of concentration on her face. A moment later, the clown shuddered, as if waking up. Rena set it on the table, and it stood on its own feet, swaying slightly. It turned its head from side to side, the permanent grin painted there seeming to laugh at them all. The sight of it made Nemo shiver. She hated clowns.

“Tell it to juggle those balls,” Nine said.

Rena nodded. She stared hard at the clown, which leaned over and picked up three small plastic balls that were lying on the table. It hefted them in its hands, then tossed them in the air, and started juggling.

“Great,” Nine said. “Now try to make it do something unclown-like.”

“Like what?” Rena asked.

“Tell it to strangle the Superman action figure,” Six suggested.

“Like a clown wouldn’t totally commit murder,” said Sam. “No, see if you can get it to do something like ride the horse there.”

“A clown could ride a horse,” Six objected.

“Yeah, it could,” Sam conceded. “But it’s not generally part of the standard clown repertoire. Let’s just try.”

Rena looked at the clown. It dropped the balls it had been juggling and walked over to a plastic horse that stood a few feet away. The horse’s usual rider, a cowboy figure, lay on its side next to it. The clown stepped over it and approached the horse.

“Tell it to get on,” Sam instructed Rena.

The clown hesitated, as if it was unsure what to do. It reached out and touched the horse’s neck. Then it pulled its hand back and just stood there.

“It won’t,” Rena said. “I can feel it resisting.”

“Push it,” said Nine.

Rena’s forehead wrinkled as she concentrated. The clown didn’t move. “It’s not going to do it,” Rena said.

“That’s fascinating,” Dr. Goode remarked. “It’s like it won’t do anything a typical clown wouldn’t know how to do.”

“I told you that’s how it works,” said Rena. She sounded tired, as if trying to get the clown to do what they asked had worn her out. “I can only make them do what they’re supposed to. Paper butterflies fly. Ballerina dolls dance. Soldier dolls fight. Teddy bears . . . teddy.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” said Six. “They’re just plastic dolls, or paper animals, or stuffed toys. They don’t have brains. They shouldn’t be able to think about doing or not doing something. They should do what you tell them to with your thoughts.”

“Maybe it’s how you’re telling them what to do,” Nine suggested. “Maybe you can teach them to do other things. It would just take time.”

Rena shook her head, and the clown doll collapsed. “You don’t understand,” she said. “I don’t make them do anything. I give them the energy, power, whatever to do what they’re already designed to do. I can direct them a little, tell them where to go and such, but they only do what they do.”

Nobody said anything. Rena sighed. “It’s like voodoo dolls,” she said.

“Voodoo?” said Nine, laughing. “As in magic?”

Rena nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “As in magic.” When Nine smiled, she continued. “What? You think what we all can do isn’t magic? Suddenly getting superpowers? Breathing underwater? Walking through walls? Flying?”

“It might seem like magic,” Nine said.

“Can you explain it?” Rena asked. “With science?” She looked at Dr. Goode. “Can you?”

“We don’t know exactly how the Loric energy works yet,” he answered. “But I wouldn’t call it magic.”

“Mm-hmm,” said Rena. “Well, let’s get back to voodoo dolls. The way they work—and they do work—is that when you make them, you think about the person they represent. If you can, you put something of that person into them. Hair. Fingernails. A piece of fabric from their clothes. But you don’t need to. It helps, but they work even if you don’t. And they only work on the person they’re supposed to represent.”

“I’m not following,” said Sam.

Nemo spoke up. “What she means is, the doll is made to do one thing. It’s about the person who makes it as much as it is about the doll.” She looked at Rena. “Right?”

Rena smiled. “Exactly right. They call it sympathetic magic. A voodoo doll is made to do one thing—affect a particular person in the way you tell it to. If I make one of Sam, I can’t use it on Six. It won’t work, no matter how many pins I put in it or workings I do with it.”

“And you think it’s the same with the action figures, or stuffed animals, or origami things?” asked Nemo.

“That’s what I think,” Rena said.

Six picked up the clown doll. “Okay. I get what you’re saying. But do you think the people who work on assembly lines painting these things or filling them with stuffing really think about them all that much, enough to give them some kind of identity or purpose? Or what if they’re made by machine? Machines don’t think about it at all.”

Rena shrugged. “Maybe it doesn’t matter. Maybe it just is what it is. You paint a doll like a clown, and it’s a clown. You make a dragon out of papier-mâché and sticks, and it’s a dragon. What I do know is that when I make a certain kind of doll with a particular purpose in mind, it works a lot better. That’s why I started making my own.”

“Have you ever seen a Legacy like this?” Dr. Goode asked the others.

Nine shook his head. “No,” he said. “But we’d never seen technopathy before Sam manifested it either. When you think about it, what Rena can do is a little bit like that. I still wonder if her skill can’t be refined.” He looked at Rena. “We’ll work on that when you come back from your mission.”

“About that,” Nemo said.

“Don’t you try to talk me out of it too,” Rena said. “You know if this was one of your friends—”

“One of my friends is in there,” Nemo said, cutting her off. “Ghost. And I’m not going to try to talk you out of it.” She took a deep breath. “I’m going to come with you.”





CHAPTER FOUR

SIX

POINT REYES, CALIFORNIA

“DON’T BLINK.”

Lexa reached out, balanced a single contact lens on the end of her finger, and gently pressed it to Rena’s eyeball.

“Good. Now let’s see if it’s working.”

She walked back to her desk and typed rapidly on a keyboard. A second later, the screen filled with an image of the room.

“Look at Six,” Lexa said.

Rena turned her head. On the monitor, Six’s face came into view.

“That’s amazing,” Six said, the on-screen image of herself speaking in unison with the real thing. “How is there a camera in there?”

“Science,” Lexa said. “But yeah, it’s pretty cool. There’s an image pickup sensor and a built-in transmitter that sends the signal out so we can see what the wearer is seeing. A feed comes directly here, and you can also get it on a handheld monitor. The only thing is, they don’t work well in low light, so if the wearer is in the dark, so are we.”

“Does it feel weird?” Six asked Rena.

The girl shook her head. “Like a normal contact lens,” she said.

“I want one!” said Nemo, who was standing next to Rena.

“Don’t worry,” Lexa said. “I’ve got one for you, too.”

Rena swiveled her head around, causing the image on the monitor to change. She looked at Nine, who waved, and then at Sam, who gave a thumbs-up sign. Then she turned back to Lexa. “What else have you got?”

“These,” Lexa said. She held up a small medallion and what looked like a single stud-style earring. She walked over to where Rena and Nemo stood. She handed the medallion to Rena. “I noticed your St. Therese medal,” she said. “This one is just like it, only it has a listening device built into it. It will pick up voices from up to twenty feet away.”

Rena pulled a necklace out from beneath her shirt and took it off, replacing it with the one Lexa had given her. “It’s exactly like it,” she said, looking at the nickel-size medal.

“I figure if Dennings noticed you wearing it before, he might not think anything of it,” Lexa said. She turned to Nemo and held up the small silver stud. “And this is to replace the one in your nose.”

Nemo took the jewelry and started working on switching it out with her current piercing.

“We have to assume that Dennings will search you for devices,” Lexa said to the girls. “Hopefully, he won’t look too carefully at these.”

“What if he does?” Nemo asked, securing the back to her piercing and turning it in her nostril.

“Then you tell him we made you wear them,” said Nine.

“But our story is going to be that we ran away from here,” Rena said. “So why would we be wearing anything you gave us?”

“An excellent point,” said Nine. “If it comes to that, you tell Dennings that you do want to run away but that we kept such a tight leash on you that there was no way you could. So you agreed to pretend to run away and spy on him in order to actually run away.”

“In that case, why wouldn’t we just take out the contact lenses and throw the jewelry away once we were away from here?” said Nemo. “That’s what I would do.”

“Yes, you would,” Nine agreed. “Unless you were afraid that not going along with us would result in some terrible consequences.”

“Like what?” Nemo pressed.

“Look,” said Nine. “No matter what you tell Dennings, he’s going to be suspicious. He’s already been found once. But from what you’ve told me, he’s someone who thinks he’s smarter than everyone else. That’s what we’re counting on. He doesn’t really care whether you’ve run away or not. He only cares that he’s got you.”

“That’s a terrible plan,” Nemo said.

“Thank you,” said Six. “Like I’ve been saying all along.”

“Unless—” Nemo said thoughtfully.

“Unless what?” said Sam.

“Unless we tell him right up front that we have these,” said Nemo. “Or one of us does, anyway. Or maybe not tell him outright but somehow let him know, like we’re afraid to say it out loud. That way, we look like we were forced into it and are asking for his help.”

Nine looked thoughtful. “That’s not a terrible idea,” he said.

“Can I see you outside?” Six said to him. “You and Sam.”

She walked out of the room and into the hallway. When Sam and Nine joined her, she turned on Nine.

“Are you insane?” she said. “That’s a terrible idea. All of this is a terrible idea.”

“I know you’re not exactly thrilled about it,” Nine said. “But—”

“But nothing,” Six said. “These are kids, Nine. And we’re throwing them into the fire.”

“Rena is the one who suggested it,” Nine reminded her.

“That doesn’t mean it’s a good idea!” said Six. “Rena wants to save her friend. She isn’t thinking about what could happen.”

“I don’t know,” Sam said cautiously. “She saw what he could do in Texas, remember? She’s already been in the fire once, and she came out of it in one piece.”

“Because we went in and pulled her out!” said Six.

“Which we’ll do again if we have to,” Nine said. “They’re both going to be implanted with microchips that will allow us to track them. If they get into any trouble—”

“When they get into trouble,” said Six. “Let’s not even pretend that they’ll be able to get in there, find Yo-Yo and Edwige and Ghost, and get out again without anything happening. Something is going to happen.”

“And when something happens, we’ll be there to help them,” Nine said.

Six looked at Sam. “Are you going to back me up here?”

Sam took a breath. “I know what you’re saying,” he replied. “And I agree with you that there’s a very likely chance that something will happen that will require us to go in.” He hesitated.

“But?” said Six.

“But I think it’s our best chance of getting inside the operation before even more kids are hurt.”

Six started to reply, but Sam continued.

“We don’t know what condition Kirk is in,” he said. “So even if Dennings has him, we don’t know if he can do anything. And we don’t know exactly how many kids he has with him already. But we know there are a lot of them.”

“And you think it’s worth risking two more kids to maybe find them and maybe get inside?”

“I know what I would do if it was you in there,” Sam said.

“That’s not the same, and you know it,” said Six. “You know how to use your Legacy. You’ve got experience.”

“I didn’t when all this started,” said Sam. “Not when I saved John from the Mogs. Not when I promised to help you all fight. Then I was just ordinary.”

“You were never ordinary,” Six said. “And you had me and John and Nine and everyone else to help you when you needed it.”

“And Rena and Nemo have you and me and Nine to help them when they need it,” Sam said.

“And Lexa,” Nine added.

Six let out a groan of frustration. “All right,” she said. “I’m going to be outvoted anyway. But when this all goes to hell—”

“Then we’ll let you say you told us so,” said Nine.

“Like she wouldn’t anyway,” Sam said.

Nine looked at Six. “Those girls need to think you believe in them,” he said. “Okay?”

Six nodded. She did believe in Nemo and Rena. She believed that they wanted to help their friends. She also remembered that wanting to help hadn’t stopped Sam from ending up in a Mog prison and that she and the other Garde hadn’t been able to keep him out of there. True, Dennings wasn’t a Mog, but he was potentially just as dangerous. She kept these thoughts to herself, though. All she could do was prepare and protect Nemo and Rena to the best of her abilities.

“Let’s go back in, then,” Nine said, heading for the door to Lexa’s office. “Smiles, everyone. Remember, we’re one big, happy family.”

“I’d forgotten how annoying he is,” Six said to Sam as they followed him.

Sam put his arm around her. “Funny. I think I heard him saying something like that to Lexa about you earlier.”

Back in the office, Rena and Nemo were practicing picking up conversations with their jewelry microphones. When Six and the others came in, Nemo said, “Are you done arguing?”

“We weren’t arguing,” Nine and Six said in unison.

Nemo looked at Rena. “They were arguing,” they said in unison.

“Is everything working the way it’s supposed to?” Six asked Lexa, changing the subject.

“Yep,” said Lexa. “And until it doesn’t, we’ll be able to see what they see and hear what they hear.”

“All right then,” Six said. “Now what?”

“Now Rena texts the number she used before to reach Dennings’s people,” Sam said. “And then we wait.”

Six turned to Rena. “Might as well do it now.”

Rena took out her phone and pressed some buttons, calling up the number. “What do I say?”

“Here,” Nemo said, taking it from her and starting to type. Her thumb and fingers flew over the keys. Before Six could tell her to wait a minute, she hit send. “There,” she said. “Done.”

“What did you say?” Six asked her.

“I asked if he wanted to Netflix and chill,” Nemo said, handing the phone back to Rena. “What do you think I said? I said I wanted to talk to him about something important. Well, I guess it’s Rena who wants to talk to him.”

Nine looked at Six. “She’s like a mini you,” he said. “It’s like you have a kid, only she’s almost the same age as you are.”

“So more of a twin, then,” Nemo suggested. “Anyway, that’s what I said. Was that wrong?”

“No,” Six answered after a moment. “It’s fine. But next time, maybe run it by us first.”

There was a dinging sound. Rena checked her phone. “Looks like next time is now,” she said. “He responded. Well, somebody responded.”

“What did they say?” Sam asked her.

“It says, ‘I’m listening.’ What do I write back?”

Nemo reached for the phone, but Rena held it out of her reach. Nemo rolled her eyes.

“Tell him you need to talk,” said Nine. “In person.”

Rena typed. She wasn’t nearly as quick as Nemo had been, but a minute later she hit send.

Again, the response came quickly. “He wants to meet,” Rena said.

“Where?” Six asked.

“Reno, Nevada.”

“How far is that?” Six asked Nine.

“If you drive, probably around four hours,” Nine said.

Six looked at her watch. It was 1:27. “Tell him you’ll meet him at seven,” she said.

“Wait a minute,” said Nine. “You can’t just drop them off like you’re dropping them off at the movies or something. They’re supposed to be runaways, remember? How would two kids who were running away travel?”

“I’d steal a car,” Nemo said immediately.

“Bus,” Rena countered. “It’s the cheapest, and you’re not going to get pulled over by some cop who runs your license plate.”

Lexa, typing away on her keyboard, said, “Bus from San Francisco takes about the same amount of time. If we drive them, they can be on the three thirty-five and be there around eight o’clock.”

“Perfect,” said Nine. “Text him back,” he told Rena.

As Rena typed, Nine said to Sam and Six, “You two can follow in one of our cars. Once they make contact and find out what’s next, we’ll go from there.”

“And what will you be doing?” Six asked him.

“I have things to attend to here,” Nine reminded her. “Lexa and I will be backup support.”

Sam looked at Six and nodded. “Sounds like a plan,” he said.

“What about clothes?” Nemo said. “We don’t have anything but what we’ve got on.”

“Probably best to keep it that way,” said Nine. “If you’re running away, you’re only going to have what you’re wearing. Unless you want to take an HGA sweatshirt.”

“I’ll pass,” said Nemo.

“Let’s get going then,” said Six. She looked at Nine. “Can I borrow the car, Dad?”

Fifteen minutes later, the four of them were in a Ford Explorer, headed for San Francisco. As Sam drove, Six lectured Nemo and Rena on what to say and what to do. Finally, Rena said, “I think we’ve got it.”

Six sighed and settled into her seat for the rest of the ride.

When they got to the bus station, she and Sam bought tickets for the girls, then walked them to the waiting bus.

“We’ll be following you to Reno,” Six said. “Nothing bad is going to happen. And if you need to end this at any point, you just say so and we’ll move in.”

Rena hugged her. “We’ll be fine,” she whispered into Six’s ear.

“I’m not really a hugger,” Nemo said.

“Shocking,” Sam said. “How about a fist bump?”

“That I can do,” said Nemo, raising her fist and tapping it to his outstretched one. Then she looked at Six. “Seriously,” she said. “We’ll be okay. But thanks for worrying.”

“Get on the bus before I change my mind,” said Six.

With the girls on board, she and Sam returned to the Explorer and waited for the bus to leave.

“This is a whole new side of you,” Sam said.

“What are you talking about?” said Six. “I don’t have sides.”

Sam snorted. “You’re practically a dodecahedron,” he said. “And I mean this mother-hen side. You’re worried about them. It’s sweet.”

“Take that back!” Six said.

Sam reached out and took her hand. “It’s sweet,” he repeated. “I like it.”

“I don’t,” Six said. “This is exactly why I didn’t want to get involved with the Human Garde. Too much can go wrong.”

Ahead of them, the bus’s lights went on. The door shut, and the bus pulled away.

Sam squeezed Six’s hand. “We’ll just have to make sure it doesn’t,” he said as he started to follow.





CHAPTER FIVE

SAM

LIBBY, MONTANA

SAM PUSHED OPEN THE DOOR OF ROOM 11 OF THE Mountain Do Motor Inn and darted inside. He shut the door behind him and set a bag of food from the Golden Dragon Chinese restaurant on the small table that stood beneath the room’s single window, which, if the curtains were open, would offer a spectacular view of the parking lot.

“Dinner’s here, Mrs. Hubble,” he said, using the name under which he and Six were registered.

“Great,” Six said, coming over to inspect the bag. “I’m starving.”

“I can’t believe how cold it is out there,” Sam said. “My hands are freezing.”

Six pulled out a plastic container and handed it to him. “Here,” she said. “Hold the egg drop soup for a few minutes. That will warm you up.”

“Ahh,” Sam sighed. “Better. The girl at the restaurant said we’re in for more snow. I guess this is unusual for this time of year.”

“Thank you, climate change,” Six said, tearing open a packet of soy sauce with her teeth.

“What did I miss?” Sam asked as he sank onto the room’s only bed. The mattress groaned in protest.

“Not much,” Six said, pouring the soy sauce over a carton of pork with black bean sauce and poking into it with a fork. “The guy they sent to meet Rena and Nemo is grilling them, trying to trip them up. But they’re sticking to the script.”

She indicated the television. On the screen was an image, fed from the laptop on the bed, of a coffee shop. Rena and Nemo were seated at a table, across from a bearded man wearing a red-and-black-checked lumberjack coat and a red knit hat. Because the image was being fed through the contact lens cameras each girl wore, they only saw what Nemo and Rena were looking at.

“Whose camera is that?” Sam asked.

“Nemo’s,” Six answered. “You can switch between them, but they’re showing the same thing right now, so there’s not much point.”

“Those things are amazing,” said Sam. “Lexa really hooked us up.” He turned up the volume and listened as the trio talked. The microphones implanted in the jewelry each girl wore was also working perfectly.

“You expect me to believe they just let you walk out of that place?” the man said. “After what went down in Texas?”

“They didn’t let us do anything,” Nemo said, her voice dripping with hostility. “That’s the point.”

“They wanted everything their way,” Rena added, perfectly playing her role as the more levelheaded one. “I don’t like that. Besides, I want to see my friend Yo-Yo. Make sure he’s okay. That’s all I’ve ever wanted, even back in Texas. And Nemo wants to see her friend Ghost.”

The man nodded at Nemo. “What is it you do again?”

“Breathe underwater,” Nemo said.

The man snorted. “That’ll come in real handy around here,” he said. “And you make toys come alive?” he said to Rena.

“Something like that,” Rena confirmed.

The man shook his head. “I don’t know why the hell Dennings is taking a chance on you two,” he said. “Personally, I think you’re more trouble than you’re worth.”

“I guess it’s a good thing you’re not in charge, then, isn’t it?” Nemo said.

The man pointed a finger at her. “Watch your mouth. You ain’t there yet. I’d be more than happy to leave your asses right here.”

“Whatever,” Nemo said.

“She’s pushing it,” Sam remarked.

“You sound surprised,” said Six.

“You still think we shouldn’t have let her go, don’t you?” said Sam.

“It doesn’t matter now,” Six answered. “She’s there. Now we just have to hope this guy buys their story.”

A day had passed since Rena had boarded the bus in San Francisco. In Reno, they had met with a woman who grilled them just as the man in the coffee shop was, asking the same kinds of questions he was asking. Then they had been driven to a rest area and put into a van.

And then they had disappeared.

Sam and Six, watching the camera feeds and following the van at a discreet distance, had seen the feeds turn to static. Not knowing if the tech had failed or if Rena and Nemo had been physically injured or even killed, they’d panicked. But a minute or so later, the feeds were restored, and Nemo and Rena were staring at a stocky, pug-nosed teenage boy with buzzed blond hair who was holding on to them. They had been teleported to a new location, presumably to prevent anyone following them from knowing where they were going.

Fortunately, their microchips pinpointed their position in Montana. Six and Sam, who had trailed them the whole way, quickly detoured to an airport, where McKenna arranged for a private jet to take them to Montana. There, they had holed up at the motel nearby to monitor the situation. Given that James Kirk’s tracking device was putting him in the same general vicinity, they hoped this would be the final stop.

The man in the coffee shop stood up. “Come on,” he said.

“Here we go,” said Sam.

The man walked out of the restaurant. Nemo and Rena followed. Nemo turned to look at Rena, and for a moment Rena’s face was looking out at Six and Sam. She looked exhausted.

The man walked to a pickup truck. “Get in,” he ordered.

Nemo went in first, with Rena following. The man got in on the other side and started the truck.

“Where are we going this time?” Rena asked.

“Find out soon enough,” the man said as he pulled out of the parking lot.

“Should we follow them?” Sam asked Six.

Six shook her head. “I think this is it,” she said. “Besides, these roads are so deserted, it would be hard to stay out of sight. Let’s wait and see where they end up. Then we can go in.”

The truck wound its way up into the mountains, turning off the highway onto less-traveled roads until finally it was on what wasn’t much more than a dirt lane twisting through the forest. Eventually, after almost two hours of driving, even this ended, and the man pulled the truck over.

“Get out,” he said.

The two girls got out. Because of the darkness in the woods, it was difficult to make out much more than shadows. Nemo and Rena stood together. “Now what?” Rena asked.

“Now, we walk,” the man told her.

“Into the woods?” Nemo objected.

“Into the woods,” said the man.

“I’ve seen this movie,” Nemo said. “We’ll get ten yards in there, and you’ll shoot us or something.”

The man laughed gruffly. “You think we’d waste all this time just to kill you?” he said. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a pistol, waving it at them. “But don’t try anything stupid.”

He disappeared into the trees. Rena and Nemo followed. The snowfall wasn’t deep this far into the forest, but it was thick enough to make walking difficult, especially as they were going uphill. For the next ninety minutes, they hiked farther and farther into the wilderness. The sound of their labored breathing filled the motel room.

“I feel guilty sitting here in a warm room while they’re out there,” Sam said, turning the sound down. “It’s like watching a horror movie.”

Six, who was testing the small receiver on which the girls’ transmitters could be followed, set the device down. “There are all kinds of hunting cabins in those mountains,” she said. “It’s easy to disappear in there. My guess is that Dennings has found something like that. What we don’t know—yet—is whether he’s moved the whole operation here or just part of it.”

“I don’t think even he is stupid enough to risk having us catch him with all those kids again,” said Sam.

“Agreed,” Six said. “And that’s what worries me. Why is he so willing to take these two in after what happened? And if Kirk is really here, what’s he doing with him? I don’t feel good about any of this.”

On the television, the hikers stepped out of the trees. They were standing at the bottom of yet another mountain. Snow fell lightly but steadily. Halfway up the mountain, lights burned in the darkness.

Nemo groaned. “More walking?”

“Relax, princess,” their guide said. “Your chariot is here.”

He pointed to an ATV parked at the edge of the trees. “Get on,” he said.

“You’re only supposed to put one person on the back of those,” Nemo objected as the man straddled the front seat and started up the four-wheeler.

“Then you’d better not fall off,” the man said. “I ain’t a taxi service, so if you don’t come now, you walk the rest of the way.”

“Come on,” Rena said to Nemo. “We’ll be all right.”

The two girls climbed onto the ATV. Reluctantly, Rena put her arms around the man in front, while Nemo squeezed in behind her and slipped her arms around Rena.

“Hang on tight,” the man said, laughing, as he gunned the engine.

Viewed through Nemo’s camera, the landscape bounced and shook as the ATV moved up the mountain. Its tires threw snow and dirt up in the air, and the girls grunted every time the vehicle leaped over a bump or slid sideways.

“I think I’m getting motion sickness,” Sam said, watching their progress.

Nemo closed her eyes, and for a few minutes the screen was black, and all they heard was the sound of the ATV’s engine. Then that came to an end. Nemo opened her eyes. They were parked next to a lodge. The three riders got off the four-wheeler, and the man led Nemo and Rena to a set of wooden stairs.

At the top, they entered through a doorway and went into a large, open room. The building was a cabin, and the walls were bare logs. Timbers crossed overhead, supporting the ceiling. Everywhere Nemo looked, her camera sent back images of animal heads mounted on the walls: bears, elk, deer, and mountain lions stared back with glassy eyes. There were birds, too, and fish, along with hunting rifles and traps. At one end of the room, a huge stone fireplace blazed with a crackling fire. The room was also lit by a huge chandelier made from deer antlers. Large windows provided a view of the woods below, which now were silvered with moonlight.

“Somebody likes shooting things,” Six remarked.

As Rena and Nemo looked around, Jagger Dennings came walking into the room. He strode over to the girls and stopped.

“Didn’t think I’d be seeing you again so soon,” he said to Rena.

Rena shrugged. “Me either,” she said. “But you know how it is. Things change.”

“Yeah,” Dennings said. “They do.” He gestured around the room. “Although I guess I should thank you and your Garde friends. Because of them, I got to move into this place. A little nicer than the other one, don’t you think?”

Rena shrugged. “It’s pretty sweet. Smaller, though. Doesn’t look like there’s room enough for everybody.”

“Ah,” Dennings said. “Smart girl. You’re right about that. Not everybody made the move with me.”

“Why’s that?” Rena asked.

“Let’s just say we’ve refocused our business model,” Dennings replied. “Nothing to worry about, though. We can still use someone like you.” He turned his attention to Nemo. “And I see you’ve brought along a friend. You didn’t like what the HGA was offering either?”

“Not much,” Nemo said.

Dennings continued to look at her without saying anything. Nemo stared back. Finally, Dennings said, “Well, I’m sure we’ll find something to do with you.” Turning his attention to Rena, he said, “That reminds me. I’ve got somebody who’s been waiting to see you.” He turned and called over his shoulder, “Sparky! Come on out. Your friend is here.”

A young man appeared in the doorway. Tall and thin, with dark skin and close-cropped hair, he seemed nervous. He hesitated before running into the room and heading for Rena.

“Yo-Yo!” Rena shouted, and opened her arms. She hugged her friend for a long time. As she did, Six and Sam saw his mouth moving.

“Switch over to Rena’s feed,” Six said.

Sam did. By then, Rena and Yo-Yo had parted.

“I’ll back it up a little,” Sam said.

They watched Yo-Yo’s mouth moving again. This time they heard him speak.

“You shouldn’t have come back,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

Sam switched back to the live feed. Now Yo-Yo was standing silently, looking at the floor.

“I love a reunion,” Dennings said, clapping Yo-Yo on the back. “You and your friend have a lot of catching up to do, eh, Sparky?” To Rena he said, “Sparky here has some big news. Really exciting news.”

“Yeah?” Rena said. “What’s that?”

Dennings beamed. “He got his Legacy back. Well, Drac gave it back to him, after he showed us he deserved it.”

Rena looked at her friend. Yo-Yo was still looking down at the floor.

“Come on, Sparky,” Dennings said. “Show her.”

Yo-Yo lifted his hands and cupped them in front of his body. He stared at the space between them. A few seconds later, a spark appeared, and a small flame burst to life. Yo-Yo held it in his hands as it burned.

“Look at that!” Dennings said. “Good as new!”

“What’s this about?” Sam said to Six. “Why does Yo-Yo look so scared?”

“I don’t know,” Six said. “But I don’t like it.”

Back in the lodge, Yo-Yo pulled his hands apart, and the flame disappeared. He put his hands at his sides and hung his head again, as if using his power was somehow embarrassing or shameful. Dennings put an arm around the boy’s shoulders, making Yo-Yo flinch.

“Pretty great, huh?” he said to Rena and Nemo.

“How’d you do it?” Rena asked.

Dennings held up a finger and wagged it. “That’s a secret,” he said. “The important thing is that Sparky here is back in business. And just in time.”

“In time for what?” Nemo asked.

Dennings took his arm from around Yo-Yo’s shoulders. “To play a game,” he answered. “You two like games, right?”

Nemo looked over at Rena. “Depends on the game,” Rena said.

Dennings nodded. “Sure,” he said. “I get it. I promise you, this game is a good one. It’s kind of like hide-and-seek. You’ve played that one, right, when you were kids? It’s easy. Somebody hides, and somebody else tries to find them. You don’t get found, then you win. In this case, if you don’t get caught, I let you back in.”

“And if we do get found?” Rena said.

Dennings frowned. “Well, then, I’m afraid you’re out of the game.”

“What’s he setting them up for?” Sam said. “I don’t like this. At all.”

“Why does Yo-Yo need his Legacy back to play?” asked Rena.

“Let’s just say it could come in handy,” said Dennings. He looked at his watch. “The seekers should be here in a couple of hours. Then we can start.”

“Who are these seekers?” Rena asked. “Other kids with Legacies?”

“No,” Dennings answered. “No Legacies to worry about.” He smiled, but there was nothing friendly about it. “But you’ll want to make sure they don’t catch you. Now, let’s go over the rules. You’ll get a fifteen-minute head start. Then the seekers will come after you. They’ll have twelve hours to find you.”

“Twelve hours?” said Nemo. “You expect us to hide out there in the cold woods all night?”

Dennings nodded. “You can always use Sparky’s Legacy to start a fire to keep warm,” he said. “Of course, that would probably give your location away. It’s up to you. The game ends at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. Like I said, if you haven’t been caught, you’re in.”

“How many seekers are there?” Rena asked.

“Good question,” said Dennings. “Two. And to make things a little fairer for you, I’m adding one more person to your team. Cutter, bring their other teammate out.”

The man standing behind the girls left the room. He returned pushing someone in front of him. The man’s hands were tied behind his back, and he stumbled as Dennings’s henchman shoved him to his knees.

When he looked up, Sam and Six were looking at the face of James Kirk.





CHAPTER SIX

RENA

THE MOUNTAINS OF NORTHWEST MONTANA

“I’VE GOT TO GET THESE CUFFS OFF,” JAMES Kirk said.

They were running through the snow, or trying to, but Kirk kept tripping and falling. Already, five of their fifteen minutes had been used up. Soon, the seekers would be after them.

“Let’s keep moving,” Nemo said. “If we just keep going, we can get out of here and back to the highway.”

“It’s too far,” Kirk said. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. That’s the whole point. This isn’t about hiding. This is about fighting back. But I need my hands free.” He nodded at Yo-Yo. “See if you can melt them.”

He turned around so that the plastic zip tie securing his wrists together was facing Yo-Yo. The boy reached out and placed his fingertips on it. “This might be a little warm,” he warned.

A spark appeared, turning into a small flame. Kirk gritted his teeth as the plastic heated up. As soon as it was soft, he pulled his wrists apart. He scooped up some snow and rubbed it on the burns. “Thanks,” he said.

“Now what?” Rena asked.

Kirk looked around. “We go farther up,” he said. “It’s harder for us, but it’s also harder for someone chasing us to have to climb.”

They started to move. Dennings had sent them out without anything but what they had on them, which wasn’t much. Rena and Nemo hadn’t been planning to hike around in the woods and were trying to sell their runaway story, so they had dressed regularly and didn’t really bring anything with them. Rena’s sneakers were already soaked through.

“Do you two have any way of communicating with Six and Sam?” Kirk asked as they made their way through the forest.

“Yeah,” Rena said. “We’ve got mikes and cameras.”

“And tracking devices,” Nemo added.

“Can they talk to us?” asked Kirk.

“No,” Rena said. “But they can hear everything we say.”

“Okay,” said Kirk. “Sam and Six, I don’t know our exact location, but I’m guessing you can follow our tracking devices. I’ll try to keep us away from whoever is following us long enough for you to get here. Dennings kept me in solitary, so I don’t know how many people are up here. Sorry I can’t be more helpful.”

“Why’d he take you, anyway?” Nemo asked. “And how?”

“Same way he got Ghost and disappeared back in New Orleans,” Kirk answered. “Someone with a teleportation Legacy. One second I was sitting in the cockpit, and the next I felt a hand on my shoulder. By the time I turned around, I was in the back of a van and someone was sticking a needle in my arm. I woke up in a cell in the basement of that lodge. The only reason I know where we are is Dennings talked about it. Almost like he wanted to be sure I knew.”

“Was Ghost in there with you?” Nemo asked him.

“I don’t know,” said Kirk. “Like I said, I was kept away from everybody. I don’t think so, though. I get the feeling there aren’t that many people here. Yo-Yo, do you know?”

“They just brought me here yesterday,” Yo-Yo said. “Told me I was getting a second chance to prove I belonged with them. They’ve been doing that—bringing kids here a few at a time.”

Rena, already having a difficult time breathing while moving, asked, “Who are these seekers, anyway? People who work for Dennings?”

“I don’t know,” Kirk said. “This is the first I’ve heard of them.”

“They don’t work for Dennings,” said Yo-Yo. His voice was tight. “They pay him.”

“You mean they’re his bosses?” said Kirk.

“No, his customers.”

Kirk stopped. He looked at Yo-Yo. “What are you saying?”

Yo-Yo checked behind him. “We’ve got to go,” he said. “We’ve got to hide. Quick.”

“I need to know what we’re up against here,” Kirk pressed.

Yo-Yo licked his lips. “I don’t know, exactly,” he said. “But I heard some things. There are people paying to play this game—people who want to see if they’ve got what it takes to catch kids with Legacies.” He hesitated. “And I heard something else. Heard it’s not exactly hide-and-seek. Heard it’s more like hunting.”

“Hunting?” Rena said.

He nodded. “You see all those trophies hanging on the walls in that place? This here’s a place where people come to hunt game. And right now, I think they’re hunting us.”

“And what happens if they catch us?” asked Nemo.

Yo-Yo didn’t say anything.

“Yo-Yo?” said Rena. “What happens?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I heard different things.”

“Like what?” said Nemo.

“Like some of the kids who got sent here didn’t come back,” Yo-Yo told her.

“All right,” Kirk said. “I think we should keep moving. Who these people are doesn’t really matter at this point. What does is that they don’t catch us, right?”

“And how do we make sure of that?” Nemo asked. “None of us can turn invisible, or teleport, or fly. The only one with a useful Legacy is Yo-Yo, and like Dennings said, we can’t use it without giving our location away.”

“We’ll worry about that when we have to,” said Kirk. “Right now, let’s get some more distance between us and them. Do any of you have a watch?”

“I do,” Rena said. She looked at it. “It’s been ten minutes.”

“We won’t get far in five more minutes,” Kirk said. “So let’s make them count.”

“Maybe we should split up,” Nemo suggested.

“No,” said Kirk. “I take it none of you has wilderness training. But I do. Follow me.”

They pushed on. The ground was getting steeper as they rose up the mountain. Making things worse, the snow had stopped and the clouds had dispersed. The moon, full and silver overhead, illuminated the woods where its light slipped in through the branches of the fir and pine trees. It was beautiful, but it also did very little to hide the four of them as they sought out a place to hide.

They were still climbing when a sound rent the air, a blast from an air horn.

“They’re coming,” Yo-Yo said. “The hunters.” His voice shook with fear.

“What if we climb up in the trees?” Nemo suggested.

“Then there’s nowhere to go if they find us,” Kirk pointed out. “We need to stay on the ground.” He looked around, surveying the forest. “All right. Here’s the plan. We hide. We wait for whoever is coming to move past us up the mountain. Then we head down and figure out what’s next.”

“Maybe we could get back to the lodge and take the ATV,” Rena suggested.

“We don’t have the key,” Nemo countered.

“I can start it without a key if we can get to it,” said Kirk. “But that’s later. Right now, we need to get under cover. We also need to make them think we’re still going up.”

“How do we do that?” asked Rena.

“You three hide,” Kirk said. “Get behind or under anything you can find. Use pine branches to sweep away your footprints. I’m going to keep going so that there are tracks for them to follow. Once they’ve gone past me, I’ll come back this way and we’ll regroup and plan our next move.”

He looked around at the three teenagers’ faces. “It’s going to be fine,” he said. “Just keep calm.”

“What if they find us?” Yo-Yo said.

Kirk pointed at Yo-Yo’s hands. “Then you send a fireball at them and run,” he said. “Now, go.”

He turned and left them. Rena pointed towards a part of the forest where the trees grew more densely. “Let’s go that way,” she said. “There’s more cover. I’ll go last and wipe away the tracks. Try to step in each other’s footprints so there aren’t as many of them.”

“How are we going to erase our prints?” Nemo asked.

“I’ve got an idea,” said Rena.

Yo-Yo went first, taking big steps as he moved deeper into the darkness of the trees. Nemo followed. “Hey, longlegs,” she said. “Can you shorten up the steps? Some of us don’t walk on stilts.”

Rena, going last, paused and concentrated on the snow. She focused her telekinesis and pushed, urging the snow to fill in their footprints and smooth them over. It mostly worked, and she hoped it was enough to fool their pursuers. At least the moonlight was shining on the prints Kirk had made leading up to and away from the hiding spot. That might save them.

The three of them found a place where two trees had fallen over. Although their branches had long since lost the needles that once covered them, the trunks were thick and provided something for them to hide behind. Nemo, Yo-Yo, and Rena crouched there in the snow, waiting. Afraid of making any noise, they didn’t talk, and for a while the only sound was that of the wind moving through the branches of the trees.

Then they heard the soft crunching of footsteps on snow.

Rena, who was in the middle, reached out and took Yo-Yo’s hand in one of hers and Nemo’s in the other. She squeezed them gently, her heart racing. When a bird somewhere in the forest hooted, startling her, she bit her lip to keep from crying out.

Two shadows detached themselves from the darkness and moved into the moonlight.

“What did he say they could do?” said a man’s voice.

“Fire,” answered a woman. “That’s the boy. One of the girls breathes underwater. The last one I didn’t quite get. Something about bringing dolls to life.”

The man snorted. “Not much of a challenge,” he said. “Except maybe the fire kid. We should have asked for a discount.”

“I think that’s why he threw in the military guy,” the woman said. “At least he’s got survival training.”

“Looks like they all stayed together,” the man remarked. “That’ll make it easy.”

“And boring,” said the woman. “What’s the fun of catching them all at once? I told you we should have gone on a big-game safari hunt instead.”

“Anyone can do that,” said the man. “Come on. The tracks go this way. Might as well get it over with. Didn’t Dennings say if we catch them within two hours we get half our money back? We could still take that safari after all.”

The two figures disappeared into the trees. Rena felt her heart slow a little, and she was able to breathe more easily again.

“Now what?” Nemo whispered.

“We wait for Kirk,” said Rena. “That’s the plan.”

They waited. The cold had soaked right into their skin, and crouching behind the trees was uncomfortable. After what felt like an hour, Rena looked at her watch. Only ten minutes had passed.

“Where is he?” Yo-Yo said.

His voice was too loud, and Rena shushed him. A moment later, a light flickered over their heads. Someone had turned on a flashlight and was now shining it around the trees.

“I hear you,” said the voice of the man they’d heard before. “Nice trick, trying to make us think you’d gone on ahead.”

The three teens froze, saying nothing.

“Come on out,” the man said. “Game’s over. Let’s all go back to the lodge and get warmed up. No sense freezing to death, kids.” He laughed, and the sound sent shivers down Rena’s spine.

Yo-Yo squeezed Rena’s hand, and she realized they were all still linked together. She looked at her friend. He shook his head no. His eyes were wide, filled with terror.

“All right,” the man said. “If you want to keep playing, we can play.” A second later, a dull thud sounded, and snow tumbled down from a branch above where Rena, Nemo, and Yo-Yo were hiding. Rena looked up and saw an arrow sticking out of the tree trunk a few feet above their heads.

“I’ll count to three,” the man said. “If you’re not out by then, we’ll do this the hard way. One.”

None of them moved. It was as if time had stopped. Rena felt her friends’ hands in her own, but her body wouldn’t move.

“Two.”

Rena felt Yo-Yo’s hand slip from hers. She turned her head and saw him starting to stand up. He had brought his palms together, and a ball of light was forming between his fingers. The glow was already spreading as the ball of fire grew stronger.

“Yo-Yo,” Rena said.

It was too late. Yo-Yo stood up, revealing himself.

“Three,” the man said, just as Yo-Yo flung his hands out. A fireball shot forward. The sound blasted through the night. A tree somewhere in the vicinity of the man burst into flame. Then Rena heard herself scream as an arrow whizzed past her head.

Another fireball was forming in Yo-Yo’s hands, and he flung it at their attacker as Nemo and Rena stood up and looked around, trying to see what was going on.

“That’s more like it!” the man shouted.

“Run!” Yo-Yo told the girls. “I’ll take care of him.”

“No,” Rena objected. “We stay together.”

The boy raised his arm to lob another fireball. Then he gave a shout of pain, and the ball flickered and went out. Yo-Yo hunched over, clutching his hand to his chest. “Get down!” he shouted at the girls.

“Are you okay?” Rena asked, kneeling behind the trees again.

“It grazed me,” Yo-Yo said. “Hurts like a son of a bitch.”

He showed her his hand. Blood was dripping from a slice on the side of his palm. Rena knew they had to bind it up, but before she could do anything, another arrow thwacked into a tree beside them.

“We’re sitting ducks here,” Nemo said. “We’ve got to move.”

“What’s going on?” The voice of the woman they’d heard before rang out. She sounded excited.

“They’re pinned down in there,” the man said triumphantly. “I think the fire starter is wounded. What did you find?”

“Nothing,” the woman said.

Rena’s hopes rose. She hadn’t caught Kirk. But where was he?

She got her answer a moment later when he emerged from the shadows behind them. “We need to make a run for it,” he said. “Yo-Yo, can you do your thing?”

“I think so,” Yo-Yo said.

“Then now’s the time,” said Kirk. “Biggest ball you can make. Throw it right at them, then we’ll run back the way we came.”

Yo-Yo nodded. He held his hands together. The wounded one was still bleeding, and it shook as he focused hard on the empty space his fingers made. There was a spark, then another. Then a ball the size of a grapefruit bloomed, swirling with orange and red flames.

“Don’t miss,” Kirk said.

Yo-Yo stood up and threw the ball of fire. It struck something and burst into flames. There was a scream. He had hit the man.

“Run!” Kirk shouted.

The four of them darted away from the tree. The man, who was on fire, was staggering around as the woman yelled for him to drop to the ground. Nemo, Yo-Yo, and Rena dashed into the trees. Kirk, bringing up the rear, shouted at them to hurry.

Rena heard a grunt. She turned and saw Kirk stumbling towards her. The front of his jacket was open, and on his chest a stain was blooming around the shaft of an arrow that protruded from his body. Then there was another whistling sound, and another stain. Kirk jerked and his mouth opened, blood spraying out and covering the snow.

He lurched forward. Rena held out her hands. Kirk clutched at her, his fingers grabbing at her necklace. He fell, and the necklace was pulled away with him. He didn’t get up.

“Rena!” Yo-Yo shouted. “Come on!”

Rena looked down at the body in the snow. She bent to retrieve her necklace, and an arrow whizzed over her head, making her fall back without the piece of jewelry. She got to her feet, turned, and ran into the darkness.





CHAPTER SEVEN

SIX

THE MOUNTAINS OF NORTHWEST MONTANA

SIX STOPPED WALKING SO ABRUPTLY THAT SAM almost ran into her.

“What?” he said.

“Did you hear that?” Six asked.

The in-ear receiver she wore was tuned to Rena’s transmitter, while Sam was receiving Nemo’s feed. Although the wrist monitor Six wore was receiving the video feeds from both girls’ contact lens cameras, the smallness of the screen and the darkness of the woods made it impossible to tell what was going on.

“The shouting?” said Sam. “Yeah. Why? Did you hear something else?”

Six nodded. “Rena must be closer to them than Nemo is,” she said. “Something happened.”

“Is he dead?” said a voice in her ear. It wasn’t Rena’s and didn’t sound like Nemo or Yo-Yo either.

There was silence, then some scratchy sounds, as if something was being dragged through the snow. Then a woman’s voice said, “He is.”

“Good,” said the first voice. There was an odd quality to it, as if the speaker was in pain. “He was the only one with any survival skills. Without him they won’t know what to do.”

“The boy can still shoot fire,” said the woman.

“Yeah, I noticed that,” the man replied.

“Relax,” said the woman. “It only burned your jacket and part of your arm. You’ll live.”

“It’s my shooting arm,” the man complained. “And in case you haven’t noticed, it’s pretty goddamn cold out here.”

“We can stop at the lodge and get you another coat,” said the woman. “They won’t get far.”

The man grumbled something unintelligible, and Six heard the sound of feet on snow. They were walking away from the necklace, which Six guessed Rena had either dropped or lost. But that wasn’t what worried her at the moment.

“Patch through to Lexa,” she said to Sam.

A few moments later, Lexa’s voice was in her ear. “Where are you?”

“We just got to where they parked the truck. Now we’re heading up the mountain,” Six said. She hesitated a moment, then asked, “Are you still getting a read from Kirk’s tracking device?”

“I’ll call it up,” Lexa said. Then, in a more somber tone, she said, “It’s still tracking, but it’s on recovery mode. No signs of life.”

“Shit,” Six muttered.

“What the hell is going on up there?” Lexa growled, her usually calm voice bristling with anger.

“Someone is hunting the kids,” said Six. “Literally. Kirk was helping them get away, and—”

“How close are you?” Lexa interrupted.

“Not close enough,” said Six. “Can you help us out?”

“I’ll work with Nine on getting someone up there,” said Lexa. “But it might take a little time.”

“A little time is all we have,” Six said.

“Got it,” Lexa said, and disconnected the call.

“They’re really hunting them,” Sam said. “They’re as sick as the humans who sided with the Mogs.”

Six said nothing. Inside, she was raging with anger and frustration. She wanted to find Nemo, Rena, and Yo-Yo and get them out of there. Then, she wanted to find Jagger Dennings and the two monsters hunting the teens and show them what it was like to be on the run from someone who knew how to use her Legacies to their full extent.

She doubled the pace. She and Sam moved swiftly up the mountain, following the path that Cutter had led Rena and Nemo up. Without Rena’s transmitter sending them her feed, Six tuned to Nemo’s, hoping for clues as to where the three teenagers were.

What she heard was three frightened kids who were running for their lives.

“Are you sure he was dead?” Nemo said.

“No,” Rena said, her voice trembling. “But I think so. There was a lot of blood.”

“Fuck!” Nemo said. “This is all so fucked-up!”

“Yo-Yo, we need to bandage your hand,” Rena said in a calmer voice.

Good girl, Six thought. Keep them thinking about other things.

“What’s the plan?” Sam asked from behind her.

“First, we find these three and get them out,” Six said. “After that, I don’t know.”

“We find the two who are hunting them.”

“I’ll be more than happy to spend a few minutes with them,” Six told him grimly.

They reached the point where Cutter had transferred the girls to the ATV. Now, even though they were in great shape, they found the going tough. Six pushed herself on by listening to the voices of Yo-Yo, Nemo, and Rena as they looked for someplace to hide from the people pursuing them. They had bandaged Yo-Yo’s hand. Now they were debating whether to go to the lodge and try to steal an ATV or keep moving on foot.

“Dennings will be waiting for us to try that,” Yo-Yo argued. “I say we stay away from the lodge and head down the mountain on foot.”

“My feet are blocks of ice,” Nemo said. “My jeans are wet too. Rena and I aren’t dressed for this. If we don’t change or get warm, we’re going to freeze to death before we get out of here.”

“Nemo’s right,” said Rena. “My teeth are already chattering, and I can’t feel my toes or fingertips. We’ve got to dry out somehow.”

“Okay,” Yo-Yo said. “There’s another building. Some kind of barn or storage shed or something. Down the mountain a ways from the lodge. I heard Dennings tell Cutter to go get something out of it. We can try to go there. Maybe find some weapons while we’re at it.”

“Won’t they be watching that place too?” Nemo said.

“You got a better idea?” said Yo-Yo. “Unless you can build us a cabin somehow, that’s all I’ve got.”

“We’ll go there,” Rena said decisively. “It can’t be any more dangerous than trying to get down the mountain in this weather. Besides, Sam and Six are probably on their way to help.”

“We are,” Six said aloud, forgetting that they couldn’t hear her.

“We have our tracking devices, and if they’re listening, they’ll know exactly where we are,” Rena told the others. Then the sounds of talking were replaced by sounds of walking.

Six looked down at her wrist. She was wearing a GPS that showed their position in relation to the lodge, the coordinates of which she’d put in once they’d used the data from Rena’s and Nemo’s tracking devices. They were only about fifteen minutes away.

All of a sudden, there was a screeching sound in her ear. She pulled the receiver out, seeing that Sam was doing the same thing.

“What was that?” Sam asked.

“I don’t know,” said Six, rubbing her ear. There was a ringing in her head. “It’s like something fried Nemo’s transmitter.”

She looked at Sam as a horrible thought filled her mind. If the transmitter had been destroyed, it might mean Nemo had been hurt, or that Dennings had discovered it was a transmitter and removed it. Sam, likely realizing the same thing, said, “We’ve got to get to them.”

Finding the barn was not difficult, and it’s setting—below and away from the lodge—meant that it was hidden from anyone spying from the main building. This didn’t mean it was safe, though, and Six and Sam weren’t about to just walk through the doors. Instead, they first peered through one of the windows on the side. The inside appeared empty. Then Six noticed movement towards the back, plus a flicker of light.

“They’re in there,” she said with a sigh of relief. “But if they’re smart, they’ve barricaded the door from inside. We need to get their attention.”

Sam looked around. The barn was filled with pieces of furniture, boxes, and tools of various kinds. But one thing stuck out at him. It was an old pinball machine, sitting not far from the window. Why it was there, he had no idea. “This might do it,” he said.

Concentrating his attention on the machine, he brought it to life. The lights around it suddenly flashed, and the various bells dinged as a ball was launched up the shooter lane and the flippers went wild. It wasn’t the subtlest way of announcing their presence, but it did the job. A moment later, a worried-looking Nemo peered out from the shadows. Sam waved at her, hoping she would be able to tell it was him and not think someone was attacking them.

She did. She ran to the window, then to the door, which opened a crack. Sam and Six slipped inside, then they barricaded it again. Six looked at Nemo, who was trembling with cold. “Are you okay?”

Nemo nodded even as her teeth clacked together. “Yeah” she said. “Just hiding out from some nutjobs who are trying to hunt us down like a bunch of deer. The usual.”

“We heard,” Six said.

Rena and Yo-Yo appeared. Relief flooded their faces when they saw Sam and Six. “You made it!” Rena said.

“Let’s go in the back,” Six suggested. “Away from the windows.”

Rena led them to the rear of the barn. There, they found a fire burning inside a large metal cauldron that hung suspended on chains from a steel frame. “Hunters and farmers use these for cleaning animals they kill,” Yo-Yo explained. “You fill them with water and heat it to help de-hair hogs and such when you’re skinning them. I saw my cousins do it once. It’s kind of gross.”

“It makes a nice fire pit,” Sam said, holding his hands over the dancing flames.

“I don’t think I’ll ever feel warm again,” Nemo said, standing close to the cauldron.

Rena looked at Sam and Six. “I think they killed James,” she said, her voice breaking. “I tried to . . .” Her words trailed off, and she started to cry.

Sam hugged her. “It’s okay,” he said. “We’re going to get out of here now.”

Six addressed Yo-Yo. “Are there any other kids up there?” she asked.

“A few,” Yo-Yo said.

“Ghost or Edwige?” Six said.

Yo-Yo shook his head. “I don’t know who all is there. I only got here yesterday, and they kept me to myself mostly. Except when I saw Drac, and he restored my Legacy.”

“Drac is here?” said Six.

“Yeah,” said Yo-Yo. “Like I said, he’s the one who fixed me up.”

“How did—”

“Six,” said Sam. “We really should get out of here.”

“What’s the hurry?” Dennings’s voice filled the room. Everyone spun around, looking for him. Yo-Yo lifted his hands, forming a fireball. Dennings laughed. “Everybody’s so ready to fight. Settle down. I just want to talk. You think I’d bring you all this way just to kill you? Not that I couldn’t if I wanted to,” he added. “The barn is rigged with enough explosives to send you all back to Lorien.”

“What do you mean you brought us here?” said Six.

Dennings laughed again, his voice crackling through speakers in the barn’s roof. “You think I wanted Rena and Whatshername?” he said. “Hell, no. I wanted you, Six. One of the originals. Why do you think I took your flyboy pal? Why do you think I let those two run around with their implants and their transmitters? I wanted you to hear everything. I wanted you and your human boyfriend there to come running to save these two. I knew you wouldn’t let them get picked off.”

“What do you want with me?” said Six.

“Like I said, I want to talk,” Dennings replied. “Why don’t you come up here to the lodge?”

“We’ve got nothing to talk about,” said Six.

Dennings clucked his tongue. “I’m sorry you feel that way. Well, if you’d rather all of you die right now, I guess we’ll do it your way.”

“You know he means it,” Yo-Yo said. “He doesn’t care what happens to any of us.”

“All right,” Six said. “I’ll come talk. But everybody else leaves.”

“Sure, sure,” said Dennings. “I mean, I can’t promise my clients won’t try to stop them, but four against two is pretty decent odds.” He laughed. “Not that it helped your pilot.”

Six swore and started to say something, but Sam put his hand on her arm. “I can handle this,” he whispered. “It’s two bad guys. I’ll get everybody out, take them to safety, and come back. I’m pretty sure you can handle yourself.” He smiled and lifted an eyebrow. “Okay?”

“No,” said Six. “But I guess that’s the plan.”

“Come to the lodge,” Dennings said. “Alone. And no one else leaves that barn until you’re inside. I’ll tell them when they can go. Oh, and don’t try the going-invisible trick or everyone else dies.”

His voice seemed to evaporate, and the barn was once again still except for the crackling of the fire.

“He’s probably still listening,” Nemo said.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Six. “Here’s the plan. I go up there. When he says you can leave, you get out of here.”

“That’s not much of a plan,” said Nemo. “What’s to stop him from blowing this place up once you’re there?”

“Because if he does, I’ll tear that lodge—and him—to pieces,” Six said. She spoke loudly, assuming that Nemo was right about Dennings listening in. “Besides,” she added in a whisper. “McKenna knows exactly where we are and is sending help.”

“Dennings will just move again,” said Yo-Yo.

“He’s not the one I care about,” Six said. “You guys are. All right. I’m going.”

They walked to the barn door. Six removed the boards they’d used to hold it shut from the inside, opened the door, and looked outside. She didn’t see anything suspicious, but that didn’t mean there was nothing out there. She turned to Sam, leaned in, and kissed him. “Be smart,” she said. “I’ll see you soon.”

She slipped into the dark. Sam pulled the door shut behind her.

Six walked up the slope towards the lodge. She knew Sam was capable of handling himself, but still she worried. He had three other people to take care of—three people who had been through a lot and were frightened, exhausted, and edgy. She didn’t know who those people hunting them were, but they’d already proved that they were more than willing to kill.

She passed through a copse of trees, momentarily engulfed in darkness, then emerged into the moonlight again. Ahead of her, the lodge loomed against the backdrop of the full moon. A lone figure stood on the porch, looking down at her. He waved.

“Come on up,” Dennings called out.

Six mounted the stairs. “Well,” she said. “What do you want to talk about?”

A second later she felt a sharp sting at her neck. Her hand flew to the spot, and her fingers felt something fuzzy and sharp. She pulled the tiny dart away and looked at it. Already her vision was fading. She tried to attack Dennings, but her body went limp. As she fell, he caught her.

“Oh, there are so many things to talk about,” he said as he dragged her through the door and into the house. His voice sounded very far away. “Right after you see the doc.”





CHAPTER EIGHT

SAM

THE MOUNTAINS OF NORTHWEST MONTANA

SAM LOOKED AT THE THREE TEENAGERS WAITING for his instructions. “You guys ready to get out of here?”

“Is Six going to be okay?” Nemo asked.

“Sure she is,” Sam said. “She’s faced way worse than Dennings. I’d be more worried about him than her.”

Nemo snorted. “I don’t care what happens to him,” she said. “I hope Six beats his ass from one end of Montana to the other.”

“She just might,” said Sam, stifling a laugh.

“Okay, kiddies.” Dennings’s voice crackled through the barn. “Time to go. Good luck.” He laughed loudly, and then there was silence.

“Okay,” Sam said. “Let’s move. Remember the plan—we get down the mountain. That’s it. If we run into trouble, you let me handle it. And if for some reason we get separated, just keep going down. Get somewhere warm and dry, if you can. I can find you using your implants.”

“What if something happens to you?” Yo-Yo said. “Those hunters out there mean business.”

“The dude took down a Mogadorian warship,” Nemo said. “I think he’s got this.” She looked at Sam, who was surprised that she knew about that. “Nine told me.”

“You said there was an ATV, right?” Sam asked.

Rena nodded. “Back at the lodge.”

“That would make things a lot easier,” Sam said. “You three could take it and get out of here. Let’s try that first.”

He opened the barn door again, ready to leave. Before he could, an arrow embedded itself in the wood beside his head. Sam slammed the door.

“They found us,” Yo-Yo cried. “Now what?”

“Stay away from the windows,” Sam ordered. “Get into the back.”

Nemo, Yo-Yo, and Rena did as he said, crouching down and moving into the rear of the barn. Sam stayed where he was, surveying the contents of the barn. Mostly it was just junk. But there were some tools—hoes, rakes, an axe—that could be used as weapons. Except that the people out there have a crossbow, he thought.

He risked a peek out one of the windows. The moonlight revealed nothing. But of course the people hunting them would stay hidden. Were they just going to wait out Sam and the others? Or were they planning something else?

He got down and retreated to the back of the barn, where he found Rena, Yo-Yo, and Nemo busily assembling something that looked vaguely like a large human figure made of boards, tools, and other things.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Nemo had an idea,” Rena said.

“You know how Rena makes things come alive?” said Nemo as she used rope to affix a rusty sickle to the end of a broom handle. “Well, I thought we could make a kind of doll, and she could animate it.”

The figure had a scarecrow-like appearance, an assemblage of odds and ends. And Sam was doubtful that it would even stand up successfully, let alone move.

“I’ve never done it with something this big,” Rena said. “But I can try.”

A faint thwacking sound came from outside.

“Why are they shooting arrows into the side of the barn?” Nemo wondered.

“As a warning?” Rena suggested.

Yo-Yo pointed to the nearest window. “No,” he said. “To set it on fire.”

Flames reflected in the window glass crackled eerily, and smoke drifted across the panes. The fire caught quickly, licking around the window frames.

“This place is going to go up fast,” Sam said. “Especially if there really are explosives rigged. We need to get out.”

Nemo stood back, looking at the Frankenstein’s monster they’d created. “It needs a head,” she said.

Yo-Yo pointed to the mounted head of a black bear that sat atop a stack of wooden crates. “How about that?”

A window shattered as a flaming arrow pierced it and flew into a pile of cardboard boxes. The dry material burst into flame, which crawled hungrily up the sides.

“It’ll have to do,” said Rena, helping Yo-Yo drag the bear head down. They tied the head to the rake handle neck, where it hung heavily.

“All right,” Yo-Yo said to Rena. “Do your thing. It’s getting real smoky in here.”

Rena took a deep breath. She closed her eyes and held her hands out over their creation. Nothing happened. She wiggled her finger like Sam had seen her do in her videos, pretending to sprinkle magical dust over the lifeless form. Still nothing.

“I think it’s too big,” Rena said, frustration edging her voice.

“You can do it, Rena,” said Nemo. “Picture it getting up and breaking out of here.”

Rena tried again. Sam could see the strain in her face as she attempted to raise the creature. The heat and smoke were building up in the barn, and he knew they had only another minute or two before they would have to make a run for it. He was about to tell Rena to give up.

Then there was the scraping of metal on metal. One of the scarecrow’s arms moved, lifting off the ground and rubbing against its snow-shovel leg. Rena gasped, and the arm clattered back to the ground.

“It’s working!” Yo-Yo said. “Keep going!”

“It’s hard,” Rena said. “I can feel it draining the power out of me.” But again she concentrated, this time holding her hands out with the palms facing the creature.

It moved. Tried to sit up. With no knees, it was struggling. Nemo and Sam went to it and lifted it. The thing towered over them and wobbled as they tried to steady it. Then it suddenly seemed to find its feet. Sam and Nemo let go, and it stood on its own.

“Can you make it walk?” Sam asked Rena.

The girl nodded, clearly already worn-out. The bear-headed thing moved, its makeshift limbs animated by her Legacy. It ambled towards the barn doors, passing through the smoke without stopping. Sam and the others followed, with Nemo and Yo-Yo helping Rena walk while focusing her attention on the giant figure.

Sam unblocked the barn door. “Stand away,” he told the others. “Once this opens, all hell will break loose out there.”

The others did as he said. Only the cobbled-together beast remained next to Sam. “When I open the door, send it out,” Sam told Rena. “And whatever you can make it do, do it.”

He opened the door using his telekinesis. Then Rena worked her magic, and the thing went striding out of the barn. Sam motioned for the others to come with him.

Outside, the two hunters had emerged from hiding, thinking that they were going to pick off their quarry easily. Instead, they found themselves confronted by something out of a horror film. Confused, they just stood there, looking at the thing coming towards them.

A spark flew from the burning barn and lit on the handle of the scythe that formed one of the arms. It started to burn. As if feeling it, the creature lifted its arm in the air and began to swing it from side to side.

“Come on,” Sam said to the others, using the distraction as cover to make an escape.

Yo-Yo and Nemo followed him as he ran for the cover of the woods. But Rena remained standing behind the monster. Sam stopped and turned to go back for her, then paused. Backlit by the burning barn, Rena looked like some kind of sorcerer commanding her creation to do her bidding. She raised her hands, and the scarecrow moved with her. It was burning now, too, and probably wouldn’t last much longer.

Rena pushed her hands out, as if shoving the giant thing, and it took a step towards the hunters. Startled out of their initial shock, they began shooting wildly, the arrows cutting through string and wood. One of the creature’s legs buckled, and for a moment it seemed about to come apart. But it held, and took another step.

“What the hell is this thing?” the man shouted to the woman beside him.

She didn’t answer. But the bear-headed thing did. It swung its scythe arm again. This time it connected with the man’s neck, slicing through it as if cutting down a stalk of corn. His body slumped to the ground while his head rolled away across the snow, leaving a bloody trail.

Rena sank to her knees. The creature listed. Sam ran to Rena and picked her up, dragging her away as the thing she had been commanding fell apart, its rope tendons shredding as the fire destroyed them. It toppled onto the woman, who screamed as she fell to the ground under the rain of farm implements and wood.

“Can you walk?” Sam asked Rena.

The girl nodded but didn’t speak. She and Sam rejoined Nemo and Yo-Yo.

“That was amazing,” Nemo told Rena as the four of them began to move towards the lodge and the waiting ATV.

“I could feel it,” Rena said weakly. “It wanted to fight. It did exactly what we built it to do.”

“Talk later,” Sam said. “We need to find that four-wheeler.”

When they got to the lodge, Sam looked for the ATV. He found it right where Nemo and Rena had told him it would be. Staying under cover of the trees, he connected with the machine and started it, directing it to drive over to where they were hiding.

“Who knows how to drive one of these?” Sam asked.

“I do,” said Yo-Yo. “My cousin has one we drive around out in the country.”

“Get on,” Sam said.

Yo-Yo swung his leg over the seat of the four-wheeler. Sam instructed the engine to start, and it revved to life. “Rena and Nemo, you’re riding shotgun,” he said.

Rena was seated, and Nemo was about to get on when Sam felt a stabbing pain in his leg and his knee buckled. Looking down, he saw the fletched end of an arrow protruding from his thigh.

“Go!” Sam yelled at Yo-Yo, who wasted no time taking off. Sam grabbed Nemo’s wrist and hobbled away, pulling her with him into the darkness. Ignoring the burning sensation radiating through his leg, he limped on, but every step was torture.

“We need to stop,” Nemo said.

“We can’t,” Sam said. “She’ll know we didn’t all get away, and she’ll be coming for us.”

“Well, we can’t move fast enough with you hurt,” Nemo said. “We’re going to have to figure something out.”

Sam thought. He tried to remember what he knew about the lodge and the surrounding area from the aerial photographs McKenna had sent them.

“There’s a lake,” he said. “On the other side of the lodge. They use it for fishing.”

“How far?” Nemo asked.

“Not close,” said Sam. “But I think I can make it.”

“And what do we do when we get there?”

“There might be a small cabin,” said Sam. “Someplace to hide.”

Nemo nodded. She put her arm around Sam’s waist, and he threw his arm around her shoulders. Moving as quickly as he could, they headed in the direction of the lake. It was slow going, and at any moment Sam expected the remaining hunter to show up, but for some reason, she didn’t. This worried Sam almost more than if she had, but he pressed on, hoping their luck would hold out.

When they came to the lake, they were disappointed. There was no cabin. However, out on the frozen surface of the water was a fishing hut. It would have to do.

Carefully, Sam and Nemo stepped out onto the ice. Using a sliding technique, they edged farther out, shuffling across the snow-dusted surface.

“Is it going to hold?” Nemo asked.

“It should,” Sam said. “Otherwise the fishing hut wouldn’t be there.”

They were about twenty yards from shore, and the fishing hut was still impossibly far off, when a voice called to them.

“Not the smartest place to go,” the woman called out.

Sam and Nemo stopped. They turned and looked at the shadowy figure watching them from the shore.

“That was some trick you pulled back at the barn,” the woman said. “Impressive. But I don’t see any—whatever that was—to help you here.”

Sam’s heart sank. She was right. He had made a choice, and it was the wrong one.

“Let her go,” he shouted. “She’s just a girl.”

“How noble of you,” the woman said. “But I paid for her, and I’m going to take her. If nothing else, it’s payback for what you did to William.”

“I wish I had a different Legacy,” Nemo muttered. “If I could make fireballs like Yo-Yo, I’d toast her ass.”

Sam, looking down, had an idea. “You’ve got exactly the Legacy we need,” he said. He concentrated on the ice, focusing his telekinetic ability and envisioning tiny cracks forming underneath them. He couldn’t break the ice itself—it was too thick—but he could manipulate it a little bit. He heard the ice creak and groan. It was working.

Next, he focused on the water, drawing it up into the tiny fissures he’d made. The ice cracked loudly.

“What are you doing?” Nemo whispered. “We’re going to fall through!”

“Exactly,” Sam said. “And when that happens, you do your thing and swim for the fishing hut. There should be a hole in the ice.”

“What about you? You can’t breathe underwater.”

“Well, you’d better swim fast,” Sam said. Then, shouting for the benefit of the woman on the shore, he said, “The ice is giving way!”

The ice splintered. A hole appeared, and Sam and Nemo fell through it into the frigid waters of the lake. Sam had taken a breath before plunging in, but the shock of the cold almost forced it out of his lungs. His fingers clung tightly to Nemo’s sleeve as they sank deeper into the dark water.

He forced himself to kick his legs. The pain was excruciating, but the icy water dulled it somewhat. Together, they swam up until their heads bumped against the ice. The full moon penetrated the inches of frozen water, but just barely, and Nemo and Sam moved through a twilight world of hazy shapes and bubbles as he took them towards what he hoped was the fishing hut.

More quickly than he had expected, his air began to run out. His lungs ached, and he found himself instinctively trying to breathe. His mouth flooded with water. He choked and panicked, pushing a hand against the ice in desperation. Then Nemo pulled him to herself. Her mouth found his, and she blew air into his lungs. He gasped, choked again, pushed down the feeling of drowning. He had air.

Now that he was able to think, he reached out with his technopathy, searching the fishing hut. To his relief, he sensed a battery-operated light inside. He turned it on. Not far away, a small spot of light appeared in the water. He and Nemo swam for it. Then Sam’s head pushed up and through a hole in the ice.

Sam pulled himself out, flopping onto the floor of the fishing hut. Nemo’s head popped up a moment later. Sam knelt and helped pull her through.

“I can’t believe that worked,” Nemo said.

“It almost didn’t,” said Sam. “Thanks for the air. Now let’s hope that woman believes we drowned.”

“I guess we can always go back down and swim the other way if she does,” Nemo said. She looked around. “Think there are any blankets in this thing?”

Sam indicated two thick wool sweaters and two pairs of overalls that were hanging on pegs beside the hut’s door. “How about those?” he said.

Nemo took one of the sweaters down and started taking off her wet clothes.

Sam shut his eyes. When he opened them again a minute later, Nemo was dressed in the sweater and overalls. She had also found a pair of boots to put on. All of it was too big for her, and she looked like a kid playing dress-up as a fisherman.

“Now you,” Nemo said.

“I can’t get my pants off with this thing there,” Sam objected, pointing to the arrow that still protruded from his calf.

“That’s what this is for,” Nemo said, holding up a fishing knife she’d found.

She cut Sam’s pants around the arrow. She removed his boot and sock and slid the severed portion of his pants off.

“Now for the fun part,” she said. “I saw this in a movie once. It might hurt a little.”

It hurt a lot. Sam ground his teeth together to keep from screaming as Nemo sawed with the knife on the arrow’s shaft. Then she used her hands to break off the barbed tip. Finally, she yanked the arrow backwards through his leg. But it came out cleanly, and there was very little blood. Nemo took a piece of cloth she found in a bucket and inspected it. “Not too many fish guts on here,” she said, wrapping it tightly around Sam’s leg and knotting it.

She helped him take off the rest of his clothes, until he was down to his boxers. Then she discreetly turned around while he took those off, too, and wrestled himself into the overalls and sweater. He smelled like a pile of trout, but he was dry and warm.

“Now what?” Nemo asked.

Sam eased aside a curtain and carefully peered out the window. There was still no sign that the woman was coming after them. Next, he checked the pockets of his wet pants. His phone was gone, probably lost during the fall into the lake. But McKenna knew where they were. He would send help. What was important was that Yo-Yo and Rena had (he hoped) gotten away and that he and Nemo were safe for the moment.

He sat down on a wooden box. “Now, we wait,” he said.





CHAPTER NINE

SIX

THE MOUNTAINS OF NORTHWEST MONTANA

SIX OPENED HER EYES.

“Welcome back,” said a voice she didn’t recognize.

She tried to rub her eyes, but her hands were held down by straps of some kind. So were her ankles. There were also restraints around her legs, waist, and chest. That’s when she realized that she was lying on her back on a metal table. Over her head, harsh fluorescent lights buzzed like angry gnats.

Suddenly, a face hovered over hers. She recognized it as belonging to Drac, the man Dennings had used to remove a kid’s Legacy in Texas.

“You’re even uglier up close,” she said, her tongue thick in her mouth.

Drac grinned. “At least I didn’t remove your sense of humor along with your gifts,” he said.

“What are you talking about?” said Six.

“You won’t remember, of course,” Drac replied. “I find it’s easier that way.”

“You’re full of it,” said Six. “You didn’t remove anything.”

Drac laughed. “You’ll find out for yourself soon enough,” he said. “But I assure you, I did. Although I must admit, I had doubts that the procedure would work on one of the originals. Human Garde are much less developed, as you know. Weaker. It’s easier to work with them.”

Six still didn’t believe him. Without saying anything, she turned her head to see what was in the room. A tray of medical instruments stood nearby. She fixed her attention on it and tried to levitate it. Nothing happened.

“Go on,” Drac said. “Try your other abilities. Go invisible.”

“I’m not doing tricks for you,” Six growled, although she did try to use her Legacy. Again, nothing happened.

“Really, I’m surprised no one has done this before,” Drac said. “Once I figured it out, it was really quite easy.”

“How did you do it?” Six asked him. She remembered the strange colored lights that had surrounded the girl Drac had performed on in Texas.

He looked at her and seemed to think about the question. “I suppose there’s no harm in telling you,” he said. “Not everything, of course. But the general idea.” He disappeared, returning a moment later and holding up a small metal device. “This is the key,” he said.

Six stared at the harmless-looking thing. “What does it do?”

“Do you know what causes your Legacies?” Drac asked.

“The Entity,” said Six. “Everybody knows that.”

Drac nodded. “The Entity, yes,” he said. “I should have asked, do you know how it does it?”

“It just does,” said Six. She hated that she was talking about this subject with someone like the grinning, oily Drac.

“‘It just does,’” Drac repeated. “Actually, the answer is much more scientific than that. I imagine there are others studying this as we speak, looking inside the brains of those of you who have been fortunate enough to be blessed with these gifts. Trying to find ways to duplicate them, make them available to anybody who wants them. Or to the highest bidder.”

An image appeared in Six’s mind: A teenager strapped to a table, as she was, a girl with her head shaved and a portion of her skull removed. Were there people really experimenting on kids with Legacies? She didn’t want to believe it, but she remembered what the Mogs had done. There were humans in the world who were just as twisted. People who would do anything to try and get power for themselves. Thinking about it, she was filled with rage, and struggled against her restraints. Again, she was helpless to break out of them.

“In simplest terms, the Loric energy creates changes to the pituitary gland,” Drac continued, sounding as if he was teaching a science class. “I don’t yet know exactly how this results in a person developing Legacies, but I’ll figure that out. What I do know is that this device will interrupt pituitary activity and render a person incapable of accessing the energy.”

“You put one of those in me?”

“You’ll probably have a headache for a while,” Drac said in answer to the question.

Six did have a headache, but she wouldn’t admit it. “Sounds like a lot of bullshit to me,” she said.

“And yet, here you are without your Legacies,” said Drac. He looked at the device he held in his fingers. “It’s science, not magic.”

“Dennings said you gave Yo-Yo back his Legacy,” Six said.

Drac nodded. “You saw for yourself that I did,” he said. “There’s no point in lying about it.”

“So, whatever you did is reversible,” said Six.

Drac frowned. “Oh, did I get your hopes up?” he said. “I’m sorry. Yes, the process is reversible. In your case, though, I’m afraid it doesn’t really matter.”

“Why’s that?”

“Mmm, that may be one secret too many to share,” Drac said.

“What are you afraid of?” Six taunted him. “That your procedure didn’t really work? If it did, you don’t even need these restraints to keep you safe from me.”

“True enough,” Drac said. “All right, then. As I mentioned, you’re the first of the original Garde I’ve had the chance to examine. This is a unique opportunity to perform tests on your pituitary gland and harvest samples of its secretions.”

Six let his words register. “You’re going to milk me like a cow?” she said.

“A crude way of describing it, but yes,” Drac confirmed.

Six had a flashback. She was in a Mogadorian cell. Being tortured. Feeling helpless. Then, she still had her Legacies. Now, she had nothing. Her heart sank.

“How’s the patient?”

Jagger Dennings leaned over her. “Hiya,” he said.

“Go to hell,” said Six.

“Didn’t remove her attitude, I see,” Dennings said. “What about everything else?”

“She’s powerless,” Drac replied.

“Good,” said Dennings. “The boss will be happy to hear that. When do you think you’ll have a working serum, or whatever you call it? Something to give people Legacies?”

He sounded excited and hopeful. Six wondered, was he thinking he’d be one of the first to benefit from Drac’s promises? Did he think he could get an injection and have a Legacy just like that? Suddenly, things made a lot of sense.

“Oh, not for some time yet,” Drac said. “There needs to be more testing. Refinement. We can’t rush something like this.”

He’s stalling, Six thought. She could tell by the tone of his voice. But why? There was something he didn’t want Dennings to know. Like maybe this device of his isn’t working as well as he says.

“Well, I’ve got some more subjects for you,” Dennings said. “Cutter’s bringing them down now.”

Six heard the sound of footsteps, and then voices as more people entered the room. When she turned to see Yo-Yo and Rena standing there, their hands cuffed with plastic zip ties, the feeling of hopelessness inside her deepened. Her eyes met Rena’s, and the girl’s reflected the same thing.

“They tried getting out on the ATV,” Dennings told Drac. “Too bad they didn’t know about the stop strips Cutter put out on the trail.” He chuckled, as if the whole thing was a big practical joke.

“What about the other two, boss?” Cutter said. “They’re still out there somewhere.”

“Helena will take care of them,” said Dennings.

“Or they’ll take her out,” Rena said defiantly. “Didn’t you see what we did to her friend back at the barn?”

“I saw it,” Dennings said. “But Helena’s smarter than Bill. She’s the dangerous one. She won’t get caught like that again. Your friends are probably already dead.”

Six wondered what had happened back at the barn and why Sam and Nemo had gotten separated from Yo-Yo and Rena. A momentary panic overtook her. Were they dead? She forced herself to calm down. Unlike Dennings, Sam was someone she couldn’t imagine anyone taking out, at least not very easily. If he was alive, he was her—their—best hope. And if he wasn’t . . . she couldn’t even think about that possibility. He was alive.

“Anyway,” Dennings continued. “If they get anywhere near this place, we’ll know.”

“What do you want me to do with these two?” Cutter asked.

“Stick ’em in separate cells,” Dennings ordered. “Make sure there’s nothing in the girl’s. And I mean nothing but concrete floor and walls. I don’t want her making any kind of doll or whatever. Keep those fireproof mitts on Sparky’s hands so he can’t light up.”

“Why not just shut them off?” Cutter asked.

“Because the doc here wants to do some experiments on them,” said Dennings. “Don’t worry about it, all right? Just do what I tell you.”

“What about that one?” Cutter asked, pointing at Six.

“She stays where she is,” said Dennings. “For now.”

Cutter hustled Yo-Yo and Rena out. Six bristled with renewed anger as she heard the teenagers being pushed around.

“Guess you know how Superman felt when he got around kryptonite,” Dennings said to Six. He leaned against the table and looked down at her.

Six didn’t answer him. She was too busy thinking about everything she would like to do to him if she wasn’t strapped down. With or without her Legacies, she would teach him a lesson he wouldn’t soon forget. If he was still alive when she was done with him.

The sound of a cell phone ringing came from Dennings’s pocket. He reached in and pulled it out, looking at the screen. He ran his finger over the surface. “Hey,” he said. “What’s up?”

Someone on the other end spoke for a minute. Then Dennings said, “All right. We’ll be ready.”

He hung up. “Mr. Bray is coming,” he said to Drac.

“Here?” Drac said. He sounded surprised.

“He’ll be here in an hour,” said Dennings, who also sounded a little tense. “And he wants to see a demonstration of the serum.”

“But I told you it—it isn’t ready yet,” Drac sputtered.

“Well, you’ve got an hour to get it ready,” said Dennings. He turned and walked out of the room, adding as he went, “Don’t screw this up.”

After Dennings left, the change in Drac’s mood was palpable. He slumped into a chair and rubbed his forehead. The smirking attitude of before was gone, replaced by a nervousness that practically radiated off him.

“Who’s Mr. Bray?” Six asked.

“Shut up,” he barked. “I’m trying to think.”

“Whoever he is, he must be important,” Six continued.

Drac ignored her. He stood and started doing something at a counter that ran along one side of the room. He picked things up and put them down, talking to himself the whole time. “It’s way too soon,” he said. “I told them that. Can’t be rushed.”

Cutter, returning from wherever he had taken Yo-Yo and Rena, walked in. Noting Drac’s behavior, he said, “What happened?”

“Nothing,” Drac snapped.

“Mr. Bray is coming,” Six informed Cutter, knowing it would upset Drac.

Drac whirled on her. “I told you to shut up!” he said. He picked up a syringe and stalked over to the table. Pressing it against the crook of her arm, he started to slide the point beneath her skin. Then he paused and pulled it out again. “No,” he said, seeming to speak more to himself than to Six. “No. I don’t have time to do that.” He threw the syringe across the room. “I need more time!”

“Calm down, doc,” Cutter said to him. “You can’t let Mr. Bray see you like this. He won’t like it.”

“I know that!” said Drac. “I know that,” he repeated in a less-hysterical voice. “I just need to think.”

“Think fast,” said Cutter. “I’m going to go upstairs and get ready for him.”

Left alone with Six, Drac ignored her completely as he frantically prepared for the arrival of the mysterious Mr. Bray. Although Six attempted to get him to talk, he ignored her, busying himself with pulling out vials and needles and other things Six couldn’t see. Eventually she stopped trying to engage him and shut her eyes, attempting to relax. She didn’t have a plan, didn’t know what was coming, but she wanted to be as prepared as she could be.

Not long after, Cutter returned to the room. “He’s here,” he said.

“He’s early!” Drac said. “He’s not due for another twenty minutes.”

“Tell him that,” said Cutter. “He just showed up with that kid who can teleport. He and Dennings are on their way down now.”

Right on cue, Dennings’s voice could be heard as he came downstairs. “I think you’ll be really pleased,” he said as he entered the room.

With him was a man who looked anything but pleased. Short and big-bellied, he had thick black hair and equally black eyes. Like a shark, Six thought when he turned and looked at her. Mr. Bray.

“Drac here has been—”

“That’s the Loric girl,” the man said, interrupting. He came closer to Six, eyeing her as if she was an animal in a zoo. His expression was impassive, unreadable. Six half expected him to touch her, but he kept his hands at his sides.

“Have you harvested from her yet?” the man asked.

“No,” Drac answered uneasily.

“Why not?”

“She only arrived earlier tonight,” said Drac.

“Prep her,” said Mr. Bray.

“But—” Drac began.

“I said prep her,” Mr. Bray repeated in the same even tone.

“We have a serum derived from some other subjects,” said Drac. “Maybe—”

Mr. Bray’s face tightened. “I want her,” he said. “Don’t make me ask again.”

“All right,” Dennings said. “All right. We’ll get it for you. Cutter, why don’t you bring Mr. Bray upstairs and make him comfortable. This will take a little while.”

“How long?” Mr. Bray asked.

“About two hours,” Drac answered.

Mr. Bray turned away from Six and left the room, followed by Cutter.

“Can you really do this in two hours?” Dennings asked Drac in a low, worried voice.

“I don’t know,” Drac admitted. “I can try.”

“Shit,” Dennings said. “You’re going to get us both killed.”

“I said I’d try,” said Drac. “But it might kill her.”

Dennings glanced at Six. “If you don’t do it, he’ll kill us,” he said. “Seems to me it’s an easy decision.”

Drac picked up a syringe. He came over to where Six lay on the table. This time, he didn’t stop when he put it into her arm.





CHAPTER TEN

SAM

THE MOUNTAINS OF NORTHWEST MONTANA

“HOW LONG HAS IT BEEN?”

Sam automatically looked for his watch, remembered it was gone, and said, “I’m not sure. I’m guessing about an hour.”

“Should we try to leave?” Nemo asked.

Sam thought about it. In the fishing hut, they were more or less safe. But they were also useless. Six was still out there, and even if Yo-Yo and Rena had gotten safely away, they were still vulnerable to anyone who might be following them. Despite Rena’s impressive work with the bear-thing and Yo-Yo’s ability to make fire, they were still at a disadvantage.

Then there was the cold. The change of clothes had helped, but Sam could tell that Nemo was suffering from her time in the icy water. She had her arms wrapped around herself, trying to get warm. But she needed more than that. So did he.

At least his leg was feeling better. It still hurt—a lot—but he was able to stand and move around.

“Well?” Nemo said, and Sam realized he hadn’t responded to her question.

“You never give up, do you?” he said.

Nemo shrugged. “Not usually,” she said. “Not when my friends need me, anyway. You don’t either. You or Six.”

Sam nodded. “No,” he said. “Especially not Six.”

“Then what are we doing sitting around in here?” Nemo said.

“That’s a good question,” said a man’s voice from outside the hut.

Nemo shrieked, and Sam sprang to hold the door closed.

“Relax,” said the voice. “It’s me.”

“Nine?” said Sam. He motioned for Nemo to get behind him, then opened the door a crack.

Nine was standing outside. “I never took you for the fishing type,” he joked.

He came into the hut, and Sam shut the door. Nine nodded at Nemo.

“Did you find Rena and Yo-Yo?” Sam asked.

Nine shook his head. “No. But Rena’s tracking device shows that she’s somewhere here.”

“Damn it,” Sam said.

“They didn’t get away,” said Nemo sadly.

“Did you run into anyone?” Sam asked Nine. “A woman? A hunter?”

“No one,” Nine answered. “I saw a lot of smoke and what looks like it used to be a barn. What happened there?”

“Long story,” said Sam. “Six is here somewhere. We need to find her. Is anyone with you?”

“What? I’m not enough?” said Nine, pouting and pretending to be offended. “Actually, there’s some help at the bottom of the mountain. Earth Garde. But they don’t move as fast.”

“We don’t have time to wait,” Sam said. “Let’s go to the lodge.”

The three of them left the fishing hut, walking out onto the ice. Sam kept his eyes open for any sign of the woman who had been hunting them. Had she given up, thinking he and Nemo were dead? He hoped so, but he had a feeling she was still out there, waiting to make another kill.

“Dennings is letting people hunt us,” he told Nine.

Nine’s face hardened. “Lexa told me,” he said. He let out a long breath. “Why did Six go to meet Dennings?”

“He had us trapped,” Sam explained. “And it’s Six.”

Nine looked at the device strapped to his wrist, pressing some buttons. “According to this, she’s still somewhere near the lodge.”

“Then something went wrong,” said Sam. “Otherwise she would have either been out of there already or torn the place apart.”

“What could stop Six?” asked Nemo.

“Not much,” Nine said. “That’s what worries me.”

They reached the edge of the lake and safely stepped onto the shore. Sam’s leg ached where the arrow had penetrated it, but he limped only a little as they walked back towards the lodge. They were halfway there, moving up the mountain, when Nine shouted, “Get down!”

A moment later, a bright light came into view, a single Cyclopean eye that burst out of the darkness—accompanied by the roar of an engine. A snowmobile crested the rise above them and came roaring down the side of the mountain. Sitting astride it was a single driver. The machine hurtled towards them with no sign of stopping.

Sam concentrated on telling the snowmobile to turn. The snowmobile jerked sideways, hit a mound of snow, and flew up. It lurched, throwing the rider off, and crashed into a tree, where it sputtered and stalled. The driver kept going, arcing up in the air and then landing on the ground before sliding down the slope.

Sam stood up and ran to where the body came to rest. The person was wearing a helmet, rendering the face invisible. Sam bent and removed it, revealing the face of the woman who had been hunting them.

“I can’t feel my legs,” she said.

Nine and Nemo ran over. Nemo leaned down and picked something off the ground. It was a pistol. She pointed it at the woman. Her hands were shaking, and the barrel of the gun moved up and down as Nemo said, “How’s it feel to be on the other end?”

“Nemo,” Sam said gently.

“Maybe I should put you out of your misery,” Nemo continued. Now her voice was shaking as much as the gun was. She had started to cry.

“Nemo,” Sam said again. This time he laid his hand on her arm.

“Why not?” Nemo asked, sniffling. “She was going to do it to us. She did do it.”

“She’s injured,” Sam said. “She’s not going anywhere.”

Nine looked at his wrist. “Backup will be here soon,” he said. “We’ll tie her up and leave her for them. We have to get to the lodge.”

Nemo lowered the gun. Sam took it. He searched the woman for more weapons, removing a knife and another pistol from the pockets of her snowsuit. He was looking for something to tie the woman’s hands with when she spoke.

“The girl has bigger balls than you do,” the woman said. “I would have killed you. I still would, if I could move.”

“Then it’s a good thing you can’t,” said Sam, knocking the woman on the back of the neck with the pistol. She slumped over, unconscious. “Let’s go,” he said to Nine and Nemo.

They left the woman lying in the snow. After trudging the rest of the way up the hill, they came to the lodge. “This is where I wish I could go invisible, like Six,” Nine said.

They looked for a way in that wasn’t the front door. There was one door on the lower level, but it was locked.

“Can’t you just rip it off the hinges?” Nemo asked.

“Probably—but that would make too much noise,” said Nine, testing the knob.

Nemo pointed to a small window set high on the wall. “Lift me up,” she said.

Sam held her around the waist and hoisted her up. Nemo hit the glass with her hand, breaking it. Then she slid inside. There was a thud as she landed on the other side. They waited for the door to open, but it didn’t.

“It’s an electronic lock,” Nemo said through the door. “It needs a key code.”

Sam placed his hands on the door. He connected with the lock’s chip, running through every possible combination. There was a chirp, then the sound of gears moving. The door popped open.

Nine and Sam slipped inside, joining Nemo. They were in a hallway. Walking along it, they passed several locked doors. Nine paused, listening.

“There are people in there,” he said.

Sam laid his hand on one of the locks, again telling it what to do. The door opened, revealing a small concrete cell. Rena sat on the floor, her hands tied behind her back. When she saw Sam, her face lit up. Sam put a finger to his lips, signaling her not to make a sound. He knelt and used the hunting knife he’d taken from the woman to undo the plastic tie around Rena’s wrists.

“Yo-Yo is in here too,” Rena whispered.

Sam unlocked the next door, but the room was empty. He found Yo-Yo in the one next to that. He untied him. Yo-Yo immediately yanked the mitts from his hands.

“You three stay back,” Nine told Nemo, Yo-Yo and Rena. “You’ll be safer here.”

Leaving the three younger teens behind, he and Sam walked the length of the hallway. As they reached the end, they heard voices and paused. There was a door between them and the next room, but it was solid metal, and they couldn’t see through it.

“What’s going on?” Sam asked Nine.

“They’re arguing,” Nine said. “It sounds like there are at least three of them.”

“Do you hear Six?”

Nine shook his head. He looked at his wrist device. “But according to this, she’s right behind this door.”

The sound of the voices suddenly increased.

“Kill me and there will be no one who can help you!” someone yelled.

There was a gunshot.

Nine kicked the door, and it exploded inward. He and Sam rushed in. The first thing Sam saw was Six, strapped to a metal operating table. Her eyes were closed.

The second thing he saw was the man called Drac. He was holding his arm, and blood dripped through his fingers. A man Sam had never seen before stood on the other side of the operating table, holding a gun and scowling.

Footsteps thundered on the stairs leading from the upper level. Dennings appeared. He looked at the bleeding Drac, then at Sam and Nine. His mouth hung open in surprise.

Sam started to move, but the man with the gun pointed it at Six’s head. “Stay where you are,” he ordered.

Sam froze. So did Nine.

“What the hell is going on?” Dennings said.

“The doc here gave me something, but it isn’t what it’s supposed to be,” the man with gun said.

“I told you it wasn’t ready,” said Drac.

The man grimaced in pain. “What’s it doing?”

“It’s altering your pituitary gland,” said Drac. “I don’t know what it will do, exactly.”

The man shuddered. Sam worried that he would accidentally shoot Six. They had to do something, and fast.

“I’m going to kill him.”

Yo-Yo’s voice shook with rage as he pushed between Sam and Nine. Already, a glowing ball was forming in his outstretched hand. He faced Drac. “This is for making me and the others your lab rats,” he said, getting ready to launch the ball of flame.

The man with the gun swung the weapon towards Yo-Yo and fired. Yo-Yo’s eyes widened in surprise. The fire in his hands went out, and he crumpled to the floor.

Nine used the distraction to move with superspeed across the room, leaping over the operating table and slamming into the armed man. Sam took on Dennings, throwing himself at the big man and aiming a punch at his face.

Dennings countered, blocking Sam with one meaty hand. At the same time, he shouted, “Scotty, get down here!”

Sam kept fighting. But it was obvious that he was no match for Dennings physically, so he tried another attack, this time pushing Dennings away with his telekinesis. Dennings faltered, and for a moment Sam felt a surge of triumph. Then a teenage boy appeared on the stairs. He was the same pug-nosed boy Sam had seen before when Rena and Nemo were in the van.

“Get us out of here!” Dennings said.

The boy came down the stairs and reached out, touching Dennings’s shoulder. Dennings tried to pull away from Sam, but Sam flung himself forward, just managing to grab hold of Dennings’s hand.

Then he felt the familiar vertigo that meant he was being teleported. The room disappeared, swirling away. The last thing he saw was Nine bending over Six to make sure she was okay.

The feeling of disorientation lasted only a few seconds. Then he felt himself solidifying, as if all his atoms had been pulled apart and were now being forced back together. For a moment, he couldn’t breathe. Then his lungs went back to work, and he gasped in air. He smelled something salty and felt cold air on his skin.

He was on the deck of a boat.

“Looks like we got ourselves a hitchhiker,” said Dennings.

Sam prepared to resume their fight. Then he saw the three men standing with guns pointed at him.

“Take him below,” Dennings ordered the men. “Lock him up. I’ll figure out what to do with him later. I’ve got bigger problems right now.”

Two of the men came and took Sam by the arms. The third quickly knocked him in the back of his head with the butt of his rifle. Sam crumpled and was dragged across the deck and down some stairs. He was taken along a narrow corridor, then thrown into a tiny cabin. The door slammed shut behind him and locked.

“If he tries to get out of there, shoot him,” a man’s voice said.

Sam faded in and out. There was little in the room besides a bed affixed to one wall. He pulled himself toward it. In just a few minutes, everything had gone wrong. He had no idea where he was. He didn’t know if Six was all right. He had no way to contact anyone who could help him.

He was all alone.
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CHAPTER ONE

KOPANO OKEKE

LAGOS, NIGERIA

THE WEEK BEFORE THE INVASION, KOPANO’S father, Udo, sold their TV. Despite his mother’s fervent prayers for his father to find a new job, Udo was unemployed, and they were three months behind on rent. Kopano didn’t mind. He knew a new TV would manifest soon. Football season was coming and his father wouldn’t miss it.

When the alien warships appeared, Kopano’s whole family crowded into his uncle’s apartment down the hall. Kopano’s first reaction was to grin at his two younger brothers.

“Don’t be stupid,” Kopano declared. “This is some bad American movie.”

“It’s on every channel!” Obi shouted at him.

“Be quiet, all of you,” Kopano’s father snapped.

They watched footage of a middle-aged man, an alien supposedly, giving a speech in front of the United Nations building in New York.

“See?” Kopano said. “I told you. That’s an actor. What’s his name?”

“Shh,” his brothers complained in unison.

Soon, the scene descended into chaos. New York was under attack by pale humanoid creatures that bled black and turned to ash when they were killed. Then some teenagers wielding powers that looked like special effects showed up and began to fight the aliens. These teenagers were only a little older than Kopano and, despite the madness their arrival had created, Kopano found himself rooting them on. In the coming days, Kopano would learn the names of the two sides. The Loric versus the Mogadorians. John Smith and Setrákus Ra. There was no question who the good guys were.

“Amazing!” Kopano said.

Not everyone shared Kopano’s enthusiasm. His mother knelt down and began to pray, feverishly muttering about Judgment Day until Kopano’s father gently escorted her from the room.

His youngest brother, Dubem, was frightened and clung to Kopano’s leg, so Kopano picked the boy up and held him. Kopano was short and stout like his father, but well muscled where his father was paunchy. He patted Dubem’s back. “Nothing to worry about, Dubem. This is all far, far away.”

They stayed glued to their uncle’s TV day into night. Even Kopano couldn’t maintain his good cheer when the footage of New York’s destruction was played. The broadcasters showed a map of the world, little red dots hovering over more than twenty different cities. Alien warships.

His father scoffed when he saw the map. “Cairo? Johannesburg? These places get aliens and not us?” He clapped his hands together. “Nigeria is the giant of Africa! Where is the respect?”

Kopano shook his head. “You don’t make any sense, old man. What would you do if the Mogadorians showed up here? Hide under the bed, probably.”

Udo raised his hand like he would slap his son, but Kopano didn’t even flinch. They stared at each other until Udo snorted and turned back to the TV.

“I would kill many of them,” Udo muttered.

Kopano knew his father to be a boastful man and an unrepentant schemer. It had been years since Kopano responded to Udo’s big talk with anything but scornful laughter. However, Kopano didn’t so much as chuckle when his father talked about killing Mogadorians. He felt it, too. Kopano itched to do something, to save the world like the guys he’d seen fighting at the UN. He wondered what happened to them. He hoped they were still out there, fighting, turning maggot-aliens to dust.

The Loric. How badass.

The second night of the invasion, Kopano stood outside on his uncle’s veranda. Never had Lagos been this quiet. Everyone was holding their breath, waiting for something terrible to happen.

Kopano went inside. His brothers and uncle were still blearily staring at the TV screen, watching horrific reports of a failed Chinese assault on a Mogadorian warship. His father slouched in an armchair, snoring. Exhausted, Kopano collapsed onto the futon.

He dreamed of the planet Lorien. Actually, it was more like a vision than a dream, the whole thing unfolding like a movie. He saw the origin of the war that had traveled to Earth, learned about the Mogadorian leader Setrákus Ra, and about the brave Garde who opposed him. The saga was like something out of Greek mythology.

And then, suddenly, he awoke. But Kopano wasn’t on his uncle’s futon in Lagos. He sat in a massive amphitheater alongside other young people from many different countries. Some of them were talking to each other, many were frightened, all were confused. They’d all experienced the same vision. Kopano overheard one boy say that a moment ago he was home eating dinner, he’d felt a strange sensation come over him and now here he was.

“What a bizarre dream this is,” Kopano remarked aloud. Some of the nearby kids murmured agreement. A Japanese girl seated next to him turned to regard Kopano.

“But is this my dream, or your dream?” she asked.

Then new people appeared out of thin air, all of them seated at the ornate table in the room’s center. Everyone in the audience recognized John Smith and the other Loric from TV and YouTube. Questions were shouted—What’s going on? Why did you bring us here? Are you going to save our planet? Kopano stayed quiet. He was too in awe and he wanted to know what his new heroes had to say.

John Smith spoke to them. He was confident in a humble way. Kopano liked him immediately. He told them—the humans sitting in the gallery—that they all had Legacies.

“I know this seems crazy,” John Smith said. “It also probably doesn’t seem fair. A few days ago, you were leading normal lives. Now, without warning, there are aliens on your planet and you can move objects with your minds. Right? I mean . . . how many of you have discovered your telekinesis?”

A lot of hands went up, including the Japanese girl’s. Kopano looked around, jealous and disappointed in himself. These other kids were learning telekinesis while he was sitting around watching TV.

A glowing Loric girl at the table with a strangely echoing voice displayed a map of Earth with locations marked. Loralite, a stone native to Lorien, now grew in these places. Those with Legacies—Human Garde, like Kopano was supposedly—could use these stones to teleport across the planet. They could join the fight.

“I obviously can’t make you join us,” John Smith said. “In a few minutes, you’ll wake up from this meeting back wherever you were before. Where it’s safe, hopefully. And maybe those of us who do fight, maybe the armies of the world, all of us . . . maybe that will be enough. Maybe we can fight off the Mogadorians and save Earth. But if we fail, even if you stay on the sidelines for this battle . . . they will come for you. So I’m asking you all, even though you don’t know me, even though we’ve royally shaken up your lives—stand with us. Help us save the world.”

Kopano cheered. He clenched and unclenched his fists. He was ready!

Suddenly, the evil Setrákus Ra was shouting threats, his black eyes scanning the room, his gaze boring into everyone. People started to disappear, blinking out of the dream. Kopano woke with a start, sweaty, his head aching.

Little Dubem was the only one still awake and he was staring at him. “Kopano,” Dubem whispered. “You were glowing!”

The next day, with his family once again gathered around the television, Kopano made his announcement.

“The Loric visited me in my sleep. John Smith himself asked me to come join them in the defense of Earth. They showed me a map of the world with the locations of stones that I may use to teleport to them. One of them is located at Zuma Rock. I must go there immediately to meet my destiny.”

Dubem nodded along solemnly while the rest of Kopano’s family stared at him. Then his father and uncle broke into laughter, soon joined by his brother Obi.

“Listen to this one!” his father shouted. “Meet his destiny! Shut up now, we can’t hear the news.”

“But I saw him,” Dubem said, his small voice shaky. “Kopano glowed!”

Their mother made the sign of the cross. “A devil has invaded our house.”

Udo regarded his son through eyes narrowed to slits. Kopano stood tall, chest puffed out, hoping to cut a striking figure.

“Okay, Mr. Superhero,” said Udo measuredly. “If you are an alien now, please show us your powers.”

Kopano took a deep breath. He looked down at his hands. He didn’t feel any different than he had yesterday, but that didn’t necessarily mean the great powers of the Loric weren’t lurking within him, right?

With a flourish worthy of a martial arts movie, Kopano thrust his hands towards his father. He hoped that his telekinesis would come rushing forth and knock his old man out of his chair. But while Udo flinched at the sudden move, nothing else happened.

Kopano’s uncle laughed again and slapped Udo on the back. “Your face! You looked like you might crap in your britches!”

Udo scowled, then snorted in Kopano’s direction. “You see? Noth—” His father’s face suddenly contorted in anguish. Udo clutched at his chest, feet kicking out in front of him in spasms. His eyes went wide in panic. “My insides!” he screamed. “My insides are boiling!”

Kopano’s mother screamed.

Kopano and his brothers all rushed to their father’s side. Their uncle took a frightened step back. Kopano grabbed his father’s arm.

“Father, I’m sorry! I don’t know what—”

His father slapped him on the side of the head and grinned. Just like that, he was miraculously recovered and already turning back to the television. A practical joke.

“You stupid boy, I’m fine. Or perhaps my alien powers are just greater than yours, hmm?” He waved Kopano away. “Go on. See to your mother. You scared her bad.”

Kopano slunk away. Had it really all been a dream? What would he have done with Legacies, anyway? A boy from Lagos rushing off to save the world? Even Nollywood didn’t make movies with premises so far-fetched.

Little Dubem clasped his hand.

“I believe you, Kopano,” his youngest brother whispered. “You will show them all.”

At least, for a few days after his embarrassing announcement, Kopano’s family was too glued to the news to mock him. But then the invasion ended, suddenly and brutally, with the nations of Earth coming together to simultaneously attack every Mogadorian warship. Meanwhile, the Garde, the ones who had invaded Kopano’s dreams and promised him bigger things than Lagos, went to the Mogadorians’ secret base in West Virginia and killed Setrákus Ra. Kopano imagined being there, fighting alongside the Garde, and melting Setrákus Ra with his fire-breath.

Fire-breath, Kopano had decided, would be his Legacy.

When the news broke that Earth was saved, they celebrated in the streets. His father hugged him close as they danced down the road, fireworks going off overhead. Kopano couldn’t remember the last time Udo had hugged him like that. Not since he was a boy.

But the next day, it started.

Alien son, go down to the market before school and pick up the items I am thinking about right now! Use your telepathy!

Alien son, did you finish your homework?

Alien son, use your telekinesis to get me a beer, eh?

Kopano grinned through it all, but inside he seethed. His unemployed father had nothing better to do than sit home all day and think up ways to humiliate him.

Worse still, his bigmouthed brother, Obi, had spread the word around school. Soon, Kopano’s classmates were teasing him, too. A stall in the marketplace had started selling rubber Mogadorian masks, hideous gray things with empty black eyes and tiny yellow teeth. A group of his older classmates chased Kopano through the halls wearing these masks and, when they caught him, they used rolls of duct tape to bind him to one of the football goals. They took turns kicking balls at him.

Until one day, when Kopano stopped a football in midair. When that happened, they all ran away screaming.

“Finally,” Kopano whispered to himself as he began wriggling free. “Finally.”

It had been three months since the invasion. Kopano, it turned out, was a late bloomer.

That evening, he strode into his family’s apartment to find his father napping on the couch. With his little brothers watching, Kopano used his telekinesis to levitate the couch high above the floor. Then he screamed, “Fire! Fire! Father, get up!”

His father sprung upright, swung his legs off the couch, and fell five feet to the floor. As he groaned and picked himself up, staring aghast at the couch still floating above him, Obi and Dubem cackled with laughter. Kopano simply grinned at his father, squaring his shoulders in the same noble way he had on that humiliating morning months ago.

“You see, old man? What did I tell you?”

Udo stumbled over to his son, a smile slowly spreading on his face. He grabbed Kopano’s cheeks and pinched. “My beautiful alien son, you are the answer to all of our problems.”

Many months later, when Kopano finally made it to America, the psychologist Linda Matheson would ask him what life was like back in Lagos, before he came to the Human Garde Academy.

Kopano would think about his answer for a long moment before answering.

“Well,” he said, “I guess for a little while I was a criminal.”





CHAPTER TWO

THE PATIENCE CREEK SURVIVORS

AN UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

FOR THOSE FIRST HUMAN GARDE WHO DID ANSWER John Smith’s call to arms right after their visions, the invasion wasn’t as glorious as Kopano had enviously imagined.

The story of Patience Creek wasn’t reported on the news networks. The battle there didn’t make it into any of the retrospectives made after the invasion. It was kept secret. Remembered by only the survivors.

Patience Creek was a secret government facility in Michigan where the Loric hid out after the invasion, plotting their counterattack on the Mogadorians. They were joined by a host of military personnel and a handful of Human Garde, those who had answered John Smith’s telepathic plea or who had otherwise crossed his path.

Daniela Morales. Stone-vision.

Nigel Barnaby. Sonic manipulation.

Caleb Crane. Duplication.

Ran Takeda. Kinetic detonation.

There were others, but they didn’t survive the assault when the Mogadorians discovered Patience Creek. Most of the military didn’t make it out alive either. John Smith himself was nearly killed. It was bloody and brutal and not at all heroic. The ordeal showed John Smith that maybe the humans he’d recruited weren’t ready for a full-scale war. They needed training that the Loric didn’t have time to give them. Not then, at least. The humans needed protecting.

So, John Smith sent them away.

“Bloody Guantanamo Bay,” Nigel groused.

Daniela rolled her eyes. “This isn’t Cuba, man.”

Nigel bent down and gathered a handful of bright white sand. He opened his fingers and let the grains blow across the crystalline blue ocean. The sun beat down on him—skinny bordering on bony, pale, a sunburn growing around his bleached mohawk, his cheeks pocked by persistent splotches of acne. He wore a black Misfits tank top in defiance of the heat. He gestured from the waves to the austere military base two hundred yards away—their accommodations for the last few days—and looked back at Daniela.

“Ominous military base on a tropical island,” Nigel countered. “Where do you think we are?”

“It isn’t that ominous,” Caleb said. He brushed a hand across his buzz cut and skipped a stone into the ocean. Biscuit, Daniela’s Chimæra, the shape-shifting Loric animal who preferred the form of a golden retriever, bounded into the water after the rock. “There’s a snack bar.”

“Not ominous to you, mate,” Nigel replied. “You grew up in one of these places, didn’t ya? And besides, your uncle’s running the show.”

“Guantanamo’s where they bring the bad guys and shit,” Daniela told Nigel. “We aren’t prisoners. This is just a stopover.” She looked at Caleb. “Right?”

Caleb’s uncle was General Clarence Lawson. He’d been called out of retirement and put in charge of coordinating the armies of Earth with the Loric during the invasion. Since then, it had seemed to Caleb like his uncle was awaiting orders. Like he didn’t know what would happen next.

Back at Patience Creek, Caleb had acted as his uncle’s bodyguard. “In case any of these aliens get out of line, you’re the ace up my sleeve,” Lawson told his nephew. Caleb didn’t think he could go toe to toe with John Smith or one of the Loric, but he didn’t argue. It had been his uncle’s idea for Caleb to pose as twins. He was having problems controlling his duplication Legacy—a second body would pop out of him without warning—so it was better for his clone to simply hide in plain sight.

Since they arrived at the island, Caleb had dinner with his uncle every night in the man’s windowless office. These meals were largely silent, especially after one of Caleb’s duplicates manifested and hurled a plate of food into his uncle’s face. Since Patience Creek, the dupes were becoming harder to control. Rowdier. With minds of their own.

Caleb didn’t tell anyone this. He kept his mouth shut, like a good soldier.

To Daniela, he simply nodded. “You’re probably right.”

Nigel snorted. He didn’t buy anything that Caleb said. He turned away, watching his own Chimæra, the raccoon-shaped Bandit, root around for seashells.

Daniela clapped her hands together. “I just want to get back to New York, man,” she said. “Find my mom. Do something useful.”

They all nodded in agreement, even the silent Ran Takeda, the Japanese girl sitting in the sand nearby with her turtle-shaped Chimæra, Gamora, lightly stroking the back of her hand across his craggy shell. This was their life—watching news feeds of the aftermath of the invasion, eating microwaved military base food and hanging around on the beach. Sometimes, they practiced their telekinesis, copying the rudimentary games Nine had hastily taught them during their brief training session with him. They looked ahead, hoping they could eventually be of some use. And they tried their best not to think about Patience Creek.

Eventually, Daniela and Caleb drifted away, leaving Nigel alone on the beach with Ran.

“So, what do you think, silent and violent?” he asked. “We princes and princesses or prisoners?”

Ran looked over at Nigel. “I don’t think anyone knows what we are,” she said after a long pause.

Nigel grinned. He still couldn’t get over Ran speaking in her precise English. He thought she’d been mute when he first met her at the Niagara Falls Loralite stone and all the way through the ordeal at Patience Creek. Everyone assumed that she couldn’t speak English.

She had saved his life back at Patience Creek, maybe more than once, and so he stuck close to her. He started to notice the keen way her eyes tracked conversations happening around her.

And then he caught her smiling during one of his colorful rants. He confronted her and she admitted that she could speak English. Why hadn’t she said anything sooner? Because no one had bothered to ask. As far as Nigel knew, the others were still under the impression that she was either mute, couldn’t understand them or both.

That was how their alliance started. In the days after her confession, with nothing to do but sit on the beach and wait for news, Nigel and Ran got to know each other better. He told her about his dreary past in London, and she told him about her shattered life in Tokyo. They found they had something in common.

Neither of them had lives to go back to.

Nigel crouched down next to Ran and scratched under Gamora’s chin. “Of course they gave you the Chimæra named after a Godzilla monster, right? Bit stereotypical, innit? Thought the refugees of the advanced alien society would be better than that.”

“I don’t mind. I have always liked turtles.” She looked at him evenly. “You do not need to complain about everything, Nigel.”

Nigel sighed, glancing over his shoulder to where Daniela and Caleb had meandered down the beach. “You agree with me, though. That this situation we find ourselves in is bloody mental.”

“Yes,” Ran replied.

“So, you could speak up about it,” Nigel pushed. “Get my back when soldier-boy tells me everything’s peachy. I mean, you gotta start talking to the others eventually, yeah?”

Ran gazed out at the waves, thinking.

“I did not think I would survive the invasion,” she said at last. “All I wanted to do was fight. There was no point to talking, to making friends.” She paused. “After we came here, I kept it up so that General Lawson and those watching over us would speak freely around me. Our situation is a strange one, as you said. We need to know who we can trust, nakama.”

The four of them spent weeks on that island in a weird limbo while the rest of the world shakily recovered from the invasion.

Then, finally, they watched from the beach as a squadron of black helicopters arrived at the base. The choppers carried military personnel and posh people in suits and bookish-looking types with crates of high-tech equipment.

“The unholy triumvirate,” Nigel observed. “Soldiers, senators and scientists.”

“Something’s going to happen today,” Caleb said.

“No shit,” replied Daniela.

General Lawson spent his entire day in meetings with these new arrivals. The Garde twiddled their thumbs until almost sunset, when Lawson finally called them into one of the base’s dull conference rooms. Arranged on the table were a bunch of glossy brochures, all of them depicting a beautiful blond teenager in the process of lifting a chunk of brick wall over her head, freeing a family that had been trapped underneath. The caption read: OUR PLANET—OUR PROTECTORS—EARTH GARDE.

“A delegation from the United Nations arrived today,” General Lawson began without fanfare. “A decision has been made regarding—”

“Hold up,” Daniela interrupted, tapping one of the brochures. “Why does this bougie girl look so familiar?”

“That’s Melanie Jackson,” Caleb answered.

Daniela stared at him blankly.

“The first daughter? You know, of our president?”

“Oh yeah,” Daniela said. “She’s strong, huh?”

Nigel squinted at his copy of the Earth Garde pamphlet. “Lotta makeup for a spontaneous act of heroism.”

General Lawson pinched the bridge of his nose and pressed on. “Ms. Jackson is the first enrollee in the Earth Garde program, a UN-administered initiative to train and deploy you LANEs—excuse me, you Human Garde.”

LANE was a term first coined by the US military, possibly by Lawson himself. Depending on who one asked, it meant either Legacy-Augmented Native Earthling or Legacy-Afflicted Native Earthling.

Daniela smirked. “That what they’re calling us now? Human Garde?”

Lawson sighed. “It’s simple and less . . . offensive than LANE, apparently. There are PR gurus involved. Not my area of expertise.”

“Oi,” Nigel broke in. “Did you say deploy? As in, like, stormtroopers?”

Lawson began again. His patience for being interrupted had grown exponentially since he started working with Garde. “Participating countries, which include England and Japan—” He looked in Ran’s direction. “Ah, damn. Forgot to get the interpreter in here for this.”

“Not necessary,” Ran said. “Please. Continue.”

Everyone stared at her except for Nigel, who belted out a laugh. General Lawson puffed out his cheeks and shook his head, taking Ran’s revelation in stride.

“As I was saying, the Earth Garde program has been agreed upon by most UN member nations. All Human Garde from participating nations will be required to register with Earth Garde and undergo training and observation at the Human Garde Academy, which is currently under construction in California.” Lawson slid packets across the table, filled with forms and dense contracts. “The legal details are in here. If you want, we can have your parents flown in before you sign anything.”

“Bollocks to that,” Nigel said with a snort, thumbing through the pages.

Caleb exchanged a look with his uncle, then shook his head. “That’s okay.”

Ran and Daniela said nothing, both their families unaccounted for since the invasion.

“Once you’ve undergone training at the Academy and proven you won’t be a danger to society, you’ll be deployed to an Earth Garde unit. Not as stormtroopers,” Lawson said, with a glance in Nigel’s direction. “No one faces a combat situation until they’re at least eighteen years old and hopefully by then the remaining Mogadorians are routed and the world’s a goddamn utopia.” The old military man smirked. “As outlined, your time with Earth Garde will be spent doing humanitarian work. Currently, Melanie Jackson is assisting with the cleanup efforts in New York. Daniela, I know you’re from there and you’ve already demonstrated excellent control of your powers. I’ve arranged for you to skip the Academy and go straight to Earth Garde. Help rebuild your city.”

Daniela’s eyes widened. Although she didn’t talk about it much, they all knew she was still holding out hope that her mom would be found somewhere in the rubble of Manhattan. The hospitals there were overwhelmed, many neighborhoods didn’t yet have power restored and survivors were still being found. It was possible.

She looked at the other three Garde. Back at Patience Creek, she had promised John Smith she would protect them. But the invasion was over. She’d kept her word. Nigel grinned at her, and Ran nodded once.

Daniela reached across the table for a pen. “Where do I sign?”

Nigel leaned back in his chair and studied Lawson. “Right, then. Who’s going to be in charge of this Academy thing? You?”

Lawson shook his head. “No. My job was the war, and the war is over. The UN has appointed someone better suited to training people of your unique abilities.”

“Yeah? Who’s that?”


The Americans lobbied hard to host the Academy. With everything the United States had done to coordinate the counterattack against the Mogadorian warships, none of the other world leaders were in a position to push back. The Academy would technically be on international soil, the entire thing UN-funded, with Peacekeepers handling the security.

Fifty miles north of San Francisco, the secluded Point Reyes was chosen as the location for the Academy, the people of California and the National Park Service generously gifting the land to the United Nations. With a promise to be as eco-friendly as possible, building began immediately on the coastal cliffs of the former nature preserve.

“Damn, dude. Place is going to be huge,” said the young man as he surveyed the construction, hundreds of workers already clearing earth and laying foundations, bulldozers and cranes rumbling across the landscape. “How many students we expecting?”

The older man standing next to him glanced up from his tablet. He pushed his glasses up his nose. “Last count they’d registered more than one hundred Human Garde. Finding new ones every day.”

The young man whistled. His long black hair was tied back in a sloppy man-bun. It was windy here and he kept having to push rebellious strands of hair out of his eyes. He’d seen the blueprints and now, looking at the land, he tried to picture what the Academy would look like. Two dormitories each capable of housing five hundred students, a cul-de-sac of town houses erected for faculty housing, a school building equipped with state-of-the-art computers and laboratories, a recreation center, a training complex designed by the military, a sports fieldhouse, solar power and a tide-power generator. All that nestled between the fir trees of the valley and the rocky cliffs of Drake’s Bay. Not so unusual, a private school in the middle of nowhere, albeit this one would be surrounded by miles of electrified razor-wire fence, its perimeter patrolled by round-the-clock security.

“What are you thinking, Professor?” Dr. Malcolm Goode asked, emphasizing the title that his young friend had negotiated for, despite never actually finishing high school.

The young man rubbed the spot where his prosthetic arm joined his shoulder. The thing still itched him like crazy.

“It’s no penthouse,” Nine said. “But I guess it’ll do.”
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