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CHAPTER ONE


THE MOG SKIMMER RISES ABOVE ASHWOOD ESTATES and shoots off towards the horizon. Six, Marina and Adam are on board. A handful of kids—teenagers, technically, but still children to me—ready to cross the continent in search of a place called the Sanctuary. Somewhere they only know about because years ago, during one of the many gaps in my memory, I told the Mogs it existed and that it was important to the future of the Loric.

I hope for our sakes that this is true. Earth is facing invasion, and we need all the help we can get.

I’ve been racking my brain trying to remember anything else about this place that’s apparently so important to the Loric. Any details at all. But I come up with nothing, and there’s not really time to dwell on recovering these memories. I have so much else to worry about. The most important thing is my son, Sam. He’s putting himself in danger. Again. He’s about to head to New York with John and Nine and a few of the FBI agents who’ve joined our side in order to stop a corrupt politician and expose the Mogadorian threat.

As I watch the skimmer disappear against the morning sun, I wonder what kind of father lets his only child get wrapped up in so much violence and death. I lose myself in this question, unable to find a suitable answer, until John Smith’s voice breaks my daze.

“Damn, this place looks like a war zone. I thought we’d gotten most the fires out last night.”

I turn and find him stomping on a blackened spot on the grass, a wisp of smoke drifting up around his shoe. Behind him stands Adam’s childhood home, the front windows knocked out from yesterday’s fighting. Now it’s our makeshift base of operations.

“I think the remodeling you guys did is actually an improvement,” I say, and then motion to a house towards the end of the block that’s been completely demolished. “I always hated these kinds of cookie-cutter houses.”

I’m attempting to keep things light to hide my worry about everything that’s to come. To put on a brave face.

“If I were you I wouldn’t mind seeing this place go up in flames either.”

He locks eyes with me and smiles, but I can tell he’s sizing me up. As the unofficial leader of the Loric, John must think it’s his job to worry about everybody. And it makes some sense that he’d have his sights on me. It wasn’t long ago that I was in captivity in the facilities located far below our feet—the tunnels, research labs and operating tables found underneath Ashwood, where the Mogs’ brutality was allowed to incubate and flourish. If not for Adam I would have died here. Or worse. I can’t fathom what “worse” might have been in my case, but I have no doubt that the Mogs are capable of something more terrifying than death. If anyone here is going to freak out, I’m the likely candidate.

Still, it makes me feel terrible somewhere deep in my gut, like I need to prove my worth to the cause. Maybe I wouldn’t feel that way if it hadn’t been me who spilled so many Loric secrets to the Mogs, even if it was against my will. That’s one of the worst parts about not remembering so much of the last decade: all I have to show for those missing years is betrayal, pain and the knowledge that my family was out there without any idea of what happened to me the whole time.

I shake my head, trying to refocus my thoughts. One of the side effects of having my mind tampered with by the Mogs is that I’m easily distracted, prone to chasing long-forgotten memories like rabbits through Wonderland.

“I guess you’re right,” I say.

“You should try to get some rest,” John says, a slight crease forming between his eyebrows. “Try not to overwork yourself. When was the last time you slept?”

“Who needs sleep when I’ve got coffee and Mogadorian home movies to watch?” I ask with a limp smile. I’ve been going over videos found in the archives below Ashwood since we took the suburb yesterday.

“Thanks for helping out with that. Who knows what we could learn from those files? You’re the only one here we can completely trust with important stuff like that. Even if Walker’s men are on our side now.”

He means this as a compliment, I’m sure, but there’s a subtext to his words. He may not even realize it, but he’s reminding me that there’s no room for me on this upcoming mission. Someone needs to stay behind and sift through the data, and I’m just an old man who’s pretty good with a rifle, not a fighter like they are. My place is here. He’s a remarkably charismatic leader for his age. I have to keep reminding myself that he’s really just a teenager, at the point in his life where he should be learning precalculus or chemistry. All these kids act like they’re ten years older than they actually are (except, perhaps, for Nine, whose personality seems to have stalled at the age of thirteen).

John nods to a large hawk perched on a tree limb above us.

“The Chimærae are patrolling the area in case the Mogs realize that no one’s checking in with them from Ashwood and decide to investigate.”

“If the Mogs really are gearing up for an invasion, they’ll likely have more important things to worry about than Ashwood,” I say.

“Still, they’ve got your back. Plus . . .” He takes a look around, making sure there’s no one in earshot. “Walker and her crew are helping us out for now, but I feel better knowing the Chimærae will protect you just in case anything happens. They’ll look after you until we get back. Do you know how to whistle?”

“Sure.”

“Good. Gamera up there is your new personal bodyguard. You whistle and he’ll come running. Or flying, or whatever.” He shrugs a little. “That was Sam’s idea. He thinks you’ve got a soft spot for Gamera since you named him. Anyway, I told all of them to stay out of sight for the most part. Walker’s agents know what they are, but if anyone else shows up they’ve got instructions not to morph in front of them. The fewer people who know about the Chimærae, the better.”

The front door springs open, and Sam starts down the porch holding a plate piled high with yellow disks. One of them hangs out of his mouth, flapping as he jumps down onto the lawn.

“Dude, they’ve got frozen waffles in there,” he says to John as he chews. “I don’t know if they were Adam’s dad’s or if the Feds brought them or what, but there are like ten boxes in the freezer.” He shakes his head. “All these waffles and no syrup. The monsters.”

“Sweet,” John says, reaching for one.

Sam shirks away, twisting around so the plate’s out of reach.

“These are mine. Go get your own. I’d hurry too. Nine keeps challenging the FBI dudes to arm-wrestling matches, and I’m pretty sure Walker is about to sedate him or something.”

John shakes his head and looks at me again.

“Remember: just whistle.” Then he heads inside.

“Did you like that?” Sam asks, his face lighting up. “The whistling, I mean. It was totally my idea.”

“That’s what John said. Brilliant.”

He grins and holds out the plate.

I raise my eyebrows. “I thought those were for you.”

“Just eat some waffles, Dad. I doubt you were raiding the fridge during your all-night cram session in the archives.”

As if on cue, my stomach grumbles.

“See?” He pushes the plate into my hands, taking two more waffles for himself. “They’re making coffee inside, but these agents are just as addicted to it as you. I tried to get a cup, and one of them actually growled at me.”

“Sam,” I say. I don’t want to spoil his mood, but our time together is getting short. “I know this isn’t news to you, but this trip to New York might get pretty dangerous. If Setrákus Ra is planning on making a public appearance and it goes wrong—”

“I know,” he cuts me off. “I’ll be careful. If we get into a fight, I’ll leave the heroics to the actual alien superheroes as much as I can. Don’t worry about me. Just see if you can find something here that’ll help us take down these Mog shit heads.”

I give him an exaggerated sigh.

“What would your mother say if she heard you talking like that?” As if cursing even registers as a problem at this point in our lives. I’m honestly not sure where this reaction comes from. I guess part of me is still trying to mask my concern, as if letting these kids know how scared I am about them—about Sam—going to the front lines might somehow destroy their seemingly limitless capacities for bravery.

“I’m kind of more afraid that when I get home after all this is over, Mom’s going to chain me up in my room and never let me see the outside world again. Oh, speaking of, maybe I should call her on the drive and let her know I’m still alive.”

I think of my wife. The last time I saw her—when I showed up after years of being gone only to discover that Sam was missing too—she wasn’t exactly thrilled to hear that I blamed my disappearance on aliens. Since then she hasn’t been too keen on talking to me.

“Do that,” I say. “Just remember that her phone is probably tapped, so no details. I’ll . . . I’ll wait until I have something good to tell her. Then I’ll call.”

“That reminds me—here,” he says, holding a black satellite phone out to me. I pat my pockets, realizing I haven’t been carrying mine around. Sam continues, “Yes, this is yours. Adam was messing with it. Apparently Earth’s understanding of communications systems is really basic. This is supposed to get a signal, like, anywhere. Or so he says.”

“Excellent,” I say. “We should all start carrying these.”

Sam shrugs. “I guess. But you know how much fighting we get into. Electronics don’t really last that long around us. That’s why I’m giving it to you. I’ll talk him into making me one whenever he gets back.”

The door opens behind him and John comes out, followed by Nine, Agent Walker, and a few other Feds I haven’t been introduced to yet.

“All right,” Nine says with a smirk. “Let’s go knock some evil politician heads in the Big Apple.”

Sam rolls his eyes. “Keep that phone with you, Dad. I’ll call you when I have news.”

He tries to give me a quick side hug, but I pull him in closer.

“Good-bye, son. Be careful.”

“I will. I’ll see you soon.”

And just like that, he’s gone.

These kids all think they’re invincible, but they’re not. Even some of the Garde, with all their abilities, have been killed. For a second I wonder if I can talk Sam out of going. Call him and tell him to get dropped off at a gas station or something where I can pick him up. He could help me sift through the years of Mogadorian data stored in the underground facilities. But I know he’d never agree to that, and I’m pretty sure I don’t have the authority to flat-out forbid him from going. He’s already made so many tough choices on his own without me. Why would he listen to me now?





CHAPTER TWO


GOD KNOWS I’D PROBABLY BE MORE ALERT IF I had a few hours of sleep, but I can’t imagine closing my eyes and drifting off while Sam is en route to New York. Not when there’s work to be done. So instead I manage to snag a cup of coffee from the pot in the kitchen and head back into the bowels of Ashwood. With any luck, I’ll find some kind of secret weapon that’ll take down the Mogs. Or at least some information we can use against them.

Anything to make me feel like I’m actually contributing.

A long stairwell leads into the tunnels from a back room in Adam’s home, plaster and brick giving way to concrete and eventually smooth metal walls as I descend. Everything is hard, gray and clinical. The hairs on the back of my neck start to prickle the farther down the steps I go, though I’m not sure if it’s because the air is getting cooler or because terrible things happened to me here, even if I barely remember any of them. Gamera follows close behind me in the form of a dragonfly hovering over my shoulder. I nod to the Chimæra. It’s good to know my son is watching out for me, of course, but at the same time it makes me feel like a failure. I should be the one protecting him.

The underground portion of Ashwood Estates is a labyrinth. A sublevel snaking through the entire community with tunnels that stretch on in twists and turns for what seem like miles. As if that weren’t confusing enough, several of the passageways and rooms are completely caved in—something we have Adam to thank for, that eternity ago when he freed me from captivity here and let loose his newfound earthquake Legacy. Who knows what hides behind the collapsed hallways, what knowledge we lost when equipment was smashed? If we weren’t on the brink of losing the Earth, maybe we’d have time to find out.

There are plenty of rooms still standing, though. Laboratories and detainment cells, for example. I pass them, eyeing strange devices and surgical tools that send shivers down my spine. This place is still dangerous to me. Not just because of the questionable structural integrity, but because of the feeling I get when I walk through its hallways: the faintest wave of recognition followed by a stabbing pain in my head. There is something in the smell of the place—musty, charged with electrical equipment—that is familiar, like all the memories I’ve forgotten are just out of reach, waiting to be reclaimed. These tunnels fill every cell of my body with dread.

Fortunately, most of that subsides when I reach the facility’s archives. I don’t think I ever entered it during my imprisonment, because I can breathe a sigh of relief when I step through the doorway. That’s not to say the room is exactly cozy, nothing like the dusty libraries full of books and overstuffed chairs from my days at the university. This archive is just as uninviting as the rest of the underground level. Monitors and computer terminals line steel tables, their keyboards an unfamiliar shape and covered in markings I don’t understand. Cabinets full of servers and hard drive storage banks line the walls, humming in tune with the fluorescent lights overhead. There’s even a shelf holding a row of blasters on the far side of the room—the Mogs can apparently never be too far away from their weapons.

I stretch, my back cracking, and take a seat at one of the metal chairs in front of a computer terminal. This is the little space I’ve made my own over the last day: a computer, a handheld electronic tablet, a notebook, a small duffel bag full of tools and documents that might prove useful and a graveyard of dirty mugs. I put on a pair of headphones and flit through the list of Mog recordings on the screen until I find where I left off. Then I start watching.

Apart from being ruthless warriors, the Mogadorians also seem to be absurdly thorough when it comes to recording themselves, though I’m not sure whether this is strictly for some kind of historical record or is the by-product of a fascist regime wanting to keep track of its many moving parts. I fast-forward through dozens of videos, almost all of which are in the Mogadorian language and useless to me now that Adam is gone. Occasionally I find one in English, but those are mostly communiqués between human MogPro associates that contain either nothing useful or information we already know. I log anything of the slightest interest in my notebook. The whole process is mind-numbing, and at some point my eyes must start to glaze over, because I don’t realize someone else is in the room with me until there’s a hand on my shoulder.

I spin around, almost falling out of my chair as I try to get to my feet.

The man behind me is an FBI agent wearing a black suit. He’s younger than me, maybe thirty, with olive skin, short dark hair, and several days’ worth of stubble. On the stool beside me, Gamera has taken the form of a cat, eyes locked on the agent, ready to pounce and morph. The animal must have realized his usual turtle form might draw unwanted attention from the agents.

The man holds out a hand.

“Agent Noto. Walker”—he hesitates slightly—“insisted that I might be a valuable resource to you.”

I wave my hand towards the feline at my side.

“I’ve already got a bodyguard.” He doesn’t find this funny. I continue. “I’m sure your Bureau skills will be more useful up there instead of watching me sift through alien data files.”

He smirks a little, but it’s hard to tell if it’s out of annoyance or amusement.

“I assure you I’m more than just a gun, Dr. Goode.”

It’s been so long since someone called me “doctor” that the word sounds strange attached to my name. I almost can’t believe there was a time when students and colleagues called me that on a daily basis.

Noto continues.

“In the past I served as a liaison to the Mogadorians. Before we realized what their true intentions were.”

“Ah. So you have a good idea of who we’re dealing with.”

“I can even understand some of their language. Though I admit that I’m probably on the equivalent of a kindergarten level when it comes to reading it.”

Finally, a windfall.

“Please,” I say, shaking his hand. “Call me Malcolm.”

He takes a seat on the other side of the desk and I get him caught up, pointing him towards a set of files to examine. I try to explain that we’re looking for anything useful, even if that’s a vague description. He seems to understand. We work in relative silence for hours, talking only about our findings, comparing notes. It’s fruitless work. I don’t uncover anything particularly helpful, and Noto’s progress is slow. He often spends fifteen minutes on a file before realizing it’s an order for more food supplies or inconsequential reports on traffic around Ashwood.

Eventually I open up a file that causes me to freeze, my heart pounding in my chest. I recognize the face of the human on camera. I can even give him a name, though it takes me a moment to pin it down in my head.

Ethan.

The problem is, I don’t know why I know his face and name.

The file appears to be a video conference between Ethan and a Mogadorian. Based on the tattoos, I’m guessing it’s a high-ranking official. Ethan is reciting a list of names, giving facts about them and their locations. The words trigger something in my memory, illuminating one of the dark places I’d thought long lost. Faces flash through my head of men and women who helped the Loric refugees when they first arrived on Earth. People I recruited.

Greeters.

That’s when I realize who Ethan is. He had been one of them. A Greeter. No, that’s not right. He was going to be one, but I cut him loose before he fulfilled his duty for some reason. He wasn’t there when the Loric landed. There’s something else, just out of reach. I didn’t trust him—but why not?

As I continue watching, I start to understand a little more. He worked with the Mogs. A traitor detailing everything he knew about the Greeters and the Loric, which wasn’t much. Still, it was probably enough to give the Mogs a few leads.

In fact, it sounds like the Mogs already had at least one of the Greeters captured at the time this video was taken thanks to Ethan’s information. I wonder, was it me?

New images shoot through my mind. Some of the same faces as before, only this time they’re pale, broken, bloodied. They’re here, at Ashwood, being shown to me as a threat or a warning that if I don’t tell Dr. Anu—the head scientist at Ashwood—everything he wants to know, I will end up like them.

Dead. Murdered.

I swallow down the waffles and coffee that are rising in my throat as Ethan continues to talk. Based on what he says, it sounds like the message is old—from before everything happened in Paradise. Even so, Ethan lets a bombshell slip: he’s been put in charge of training and recruiting Garde Number Five. He’s already had contact with the boy.

The video ends, and everything comes crashing down on me. Despite all the confusion and gaps in my memories, I know some things to be true. I was in charge of recruiting the Greeters. I must have brought Ethan on board at some point, even if I did kick him out of the group before the Loric arrived. Ethan turned on us and likely molded Five into the traitor he is now.

And because of that, Eight is dead.

It’s an easy line to follow, the dots almost connecting themselves and creating a direct link from me to Eight’s corpse. I take my glasses off and squeeze the bridge of my nose, trying to shake the pounding that suddenly fills my head as these memories and realizations flood in. Not only did I give the Mogs knowledge of the Sanctuary, I helped them turn one of the Loric into a Mog sympathizer. Who knows what other terrible things I did while under their control—or that I accidentally set into motion just trying to help the Garde. Will I wake up tomorrow and suddenly discover that I helped plan this invasion too? How do I begin to atone for all this?

I realize Noto is staring at me. His face is steely, but there’s a hint of concern behind his eyes. Or maybe suspicion.

“I’m fine,” I say. “Just a headache.”

“Maybe you should take a break,” he suggests. “Get some air.”

I nod, but make no effort to move.

“I’m sure none of this can be easy, coming back here,” Noto says. “Walker gave me a quick overview of what happened to you. It’s kind of funny, actually. I investigated your disappearance from Paradise.” He pauses. “Well, I guess ‘funny’ isn’t really the right word.”

This is something I didn’t expect. He looks far too young to have been involved in the case.

“You did?” I ask.

“Not originally, but after the Mog incident at the high school—you know about that, right?”

“I do.”

“That’s when our team went to Ohio. I spent some time looking into your old missing person’s case. It was a hell of a puzzle. Like you just vanished off the face of the earth.” He squints a little, staring at me. “You still don’t remember what happened?”

“Nothing about my abduction,” I say with a sigh. “I’m not sure I’ll ever know what happened. I’ve tried putting everything back together. Strange things will trigger a memory. Mostly just flashes of images and feelings. But even those are difficult to hold on to or understand. There are even missing spots from years before I was taken. Whatever they did broke me. They took so much of my life away.”

“I can’t imagine.”

I think of the Greeters again, and of the video I discovered earlier where I’m drugged or brainwashed, being controlled in some way.

“That’s probably a good thing,” I say. “The Mogadorians did terrible things here—to me and to others. Still, I’d gladly remember every excruciating detail if it meant having all my good memories back as well.”

“When you put it that way”—he flounders for the right words—“it’s a lot of lost time.”

I cock my head to one side a bit. Something he said earlier isn’t adding up.

“Why were you looking into my disappearance? That was so long ago, and with everything that must have been happening after the attack on the school, surely you had more important things to worry about.”

“Your son was a prime suspect and was missing. We couldn’t rule out the idea that you were working off the grid somewhere with John Smith or the Mogadorians even. If they had only told us they had you. . . .”

He stops, realizing that he’s digging himself into a hole, reminding me that while I was in a coma a few rooms down, he and the rest of Walker’s agents were working with my captors.

“We didn’t know.” His eyes meet mine. He sounds earnest, though I can’t tell if he’s trying to convince himself or me. “All the civilian casualties and detainments, the plans for invasion . . . Jesus, we just thought we were getting high-tech weapons and medical enhancements out of helping them find some alien fugitives.”

Anger bubbles in my stomach as he speaks, not at him but at all of it: the FBI, the Mogs, my imprisonment. I try to push it down and focus on what’s important.

“Well, we’d better make up for both of our sins. Taking down the Mogs might not absolve us of the things we’ve done under their influence, but it sounds like a pretty good start to me.”

Noto nods a little. We sit in silence for a few moments before a new question comes to my mind.

“You were investigating Sam. What did you find?”

He takes a deep breath, looking a little relieved. “Solid grades. Exceptional aptitude in sciences. An understandable obsession with conspiracy theories and space. I wouldn’t want to poke around the internet history of most teenagers, but Sam spent the majority of his free time researching faraway planets and talking about potential extraterrestrial sightings on message boards. I mean, he also pirated a lot of movies and music, but all in all he seems like a pretty good kid.”

“I can’t take credit for any of that,” I say, a pang of guilt in my gut.

Noto shakes his head. “You’re telling me it’s just a coincidence that your son grew up to become an ally to the Loric? Something you did must have rubbed off on him.”

“Now, if only I can remember what that was,” I say, trying to make a joke of it but failing. “I swear, if Anu and Zakos weren’t dead already, I’d kill them myself.”

Noto’s face suddenly twists, his brow furrowing. “Who?”

“Dr. Anu. He was the first Mogadorian doctor who—”

“No, the other one,” Noto says. He’s not looking at me now but tapping on the keyboard.

“Zakos,” I mutter. “He . . . After Dr. Anu died he was the one who oversaw my captivity. He was evil. I mean, they both were, but Zakos seemed to take pleasure in his experimentation. A Mogadorian Mengele. He almost killed Adam, from what I understand. But Adam got to him first, when we escaped.”

Noto shakes his head.

“That was in the fall, right? When you escaped?”

“Yes.” Once I’d carried Adam out of the destroyed tunnels, sneaking away in the chaos and confusion, we crisscrossed the country trying to avoid being recaptured. Weeks flew by in a haze. We spent a lot of time sleeping in fields and living off scraps we found. “By the time I figured enough time had passed and I dared go back to Paradise to reunite with my family, Sam was gone.”

“Right . . .” Noto’s voice is quiet, distant, like he’s not really listening anymore. His eyes are locked on his screen.

“What is it?”

“I’ve got a recording here of Dr. Zakos.” He raises his head and meets my eyes. “It’s from earlier this year. Whatever happened to him here, he survived.”

“No,” I mutter, coming around to his screen. “That’s not possible. Adam knocked him out, and then the ceiling came down around him when—”

But he’s there on the screen. In the background his lab is in shambles, the walls cracked and floor covered in rubble. It’s obviously after Adam partially destroyed the sublevel. He looks pleased with himself, black eyes shining in the paused image.

It takes me a few seconds to comprehend what I’m seeing, but then it hits me in my chest. Dr. Zakos—the butcher, the mad scientist, the monster—is still alive. He’s still fighting against us.

Somewhere in the darkest parts of my mind, there’s a strange flash. Not joy, exactly, but something like it as I realize I might have the chance to face one of my former captors.

“It sounds like he’s been called in for some top secret project that Setrákus Ra is overseeing. Something they think will ensure Mogadorian victory.”

Before I can say anything, though, Noto’s walkie-talkie crackles.

“Noto, get up here! Something’s happening in New York.”





CHAPTER THREE


THE WARSHIPS HAVE COME. THEY’RE REPORTED first over New York and then cities across the world.

“This is it,” I murmur to myself. Everything I’ve tried to prevent is happening. The Mogs are here, in full force.

It’s an invasion.

Is Sam safe?

Noto and I gather around several televisions in the house’s media room with at least a dozen Feds to watch shocked newscasters and talking heads try to make sense of what’s happening. Pretty soon the only thing playing is a live feed of the UN press conference. Ella is there. So is Setrákus Ra, in the form of a middle-aged man. He’s saying something about wanting peace. I grind my teeth together.

Then there’s some sort of commotion, and the camera pans to John, his face a portrait of rage. That’s when everything goes straight to hell.

Where is Sam?

I search for a glimpse of my son. But he’s not in the crowds fleeing when John’s hands start to glow with fire, and by the time Ra transforms into a horrifying monster, the camera is pointed only at the people on the stage. When the live feeds cut out, the news stations keep playing the footage, over and over again. Still, I don’t see Sam.

I try Sam’s phone, but there’s no answer. Of course not. He’s probably there, in the thick of it all, just off camera. My hands start to shake as a feeling of helplessness falls over me. I’m so far away from him. I should have stopped him, demanded that he not go. But it’s too late. What can I do now? Suddenly the idea of going back down into the archives seems foolish, like trying to use a water bottle to put out a forest fire. And so I keep watching the footage on loop.

At first it’s just the videos on repeat with no commentary, as if the news anchors themselves can’t figure out how to respond. Then it’s a bombardment of theories, warnings and assurances that either the government will handle this or that it’s directly responsible for it.

Gamera, still in the form of a small black cat, winds between my legs, brushing up against me. His green eyes dart about, ears perked. I wonder briefly how much he understands about what’s going on. Can he feel that our enemy has invaded? That everything is changing?

Around me, the FBI agents try to deal with what’s happening in their own ways. Most are either dumbfounded, standing slack jawed beside me, or they’re manic, yelling at every busy signal or call that won’t go through on their phones, or shouting into crackling radios, trying to get a handle on the situation. No one’s heard from Walker, and I can tell that several of these agents want to be out in the field.

I don’t know how many times I watch the footage repeat. Reports start to come in from across the world. Humanity doesn’t know how to react. Chinese forces attack the warship over Beijing, sending planes to drop bombs on it from above. At the same time, trucks shoot missiles from below, the sky erupting in flames. But the warship remains unharmed, protected, apparently, by some sort of invisible shielding. The missiles explode against the force field and then fire and debris rain down on the city. A few of the missiles appear to bounce off the ship completely, obliterating towering buildings, destroying the skyline.

When the smoke clears, the warship looks untouched, but Beijing is on fire.

There’s riots and looting in cities across the world. It seems to be happening in places where there aren’t even any warships. I guess when there’s a giant alien craft hovering over your city, you’re less likely to rampage through the streets. People are scared, frightened, some ready to fight, others claiming it’s the end of days. There’s even footage of a group holding welcome banners and signs that say “Beam me up!”

I try to remember how I reacted when I found irrefutable proof that there was life outside of Earth. When I first met Pittacus Lore. Bursts of images and feelings flash through my mind. Awe. Fear. Validation. Pittacus holds out a white tablet. His eyes burning like fire as he asks for my help.

A new video starts to play on one of the monitors, taking me out of my thoughts. I recognize Sarah Hart’s voice immediately as she explains who the Garde and Mogadorians are—after spending so much of my life trying to keep the Garde a secret, it’s astounding to hear them spoken of on national television. At first it’s just on one news station, but then all of them are playing it, talking about how it was found on YouTube. They actually interrupt their coverage of the warships to show it, until Sarah’s voice is echoing all around me, coming from every speaker and telling the world about John Smith and the Loric.

The talking heads try to dissect the footage, bringing up screen caps and stories from They Walk Among Us. I feel like I can’t catch my breath as I look on.

Everything is happening, all the dominoes falling. I can barely keep up.

Eventually Agent Noto stands beside me. He doesn’t take his eyes off the screens as he speaks.

“We can stream the news footage on a laptop downstairs if you want to get back to work.”

“I’m aware of that,” I say quietly. “But what’s the point? What are we going to find that can fight this?”

Outside, the sun is beginning to set. My eyes feel like sandpaper. They’re no doubt bloodshot, and the combination of caffeine and the events unfolding on the screen has me practically shaking.

“Just a suggestion. I can’t seem to look away either.” He lets out a single, breathy laugh. “The world is shitting its pants right now.”

“And we’re playing house in a goddamned alien suburb,” another agent says, pushing himself between the two of us. “What the hell are we doing here, Noto?”

“Following Walker’s orders.” Noto’s voice is calm and measured. Only a hint of annoyance shines through.

“Walker went to New York. She could be dead for all we know.”

I see Noto glance at me before turning his attention to the other man.

“This is a highly valuable enemy base. We can’t just—”

“For fuck’s sake, this isn’t capture the flag.”

The man is attempting to whisper now but failing. “I can’t get anyone on the line. The Mog loyalists must have shut down communications at the branch offices. Either that or every agent we have is trying to figure out what the hell to do. We’re not far from DC. There are half a dozen assets within a twenty-mile radius more important than protecting a bunch of half-trashed Mogadorian shit. Weapons. Civilians. People who know launch codes. And that’s just off the top of my head. We can’t let all that fall into enemy hands.”

Despite everything that’s happening—or, maybe, because of the rush of adrenaline and heightened awareness surging through my body—a memory pings in one of the dark spots of my mind.

The last thing we need is for that to fall into the enemy’s hands.

I hear the words again and again. I know it’s important, but I can’t remember why. Slowly a scene starts to come to light. I’m on the porch of my home. Sam is with me, but so young and fragile. A woman I don’t know is there, warning me about something. What is it?

I close my eyes, trying to grab hold of the memory before it’s gone. Maybe this is something that can help us.

Then I remember. She’s telling me that if she found me then the Mogs will too. That my family isn’t safe. And I’m scared because I know I can’t leave, because the Loric are planning to come back to Paradise one day.

And so I stayed.

I swallow down another wave of nausea. For the last few months I’d assumed that the Mogs had taken me by surprise. But they didn’t, not entirely. I knew they could find me. I was warned. But I didn’t listen. What if they’d taken my family? What if they’d taken Sam too? How could I have been so stupid?

But then, who is the woman I was talking to? She wasn’t a Greeter or one of the Cêpan . . . but I have the feeling she was Loric. Someone I was equally impressed by and afraid of.

Where is she now?

“What do you think, Malcolm?” Noto asks, and it takes me a moment to realize he’s talking to me.

“I’m sorry,” I say. My voice is a coarse whisper. “What?”

That’s when the Chimærae outside start to go nuts.

Birdlike screeches sound from all around, breaking through the cacophony of news reports and arguments inside. Gamera hisses, jumping into my arms. Noto and I look at each other, and then he follows me as I dart for the front door, shouting something about being careful. A few more agents are already on the lawn, one holding a pair of binoculars up to her eyes. In the distance, some kind of aircraft is approaching.

“What’ve we got?” Noto asks.

“Looks like a transport chopper.” The agent hands her binoculars to Noto. “Army markings.”

“Do we know who they are?” I ask. Despite the agents helping us out in Ashwood, the government isn’t exactly to be trusted right now. I try to remember what I’ve read on They Walk Among Us and everything else we’ve uncovered, hoping to recall exactly who in the army we can trust, if anyone.

“We’re on walkie-talkies here, and most of the cell networks are down,” Noto mutters. “Unless you saw some kind of broadcasting equipment underground, we can’t exactly call them up. Stay in the house until we’ve identified them.” He unholsters his sidearm. “And tell the other in there to prep the big guns.”

Gamera lets out a growl. Overhead, the remaining Chimærae continue to dart around in avian forms, squawking.

“I’ll be right inside,” I say. “If anything goes wrong . . .”

But I’m not sure how to finish that sentence. Noto just jerks his head towards the door, and without knowing what else to do, I go. When I get inside, I pull open two slats of wooden blinds and watch as the chopper lands on the street in front of the house.

Two men dressed in black body armor hop off the helicopter when it lands. The one in front keeps his sidearm holstered, but the FBI agents have their weapons on him, their posture rigid. The other man’s got some kind of assault rifle slung across his back and a crew cut. He looks like he’s made of nothing but muscle, like a pro wrestler.

I can see mouths moving but can’t hear anything over the noise of the helicopter’s blades beating. Noto steps forward, holding out what I assume is his badge. He talks to the two men for a bit and then raises a hand to the agents behind him. They relax slightly.

Then Noto turns his face to the window I’m looking out of. The others follow suit, until they’re all staring in my direction.

“Oh, no . . . ,” I murmur.

The men in body armor follow Noto across the lawn. Gamera hisses, jumping to the ground in front of me.

“Easy there,” I say softly, watching the men approach. “I think we’re okay.”

Once inside the house, Noto introduces the man who seems to be in charge as Colonel Lujan. His handshake is firm, and his eyes dark and piercing beneath bushy black eyebrows. The other man goes unnamed, but “Briggs” is written on a patch over the chest pocket of his uniform.

“I’m Malcolm Goode,” I say. Lujan and his other man just nod, as if I’m giving them information they already had. Neither of them moves to sit or enter past the foyer.

“Dr. Goode,” Lujan says. “I’ll cut to the chase: our country is under siege and facing an alien invasion. The president and several other key members of the administration have been transported to a bunker, where they’re formulating America’s response to this crisis. Your assistance has been requested.”

“My assistance?” I ask.

“It seems that Walker’s been in touch with the brass,” Noto says. “They want answers as to what’s going on, and she gave them your name. Said you could provide a clear picture of the conflict. Apparently she’s tied up in New York with . . . well, you saw what’s going on there.”

“My son. Did she mention Sam?”

“I haven’t spoken to Agent Walker directly,” Lujan says. “I’m just here to make sure your collection goes smoothly. As you can imagine, time is a factor here, Dr. Goode.”

My mind races, wondering if I even have the option of saying no to these men. And there’s still the possibility that something from the archives could help—however unlikely that might seem considering the news.

On the other hand, I can almost certainly do more good if I have the president’s ear and can lay out exactly what’s happening. Doing that will help Sam and the others.

“If you’ll give me a few minutes, I’d like to pack up some of my things from underground. My rifle is down there, along with a lot of intel I’d—”

“We can arm you,” Lujan says.

“I can keep things going here,” Noto says. “If your son or any of the others return . . .” He pauses. “Well, it seems like Walker knows how to get in contact with the bunker.”

“But—”

“With all due respect, sir,” the colonel says, “we need to move.”

I look back and forth between them before nodding. Gamera shifts on the ground between my feet.

“My bag and jacket are in the dining room,” I say, darting into the adjoining room before anyone can protest.

Gamera follows. I look over my shoulder to make sure the military men aren’t watching before unzipping my duffel bag and motioning for him to climb inside.

“It’s not ideal,” I whisper as he shrinks down into a beetle and hops in. “But it’s the best I can do right now.”

I pull out an old satellite phone—I keep the new one in my pocket at all times in case Sam calls—before putting on my jacket and slinging the bag over my shoulder, trying to be careful about not knocking Gamera around too much inside. Back in the foyer, I toss the older phone to Noto.

“It’s secure,” I say. “I’ll contact you when I can. Keep looking for anything that might help us.”

He’s interrupted by more screeching outside, followed by shouting. Lujan’s walkie-talkie crackles.

“Five unknown aircraft, coming in fast!”

“Hold your position!” Lujan shouts into a handset. He turns to me. “We need to get out of here, now. If the chopper gets hit, it’s a long way back to DC, and we’re sure as hell not getting there on the highway. It’s jammed for miles.”

“Go!” Noto says. “Good luck.”

I nod. And then I’m running.

We’re only a few feet out the doorway before I spot the Mogadorian skimmers headed straight for Ashwood.





CHAPTER FOUR


WE’RE HALFWAY ACROSS THE LAWN WHEN A HUMVEE crashes through the iron gates leading into the estates. It speeds towards us, eventually turning on a dime and screeching to a halt on the opposite side of a short brick fence separating two lots. Doors open. I see the pale faces of Mogadorians. And then suddenly Briggs is pulling me to the ground, shoving me behind one of the FBI vehicles parked on the grass between the house and the helicopter. My breath is knocked out. Glass rains down around me as the car’s windows shatter.

“Stay down!” Briggs shouts. He joins the Feds at the back of the SUV and starts shooting in the direction of the Mogs.

Behind me, agents break out the second-floor windows of Adam’s old house and start firing. From my position, I can’t tell where Lujan’s at.

Five birds land on the ground around me. Their claws tremble, hinting at transformation. I look back at the porch and see Noto. Blood’s dripping from a burn mark on the shoulder of his suit. I point to him.

“Protect the others!” I whisper loud enough for them to hear me.

They cock their heads and stare back blankly.

“Go!” I shout.

They scatter. Briggs looks back at me, reloading his rifle. He barks something into his walkie-talkie and then turns to me, shouting.

“When I start shooting, you move. Get to the chopper.”

I nod while gasping, trying to catch my breath. My bag is undulating on the ground beside me. I pat it, trying to tell Gamera that I’m all right. He could break out if he wanted to, I’m sure, but if we’re about to take to the sky, I don’t want to risk losing him.

Above us the skimmers have circled and are coming in for a pass. There’s a loud banging sound from across the lawn as one of the craft goes up in flames. I follow the trail of smoke from the explosion down to the helicopter. That’s when I realize it’s a gunship, likely full of all sorts of weaponry.

“Go!” Briggs shouts, opening fire again.

I sprint, focusing in on the chopper and ignoring everything else around me. For someone who’s spent the majority of the last decade in an induced coma, muscles atrophying and disintegrating, I make a hell of a good run for it. Ashwood is a blur, but I’m aware of gunfire all around me and can hear the sizzle and electric pulse of the Mogadorian blasters firing. There’s another bang from the chopper. In my peripheral vision, I see the Mog Humvee go up in flames.

It turns out Lujan is already in the helicopter, firing from what I think is a grenade launcher. He pulls me inside when I get there, half pushing me towards a seat in the back. I buckle in, wedging my bag between my feet, trying to weigh the pros and cons of unleashing Gamera now. The problem is that I don’t know these men, or where I’m even going. With all the pain and suffering that’s happened because of my actions in the past, I couldn’t stand the thought of Gamera or any of the Chimærae ending up dissected on a lab table in some government research facility in the name of science.

Lujan yells into a walkie-talkie.

“Asset on board. We’re taking off in five seconds whether you’re here or not.”

It’s a command not only for Briggs, but for the pilot, who nods.

There’s a second soldier in the cockpit in addition to the pilot. I assume he’s the one targeting with the gunship’s main weapons. Another soldier is adjusting the mount on a huge machine gun pointing out the side of the chopper opposite where I entered. His eyes are on the sky, focused on the incoming skimmers, firing away.

Briggs practically throws himself into the chopper a few seconds later. He shouts when he lands, then scrambles to his knees. One of his boots is covered in blood, and his left arm dangles limply at his side.

“Get us the hell out of here!” Lujan barks at the pilot. He turns to the man on the gun. “Mark your targets.”

As the chopper shudders and begins to shoot up, I attempt to help Briggs into the seat beside me, asking if he’s okay. But he shakes me off, gritting his teeth as he buckles in. I lean forward, trying to get a glimpse of the incoming ships.

Three skimmers open fire at once. Our chopper veers to one side, throwing us all about as we narrowly evade being hit. Carnage rains down on Ashwood, and we’re caught in the cross fire. I brace myself and resist the urge to vomit. This is the first time I’ve been in a helicopter. At least that I’m aware of.

“Knock those bastards out of the sky!” Lujan shouts.

Machine gun fire fills the air, followed by the acrid, metallic smell of discharged rounds. A bigger weapon fires from somewhere near the front of the craft. I clench my jaw and grip the straps holding me in so hard I think I might be drawing blood.

Shock waves from an explosion somewhere outside rock the helicopter. A skimmer goes down in flames.

“Damn,” Briggs says. “One of those Bureau bastards must have been packing a Stinger.”

We fly forward. One skimmer circles Ashwood, but the other is in fast pursuit of us, darting and flying zigzag loops to avoid the shots still being fired from our helicopter.

“Whatever you found in that base,” Lujan says, shouting over the noise, “they must not want it to get out.”

What did we miss? Or what are we overlooking?

“I haven’t found anything,” I say.

“Yeah, but they probably don’t know that.”

“Could be they’re just pissed-off aliens,” Briggs mutters.

As he speaks, he awkwardly tries to pull up his blood-soaked left pant leg with his right arm.

“Let me help,” I offer.

He takes a few deep breaths, sweat beading on his forehead, before leaning back into his seat. I take that as an okay and manage to get his pant leg pulled out of his boot and up over a hole that’s been shot clean through his calf. He points to a med kit attached to the inner hull and then talks me through cleaning and covering the wound with a compression bandage.

“Caught me midsprint,” he says between instructions and long strings of profanity. “Came down hard on my shoulder. Think I knocked it out of the socket.”

“I can try to put it back in if you want.”

“Are you a doctor?”

“Technically . . . ,” I say, “I’m an astronomer.”

Briggs just stares back at me, wheels turning in his head as he thinks about how to respond. But he doesn’t get a chance to. One of the skimmer shots hits us, and we take a sudden dip, dropping what must be hundreds of feet in the air in the course of seconds. I’m sure we’re going to crash, but the pilot levels us out.

“Dammit,” I hear Lujan shout as he picks the gunner up off the floor and helps him get back to his post.

“We can’t outrun this thing!” the pilot shouts.

As Lujan confers with the other soldiers, I strain to look out the window. That’s when I see it: the Mogadorian warship hovering over Washington DC.

“Impossible,” I murmur, knowing full well it’s not, that it’s real. But seeing the giant ship in person is something I’m not prepared for, even after all the TV coverage. It’s awe inspiring in the worst possible way.

Below us the city seems eerily quiet, at least from what I can tell. No smoke rising from the buildings. No jets flanking the alien monstrosity blocking the twilight sky from our nation’s capital.

“Where’s the rest of the army?” I ask. “The National Guard? Where are our defenses?”

“Emphasis was put on the evacuation of high-value assets,” Briggs says. “Most of our targets were in the city. You’re one of the few we had to secure by air. Otherwise, we’re under orders to stay grounded. The chopper’s going to drop us near our destination. It’ll serve as a distraction if we need cover while we make the rest of the way on foot.”

“I don’t think we’re getting dropped anywhere if we can’t shake this skimmer.”

Briggs looks at me, confused.

“That’s what we’ve been calling those smaller Mog ships,” I say.

He considers this. “Beats UFOs, I guess.”

The chopper shakes again. Lujan’s yelling at the two men in the cockpit. Something about avoiding collateral damage. Briggs starts shaking his head.

“All right,” he says, leaning his hurt shoulder towards me and looking in the opposite direction. “Do it. Fix my arm.”

“You’re sure?” I ask.

“If we land in a hot zone I don’t want to be limping and unable to aim. Just get it over with.”

While I’m aware of how this should work physically, I’ve never actually put someone’s shoulder back into its socket. Briggs closes his eyes as I take my seat belt off, angling my body as best I can to get some leverage.

“I’m going to count to three,” I say, grabbing his arm. “One . . .”

“Hold on,” Lujan shouts back to us. “We’re going to try something, and this is gonna get bumpy.”

The helicopter veers, throwing me into Briggs. There’s a POP when I hit him.

“Shit!” he shouts.

I think I’ve accidentally reset his shoulder.

It takes a few seconds to understand what the pilot’s doing. Pulling back and slowing down has put the skimmer right beside us: in the perfect line of fire for our machine gun. Bullets rip through its hull, shredding the alien ship.

“Wahoo!” the gunner shouts.

The alien ship’s cockpit goes up in flames, smoke trailing out of it.

Briggs lets out a long breath. “That’s one way to lose a tail.”

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Lujan says. “You got the piece of shit. Looks like—”

He stops as we watch the skimmer veer to the side, heading right for us. Its pilot is making one final attempt to destroy his target. Our chopper shoots forward, but not in time. The skimmer hits the back of our craft, our tail rotor snapping. And then we’re spiraling down towards the grass below, a plummeting wreckage of glass and metal and screams.





CHAPTER FIVE


I’M AWOKEN BY A SLAP TO THE FACE. MY EYES shoot open, but the world is fuzzy and full of smoke, nothing but blurry shapes and disorienting darkness. For a few seconds I’m afraid I’m back inside the Mog containment pod and that everything that’s happened in the last few months—my escape, reuniting with Sam—was nothing more than one long dream in an induced coma.

Someone is shouting, but I can’t figure out what he’s saying, the sound distorted in my head. I feel myself falling forward and then before I can make sense of what’s happening, someone’s pulling me, dragging me.

Another slap to the face. This definitely isn’t Anu or Zakos: they both preferred needles and blades over getting their hands dirty with human subjects.

Slowly everything comes into focus, and I start to remember what’s going on. I prop myself up on my hands and knees in a soft patch of grass, coughing, trying to catch my breath. My lungs feel like they’re full of smoke and fire. The first things I see are the helicopter and skimmer, scorched mangles of twisted metal a hundred yards away. Lujan and Briggs stand over me, the latter leaning against a tree, taking as much weight off his injured leg as he can. Both their faces are smudged with something dark. The edge of the warship is overhead, blotting out the sky.

As I continue to gasp for air, my head spins. Getting to my feet is a wobbly process, Lujan stepping in to keep me from falling over. Finally, though, I feel grounded enough to assess our surroundings. That’s when I see it, lit up in front of us and blazing against what is now almost full-on night.

“That’s . . . ,” I start, but I can’t finish the thought. I’m too overwhelmed by the realization of where we are, of what’s happened.

“The Washington Monument,” Lujan says. “We’re lucky we went down here, otherwise we might have had civilian casualties. We’re not far from our destination.”

The fact that crash-landing in the middle of half a dozen national landmarks is considered a good thing is probably more telling about the current state of the world than it should be.

“The others?” I ask, remembering the men on board.

“They didn’t make it,” Briggs says.

There’s something else nagging in the back of my mind, but my thoughts are a jumble. Blood drips down my face from my left temple. I must have hit my head in the crash. As if I didn’t have enough brain damage already.

“We need to move,” Lujan says. “Now. There are hostiles patrolling the city, and there’s no way they missed our crash.”

That’s when it hits me.

“My bag!” I shout as I rush towards the wreckage. Gamera’s inside. What happened to him?

“You can’t—” Briggs starts, but I ignore him. As far as we know, there are only a handful of Chimærae in existence now, and I won’t let one of them—my bodyguard—be burned alive.

Lujan intercepts me, grabbing the back of my shirt with a firm grip and spinning me around before I can charge headfirst into the clearing.

“Listen, Goode,” he snarls. “Briggs risked his life pulling you out of there, and I’ll be damned if I let you die of smoke inhalation or an explosion or get captured while trying to rescue your luggage. Our mission is to get you to the bunker, and that’s what we’re going to do come hell or high water.”

“You don’t understand . . . ,” I begin, but then I hear a familiar screech in the air—the sound of a bird crying out. A big hawk is perched on a tree limb overhead, staring at me. It stretches its wings out as if to signal me.

I shake my head a little, relieved. Obviously I’ve underestimated how resilient these animals are. Lujan stares at me like I’m an idiot and then pulls me back towards Briggs.

“With any luck we can make it the rest of the way without raising any alarms,” Lujan says.

“I wouldn’t exactly say luck has been on our side tonight,” Briggs mutters.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“Union Station.” Lujan takes his sidearm out and checks to make sure that it’s loaded. “There’s transport there that’ll take us to a secure location.”

“The trains are still running?”

“No train the public knows about.”

My mouth falls open a little. I remember reading conspiracy theories about secret tunnels that led to and from places like the White House and the Capitol, all connecting through DC’s Union Station. I didn’t realize they actually existed.

I guess I shouldn’t really be surprised.

Briggs steps forward with wide eyes.

“Sir,” he whispers while taking the assault rifle from across his back. I turn and find another skimmer approaching the wreckage, a few miles off.

“Move,” Lujan says, pointing in the opposite direction. “If they’re smart they’ll be looking for survivors.”

He leads us through the National Mall, keeping to the trees lining the side instead of the open middle area. They offer a little overhead coverage but aren’t dense enough to hide us completely if the Mogs bring in a skimmer with a spotlight on it. At least the foliage makes a great pathway for Gamera, who jumps from limb to limb as a bushy-tailed squirrel. It’s a small miracle that we have at least some cover of darkness, but there’s enough ambient light around that we’re not exactly invisible. The US Capitol stands less than a mile ahead of us, its white facade gleaming in the darkness. It’s eerily quiet, especially for where we are. I’d feared the cities would be overrun with frantic people and military—or worse, squadrons of Mogadorians.

“Where is everyone?” I whisper as we pass a series of museums. “Isn’t this place usually filled with tourists? What happened to all of them? Why wasn’t there immediately some kind of response team when we almost crashed into the Washington Monument?”

“This area was a priority evacuation zone,” Lujan explains. “Blocks surrounding the White House and the Capitol have been cleared. After the resistance in New York turned into widespread destruction, the official military stance became to neither engage the Mogadorians nor interfere with the patrols they sent down from their warships. People are being dragged from their homes in Manhattan. We’re trying to keep that from happening here too.”

I swallow hard at the mention of New York and tap my pocket to make sure my satellite phone is still there.

Is Sam safe?

“And what’s the unofficial stance?” I ask.

“What does it look like? We’re covertly pooling our assets and readying countermeasures. Why do you think you’re here?”

We’re almost to the Capitol when Briggs starts to fall behind. There’s blood leaking from the bandage around his leg.

“Shit,” Lujan says when he notices. “How bad is it?”

“Go on without me.” Briggs leans against a tree. He’s sweating profusely now, his adrenaline probably beginning to wear off. “I’ll be fine here. Any of ’em come across me, I won’t engage.”

Lujan stares him down for a few seconds and then nods.

“We can’t just leave him here,” I protest.

“Our mission is to get you to the bunker safely,” Lujan says for what feels like the tenth time since I met him. He’s already starting to jog away.

“Well, I’m not going without him.”

The colonel turns to me, sneering a bit.

“At this point that’s not your decision.”

I look back and forth between the two of them, but neither seems like he’s going to budge on this. So I keep talking.

“You don’t know the enemy like I do. That’s the whole reason the president wants me, right? If we leave Briggs here and the Mogs find him, what do you think will happen? A wounded, lone soldier near the wreckage of one of their ships? Best-case scenario they kill him immediately. More likely they’ll take him prisoner. I’m guessing he knows where we’re going. You’d be leading them straight to the president.”

“I won’t talk,” Briggs says.

“You think that matters?” I ask, raising two fingers to the side of my head where the Mogs used to attach electrodes. “They’ll rip everything you know out of your mind. They have technology you’ve never dreamed of. You’ll tell them every secret you know and only then will they start to really hurt you.”

Lujan grits his teeth. For a second I worry that I’ve actually doomed Briggs to an early death, and I mentally start readying arguments against putting the man down. Eventually, Lujan points a thick finger in my face.

“Don’t move. I’m going to scout ahead.” He glances at Briggs. “When I get back, be prepared to run.”

Then he’s gone. Briggs stares at the ground, seething. He looks angry, but I’m not sure if it’s at the Mogs, me or himself. Likely a combination of all three.

“You should just leave me behind,” he finally mutters.

“You pulled me out of the wreckage, right?” I ask.

“I was doing my job.”

“Well, now we’re even.”

He gets quiet and keeps his eyes on the grass. I take my satellite phone out and make sure I haven’t missed a call from Sam and that it’s still intact after the crash. Then I pat my pockets to see if I have anything else useful that I’ve forgotten about.

“Lose something?” Briggs asks.

“The Mogadorian blaster, in the crash. I’d stashed one in my bag.”

He shrugs and pulls a pistol from a holster on his back.

“Know how to use one of these?” he asks.

“I’m better with a sniper rifle, but I think I can manage.”

He lets out a single laugh and hands over the weapon. It’s got “Beretta” engraved across the side.

“It’s not an alien gun,” he says, “but it’ll get the job done.”

Briggs has some extra gauze in his pocket, and I talk him into letting me re-bandage his leg. He needs some kind of real medical attention, but right now I’m all he’s got.

I’m just finishing up when Lujan returns.

“We’re pretty clear up ahead,” he says. “I saw one Mog patrol booking it towards the crash site. They must have been called in to search for survivors. Hopefully the bastards aren’t very good at tracking.”

He notes the pistol in my hand.

“Don’t fire that thing unless you have to. Stealth is our greatest advantage right now.”

There’s a noise above. Gamera’s bouncing on one of the branches, chittering in strange rodent squeaks and looking back and forth between me and the rows of trees we’ve already walked through.

“Let’s get—,” Lujan starts.

But whatever he says after that is drowned out by the bellowing roar coming from the trees behind us.





CHAPTER SIX


SOME KIND OF ANIMAL MOVES OUT OF THE SHADOWS. No, more like a demon. Even in the relative darkness I can make out its grotesque face. There’s something bat-like about its features. Black eyes sit above what looks like a row of four or five quivering nostrils—perhaps the creature found us by scent? Its jaws open so wide that they look unhinged, showing off rows of jagged teeth that drip thick saliva onto the grass below. Its arms and legs are too long and muscular to be mistaken for an animal of Earth, each elbow or joint capped with a jagged horn. In the dim light I can’t tell if its slick-looking body is gray or a dark blue.

“What the fuck is that?” Lujan asks.

A Mogadorian monster, I think, remembering Sam and Adam and the others talking about such creatures. But I don’t have time to explain. The beast roars again and then charges on all fours, propelled by its oversize limbs. I raise my gun and pull the trigger. There’s only a click, no bullet.

“Take the goddamn safety off!” Briggs shouts as he opens fire. Lujan joins him, shooting a giant revolver that looks like it could take down an elephant.

The creature seems unfazed, or possibly just isn’t hit by any of the shots. Whatever the case, it bats me out of the way with one massive arm as it flies by, sending me rolling into the trunk of a nearby tree. Briggs manages to outmaneuver it, dodging its next swipe and hustling backwards. A barrage of bullets from his assault rifle shreds one of the creature’s legs. It hits the ground hard.

I hear someone barking a command behind me in a language that causes every muscle in my body to tense. There are a dozen Mogs—maybe more—darting towards us through the trees, trying to catch up to the beast. Several in front are already aiming our way.

“Mogs! Take cover!” I shout, scrambling to my feet.

Briggs ducks behind another tree near me as blaster fire sends smoking bits of bark falling all around us. I get the safety off my pistol, and we fire into the approaching squad. A few of the Mogs disintegrate. Behind me and several yards to my left, Lujan fires in a steady rhythm, Mogs turning to dust after every shot. His gun thunders like a cannon each time he pulls the trigger.

At some point the monster must have disappeared. I don’t see it anywhere. Or maybe it’s turned to dust, destroyed by Lujan.

“I’m out,” I say as my weapon starts clicking with an empty chamber. Briggs tosses me a clip, and I fumble to reload.

That’s when a roar sounds over my shoulder and I turn just in time to see the creature leap out of the trees, using its remaining muscular leg to send itself flying straight for me. I’m too slow and can’t get my handgun loaded and turned in time. The monster holds one of its elbows in the air, ready to plunge the spiked joint into me.

I whistle.

It’s a reflex—in my panic I’d forgotten all about my bodyguard, but some primal part of my consciousness must realize that whistling is the only thing that will save me now. Gamera descends in a split second, obviously having been waiting in the trees for his moment to strike, moving so fast that I wonder if he was already in the air when I whistled. He takes the form of a panther, intercepting the Mog beast in midair, gnashing sharp teeth around its one good leg.

“What the hell is going on?” Lujan shouts, aiming his gun at the animals fighting tooth and nail in front of him.

“Don’t! The cat’s with me!”

He looks at me in confusion. That’s when a blaster shot hits him in the stomach. He groans, clutching his gut as his knees hit the ground.

“Shit!” Briggs shouts. He starts forward, but there’s a tangle of beasts between us and Lujan, not to mention half a dozen Mogs still firing at anything that moves.

“Gamera!”

I don’t know how much the Chimærae understand anyone who’s not a Garde, but the panther looks my way, ripping off the monster’s good leg as he does so. I point towards where the blaster fire is coming from in the trees.

“Attack.”

He must understand some of that, because suddenly he’s a bird shooting overhead. Moments later I hear a roar, followed by the sound of a Mogadorian scream. It only lasts for a few seconds before going silent.

I take a few steps forward, sticking to the trees for cover. When I’m close to the Mog beast, it roars at me, struggling to get up using only its arms.

I raise my pistol and fire over and over again. Each bullet finds a home in the bastard’s head. Dark, viscous mucus spurts onto the trees and grass behind it. After a few seconds my pistol starts to click again.

The monster falls to the grass. Lifeless. Then it slowly starts to dissolve, until it’s nothing but a pile of ash.

Despite being in a shootout with invaders who’ve come to take my planet, I can’t help but feel exhilaration every time one of them turns to dust.

Maybe I’m not so useless after all.

“Dammit, I’m almost out of ammo,” Briggs says.

That’s when I realize all the blaster fire has stopped.

Gamera darts out of the trees, back in the form of a black panther, his gleaming coat covered in ash.

“Holy Jesus,” Briggs keeps repeating. “What’s happening?”

I don’t get to answer. Lujan’s groaning in front of me, clutching his stomach. There’s smoke rising from holes in his chest. He must have been hit a few times when we weren’t looking. There’s blood everywhere.

I kneel beside him, but it’s too late. He points in the direction of Union Station and then his breathing stops. All I can do is close his eyes and mutter an apology that he got dragged into this, telling myself that he’ll be the last casualty of this war, even though of course I know that’s not true.

“He’s . . . ,” Briggs says.

I nod my head.

“This thing . . . ,” He aims his rifle at Gamera, who stalks the trees around me, sniffing the air. “This . . . this animal . . . it’s an alien too?”

“That animal is on our side. He just saved our lives.”

Briggs steps across from me, not taking his eyes off Gamera until he’s standing over Lujan. There’s a flash of remorse on his face.

“We need to get to the station,” he says quietly. “That gunfire probably alerted every hostile within half a mile. They’ll be here in no time.”

“What do we do with his body?” I ask.

Briggs just shakes his head.

“He’d want to make sure the mission was completed.”

I understand where he’s coming from, but the colonel lost his life trying to get me to the president. I can’t just leave him here, out in the open. So I drag Lujan to a dense thicket of bushes nearby and try to hide him as best I can. It’s all I can think of. I tell myself that when we get to wherever we’re going I might be able to send someone to get his body, but in the back of my mind I know that there are much more important things to worry about.

I don’t realize how shaky my hands are until I put him down. Despite all the fighting I’ve been a part of, I am still not used to death. But then, no one should be.

Briggs crouches beside me, collecting Lujan’s gun and ammo. When he’s done, he nods to me and then we’re moving again. Briggs has to be in excruciating pain with every other step, but he doesn’t say a word or even slow his pace. I follow behind him, wondering how the hell things got this bad. And about my son.

Is Sam safe?

And I can’t help but think of the others as well. Adam, the rest of the Garde, Sarah—even Noto and the agents who we left behind at Ashwood.

What’s become of them? What’s going to become of all of us?





CHAPTER SEVEN


WE KEEP MOVING WITHOUT MUCH INCIDENT, though the journey is a bit of a blur to me. The shock of everything that’s going on coupled with my lack of sleep has me running on nothing but adrenaline. A squadron of Mogs races by us in Humvees at one point, but Briggs and I stick to the parks and trees and somehow manage to avoid detection. Questions fill my mind. Who’s supplying the Mogs with transportation? What are they doing now that they have seemingly free rein to move about the city?

I call Sam along the way but get no answer.

I try my best not to think about what that means, but worry for his safety continues to beat through my mind.

Eventually Briggs and I arrive at Union Station, a giant structure full of shops, restaurants and rail lines. We avoid the main entrance. Briggs ushers me through a side door and pulls an earpiece out of his pocket as we stand in an empty, narrow hallway.

“Major Briggs reporting in.” His voice is a whisper. “I’ve got the asset. Do you have a visual?”

He points to a camera mounted on the wall. Someone must respond.

“Negative,” he says. “It’s just the two of us.” He turns to me. “All rails and buses are suspended. The place should be evacuated, but I’m guessing there might still be hostiles patrolling inside. Our route won’t take us anywhere near the main lobbies, though.”

“Who are you—,” I start, but Briggs puts a finger to his lips and shakes his head twice. Somewhere down the corridor I can hear the faint echo of Mogadorian voices. They’re inside.

Briggs limps through a connecting hallway and eventually to a series of twisting staircases, hesitating only a few times to figure out where to go next, holding a finger to his earpiece and, I assume, listening to directions. I’m not sure if our path is chosen to avoid Mogadorians or if it’s just necessarily convoluted. He communicates only in hand signals, eyes constantly searching for signs of movement as we dart through the maze of behind-the-scenes hallways and rooms most people never see. Gamera follows, buzzing along as an insect, ready to shift at a moment’s notice.

Finally we come to a room that looks like some kind of suite—though based on the furniture and the avocado-colored carpet, it looks like it hasn’t been redecorated since I was a kid. Briggs finds a touch screen keypad on the wall behind a small painting of the White House. It’s the only thing that looks new in the room. He enters some code and lowers his head to stare into the pad, which must have some sort of retina sensor. The wall beside him shifts, and a series of thick steel slabs slide away, revealing a small room with a grated metal floor.

He waves me through, finally letting out a long breath as the wall slides back into place behind us. Then he flips a switch and the floor starts to move.

We’re on an elevator.

“Thank God,” he says, leaning against the wall, finally grimacing and acting like a man who’s been injured.

“This is insane,” I whisper. I can’t figure out how many flights of stairs we’ve gone down, but it seems like we’re definitely farther underground than any normal train station would be.

“There’ve been hidden tunnels and safe rooms in this building since the Truman administration. When the Cold War really started to escalate, all sorts of secret entrances and exits were added. And . . . well, let’s just say the architects got creative.”

We finally come to a stop at a small landing. There’s one door that has a sign that says “Employees Only” on it.

“That should be an unused janitor’s closet,” he says, pointing at the door. “Which means . . .”

He heads to a blank wall and starts pressing on bricks at random, muttering to himself. Finally, one of them pushes in, and a portion of the wall slides away.

He turns to me and grins.

“What’d I say? You’d be surprised what kinds of gonzo shit the government designed in the ’60s and ’70s. It’s like they were taking their cues from James Bond movies.”

The panel closes behind us as we step into what looks like a museum of old train cars—ten or so of them parked side by side in a tight row in front of us.

“What is this place?” I whisper to myself as I look around. There seems to be no other entrance or exit.

“Union Station’s top secret transport hub.” He waves at one of the cameras on the wall and then limps forward. “Good. Looks like they sent back our car. We won’t have to wait for it.”

“How do you know all this?” I ask. Even if he is a major, this seems like it should be far above his pay grade.

“There’s a small team of soldiers stationed out of a secret base here in the city. Our primary concern is the safe evacuation of assets and high-profile targets in the event of an emergency.”

He keys in a code on the side of one of the trains and a door opens. The inside is roughly as big as a single subway car but furnished like a private jet: all plush and leather.

“Incredible,” I murmur as Gamera lands on a bench and takes the form of a snapping turtle.

“You haven’t seen anything. Watch this.”

Briggs walks to the front of the car and flips a series of switches. The train shakes, and suddenly we’re sinking into the cement, until the entire car is several yards below the floor. A set of lights goes on, and I can see a track disappearing into a dark tunnel ahead of us.

“We’ll be there in an hour. Why don’t you get some sleep if you can.”

The train car starts to shoot forward, taking me off balance a little. I catch myself on the side of a seat before sinking into it.

It’s as if just by sitting down, my body gives up, ready to pass out.

While Briggs busies himself at the front of the car, I pull out my satellite phone. Whatever Adam did to it must have worked, because I get a signal.

But Sam doesn’t answer.

Please be safe, wherever you are.

Before I can start worrying or hypothesizing what my son might be doing, a dark, dreamless sleep settles on me, and the rest of the world fades away to nothing.





CHAPTER EIGHT


“MALCOLM!”

I shoot up in my seat as I wake to the sound of my name, gasping back into consciousness.

“Finally,” Briggs says. “I’ve been yelling at you for a full minute. I thought I was going to have to slap you again.”

He’s on the bench across from me, injured leg outstretched. The bandage is starting to ooze blood around the edges. My eyes scan the train car until I find Gamera, still in turtle form, snoring on the floor by my feet.

“Where are we?” I ask.

“Almost to the bunker. I figured you’d want a few minutes to wake up.”

I nod, rubbing my eyes. They sting, and I realize I’m probably on the way to being dehydrated if I’m not already. I look at my phone. Still nothing. I’ve slept less than an hour.

“We’re still underground?”

“This whole system is underground,” Briggs says. “It’s a secret, remember?”

“Fascinating,” I say, still trying to wrap my head around things. Since being freed from the Mogs, waking up has been a process of slowly remembering where I am and what I’m doing—especially if I find myself in a strange place. “I have so many questions I don’t know where to begin.”

“You’ve got questions?” He points to Gamera. “That’s a shape-shifting alien pet. This is the craziest shit I’ve ever seen. Well . . . maybe it would have been a week ago. Before everything else.”

Gamera stares at his finger curiously.

“Looks like he’s hungry,” Briggs says.

“He won’t bite,” I say. “At least, I don’t think he will. His name’s Gamera. That was my idea. He . . . always seemed fond of my son.”

Briggs mutters something I can’t make out.

“When we get to wherever we’re going, I’d appreciate you not mentioning him to the others. It’s not that I don’t trust whoever’s there . . . it’s just that I’m afraid—”

“Don’t worry,” he says. “You’re right to be cautious. Everyone’s on edge. We’re all still trying to figure out who’s in bed with the Mogadorians and who’s not. It’s a select group being collected at the bunker, though. Still . . . I mean, aliens are real, so I don’t know what to expect anymore.”

I have to focus. Names float through my mind—the men and women we know of who are MogPro agents.

“Will the vice president be at the bunker?” I ask. He’s the highest official I can think of who’s sold his soul to the Mogadorians.

“No. From what I understand he’s AWOL. Disappeared along with his entire security detail right after everything happened at the UN. They may have tracked him down by now, but it’s standard procedure to keep the president and VP in different locations in a situation like this. You know, so they don’t get taken out at the same time if something goes wrong.”

“Ah,” I say. “That’s good.”

“You don’t think . . .” He doesn’t finish the question. Just lets it linger in the air. It’s obvious what’s on his mind, though.

“The Feds think he’s working with the Mogs.” This was one of the first things Walker told us when she showed up at Ashwood. Was that really just yesterday?

“Jesus.” Briggs shifts his focus and looks me straight in the eyes. His gaze is piercing. “Just . . . Jesus. Do we even stand a chance?” he asks.

“I have to believe we do,” I say.

Briggs seems comforted by this. The muscles in his face relax a little.

“I won’t mention Gamera,” he says.

“You know, you never told me your name.”

“Major Briggs.”

“I meant your first name.”

“Oh.” He shrugs. “Yeah. You get used to everyone using your last name, I guess. It’s Samuel.”

Sam.

Of course it is. I smile, even as my worry for Sam pounds against the inside of my chest.

“That’s my son’s name.”

“He wasn’t back at Ashwood, was he?”

“No. He’d left already. Headed to New York to try and stop the Mogadorians. He’s been fighting against them for months now, trying to keep all this from happening. Working alongside the Garde. The good aliens.”

Briggs nods but doesn’t say anything for a minute or two. When he does talk, his voice has a softer tone to it than I’ve heard since he showed up to whisk me off to a secret bunker.

“My mom’s the only one I have left. She lives in the Bronx, but she . . . she works in the city. I haven’t been able to reach her.” There’s a spark of something painful on his face and then it’s gone. He’s back to the stony expression that seems to be his natural state.

I hold out my phone. “Here,” I say.

“No signal underground.”

“I’ve got one.”

He looks at me curiously and then takes the phone. “How is that possible?” he asks.

“It’s a long story.”

I watch him dial, carefully, his fingers hesitating over each button. He holds the phone up to his ear for a long time before finally handing it back to me, shaking his head.

“I’m sure she’s all right,” I say, knowing full well what a useless assurance this is.

The train starts to slow. Briggs gets to his feet. “She’s a tough old broad. I’m sure she’s fine. Say, can I get my gun back? They’re kind of particular about who has weapons down here.”

I hand the pistol over. He limps a bit as he positions himself in front of the car’s sliding door. The brakes screech, and we come to a final stop. He stretches, gritting his teeth as he puts weight on his injured leg.

“I hope they’ve got a solid med staff here. And hot water.”

Gamera shrinks down to an insect again and hops on my shoulder as I stand beside Briggs.

“And coffee,” I say. “Wait, is this your first time here?”

“In person, yeah. But I know the schematics like the back of my hand, so I pretty much know what to expect.”

The door slides open, and the first thing I see are five guys in dark suits all pointing machine guns at my face.

Briggs doesn’t flinch at the sight of the weapons. I, on the other hand, jump and raise my hands in the air.

“Major Samuel Briggs,” a man in black says as he steps forward. Briggs nods. The man holds some kind of small electronic device up to Briggs’s eyes and then has him place his fingers on an electronic tablet. He must pass whatever this test is, because the man motions for Briggs to come out of the train car.

“This is the asset, Malcolm Goode,” Briggs says as he steps between the men. None of them turns his gun off me. “He’s cleared. I’ve disarmed him.”

Despite this, one of the suited men steps forward and pats me down. He holds my satellite phone out to the guy who seems to be in charge, but he just shakes his head.

“Won’t do him any good so far underground and with all our shielding,” he says, and my heart sinks. He continues. “Hand.”

I reach out, obliged to follow any orders at this point, and he guides my palm to the tablet. An old picture of me pops up on the screen—one I know they used in “missing” posters when I disappeared—along with some sort of record full of my information. The man pulls the tablet away before I can actually read anything.

“Welcome to Liberty Base,” he says. “I’m Deputy Chief Richards with the Secret Service. Follow me.”

“Wait. How do you have my fingerprints?” I ask, pocketing the phone the other man gives back to me and silently thanking the entire universe that the guy didn’t check for a signal on it. “What information just got pulled up?”

The man lets out a short laugh and doesn’t bother to answer the questions. Instead he turns away and starts walking towards a door on the other end of the room, which is nothing but a big concrete box. It’s only then that I notice a man in a lab coat hovering over a control panel in one corner.

“Keep the train here,” Richards says to him as we pass by. “This is the last of our guests from Union Station.”

He leads us into a narrow hallway. The walls and floors are all slate gray. Our footsteps echo through the corridor. Briggs following behind me, with the gunmen bringing up the rear.

“You’re injured, Major,” Richards says without looking back. I wonder if he noticed the bandage earlier or if he can just tell from the uneven sound of Briggs’s footsteps. “We’ll wake the medical staff.”

“Where are we?” I ask.

“You’re at a secret underground bunker. That’s all I’m at liberty to tell you right now.”

He turns. Another hallway. How much time have I spent navigating underground labyrinths in the last few days? This “Liberty Base” is beginning to remind me of the sublevel of Ashwood, and it’s not exactly a comforting feeling.

“I was told the president sent for me. When will I be meeting with him? There’s a lot to discuss about the Mogadorians and who in the government—”

“It’s almost four in the morning. Everyone’s taking a two-hour break before regrouping. When you’re needed, someone will collect you.”

He stops in front of a door and swings it open. Inside is a small room with a desk and a bed covered in a blanket. A minifridge and cabinet sit between two slim doors. It’s slightly nicer than I’d expect a dorm room or cheap motel to be.

“You’ll find fresh clothes in the closet and toiletries in the bathroom. There’s some food and water as well.”

“You brought me all the way here to put me in a room and—,” I start.

“You’ll have to forgive us for not having a gift basket and suite waiting for you, but we’re in a state of emergency, Dr. Goode. I advise you to stay in here until you’re called for. Don’t roam about the halls. I’ll keep a man posted outside your door . . . in case you need anything.”

“Wait,” I say, suddenly feeling like more of a prisoner than someone here to help the president. “You won’t tell me where I am, and I’m not supposed to leave my room? What’s going on here?”

Richards gets a slight smirk on his face.

“If you want to leave, Doctor, you can. I’ll just have a few of my men escort you to the surface and see to it that you aren’t able to find this place ever again.”

I glance at Briggs, who nods to me in a way I think is supposed to be reassuring. Then I sigh and walk into the room.

“Someone will send for you later,” Richards continues. “Get some sleep. It’s going to be a long day.”

Then the door is shut and I’m left alone. I half expect him to lock me in before leaving, but he doesn’t. At least, not that I hear.

I wash my face in the tiny bathroom once I realize that the combination of grime and several days’ worth of stubble have me looking like a vagrant. It’s only when the water in the sink turns pink that I realize I’ve got splotches of blood on my hands. From bandaging Briggs or checking on Lujan. Maybe it’s even my own—there’s a cut on the side of my head and dried blood in my hair. I take out my phone. Whatever Adam did to it, he’s a genius: I’m getting a signal, despite what Richards said. I’m about to walk back into the main room and dial my son when I stop, glancing around. Given how secretive everyone’s being, I’m sure I’m not supposed to have contact with the outside world, and this place is probably bugged. I can’t lose my phone, so I stay in the bathroom, closing the door and turning on the faucet and shower, trying to hide my voice as much as I can.

I try Sam, but there’s no answer. Again. I beat my fist against the sink, causing the mirror in front of me to shake.

I dial another number. This time someone picks up.

“Hello?”

“It’s Malcolm,” I say. “Hope I didn’t wake you.”

“I don’t sleep much,” Noto says.

“Glad to hear you made it out of that mess.”

“Likewise. We have a few injured men, but they’ll live. It’ll take more than the small scouting party they sent to wipe us out. But the Mogs will be back.”

“Probably,” I say. “Though I’m not sure Ashwood is high on their priority list right now.”

“Doesn’t matter. We’re packing up everything we can from the archives and heading to a safe house. Orders from high up. The brass thinks Ashwood is too hot right now. I have to say, I agree.” He pauses. When he starts talking again, he’s a little quieter. “We haven’t heard from Walker, but now that the Mogs know we’re here, we can’t sit around waiting for another attack. Don’t worry. We’re, uh, trying to take the guard birds with us. Where are you? Are you safe?”

I glance around at the sterile bathroom walls. Steam from the shower is starting to fill the room. I’m suddenly feeling claustrophobic

“You know,” I say quietly, “I have no idea.”





CHAPTER NINE


SOMEONE KNOCKS LOUDLY ON THE DOOR, WAKING me up. I stumble out of bed, where I’d fallen asleep in all my clothes, on top of the blankets. My mind is hazy, and a glance at my watch tells me I’ve only been in the room for a couple of hours.

Richards is on the other side of the door. He gives me a once-over.

“You’ve got five minutes to pull yourself together,” he says. “You’ve been summoned to the war room.”

“Summoned?” I ask, trying to focus and make sense of this. I look at my rumpled clothes. I’m not sure when the last time I showered was. If anyone’s going to take me seriously, I might need to make myself a little more presentable.

“Five minutes,” he repeats.

I close the door and find a white button-down shirt in the closet that’s a little too big and tuck it into my pants, then brush my teeth, clean my glasses, and try to pat down my hair, which is springing out in every direction. I’m just getting my shoes on when there’s another knock at the door. Gamera buzzes in the air beside me, but I shake my head, holding a hand up to him. He’s saved my life already, and I don’t want to risk him being exposed in front of whoever it is I’m meeting. Eventually someone’s sure to notice that I’ve always got a bug crawling on me.

In the hallway, Richards hands me a Styrofoam cup of coffee.

“It’s black,” he says.

“That’s how I take it.”

“Good man.”

He turns on his heel and starts down the hall.

“You’re sure you can trust the people you’ve gathered here? MogPro—the aliens’ human supporters—ran deep. The vice president, the—”

“The administration went through widespread upheaval yesterday when everything went to hell. A veritable FBI hit squad ordered by your friend Agent Walker took care of most of what you referred to as ‘MogPro.’ They’re in custody now. Those who escaped are in hiding. The men and women here have either been vetted or, in some cases, brought out of retirement to serve. Still, we’re keeping a close eye on everyone.”

My room is definitely bugged.

“Is that part of why we’re so isolated? Do the other people here not know where we are either?”

“Let us decide who we can and can’t trust,” he says as we pass by a series of doors that cause me to wonder how many people, exactly, are down here. “Remember that you’ve been brought here as a special adviser but that your advice should only be given when solicited. Whatever decisions are made here are final and for the greater good of the country—and above all else, they’re classified. Sharing any information you hear with unauthorized persons will be considered an act of treason.”

“Sure,” I say, wondering if it would’ve been smarter to have stayed in Ashwood after all.

Richards stops in front of two thick double doors guarded by four armed men in military fatigues.

“The fate of America and quite possibly the world is being decided here. There’s a chair for you against the back wall. Stay quiet until you’re spoken to.”

He pushes open one of the doors and ushers me through.

It’s dimly lit inside, most of the light coming from the huge monitors that cover the walls, showing news feeds from around the world. At least two of them are showing the footage from Sarah’s video about John and the Garde. Another shows shaky cam footage of a destroyed building in Manhattan.

Is Sam safe?

The room itself is almost entirely filled by a giant rectangular table of lacquered mahogany where a dozen men and women sit. They range from my age to people well into their sixties, maybe even a little older. I recognize a few of them as cabinet members. A handful of younger-looking aides flit around in the background, taking notes, tapping on electronic devices, occasionally whispering into the ear of someone seated at the table.

Voices fill the air, overlapping one another, all vying for attention.

“. . . the National Guard in Brooklyn. Troops are being mobilized in Georgia but the fastest we could get them there . . .”

“. . . obviously it would be a last resort, but we do have untested prototype weapons that could prove to be effective . . .”

“. . . saw what happened in China. The warships are protected by some kind of force field. We might as well be bombing our own civilians if we launch missiles at them. . . .”

“. . . suggests a full-scale evacuation of major American cities might save millions of lives, but the cost and logistics would . . .”

“. . . march forces across the Brooklyn Bridge while simultaneously dropping units into Central Park . . .”

At the far end of the room, Arnold Jackson, the president of the United States, stands with his back to everyone. He’s got a landline phone to his ear. After a few seconds he lowers it. I watch as he takes a deep breath, composing himself, before turning around to the table. He doesn’t sit, just leans over with his hands pressed on top of the polished wood. There are bags under his eyes. His close-cropped black hair is peppered with gray, more so than I’ve noticed on TV. He looks like he’s aged ten years in the last twenty-four hours. The rest of the room goes quiet.

“The European Union is officially open to the idea of negotiating with Ra despite strong disapproval from several nations, including Germany and Spain. There are widespread riots in Moscow. There’s been visual confirmation of a ship over North Korea, but there’s no communications coming out of the country, so we have no idea how they’re going to react. No one plans to attack the ships after seeing what happened in Beijing and what resistance in New York led to, but everyone is quietly assembling forces for a counterstrike if necessary. And here we are, hiding underground while warships hover over millions of American citizens. So tell me, what do we do now?”

Everyone starts to talk at once. It lasts for maybe five seconds.

“Enough,” Jackson says. He turns to an older man seated at his left who’s dressed in an officer’s uniform covered in stars and pins. “General Lawson. What’s your assessment of the situation?”

Lawson leans back in his chair.

“New York and Beijing were power plays,” he says. He speaks slowly, with a vague Southern accent I can’t place. “These aliens are smart. They’ve been slowly infiltrating us for years. That means they know how we function as individual countries and as a planet. They know how we tick. You don’t just destroy a city like New York because of a bad-press event. You do it to show you’re the ones with the power. That you can do it again. New York was their A-bomb. Hell, I’d bet that the counterattacks in Beijing were orchestrated by the bastards to show the rest of the world that they can’t be touched. They’re telling us, in no subtle terms, that this world is theirs if they want it. Seems to me like we’ve got two courses of action: try to outsmart them, or try to blow ’em out of the sky. Neither way’s going to be easy.”

“There’s another option,” the president says. “We listen to the Mogadorians. We play along—at least for now. If they start killing more civilians, what other choice do we have?”

“You’re talking surrender?” Lawson asks, narrowing his eyes. I shift on my feet as he continues. “I’d rather see humanity’s extinction before we become slaves. There’s the possibility that employing some more extreme measure might—”

“I’m not authorizing a nuclear attack on American soil,” the president says. “Even if it did manage to take down one of those ships, the fallout would be catastrophic, and the enemy would likely immediately open fire on the other cities.”

“Oh, I agree,” Lawson says. “Besides, we’ll let some other country with an itchy trigger finger test out nukes first. What I suggest is sending out a few small teams in New York. Quietly take some of their smaller ships and soldiers hostage. See what we can figure out or reverse engineer. We should also start interrogating the MogPro traitors who were arrested. Aggressively.”

Jackson nods, then points to one of the monitors playing Sarah’s PSA.

“And this ‘Garde’? John Smith. Have we found him?”

“They’re illegal aliens who might have just started an interplanetary war on American soil,” a woman with a severe blond bun says. “Ra was talking about peace before they attacked him.”

I squint, trying to place the woman, trying to imagine how the Garde might be blamed for this. But then, these people don’t know the Loric like I do.

“That was before he turned into a monster on live television,” someone else says. Then everyone’s talking again.

“They’re aliens. What do you expect them to look like?”

“Why don’t you tell the people of Manhattan that they came in peace?”

“We’ve got troops looking for him in New York right now.” Lawson stands and begins to walk around the table. “Frankly, sir, despite what your FBI informants say, I wouldn’t put much faith in any of these extraterrestrials. We know nothing about them other than what this anonymous video says. The enemy of our enemy is not always a friend. Who’s to say this John Smith isn’t worse than Ra?”

“He’s not,” I say, stepping forward. Everyone turns to look at me. “He’s—they are our only hope of defeating the Mogadorians.”

Richards puts a hand on my shoulder and pulls me back, but the president beckons me forward.

“Malcolm Goode, isn’t it?” the general asks, drawing out each syllable. “Welcome. You know, I did some research into you when I heard the president sent for you. Seems that many of your theories and ideas were discredited by your colleagues back when you were a professor. In fact, they cost you your job, didn’t they? Before you were abducted by aliens.” He pauses. I know why. Even when proof of extraterrestrial life is falling out of the sky around us, saying you were abducted still sounds crazy to most people. He goes on. “How are we supposed to be sure that you’re not just a nut job who’s going to tell us next that Bigfoot runs the illuminati?”

“With all due respect, General,” I say, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks—a mixture of anger and embarrassment, “I know more about what’s happening around the world right now than anyone else in this room.”

“If the Mogadorians did have you all those years, couldn’t you be a spy?”

Richards speaks up from behind me. “Major Briggs reports that the hostiles did try very hard to kill him.”

“Not hard enough, I see,” Lawson says with a hint of a smile.

“All right, General, that’s enough,” Jackson says. “Dr. Goode, I understand that it wasn’t easy for you to get here. Thank you for coming. I’ve been briefed on your work regarding intergalactic communication and found it quite interesting. Brilliant even, though I admit some of it was difficult to wrap my head around. What can you tell us about what’s going on?”

I take a deep breath.

“Well . . . this has all been in motion for over a decade. Longer, actually. And that’s just taking Earth’s role into account.”

I tell them everything—or at least the highlights—as quickly as I can. My imprisonment. Paradise. Chicago. The Mog encampment in West Virginia. There’s no use in hiding anything now. A few of the people at the table snicker or roll their eyes when I tell them about the piken or the powers that the Garde have. Even though they’ve seen John in action on TV, trying to describe Six’s ability to create storms seems like a stretch. But they fall silent when I start talking about how we discovered that the Mogs and the government were working together. Through it all, the president and Lawson both stare at me, not betraying a single emotion.

“And now I’m here,” I say finally.

The room is deathly silent for a few seconds. I almost regret not bringing Gamera with me. It’d make a hell of an ending to toss him onto the table and watch everyone’s mouths drop open in shock as he morphed. Of course, it’s likely this might be interpreted as an attack on the president, which would probably end with both me and Gamera dead.

“We’ll need to retake the base in Dulce,” Jackson finally says. “I want to know what the hell happened there and why we didn’t know about it. See if we can track down this FBI squad that was combing the archives in Ashwood too. Offer them whatever they need to protect the information they gathered from the Mog base and find out if they have any leads on how to take down those warship shields. Maybe there’s something in those archives. And someone figure out where the hell this place in West Virginia is.”

“Mr. President,” Lawson says. “This story is all well and good, but we’re talking about a handful of teenagers up against their entire army. Do you really want to trust a sixteen-year-old boy with the fate of the country?”

One of the aides whispers into the ear of the woman with the severe bun.

“It seems like this John Smith is polling well with the nation. They love him. At least based on this PSA.”

“These kids sound like ticking time bombs at best,” a man at the table sneers. “I for one don’t want to sit in a room with a pubescent kid who could pull my head off with one thought.”

Lawson grins. “I bet our enemies feel the same way.”

“Like it or not,” I say, “the Garde are your best chance at defeating the Mogadorians without launching a full-scale war.”

“If they want to fight, they should be fighting under our command.”

“No offense, General, but the government doesn’t have a great track record when it comes to the Loric.”

“We’re talking about less than a dozen Garde and their allies, right?” Jackson asks. He turns to an aide. “Prepare a video conference with our people in the Brooklyn evacuation zone. I want those Garde found. I want to talk to John Smith. Then we’ll figure out where to go from there.”

One of Jackson’s aides gasps and runs to his side, sliding a tablet in front of him and whispering something I can’t hear. His eyes go wide.

“Mr. President . . . ,” I start.

He raises his hand. “I’ve got military operations to coordinate and a terrified nation to run. I’ll be in touch when we have further questions.”

And just like that, Richards is pulling me into the hallway.

“But, sir . . . ,” I say, but everyone in the room has already turned their attention to one of the monitors on the wall, where the aide is bringing up some sort of video.

The last thing I see before the war room doors close behind me is Setrákus Ra’s black eyes on the screen.





CHAPTER TEN


NEITHER RICHARDS NOR I TALK ON THE WAY back to my room. That’s fine by me. I’m too busy wondering what Ra’s demands are and going over all the ways I should have reframed my arguments in the war room, how I could have helped Sam and the Loric more.

When we get back, Briggs is standing outside my door, leaning on a crutch.

“Major Briggs here has been assigned to guard you,” Richards says.

“You mean watch me,” I say.

Briggs doesn’t meet my eye.

“It’s standard procedure,” Richards says. “Guests are always assigned an escort. It’s for your own safety.”

“You know, I can be of use to you,” I continue. “Get me data to go through. A computer. Hell, I’m just staring at the walls in there. It’s a cell. Even prisoners have access to libraries.”

“This is temporary,” Richards say. He frowns. “Look, we’re all just trying to follow protocol as best we can. The sheer amount of decisions to be made here . . .” He shakes his head. “I’ll be back later. I’m sure the president will want to speak with you after everyone’s had time to digest what you explained at the briefing.”

“Can you at least tell me if they find the Garde?”

“You’ll be informed of any declassified information deemed relevant to your situation. Now if you’ll—”

I go into my room and slam the door behind me. Immediately I feel stupid, like a child stomping off to his bedroom because his parents made him angry. But I am angry. That I haven’t heard from Sam. That I’m being treated like a prisoner. That despite everything we’ve done to try to protect Earth, the Garde are still being thought of as possible enemies.

I lie on the bed and seethe, trying to calm down. I start to count backwards from one hundred, something I used to do when the Mogs had me conscious—anything to take my mind off the horrible things that were likely to come. Somewhere in the fifties I pass out again, my body desperately trying to make up for all the lost sleep of the last few days.

After a few hours of dreamless napping, my phone rings. I am immediately fully awake, bolting into the bathroom and turning the taps on again.

I don’t recognize the number.

“Hello?” I answer, holding my breath as I wait to hear who’s on the other end of the line.

“Hey, Dad,” Sam says. “I was afraid you wouldn’t answer.”

Despite everything that’s happening, the moment I hear his voice everything is right in the world. Relief washes over me, and for a fleeting moment I think I might break down. I lean my back against the wall and sink to the ground.

“I’m here, son. Where are you? What’s going on? Are you safe?”

I manage to close my mouth before another thousand questions come out.

“I’m safe, yeah,” he says. “John and I are in Brooklyn. Once the attack started, we tried to save as many people as we could. Then we were looking for Nine, but Walker’s team found us in the subway and brought us to a temporary camp. I can’t tell if they’re about to give us medals, try to get us to enlist or arrest us.”

There’s plenty I could say about this, but I can tell there’s something else on his mind in the way his voice lilts as he speaks. Something he’s not telling me. Figuring out what that is seems much more important than catching him up on what I’ve been through.

“And?” I ask. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” he says slowly. “At least, I don’t think so. But, Dad . . . are you sitting down?”

“Yeah.”

“Um, I don’t really know how to say this, but . . . I’ve got Legacies now. Or telekinesis at least. There was a piken coming at us, and I just . . . I did it. I pushed him with my thoughts like I was John or Six or Luke Skywalker or something. I’m like a Jedi. I’ve been using it all day.”

Noises come out of my mouth that are nothing more than odd syllables and half-formed vowels. I can’t process what he’s talking about.

My son has powers now? How? Why?

What does this mean?

“Yeah,” Sam says in response to my lack of coherence. “That’s kind of how I felt at first too.”

“But how is that possible?” I finally manage. “Did John transfer his powers to you or . . . ?”

“I don’t think so. He’s as confused by all of it as I am. Oh, and we met someone else in the city. This random girl who had never even heard of the Loric or Mogs until today. She’s got powers too. Dad . . . what if there are others out there? Like, what if humans across the planet started getting Legacies?”

The implications are extraordinary—especially in terms of protecting Earth. What force has the ability to grant abilities like this? Maybe something the others found in the Sanctuary? Are Adam and the others okay?

“Dad? You there?”

“Yes, just . . . trying to make sense of this,” I say, my mind still reeling. A smile creeps across my face as I realize that if Sam has this power, he’ll be better able to protect himself now. “Let’s take this one step at a time. What’s your next move?”

“Um, I’m not sure. John’s talking to Walker. Nine and Five are somewhere around here fighting. I’ll keep you updated. What about you?”

I give him a rundown on what happened after he left. Mostly he responds with “What?!” and variations of “Oh crap!” I tell him that this morning I spoke to the president.

“Whoa. It sounds like they’ve given you rock star status.”

I glance around the bathroom, the living space I’ve been told not to leave.

“Something like that,” I say.

“At least you guys aren’t stuck at Ashwood. Eventually you would have run out of waffles.”

It takes me a second to realize he must think Walker’s agents are with me, but I don’t have a chance to correct him. There are new voices on his end of the line I can’t quite make out.

“Crap, Dad, I need to go. I’ll talk to you soon, okay? Stay safe.”

“You too, son. You too.”

He hangs up. I sit on the floor, trying to understand what all this could possibly mean.

I’m off the phone for maybe a few minutes when there’s another knock on my door. I open it, expecting to see Richards there ready to drag me off to another meeting or something, but it’s Briggs.

“Hey,” he says. He’s still using a crutch and is holding a cardboard box that someone’s written “roast beef” on with Magic Marker. “Lunch.”

“Thanks.” I take the meal. “How’s your leg?”

“Much better, thanks. They’ve got a top-of-the-line infirmary down here. I’ve never seen some of the machines before.”

“Having fun in the hallway?”

He shrugs. “I’m supposed to report in if you go anywhere, but not stop you. You’re not a prisoner or anything.”

He sounds a little embarrassed by his admission.

“Oh,” he says, pulling a book from under his arm and holding it out to me. The Once and Future King by T. H. White. “Here. There were a couple of books in the break room, but I think the others were all field guides and operation manuals.”

“Thanks,” I say. He’s still not meeting my eyes. He seems meeker than yesterday—why?

“Anyway, I thought I heard a phone ring earlier. But that’s impossible, since there’s no way you could get a signal down here.”

I don’t say anything. He motions behind me, and I open the door wider so he can step through.

“Your phone works down here?” he whispers when the door is closed behind us. I can barely hear him and respond in the same hushed tones.

“Apparently. Like I said earlier, it’s a long story.”

“We’re not supposed to have any communication with the outside world. I should confiscate that.”

Crap. I can’t let him take my only connection to my son. Is this why he seems so hesitant?

“Look, the only people who have this number are people we can trust. It’s important that I keep in touch with them. They know more about what’s going on out there than we do.”

Briggs stares at me, not blinking, for what feels like a long time. Finally he speaks again.

“Could I . . .” He hesitates, eyes hitting the cement floor. “Would it be okay if I made a quick call?”

I breathe a sigh of relief and motion for him to follow me into the bathroom, where I turn on the water.

“Here,” I say. I switch the ringer to vibrate before handing it over, feeling stupid for not having done so before.

He looks at it as if I’ve just handed him a live grenade—something tells me this might be the first time he’s disobeyed an order. Or maybe it’s just the fear of what he’ll find on the other end of the line. His hand shakes slightly when he dials and raises the phone to his ear. As it rings, his breathing gets faster and faster, and his jaw clenches. I can hear the ringing go on, five, then six times.

Finally someone picks up.

Briggs’s entire posture changes. He goes slack. For a second I think he’s going to collapse onto the floor.

“Mom,” he says.

I slip out of the bathroom to give him a moment of privacy, sitting on the bed, putting my head in my hands. My mind is still racing, trying to make sense of what Sam told me.

My son. With Legacies.

I guess I always knew he was special.

It’s only then that I think back to the meeting earlier, how the Garde are considered allies but also possible threats to the country.

And my heart drops as I realize that applies to Sam now as well.





CHAPTER ELEVEN


IT’S EARLY EVENING AND I’M A FOURTH OF THE way through The Once and Future King when there’s another knock on the door, this time rapid, almost nervous. I shove my phone underneath my pillow.

I actually drop the book to the floor when I see the president standing in the hallway, flanked by two Secret Service agents. He’s sweating, his eyes wide and pink at the corners.

“Something’s happened to my daughter,” he says. “Please, will you talk to her?”

“Of course,” I stammer, thrown for a loop by his appearance. “I’ll do anything I can, but . . . I’m not a medical doctor.”

That doesn’t seem to matter; he’s already heading back down the hallway. Briggs shrugs at me, looking as confused as I am. All I can do is follow.

“She was fine,” Jackson says over his shoulder. “The aide said she was just watching a movie when suddenly she convulsed and something strange happened to her eyes. They were shining. Then she lost consciousness for a few seconds. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Was anyone else there?” I ask.

“No. My wife . . . She was in California when all this started. She’s in a safe house there.”

His voice sounds different from that of the man leading the table of high-ranking officials this morning. We have more in common than I might have guessed. He’s a man separated from his family as well, tasked with protecting not only the people of his country, but his loved ones. Trying to figure out how to keep both safe at the same time.

“Does you daughter have a history of seizures?” I ask.

“None. The doctors here said they can’t find anything wrong with her. She says she’s fine but . . . she’s scared. I’ve never seen her act this way. She saw something when she was unconscious. A meeting room where there were a bunch of teenagers who she calls ‘the good guys’ and one really bad man.”

He stops in front of a guarded door and turns to me.

“She saw Setrákus Ra. I don’t know how—as soon as the ships showed up, we were shuttled away, so she hasn’t seen any of the footage. But she described him, just like he looked after he transformed at the UN and in the video he sent this morning.”

“My God . . . ,” I say. “Wait, this video—”

“Later,” he says. “How is she seeing the leader of the Mogadorians? Is this some kind of attack?”

I shake my head, unsure. But then I remember Ella and some of the other Garde having visions in the past.

“It’s not unheard of,” I say. “Setrákus Ra has invaded dreams before, but as far as I know he’s only ever targeted the Loric.”

“She said there were hundreds of people who all seemed to be sharing this . . . vision. I showed her a picture of John Smith after hearing her describe a boy who spoke to them. It was him.”

Jackson’s face is full of confusion, eyes boring into me as he tries to understand what’s happening to his daughter. When I can give him no answer, he pushes through the door.

The presidential suite in the bunker is, naturally, much better furnished than mine. Apart from the lack of windows, it looks like a normal small apartment. The girl is sitting on a tufted white couch. Her dark hair is pulled into a ponytail sprouting from the back of her head. She’s fifteen, maybe sixteen. A woman sits beside her, trying to get her to put a damp washcloth on her head.

“I said I’m fine,” the girl says, pushing the woman away.

“Thank you, Vera,” Jackson says, dismissing the woman. “Can you step outside for a minute? Get some fresh air?”

There is no fresh air down here, but Vera takes the hint and leaves me and the president alone in the room with his daughter. She stops by the door, looking back and forth between the three of us.

“Do you want me to send someone else in?” she asks, no doubt wondering if Jackson wouldn’t feel more comfortable with a Secret Service agent in the room.

“No thank you, Vera.”

I know I’m not a threat, but it’s good to know Jackson doesn’t think of me as one either. Or, more likely, this just shows how desperate he is.

The president turns to his daughter. “Melanie, this is Dr. Goode.”

“You can call me Malcolm,” I say, holding out a hand.

Melanie looks up at me, then back down at her nails, which are pointed and painted a pale matte pink. She seems nervous, and from the way Jackson watches her, I can guess that being on edge isn’t the norm for her.

“I don’t know anything but what I told you, Dad,” she mutters. “It all happened so fast. It was confusing.”

“Right,” Jackson continues. “I told him the main points. Malcolm knows the Garde. He—”

She looks at me with wide eyes, finally interested.

“You know John Smith?” she asks.

“I do.”

Her mouth opens as if she’s going to say something and then she closes it again. She seems hesitant to say anything else, so I keep talking.

“Sam, my son, is with him now in New York. Fighting the Mogs. John’s his best friend.”

Is Sam safe? The question is in the back of my mind, as always.

“Did you see it too, then?” she asks.

I shake my head. She frowns and looks away.

“Why me?” she asks. “Why’d I get sucked into their weirdo dream world?”

“Can you tell me anything else?” I ask. “Did they say where they were? Did they mention . . .” I rack my brain. “Maybe a place called the Sanctuary?”

She shakes her head, squinting her eyes, trying to remember.

“I don’t think so,” she says. “There were these people from all over the world. They had . . .” She catches herself, pausing. “They told us we could travel using a ‘low-light’ stone or something like that. A bunch of them popped up on a map that this creepy little girl showed us.”

“Loralite . . . ,” I murmur. That doesn’t make any sense. From what I understand, the Garde needed Eight’s teleportation power in order to use the stones. When did that change? Is this somehow related to the new Legacies?

“What else did John say?” I ask.

“He wanted to get us to join him. He says we can save the world if we rise up against the bad guys.”

“And your father said Setrákus Ra was there. Did he . . . say anything?”

“He said he was going to hunt me down. All of us.” Tears fall on her cheeks. “He said he was going to kill each one of us who was there watching. He . . . Dad, he was horrible.”

Jackson gets on one knee and pulls her in close, looking up at me with gritted teeth. My mind reels, trying to figure out what could possibly be going on. It sounds like John was trying to recruit people, but none of the Garde have ever shown the power to create some kind of widespread illusion before. Unless it’s a new Legacy or . . .

New.

I think of Sam. And of the girl he mentioned. Of the fact that there might be new Garde popping up all over the world.

“Melanie,” I say softly. “When did you start moving things with your mind?”

I’m taking a chance, but it’s obvious I’ve hit a nerve. She stops crying—stops breathing, actually. Slowly, she pulls away from her father until her bleary eyes are locked on mine.

“How did you . . . ?”

“The same thing is happening to my son,” I say, working things out as I speak. “To a lot of people in the world, I think. Probably all those other kids you saw in your dream.”

“Then it’s not just me? I thought . . . I was afraid I was the only one. I thought maybe I was going crazy and that this whole dream thing was just proof I needed to get locked up in an insane asylum.”

“Melanie, what’s going on?” Jackson asks, looking back and forth between us. His voice is measured, but it’s impossible to not hear the urgency and pain behind it.

Melanie looks at him, her features contorted in a strange mixture of hope and fear, a deep groove appearing in the space between her eyebrows.

“This morning I was staring at a picture of Mom I brought with me. You were already gone. I wanted to talk to her, for her to be here. And then it just floated over to me. Like, flew off the nightstand and smacked me in the face. I . . . I thought it was something the aliens did to me. Like I was going to die. But then I kept doing it to things.”

“What?” Jackson’s question is hardly more than breath.

“Can you show us?” I ask, glancing around the room. There’s a bottle of water on the coffee table in front of us. “There. Can you bring it to yourself?”

She concentrates. Slowly, the bottle begins to wobble, until it’s rising off the table. It floats through the air, splashing water over its rim. Jackson is on his feet in a flash.

“Baby . . . you’re doing this?” he asks.

“Don’t talk to me,” she says, her eyebrows furrowing more. “This is hard.”

“But . . . how. How are you—”

“Dad, I said—”

The bottle suddenly crunches, sending a jet of water up in the air between the three of us. Then it drops to the floor.

“I’m not very good at it,” Melanie says quietly. “My room is . . . kind of a mess.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Jackson asks. He keeps shaking his head, trying to make all the puzzle pieces in his head fit together.

“I was scared.”

Jackson smiles, but then something must dawn on him, because his face quickly contorts into a grim frown.

“Mutation,” he murmurs. “Unnatural abilities . . .”

“This is nothing to be afraid of,” I say, even though I’m not sure of that at all. “Though . . . Melanie, you may get more strange abilities. All the Garde have more than one. I think telekinesis is usually the first to surface.”

She looks up at me with huge brown eyes, mouth agape. Then she turns to her father.

“We have to help them,” she says.

“Who, baby?” Jackson asks.

“The Garde!” Her voice is louder, more serious. “We can’t let that monster beat them and then take the rest of us. He’s already invaded Earth and blown up New York. And the way he stared at me when he was yelling, telling me he was going to kill me—all of us . . .”

She takes a deep breath and swallows hard, wiping her eyes with the backs of her hands, smearing them with mascara and eyeliner. She notices this and suddenly looks embarrassed.

Jackson hugs her again, and questions start to spill out of her mouth. Why her? What other things can the Garde do? Is this contagious? I do my best to reassure her, but I don’t have many answers myself. Finally, exhausted, she turns to her father.

“Can you just leave me alone for a little bit?” she asks.

“Melanie . . . ,” Jackson starts.

“Like ten minutes, Dad,” she says. “I just found out I have superpowers, and I kind of want to freak out for a little bit. Alone.”

Jackson nods and stands, ushering me to the door. As soon as it clicks behind him, he pulls me out of earshot of the Secret Service agents and speaks in hushed tones.

“What’s wrong with her?” His breath is shaky, like he’s trying not to completely lose it. Which, given what he just saw, is pretty warranted. “How did this happen?”

“I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but I can assure you nothing is wrong with her.” This comes out a little harsher than I expected, probably because I’m thinking about Sam again. I take a deep breath. “I think this is happening to lots of people. I don’t know how many, or how they’re chosen, but from what I can deduce the same powers the Garde have are being given to humans—kids—around the world. Telekinesis. Maybe other things, I . . . I don’t know.”

“Did the Garde do this?”

“I don’t think so. When I . . .” I remember that I’m not supposed to be in contact with the outside world. “This is happening to my son, Sam, like I said. When I talked to him about it, it sounded like the Garde were as surprised as he was when he got this ability. And the Mogs certainly wouldn’t want to empower the people they’re trying to conquer. I don’t know what force is at work here.”

Jackson keeps shaking his head, moving his jaw back and forth as I speak. He processes things for a moment, wiping a sheen of sweat off his brow.

“We received a video this morning,” he eventually says. “Ra knows about this. He said it’s the Garde’s ‘mutations’ that are giving people powers. He insists we turn anyone showing unnatural abilities over to him for ‘treatment.’” His eyes meet mine. “He wants my daughter.”

“And my son,” I say, my pulse doubling. It’s always been dangerous for him to face the Mogs, but now that he’s got powers they’ll be targeting him specifically. “We can’t let the Mogs have them.”

“Of course not,” he says quickly. Then he composes himself. “I don’t know if he has a way of tracking people with new powers, but if he can . . . He’s given us forty-eight hours to hand over the Garde and anyone who’s been mutated. After that, he’s declaring war.”

“No . . . ,” I say. A useless protest. “You can’t just hand innocent people over to him. And the Garde are our only chance, like I said earlier. They’re on our side. You have to trust me. You have to believe in them. Hell, I’ve dedicated years trying to help them. I’ve trusted them with my son’s life. Think of what that means, from one father to another. You can’t turn them over.”

Jackson bangs a fist against the wall beside us, clenching his jaw.

“Dammit,” he spits, all the frustration and fear boiling over. Then his voice gets quieter. “Why her? She’s a teenager. A child.”

“People her age are the reason this planet hasn’t completely fallen already. I’ve watched sixteen-year-olds obliterate entire squadrons of Mogadorians. These kids can walk on walls, conjure storms—some of them can heal wounds that should be death sentences. Even the unpowered among them are fighting with every ounce of strength, doing what they can.

“And we have no idea how many of these kids who just got superpowers are in the US, right? Jesus, we’re talking about American citizens. We can’t hand them over to invaders.”

I think back to what his daughter said, trying to make sense of everything that’s happening. The shared dream. Ra’s threats. The Loralite stones.

“If there are teleportation areas popping up around the world, you may also be dealing with an influx of these newly powered individuals traveling to the US. It sounds like John Smith is rallying them behind him. And he’s in New York.”

“A whole army of superhuman teenagers,” Lawson says from behind me. “Interesting.”

Jackson shoots him a pointed look. I don’t know how long he’s been standing just around the corner, but he’s obviously heard plenty.

“These kids you’re talking about could make for good soldiers if we provide them with strong leadership,” he says. “Not Melanie, of course. She’ll stay hidden away for security reasons. But if there’s an army of brand-new superheroes out there, we’ll want them fighting on our side. The faster you can get a leash on them, the better things will be in the long run.”

“They aren’t dogs, General,” I say, turning to him. If he tries to put a leash on my son, I’ll remind him that I don’t have to have superpowers to fight.

“Of course not. Sounds like they’re weapons. Isn’t that what you’re getting at?”

“They’re kids,” I say. “Probably scared out of their minds.”

“Welcome to war, Mr. Goode.” Lawson sneers.

“Doctor,” I say, a petty correction I haven’t made in over a decade. I can feel my pulse throbbing in my temples.

Lawson’s nostrils flare a little. “Everyone’s terrified, Doctor. That’s something we can use.”

I turn my back to him. “Mr. President, I know this is all a lot to process, both as a father and as a leader. But just remember: whatever’s happening, your daughter is wrapped up in this now. She may not be Loric, but she may as well be one of the Garde. Remember that as you make your decisions. You can’t give them up. The Garde are not our enemy. The Mogadorians are.”

Jackson holds my gaze, nodding slightly, before turning to Lawson.

“If these . . . human Garde are going to start appearing in America wanting to fight, our job will be to make sure they don’t do anything foolish, but not to subdue them. We can’t fight a war on two fronts. General, call everyone back to the war room in thirty minutes. I want to firm up our plan of action. Our primary threat right now is the race of aliens that has warships parked over our cities. We’ve still got over forty hours of ‘peace’ to come up with a plan.” His lips purse a little bit. “And I want to talk to John Smith myself.”

“Yes, sir,” General Lawson says, disappearing around a corner.

“And Dr. Goode, I want you there as well. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to check on my daughter.”

He goes into the suite, leaving me alone in the hallway.

Back at my own room, Briggs is shifting his weight on his crutch outside my door.

“There was, ah . . . ,” he says. “It sounded like there was maybe something buzzing in there earlier.”

I don’t respond. All I know is that I have to get to the phone. Sure enough, I have a string of missed calls from the number Sam reached me from earlier. I press all the wrong buttons trying frantically to redial, not even bothering to hide from any bugs or recording devices. Finally, it connects.

“Dad?” Sam’s voice is frantic, shaking. I don’t realize I’ve been holding my breath until I hear him speak, and the air rushes from my lungs in relief.

“Sam, thank God, what is it?” I ask. “Are you okay? Where are you?”

“Oh, shit,” he says. “I thought something had happened to you too. I . . .”

Too?

“I’m fine, Dad, but . . .” In the background I can hear shouting, pained and animal. “Something terrible’s happened. Could you . . . Dad, we need you back.”

I don’t hesitate to answer. I know that elsewhere in this bunker the leaders of the nation are gathering again. There’s a seat for me at their table now.

But my son needs me. And it’s not like I can’t advise the president from afar.

“Of course, Sam,” I say, motioning for Gamera to follow me. “Just tell me where to go. I’m already on my way.”

“I . . .” He pauses. When he talks again, it sounds like he’s holding the phone away from his ear. “John, wait, where are you . . . ?” Hushed voices I can’t understand, and then “Dad, let me call you back in five, okay?”

He’s hung up before I can ask any of the dozens of questions I need answered, chiefly What the hell happened?

Still, I’ve got five minutes to figure out how to escape from a secret bunker. I think back to Richards telling me that I could leave whenever I wanted but that he’d have men escort me out, making sure I couldn’t lead anyone else back to the bunker. At the time it had seemed like a thinly veiled threat, but I don’t think the president would actually let Richards kill me—especially not now. Still, it would definitely be faster and easier for me to get out of here unnoticed.

The trouble is, I’m not even sure where I am. Maybe sixty miles outside of DC if the train ride was an hour? Farther? And what do I even do for transportation?

In the hallway Briggs must be able to tell something’s wrong—and that I’m bolting.

“No,” he says, shaking his head.

“I thought I wasn’t a prisoner,” I say.

He doesn’t have an immediate answer for me.

“It’s my son,” I say. “I have to go.”

“My orders are to report—”

“Please, Samuel,” I say. “This is my family. If your mom was in trouble you’d go, right? Especially if she was wrapped up in everything that’s happening like my boy is. My son needs me, and I’m leaving. If you try to keep me here, you’re just ensuring that I won’t help.”

I can see the conflict in Briggs’s eyes. He glances around the halls.

“Follow me,” he says. “Quickly.”

He doesn’t wait for me to answer before walking in the direction opposite the war room and the president’s suite. We go through a series of gray corridors. He nods to the people we pass, who probably assume he’s leading me to or from some appointment. Finally, we reach the big cement room where we first entered the bunker. Our train car still sits in the center of it.

The man in the lab coat has his face buried in an electronic tablet. He glances up when we enter.

“I’m here to relieve you, Joe,” Briggs says. “Clearance Juliett Delta Kilo.”

Joe—I guess—squints at us. “I’m not due for a break for another hour.”

Briggs snorts. “You want to keep working, that’s fine with me.”

The man’s nose twitches as he turns his attention to me, raising an eyebrow.

“Our guest’s a science guy.” Briggs shrugs. “He’s interested in the software we’re using. Plus, it’s boring as shit down here, and he’s keeping me entertained with stories about ETs.”

“Fine, whatever,” Joe says. He gets up and leaves, muttering something about how bad the food is here. Briggs glares at him as he exits.

“We go way back,” he mutters. “That guy’s such a prick.”

“Come with me,” I say. “You’re going to be in trouble when they find out you helped me.”

He shakes his head. “I’d be in more trouble if I deserted. Besides, technically you’re not a prisoner. I’ll just tell them you manipulated me into helping you and I fell for it. Which . . . probably isn’t far from the truth. Unless you want to hit me over the head with my gun or something, but I think I’d rather them think you outsmarted me than overpowered me. No offense.”

“Briggs, I . . .” But I don’t know what else to say. “Thank you.”

He taps on the controls. I scrawl a number down on a notepad I find lying nearby.

“This is my number. See if you can get it to Richards. Tell him this is how Jackson can reach me. Tell them . . . it’s a family matter. Believe it or not, I think the president might understand.”

On the wall opposite us, a metal panel slides away, revealing a small elevator.

“That’ll take you topside,” Briggs says, pocketing the note. “Eventually someone will come looking for you. Better not be in the area when they do. They might insist you come back.”

“I think I’ve run more in the last few days than in my entire life,” I say as I jog to the elevator. Gamera buzzes after me.

It’s only when the door starts sliding shut that I realize I don’t know what’s waiting for me above. “Wait, where are we?”

“Didn’t Richards tell you? Liberty Base.” He gets a little grin before he disappears behind the closing metal door.

I’m shot up what feels like several stories before I finally come to a stop. The door opens, and for a moment the sunshine is blinding. I step out onto a bed of grass and pine needles as my eyes adjust.

I turn in time to see the wall behind me slide shut, until it looks like nothing but another section of the giant white stone wall in front of me—a dam of sorts. I take a few steps away, trying to figure out where I am. That’s when I see a faded brochure and map on the ground, half buried. “Liberty Reservoir,” it reads. I dust it off. According to the map on the back, I’m north of DC, not that far from Baltimore.

“All right,” I say, glancing at the dragonfly on my shoulder. “Let’s find a road.”

I start to jog. Gamera zips forward, morphing in midair, until he’s turned into a horse. He rears back and then stands in front of me, shaking his mane.

I think I’ve found a faster way to get away from the bunker.

My phone rings as I hoist myself onto Gamera’s back. Sam’s on the other end of the line when I answer.

“Hi, Dad,” he says.

“Son,” I say as Gamera starts to gallop. “Where am I going?”
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PROLOGUE


THE FRONT DOOR STARTS SHAKING. IT’S ALWAYS done that whenever the metal security gate two flights down bangs closed, ever since they moved into the Harlem apartment three years ago. Between the front entrance and the paper-thin walls, they are always aware of the comings and goings of the entire building. They mute the television to listen, a fifteen-year-old girl and a fifty-seven-year-old man, daughter and stepfather who rarely see eye to eye, but who have put their many differences aside to watch the aliens invade. The man has spent much of the afternoon muttering prayers in Spanish, while the girl has watched the news coverage in awed silence. It seems like a movie to her, so much so that the fear hasn’t truly sunk in. The girl wonders if the handsome blond-haired boy who tried to fight the monster is dead. The man wonders if the girl’s mother, a waitress at a small restaurant downtown, survived the initial attack.

The man mutes the TV so they can listen to what’s happening outside. One of their neighbors sprints up the stairs, past their floor, yelling the whole way. “They’re on the block! They’re on the block!”

The man sucks his teeth in disbelief. “Dude’s losing it. Those pale freaks ain’t gonna bother with Harlem. We’re safe here,” he reassures the girl.

He turns the volume back up. The girl isn’t so sure he’s right. She creeps toward the door and stares out the peephole. The hallway outside is dim and empty.

Like the Midtown block behind her, the reporter on TV looks trashed. She’s got dirt and ash smudged all over her face, streaks of it through her blond hair. There’s a spot of dried blood on her mouth where there should be lipstick. The reporter looks like she’s barely keeping it together.

“To reiterate, the initial bombing seems to have tapered off,” the reporter says shakily, the man listening raptly. “The—the—the Mogadorians, they have taken to the streets en masse and appear to be, ah, rounding up prisoners, although we have seen some further acts of violence at—at—the slightest provocation . . .”

The reporter chokes back a sob. Behind her, there are hundreds of pale aliens in dark uniforms marching through the streets. Some of them turn their heads and point their empty black eyes right at the camera.

“Jesus Christ,” says the man.

“Again, to reiterate, we are being—uh, we are being allowed to broadcast. They—they—the invaders, they seem to want us here . . .”

Downstairs, the gate rattles again. There’s a screech of metal tearing and a loud crash. Someone didn’t have a key. Someone needed to knock the gate down entirely.

“It’s them,” the girl says.

“Shut up,” the man replies. He turns down the TV again. “I mean, keep quiet. Damn.”

They hear heavy footfalls coming up the stairs. The girl backs away from the peephole when she hears another door get kicked in. Their downstairs neighbors start to scream.

“Go hide,” the man says to the girl. “Go on.”

The man’s grip tightens on the baseball bat that he retrieved from the hall closet when the alien mother ship first appeared in the sky. He inches closer to the shaking door, positions himself to one side of it, his back to the wall. They can hear noise from the hallway. A loud crash, their neighbor’s apartment door being knocked off its hinges, harsh words in guttural English, screaming, and finally a sound like compressed lightning being uncorked. They’ve seen the aliens’ guns on television, stared in awe at the sizzling bolts of blue energy they fire.

The footsteps resume, stopping outside their shaky door. The man’s eyes are wide, his hands tight on the bat. He realizes that the girl hasn’t moved. She’s frozen.

“Wake up, stupid,” he snaps. “Go.”

He nods toward the living room window. It’s open, the fire escape waiting outside.

The girl hates when the man calls her stupid. Even so, for the first time she can remember, the girl does what her stepfather tells her. She climbs through the window the same way she’s snuck out of this apartment so many times before. The girl knows she shouldn’t go alone. Her stepfather should flee, too. She turns around on the fire escape to call to him, and so she’s looking into the apartment when their front door is hammered down.

The aliens are much uglier in person than on television. Their otherness freezes the girl in her tracks. She stares at the deathly pale skin of the first one through the door, at his unblinking black eyes and bizarre tattoos. There are four aliens altogether, each of them armed. It’s the first one that spots the girl on the fire escape. He stops in the doorway, his strange gun leveled in her direction.

“Surrender or die,” the alien says.

A second later, the girl’s stepfather hits the alien in the face with his bat. It’s a powerful swing—the old man made his living as a mechanic, his forearms thick from twelve-hour days. It caves in the alien’s head, the creature immediately disintegrating into ash.

Before her stepfather can get his bat back over his shoulder, the nearest alien shoots him in the chest.

The man is thrown backwards into the apartment, muscles seizing, his shirt burning. He crashes through the glass coffee table and rolls, ends up facing the window, where he locks eyes with the girl.

“Run!” her stepfather somehow finds the strength to shout. “Run, damn it!”

The girl bounds down the fire escape. When she gets to the ladder, she hears gunfire from her apartment. She tries not to think about what that means. A pale face pokes his head out of her window and takes aim at her with his weapon.

She lets go of the ladder, dropping into the alley below, right as the air around her sizzles. The hair on her arms stands up and the girl can tell there’s electricity coursing through the metal of the fire escape. But she’s unharmed. The alien missed her.

The girl jumps over some trash bags and runs to the mouth of the alley, peeking around the corner to see the street she grew up on. There’s a fire hydrant gushing water into the air; it reminds the girl of summer block parties. She sees an overturned mail truck, its undercarriage smoking like it could explode at any minute. Farther down the block, parked in the middle of the street, the girl sees the aliens’ small spacecraft, one of many she and her stepfather saw unleashed from the hulking ship that still looms over Manhattan. They played that clip over and over on the news. Almost as much as they played the video about the blond-haired boy.

John Smith. That’s his name. The girl narrating the video said so.

Where is he now? the girl wonders. Probably not saving people in Harlem, that’s for sure.

The girl knows she has to save herself.

She’s about to run for it when she spots another group of aliens exiting an apartment building across the street. They have a dozen humans with them, some familiar faces from around the neighborhood, a couple of kids she recognizes from the grades below her. At gunpoint, they force the people onto their knees on the curb. A big alien freak walks down the line of people, clicking a small object in his hand, like a bouncer outside of a club. They’re keeping a count. The girl isn’t sure she wants to see what happens next.

Metal screeches behind her. The girl turns around to see one of the aliens from her apartment climbing down the fire escape.

She runs. The girl is fast and she knows these streets. The subway is only a few blocks from here. Once, on a dare, the girl climbed down from the platform and ventured into the tunnels. The darkness and rats didn’t scare her nearly as much as these aliens. That’s where she’ll go. She can hide there, maybe even make it downtown, try to find her mother. The girl doesn’t know how she’s going to break the news about her stepfather. She doesn’t even believe it herself. She keeps expecting to wake up.

The girl darts around a corner and three aliens stand in her path. Her instinct makes her try to turn back, but her ankle twists and her legs come out from under her. She falls, hitting the sidewalk hard. One of the aliens makes a short, harsh noise—the girl realizes he’s laughing at her.

“Surrender or die,” it says, and the girl knows this isn’t really a choice. The aliens already have their guns raised and aimed, fingers nearly depressing the triggers.

Surrender and die. They’re going to kill her no matter what she does next. The girl is certain of this.

The girl throws up her hands to defend herself. It’s a reflex. She knows it won’t do anything against their weapons.

Except it does.

The aliens’ guns jerk upwards, out of their hands. They fly twenty yards down the block.

They look at the girl, stunned and uncertain. She doesn’t understand what just happened either.

But she can feel something different inside her. Something new. It’s as if she’s a puppeteer, with strings connecting to every object on the block. All she needs to do is push and pull. The girl isn’t sure how she knows this. It feels natural.

One of the aliens charges and the girl swipes her hand from right to left. He flies across the street, limbs flailing, and slams through the windshield of a parked car. The other two exchange a look and start to back away.

“Who’s laughing now?” she asks them, standing up.

“Garde,” one of them hisses in reply.

The girl doesn’t know what this means. The way the alien says it makes the word sound like a curse. That makes the girl smile. She likes that these things ripping up her neighborhood are afraid of her now.

She can fight them.

She’s going to kill them.

The girl throws one of her hands into the air and the result is one of the aliens lifting up from the ground. The girl brings her hand down just as quickly, smashing the airborne alien on top of his companion. She repeats this until they turn to dust.

When it’s done, the girl looks down at her hands. She doesn’t know where this power came from. She doesn’t know what it means.

But she’s going to use it.




CHAPTER ONE


WE RUN PAST THE BROKEN WING OF AN EXPLODED jet fighter, the jagged metal lodged in the middle of a city street like a shark’s fin. How long ago was it that we watched the jets scream by overhead, a course set for uptown and the Anubis? It feels like days, but it must only be hours. Some of the people we’re with—the survivors—they whooped and cheered when they saw the jets, like the tide was going to turn.

I knew better. Kept quiet. Only a few minutes later, we could hear the explosions as the Anubis blew those jets out of the sky, scattering pieces of Earth’s most sophisticated military all over the island of Manhattan. They haven’t sent any more jets in.

How many deaths is that? Hundreds. Thousands. Maybe more. And it’s all my fault. Because I couldn’t kill Setrákus Ra when I had the chance.

“On the left!” a voice shouts from somewhere behind me. I whip my head around, charge up a fireball without thinking about it, and incinerate a Mog scout as he comes around a corner. Me, Sam, the couple dozen survivors we picked up along the way—we barely break stride. We’re in lower Manhattan now. Ran here. Fought our way down. Block by block. Trying to put some distance between us and Midtown, where the Mogs are strongest, where we last saw the Anubis.

I’m exhausted.

I stumble. I can’t even feel my feet anymore, they’re so tired. I think I’m about to collapse. An arm goes around my shoulders and steadies me.

“John?” Sam asks, concerned. He’s holding me up. It sounds like his voice is coming through a tunnel. I try to reply to him, but the words don’t come. Sam turns his head and speaks to one of the other survivors. “We need to get off the streets for a while. He needs to rest.”

Next thing I know, I slump back against the wall of an apartment building lobby. I must have gone out for a minute. I try to brace myself, try to pull myself together. I have to keep fighting.

But I can’t do it—my body refuses to take any more punishment. I let myself slide down the wall so that I’m sitting on the floor. The carpet is covered in dust and broken glass that must’ve blown in from outside. There are about twenty-five of us huddled together here. These are all we could manage to save. Bloodstained and dirty, a few of them wounded, all of us tired.

How many injuries did I heal today? It was easy, at first. After so many, though, I could feel my healing Legacy draining my own energy. I must have hit my limit.

I remember the people not by name but by how I found them or what I healed. Broken-Arm and Pinned-Under-Car look concerned, scared.

A woman, Jumped-from-Window, puts her hand on my shoulder, checking on me. I nod to tell her I’m all right and she looks relieved.

Right in front of me, Sam talks with a uniformed cop in his fifties. The cop has dried blood all over one side of his face from a cut on top of his head that I healed. I forget his name or where we found him. Their voices sound far away, like they’re echoing down a mile-long tunnel. I have to focus my hearing to understand the words, and even that takes a colossal effort. My head feels wrapped in cotton.

“Word came in over the radio that we’ve got a foothold on the Brooklyn Bridge,” the cop says. “NYPD, National Guard, army . . . hell, everyone. They’re holding the bridge. Evacuating survivors from there. It’s only a few blocks away and they say the Mogs are concentrated uptown. We can make it.”

“Then you should go,” Sam answers. “Go now while the coast is clear, before another of their patrols comes through.”

“You should come with us, kid.”

“We can’t,” Sam replies. “One of our friends is still out there. We have to find him.”

Nine. That’s who we have to find. The last we saw him, he was battling Five in front of the United Nations. Through the United Nations. We have to find him before we can leave New York. We have to find him and save as many people as we can. I’m starting to come to my senses, but I’m still too exhausted to move. I open my mouth to speak, but all I manage to do is groan.

“He’s had it,” says the cop, and I know he’s talking about me. “You two have done enough. Get out with us now, while you can.”

“He’ll be fine,” Sam says. The doubt in his voice makes me grit my teeth and focus. I need to press on, to dig down and keep fighting.

“He passed out.”

“He just needs to rest for a minute.”

“I’m fine,” I mumble, but I don’t think they hear me.

“You’re gonna get killed if you stay, kid,” the cop tells Sam, sternly shaking his head. “You can’t keep this up. There’s too many for just you two to fight. Leave it to the army, or . . .”

He trails off. We all know the army already made their attempt. Manhattan is lost.

“We’ll get out as soon as we can,” Sam replies.

“You hear me down there?” The cop is talking to me now. Lecturing me in the same way Henri used to. I wonder if he’s got kids somewhere. “There’s nothing left for you to do here. You got us this far, let us do the rest. We’ll carry you to the bridge if we have to.”

The survivors assembled around the cop nod, murmuring in agreement. Sam looks at me, his eyebrows raised in question. His face is smeared with dirt and ash. He looks hollowed out and weak, like he’s barely standing himself. A Mog blaster hangs from his hip, hooked there by a chopped piece of electric cord, and it’s like Sam’s entire body slumps in that direction, the extra weight threatening to pull him over.

I force myself to stand up. My muscles are limp and almost useless, though. I’m trying to show the police officer and the others that I’ve got some fight left in me but I can tell by the pitying way they’re staring at me that I don’t look very inspiring. I can barely keep my knees from shaking. For a moment, it feels like I’m going to crash down to the floor. But then something happens—I feel like a force is lifting and pulling me, supporting some of my weight, straightening my back and squaring my shoulders. I don’t know how I’m doing this, where I’m finding the strength. It’s almost supernatural.

No, actually, it’s not supernatural at all. It’s Sam. Telekinetic Sam, concentrating on me, making it look like I’ve still got some gas left in the tank.

“We’re staying,” I say firmly, my voice scratchy. “There are more people to save.”

The cop shakes his head in wonder. Behind him, a girl that I vaguely remember rescuing from a collapsing fire escape bursts into tears. I’m not sure if she’s inspired or if I just look terrible. Sam remains completely focused on me, stone-faced, a fresh bead of sweat forming on his temple.

“Get to safety,” I tell the survivors. “Then, help however you can. This is your planet. We’re all going to save it together.”

The cop strides forward to shake my hand. His grip is like a vise. “We won’t forget you, John Smith,” he says. “All of us, we owe you our lives.”

“Give them hell,” someone else says.

And then all at once the rest of the group of survivors are blurting out their good-byes and their gratitude. I grit my teeth in what I hope is a smile. The truth is, I’m too tired for this. The cop—he’s their leader now, he’ll keep them safe—he makes sure everyone keeps it quiet and quick, eventually hustling them out of the apartment building’s lobby and onto the Brooklyn Bridge.

As soon as we’re alone, Sam releases me from the telekinetic grip he was using to hold me upright and I slump backwards against the wall, struggling to keep my feet under me. He’s out of breath and sweating from the exertion of keeping me standing. He’s not Loric and he’s had no proper training, yet somehow Sam has developed a Legacy and begun using it the best he can. Considering our situation, he’s had no choice but to learn on the fly. Sam with a Legacy—if things weren’t so chaotic and desperate, I’d be more excited. I’m not sure how or why this happened to him, but Sam’s newfound powers are pretty much the only win we’ve had since coming to New York.

“Thanks,” I say, the words coming easier now.

“No problem,” Sam replies, panting. “You’re the symbol of the Earth’s resistance; we can’t have you laying around.”

I try to push off from the wall, but my legs aren’t ready yet to support my full weight. It’s easier if I just lean against it and drag myself towards the nearest apartment door.

“Look at me. I’m not the symbol of anything,” I grumble.

“Come on,” he says. “You’re exhausted.”

Sam puts his arm around me, helping me along. He’s dragging too, though, so I try not to put much weight on him. We’ve been through hell in the last few hours. The skin on my hands still tingles from how much I’ve had to use my Lumen, tossing fireballs at squad after squad of Mog attackers. I hope the nerve endings aren’t permanently singed or something. The thought of igniting my Lumen right now makes my knees nearly buckle.

“Resistance,” I say bitterly. “Resistance is what happens after you lose a war, Sam.”

“You know what I meant,” he replies. I can tell by the way his voice shakes that it’s a strain for Sam to stay optimistic after everything we’ve seen today. He’s trying, though. “A lot of those people knew who you were. They said there was some video of you on the news. And everything that happened at the UN—you basically unmasked Setrákus Ra in front of an international audience. Everyone knows you’ve been fighting against the Mogadorians. That you tried to stop this.”

“Then they know that I failed.”

The door to the first-floor apartment is ajar. I shove it the rest of the way open and Sam closes and locks it behind us. I try the nearest light switch, surprised to find that the electricity is still on here. Power seems to be spotty throughout the city. I guess this neighborhood hasn’t been badly hit yet. I turn the lights off just as quickly—in our current condition, we don’t want to attract the attention of any Mogadorian patrols that might be in the area. As I stumble towards a nearby futon, Sam moves around the room closing curtains.

The apartment is a small one-room studio. There’s a cramped kitchen cordoned off from the main living space by a granite counter, a single closet and a tiny bathroom. Whoever lives here definitely left in a hurry; there are clothes spilled across the floor from a hasty packing job, an overturned bowl of cereal on the counter and a cracked picture frame near the door that looks like it was crushed underfoot. In the picture, a couple in their twenties pose in front of a tropical beach, a small monkey perched on the guy’s shoulder.

These people had a normal life. Even if they made it out of Manhattan and to safety, that’s over now. Earth will never be the same. I used to imagine a peaceful life like this for Sarah and me once the Mogs were defeated. Not a tiny apartment in New York City, but something simple and calm. There’s an explosion in the distance, the Mogs destroying something uptown. I realize now how naïve those life-after-war dreams were. Nothing will ever be normal after this.

Sarah. I hope she’s okay. It was her face that I called to mind during the roughest parts of our block-by-block battle through Manhattan. Keep fighting and you’ll get to see her again, that’s what I kept telling myself. I wish I could talk to her. I need to talk to her. Not just Sarah, but Six too—I need to get in touch with the others, to find out what Sarah learned from Mark James and his mysterious contact, and to see what Six, Marina and Adam did in Mexico. That has to have something to do with why Sam suddenly developed a Legacy. What if he’s not the only one? I need to know what’s happening outside of New York City, but my satellite phone was destroyed when I fell into the East River and the regular cell phone networks are down. For now, it’s just me and Sam. Surviving.

In the kitchen, Sam opens the fridge. He pauses and glances over to me.

“Is it wrong if we take some of this person’s food?” he asks me.

“I’m sure they won’t care,” I reply.

I close my eyes for what feels like a second but must be longer, opening them only when a piece of bread bumps against my nose. With one hand extended theatrically like a comic book character, Sam telekinetically floats a peanut butter sandwich, a plastic container of applesauce and a spoon in front of my face. Even feeling down and out as I am, I can’t help but smile at the effort.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to hit you with the sandwich,” Sam says as I pluck the food out of the air. “I’m still getting used to this. Obviously.”

“No worries. It’s easy to shove and pull with telekinesis. Precision’s the hardest part to learn.”

“No kidding,” he says.

“You’re doing amazing for someone that’s had telekinesis for all of four hours, man.”

Sam sits down on the futon next to me with his own sandwich. “It helps if I imagine that I have, like, ghost hands. Does that make sense?”

I think back to how I trained my own telekinesis with Henri. It seems like so long ago.

“I used to visualize whatever I focused on moving, and then will it to happen,” I tell Sam. “We started small. Henri used to toss me baseballs in the backyard and I’d practice catching them with my mind.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think playing catch is really an option for me right now,” Sam says. “I’m finding other ways to practice.”

Sam floats his sandwich up from his lap. He initially brings it too high for him to bite, but gets it at mouth level after a second more of concentration.

“Not bad,” I say.

“It’s easier when I’m not thinking about it.”

“Like when we’re fighting for our lives, for instance?”

“Yeah,” Sam says, shaking his head in wonder. “Are we going to talk about how this happened to me, John? Or why it happened? Or . . . I don’t know. What it means?”

“Garde develop Legacies in their teens,” I say, shrugging. “Maybe you’re just a late bloomer.”

“Dude, have you forgotten that I’m not Loric?”

“Neither is Adam, but he’s got Legacies,” I reply.

“Yeah, his gross dad hooked him up to a dead Garde and . . .”

I hold up a hand to stop Sam. “All I’m saying is that it’s not so cut-and-dry. I don’t think Legacies work the way my people always assumed.” I pause for a moment to think. “What’s happened to you has to have something to do with what Six and the others did at the Sanctuary.”

“Six did this . . . ,” Sam says.

“They went down there to find Lorien on Earth; I think they did it. And then, maybe Lorien chose you.”

Without even realizing it, I’ve already devoured the sandwich and applesauce. My stomach growls. I feel a little better, my strength starting to come back to me.

“Well, that’s an honor,” Sam says, looking down at his hands and thinking it over. Or, more likely, thinking about Six. “A terrifying honor.”

“You did good out there. I couldn’t have saved all those people without you,” I reply, patting Sam on the back. “The truth is, I don’t know what the hell is going on. I don’t know how or why you suddenly developed a Legacy. I’m just glad you have it. I’m glad there’s a little hope mixed into the death and destruction.”

Sam stands up, pointlessly brushing some crumbs off his dirt-caked jeans. “Yeah, that’s me, the great hope for humanity, currently dying for another sandwich. You want one?”

“I can get it,” I tell Sam, but when I lean forward to get off the futon, I’m immediately woozy and have to sink back down.

“Take it easy,” Sam says, playing it off like he didn’t notice what a mess I am. “I got the sandwiches covered.”

“We’ll just hang here for a few more minutes,” I say groggily. “Then we’ll go track down Nine.”

I close my eyes, listening to Sam clatter around in the kitchen, trying to spread peanut butter with a telekinetically held knife. In the background, always in the background now, I can hear the steady thunder of fighting somewhere else in Manhattan. Sam’s right—we’re the resistance. We should be out there resisting. If I can just rest for a few more minutes . . .

I don’t open my eyes until Sam shakes me by the shoulder. Immediately, I can tell that I’ve dozed off. The light in the room is changed, the streetlights coming on outside, a warm yellow glow under the curtains. A plate stacked with sandwiches waits on the couch next to me. I’m tempted to dive right in and chow down. It’s like all my urges are animal now—sleep, eat, fight.

“How long was I out for?” I ask Sam, sitting up, feeling a little better physically but also feeling guilty for sleeping when there are people dying all over New York.

“About an hour,” Sam replies. “I was going to let you rest, but . . .”

In explanation, Sam gestures behind him, towards the small flat-screen television attached to the room’s far wall. The local news is actually broadcasting. Sam’s got the volume muted and the picture occasionally gives way to bursts of static, but there it is—New York City burning. Grainy footage shows the looming hulk of the Anubis crawling across the skyline, its side-mounted cannons bombarding the uppermost floors of a skyscraper until there’s nothing left but dust.

“I didn’t even think to check if it was working until a few minutes ago,” Sam says. “I figured the Mogs would’ve knocked out the TV stations for, you know, war reasons.”

I haven’t forgotten what Setrákus Ra said to me as I dangled from his ship over the East River. He wants me to watch Earth fall. Thinking even further back, to that vision of Washington, D.C., which I shared with Ella, I remember that city looking pretty busted up, but it wasn’t completely razed. And there were survivors left over to serve Setrákus Ra. I think I’m beginning to understand.

“It’s not an accident,” I say to Sam, thinking out loud. “He must want the humans to be able to see the destruction he’s bringing down. It’s not like on Lorien where his fleet just wiped everyone out. That’s why he tried putting on that big show at the UN, it’s why he tried all that shadowy MogPro shit to bring Earth under his control peacefully. He’s planning to live here afterwards. And if they’re not going to worship him like the Mogs do, he at least wants his human subjects to fear him.”

“Well, the fear thing is definitely working,” Sam replies.

On-screen, the news has switched to a live shot of an anchor at her desk. The building that houses this channel has probably taken some damage from the fighting because it looks like they’re barely keeping themselves on the air. Only half the lights are on in the studio and the camera is cockeyed, the picture not as sharp as it should be. The anchor is trying to keep up a professional face, but her hair is caked with dust and her eyes are red-rimmed from crying. She speaks directly into the camera for a few seconds, introducing the next piece of footage.

The anchor disappears, replaced by shaky video shot with a cellular phone. In the middle of a major intersection, a blurry figure spins round and round, like an Olympic discus thrower warming up. Except this guy’s not holding a discus. With inhuman strength he’s whipping around another person by the ankle. After a dozen spins, the guy lets go of the curled-up body, flinging it through the front window of a nearby movie theater. The video stays centered on the thrower as, shoulders heaving, he yells out what’s probably a curse.

It’s Nine.

“Sam! Turn it up!”

As Sam gropes for the remote, whoever’s filmed Nine dives behind a car for cover. It’s disorienting as hell, but the cameraman manages to keep recording by sticking one hand above the car’s trunk. A group of Mogadorian warriors have appeared in the intersection, blasting away at Nine. I watch as he dances nimbly aside, then uses his telekinesis to fling a car in their direction.

“. . . again, this is footage taken in Union Square just moments ago,” the shaky-voiced anchor is saying as Sam turns up the volume. “We know this apparently superpowered, um, possibly alien teenager was at the UN scene with the other young man identified as John Smith. We see him here engaged in combat with the Mogadorians, doing things not humanly possible . . .”

“They know my name,” I say, quietly.

“Look,” Sam says, hitting my arm.

The camera has panned back to the movie theater, where a burly form slowly rises from the shattered window. I don’t get a good look at him, but I immediately know exactly who Nine was throwing around. He flies up from the movie theater window, slashes through the few Mogs still in the intersection and then careens violently into Nine.

“Five,” Sam says.

The camera loses track of Five and Nine as they plow through the grass of a small nearby park, churning up huge chunks of dirt as they go.

“They’re killing each other,” I say. “We have to get over there.”

“A second extraterrestrial teenager is fighting the first, at least when they’re not fighting off the invaders,” the anchor says, sounding baffled. “We . . . we don’t know why. We don’t have many answers at all at this point, I’m afraid. Just . . . stay safe, New York. Evacuation efforts are ongoing if you have a safe route to the Brooklyn Bridge. If you’re near the fighting, keep inside and—”

I take the remote from Sam and turn off the TV. He watches me as I stand up, checking to make sure I’m all right. My muscles howl in protest and I’m dizzy for a second, but I can push through. I have to push through. Never has the expression “fight like there’s no tomorrow” had more meaning. If I’m going to make this right—if we’re going to save Earth from Setrákus Ra and the Mogadorians, then the first steps are finding Nine and surviving New York.

“She said Union Square,” I say. “That’s where we go.”





CHAPTER TWO


THE WORLD HASN’T CHANGED. AT LEAST, NOT that I can tell.

The jungle air is humid and sticky, a welcome change from the cold dampness of the Sanctuary’s subterranean depths. I have to shield my eyes as we emerge into the late afternoon sun, ducking one by one through a narrow stone archway that’s appeared in the Mayan temple’s base.

“They couldn’t have let us come in that way?” I grumble, cracking my back and glancing over to the hundreds of fractured limestone steps we climbed earlier. Once we were at the top of Calakmul, our pendants activated some kind of Loric doorway that teleported us to the hidden Sanctuary beneath the centuries-old human-built structure. We found ourselves in an otherworldly room obviously created by the Elders on one of their visits to Earth. I guess secrecy was a higher priority than ease of access. Anyway, the way out wasn’t such a hike and didn’t involve any disorienting teleportation—just a dizzying hundred yards of dusty spiral staircase and a simple door that, of course, wasn’t there when we first entered.

Adam exits the Sanctuary behind me, his eyes narrowed to slits.

“What now?” he asks.

“I don’t know,” I tell him, looking up at the darkening sky. “I was sorta counting on the Sanctuary to answer that.”

“I . . . I’m still not sure what we saw in there. Or what we accomplished,” Adam says hesitantly. He pushes some loose strands of black hair out of his face as he watches me.

“Me neither,” I tell him.

Truth be told, I’m not even sure how long we were beneath the earth. You lose track of time when you’re deep in conversation with an otherworldly being made of pure Loric energy. We had scraped together as many pieces of our Inheritance as the Garde could spare—basically, anything that wasn’t a weapon. Once inside the Sanctuary, we dumped all those unexplained stones and trinkets into a hidden well connected to a dormant Loralite energy source. I guess that was enough to wake up the Entity, the living embodiment of Lorien itself. We chatted.

Yeah. That happened.

But the Entity basically spoke in riddles and, at the end of our talk, the thing went supernova, its energy flooding out of the Sanctuary and into the world. Like Adam, I’m not sure what it all meant.

I’d expected to emerge from the Sanctuary and find . . . something. Maybe jagged bolts of Loric energy streaking through the skies, on their way to incinerate the nearest Mogadorian not named Adam? Maybe some more juice to my Legacies, putting me on a level where I’d be able to whip up a storm big enough to wipe out all our enemies? No such luck. As far as I know, the Mogadorian fleet is still closing in on Earth. John, Sam, Nine and the others could be rushing towards the front lines right now, and I’m not sure we’ve done anything to help them.

Marina is last through the temple’s door. She hugs herself, her eyes wide and watery, blinking in the sunlight.

I know she’s thinking about Eight.

Before the energy source went rocketing into the world, it somehow managed to resurrect him, if only for a few fleeting minutes. Long enough for Marina to say good-bye. Even now, already starting to sweat in the oppressive jungle heat, I get chills thinking about Eight returned to us, awash in the Loralite glow, smiling again. It was the kind of intensely beautiful moment I’ve hardened myself to over the years—this is war, and people are going to die. Friends are going to die. I’ve come to accept the pain, to take the ugliness for granted. So it can be a little stunning when something good actually happens.

Comforting as it was to see Eight again, it was still saying good-bye. I can’t imagine what Marina’s going through. She loved him and now he’s gone. Again.

Marina stops and glances back at the temple, almost like she might go back inside. Next to me, Adam clears his throat.

“Is she going to be okay?” he asks me, his voice low.

Marina shut down on me once before, back in Florida, after Five betrayed us. After he killed Eight. This isn’t the same—she isn’t radiating a constant field of cold, and she doesn’t look like she’s on the verge of strangling whoever comes close. When she turns back to us, her expression is almost serene. She’s remembering, storing that moment with Eight away and steeling herself for what’s to come. I’m not worried about her.

I smile as Marina blinks her eyes and wipes a hand across her face.

“I can hear you,” she replies to Adam. “I’m fine.”

“Good,” Adam says, awkwardly looking away. “I just wanted to say, about what happened in there, uh, that I . . .”

Adam trails off, both Marina and I looking at him expectantly. Being a Mog, I think he still finds it a little uncomfortable to get too personal with us. I know he was amazed by the Loric light show inside the Sanctuary, but I could also tell he felt like he didn’t belong, like he wasn’t worthy enough to be in the presence of the Entity.

When Adam’s pause stretches on, I pat him on the back. “Let’s save the heart-to-heart for the ride, okay?”

Adam seems relieved as we walk back towards our Skimmer, the ship parked alongside a dozen other Mog crafts on the nearby landing strip. The Mog encampment in front of the temple is exactly the way we left it—trashed. The Mogs that were trying to break into the Sanctuary had cleared jungle in a precise ring around the temple, getting as close to the temple as the Sanctuary’s powerful force field would allow.

It isn’t until we cross from the vine-strewn overgrowth of the land directly in front of the temple to the scorched brown soil of the Mog camp that I realize the force field is gone. The deadly barrier that protected the Sanctuary for years is no more.

“The force field must have shut down while we were inside,” I say.

“Maybe it doesn’t need protection anymore,” Adam suggests.

“Or maybe the Entity diverted its power elsewhere,” Marina replies. She pauses for a moment, thinking. “When I kissed Eight . . . I felt it. For a split second, I was part of the Entity’s energy flow. It was spreading out everywhere, all through the Earth. Wherever the Loric energy went, now it’s spread thin. Maybe it can’t power its defenses here.”

Adam gives me a look, like I should be able to explain what Marina just said.

“What do you mean it spread through the Earth?” I ask.

“I don’t know how to explain it better than that,” Marina says, gazing back at the temple, now cast half in shadow by the setting sun. “It was a feeling like I was one with Lorien. And we were everywhere.”

“Interesting,” Adam says, eyeing the temple and then the ground beneath his feet with a mixture of caution and awe. “Where do you think it went? Are your Legacies . . . ?”

“I don’t feel any different,” I tell him.

“Me neither,” Marina says. “But something has changed. Lorien is out there now. On Earth.”

It’s definitely not the tangible result I was hoping for, but Marina seems so upbeat about it. I don’t want to rain on her parade. “I guess we’ll see if anything’s changed back in civilization. Maybe the Entity’s out there kicking ass.”

Marina glances back at the temple. “Should we leave it this way? Without protection?”

“What’s left to protect?” Adam asks.

“There’s still at least some of the, uh, the Entity left in there,” Marina replies. “Even now, I think the Sanctuary is still a way to . . . I don’t know, exactly. Get in touch with Lorien?”

“We don’t have a choice,” I reply. “The others will need us.”

“Wait a second,” Adam says, looking around. “Where’s Dust?”

With everything that happened inside the Sanctuary, I completely forgot about the Chimæra we left outside the temple to stand guard. There’s no sign of the wolf anywhere.

“Could he have gone into the jungle looking for that Mog woman?” Marina asks.

“Phiri Dun-Ra,” Adam replies, naming the trueborn that survived our initial assault. “He wouldn’t just go off on his own like that.”

“Maybe the Sanctuary’s light show scared him off,” I suggest.

Adam frowns, then cups both his hands around his mouth. “Dust! Come on, Dust!”

He and Marina fan out, searching for any sign of the Chimæra. I climb onto our Skimmer to get a better look at the surrounding area. From up here, something catches my eye. A gray shape squirming out from beneath a rotten log at the edge of the jungle.

“What’s that?” I yell, pointing the writhing form out to Adam. He races over, Marina right behind him. A moment later, Adam carries the small shape over to me, his face twisted with concern.

“It’s Dust,” Adam says. “I mean, I think it is.”

Adam holds a gray bird in his hands. It’s alive but its body is stiff and twisted, like it suffered from an electric shock and never recovered from the spasms. His wings jut out at odd angles and his beak is frozen half-open. Even though this is nothing like the powerful wolf we left behind just a short time ago, there’s a quality that I immediately recognize. It’s Dust, for sure. Bad as he looks, his black bird eyes dart around frantically. He’s alive, and his mind is working, but his body isn’t responding.

“What the hell happened to him?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” Adam says, and for a moment I think I see tears in his eyes. He steadies himself. “He looks . . . he looks like the other Chimæra did right after I rescued them from Plum Island. They were experimented on.”

“It’s okay, Dust, you’re okay,” Marina whispers. She gently smooths down the feathers on his head, trying to calm him. She uses her Legacy to heal most of the scratches that cover him, but it doesn’t release Dust from the paralysis.

“We can’t do anything more for him here,” I say. I feel bad, but we need to keep moving. “If that Mog did this to him, she’s long gone. Let’s just get back to the others. Maybe they’ll have ideas about what to do.”

Adam brings Dust on board the Skimmer and wraps him in a blanket. He tries to make the paralyzed Chimæra as comfortable as possible before he sits down behind the ship’s controls.

I want to get in touch with John, find out how things are going outside the Mexican jungle. I retrieve the satellite phone from my pack and settle into the seat next to Adam. While he begins powering up the ship, I call John.

The phone rings endlessly. After about a minute, Marina leans forward to look at me.

“How worried should we be that he’s not answering?” she asks.

“The normal amount of worried,” I reply. I can’t help but glance down at my ankle. No new scars—as if I wouldn’t have felt the searing pain. “At least we know they’re still alive.”

“Something’s not right,” Adam says.

“We don’t know that,” I reply quickly. “Just because they can’t answer right this second doesn’t mean—”

“No. I mean with the ship.”

When I take the phone away from my ear, I can hear the strange stuttering noise the Skimmer’s engine is making. The lights on the console in front of me flicker erratically.

“I thought you knew how to work this thing,” I say.

Adam scowls, then angrily flips down switches on the dashboard, powering the ship off. Beneath us, the engine rattles and clangs, like something’s not catching.

“I do know how to work this thing, Six,” he says. “It’s not me.”

“Sorry,” I reply, watching as he waits for the engine to settle before powering the ship up again. The engine—Mogadorian technology that should be deathly silent—once again burps and spasms. “Maybe we should try something besides turning it off and on again.”

“First Dust, and now this. It doesn’t make sense,” Adam grumbles. “The electronics are still working. Well, everything except for the automated diagnostic, which is exactly what would tell us what’s wrong with the engine.”

I reach over and hit the button that opens up the cockpit. The glass dome parts above our heads.

“Let’s go have a look,” I say, standing up from my seat.

We all climb back out of the Skimmer. Adam jumps down to inspect the ship’s underside, but I remain atop the hood, next to the cockpit. I find myself gazing at the Sanctuary, the ancient limestone structure casting a long shadow thanks to the setting sun. Marina stands next to me, silently taking in the view.

“Do you think we’re going to win?” I ask her, the question just popping out. I’m not even sure I want an answer.

Marina doesn’t say anything at first. After a moment, she rests her head on my shoulder. “I think we’re closer today than we were yesterday,” she says.

“I wish I knew for sure that coming down here was worth it,” I say, clutching the satellite phone, willing it to ring.

“You need to have faith,” Marina replies. “I’m telling you, Six, the Entity did something . . .”

I try to trust in Marina’s words, but all I can think about are the practicalities. I wonder if the flood of Loric energy from the Sanctuary was what screwed up our ride in the first place.

Or maybe there’s a simpler explanation.

“Hey, guys?” Adam calls from beneath the ship. “You better come take a look at this.”

I hop down from the Skimmer, Marina right behind me. We find Adam wedged between the metal struts of the landing gear, a bent panel of the ship’s armored underbelly in the dirt at his feet.

“Is that our problem?” I ask.

“That was already loose,” Adam explains, kicking the dislodged piece. “And look at this . . .”

Adam motions me closer, so I slide in next to him, getting an intimate look at the inner workings of our ship. The Skimmer’s engine could probably fit under the hood of a pickup truck, but it’s a lot more complicated than anything built here on Earth. Instead of pistons or gears, the engine comprises a series of overlapping spheres. They spin fitfully when Adam pushes against them, ticking uselessly against the exposed ends of some thick cables that run deeper into the ship.

“See, the electrical systems are still intact,” Adam says, flicking the cables. “That’s why we still have some power. But that’s not enough alone to get the antigravity propulsion going. These centrifugal rotors here?” He runs his hand over the overlapping spheres. “They’re what gets us off the ground. Thing is, they aren’t broken either.”

“So you’re telling me the Skimmer should work?” I ask, my eyes glazing over as I stare at the engine.

“It should,” Adam says, but then he waves his hand in some empty space between the rotors and the wires. “Except you see that?”

“I have no idea what the hell I’m looking at, dude,” I tell him. “Is it broken?”

“There’s a conduit missing,” he explains. “It’s what transfers the energy generated by the engines to the rest of the ship.”

“And you’re telling me it didn’t just fall out.”

“Obviously not.”

I take a few steps out from underneath the Skimmer and scan the nearby tree line for any movement. We already killed every Mog that was trying to break into the Sanctuary. All except for one.

“Phiri Dun-Ra,” I say, knowing that the Mog is still out there. We were too focused on getting into the Sanctuary to bother going after her earlier, and now . . .

“She sabotaged us,” Adam says, reaching the same conclusion I have. Phiri Dun-Ra did a number on Adam when we arrived, beat him up pretty good and was about to try roasting his face on the Sanctuary’s force field before we got the drop on her. He still sounds pretty bitter about it. “She took out Dust and then she stranded us here. We should’ve killed her.”

“It’s not too late,” I reply, frowning. I don’t see anything in the trees, but that doesn’t mean Phiri Dun-Ra isn’t out there watching us.

“Couldn’t we replace the part with one from another ship?” Marina asks, motioning to the dozen or so Mog scout ships spaced out along the landing zone.

Adam grunts and shoves out from underneath our Skimmer. He strides towards the nearest ship, his left hand on the handle of a Mog blaster he took off one of the warriors we killed.

“I bet all these ships have engine panels that look just like ours,” Adam grumbles. “I hope it at least hurt her messed-up hands.”

I remember Phiri Dun-Ra’s bandaged hands, scarred from coming into contact with the Sanctuary’s force field. We should’ve known better than to leave one of them alive. Even before Adam reaches the nearest ship, I’ve got a sinking feeling.

Adam ducks underneath the other ship, examining it. He sighs and makes eye contact with me before gently elbowing the armored hull above his head. The engine panel falls away like there was nothing holding it in place.

“She’s toying with us,” he says, his voice low and gravelly. “She could’ve taken a shot at us when we left the Sanctuary. Instead, she wants to keep us here.”

“She knows she can’t take us by herself,” I say, raising my voice a little, thinking maybe I can bait Phiri Dun-Ra out of hiding.

“She removed these parts, right?” Marina asks. “She didn’t just destroy them?”

“No, it looks like she took them,” Adam replies. “Probably doesn’t want to be responsible for destroying a bunch of ships in addition to getting her squadron killed. Although, keeping us here long enough for reinforcements to capture and kill us would probably get her a pass from her Beloved Leader.”

“No one’s getting captured or killed,” I say. “Except Phiri Dun-Ra.”

“Is there any other way to get our ship moving?” Marina asks Adam. “Could you . . . I don’t know? Rig something up?”

Adam scratches the back of his neck, looking around at the other ships. “I suppose it’s possible,” he says. “Depends what we can scrounge together. I can try, but I’m not a mechanic.”

“That’s one idea,” I say, looking up at the sky to see how much daylight we have left. Not much. “Or, we could go out into that jungle, track down Phiri Dun-Ra and get our part back.”

Adam nods. “I prefer that plan.”

I look at Marina. “What about you?”

I don’t even have to ask. The sweat on my arms tingles—she’s radiating an aura of cold.

“Let’s go hunting,” Marina says.
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