







[image: image]






Contents

Cover

Title Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Excerpt from Generation One

Excerpt from Fugitive Six

    About the Author

Books by Pittacus Lore

Back Ad

Copyright

About the Publisher





[image: image]







CHAPTER ONE

SIX

UNKNOWN LOCATION

SIX RAN.

The Mog, Eleni, was gone, whisked away by the teleporter Scotty. Six still had unfinished business with her. But it could wait. Her immediate concern was finding Sam and getting him out of the chamber he was being held in before it filled up with sand and his time ran out.

The problem was, she had no idea where it was. Or where she was. Or if she and Sam were even in the same place. For all she knew, he was being held hundreds of miles away, in which case she’d never get to him in time. She pushed that terrible possibility out of her mind. She had to find him. And something told her that he wasn’t far away. She hated it when people talked about following their hearts, but that’s what she was doing now.

Her footsteps echoed through the corridor as she ran, and she wondered vaguely if she was underground. Something about the windowless hallway, the smell of the air circulating through the building, the way sound moved, all made her think that she was below the surface of the earth. That too could wait. Right now, she needed some kind of direction.

The corridor was oddly empty. There were cameras mounted on the walls at regular intervals, so she assumed she was being watched by someone. She also assumed that there were probably other Mogs around. Why had none of them come to confront her? They must know her Legacies weren’t working, at least not to full capacity. The brief return of her telekinesis had come at just the right time, allowing her to break her chains and get away from Eleni. But she worried that it was temporary, maybe only revived by her urgent need to rescue Sam.

She wished her invisibility would return, too. She hated that her moves were almost certainly being tracked. Not that she could really go anywhere but forward at the moment. There were doors lining the corridor, but the ones she tried were all locked. It was as if she was being herded in one direction.

When she came to the end of the hallway, it split in two directions, left and right. More empty stretches of nothing with no discernible ends. Her frustration grew. And then she heard a sound. To her left, a door opened and a girl walked out. She was looking at something she held in her hand, and didn’t see Six.

Six concentrated hard. She looked down and saw her body flickering in and out of visibility. Come on, she thought, trying to force her Legacy to work through sheer determination. She could almost feel her powers trying to respond. And then they did. She disappeared.

The girl was now walking away from her. Six darted forward and grabbed her, putting her arm around the girl’s throat from behind and clamping one hand over her mouth.

“Don’t scream,” she whispered in the girl’s ear. “Not a word. Understand?”

The girl nodded. Six couldn’t see her face, but she noted the girl’s hair, which was cut very short and dyed pink. For a moment it reminded her of Nemo’s turquoise-colored hair, and she hoped the young Garde was okay.

“Good,” Six said. “Now I’m going to ask you a question. I think my friend is being held here in a room or chamber or something that is filling up with sand. Do you have any idea what I’m talking about?”

She held her breath, hoping the girl would nod again. She did.

“Do you know where it is?”

Another nod.

“You’re going to take me there,” Six said. “As quickly as you can. We don’t have much time. Is it far?”

The girl shook her head. Six’s heart filled with hope.

“Start walking,” she told the girl. “I’m going to remove my hand. If you scream, you’ll regret it.”

She took her hand away from the girl’s mouth. They started walking, Six keeping one hand on the girl’s arm to remind her she was there.

“I know who you are,” the girl said in a soft voice. “You’re Six.”

Six didn’t respond.

“I heard you were here,” the girl continued. She sounded excited. “Everyone has been talking about it. And the friend you’re looking for, that’s Sam.”

The girl stopped in front of what looked like three sets of elevator doors.

“We have to go down another level,” she said, pressing some buttons on a keypad beside one of the doors.

Six didn’t like the idea of being trapped in an elevator, but she had no choice but to believe the girl was telling the truth.

“My name is Maggie,” the girl said as they waited.

“What are you doing here, Maggie?” Six asked her. “What is this place?”

The elevator doors opened, and they stepped inside. Six maintained her position at Maggie’s back.

“I’m not sure, exactly,” Maggie said as the elevator descended. “They brought us here after what happened in Mexico.”

“You were on the ship?” Six asked.

“No,” Maggie said. “I was somewhere else. But they transferred us here. I don’t even really know where here is.”

Six had a lot of questions. She also briefly worried that the girl might have a Legacy that would pose a problem. Then the elevator stopped, the doors opened, and they stepped out into another corridor. It was narrower than the previous one, and darker. There were no doors lining it.

“What is this?” Six asked.

“A maintenance area,” Maggie said. “Engine rooms and stuff. Almost nobody comes down here except the work crew.”

Six felt something inside of her shift, like a current of electricity shorting out. She was visible again. She glanced around, saw no cameras. Not that it mattered much. If she was being tracked, she would just have to deal with whatever happened.

“There you are,” Maggie said.

“Where’s Sam?” said Six. She didn’t know if she could even trust this girl, but she really had no choice. Sam was running out of time.

“Down here,” the girl answered. “Through that door at the end.”

Six hurried her along. While she was relieved not to have confronted any resistance, it also worried her. Sam was too important to leave unattended, especially when Eleni surely knew that finding him would be Six’s number one priority. She kept waiting for the Mog to appear out of thin air, teleported by Scotty.

They came to the door Maggie had indicated. Six pushed on it. It didn’t budge.

“There’s a scanner,” Maggie said, pointing to a keypad on the wall. She placed her hand against it. “Guess you’re lucky I had janitor duty this month, huh?” She giggled. It was a strange sound, childlike, and Six wondered why the girl would have been given access to a room requiring such sophisticated clearance. She started to ask.

Then the door slid open and the question was forgotten as Six practically pushed Maggie inside. The door shut behind them. Six looked around. The room was not very large. One wall was lined with monitors and a bank of controls of various kinds. In the center was a large metal box about eight feet long, four feet wide and four feet high.

“He’s in there,” Maggie said, indicating the box.

“How do I get him out?” asked Six. She ran her hands over the surface of the box. There was no obvious way to open it.

Behind her, Maggie sighed. “Do I have to do everything?”

Something about the girl’s voice had changed. Six swung around, suddenly alert. Maggie was looking at her and smiling. For the first time, Six had a chance to look directly at her face. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed earlier. This girl wasn’t a Human Garde.

“You’re a Mog.”

Maggie laughed. “You sound just like Max!” she said. “Well, I thought Maggie sounded more . . . human. But my name is actually Magdalena.”

Six didn’t know what to do. Had she been trapped? It certainly felt that way. And yet, the Mogadorian seemed totally relaxed. She walked over to the control panel and started pushing buttons.

“What are you doing?” Six said, rushing over and grabbing her, pulling her away from the buttons and switches.

“Do you want to save Sam or not?” Magdalena asked her. “Because I’m your only chance, and I’d say you have about thirty seconds left before that chamber is completely filled and he won’t be able to breathe.”

Six had no choice. She let the Mog go.

Magdalena went back to work. “There,” she said after pressing one final button.

Six went over to the metal box. “It’s not opening,” she said.

“I didn’t open it yet,” said Magdalena. “I just stopped the sand.”

“How do I know you did anything?” Six asked.

“You don’t,” said Magdalena. “But I promise you I did.”

“Why would I believe a Mog?”

“Because you don’t have any choice,” Magdalena said. “Don’t you think if I wanted you dead, you would be?”

“So why are you helping me?”

Magdalena leaned against the instrument panel. “I mostly let Eleni decide how to handle situations like this,” she said. “In this instance, though, I think she’s letting her personal feelings get in the way. Also, the cards told me you would be important.”

“Cards? What cards?”

“It doesn’t matter,” said the Mog. “The important thing is, I need something from you, and I can’t get it if you’re dead. To tell the truth, I don’t care what happens to your boyfriend. You’re the one I really want. But I thought you’d be more likely to help me if you were reunited with him. Right?”

Six didn’t answer. The Mog was playing a game of some kind, and Six knew all too well that Mog games had rules that worked only in their favor.

“Is that a no?” Magdalena asked. She put her hand over one of the buttons on the console. “Should I start the sand flowing again?”

“What is it you want?” Six snapped.

Magdalena frowned. “Your tone could be a little nicer,” she said. “But I get it. You’re under a lot of stress right now. As for what I want, it’s not a big deal. We’ll get to that later. I think we need to hurry things along. Scotty is only going to be able to distract Eleni for so long.”

“Wait,” Six said. “You set that up?”

“I needed to get you alone,” Magdalena said. “I admit I didn’t count on you breaking your chains. That was a coincidence. But it made the whole thing look totally believable, so thanks for that.”

Six had no idea what was going on. What did she want? And why did she have to do it away from Eleni? Nothing was making sense.

“Did I mention that in addition to turning off the sand, I might also have stopped air from filling the chamber?” Magdalena said. She covered her mouth with her fingertips. “Oops. My bad.”

“Turn the air back on,” Six ordered.

“No,” Magdalena said. “Either he comes out or he dies. And that’s up to you. Do we have a deal?”

Six was studying the console as she spoke, wondering whether she could use it without the Mog’s help.

“You could probably get the air back on, sure,” Magdalena said. “But then there’s the little problem of actually opening the chamber. Only Eleni and I know the codes for that.”

Anger flared up in Six, and she made a step towards the Mog.

“Scotty,” Magdalena said. “I may need you to get me out of here.”

Six stopped. She should have known the Mog would have some kind of communication device. She stood still, glaring at Magdalena.

“This is starting to feel awkward,” the Mog said. “Maybe it was a bad idea.”

The girl was really starting to get on Six’s nerves. She wanted nothing more than to get her hands on her, force her to let Sam out of the metal box. If he’s even in there, she thought. For all she knew, this whole thing was a ruse.

“What exactly do you want from me?” she said, trying to keep her voice even.

The Mog harrumphed. “Okay, fine. I’ll tell you,” she said. “See, the thing is, there’s this parasite.”

“What parasite?”

“The one inside you,” Magdalena said. “I put it in while you were knocked out.”

“You put something inside me?” Six said.

The girl nodded. “It’s kind of what I do,” she said. “Experimenting, I mean. Eleni is the fighter. Byron is the planner. Well, was. Before that girl you had with you killed him. That wasn’t very nice, by the way. And it really pissed off Eleni, which is another reason I needed to get you away from her. She isn’t taking the whole thing very well.”

Six tried to process a lot of things at once, but settled on one. “What the hell did you put in me?”

“Right,” Magdalena said. “Well, like I said, it’s a parasite. I haven’t given it an official name yet. Not that you probably care what it’s called. Anyway, it attaches to the brain. You know how your Legacies have been blocked?”

Six hesitated. Then she decided there was no point in denying it. “Because of what Drac injected us with.”

“At first, yes,” Magdalena said. “The serum. That was one of our early projects. We’ve since moved on, and now I think this works perfectly. Well, maybe that’s not the right word. There’s still the issue of the parasite maybe killing you.”

Six didn’t know whether to believe anything the Mog was saying. Her Legacies felt like they might actually be coming back. And this girl seemed more than a little bit crazy.

“There’s a chance it won’t kill you,” Magdalena continued, seemingly oblivious to Six’s growing rage. “But it did kill the humans I tried it out on. I feel a little bad about that.” She paused, giggled. “Actually, no, I don’t feel bad. I mean, they’re only humans, right? They were perfectly happy to kill us during that whole battle-for-Earth thing. Of course, so were you, so . . .” Her voice trailed off as she looked at the watch on her wrist. “Hey, you know Sam is probably on his last breaths.”

Six’s heart was pounding as the anger inside of her boiled over. She was sure now that the Mog girl was insane. If there was something in her head, surely she should be feeling it. But if what she said about a parasite was true, Six needed to know what she was dealing with. “What does it do?”

“Oh, it feeds on your brain,” Magdalena said. “And I’m pretty sure that’s why your Legacies are affected, although I don’t entirely know why because, well, nobody is really sure how they work in the first place, are they? But that’s how we learn, by experimenting!”

“You said you wanted something from me,” Six reminded her.

Magdalena sighed. “Here’s the thing,” she said. “I need the parasite to finish growing. That takes a while. Like, a couple of weeks. So you have to stay alive until then.”

“That’s it?” Six said. “You need me to stay alive?”

“For a couple of weeks,” Magdalena said. “And then I have to take the parasite out, so that I can see if it did what I hope it will do.”

“Which is what?”

“I can’t tell you that! It’s a secret. Besides, if I don’t take it out, then you’ll definitely die,” said Magdalena. “Sam, too. And Max.”

“You put one of these things in Max?”

The Mog nodded. “Don’t worry, though. He was asleep and didn’t feel a thing. But like I said, these things definitely kill humans. So that’s part of the deal. If you let me take the one out of you, I’ll throw in Sam and Max, too.”

The girl had to be joking. She couldn’t really expect Six to agree to be part of her twisted science experiment. If she was even telling the truth.

“Nobody else will be able to take it out,” Magdalena said. “Trust me. If I don’t, it will have to come out by itself. That’s the part where you all die.”

Six was still not convinced anything the Mog said was true. But there was no time to argue with her. “Get Sam out,” she said. “Now.”

“So I’m taking that as a yes,” Magdalena said. She clapped her hands together like a little kid. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

She turned to the console and started typing on a keyboard. A low hum filled the room. Six looked at the metal box, expecting it to open. When it didn’t, she turned back to Magdalena.

“It’s not responding,” the Mog said.

“What do you mean, it’s not responding?” said Six. “Did you type in the code?”

Magdalena nodded. She typed again. “Eleni must have changed it.”

“Can’t you override it?”

Magdalena shook her head. “That’s kind of the point,” she said.

“You need to get him out,” Six said.

“Technically, I don’t,” said the girl. “He’s just my backup. You know, in case something happens to you. But I only need one of you alive for my experi—”

The word was cut off as Six grabbed the Mog by the throat and squeezed. Magdalena looked at her, eyes wide as she gasped for breath.

“Try calling Scotty now,” Six said.

Magdalena’s hands beat uselessly at Six’s arms. Six maintained her grip and lifted the small girl off the ground.

“Get Eleni in here,” she said.

“She. Won’t. Do. It,” Magdalena squeaked.

Six looked back at the box. She knew that this time at least the Mog was telling the truth. She released Magdalena, who slumped to the floor, sucking in air. Six ran to the box and banged on it with her fists.

“Sam!” she shouted. “Sam! If you can hear me, you need to tell the machine to open!”

She knew she sounded desperate. But she was. Their only chance was if Sam’s technopathy Legacy had returned. Whether it had or not, she had no idea.

She banged again on the cold metal of the box. Suddenly, it felt like a coffin.

“Sam!” she shouted. “Sam!”

There was no answer.







CHAPTER TWO

NEMO

OUTSIDE MOBILE, ALABAMA

WHEN NEMO SAW THE SHARKS, SHE DECIDED SHE’D been underwater long enough.

She’d been swimming for what felt like hours, but probably it had been only twenty or thirty minutes. After diving off the causeway and into Mobile Bay, she had just started swimming as fast as she could to get away from Sheriff Radley, trying to stay close to the bottom so she would remain invisible to anyone searching for her. The murkiness of the water helped in that regard. Unfortunately, it also made it almost impossible to see. Often, things weren’t visible until they were right in front of her.

Like the sharks. She’d sensed them swimming in the water with her, but she’d been more concerned about getting away from the sheriff, and had pushed all other worries out of her mind. Now that she was pretty sure she’d managed to avoid being followed, she had time to think about it.

She didn’t even know exactly where she was. The water tasted brackish, which made her suspect there was fresh water emptying into the ocean, so she was probably in the bay she recalled seeing on the map in the gas station. But that wasn’t much to go on. She didn’t know what direction she was heading in, only that the shore was somewhere to her left.

And now there were sharks. Three of them. They weren’t very big, maybe three or four feet long, but they were still sharks. They had pointed snouts and long, narrow fins. Years of watching Shark Week programs on television made her suspect that these were bull sharks. She remembered learning that they were often found where seawater and fresh water mixed, frequently attacked swimmers in shallow water, and that they fed at dusk. She was currently three for three on the potential-victim scorecard.

It was time to get out.

She made for shore, trying not to splash around too much and look like prey. The sharks followed her, then disappeared into the murky water. This didn’t make her feel any better. She swam faster. Her legs started to cramp.

She gave one more kick and found her head breaking the surface. Ahead of her was a beach. She swam towards it until she felt sand beneath her. Exhausted, she sank to her knees and started to crawl. When she was out of the water, she allowed herself to collapse on the sand. She rested a moment, then rolled onto her back. Two faces were staring down at her, a boy and a girl, both about Nemo’s age.

“Whoa. Are you okay?” the girl asked.

Before Nemo could answer, the boy said, “Where the hell did you come from?”

“Swimming,” Nemo said. Her legs were cramping again, and now she started to shiver.

The girl knelt beside her. “Here,” she said, helping Nemo sit up and wrapping a towel around her.

“Thanks,” said Nemo.

“We’ve been sitting here for over an hour,” the guy said. “We didn’t see you get into the water. And why are you wearing street clothes?”

“Leave her alone, Dwayne,” the girl said. “Can’t you see she’s freezing?”

“I just want to know where she came from, Jackie,” Dwayne shot back. “I mean what is she, a mermaid?”

“Does she look like she has a tail?” said Jackie. “Back off already.” She looked at Nemo. “You’re bleeding.” She pointed to Nemo’s leg. There was a rip in her jeans at the calf, and blood was seeping out.

“I must have cut it on something,” Nemo said. “I didn’t even feel it.”

“We need to get you out of these wet things and get that fixed up,” Jackie said. “Do you live near here? Are you staying at one of the hotels?”

Nemo started to lie and say that she was. But then she shook her head. “No.”

“Maybe she fell off a ship,” Dwayne suggested. “That would maybe explain the clothes.”

Nemo began shivering again. “So cold,” she muttered. “Just need to get warm.”

“Help me get her up,” Jackie said to Dwayne. “I’m taking her to my house.”

Dwayne started to argue, but Jackie shot him a look. He took one of Nemo’s arms while Jackie took the other. Together, they lifted her up. Nemo was able to stand, but she needed their assistance to walk. Luckily, Jackie’s car was only a short walk away. They helped her into the front passenger seat. Jackie gave her another towel to hold against her leg.

“I don’t live far from here,” Jackie said as she started the car. “As soon as we get there, you can hop into the shower. That will warm you up. And we’ll put a bandage on that leg. Hopefully, you won’t need stitches. It doesn’t look too bad.”

“Can you at least tell us your name?” Dwayne asked from the backseat.

“Nemo.”

“That explains it,” he said. “She must have gotten shot out of her submarine by accident.”

“Ignore Dwayne,” Jackie said to Nemo. “In case you can’t tell, he’s a smart-ass.”

“So . . . so . . . am . . . I,” Nemo said, her teeth banging together.

Dwayne laughed. Jackie turned up the heat in the car, and Nemo felt warm air flow over her hands. She closed her eyes and relaxed a little.

When they got to Jackie’s house, Jackie and Dwayne helped her inside and upstairs to Jackie’s room. Dwayne left them alone, and Jackie showed Nemo into the attached bathroom. “I’ll put something out for you to wear when you get out,” Jackie said. She opened the medicine cabinet. “I’ve got hydrogen peroxide, antibiotic ointment and some bandages. If you need more than that, I’ll have to run to the store. Will you be okay on your own?”

Nemo nodded. “And thanks,” she said.

“No problem,” said Jackie. “Take as long as you want. I’ll be downstairs.”

When she was alone, Nemo got out of her wet clothes. As she was taking her pants off, she realized that both her wallet and her phone were gone. Everything was gone. They must have fallen out during her jump into the water. She felt herself begin to panic. Then she reminded herself that she was safe, at least for the moment. She just had to take one thing at a time.

First she attended to the cut on her leg. Fortunately, it wasn’t bad. The bleeding had stopped, and it wasn’t deep. She cleaned it off with some hydrogen peroxide, gritting her teeth against the pain, and decided to wait until after her shower to do anything else.

Nemo turned on the water in the shower. The hot water felt wonderful on her cold skin, and within a few minutes she was in much better spirits. She used some of the orange-scented soap that was on the shelf, then washed her hair, removing the smell of the ocean. When she was done, she dried herself off. Then she rubbed some antibiotic ointment on her leg and covered it with a bandage.

She put on the clothes that Jackie had left her, grateful for the warmth. Then she went downstairs and found Jackie in the kitchen, pouring cocoa into two mugs. She handed one to Nemo.

“I sent Dwayne home,” she said. “I didn’t want him pestering you with a million questions.”

“What about the rest of your family?” Nemo asked.

“It’s just me and my parents, and they’re away visiting some friends. They won’t be back for a couple of days.”

Nemo sipped the cocoa. It was delicious, and it warmed her up from the inside out. Jackie sat down at the table in the kitchen, and Nemo joined her.

“Thanks for helping me,” she said.

“Hey, it’s not every day a girl walks out of the ocean,” Jackie said.

“More like flopped out,” said Nemo.

Jackie laughed. “Yeah, it wasn’t maybe the most graceful entrance. Or would it be exit?”

Nemo could tell the girl really wanted to ask her what was going on. But she didn’t. And that earned her big points with Nemo.

“Can I ask for another favor?” Nemo said. “Can I borrow your phone? I need to call someone.”

“Sure,” Jackie said without hesitation. “Here.” She placed her cell phone on the table, then stood up. “I’ll be back in a few.”

Alone again, Nemo dialed. She hoped she remembered the number correctly. Nine had given it to her, telling her to use it in an emergency. This definitely qualified.

The phone didn’t even ring once before she heard Nine’s voice. “Who is this?”

“It’s Nemo.”

“Why are you calling me from a phone belonging to someone called Jacqueline Portnoy?”

“That’s a long story,” Nemo said.

She filled him in on everything that had happened since they’d left the Academy, or as much of it as she knew. She told him about the plan to meet up with Ghost, and how instead Max had been taken. She told him about the Mogs, and about the house where they had been staying with Ghost. She told him about Seamus McKenna, and about how she thought he might actually be helping the Mogs. She told him about Six and Sam going missing, and about how she’d escaped from the sheriff.

“I was afraid something like this was happening,” Nine said. “And I think you’re right about Seamus. When he left the Academy, he took something very valuable.”

“The bomb?” Nemo asked.

“What bomb?”

Nemo told him about the explosive device Seamus had brought.

“That was no explosive device,” Nine said. “It was something much more dangerous. But that’s not our immediate worry. We need to figure out where Six and Sam are.”

“How?” Nemo asked.

“I’m going to go talk to Lexa,” Nine said. “You just sit tight. I’ll be there in the morning.”

“Here?” Nemo said.

“Yes,” said Nine. “It sounds like you’re safe for now. The best thing is for me to come there. I’ve already pulled the address. I should arrive around noon.”

“Um, okay, then,” Nemo said. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“We’re going to find them, Nemo,” Nine said. “And one more thing.”

“Yeah?”

“You did a good job.”

Nemo felt herself blush. “I didn’t do anything,” she said. “I didn’t even fight the Mogs, really. I ran away.”

“Which is exactly what you should have done,” Nine assured her. “You got away safe, and now we’re going to find our friends. That’s a good job in my book.”

Nemo felt a catch in her throat. “Thanks,” she said.

Nine hung up. Nemo set the phone down, then went looking for Jackie. She was on the deck outside, reclining on a lounge chair. A gas firepit was going, providing warmth in the cool night air.

“Everything okay?” Jackie asked as Nemo took a chair beside her.

“I think so,” Nemo said, stretching out her sore legs. “I mean, it will be.”

“Good,” Jackie said. She paused a moment. “Can I ask you something personal?”

Nemo instinctively hesitated. She was conditioned not to talk to people about herself. But the girl had been so kind, and seemed like a genuinely good person, so she said, “Sure.”

“Were you using black dust?”

“Black dust?” Nemo said. “I don’t even know what that is.”

“It’s got other names,” said Jackie. “Some people call it Instant Legacy.”

“Instant Legacy? No, what is it?” Nemo asked.

“A drug,” said Jackie. “Don’t take it the wrong way. I don’t mean you look like someone who’s into drugs or anything. Not that there’s a special look. But it might have explained the whole swimming thing.”

Nemo was starting to understand. “There’s a drug that gives people Legacies?” She had never heard of anything like that. If it was true, it was totally a game changer. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Well, sort of,” Jackie answered. “Supposedly, it makes you feel like you have them. At least, that’s what Cubby says.”

“Who’s Cubby?”

“Dwayne’s brother,” said Jackie. “He’s tried it a couple of times. Or says he has. You never know with Cubby. Anyway, it’s kind of a thing around here with some people. I just thought maybe you might have used it and thought you could breathe underwater or something.” She laughed. “Sorry. I know that’s crazy.”

Nemo laughed, too, but not comfortably. Jackie had helped her out big-time, but she wondered how much she could trust the girl. Or should trust her. It wasn’t like having a Legacy was a crime or anything. She’d just never talked about it with someone she didn’t know. Maybe, she thought, it was time she did.

“I actually can,” she said. “Breathe underwater, I mean.”

Jackie looked at her. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

“That’s awesome,” Jackie said. “What a cool superpower.”

“I don’t know if I’d call it a superpower. It’s not as flashy or impressive as some of the others I’ve seen,” Nemo said. “I mean, don’t get me wrong. . . . It definitely comes in handy from time to time.”

“So what were you trying to get away from? I’m assuming you weren’t just swimming for fun.”

“It’s a long story,” Nemo said. “The short version is, I’m here with some friends looking for another friend who’s missing, and we ran into some trouble. But it will be okay. Someone is coming to help me. Which reminds me. I have one more favor to ask.”

“You need a sidekick?” Jackie said. “Like, someone to be your Robin or whatever? Because I’m totally down with that.”

Nemo laughed. “Nothing that exciting,” she said. “I just need somewhere to stay tonight.”

“No problem,” said Jackie. “Like I said, my parents won’t be back for a while.”

“Thanks,” Nemo said. “It’s really cool of you to help me out with, well, everything.”

Jackie laughed. “It’s kind of a thing I do,” she said. “People. Animals. Anyone or anything that needs helping. Dwayne says I’m too nice.”

“I don’t think anyone can be too nice,” said Nemo. “And Dwayne doesn’t know everything.”

Jackie laughed. “You’re right about that,” she said.

“So, are you and him like a thing?” Nemo asked.

“Dwayne?” Jackie said. She snorted. “He wishes. No, we’re just friends. He’s actually really nice when he’s not being, you know, all Dwayne-y. How about you? Seeing anyone? Is that who’s coming tomorrow?”

Nemo shook her head. “Life is kind of crazy right now,” she said. “Well, kind of ever since I developed a Legacy.”

“I bet,” Jackie said. “Hey, do you go to that school? The one kids like you—I mean, people with Legacies—go to?”

“Sort of,” said Nemo. “I’m kind of on a little break right now, though.”

“A guy I know goes there,” Jackie said. “Trevor. His power has something to do with electricity. To be honest, he was kind of a jerk before he got a Legacy and so he’s probably even worse now. His sister walks around like she’s some kind of royalty because he got this thing. It’s ridiculous.” She reached over and put her hand on Nemo’s arm. “Sorry. I don’t want to sound like I’m dissing people with Legacies.”

“I was totally shocked when I developed mine,” Nemo said. “There doesn’t seem to be any reason for why some people get them and some don’t. At least, that’s what Nine says.”

“Nine?” said Jackie. “As in Number Nine, the alien? You know him?”

“Yeah,” Nemo said. “He runs the Academy.”

Jackie sighed. “He’s gorgeous,” she said. “I think if I ever met him in person I’d turn into a stuttering idiot.”

“Well, you’d better practice what you’ll say, because he’ll be here tomorrow.”

“What?” Jackie yelped, practically jumping out of her chair. “Nine? Here?”

“He’s the friend who’s coming,” Nemo said, gently prying Jackie’s hand away from her arm, which the girl was clutching so tightly that her nails were digging into Nemo’s skin.

“Sorry,” Jackie said. “But seriously, Nine is going to be in my house tomorrow? I don’t even know what I should wear.”

Nemo wanted to tell her she didn’t think Nine would care. But Jackie was so excited that Nemo let her ramble on for a few minutes. When she finally calmed down, Nemo said, “I think you need to tell him about this drug you mentioned. It could be important.”

“Way to put the pressure on,” Jackie said. “I’ll be lucky if I can remember my name.”

“You’ll be fine,” Nemo assured her. “He’s really nice.”

She let Jackie gush about Nine for a little while longer; then they went inside and made dinner. After washing up, they watched a little television before heading for bed. Jackie showed Nemo to the guest room, where she lay thinking about everything that happened and worrying about how they were going to sort it all out. But eventually exhaustion won, and she slept.

The next day, as promised, Nine arrived just before lunchtime, pulling up to the house in a nondescript rental car. When Nemo opened the door and brought Nine in, Jackie just stood there, staring at him.

“Nine, this is Jackie,” Nemo said, reminding her new friend of her own name.

“Right,” Jackie said. “This is Jackie. I mean, I’m me. I mean, hi.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Jackie,” Nine said, extending his hand. “I hear you’ve taken good care of Nemo.”

“I did?” Jackie said. “Great. Super. Glad I could help.”

“Why don’t we get something to drink?” Nemo suggested, herding Jackie towards the kitchen and giving her a task to distract her. Nine followed, and they all sat down around the table.

“Jackie told me something interesting last night,” Nemo said. “I think you should hear this.”

Jackie, still nervous, told Nine about the drug. “It’s supposed to contain some of the—stuff—that makes Legacies. At least, that’s what Cubby says.”

“Cubby?” said Nine.

“Dwayne’s brother,” Nemo explained. “Jackie’s friend.”

“Ah,” Nine said. “So, people are taking this stuff because they think it gives them Legacies?”

Jackie shook her head. “Not really gives them Legacies. More like it makes them feel like they would if they had them.”

“Where is Cubby getting this drug from?” Nine asked.

“There’s this guy,” Jackie said. “I’ve never met him. Supposedly, he has some connection to those Mogs. But Cubby makes a lot of things up, too, so I don’t really know.”

At the mention of Mogs, Nemo looked at Nine. His expression was, as usual, unreadable.

“Well, that’s really helpful info, Jackie,” he said. “Thank you. Now, I think Nemo and I need to hit the road.”

“Already?” Jackie said, sounding disappointed.

“I’m afraid so,” said Nine.

Nemo stood up. Jackie did, too, holding out her arms. Nemo stepped into them and allowed herself to be hugged, even though it wasn’t her favorite thing to do.

“Thanks for everything,” Nemo said. “I really appreciate it.”

“Anytime,” Jackie said, letting her go. “Oh.” She took a piece of paper from a pad on the kitchen counter and scribbled something on it. “Here’s my email and my cell.” She folded the paper up and handed it to Nemo. “Stay in touch, okay?”

“I will,” Nemo promised. “Maybe you can come visit us at the Academy sometime.”

“As long as I don’t have to be nice to Trevor,” Jackie said, making a face.

“Trevor?” said Nine. “The electricity kid?” He also made a face.

Jackie and Nemo laughed. Then Jackie walked them to the front door, where she gave Nemo another hug before Nemo and Nine escaped to the safety of the car.

“She likes to hug, doesn’t she?” Nine remarked as he started the car.

“You’re lucky she didn’t try to give you one,” Nemo told him. “She’s got a major crush on you.”

“Smart girl,” Nine joked.

“Do you think we need to be worried about that drug stuff?” Nemo asked.

“We’ll have to look into it later. Right now we have something more important to do.”

“Where are we going?” Nemo asked.

“To get Six and Sam and Max,” Nine said.

“You know where they are?” Nemo asked excitedly.

“No,” Nine admitted.

Nemo’s hopes fell.

Nine looked over at her and grinned. “But when has that ever stopped me?”







CHAPTER THREE

MAX

UNKNOWN LOCATION

“MAX! COME ON! I JUST WANT TO TALK TO YOU!”

Ghost’s voice chased Max as he stumbled through the hallways of the bunker. His heart pounded as he searched frantically for a way out. But every turn he took seemed to reveal another identical corridor, each one a tunnel of cold, polished concrete lined with locked doors.

He tried not to think about what had happened back in the room. The blood and pieces of the dead Mog. The revelation that he had been drugged by people he’d thought were his friends. The Mogs and Ghost had used him to lure Sam and Six to that house in the swamp. They’d pretended to care about him. But they didn’t.

Seamus’s betrayal was bad—he was apparently working with the Mogs—but it didn’t hurt him as much as Ghost’s did. She and Max had been through a lot together. He’d thought that he was rescuing her, helping her get away from people who had done terrible things to her. In reality, she was trying to trap him.

He rubbed the fresh tattoo on his arm. It had started to itch, and the skin was tender. He’d been so excited to get it, to feel like he was part of something along with Ghost. Now he felt like a fool. Knowing that he’d been under the influence of some kind of drug didn’t help. It made him feel even more stupid.

“Max!”

Ghost was right behind him. He had to do something. Although he was furious with her, he still felt a little bad about hurting her earlier. He clenched his hands. His telekinesis had never worked like that before. Never been so strong. He figured it probably had to do with him being angry. He didn’t know if he could do it again, and he didn’t really want to find out. Seeing Seamus and Ghost hit the wall after he blasted them with his telekinesis had shocked him.

He wished he’d never developed Legacies. It had brought him nothing but trouble. Now he was in even more. He had no idea where he was. He had no one to help him. He was just blindly running, hoping something would happen to make everything okay.

Again, he came to the end of a hallway. This time, there were no other corridors, only a door. And like all the others, it was locked. He rattled the handle, but nothing happened. He closed his eyes and concentrated, trying to will it open. Nothing.

Ghost entered the corridor.

“Max!” she called. She sounded relieved, and for a moment he thought maybe he had made a mistake. Maybe she really was his friend. Max turned and leaned against the door, looking at Ghost. She smiled.

Then Seamus staggered into the hallway behind her. He was limping, and he held a hand to his head. Blood spotted his cheek. He turned and looked at Max.

“You’re going to be sorry you did that,” he said.

Ghost held her hand up. “Let me handle this.”

Max bristled. “I’m not sorry!” he shouted. “And I’ll do it again!”

He held his hands up. He saw Ghost and Seamus pause for a moment. Then Seamus laughed. “Oh yeah?” he said. “I think that was a lucky shot. And don’t forget, we have Legacies, too.”

Max tried to use his telekinesis. He felt a little bit of something flow through his hands, but nothing like the blast he’d managed to produce before. He shook his hands, as if this might somehow clear whatever was blocking the energy he was trying to call up.

Seamus grinned. “Like I said, you got a lucky shot.”

“Max, no one wants to hurt you,” Ghost said.

She was still advancing. Max stared at her hands, as if they were weapons that could go off at any moment.

“It’s going to be okay,” she said, and Max saw her fingers twitch as if she was preparing to attack him.

Behind him, something else moved. It was the door he was leaning against. For a second he thought he had somehow managed to make it open. Then he realized that somebody was pushing against it from the other side. This set off a new feeling of panic. He was surrounded.

The door rattled again. There was no way of seeing who was pushing on it, and Max had only moments to decide what was worse—waiting for Ghost and Seamus to nab him or finding out who was trying to come through from the other side.

He stepped forward, taking his weight off the door. It opened a crack.

“This way!” a voice said as a hand reached out and tugged at his shirt.

Max hesitated. He had no idea who the voice belonged to, or what was waiting for him behind the door. But he knew what was waiting if he stayed, so he pulled the door open, looked at Ghost and Seamus just long enough to see their expressions change to ones of surprise, then slipped through.

“Get back,” said the boy who was standing there.

Max stepped away from the door. The boy’s hands began to glow, and a moment later the metal push bar started to melt, twisting into a steaming knot.

“That should keep them out,” he said.

“Until Ghost teleports them through it,” said Max.

The boy was wearing glasses. He pushed them up on the bridge of his nose and frowned. “Good point,” he said. “I guess we need to go to plan B.”

“What’s plan B?”

“We run,” the boy said.

Behind him was a flight of stairs. He took off down them, his sneakers slapping on the steps as he went. Max followed. As they went down, Max got a better look at him. Short and skinny, he had dark brown skin and black hair. He was dressed in shorts and an Aquaman T-shirt.

“What’s your name?” Max said, trying to keep up with the boy, who was practically jumping from landing to landing as they descended. Each floor had another door on it, but the boy didn’t go through any of them.

“Kona,” the boy called back. “But everyone calls me Lava.”

“I’m Max.”

“I know,” Lava said. “We’ve been watching you.”

“We?” said Max.

“You’ll see,” Lava said as they came to another landing and another door. This one, he finally shoved open.

They were in another hallway. Lava walked quickly, looking back over his shoulder from time to time.

“Where are we going?” Max asked.

“Somewhere safe,” said Lava. “Well, safe-ish. Safer than being back up there, anyway.”

All around them, Max heard the thrumming of machinery.

“It’s the pumps,” Lava said, noticing him looking around. “For the lake.”

“Lake?” said Max.

“Do you have any idea where we are?” Lava asked.

Max shook his head. “None. We teleported here. The last place I was in was Alabama.”

“You’re a long way from Alabama now,” Lava said.

Max noticed now that the hallway was lined with framed photographs. They showed what looked to be a big construction project of some kind. There were bulldozers, and piles of rock. In one, a group of smiling men stood on top of a case with DYNAMITE stenciled on the side. The landscape in all of the photos was similar—a mountain covered with scrubby pine trees—so the pictures had all obviously been taken in the same place.

Lava stopped in front of another picture. Only this one wasn’t a photo. It was a map. And it was made of a copper-colored metal, with the various features of the landscape in relief.

“We’re in Utah,” he said. He placed his finger in the northeast corner of the map, on top of a large raised area that seemed to be a mountain. “Here. In a place called Shilo.”

He pressed his finger against the mountain. A moment later, a panel in the wall opened inward. Lava grinned. “After you,” he said to Max.

Max stepped through and into a narrow corridor. Lava followed, pushing the hidden door closed. The hallway they were in was wood paneled. Globe-shaped fixtures at regular intervals along the wall glowed with soft yellow light. The air was cool.

The corridor went on for about a hundred feet, then opened into a much larger room. Max stood, dumbfounded, as he looked around at what seemed to be the library from an old manor house. The walls were lined with bookcases, each one filled with leather-bound volumes. Oil paintings hung on the walls. Leather couches and armchairs provided numerous spots to sit, and thick carpets covered the floors.

“How did this get here?” Max asked.

“They built it when they built the rest of this place,” Lava said. He pointed to one of the armchairs. “Have a seat, we’ll be safe here. And I’ll tell you the story.”

Max sat down, and Lava sat in another chair across from him. “Like I said, we’re in Shilo, Utah. Specifically, we’re inside a bunker built by a dude named Digby Klumber-Bach.”

“Bunker?” said Max. “Like a place people hid in during wars?”

“Exactly,” Lava said. “This Digby guy was megarich. His family owned steel companies, pharmaceutical companies, weapons manufacturing, all sorts of stuff. They made a ton of money during World War One, and they used it to build a mansion way out in the middle of nowhere.”

“You mean here?” said Max.

Lava pointed towards the ceiling. “I mean up there. Way up there, like three hundred feet up.”

“We’re that far down?”

“Yep,” said Lava. “See, the mansion was just the tip of the iceberg. The real reason for building way out here was to build this bunker.”

“Why?”

Lava grinned. “The Klumber-Bachs had a feeling that World War One wouldn’t be the last, and they were pretty sure the next one would be even deadlier. They decided to build a place where they could hide out when it happened. And what could be safer than being inside a mountain?”

“Not having a war,” Max suggested.

“Actually, it’s a mountain in a lake,” Lava said. “Which I guess technically makes it an island. But the lake is man-made.”

“How do you know all of this?” Max asked.

“Some of old Digby’s great-great-whatevers are still around,” said Lava. “The family still owns this place, but the bunker part is a big secret. Anyway, one of the family got mixed up with the Mogs somehow. I don’t know all the details. She’s apparently kind of nuts.”

Max thought about the woman who had supposedly paid to hunt Rena, Nemo and the others in Montana. Helena something. He’d heard that she was involved with the group that was responsible for taking kids with Legacies. “How did you end up in this place?” he asked.

“Some of us were brought here,” Lava answered. “Maybe a dozen or so.”

“Why?”

Lava shrugged. “Don’t really know,” he said. “We got moved around a lot.”

Max had the feeling Lava wasn’t telling him everything. Or maybe he really didn’t know. He guessed it didn’t matter. The important thing was that he had gotten away from Ghost and Seamus.

“How did you find this place?” he asked, indicating the room they were in.

Lava grinned. “Cool, isn’t it? It’s Digby’s private hideaway. The place he came when he really wanted to get away from everybody. He didn’t tell anybody about it, not even his family. Bats is the one who found it.”

“Bats?”

“My friend,” said Lava. “She sees through walls and stuff. Sort of. Her Legacy is a kind of echolocation. Like bats use to navigate. She figured out there was something behind the wall in the hallway. It took us a little longer to find out how to get in here. That map trick is pretty cool, huh?”

Max nodded. It was cool. “So, are you and Bats hiding in here?”

Lava’s grin faded away. “That’s complicated,” he said. “I am. Mostly. I come out sometimes when I need stuff. Bats still lives out there with the others. She’s not one of them, though. She’s only doing it because of Kalea. My twin sister.”

He sounded sad. Max waited for him to say more.

“Kalea has a Legacy, too,” Lava continued after a moment. “She’s an earth mover. Basically, she causes earthquakes. That’s why we call her Shaky. Which she hates, by the way.” His grin returned, but only for a moment. “She tried to get everyone to call her Pele, after the Hawaiian goddess of fire and volcanoes, but I already have the lava thing going on, so she got stuck with Shaky.”

“And she’s here?” Max asked.

“Yeah,” Lava said. “I tried to get her to leave with me, but she wouldn’t. They’ve got her convinced that the world is going to be a bad place for people like us soon.”

“Like us?” said Max. “You mean people with Legacies?”

“Right,” Lava said. “They keep saying that things are going to change, and that pretty soon people with Legacies will be rounded up. They say we’ll only be safe if we stay here. Stay together. It’s this whole conspiracy theory thing. Kalea’s always been a little paranoid, which is how she and I ended up going underground in the first place.”

Max thought about Nemo. “Sounds like a friend of mine,” he said.

“You were on the run, too?”

“For a while,” Max said. “Then we went to the Human Garde Academy. It’s a long story. Short version is, they’re really great. Only . . .” His voice trailed off as he thought about the events of the past few days.

“Only what?”

Max sighed. “Only now we’re in trouble again.”

“Obviously,” Lava said. “I mean, you’re here and those two were after you. Heard a Mog got killed, too.” He shook his head. “They’re not going to like that. Especially if a human kid killed him.”

“You keep saying ‘they,’” Max said. “Are you talking about the Mogs?”

“Them and the humans who are working with them.”

“How many are there?”

“Not many Mogs,” Lava said. “Maybe half a dozen or so. About twice that many humans. It’s hard to say. They come and go.”

“And how many kids are here?”

“Seven,” said Lava. “Not counting your two buddies. There’s me, Bats and Shaky. Scotty you probably already know.”

Max nodded. “Who else?”

“Boomer and Spike,” Lava said. “Boomer makes things explode, and Spike causes temperature fluctuations. Oh, then there’s Freakshow.” He shuddered visibly.

“Wait,” said Max. “I know that name. That’s the girl Rena met at Dennings’s camp. The one who makes you experience your biggest fear.”

“That’s her,” Lava confirmed. “She’s the worst. She did it to me once.”

“What did you see?”

“Nothing good,” Lava said. “If you ever run into her, turn right around and get out of there.”

“I thought Rena said that guy Drac took her Legacy away,” Max said, recalling the story.

“Just temporarily,” Lava said. “As punishment. That’s what they were using to keep people in line. Making us afraid they could take our Legacies.”

Max thought about Six and Sam, and how something was interfering with their Legacies now. He didn’t say anything about it to Lava, though, as he didn’t want to worry him even more. Instead, he tried to get him to say more about himself. “When did you decide you wanted to leave?”

“Couple of weeks ago,” Lava said. “When I found out the Mogs are planning something. Something big.”

“What kind of something?”

Lava shrugged. “That’s the problem. We don’t know. Bats overheard a couple of the humans talking about it, but they didn’t say anything specific. We think it might be some kind of an attack. But the Mogs only speak their own language to each other, so it’s hard to say. None of us can understand them.”

“I can,” Max said.

Lava looked surprised. “You know Mog?”

“I know every language,” Max said.

“Piha‘ū o‘u mokukauaheahe i nā puhi,” Lava said.

“Your hovercraft is full of eels?” said Max. “I don’t have any idea what that means.”

“You need to watch more Monty Python,” Lava said. “Anyway, that’s really cool. And useful. Now all we have to do is get you near the Mogs so you can figure out what they’re saying.”

Max stiffened. The thought of going anywhere near the Mogs made him uneasy. “Can’t we just get out of here?” he suggested. “Then we could call someone who can really help.”

“There are two problems with that,” said Lava. “One, I’m not leaving here without Kalea.”

“You could show me the way out,” Max suggested. “And I could contact the HGA.”

“And two,” Lava continued, ignoring him, “it’s pretty much impossible to get out. This place is locked up tight. Monitors everywhere. Believe me, we’ve looked into it. We know the way up to the mansion up there, of course, but actually getting into it is something else.”

“You mean we’re trapped down here?”

“Basically,” said Lava. “There are a handful of people who come and go, bringing in food and supplies and whatever. But the rest of us are trapped in the hive until they decide to let us out.”

Max didn’t like the sound of this. But, he reminded himself, he was safe for the moment.

Lava stood up. “We should go,” he said.

“Go? Why? Is someone coming?”

“No,” Lava said. “But we’re not doing any good hanging around here. We might as well put that Legacy of yours to use and spy on the Mogs.”

“How?” Max asked. “We can’t just walk around. People will see us.”

“I’ve got that covered,” said Lava, his mischievous grin making another appearance. “This room isn’t the only secret Digby kept from his family.”







CHAPTER FOUR

SAM

SHILO, UTAH

THE SOUND ECHOED IN HIS HEAD—A DULL THUDDING, like the pounding of fists on a far-off door.

Sam couldn’t move. His body was surrounded by sand, imprisoning him in a gritty cocoon that weighed heavily on his chest and kept his arms and legs pinned. Now his face was almost completely covered as well. He gasped, forcing himself to keep his mouth closed so that he wouldn’t choke. But along with the tiny amount of air he breathed in came grains of sand that scoured his nasal passages, leaving them raw. He tasted blood in his throat.

This was how he was going to die.

The pounding came again. And now he also heard a voice, faint and distorted. Someone calling his name. It occurred to him that he might be hallucinating, imagining in his last moments that someone was attempting to save him. Then the voice grew louder, and the pounding increased.

“Sam!”

He held his breath, trying to hear more clearly.

“Sam!”

Somehow, he knew that it was Six, and that she was there. Really there. Not only in his head. He willed himself to calm down and listen.

“Sam! Try to use your Legacy! Tell the machinery to stop!”

He had already tried that. Of course he had. It hadn’t worked. That was before he knew Six was there, though—when he thought he was alone, buried who knew how far underground. But if Six was there, he wasn’t underground, and maybe he had a chance. Maybe he could do it for her.

The sand was up to his nose. He was almost out of time.

He took a final breath before he was completely buried. The sand trickled over the tip of his nose. He clamped his lips shut and waited. He didn’t have long.

As he had before, he concentrated on linking his mind with the machinery around him. And as before, he met a wall of silence. He could feel the various pieces of his prison, the wiring and gears, the chips emitting electronic signals to the heavy metal components that kept him entombed. But they remained just out of reach.

“Sam!”

The thudding increased, and he realized that Six was hitting her hands against the walls of the thing he was trapped in. They were separated by sand and metal. More than anything, he wanted to see her again, to touch her and look into her eyes.

He cried out silently in a frenzy of frustration and rage. And something clicked. Somewhere inside the machinery, something answered him. He had its attention.

He thought quickly, before the connection could be severed. He considered telling the machine to close the pipe delivering sand to the box, but since his face was now covered, that served no useful purpose. Instead, he targeted the locking mechanisms. He didn’t know how the box was constructed, but there had to be some way to open it.

The air in his chest was being used up. He felt a burning sensation begin to spread through him.

A code. That’s what the machine wanted. Numbers. Its language was numbers.

Sam’s head pounded. Numbers rushed around in his brain, a cacophony of digits all fighting to be heard. He needed them to be quiet, to arrange themselves in an orderly fashion. Only one sequence would grant him exit from what was quickly becoming his tomb.

“Sam!”

Six’s voice was growing faint. He felt himself floating away, sinking deeper into the embrace of the sand. All he could do was shut his eyes.

The first number fell into place, startling him awake again. Sam pushed. The machine responded. Sam swam up through the fog surrounding him, bombarding the mechanism with numbers. His heart pounded in his ears. He had no idea if he was accomplishing anything or if this was his last desperate attempt at reaching the surface.

Then he felt it, the sliding of metal rods, the release of tension. Above him, something clicked. He felt the box shudder. There was a grinding, a shifting of weight as the sand around him began to slip.

“Sam!”

Six’s voice was louder, closer. Then he felt movement. The sand was brushed away from his face. He inhaled, and air filled his lungs. He coughed. Opened his eyes, then closed them again as he was blinded by bright light.

Hands were on his cheeks; then a mouth was pressed against his. He opened his eyes again, and this time he saw Six looking down at him.

“I guess you heard me, huh?” Six said.

“It was kind of hard not to, what with all the pounding you were doing,” said Sam as Six helped him sit up. “You interrupted my nap.”

As if remembering something important, Six whirled around. “Damn it,” she muttered.

“Lose something?” Sam asked.

“A Mog,” said Six. “I should have known she’d slip out of here.”

Sam brushed the remaining sand away from his legs. Now that the box he’d been trapped in was opened, the sand it had contained was all over the floor of the room. He looked around. “Where are we?”

“I have no idea,” Six said. “But we need to get out of here. I have a feeling we’re going to have company any second now.”

Sam got off the table. He moved shakily. His body ached all over. “Do we have any weapons? Comms? Anything?”

Six shook her head.

Sam sighed. “Is there any good news?”

“Uh, you’re not in a sand coffin anymore,” said Six.

“Point taken,” Sam said. “So, this Mog. What did she look like?”

“Pink hair,” said Six. “Kind of manic-pixie-girl type.”

“Magdalena.”

“You’ve met?”

“Briefly,” Sam said. “Right before her bigger, meaner friend came along and told me she would hurt Seamus and Nemo if I didn’t cooperate.”

“That would probably be Eleni,” said Six. “She’s a whole lot of fun, isn’t she?” She touched her face where the Mog had hit her.

“I was wondering about the black eye,” Sam said.

“I paid her back,” Six assured him. “A little, anyway. We’ll settle up later, I’m sure.”

“I assume she’s the reason we need to get out of here?”

Six nodded. “One of the reasons.” She paused. “Wait. Did you actually tell her you’d cooperate with her?”

“You’ve seen her,” Sam said. “She’s tough. And she said she had Seamus and Nemo? Was that a lie?”

“I don’t know where any of them are anymore,” Six said. “Although Magdalena said something about Nemo killing another Mog. Which hasn’t improved Eleni’s mood, apparently.”

“Nemo killed a Mog?” Sam said. “Wow. Yeah, I can see how that might piss Eleni off. Any other problems I should know about?”

“Just the parasite,” said Six.

Sam raised an eyebrow.

“Magdalena claims she put parasites in us,” said Six.

“And you believe her?”

Six hesitated a moment before replying. “Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t. I think she’s a little crazy, so she might be making it all up.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “So, there might be parasites in us. Any idea what kind? What they do?”

Six shook her head. “Don’t know what kind, exactly. Supposedly, it attaches to the brain. So I assume some kind of brain-eating one. We didn’t get that far. You know, because you were suffocating and all.”

“I’m starting to think maybe I should have stayed in the box,” Sam said.

“It’ll be fine,” said Six. “But we should probably go.”

“Which brings us back to the question of, where?”

“Again, don’t know exactly,” Six said. “Or even vaguely. Just . . . out.”

Sam went to the control console that ran across one of the walls and began looking at it.

“Do you know what any of that does?” Six asked.

“Not really, no,” Sam replied. “But maybe I can make it work for us anyway.”

He placed his hands on the controls and reached out with his technopathy. It had worked when he needed it before, maybe it would work again. He sensed Six watching him. “No, it’s not back,” he said, answering the unspoken question. “Not totally, anyway.”

“Did I mention that Magdalena said that the parasite would make that problem worse?” said Six.

Sam looked at her. “Can we not talk about the parasite for the next couple of minutes?”

“Sure,” said Six. “I’ll just be quiet now.”

“Thanks,” Sam said, returning to the controls. He had no idea what anything on the panel was for, but electronics were electronics. If he could find some way of sending a message or signal, he was going to try to reach out to Nine, Lexa and anyone else who might be able to help. But first he had to get the equipment to respond to him at all.

“Getting anything?” Six asked after a moment.

“I thought you were going to be quiet,” Sam reminded her. “And no.”

He could tell that Six wanted to leave. But he feared this might be their only chance to try and communicate with people outside wherever it was he and Six currently were. He focused his energy, trying to connect. As before, at first all he heard were a lot of electronic voices, all murmuring to one another and ignoring him. The console was alive with activity, like a beehive or ant colony. Only he was an outsider trying to integrate himself with them, and they weren’t letting him in.

His head hurt, and he thought for a moment about the parasite Six had mentioned. Had the Mog really put something inside of them? It wouldn’t surprise him in the least. The idea that something—some thing—might be living inside of him right now, maybe feeding on him, was horrifying. That it might be adding to the problems he was having with his Legacy made it even more infuriating.

“Sam?” Six said. A note of worry had crept into her voice, and Sam knew it wasn’t because she was anxious to be on the move. She’d noticed something.

“I’m fine,” he said. “I’m trying to hook into the network.”

“If you can’t, it’s okay,” said Six. “We can work on it later.”

“We might not get another chance,” Sam said. “Give me another minute.”

Six nodded, saying nothing. Sam went back to work. He pictured his Legacy as tendrils of golden, glowing light working their way inside the machinery. He pushed deeper, seeking a connection. The strands of light swirled around the innards of the console. And then there was a spark, a momentary flash as Sam linked into the electronic pathways. He felt himself swept into an information stream. His mind filled with data, overwhelming him.

He fought against the wave, which threatened to pull him under. He’d never felt like this when interacting with a machine. Something was different. It was almost as if the console was trying to control him, and not the other way around.

He could feel himself breathing more heavily. His heart was racing. He had to get out before something got in that he didn’t want there. But he hadn’t sent any messages. He forced himself to concentrate, to navigate to the part of the network’s brain responsible for sending out communications. A telephone line. Email. Anything.

He found it, a phone line of some kind. He dredged up the first phone number he could remember, not even sure who it belonged to. Mentally, he composed a text, directing the computer to transmit it. The machine started to respond. Then Sam felt a violent jerk, as if the connection between him and the computer had been severed by an unseen hand yanking a plug from its socket. He stumbled backwards, his hands going to his temples and pressing hard against his head.

Six was there in a moment, holding him up. “What happened?”

Sam shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s like someone sensed what I was doing and kicked me out.”

“Maybe your Legacy just went out again.”

“It wasn’t that,” Sam said. “This was a lot worse.” The pain in his head still lingered, like the effects of an electrical shock. He looked at Six, worried. “Do you think this has anything to do with the parasite?”

“I’m not even sure there is a parasite,” Six said. She sounded confident, but Sam could tell that part of her was thinking the same thing. Then she said, “Were you able to send a message?”

“No,” said Sam. “Whatever happened, it happened right when I was trying to send it. I can try again.”

“No,” Six said, and this time the worry in her voice was palpable.

“Do I look that bad?”

“I don’t want you pushing yourself right now,” Six said. “We’ll figure something out.” She looked around the room.

“Why don’t you seem like you’re in a hurry to get out of here?” Sam asked. “A few minutes ago you said we should hurry up.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Six said. “If anyone was monitoring this room, they would have been here by now, probably with backup. But we’ve been in here alone a good ten minutes and nobody has shown up. Why?”

Sam considered the question. The throbbing in his head was dying down, but it still ached enough to be distracting. He tried to ignore it. “Because Magdalena made sure no one could see what’s happening in here? Because she doesn’t want Eleni to catch us?” he suggested.

“She said as much to me earlier,” Six said. “But why wouldn’t she want us captured?”

Sam thought some more. “She wants to catch us herself?”

“She already had us,” Six said. “Or could have. I assume she could have locked the door somehow and trapped us in here.”

“She doesn’t want Eleni to know she talked to us?”

Six shook her head. “I think it’s because she knows we can’t get out. Or at least thinks we can’t.”

“But the door’s open,” Sam reminded her, pointing.

“Not out of here. Out of this whole place,” said Six.

Now Sam understood. “There’s always a way out. Maybe not an easy way, but there’s always a way.”

Six didn’t respond. She was obviously thinking.

“What?” Sam asked.

“I don’t know,” Six said. “This whole thing feels weird. Like we’re rats in a maze, being tested or something.

“So, what now?” said Sam. “If we’re rats, what’s the endgame? Looking for the cheese? Finding our way out?”

Six shook her head. “Not out,” she said.

“Not out?” Sam repeated.

“If that’s what they want us to do, then no,” said Six. “We do the opposite.”

“We go in?” said Sam.

“Exactly,” Six said. “We find out exactly what this place is and what they’re doing here. Then we worry about out. Besides, we don’t even know where the hell we are.”

“Good point,” said Sam. “So, where do we start?”

Six pointed to the door. “There,” she said. “Ready?”

“No weapons. Spotty Legacies. Possible brain-eating parasites. No idea where we are or what we’re up against. Sounds like a blast. Sure, I’m ready. But I’ve got to tell you, after being buried alive in a sandbox, I’m not sure it can get any better.”

“That’s the spirit,” Six said, heading for the door.

The hallway was empty, which only added to the eeriness of the situation. Sam wondered how many Mogs and humans were running around in this place, and where they all were.

“Where are we headed?” he asked Six.

“The worst things are always hiding in the basement, right?”

Sam shrugged. “In horror movies, yeah.”

“I figure we’ll go there,” Six said. “Figuratively, anyway. Down. They’ll be expecting us to go up, I think. Maybe it will buy us some time.”

“At least until we run into someone,” said Sam.

No sooner were the words out of his mouth than they heard footsteps. Somebody was running. And whoever it was, they were coming towards Six and Sam. Instinctively, Sam stopped and crouched, watching the end of the hallway, hoping he was ready for whatever came around the corner. Six too had assumed a fighting stance.

A moment later, two figures rounded the corner. When they saw Six and Sam, there was a shout of joy.

“Max?” Sam said.

Max darted forward and gripped Sam in a bear hug. Then he let go and did the same to Six. “You’re here!” he said. “Lava was right.”

“Lava?” said Sam.

The other boy who was with Sam raised a hand. “That would be me,” he said. “Hi.”

“What are you doing here?” Sam asked Max.

“Looking for you,” said Max. “We heard you guys were here.”

“Heard from who?” Six asked.

“That’s a long story,” Max answered. “And we should probably talk about it later. Come on. We have someplace we can go.”

“Wait a second,” Sam said as the others started to move. “I don’t suppose you have a phone?”

Max shook his head. But Lava reached into his pocket. “I do,” he said. “Although it doesn’t do any good way down here. There’s no signal.”

“Let me see it,” Sam said, holding out his hand.

The boy walked over and handed him an iPhone. Sam turned back to the room he and Six had just left. The others followed him as he went inside.

“What are you doing?” Six asked as Sam went to the console and placed one hand on it while he held the phone in his other.

“Seeing if I can patch the phone into the system,” he said. “Then maybe I can send a message with it.”

Six put her hand on his arm. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“No,” Sam said. “But I’m doing it anyway.”

Six left her hand where it was as Sam focused on connecting the iPhone to the console. As before, he was met with a chorus of electronic voices, all chattering away. He focused on the phone, which was a simpler machine. When he felt it responding to him, he drew it into the larger network, urging it to slip into the data stream rushing through his mind like a raging river. To his relief, it complied.

He once again recalled a phone number, telling the iPhone to send a message and attach its GPS coordinates. He had no idea if it would work, but the iPhone did as it was told. When it was done, Sam gratefully disconnected himself.

“Your nose is bleeding,” Max said.

Sam reached up and touched his lip. When he pulled his fingers away, the tips were covered in a red stain. He looked at Six, whose face was shadowed with worry. Sam felt something in his head lurch. Six’s face blurred.

“It went through,” Sam said as he fell to the floor.







CHAPTER FIVE

NEMO

IN THE AIR

“CAN YOU DO A BARREL ROLL IN THIS THING?” Nemo asked Nine.

Seated at the controls of the Beechcraft Baron G58, Nine looked over at her. “It’s probably not a good idea,” he said. “Could be dangerous.”

Nemo nodded. “Yeah, yeah. But can you?”

“Only one way to find out,” Nine said, gripping the yoke and turning it. “Hang on.”

The view outside was spectacular, blue and clear with a handful of fluffy white clouds. As they rose up and the plane turned over onto its back, Nemo felt almost like she was swimming. Instinctively, she lifted her arms and pretended she was flying. Nine laughed.

“I wish I had a flying Legacy,” Nemo said as the plane leveled out again.

“Five does,” Nine told her. “So did Lexa’s younger brother, Zane. It was common on Lorien, although it hasn’t shown up nearly as frequently in Human Garde. Your Legacy is much rarer. As far as we know, only Marina has it.”

“I’d like to meet her and talk about it,” Nemo said. “Maybe when this is all over.”

“Maybe,” Nine agreed. He sounded a little sad, and Nemo wondered if he was missing his friend. She wanted to ask him more about the other Garde and their lives, but before she could, he said, “Call up the schematic Lexa sent us. Let’s see how we’re going to get into this mystery mansion.”

The mansion in question was in Utah, which is where they were currently flying. They’d been driving around, trying to decide where to go next, when a text message had come through on Nine’s phone. The number it came from was unfamiliar, but it had contained coordinates, and Lexa had been able to quickly pinpoint the location. Another bit of digging had revealed that the property belonged to Helena Armbruster’s family. That, combined with the fact that only a select few had Nine’s personal number, were enough to convince him that the message had come from Six or Sam, and he’d turned the car in the direction of the nearest private airport.

Nemo opened the laptop she’d stowed under her seat and pulled up the blueprints Lexa had sent. Really, it was a scan of some very old architectural drawings. Not much more than sketches. But it was all they had to go on. Nemo handed the computer to Nine, who balanced it on his lap while he let the plane fly itself for a while.

“This place is actually really cool,” he said. “If we weren’t breaking into it, I’d be excited about getting to see it.”

Nemo snorted. “Right,” she said. “You’re excited because we’re going to break into it.”

“I do like a challenge,” Nine said. “And this place is a major one.”

“How can you tell?” Nemo asked.

“For one thing, if it was easy to escape from, whoever sent us the coordinates would already be free,” Nine said. “That makes me think that either Six, Sam or both of them are either incapacitated or this place is secured so tightly they can’t get out on their own. And if those two can’t break out of a place, that’s a problem.”

“Or maybe someone wants us to think they can’t,” Nemo suggested. “So that we go in and get caught.”

“Always a possibility,” Nine admitted as he examined the sketches. “But we’re not going to get caught, so they’d be wasting their time.”

“If this place is owned by the Armbruster woman,” Nemo said, “why aren’t you just asking her about it?”

Nine sighed. “That’s complicated,” he said. “She’s under Karen Walker’s jurisdiction now, and we would have to go through her.”

“Which is a problem why? Aren’t you on the same side?”

“We are,” Nine agreed. “Mostly.”

“Mostly?” said Nemo.

“We are,” Nine said. “But she doesn’t always have to know everything that’s going on.”

“You mean you don’t want her to know that Six and Sam took off and are missing now,” Nemo deduced. “Or that Max and Seamus are gone. Or basically that this megahuge thing has happened that could turn out to be a disaster.”

“It’s not going to be a disaster,” Nine said. “But yes, that’s more or less it.”

“Got it,” said Nemo. “Because she would totally rub your nose in this.”

“And that,” Nine said. “Anyway, we don’t need Helena Armbruster when we have Lexa. She’s our best secret weapon. You see these?” He held out the laptop. “Those things that look like tunnels running under the rock the mansion is built on?”

Nemo looked. “They’re not tunnels?”

“Kind of,” Nine said. “But they’re way cooler. You see how this whole compound is built in a lake? Well, it’s man-made. According to Lexa’s research, the guy who built it was really into the ocean. His family had originally made their money in whaling, and I guess he thought he missed out on that kind of life and wanted to pretend he was living on an island in the middle of the sea, complete with storms. So he had engineers build this system of tunnels and engines that would pull the water in and out, creating waves. He even had a boat he would take out so he could pretend he was caught in a storm.”

“That’s so weird,” said Nemo.

“Rich people are weird,” Nine said. “It’s kind of cool, though. And it’s going to help us get inside.”

“We’re going in through those tunnels? What if someone decides they want to call up a storm?”

“I don’t think they’ve been used in years,” Nine said. “Not since the old guy’s ship went down in one of the storms and he drowned. And yes, that’s how we’re going to get in. Now aren’t you glad you have your Legacy, instead of a boring old flying one?”

“What about you?” Nemo asked.

“I’m stuck with scuba gear, like a normal person,” Nine said, sounding disappointed. “Which is why there are tanks and gear stowed in the back.”

“Does anything live in this lake?” Nemo asked.

“Probably some fish,” said Nine. “Nothing weird.”

“So, old rich dude didn’t have them throw a huge white whale in he could hunt or anything? You know, to make the experience even more authentic?”

Nine laughed. “That would be cool,” he said. “But unless his ghost is swimming around down there, I think our biggest worry will be lake trout.”

“This Armbruster woman sure has been a pain in the ass,” Nemo said. “What’s with her, anyway?”

“Lexa found out she also owns that house the Mogs were using in Alabama,” Nine said. “She has houses all over the place.”

“Probably hiding Mogs in all of them,” said Nemo. “I hope she never gets out of prison. I don’t understand why any human would want to get mixed up with them.”

“Like I said before, rich people are weird,” said Nine. “Also, greedy and selfish. People like Helena Armbruster and Bray and Dennings are only interested in what they can get for themselves. In every war there are traitors who side with the enemy against their own people.”

He went quiet, and Nemo wondered if he was thinking about anyone in particular from his own life. She tried to imagine if there was any reason why she would ever side with the Mogs against other humans. This made her think about Seamus, and once again she wondered if he was really helping the Mogs, and if so, why. What could have made him turn? More importantly, what would they do with him if he has betrayed them?

It felt weird to be thinking these kinds of things. At her age, she should be worrying about school, and going to concerts with her friends and talking about movies and other inconsequential things. Having a Legacy had changed all that. It had forced her to grow up far sooner than she should have. She couldn’t even remember what it felt like to have a normal life, or the last time she’d woken up in the morning with nothing to do and nothing to worry about.

Actually, she did remember it. It was the day she’d discovered for sure that she had Legacies. For a week or two before, she’d had some strange experiences—like things seeming to move on their own when she reached for them—which she now knew was her awakening telekinesis. But back then she’d assumed it was just her imagination. And so one morning, Nemo had woken up with plans to go swimming at the lake with her friends and then have a cookout. Summer things. Fun things. Easy things. But while swimming, she’d gone underwater to play a joke on her friends, to swim out to where they were and pull on their legs from below. She’d swum out, then hung in the water beneath them watching the light filter through the brownish-green water. Only after a long time had passed had she realized that she hadn’t run out of air.

The rest of the day was a blur. At first, she’d been delighted. Then terrified. She’d tested herself over and over, all while trying not to draw attention to herself. Part of her wanted to tell her friends, but a bigger part was afraid they would start treating her differently, and so she hadn’t said a word. Not then.

Life had been different for her ever since. Her family had been horrified. Her friends had been a little more enthusiastic, but also jealous. And so she had ended up running away. Luckily for her, she’d found Max and Ghost. Although now both of them were in trouble because of their Legacies, too, so maybe none of it was for the better.

“Do you ever wish you weren’t one of the ten?” she blurted out.

Nine took a moment to respond. “There’s not much point to wishing that,” he said. “If I wasn’t, I’d be dead, like the rest of Lorien.”

“I’m sorry. That’s—that’s not what I meant,” said Nemo. “Do you ever wish you weren’t a Garde. Like, if someone could take away your Legacies, would you say yes?”

“No,” Nine answered immediately. “Not now, anyway. When I was younger and it all felt too hard and overwhelming sometimes, I might have said yes. But not now. Would you?”

Nemo started to answer, then stopped. She looked out the window. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “It’s not like it would make me normal. I was never normal. Whatever that means. And it’s not just me that’s changed anyway. It’s the whole world. There would still be other people with Legacies, and I think I’d rather be someone who has one than someone who doesn’t.”

“Just in case,” Nine said.

“Yeah,” Nemo said, laughing. “Just in case.”

“You have one advantage the ten of us didn’t,” Nine said. “You’re not alone. You’ve got friends. People to talk to about it.”

Nemo nodded. “Sure. When they’re not getting killed, or kidnapped by Mogs, or brainwashed by crazy people,” she said.

“Trust me,” said Nine. “I know how it is.”

“Sorry,” Nemo said. “I didn’t mean to sound like I have it worse than anyone else.”

“It’s okay,” said Nine. “I know. Just remember, you’ve got a lot of people on your side. And right now, some of them are waiting for us to help them, so let’s focus on that.”

They arrived in Utah after dark had fallen. Flying through the stars in the small plane was a spectacular experience, the twinkling points of light seemingly right outside the plane’s windows. Yet Nemo was worried about what would happen after they landed. Once again, she felt like a character in a fairy tale, an ordinary girl sent on a trial against overwhelming odds. She tried to remind herself that she wasn’t ordinary, and that she wasn’t alone, but still she couldn’t help but wonder what awaited them beneath the blanket of stars.

“There’s no airport here, obviously,” Nine said as the plane began its descent. “But we’re in open desert, so there shouldn’t be any problems. It might be a little bumpy, though.”

Nemo’s stomach tightened up as the plane broke through the cloud layer and continued down. When they were close enough for the lights of the plane to illuminate the ground, she looked for any obstacles that might be in the way. But Nine was correct. There was nothing but flat, dusty landscape.

“Where’s the lake and the island?” Nemo asked.

“About a mile north of here,” said Nine as the wheels touched down. The plane bounced once, then settled. It shuddered as it rolled over the rocky ground, but otherwise the landing was unremarkable. When the plane came to a stop, Nine shut it off and said, “Thank you for flying Nine Air. We know you have a choice in carriers, and hope you will fly with us again.”

Fifteen minutes later, they were walking through the desert on foot. Nemo was shouldering a pack containing a wet suit and other diving gear, while Nine had a similar bag with the addition of an air cylinder strapped to his back.

“This will be a lot like when we swam out to the ship in Mexico,” Nine told Nemo. “Easier, because there aren’t any sharks to deal with.”

“And once we get inside those tunnels?” Nemo asked. “How do we actually get into the bunker from there?”

“There should be air locks,” said Nine.

“Should?”

“The sketches aren’t totally detailed,” Nine said. “But that’s how it looks. And assuming they work—”

“Assuming?” Nemo interrupted.

“Hey,” said Nine. “What fun would it be if we knew everything?”

Nemo kept walking, trying to convince herself that it would all go smoothly. Half an hour later, they came to the edge of the lake. In the center, the island rose up, topped by what Nemo assumed was the mansion. She couldn’t see it through the darkness, although lights were shining here and there.

“The intake tunnels are on the west side of the island,” Nine said as he opened his pack and started getting suited up. “We can swim right up to them. As I said, there shouldn’t be any problems getting inside them.”

“What if they’re on?” Nemo asked as she pulled on her wet suit. “Or if they get turned on while we’re in them?”

“They’re not,” said Nine. “And they won’t. Once we’re in the tunnels, we’ll swim to the end. That’s where the air locks should be. Will be.”

“And then?”

“Then we get inside the bunker, look for Six and Sam and Max and whoever else needs to get out, and get out.”

“Oh, okay,” Nemo said sarcastically. “I didn’t realize it was going to be so easy. You know, without scuba gear for them, or a boat to get them off that island, or basically any kind of plan at all.”

“You shouldn’t worry so much,” said Nine as he handed her a mask. “Here. This will let us talk to each other, just like before. Oh, and the pack I’m bringing has something for us to put on when we get out of our wet suits. We wouldn’t want to catch colds down in the bunker.”

“Does your pack have anything else useful, like a weapon?”

Nine held up his hand and wiggled his fingers. “I am a weapon,” he said.

“Right,” Nemo said, rolling her eyes. “Faster than a speeding bullet and all that.”

“Well, I kind of am,” Nine said.

Nemo snorted.

“Would you rather have a gun or me?” Nine asked. “Seriously.”

“Right now I would rather have a boat,” Nemo said.

Nine shook his head. “No sense of adventure,” he said. “You ready?”

Nemo was not ready. But she walked into the water anyway. She tried to ignore the cold as she put the mask over her face and waded out until she could float on her back and put her fins on. The mask also had a built-in light, which she turned on. Then she and Nine synchronized the compasses affixed to their wrists and sank beneath the surface.

Being in a lake was far less scary than the open ocean. Even in the dark. The light on Nemo’s mask illuminated an area about five or six feet ahead of her. Even so, there wasn’t much to see. At first she was looking at the rocky bottom of the lake, but as they went deeper, all there was to see was empty water. Occasionally a small fish darted into the light, then swam off.

“Are you calling to them?” Nemo asked Nine, curious if he was using his ability to communicate with animals.

“Just sending out a hello.” Nine’s voice crackled in her ear. “But don’t worry. I think we’ve got the place to ourselves.”

They kept swimming. After a while Nemo asked, “How deep is this lake, anyway? You said a ship sank in it.”

“A hundred and twenty feet at the deepest,” Nine said.

Nemo thought about the shipwreck, which presumably was somewhere beneath them. The thought of an entire boat being swallowed by the lake was creepy, so she forced herself to concentrate on what was ahead of them. When, finally, something began to emerge out of the gloom, she was relieved.

“There are the pipes,” Nine said. “Am I good, or what?”

The pipes were much larger than Nemo had expected. There were three of them, each with an opening that was at least fifteen feet wide. She tried to imagine what it would be like when water was flowing in and out of them, creating waves. It would be amazing to see, but not something she wanted to be this close to while it was happening. She hoped Nine was right, and that they were unused.

They swam into the right-hand opening. The pipe was wide enough that they could swim side by side, and the combined light from their masks lit up most of the interior. Nemo reached out and touched the steel wall. The solidness of it was reassuring somehow, even though the thought of millions of gallons of water rushing through it was hovering in the back of her mind. Still, she felt like maybe this wasn’t going to be so hard after all.

“The air locks should be coming up,” Nine said. “See? I told you it would be—”

His words were cut off. At the same time, his light disappeared. Rather, it retreated, as Nine was pulled backwards and away from Nemo at an impossibly quick speed. Nemo turned in the water, looking for him. His face was visible for a moment through his mask—his eyes wide with surprise—and then he was pulled out of the range of her light.

“Nine!” she called out. “Where are you?”

“Something. Here.” Nine’s words were ragged, as if he was struggling.

Nemo could see his light. It was retreating farther, but Nine was obviously thrashing around in the water. Nemo kicked hard, swimming towards him.

“What is it?”

Nine didn’t respond, although she could hear his breathing. She also saw something moving in the water around him. Something alive. Before she could process what it was, something long and thick and pale shot out of the darkness and closed around her wrist. She felt it tighten.

She looked down. It was a tentacle. This seemed impossible. But there it was, curled around her arm. The tip flailed in the water, rows of suckers visible. Nemo tried to pull away, and the creature the tentacle belonged to tightened its hold.

“Nine!” she said. “Tell it to let go!”

“I did!” Nine answered. “It’s not responding! It’s like it’s not biological.”

Nemo pulled again. The tentacle stayed where it was. She wasn’t being dragged away, but she also couldn’t get free. It was like the creature, whatever it was, was holding her there to deal with when it was done with Nine.

Something flashed in the water, and the tentacle suddenly let go. It fell away, floating down through the water. Nine had somehow severed it. But there was no blood.

“Go!” Nine shouted. “Swim to the air lock. I’ll catch up with you.”

“No!” Nemo said, starting to swim towards him to help.

Another tentacle snaked towards her. She dodged it.

“Go!” Nine said again. “I’ve got this.”

Nemo hesitated a moment. Then the tentacle returned, searching for her. She flailed in the water, turning around. Then she kicked as hard as she could. She swam away, guilt dragging at her as if the creature had latched on to her leg. She felt horrible leaving Nine to deal with the thing that had attacked them.

She swam until his light was no longer visible. “Nine?” she said. “Are you okay?”

The only response was crackling. She knew she was probably too far away for the transmitter to work well. Still, she feared it meant something worse.

Then the air lock door was in front of her. A round handle was on one side. She worried that it was rusted shut, but when she gripped it with both hands and twisted, she felt it move. She kept turning, until eventually it stopped moving. Then she pulled. The door swung open. She looked inside and saw a small, water-filled chamber. She swam inside and pulled the door shut behind her. Another handle like the one on the outside sealed it closed again.

She looked around and saw a lever on the wall of the chamber. She pulled it. At first, nothing seemed to happen. Then she heard the sound of machinery coming from somewhere behind the walls. There was a grinding sound, and at her feet a grate slid open. Water poured out.

In a couple of minutes, the chamber was empty. Nemo turned and saw another door set in the far wall, with the same kind of wheel-like handle. She slipped her fins off and walked over to it. This one required more effort to turn, but slowly it did. She pulled, opening it, and looked out into a narrow, low-ceilinged corridor.

She was inside.

She looked back at the door leading to the tunnel. Should she wait for Nine? If he was coming, he would be there soon. But what if he didn’t come? Or what if someone inside had been alerted to the air lock being opened? It might not be safe to stay there.

The decision was made for her when, a moment later, water started filling up the air lock again. It rose up through the grate in the floor. Nemo quickly shut the second door and locked it from inside the bunker. Now she had no choice.

She turned and looked down the hallway. She had no idea where she was going or what she would find. Nine had the bag with the dry clothes in it, so she kept her wet suit on. She left the mask and fins, not wanting to carry them with her. Barefoot, dripping wet, and without any weapons, she started walking down the hall.







CHAPTER SIX

MAX

SHILO, UTAH

“WHAT’S THE MATTER WITH HIM?”

Max looked at Sam, who was lying on a couch in Digby Klumber-Bach’s hidden library. Max, Lava and Six had carried him back there. Sam didn’t look good.

“He’s been through a lot,” said Six. She told them about the sand-filled chamber. “Then he wore himself out trying to interact with the machines. He needs to rest.”

Max suspected there was something else that Six wasn’t telling them. She sounded less confident than usual. “Is this about the stuff they injected you with?” he asked. “That hasn’t worn off yet?”

“Not quite,” Six said. She didn’t elaborate. Instead, she looked at Lava. “I don’t suppose you have a map of this place?”

“Sort of,” Lava said. He went to a desk, opened a drawer and took out a notebook. “Bats and I drew a rough map based on what we know and what she’s been able to see behind the walls. That’s how we found the secret passageways.”

The passageways had allowed them to get Sam back to the room undetected. They were a series of corridors running behind some of the walls of the bunker. “I guess Digby wanted to be able to sneak into the kitchen at night for milk and cookies without being seen,” Lava joked as Six looked over the drawings.

“This is an elevator to the surface?” Six asked, pointing to part of the drawing.

“Yeah,” Lava confirmed. “It’s the only way up or down. That we know of.”

“There must be another exit,” Six said. “Nobody would be stupid enough to build a place like this and have only one way in and out. It would be too easy to compromise.”

“Maybe that’s the idea,” Lava said. “I don’t think old Digby cared all that much about people being able to get in or out once he was down here. In his journal he talked about living down here for years if a war started up.”

“You have his journals?” said Six.

“A bunch of them,” Lava said. “That guy liked to write about himself. A lot. They’re all in the desk.”

“Those could be useful,” said Six. “We might find something to help us.”

“Only if you’ve got a speed-reading Legacy,” Lava joked. “There must be fifty of them. Bats and I have only gotten through a couple. They’re super boring.”

A light blinked overhead. Lava looked up. “And speaking of Bats, here she comes.”

“A warning light?” Max said. “Cool!”

A moment later, a girl walked into the room. At first, Max was startled by her appearance. She was tall, even taller than Six, and she was completely bald. She was wearing jeans and a black tank top, and her pale white skin was covered in tattoos of bloodred roses with black leaves, thorns and twisting vines that wound all around her arms and extended onto her hands. More vines and roses rose up from the neck of her tank top and encircled her neck. She had startlingly blue eyes, which surveyed the scene warily.

The girl reached up and pressed a finger to a rose at the base of her throat. “You found some friends,” she said to Lava. Her voice was slightly scratchy.

“You never know who you’ll find wandering around this place,” Lava said. Then he asked, “How’s Kalea?”

Bats shrugged. Again, she placed her finger on her throat. “Okay,” she said. “Something’s going on. There’s a lot of buzz up in the labs.”

“What’s wrong with your voice?” Max asked, his curiosity getting the best of him.

“Dude!” Lava said. “Rude much?”

“It’s okay,” Bats said. She came closer to Max, so that he could see what she was doing as she lifted her hand and placed a finger over what he now realized was a small plastic valve in the center of the rose on her throat. “I had cancer,” she said. “Of the esophagus. They had to remove my voice box. This is how I talk now.”

“Oh,” Max said, embarrassed now that he had said anything. “I’m sorry.”

“They think maybe getting a Legacy helped me fight the cancer,” Bats said. “I don’t know.” She turned and pointed to Sam. “Is he okay?”

“No,” Lava said.

“He will be,” Six added quickly. “He just needs to rest. So what’s this about a lab? And what are they excited about? And who are ‘they’?”

Again, Max thought maybe Six was trying to distract them from what was going on with Sam. But these were also great questions.

“The Mogs,” Bats explained. “Magdalena, mostly. She’s the one in charge of the experiments.”

“What experiments is she doing?” Six asked.

“A bunch of different things,” said Bats.

“That girl is like a mad scientist,” Lava remarked.

“She is a mad scientist,” Bats said. “She just looks like a little girl. Anyway, we don’t really know what she’s doing because she only speaks Mogadorian when she’s working. I don’t think she trusts any of the humans.”

“How many humans are working with her?” Six asked.

“Besides the kids? Maybe a dozen,” said Bats.

“And you can spy on them through these tunnels?”

Bats nodded. “There’s one that goes close to the lab. Then you have to crawl up into an air shaft, but it’s not hard. You just have to be quiet. But like I said, unless you understand Mog—”

“Max does,” Lava interrupted.

Bats looked at Max, an eyebrow raised.

“How many people can fit into that air shaft?” asked Six.

“One,” said Bats.

Max knew what was coming next. An excited feeling grew inside of him. “When do we go?” he said, grinning.

Fifteen minutes later, he was standing in a corridor with Bats and Six. They were using hand signals to communicate, although they had gone over the plan a dozen times, so Max knew exactly what to do. Not that it was complicated. There was an opening in the corridor ceiling, which led to the system of air vents that ran throughout the bunker. All he had to do was get up there, crawl through the right vent until he was above the lab and see what he could find out. All without making noise or getting caught.

Six pointed to the ceiling. Max nodded. Six crouched and made a step with her hands. Max put one foot on it and balanced with his hand on Six’s head until he was standing straight. Then Six lifted him. He gripped the edge of the opening and pulled himself in while Six pushed from below.

Once he was inside, he moved slowly, being as quiet as he could. He had written Bats’s directions on his hand so he wouldn’t forget where he was going. Now he followed the mini palm map: straight, right, straight, left. The air vent was narrow, and the deeper he went, the more claustrophobic it felt. But at least the air flowing through was cool, which helped keep him calm. Also, he was excited to actually be doing something to help instead of running away or waiting for someone else to take charge.

He heard voices, and paused. It sounded like kids talking. And they were speaking English. He heard a girl’s voice. Then someone laughed. But he couldn’t make out what they were saying. The voices stopped, and he guessed whoever had been speaking had walked away. He continued on until the shaft ended in a grate. He peered through it and saw below him a big room filled with equipment of various kinds.

Only there was nobody walking around. His hopes fell. Maybe he was somehow in the wrong place? Or maybe whatever Bats had heard going on, it was over now. He wondered if he should go back to Six and Bats and tell them, or if he should wait to see if something happened.

Then something did. Max felt something crawling on his leg. He turned his head and looked. The lower half of his body was covered with cockroaches. They swarmed over his feet and legs, heading for his torso. Some had gone under his pants and were walking over his skin.

Instinctively, he tried to crawl away. This put him right on top of the grate that opened to the room below. Too late, he realized what he had done. The thin metal screen bent under his weight, then gave way. He tumbled out of the ceiling in a cloud of roaches.

He had no time to think as he fell. Then he hit the hard concrete floor, and the air was knocked out of him. He lay on his back, unable to breathe. Pain radiated throughout his whole body, and he wondered if he had broken anything.

“You could have used your telekinesis to slow his fall,” a voice said.

“I could have,” said another. “But this was more fun.”

Max moved his head, trying to ignore the roaches that were now scurrying away from him in all directions. Things were a little blurry, but slowly his eyes focused as his breath returned. Then he saw the kids standing a little distance away, watching him. He recognized Seamus, but the others were unfamiliar: a girl who resembled Lava enough that he guessed it was his sister, Shaky; a girl whose blond hair was in pigtails; a boy wearing a black knit hat and all black clothes who scowled at the world from beneath thick eyebrows that matched the goatee on his chin.

The blond girl came over to him and leaned down. “I hope you didn’t get hurt,” she said, looking concerned.

“I’m okay,” Max said, although he felt anything but.

The girl grinned, and now she didn’t look at all pleasant. “Good. Because by the time I’m done with you, you won’t be.”

She started to reach for him, and Max put his hands up.

“Freakshow,” a voice said.

The girl retreated, looking irritated. “I was just going to play with him a little, Spike.”

“Magdalena wants him in one piece,” said the same voice. “His body and his mind.”

A new face now hovered over Max. It was another boy. This one was short and slight, barely looking old enough to have a Legacy. His brown hair was a little long, flopping over his eyes, and he wore thick glasses that he pushed up the bridge of his nose with one finger. Then he reached out his hand.

Max put his hand up again, instinctively preparing to fight.

“Whoa,” the boy said. “Take it easy. I’m just helping you up. My name is Spike.”

Max hesitated. Spike was acting like they were friends. But they weren’t. He was the enemy. Still, it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to get into a fight. Not now, anyway. He was outnumbered. He wondered if Six and Bats realized that he was in trouble, and if they would come help him. Until they did, he decided, it was best to play it cool.

“Thanks,” he said, taking Spike’s hand.

Spike helped him up. “Sorry about that,” he said, looking at the busted vent in the ceiling. “That must have hurt.”

“You sure made a lot of noise,” the girl Spike had called Freakshow said. “We thought you were a giant rat.” She emphasized the last word, giving Max a hard stare. “How’d you get in there anyway?”

Max eyed her warily. He remembered her name from Rena’s stories about being in Dennings’s camp. He knew what she could do. “I was looking for a way out,” he lied. “I crawled into a vent in one of the other rooms and just kept going. I figured eventually I’d find something.”

Freakshow snorted. “Sure,” she said. “And I bet Lava and the Bride of Dracula had nothing to do with it, right?”

“Who?” said Max, hoping he sounded believable.

“Kona and Bats got out,” said the girl Max had pegged as Lava’s sister.

Freakshow rolled her eyes. “You know that’s not true,” she said. “You know no one gets out of this place. And Lava helped this guy get away from Seamus and Ghost, so we know he’s here. Bats probably is, too. And when I find them—”

“You talk too much,” Spike snapped. “Come on. Magdalena is waiting. We can worry about Lava and Bats another time.”

“You going to tie his hands?” Seamus asked.

Max peered at his former friend. Seamus still looked banged-up from their encounter earlier in the day. Still, Max was surprised to hear a note of fear in his voice. It actually gave him a little thrill. He narrowed his eyes and started to lift his hand. Seamus backed away, putting his own hands up.

Max scratched his nose slowly, as if that was what he’d intended to do all along. Behind him, someone laughed. It was the boy in the black hat. He pointed at Seamus. “Dude must have roughed you up pretty good.”

“It was a lucky shot,” Seamus said. “I don’t think he could do it again.”

“Then I guess you’ve got nothing to worry about,” said the boy.

“Whatever,” Seamus muttered, walking away.

“You two used to be tight, huh?” the boy in the hat said to Max.

Max nodded. “Until he turned out to be a traitor.”

The boy reached out and grabbed Max’s arm. Lifting it up, he pointed to the tattoo that was there. “Looks like you wanted to be part of the gang, too,” he said.

Max pulled his arm away. “I didn’t know what the gang was really doing,” he said.

The boy shrugged. “And maybe you still don’t,” he said. Then he walked off, following Seamus along with Freakshow and Shaky.

“What’s he mean by that?” Max asked Spike.

“He means maybe things aren’t what they look like,” he said. “Or what you’ve been told.”

“I’ve heard that before,” Max said, thinking about how Ghost had tried to convince him of the same thing. This time, he wasn’t buying it.

“Come on,” Spike said, but not meanly. “And seriously, don’t try anything. Not everyone is as cool as I am. Just go with it and everything will be fine.”

Max allowed himself to be led out of the room. He didn’t for a minute believe that everything would be fine. Spike and the others might believe that the Mogs weren’t up to no good. He knew a lot of the kids who’d become involved with Jagger Dennings had basically been brainwashed into believing they were doing the right thing. And some of them probably did know the truth and just didn’t care. Like Freakshow. She seemed like she might be as bad as the Mogs, ready to use her Legacy to hurt people for fun. Others, though, he couldn’t understand. Spike seemed like a nice enough guy, and Lava’s sister didn’t seem like she belonged there either. So why was she? He hadn’t gotten the story from Lava. But something had happened to make her stay while her brother tried to get away. What was it?

He would have to wait for an answer. Right now he was being taken into a different room. He expected it to be another lab of some kind. Instead, it was a small office. There was a desk in it, and behind the desk was Magdalena. She was typing on a keyboard while looking at a computer screen. When Max walked in with Spike, she looked up.

“Oh good. You found him,” she said. “You can leave us alone now, Spike.”

Spike nodded and left the room, shutting the door behind him. Magdalena pointed to a chair. “Sit,” she said.

Max sat. Magdalena continued to type, saying nothing to him for several minutes. Then she stopped, pushed the keyboard away and turned to him.

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

“What?”

“Hungry?” Magdalena said. “Are you? I would think you would be. Or did Lava feed you?”

“No,” Max said. He realized he had just given Magdalena information he shouldn’t have, and tried to backtrack. “I mean, I haven’t found any food and—”

“You don’t have to pretend,” Magdalena said, waving a hand in the air. “I know all about Bats and Lava’s little hideout.”

Max didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.

“You’re wondering why I haven’t captured them,” Magdalena said. She giggled. “It’s because it amuses me to have them running around, thinking they’re getting away with something. Although now that Six and Sam are mixed up with them, I might have to rethink that.” She sighed and frowned. “Eleni really wants to get her hands on those two. Especially Six. I’ll probably have to let her at some point. But, like I told her, I only need her or Sam for my experiment.” She looked at Max. “How are you feeling, by the way? Any headaches? Anything weird happening with your abilities?”

Max was confused. She was talking to him as if they were having a normal conversation.

“I guess I feel okay,” he said.

“Hmm,” Magdalena said, biting her lip. “I should probably do a scan anyway. Something should be going on in there by now. But let’s eat first. Can’t have you passing out from hunger or anything.”

She picked up a phone on her desk. “Bring something to eat,” she said and hung up. Only then did Max realize she had spoken in her own language.

“It will be a few minutes,” she said. “While we wait, how about we do a reading?”

“A reading?” Max said.

Magdalena reached into a drawer and pulled something out. Max recognized the deck of cards he’d seen her using before in the house in Alabama. Magdalena started shuffling them in her hand.

“Byron and Eleni think I’m crazy using these,” she said. “They say it’s all human superstition.”

“What are they?” Max asked, curious despite his worry.

“Tarot cards,” said Magdalena. “Some people call them fortune-telling cards, but that’s not what they are at all. They’re really a kind of mirror.”

“Mirror?” said Max.

Magdalena nodded. “Of our psyches,” she said. “Or whatever you want to call it. Of what’s going on in our lives, I guess. See, you concentrate on a question and focus on the cards giving you an answer to it. The pictures on the cards tell you what’s going on. I don’t see why that’s any weirder than, let’s say, an invisible entity giving certain people superpowers. Right?”

Max shrugged. “I don’t really know.”

Magdalena laid out three cards, facedown. She set the rest of the cards aside. “Want to know what my question is?”

“Sure,” Max said, even though he didn’t. The Mog girl weirded him out.

“I asked how my plan is going to work out.”

“What plan?” Max asked.

Magdalena shook her head. “I can’t tell you everything,” she said. “That would ruin the surprise.” She turned over the first card. “The Seven of Rods. Someone who is outnumbered by enemies. I suppose that would be me. But the person will be victorious if he—or she—sticks to the plan. Which I will.”

She flipped the second card over. “The Page of Swords.” She frowned. “That usually represents someone who is spying or looking to cause trouble.” She looked up at Max. “Like you,” she said. “Or Six. Or Sam. Or your friend who killed Byron. There are lots of pages running around right now. It could be anyone.”

She looked at the remaining card. “Shall we see what the final outcome is?” Without waiting for an answer, she turned the card over and held it up. It depicted a full moon hanging over a city. Beneath it, dogs looked up, barking.

“What does it mean?” Max asked.

“Unforeseen dangers,” said Magdalena. “Secrets. Things coming out into the open.”

“Okay,” Max said. “But what does it mean?”

“For my plan?” said Magdalena, sweeping up the cards. “I don’t know.”

“Then what was the point of this?”

“The cards reflect what’s happening now,” Magdalena said. “And what might happen if things stay as they are. I’m considering this a warning to be careful. But I like the part about secrets.” She put the cards away, then rested her elbows on the desktop and placed her chin in her hands. “I have a lot of secrets, Max. Would you like to know one?”

Before Max could answer, there was a tapping on the door.

“Come in,” Magdalena called.

The door opened and a Mog walked in. He was carrying a tray, which he placed on the desk. It contained a plate with a cheeseburger, fries and what looked like a chocolate milkshake. Max’s mouth began to water from the smell.

“The egg that the human boy brought here with him from the school has hatched,” the Mog said to Magdalena.

Magdalena frowned at him, glancing at Max. “I’ll be right there,” she said sharply.

The other Mog scurried out. Magdalena turned her attention to Max. “I know you understood what he said.”

“He’s talking about Seamus, right?” said Max.

“Yes,” Magdalena admitted.

“He brought an egg here?” He thought for a moment. “Is that what that thing was? The thing he said was a bomb?”

“It was an incubator,” Magdalena explained. “I suppose there’s no harm in telling you that. It won’t change anything.”

“What kind of an egg is it?”

“I said I would tell you one secret,” Magdalena said, standing up. “Now, eat your dinner like a good boy.”

She walked to the door. “You won’t be able to get out,” she said. “And if you did manage it, Freakshow would make you regret it. I’ll be back shortly. Try not to get into any trouble.”

She left. Max heard the door lock behind her. He had no doubt that she wasn’t lying. For a moment he looked around, wondering if he could use anything in the room to his advantage. He got up and looked at the computer, but it was protected with a fingerprint scanner. The drawers were also locked.

He returned to his seat. He looked at the food on the tray, and his stomach growled. Was it drugged?

There was only one way to find out.







CHAPTER SEVEN

SIX

SHILO, UTAH

“WE HAVE TO GET HIM OUT OF THERE.”

Standing in the hidden corridor, Bats looked at Six, her eyes filled with worry. Six shook her head. “That’s exactly what they want us to try,” she said, knowing what the girl’s reaction would be.

“No!” Bats said. “We can’t leave him with Magdalena.” She started to tremble, and tears formed in her eyes. Six wondered what experiences she’d had with the Mogs to make her so afraid.

“I know how you feel,” Six said. “Believe me. But you have to trust me on this. Max is better off waiting this out. If we rush in there trying to rescue him, it’s the two of us against however many of them are in there. And right now, my Legacies aren’t reliable, which means you’d be doing most of the fighting.”

“I can do it!” Bats insisted, her already-rusty voice sounding even more anxious.

Six could feel her intensity. She was practically vibrating with telekinetic powers waiting to be unleashed. And part of her wanted to do what Bats suggested. But it was true—Max was safer being held by their enemies than he was on the run from them. Six was pretty confident that Magdalena wouldn’t harm him, at least no more than she might already have by infecting him with a parasite. If that was even true. Plus, there was Sam to worry about. Six was concerned about what was happening with him.

“We need to get back to the safe room,” she said. “Then we’ll make a plan. Okay?”

Bats looked away, then nodded.

“All right,” Six said. “I promise, we’ll come for Max. We need to do it in an organized way, though. That’s our best chance of getting him out with nobody getting hurt.”

Bats led the way back through the passageways. They moved silently, not speaking, but Six’s mind was racing with thoughts about how to proceed. It would be easier if she knew that Sam’s message to Nine had gotten through, but there was no way of telling. Enough time had passed that if he had gotten it, he should have shown up. Or at least be on his way. She hoped that he was.

In addition to Max being captured, they were also now without any source of information about what Magdalena and the other Mogs were up to. Six had been depending on Max to find out—or at least get a clue to—what was going on in the labs. Now Magdalena would be even more suspicious and on the alert for their presence.

She suddenly felt exhausted. Part of it was being physically tired. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d really slept or ate. She didn’t even really have a clue what time of day it was, as there were no windows—and being underground was like being trapped in a never-ending twilight. If she could just rest for a moment, she might feel better.

A jolt of pain shot through her head. She gasped, bringing her hands to her temples. She thought she might be sick. Then she was. A trickle of something sticky and acidic dribbled from her mouth and onto the floor. She gagged, bringing up more.

“Are you okay?”

Bats was bent down, her hand on Six’s shoulder.

Six couldn’t answer. Her head was swimming. Her vision blurred, and her stomach lurched again. This time, nothing came up. And a moment later, the pain was gone, as if it had never been there.

“What’s happening?” Bats asked her.

Six wiped her mouth with her hand. “I’m okay,” she said. “Let’s keep moving.”

She stood up. She was very much not okay, but she didn’t want the girl to worry. Bats once again took the lead, and Six kept up with her. She waited for the feelings of pain and nausea to return, but they didn’t. Whatever was happening inside of her, she could no longer deny that something was wrong. Whether it was really a parasite or a drug or something else Magdalena had done to her, she didn’t know. She couldn’t deny that she was feeling weaker, though, and Sam seemed to have been feeling the same effects.

They reached the secret room, and for a moment Six felt a sense of relief. She could rest, if only for a little while, and make a plan. But when she and Bats entered the library, they found Lava in a state of panic.

“Sam’s gone!” he said as soon as he saw them.

“Where did he go?” Six asked.

Lava shook his head, spinning around as if maybe Sam was somewhere in the room and he just couldn’t see him. “I don’t know. He said he was hungry, and we were out of food, so I snuck out to get something from the pantry.” He pointed to a table, where some bags of potato chips sat beside some cans of soda.

“And Sam was gone when you got back?”

Lava nodded. “He was acting kind of weird,” he said. “Before I left. He said his head hurt. Then he threw up.”

Six felt Bats look at her. She ignored the glance, focusing on Lava. “Do you have any idea where he might have gone?”

“No,” the boy said. “Like I said, he was sitting right there when I left. And he wasn’t here when I got back.” He paused and looked around. “Wait. Where’s Max?”

“He got captured,” Bats told him.

Lava sank onto a nearby chair. “No,” he said. “No, no, no, no, no.”

Bats sat next to him and put an arm around his shoulder. “It’s okay,” she said, her finger pressed against her throat while she hugged her friend. “We won’t let her do it to him. I promise.”

Her wording caught Six’s attention. “Do what?” she asked. “What is it Magdalena does that you’re so scared of?”

Bats continued to keep her arm around Lava as he started to cry silently. “She does something to their brains,” she said. “We don’t really know what it is. Something that makes them . . . obedient. She did it to Shaky. Kalea.”

“But not to the two of you?”

Bats shook her head. “It’s why we decided to leave. Well, one of the reasons. To get out before she did.”

Lava had stopped crying. He wiped his eyes. “She’s evil,” he said. “She experiments on people and doesn’t care what it does to them.” He looked at Six. “Is that what’s wrong with Sam? Did she do something to him? Did she do something to you?”

Six was tempted to lie. She didn’t want Bats and Lava to worry any more than they already did. But they deserved to know the truth. Also, she might need their help.

“Magdalena claims she infected me and Sam with some kind of parasite.”

Lava put his head in his hands. Bats looked as if she’d been given the worst news of her life.

“I don’t know if she really did or not,” Six continued. “We were already having trouble with our Legacies because of the serum her doctor pal Drac injected us with. That was wearing off, though.”

“That’s why you got sick,” Bats said. “And why Sam was acting weird.”

“Maybe,” Six admitted.

She sat down on a chair. “Like I said, I don’t know if she’s telling the truth or not.”

“She is,” Lava said. “I know she is.”

Six didn’t know what to say. Bats and Lava had obviously been counting on her and Sam to help them. Now they seemed defeated. Worse, they were looking at her as if she had some kind of monster inside of her that might burst through her head at any second.

“You’ve seen this before, haven’t you?” she said softly.

Bats nodded. “There was a girl called Firefly,” she said. “She did something the Mogs didn’t like. Tried to get the rest of us to leave. Magdalena punished her by putting something inside of her. The same thing happened to her that’s happening to you.”

“I just thought Sam was sick,” Lava said. “If I’d known . . .”

“There’s nothing you could have done,” Bats assured him. “You know that.”

“What happened to Firefly?” Six asked. “Where is she now?”

Bats looked as if she didn’t want to answer.

“She’s dead,” Lava said. “She started having headaches. Then she was throwing up this—stuff. Then she said something was trying to eat its way out of her head. Said she could feel it. One night we had to stop her from trying to get it out of herself with a—”

“Lava,” Bats said gently, and the boy stopped talking. Bats looked at Six. “She started bleeding from her nose,” she said. “Hallucinating. She said she was being attacked by something. We had to restrain her. Magdalena just laughed.” She paused. “The weird thing is, for a while Firefly’s powers got even more powerful.”

“What was her Legacy?” Six asked. “I’m guessing she made light?”

Bats nodded. “It was like the parasite or whatever made her stronger. For a while. But then it killed her.”

“How long?” Six asked.

“Once she started throwing up, about three days,” said Bats.

Six took in this news, not letting on how alarming it was. Three days was nothing, especially when she was trapped underground with no escape plan. And now Sam was missing and Max was captured. Her odds were not good. She allowed herself a minute to feel the weight of the situation, then pushed those worries to the back of her mind.

“I’m going to need the two of you to help me,” she told Lava and Bats.

“What can we do?” Lava asked. “We’re screwed.”

“No, we’re not,” said Six sharply. “I’ve been in worse situations than this, and yet here I am. We can get through this. If we work together. My Legacies might not be working right, but yours are. Between the three of us, we’re going to get this done. Got it?”

“Got it,” Bats said, although her enthusiasm was obviously forced.

“Lava?” said Six.

“Got it,” the boy said, much less convincingly.

“What do we do?” Bats asked.

“Find Sam,” Six said. “We can’t have him stumbling around this place on his own.”

“It might already be too late,” said Lava. “Magdalena and the others have probably found him, especially if he’s running around like a crazy person.”

“Then let’s hope we find him first,” Six said.

“We’re just going to go out there?” said Lava. “We don’t even know where he went.”

“How many places could he go?” Six said. “Come on.”

She hoped she sounded confident. In reality, she was anything but. If Sam had run out of the safe room on his own, it meant he obviously wasn’t thinking clearly. And if he was wandering around the halls of the bunker, it was only a matter of time before he ran into someone. Lava was right—it might already be too late.

“We can use the corridors,” Bats said. “They don’t run everywhere, but they run enough places that it’s worth staying hidden until we don’t have a choice.”

“It doesn’t make sense for us all to go the same direction,” Six said. “I need one of you with me, since you know where the corridors run and are familiar with this place. Lava, you come with me. Bats, you go on your own.”

“What if I find Sam?” Bats asked.

“Try to get him somewhere safe. Back to the library, if you can. If you can’t, then come find us and we’ll figure it out. But don’t put yourself in danger. If the risk is too much, get back to the safe room and stay there. We’ll meet back there in an hour. By then, we should have found him, or figured out if someone else has.”

“Okay,” Bats said. She looked at Lava. “I’ll take the lower floors. You and Six take the upper three.”

Lava nodded, but looked worried.

“You can do it,” Bats assured him, giving him a hug.

She entered one of the corridors that led off of the main hall, the one they had used to reach the laboratories. Lava showed Six the opening to one on the other side. “We go through here,” he said.

“How many floors are there in this place?” Six asked as they walked, with Lava leading the way ahead of her.

“At least five,” Lava said. “The top one is where they store supplies. The second floor is living quarters and kitchen. The third is where you were held and where Max and I found you. The labs are on the fourth floor. And this is the fifth floor, which is mostly systems and machinery for things like air and water. We think there may be a sixth level, because there’s something drawn on one of the maps in Digby’s diaries, but we’ve never found a way to get to it, so it might be something he was planning and never built.”

“It’s like an entire hotel underground,” Six remarked.

“If we’re lucky, Sam will still be on this floor,” said Lava. “People come down here, but it’s not as busy as the other floors.”

“Is the maintenance staff Mogs or humans?” Six asked.

“Both,” said Lava. “There aren’t a ton of Mogs here, but they don’t trust humans to be totally in charge, so there are always some Mogs on the crews. The other thing is that to get off the elevators on this floor, you need a crew key. Otherwise, you have to use the stairs. I messed up the doors when Max and I were running from Ghost and Seamus, so they’re probably not working right. Unless Sam managed to break through them or get into an elevator somehow, he should be here.”

They walked for a while longer; then Lava stopped. “This is the electrical room,” he said, pushing on a panel in the wall. It slid aside, opening onto a small area behind some kind of large machinery. “The entrances are all in out-of-the-way places,” Lava explained. “We’re behind one of the generators.”

They walked around the massive machine, which hummed loudly. Peering out from behind it, Six looked into a large room filled with several more generators and rows of other machines she didn’t know the purpose of. She saw two men looking at something and talking, but no Sam.

She and Lava retreated into the passageway and continued on. Six could feel a vibration coming through the walls and floor.

“The water room,” Lava told her. “The pumps make a lot of noise when they’re running. We won’t be able to hear much besides that, so be ready.”

When he opened the panel into that room, they were met by the thunderous sound of turbines and pumps. The air practically vibrated with the sounds, and Six could sense the rush of water being pulled through the pipes. Again, they entered in an inconspicuous area in a dark corner of the room, and she had to walk around a massive piece of equipment to get a better look.

She saw Sam immediately. He was lying on the floor, facedown and unmoving. Instinctively, she ran over to him. A small pool of blood had spread out from beneath his nose. She knelt down and turned him over.

“Sam!” she said, forgetting that he wouldn’t be able to hear her because of the noise.

She shook him, then slapped the side of his face lightly. Sam opened his eyes. They were glassy and unfocused, moving from side to side. Then, unexpectedly, he pushed Six roughly away, a look of horror on his face. He scrambled to his hands and knees, then stood, looking around wildly.

Six got up, reaching for him. Sam lifted his hands in a protective gesture, and she felt a weak wave of telekinesis hit her. It was enough to make her fall back a step, but not strong enough to do any real damage. Still, Sam was trying to fight her, and that was disturbing.

She felt someone behind her, and whirled to see Lava grabbing at her arm and pointing. She looked, and across the room she saw three teenagers standing, watching the scene between her and Sam. She recognized Seamus immediately. Another one—a blond girl who regarded her with a smirk—looked familiar, and Six realized she’d seen her before. She was one of the girls from Dennings’s compound in Texas. Freakshow, they’d called her. The girl who could make people see their biggest fears.

Standing with her and Seamus was a smaller boy with shaggy brown hair and glasses. Six eyed them warily while keeping a watch on Sam. She knew what Freakshow and Seamus could do, but she didn’t know what the other boy’s power was. She glanced at Lava, hoping he would give her a clue, but he was looking elsewhere. She followed his gaze and saw a fourth person—a girl—standing apart from the others and looking at Lava. It was immediately obvious from their resemblance that she was his sister.

They needed to get Sam and get out. Not only were they outnumbered, but Six feared her Legacies wouldn’t work. She also sensed that the group watching them knew this, and were waiting to see what she would do.

She decided she didn’t have time to be patient. Grabbing Sam by the wrist, she pulled him to her and wrapped her arms around him. He immediately began to struggle, fighting hard. Although his Legacies were compromised, he was still strong. But she was ready for him. She gripped him more tightly and began to drag him back towards the hidden passageway. The others would see them disappear, but she had no choice.

She’d walked a few feet when the bugs appeared. Spiders and roaches, swarming out from under the machines. This was Seamus’s trick, she knew, and she wasn’t frightened by it. She stomped on the hapless insects, even as they started to climb her legs. Sam, seeing them, reacted violently. He jerked away from Six, slipping out of her grip and stumbling away, running blindly in the direction of the group of teenagers watching the proceedings.

Six noticed that Lava was still standing as if in a daze, looking at his sister. As she ran by him, Six hit him hard in the back, jarring him to attention. He shook himself and joined her as she chased after Sam, who was now turning in circles and trying to wipe the bugs off his body.

As Six reached him, she felt the air around her change. The boy with the glasses was holding up his hands. All around Six, the air suddenly sparkled with cold as snowflakes formed. She found herself in the middle of a miniblizzard. Her breath froze, and she started to shake.

Legacies or not, she wasn’t about to be trapped by a temperature-shifter. She forced herself to break through the chilly air, even as her body started to shake uncontrollably. The boy attempted to move the area of cold to keep her contained within it, but Six ordered her stiffening muscles to respond and ran from him. She got about a dozen feet before she was hit with a blast of fiery heat that sucked all the air from her lungs, as if she had stepped into a blast furnace.

Waves of heat radiated around her, and through them she saw the boy in the glasses watching her, his hands held up. She grew faint as the temperature soared. Then she saw the boy fly backwards, hit by a wave of telekinetic energy sent out from Lava, who had finally come to her aid. The wall of heat around her collapsed instantly.

Lava continued to use his telekinesis, sending the others scurrying as they fought back. This gave Six time to resume her search for Sam. Only she couldn’t see him. He had disappeared. She ran around the room, looking, finding nothing.

Something closed around her wrist. The blond girl had grabbed her. She was grinning at Six with a malevolent smile. Six went to shake her off, but as she did, she suddenly found herself somewhere unexpected. She was inside the Mog prison in West Virginia. Her Cêpan, Katarina, hung before her in chains. Her face was bruised and bloodied. Beside her stood a Mog. He held a dagger in his hand.

“How weak you are,” he said. “How unworthy to stand beside the others.”

Six felt herself tremble. She looked into Katarina’s eyes. She wanted to save her, but knew she couldn’t.

“I’m sorry,” she heard herself whisper as the Mog placed his dagger on Katarina’s chest and pressed it into her heart.

Six cried out as her beloved teacher and friend died in front of her. Her heart broke. She had failed. The Mog laughed at her torment, and his voice echoed in her ears.

The room began to shake. The Mog disappeared, as did the room itself. Six was once more standing in the underground bunker. The girl, Freakshow, had let go of her and was looking around in surprise. Six, still affected by the lingering feeling of reliving her greatest fear, had no idea what was happening.

The noise in the room had grown louder. Six turned, trying to figure out what had changed. Then she saw Sam. He was standing near a control panel of some kind, his hands on it and a strange look on his face. She had no idea what he was doing. All around the room, machinery was creaking and groaning.

Then Six understood. Sam had opened some pipes or told the pumps to do something. Whatever it was, he was overloading the system. A moaning sound began as water rushed through pipes that had not been used in years. Six saw Freakshow and the others gather together in the center of the room. Seamus grabbed Sam and pulled him away from the controls.

It was too late. At the far end of the room, a wall exploded inward. Water poured through in a torrent, shooting across the floor and hitting the teenagers standing there. They were sent sprawling. Six, standing farther away, avoided the blast, but she saw Lava get slammed into a wall by the force of the water and collapse. He didn’t move.

The water kept coming. Then there was another explosion and a second river joined the first. The room was flooding.

They needed to get to a higher floor. And fast.

She looked for Sam. She saw him across the room, splashing in the water like a little kid, kicking it up with his feet and laughing. Whatever was happening in his brain, it was getting worse.

She waded towards him, ignoring the others, who were now themselves trying to get out of the room. They were no longer her biggest worry. But as she neared Sam, Freakshow came for her, thrashing through the water. This time, Six was ready for her. As the girl reached out to grab her, Six punched her as hard as she could in the face. The girl’s head flew back, and she fell into the water, blood streaming from what Six hoped was a broken nose.

Six got to Sam and took his hand. This time, he didn’t fight her. She turned and made her way over to Lava, Sam in tow. The water was to her knees now, and it was cold.

The water grew colder. Then it began to freeze. Six looked down as it began to solidify around her legs. Even as she lifted one foot, she felt the water around it harden, imprisoning her. She turned her head and saw the boy with the glasses. He was transforming the room into ice. His friends had gotten out of the way, standing on machinery that was above the water level. Only Six, Sam and Lava were trapped in the grip of the ice.

Six saw Freakshow jump down onto the ice. She slid across the frozen surface, her hands reaching out. Six could only stand and wait.







CHAPTER EIGHT

NEMO

SHILO, UTAH

NEMO FELT THE WATER BEFORE SHE SAW IT.

She was walking down a long corridor, looking for any way out, when the shaking started, a low rumbling that she first felt through the bottoms of her bare feet. It grew more intense as she started to hurry. There had to be stairs somewhere, or another way to the upper levels.

She heard a groaning sound, like long-unused pipes coming to life and filling with water. She thought immediately of the three huge pipes under the lake. Had someone activated the massive machinery to get them working again? There was still no sign of Nine. Was he in there, battling the thing that had attacked them? Nemo had no idea. All she knew was that she had to find a way out of where she was.

That was when the water came.

It surged around a corner ahead of her, a swirling brown wave several feet high. It rolled down the corridor, hitting Nemo in the legs and knocking her backwards. As water rushed over her face, she clamped her mouth shut so that she wouldn’t swallow any. For a moment she panicked, the natural fear of drowning kicking in, but then her Legacy took over and she relaxed a little bit. She could breathe. But she was still being propelled backwards.

She managed to flip herself over into a swimming position, but the water was moving too quickly for her to turn around. She put her arms out in front of her, waiting to crash into a wall. When the impact came, it jarred her shoulders, but at least she was not moving. The water pinned her to the concrete wall as it veered off to the left down the next corridor. She huddled there as the water continued to rise, filling the hallway. Eventually, the current slowed as the pressure equaled out.

Now she could swim. She wished she still had her mask and fins, but they were by the air lock where she’d left them. The water was murky, but she did the best she could, swimming back in the direction she’d been going before the flood. She had no idea where it had come from, but the water had gotten in somehow, and that meant that there was probably a way up.

She traversed the length of the corridor. The water was cold, and she guessed that it was from the lake. She thought momentarily of the thing with the tentacles, and shuddered. Hopefully, there would be no surprises like that awaiting her.

She kept going after reaching the spot where she first got hit with the wave. At the corner, she turned and found what she’d been searching for. A stairwell that went up. It was filled with water now, and she half swam and half walked up it. At the top she found a closed door with a wire screen set into the top. The water had forced the screen out, and it hung to one side. The door itself was still firmly shut.

Nemo placed her hands on the edge of the opening and pulled herself up. She was able to squeeze through and swim to the other side, where she found more stairs. These too were flooded, but only halfway up. When she reached the midway point, she found something even more peculiar. The water was frozen over her head. She put her hands against it and pushed, expecting nothing to happen. But she felt it crack into pieces, opening up a hole.

She pushed her head through and saw that the stairs were a frozen waterfall, as if the water had crystalized instantly in midflow. It was beautiful in an eerie way. She crawled out of the hole and onto the first step, holding on to a railing affixed to the wall for balance as she climbed the remaining steps. At the top she found another door. Thankfully, this one had been pushed open by the flood of water, and she slipped through into another hallway.

She was in a winter wonderland. Or something like it. Ice was everywhere. Her bare feet burned as she walked across it, but she was distracted from the pain by the weirdness of the sight. The water had been several feet deep when it froze, and so she walked through the hallway with the ceiling just overhead. And the ice wasn’t entirely solid. Nemo felt water move beneath the surface. The hall was filled with the sound of cracking, shifting ice. It was like walking on a river.

There were other sounds, too. Voices. Somewhere ahead of her. And they sounded upset.

She hurried. She rounded a corner and passed into another hallway. This one had open doorways lining it. And there were people in it. The lights lining the hall were flickering on and off. Then they went out completely. A moment later, pale green safety lights came on. They were mounted at floor level, and glowed beneath the ice, creating an aquarium effect. Nemo was thankful for the lack of light, as it helped her stay hidden in the shadows as she crept down the hall.

“Get up to the labs!” a female voice shouted. “Get them all out! Take them to the teleporters. They know what to do.”

Nemo came to the first open door and looked inside. A pink-haired girl was standing in a room full of machinery. She was directing a small group of people and Mogs, who were carrying various pieces of equipment through another door.

“We don’t have long!” the girl shouted. “The water system has been compromised, as well as the electrical grid. The backup generators will only work for a little while.”

“Calm down, Magdalena,” said another voice. Then the Mog Nemo had first seen back at the house in Alabama came into view, the tall blond one. “We’ll get your precious creatures out.”

“They don’t tolerate the cold, Eleni,” Magdalena snapped. “They won’t survive long.”

“Then get Spike to warm it up in here,” said the blond Mog.

“That will just make the flooding worse,” Magdalena said. “He should have been more careful.”

“He’s not the one who caused the intake pipes to burst,” said Eleni. “The Garde did that.”

Nemo’s heart lurched. She had to be talking about Six or Sam. Why they would do something to cause a flood, she didn’t know. But it meant one or both of them were around somewhere.

“And who let them escape, I wonder?” Eleni asked. Her tone sounded accusatory.

“Six got away on her own,” said Magdalena. “You were supposed to be in control of her, remember?”

“Her powers returned unexpectedly,” Eleni argued. “I thought your beasts were supposed to take care of that.”

“They do,” said Magdalena. “Mostly.”

“Yes,” Eleni said. “Mostly. But not completely, apparently.”

“You know that their use is experimental,” Magdalena said. “And anyway, we don’t have time to argue about this. We need to finish the evacuation. Where are Six and Sam now?”

“Secured,” Eleni said.

“Have they been transferred?”

“Not as yet,” said Eleni. “I did not have time to prepare adequate quarters for them in the new location. But soon.”

Nemo’s spirits, which had fallen when she heard that Sam and Six had been captured, lifted. Six and Sam were still in the bunker somewhere. All she had to do was find them. She decided to focus on that instead of wasting time listening to the Mogs talk. But then Magdalena said something that made her pause.

“The parasite I implanted in Sam is growing. I will need to remove it or it will kill him.”

“Let it,” said Eleni. “It will save me the trouble.”

“He could be of use in the next phase,” Magdalena said.

“We have the other one,” said Eleni. “And the boy. Max. They will be sufficient.”

Magdalena didn’t say anything. Nemo wished she would. What creature was she talking about? Why had she put it in Sam? And why would it kill him?

“The parasite has already done enough,” Eleni continued. “Isn’t that what made him behave the way he has and cause our current problem?” She didn’t wait for an answer from Magdalena. “I’ve indulged your little experiments too long, I fear. Now we do things my way.”

“My experiments could be the key to giving you a Legacy,” Magdalena said quietly.

“By implanting one of your beasts in me?” said Eleni. “I don’t believe it’s worth the risk. We’ve seen what it’s done to the humans you tried it with.”

“Human minds aren’t strong enough,” Magdalena said. “Your Mog mind is.”

Eleni laughed. “Perhaps,” she said. “We can discuss it later. I have the evacuation to oversee.”

The blond Mog left the room. Nemo observed Magdalena watching her go. When Eleni was gone, Magdalena returned to what she’d been doing, going to a desk that had floated to the surface and frozen there and taking things out of a drawer. She seemed agitated. Nemo was pretty sure that she’d just witnessed a showdown of some kind between the two Mogs. She wondered what was going on. She also wondered about the Mog she had stabbed back in Alabama. Was he here, too?

All of these questions would have to wait to be answered. She needed to figure out where Six and Sam were. Max, too, as he was obviously here as well. Unless he had been transferred to the evacuation location. She hoped not. She had no idea where that was. And with Nine still missing, she had no backup.

She slipped down the hall, looking for something that would help her find where Six and Sam were being held. Magdalena had mentioned teleporters. That probably meant Scotty and Ghost. If she found them, she might find a lot more than she was looking for.

She kept walking until she located a group of people carrying things up a flight of stairs. In the dim light, she was able to keep herself hidden in the shadows. She grabbed a box from a room as she passed by, joined the back of the line and followed them to the next floor. Here there was no flooding, but still only the emergency lighting was on. She let the people she’d tailed get ahead of her, then peered into the nearest doorway. These were obviously the laboratories that Magdalena had been talking about. There were more people here, both Mogs and humans, but nobody took any notice of her.

The people carrying things continued up to the next floor. There they walked until they came to a room, disappearing through a doorway. Nemo slipped away from the group, still unnoticed, and set the box she’d carried upstairs on the floor. She stayed in the shadows, watching as some of the people who had entered the room left it, apparently making a return journey to the lower levels for more items. Nemo counted, and when the last person had departed, she went back to the doorway and looked inside.

The room was some kind of staging area. Stacks of boxes waited next to piles of equipment. On the tables were large glass jars, half a dozen or so. Nemo could see small things moving around in them. She looked around the room and, seeing nobody, walked over to the jars.

Inside each one was some kind of animal. They were crablike, about three inches wide, with pincerlike claws and multiple legs. Their shells glittered wetly. Something about them made Nemo afraid, although she wasn’t sure why. Bugs didn’t bother her, and crabs were nothing to be frightened of. But there was something about the things that made her want to get away from them.

Hearing a noise, she thought that someone was coming, and looked for a place to hide. Fortunately, the piles of boxes and other things made this easy. She ducked behind a stack of equipment and crouched down.

“More stuff?” a boy’s voice said. He sounded annoyed. “When did we become Magdalena’s personal moving company?”

“It’s not like it’s hard,” a girl’s voice answered. A familiar voice. It was Ghost.

“I know it’s not hard,” the boy retorted, and Nemo realized it must be the other teleporter, Scotty. “I just don’t like doing it, is all.”

“You don’t like anything that’s work,” Ghost teased. “Would you rather be at the Academy, learning how to be a good little soldier?”

Scotty snorted. “No way,” he said. “That place is for losers.”

Ghost laughed. To Nemo, it felt like being punched in the stomach.

“I guess we should move these next,” Scotty said.

From her hiding place, Nemo could see him standing near the table of jars. He was looking at the creatures inside.

“These things give me the creeps,” he said. “Can you even imagine having one inside of you? Gross.” He looked at the various jars. “I wonder which one was inside Firefly? Think if I let it get inside me it would give me her Legacy?”

“Magdalena thinks so,” Ghost said.

“What?” said Scotty. “You don’t think it’s true?”

“It hasn’t worked so far,” Ghost said.

“That we know of,” said Scotty. “Like the Mogs are going to tell us everything.”

“Shh!” Ghost said, sounding scared.

“Relax,” said Scotty. “There’s nobody up here.”

“Still,” Ghost said. “Let’s just take these and get back.”

Scotty picked up one of the jars. “Have you seen some of the other stuff Magdalena has created?” he asked. “I don’t know if they’re animals or robots or what. Anyway, if you think these are badass, wait until you see what she’s cooked up for the show.”

“Can’t wait,” Ghost said. “Hey, I’ve got to go to the restroom. You go ahead and I’ll be there in a few minutes, okay?”

“Sure,” said Scotty. “See ya on the other side.”

He disappeared. Ghost remained behind. She stood, looking at the jars but not moving. Nemo watched her, wondering what was going on.

“If I knew which one of you had been inside Firefly, I’d take you out and stomp on you,” she said. Her voice dripped with anger. “I should stomp on all of you.”

To Nemo’s surprise, Ghost started to cry. She hunched over the table of jars, her face in her hands as she sobbed. Her shoulders shook with every breath. Before she knew what she was doing, Nemo stood up.

“Ghost.”

Ghost, startled, stepped back from the table. Her eyes found Nemo in the dimly lit room. “Nemo?”

Nemo stepped out and came closer, holding her hands up. “It’s okay.”

“What are you doing here?” said Ghost. She looked around, as if there might be other unexpected visitors.

“It’s just me,” Nemo said, keeping her voice low. “I came to find Max.”

This was only partially true, but she worried that mentioning any of the Garde would make Ghost upset.

“You couldn’t get in here by yourself,” Ghost said. “Who’s with you?”

Nemo considered lying again, but Ghost was right. She couldn’t have gotten into the bunker alone. “Nine,” she admitted. “But he didn’t get in. Something in the lake came after us. I don’t know where he is. It really is just me.”

“You have to go,” Ghost said. “If they catch you—”

“Come with me,” Nemo interrupted. “Please. Let’s find Max and get out of here.”

Ghost shook her head. “Max isn’t here,” she said. “He’s been transferred to . . . He’s not here.”

“Where?” said Nemo. “To the place where all this stuff is going? Where’s that?”

Ghost shook her head. “I’m not telling you, Nemo.”

“Ghost, please. It can be the way it was again.”

Ghost laughed, but angrily. “Can it, Nemo? I don’t think so.”

“Why not?” Nemo asked. “Why can’t you come back to us?”

“Why can’t you come with me?” Ghost replied.

“Because,” Nemo said. “You’re with—them.”

“Them,” Ghost repeated. “And you’re better than them, right? You and your Garde and your Academy?”

“Ghost, you’ve seen what the Mogs do!” Nemo protested. “You’ve seen what the people associated with them do. They hunt us, Ghost. They use us. They’re using you!” She stopped, forcing herself to calm down. “I heard what you said about your friend Firefly. They killed her, right? Magdalena? Whatever she did to her with those things in the jars, it killed her, didn’t it?”

Ghost didn’t say anything, but Nemo saw her glance at the jars.

“How can someone who would do that be your friend?” Nemo pressed.

Ghost turned her face away. “Just go, Nemo. I won’t say anything about you being here. But I’m not going with you. Just leave.”

Nemo went to Ghost. She grabbed her hands. “Look, Ghost,” she said. “I’m not afraid of you. You could teleport me anywhere, and I’d go with you. Please.”

Ghost looked into Nemo’s face. “I can’t,” she said. “Please, Nemo. If we’re really friends, then do what I said. Get out of here. There’s nothing you can do now anyway.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Nemo said. “There’s always something you can do. There’s always a way out.”

“Not of this,” said Ghost. “Not of what’s coming.”

Before Nemo could ask Ghost what she meant, she heard voices in the hallway.

“Go,” Ghost said again. “Once they come in here, I won’t stop them. I swear, Nemo. This is your last chance.”

Nemo felt Ghost trembling beneath her fingers. She wanted to drag her friend with her, out of the room, out of the bunker. She wanted them to be together again.

“I’ll do what I can to help Max,” Ghost said. “That’s all I can promise.”

Nemo let go.

“I’ll leave,” she said. “But I’m taking one of these things with me.”

She picked up one of the jars. Ghost didn’t try to stop her. Nemo hesitated a moment longer. She gave Ghost a last long look, then ran for the door. Outside, she saw figures coming towards the room through the glow of the emergency lights. She turned and ran the other way, the jar clutched to her chest.







CHAPTER NINE

SAM

UNKNOWN LOCATION

“I HAVE A LITTLE PROBLEM.”

Sam, strapped to a metal table, his wrists and ankles bound with leather straps, looked up at the face of the pink-haired Mog girl. He couldn’t quite remember her name, although he knew that he knew what it was. Meg? Maggie?

Magdalena. That was it. He was having trouble remembering a lot of things. Like how he’d come to be tied down. And where he was. And what had happened during the past couple of days. He recalled moments here and there, but it was like looking at the pieces of a puzzle scattered across a tabletop. If he could put them together, he could see the whole picture. At the moment, though, nothing was making sense.

“What’s the problem?” he asked, thinking maybe he could get some answers if he played along.

Magdalena sighed. “I guess it’s really your problem, too,” she said. “Since it involves the thing in your head.”

“There’s something in my head?”

“Mmm,” the Mog said. She went away for a moment. When she came back, she held up a glass jar so that Sam could see it. Inside, something was crawling around. “One of these. Well, not as big as this one, but it will get to this size.”

“One of those is inside my head?” said Sam. He looked at the disgusting bug-like thing. “Get it out!”

“Yeah, well, that’s kind of the problem,” said the Mog. She disappeared, and he heard her set the jar down somewhere. She kept talking to him. “If I take it out . . .”

Her voice trailed off, and Sam wondered if she had left the room. Then her face reappeared, looking down at him with an expression of concern. “If I take it out, you’ll probably die.”

Sam didn’t know how to respond. Was she serious? Or was this some kind of a joke? He wished he could remember anything.

“That’s not one hundred percent for sure,” Magdalena continued. “Probably ninety, ninety-five, percent. So there’s a chance you wouldn’t. But every subject I’ve taken one out of has, so I don’t want you to get your hopes up.”

“What happens if you leave it there?” Sam asked.

“It gets bigger,” said the Mog. “Like the one in the jar. And then—I’m not sure if I should tell you this part or not.”

“Tell me,” Sam insisted.

“Okay, well, it’s kind of gross. It eats its way out.”

“Out of my head?”

Magdalena shook her head. “Oh no. Your skull is too hard. It travels down to your stomach. It’s a lot easier to chew a way out through your abdomen. There’s no bone to get through.”

Sam didn’t want to think about that. “How did it get in me?”

“I put it there,” Magdalena said. “It’s kind of this thing I’ve been working on. A theory.”

Sam pulled against the restraints that were holding him down. The straps cut into his wrists, but didn’t budge. He felt weak, drained. Whatever the thing in his head was, it was depleting his energy. He swore in frustration.

“That won’t help,” Magdalena scolded.

An image flashed in Sam’s mind. A room filled with ice. Six was there. And some other people. “Six,” he said aloud.

“Six?” Magdalena said. “She’s not here. She and Eleni are having a little chat. She’s probably not enjoying it very much. Six, I mean. I’m sure Eleni is. But don’t worry. Eleni won’t kill her. She needs her for the plan.”

“Plan?”

Magdalena rolled her eyes. “It’s this whole thing,” she said. “Personally, I think it’s a waste of time. But she lets me do my thing, so I have to let her do hers.” She paused, then grinned happily. “Besides, it will give everyone a chance to see my beasties in action.”

“Beasties?” Sam said. “What are you talking about?”

Magdalena shook her head. “That’s a surprise,” she said. “You’ll have to wait to find out.” Her smile changed to a frown. “I just hope you live long enough. Eleni only needs one of you, but two would be way better.”

Nothing the Mog was saying made any sense to Sam. He wanted to ask more questions, but he knew he wouldn’t get anything useful out of Magdalena. Besides, he was really tired. He shut his eyes. Maybe if he could sleep some more . . .

He heard a door open. Then another face appeared next to Magdalena’s. This one he recognized right away. It was another Mog. He remembered fighting her at some point. He remembered losing.

“Well?” she said, her voice harsh. “Have you decided what to do with him?”

“I don’t think I should take the parasite out,” Magdalena said. “Not yet.”

“Why not?” Eleni said impatiently.

“It’s not fully developed,” Magdalena answered. “Besides, the one inside of Six may have more interesting properties.”

Eleni grunted. “We just need to see if it works,” she said. “I don’t care what powers it transfers.” She looked at the other Mog. “If it even works.”

“I think it will,” Magdalena said.

“It hasn’t so far,” said Eleni.

“Because we’ve only tried it in humans,” Magdalena said. “They aren’t as strong as we are.”

Eleni glanced at Sam, then said, “If you’re not going to operate on him, put him in the cell with the other one. I’m done with her. For now.” She turned and walked away.

“Her problem is she always has to be in charge,” Magdalena told Sam in a whisper. “She doesn’t want anyone else to get a Legacy before she has one. I’m surprised she hasn’t tried to pair with one of the parasites when I’m not looking. Which is why I haven’t told her how it works.”

She held up a syringe. “I’m going to put you out for a while,” she said. “It will keep the parasite from developing any further and give us a little more time.”

Sam felt a pinch in his neck. Then something burned in his veins and a sour taste filled his mouth. His vision blurred, and a moment later he was unconscious.

When he awoke, he was lying on a cot in a small room. His head ached. The lights were turned off, and he was in the dark.

“Sam?”

“Six?” he said. “You’re here?”

A shadow moved, and then a light came on overhead. Sam blinked. His vision was blurry, and the lights hurt his eyes.

“Sorry,” Six said, and turned the light off again.

He felt her sit down on the cot beside him. She brushed his hair away from his face with her hand. “How do you feel?” she asked.

“Terrible.”

“Do you remember anything? About what happened in the bunker?”

Sam shook his head, then realized Six probably couldn’t see the gesture. “No,” he said. “Tell me.”

“You went a little crazy,” Six said. Then she actually laughed. “Sorry. I know it’s not funny. But, man, you did a number on that place.”

“I did? What did I do?”

“Turned it into a skating rink,” said Six. “Well, you didn’t do that part. That kid Spike did. But the water was all you.”

She told him about interacting with the machinery that drove the water pipes in the bunker, about making the pipes fill up and explode, about flooding the bunker and forcing the evacuation of everyone in it.

“At least you got us out of there,” she said.

“Where are we now?”

“I don’t know,” Six told him. “Another secret location. Could be anywhere. I was unconscious when they teleported us out. I guess you were, too.”

“They drugged you as well?”

Six didn’t answer for a moment. “Not exactly,” she said.

Something in her voice made Sam worried. He reached out, searching for Six’s hand. He found it and laced his fingers through hers. “What did they do to you?”

“Nothing,” said Six. She squeezed his hand. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine,” said Sam. “Did they hurt you?”

“It was that girl,” Six said. “Freakshow. She made me see some things I’ve spent a long time trying to forget.”

Sam forced himself to sit up, even though it made him feel sick to his stomach. Six helped him. He sat next to her and put an arm around her, pulling her close. He didn’t ask her to say anything else. He had a feeling he knew what Freakshow had made her see, what her darkest fear was. He sat beside her in the dark, just holding her. After a minute, Six leaned her head against him.

“We’ll get out of here,” Sam whispered. “It will be okay.”

“They have Max,” Six said. “And Lava.”

It took Sam a moment to remember who Lava was. Then it came to him. “What about Bats?” he asked, recalling the girl who had been helping them.

“I don’t think they got her,” Six said. “But I don’t know for sure. Everything happened really quickly. One minute we were frozen in the ice, and the next I was seeing . . .” Her words trailed off, and she breathed deeply. “I was somewhere else.” She sounded exhausted, worn out, almost defeated. It wasn’t a Six Sam was accustomed to hearing, and it both frightened him and made him very sad.

“Well, we’re together now,” he said. “And like I said, it will be okay.”

They sat together in silence for a while. Sam could feel Six breathing. The rise and fall of her chest was comforting. He closed his eyes and imagined that they were somewhere else. He tried to remember the last time they were relaxed and happy. Where had they been? His memories were still hazy, flitting around in his head like bats swooping through dusk. They circled around, revealing flashes of themselves as he tried to get them to come into focus, then darting off again before he could hold them in his mind. He recalled a beach, but not where it was. He saw the two of them holding hands as they walked along a street in a city he couldn’t name. He heard Six laugh, but didn’t remember the joke he’d told her to elicit the reaction.

He cleared his throat. “Magdalena says she put a parasite in me,” he said.

Six lifted her head and looked at him. “I know,” she said. “She says there’s one in me, too. And in Max. I was going to tell you, but then you disappeared.”

“I feel different,” Sam told her. “Like I’m not alone in here. And I can’t think clearly. Do you feel anything?”

“Sometimes,” Six answered. “Nothing horrible. Yet. But my Legacies aren’t working right. Or at all.”

Sam felt more afraid than he had in a very long time. “She says it will probably kill us if she removes it. And if she doesn’t, it will kill us getting out itself.”

“She says a lot of things. I also think she’s more than a little crazy.”

“What if it is true?” Sam said. “What if this—thing—really does what she seems to think it does? Absorbs our Legacies somehow? Transfers them to whoever she puts it into once it’s out of us?”

“I don’t see how that’s possible,” said Six. “Legacies aren’t things that live in a certain organ, or in our blood. They’re not things you can swap from person to person.”

“How do we know that?” Sam argued. “I mean, Nine can transfer his to other people. John can copy someone else’s Legacy. How does that work? They have to come from something. What if she’s figured it out? We don’t even know what these things inside us are. Parasites and other things transfer diseases. Why not Legacies?”

“They don’t work that way,” Six insisted.

“They haven’t worked that way. Maybe they do now. The black ooze drained Legacies, and Setrákus figured out ways to block them. Maybe Magdalena really did discover—or make—some creature that can do what she says they do. Like mosquitos that feed on Legacies and pass them on to the next person they bite. The rules about who gets Legacies have changed, Six. Maybe everything about them has.”

Six took both of his hands in hers. “The Mogs are obsessed with getting Legacies. I get it. So are some humans. And they’re going to try all kinds of insane things to try to get them. This is just another one of those things.”

“Yeah, but it’s working,” Sam said. “You said it yourself. Our Legacies are disappearing. They might even be gone. Have you tried to do anything recently? Anything?”

Six didn’t answer, which Sam knew was an answer in itself.

“There’s a reason they haven’t bothered to separate us,” Sam continued. “It’s because they’re not afraid of us anymore. They know we’re drained.” Another thought came to him. “Magdalena said something about Eleni needing you for some kind of plan. Do you have any idea what she was talking about?”

Six snorted. “No. But I suspect Eleni always has a plan. She’s basically a comic-book supervillain. Wants to destroy us, the world, whatever. She kept telling me how she was going to enjoy watching our time come to an end. I told her she needs a better scriptwriter.”

Sam laughed despite himself. “I’m sure she took that well.”

“Yeah, well, Mogs aren’t generally known for their sense of humor.”

They again settled into silence. Sam’s thoughts raced, jumping from one thing to another. It made him angry. He hated that whatever was in him had hijacked his brain. He hated that he couldn’t remember things.

“Did I really flood the place back there?” he asked Six.

“Big-time,” Six confirmed. “If that kid hadn’t frozen it, you probably would have turned the whole place into an aquarium.”

Sam laughed. “It would have made a great playground for Nemo.”

At the mention of Nemo, he got thoughtful again. He wondered where she was, and if she was okay. He wondered too if his message to Nine had gotten through. Not that it mattered now. They were in yet another place, and he had no idea where.

The light snapped on, making him blink. Eleni stood in the doorway. She pointed at Sam.

“You,” she said. “Come with me.”

“Why?” said Six.

Eleni ignored her. When Sam didn’t get up, she walked over and grabbed him by the arm, pulling him up. Six leaped up and pushed her away. Eleni came back, her arm cocked, and punched Six hard in the stomach. Six gasped and collapsed to her knees.

“Leave her alone!” Sam shouted, trying to get between them.

Six got up and rushed at the Mog. But Sam was between them, and he grabbed her, hugging her to him. “Don’t,” he whispered in her ear. “It won’t help.”

Behind him, Eleni laughed. Then she took Sam by the collar and pulled him away from Six. Sam continued to hold Six’s hand as long as he could. Then Eleni yanked him and their fingers parted. Sam saw the anger and frustration on Six’s face as he was taken from the room. Then the door was slammed shut.

“It seems Magdalena’s little pets are working,” Eleni said as she marched Sam down a hallway. “Perhaps too well. You’re both weakening quickly.”

Sam knew she wanted him to react, and so he didn’t. He wanted to remind Eleni that on a normal day Six would have beaten her easily. He would have as well. She had never encountered them at their strongest. And you’d better hope you never do, he thought.

He tried to pay attention to where they were going, storing clues in his mind that might be helpful later. But his thoughts were still all over the place. Also, the hallway they were walking through was nondescript: dingy white walls, fluorescent lights overhead, closed doors with no markings. They could be anywhere.

Then one of the doors opened and a strange creature walked out. Humanoid in shape, its skin was blue and its face was covered in purple and gold markings. Spikes stuck out from its head, and around its neck was a frill. It was laughing, but when it saw Eleni, its expression changed to one of worry.

“Get back inside!” Eleni barked.

The creature retreated, but as Sam moved past the door he glanced inside and saw that the room was filled with similar-looking beings of different colors. He looked into the face of the one in the doorway and saw that one of its eyes was stippled with gold and green dots, while the other stared at him with a distinctly human look. Then the creature turned away and shut the door.

Eleni herded him along, saying nothing about what had just happened. Sam knew asking was probably useless, but he said, “What was that?”

Eleni laughed. “Don’t worry,” she said. “You’ll find out soon enough.”







CHAPTER TEN

MAX

SHILO, UTAH

MAX WAS LISTENING TO THE MOGS TALK ABOUT what should be done with him.

“We should just leave him here,” said one, a male with a nasty scar that sliced across the left side of his face. “What use is he?”

“Magdalena said to make sure he was transferred,” argued the other, a girl.

The male Mog grunted. “I guess he’s another one of her pets. I don’t know what she sees in these humans. They should all be left here to drown, like rats.”

Max wanted to shout, “I can understand everything you’re saying!” But he kept quiet, seated in the small office where Magdalena had left him. The cheeseburger and fries he’d eaten hadn’t been drugged or poisoned after all, and he actually felt a lot better than he had earlier. Or he would have if the power hadn’t apparently gone out, leaving him sitting in a mostly dark room. The emergency lighting that had come on made the whole place glow a faint green.

He wondered what was going on. Clearly, something had happened. He’d expected Magdalena to come back for him, but she hadn’t. He’d only seen the two Mogs, and they hadn’t explained anything to him or discussed it with each other, apart from their comments about transferring him somewhere. Transfer him where? He had no idea.

Someone shouted from outside the room, and the two Mogs who had been talking about him left. He waited for them to come back. When they didn’t, he stood up and went to the door. He tried the handle. To his surprise, it turned. He realized then that the lock must have been controlled electronically, and with the power off, it was no longer closed. He pushed the door open and stepped outside.

There was nobody in the hallway. He heard voices somewhere farther away and decided it would probably be best if he went the other way. He retreated down the corridor, walking quickly. He didn’t know where he was going, but he was happy not to be locked in the office anymore.

The floor seemed to be deserted, which was weird. It was as if everybody had simply disappeared. And there was a lot of water. He recalled what the male Mog had said about leaving him there to drown. Something major had happened, and Max had no idea what it was. But if it could make the Mogs evacuate, it was probably not something he wanted to stick around for.

He needed to find Six and Sam, or at least Lava and Bats. Anyone, really. On his own, he had no idea what to do or where to go. But what if they had all left, too? Or worse, what if they had been captured?

He heard voices behind him, turned and saw the shadows of two figures standing outside the room he had recently vacated. It was the Mogs, probably coming back for him. Any moment they would realize that he wasn’t in there and come after him.

He ran.

He felt like he was always running, always trying to get away from someone. He wished he felt strong enough to stand and fight. He remembered how it had felt to knock Ghost and Seamus back with his telekinesis. It was both empowering and horrible. He hated hurting people, even ones who might want to hurt him. He especially hated having to hurt people who were supposed to be his friends.

He turned a corner and collided with someone coming the other way. He fell backwards and landed on his butt. He looked up and saw something falling towards him.

“Catch it!” a voice said.

Instinctively, Max lifted his hands. Something landed in them, and he closed his hands around it. It was smooth and cool to the touch.

“Nice one,” the voice said.

“Nemo?” asked Max.

His friend materialized out of the gloomy light. Max was so excited to see her that he almost dropped the thing in his hands, which he now realized was a jar. He looked at it, then almost dropped it again when he saw something scrabbling against the side.

“Careful!” Nemo said.

She reached down and took the jar from him, setting it on the floor. Then she offered him her hand and pulled him to his feet. She gave him a hug. It felt so good that Max almost cried. When Nemo let him go, he looked down.

“What is that thing?” Max asked, taking a step away from the jar by their feet.

Nemo bent and retrieved the jar. “I have no idea,” she said. “But whatever it is, it’s important, so I thought I should take one to show—someone.”

“What are you doing here? How did you get in?” Max asked her.

“Long story,” said Nemo. “I’ll tell you later. The big question is, do you know how to get out?”

Max shook his head. “I was hoping I’d find someone who did.”

“What about Sam and Six?”

“I don’t know where they are,” Max said. “We got separated. Then I got caught.”

Nemo sighed. “I lost Nine, too,” she said. “Looks like the buddy system didn’t work for either of us.”

“Hey, we found each other,” Max said.

Nemo grinned. “Yeah,” she said. Then she added, “I saw Ghost, too. Tried to get her to come with me. She wouldn’t. And she said something big was going to happen soon.”

“Magdalena said something like that, too,” Max said. “One of the Mogs,” he added, not knowing if Nemo would know who he meant.

“A lot of weird stuff has happened in the last few days,” said Nemo. “Are you okay?”

Max shrugged. “Like you said, a lot of weird stuff has happened.”

“You can tell me all about it when we’re out of here,” Nemo said. “Right now, we need to find ourselves an exit.”

“Lava said there’s only one way out,” Max told her.

“Lava?”

“A guy I met here,” Max explained. “He and this girl named Bats were helping us. Before I got caught by Freakshow.”

“Freakshow’s here?” Nemo said. “Great. Who else?”

Max told her about the others.

“I’d like to get my hands on Seamus,” Nemo said angrily. “I can’t believe he turned traitor.”

“There’s something else,” Max told her. “That explosive device he supposedly brought from the Academy?”

“What about it?” Nemo said warily.

“It’s not a bomb,” Max said. “It’s an egg. Well, there’s an egg in it.”

“What kind of egg?”

“I don’t know. Magdalena didn’t say. Just that that’s what was in it.”

“What the hell is that Mog up to?” Nemo muttered. “Freaky bugs in jars. A mystery egg. The thing in the lake.”

“What thing in the lake?” Max asked.

“That’s part of the long story,” Nemo replied. “Nine and I got attacked by an octopus or something. Only it wasn’t a real animal. Not biological,” Nine said.

“So, like a mechanical squid?” said Max.

“It didn’t feel mechanical,” Nemo said, thinking about the tentacles that had wrapped around her arm. “Felt pretty real to me.”

“Did it . . . get Nine?” Max asked.

“He was still fighting it when I had to get inside,” Nemo said. “I don’t know. I waited for him, but the air lock started to fill up with water again and I had to shut it.”

She sounded angry, and also ashamed. Max understood that feeling all too well. “It’s not your fault,” he assured her. “And it’s Nine. I bet he’s fine. He’s just been . . . held up for some reason.”

Nemo nodded, but Max knew she probably still felt bad. He decided to try to distract her by being brave himself. “We could go look,” he said. “For the egg thing, I mean.”

“Where?” Nemo said. “They probably took it to wherever they took everything else.”

“Maybe,” Max agreed. “But it can’t hurt to look, right? Then we can try to get out of here. You’ve already got that thing in the jar. Maybe if we find the egg, we can take both of them back to the Academy and they can figure out what they are. It might help.” He didn’t know how, exactly, but it sounded good. He tried not to think about the part where, even if they found the egg, they still had to somehow get out of the bunker without being caught. And he especially tried not to think about the part where all of this seemed completely impossible.

“You’re right,” Nemo said. “Let’s do it.”

They made their way back to the laboratories. The Mogs seemed to have gone, and the rooms they looked into were deserted. They searched each one for anything useful, but came up empty-handed. Almost everything had been taken, and what had been left behind was useless.

“Well, it was worth looking,” Nemo said as she and Max stood in the middle of the last room.

“I guess,” Max said, disappointed.

He was about to suggest that they start looking for a way out when there were noises from the hallway. Then he heard Mogs talking in their language.

“Hide!” he said to Nemo.

They found spots behind large pieces of equipment and hunkered down. Moments later, the Mogs entered the room.

“We have everything,” one said.

“We still haven’t found the human boy,” another replied. “And there are the beasts in the cages below. Eleni said to destroy them, since there’s nowhere to house them safely in the other location.”

The first Mog laughed. “Perhaps we can solve both problems,” he said. “Let them out and they can hunt down the human.”

The second Mog joined in the laughter. “The creatures will never get out of here anyway. Let them die down here after cleaning up.”

They left the room, still laughing. Nemo turned to Max. “What did they say?”

“They said we’d better find that way out, and fast,” Max said. Then he translated the rest of the conversation for her.

“I don’t even want to know what these beasts are,” Nemo said. “If they’re anything like that thing in the lake, they’re bad news. And we don’t have any weapons. I say we get the hell out of here.”

They left the lab, but not before Nemo located a discarded bag that she put the jar containing the mysterious bug thing into, making it easier to carry. The Mogs were nowhere to be seen and she and Max crept down the hallway, alert for any signs that they weren’t alone.

“Lava said there’s one elevator that goes all the way to the top,” Max told Nemo. “Maybe we can get in it and just ride out of here.”

“If we’re lucky,” Nemo said.

They weren’t. When they located the elevator doors and pressed the button, nothing happened. Whether it was because the power was mostly out or because the elevator had been disabled was impossible to tell. Not that it mattered. The end result was the same.

“I guess it’s the stairs, then,” Nemo said.

They went in search of the stairway. The door to it was wide open, and they began the ascent to the next floor. They were halfway there when they heard a roar.

“What was that?” Max said.

“Nothing good,” said Nemo. “Come on!”

They hurried. Below them, the roaring continued.

Nemo reached the next floor first. She slammed her hands against the door. It didn’t move.

“Is it locked?” Max asked. He tried pushing with her. The door rattled, but stayed closed.

“Forget it,” said Nemo. “Let’s go to the next floor.”

They went up. At the next landing, they hit the door hard. Again, it didn’t move. Max beat on it with his fists, as if this might help. “Now what?” he wailed.

“Try telekinesis,” Nemo said.

They put their hands up. A moment later, the door rattled.

“Push harder,” Nemo said.

The door rattled again, and this time it buckled. But only a little. The lock was holding.

“Keep trying!” Max urged.

As if they were mocking him, the things coming after them bellowed.

Nemo shook her head. “There’s no time. These doors are too strong. If we can’t get one open, we’re trapped in this stairwell with whatever is coming up behind us,” she said. “I don’t like our odds.”

“What other choice do we have?” Max asked.

“We go back down,” said Nemo.

“What? Those things are down there!” Max cast a glance down the stairs.

“If they haven’t gotten to the floor we were on yet, we still have a chance,” said Nemo. “Once they get us in here, we don’t.”

Before Max could argue, she turned and started back down the stairs. Max gave the door one more hard shove, then kicked it angrily before following her. Going down was at least easier, but every step also brought them closer to whatever the Mogs had unleashed.

When they reached the floor they had started on, Nemo was first into the hallway. Max was right behind her, but ran into her when she came to a halt in the middle of the hallway.

“What?” Max said.

“We need to go back,” Nemo said. Her voice sounded strange.

“Back where?”

“Down,” said Nemo. “We have to go down. Now.”

Max looked around her. When he saw what was in front of them, his heart nearly stopped.

The creature was difficult to make out in the dim light, but what he could see was enough. It looked like a massive snake. Its lower body was coiled, and the top part rose up with three rows of appendages on either side, arms that ended in clawed hands. The body was topped with a grotesque head that could only be described as dragon-like. Its jaws were open, revealing long sharp teeth. Its eyes glittered a greenish yellow.

The thing roared.

Max wheeled around and ran back through the stairwell door. Nemo was right behind him. Their feet pounded on the stairs as they went down.

“I know this door is open,” Nemo said breathlessly. “I came through it earlier.”

They came to the door and Max went through with a sense of relief. Then his feet slipped on ice that covered the stairs. He slid down the rest of them and landed on the floor. Nemo was beside him a moment later, helping him up. He didn’t have time to ask her what had happened there before the sound of the monster following them filled the air.

Nemo held his hand, steadying him as they ran down the ice-slicked hallway. When they came to the first open doorway they went inside. They were in a large room filled with various kinds of mechanical equipment, all of it encased in skins of ice.

Nemo walked around, looking for something, and Max noticed that she was limping. He also saw that she was leaving dark footprints on the ice.

“You cut yourself,” he said.

Nemo looked down. “Great.”

“What if those things can smell blood?” Max asked. “Or are smart enough to follow footprints?”

As if in answer, the now-familiar roaring came from behind them. Even more disturbing, it was answered by another roar, this one coming from somewhere else. The creature was calling a companion.

“Could this get any worse?” Max wailed.

A roar answered him as a creature rose up from behind one of the frozen machines.

“Apparently,” Nemo said as the thing slithered over the machine, its claws snapping in the air.

Max and Nemo turned to run out of the room, only to find the doorway blocked by one of the other beasts. They stood back-to-back as the two creatures began to circle them. Somewhere in the hallway, the third roared its approach.

The eyes of the monstrous things glowed, as if finally cornering their prey excited them. Their mouths opened and closed as their scaly snake bodies scraped across the ice in the frozen room, filling the air with a sound like rustling leaves. Max felt the jar in Nemo’s backpack pressing against him, and shuddered. There were horrible things everywhere.

One of the creatures suddenly darted towards them, its jaws open. Max lifted his hands and hit it with a blast of telekinetic energy. It was a weak attempt, but enough to startle the oncoming monster and stop it. It stayed where it was, rising up in the air and hissing.

“That’s right!” Max shouted at it. “Get back!”

In answer, the thing struck at them again. This time Nemo and Max both held up their hands and blasted it. It fell back, then resisted and started coming at them again. The other monster began to roar, as if urging it on.

“You take that one!” Nemo shouted.

Max whirled, facing the beast. It was fewer than fifteen feet away, and its body was easily that long. If he couldn’t hold it off, it would be on him in a matter of seconds. Max tried to focus his energy, imagining a wall of power between him and the thing.

“It’s not working.” Nemo gasped. She sounded exhausted.

“Keep trying!” Max said.

The beasts surged forward. Max pressed back against them. But his energy was faltering. The monster was getting closer and closer. He heard Nemo grunting as she attempted to keep the one she was fighting from reaching them. He wondered how much longer they could continue.

All of a sudden, a scream pierced the air, a roar of pain and agony. The two creatures in the room hesitated, turning their heads. There was another roar, then silence.

“What was that?” Max said.

“You need to speak to them in their language,” a voice said.

Nine entered the room. He stood behind the monster that Max was facing. Now the thing turned its huge body and stared at him. Nine held up his hand. “Attack your friend over there,” he said. “Kill him.”

The snake thing turned and looked at its companion. It opened its mouth and roared. Spittle flew from the jaws.

“You two might want to get out of the way,” Nine called out.

Max and Nemo didn’t hesitate, scurrying away from the monsters as the one Nine had ordered to attack obeyed the command. They stood beside Nine and watched as the thing slithered forward and sank its teeth into the other creature’s neck.

“I’m guessing they’re poisonous,” Nine said. “The one I told to bite itself died pretty quickly.”

The two creatures were writhing around, their tails wrapped around each other and their claws ripping and tearing at one another. Thick, dark liquid spurted from the wounds, and where it touched the ice, steam rose up in acrid puffs. Max covered his nose.

“Let’s go,” Nine said. “I don’t think breathing that is the best idea.”

They left the monsters to finish their battle, walking down the outside corridor. Nine seemed to know where he was going, and Max followed eagerly, relieved both to be away from the horrible creatures and to see Nine.

“How did you get away from the thing in the lake?” Nemo asked, sounding as relieved as Max felt to see Nine alive.

“Easy,” Nine said. “I tore its heart out. From the inside.”

“Wait,” Nemo said. “You mean it swallowed you?”

“Just for a minute,” Nine said. “Watch out for the blood.”

“What bloo—,” Nemo said, the word cut off as they turned the corner and she sidestepped to avoid the thick puddle on the floor. One of the snake things lay dead in the hallway. Its teeth were embedded in its own tail.

Nine pushed past it, with Nemo and Max behind him. When Max’s hand touched the scaly skin, he recoiled.

“Where are we going?” Nemo asked.

“Out,” Nine said.

“Back through the lake?” said Max, suddenly very worried.

“No,” Nine answered. “There’s another way. A friend told me about it.”

“What friend?” Nemo asked him.

Nine stopped and pointed. In the hallway ahead of them was another body. It was a Mog.

“Him,” Nine said. “He had a lot of useful information, actually, including where everyone who was here has gone.”

“Where’s that?” Max asked.

“Later,” Nine said, kneeling down beside the Mog. “You’re going to have to help me carry him.”

“He’s not dead?” said Nemo.

“No, he’s not dead,” Nine answered. He sounded offended. “What kind of monster do you think I am?”

“I didn’t mean—,” Nemo began.

“I’m kidding,” Nine interrupted. “I totally would have killed him. But he might have more information. Now, come on, before he wakes up.”

Max and Nemo helped lift the Mog, taking his top half while Nine wrapped his one arm around the Mog’s feet. Nine started walking, with the two of them struggling to keep up.

“I thought you said we weren’t going back in the water,” Nemo said as they headed towards the stairs that led to the air locks.

“We’re not,” Nine said. “Well, not exactly. We’re not swimming.”

“Then what are we doing?” Nemo pressed.

Nine stopped. He dropped the Mog’s feet, then touched something on the wall. A panel slid open. Nine looked in. “Good,” he said. “The Mog was telling the truth. Take a look.”

Nemo and Max set their end of the Mog down and walked to the doorway. Peering inside, they saw a small room. In the center was a round metal ball about six feet in diameter. A single glass window was set into the side.

“What is it?” Max asked.

“That,” Nine said, “is our way out. Now hurry up and get in. We have some friends to rescue.”
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CHAPTER ONE

KOPANO OKEKE

LAGOS, NIGERIA

THE WEEK BEFORE THE INVASION, KOPANO’S father, Udo, sold their TV. Despite his mother’s fervent prayers for his father to find a new job, Udo was unemployed, and they were three months behind on rent. Kopano didn’t mind. He knew a new TV would manifest soon. Football season was coming and his father wouldn’t miss it.

When the alien warships appeared, Kopano’s whole family crowded into his uncle’s apartment down the hall. Kopano’s first reaction was to grin at his two younger brothers.

“Don’t be stupid,” Kopano declared. “This is some bad American movie.”

“It’s on every channel!” Obi shouted at him.

“Be quiet, all of you,” Kopano’s father snapped.

They watched footage of a middle-aged man, an alien supposedly, giving a speech in front of the United Nations building in New York.

“See?” Kopano said. “I told you. That’s an actor. What’s his name?”

“Shh,” his brothers complained in unison.

Soon, the scene descended into chaos. New York was under attack by pale humanoid creatures that bled black and turned to ash when they were killed. Then some teenagers wielding powers that looked like special effects showed up and began to fight the aliens. These teenagers were only a little older than Kopano and, despite the madness their arrival had created, Kopano found himself rooting them on. In the coming days, Kopano would learn the names of the two sides. The Loric versus the Mogadorians. John Smith and Setrákus Ra. There was no question who the good guys were.

“Amazing!” Kopano said.

Not everyone shared Kopano’s enthusiasm. His mother knelt down and began to pray, feverishly muttering about Judgment Day until Kopano’s father gently escorted her from the room.

His youngest brother, Dubem, was frightened and clung to Kopano’s leg, so Kopano picked the boy up and held him. Kopano was short and stout like his father, but well muscled where his father was paunchy. He patted Dubem’s back. “Nothing to worry about, Dubem. This is all far, far away.”

They stayed glued to their uncle’s TV day into night. Even Kopano couldn’t maintain his good cheer when the footage of New York’s destruction was played. The broadcasters showed a map of the world, little red dots hovering over more than twenty different cities. Alien warships.

His father scoffed when he saw the map. “Cairo? Johannesburg? These places get aliens and not us?” He clapped his hands together. “Nigeria is the giant of Africa! Where is the respect?”

Kopano shook his head. “You don’t make any sense, old man. What would you do if the Mogadorians showed up here? Hide under the bed, probably.”

Udo raised his hand like he would slap his son, but Kopano didn’t even flinch. They stared at each other until Udo snorted and turned back to the TV.

“I would kill many of them,” Udo muttered.

Kopano knew his father to be a boastful man and an unrepentant schemer. It had been years since Kopano responded to Udo’s big talk with anything but scornful laughter. However, Kopano didn’t so much as chuckle when his father talked about killing Mogadorians. He felt it, too. Kopano itched to do something, to save the world like the guys he’d seen fighting at the UN. He wondered what happened to them. He hoped they were still out there, fighting, turning maggot-aliens to dust.

The Loric. How badass.

The second night of the invasion, Kopano stood outside on his uncle’s veranda. Never had Lagos been this quiet. Everyone was holding their breath, waiting for something terrible to happen.

Kopano went inside. His brothers and uncle were still blearily staring at the TV screen, watching horrific reports of a failed Chinese assault on a Mogadorian warship. His father slouched in an armchair, snoring. Exhausted, Kopano collapsed onto the futon.

He dreamed of the planet Lorien. Actually, it was more like a vision than a dream, the whole thing unfolding like a movie. He saw the origin of the war that had traveled to Earth, learned about the Mogadorian leader Setrákus Ra, and about the brave Garde who opposed him. The saga was like something out of Greek mythology.

And then, suddenly, he awoke. But Kopano wasn’t on his uncle’s futon in Lagos. He sat in a massive amphitheater alongside other young people from many different countries. Some of them were talking to each other, many were frightened, all were confused. They’d all experienced the same vision. Kopano overheard one boy say that a moment ago he was home eating dinner, he’d felt a strange sensation come over him and now here he was.

“What a bizarre dream this is,” Kopano remarked aloud. Some of the nearby kids murmured agreement. A Japanese girl seated next to him turned to regard Kopano.

“But is this my dream, or your dream?” she asked.

Then new people appeared out of thin air, all of them seated at the ornate table in the room’s center. Everyone in the audience recognized John Smith and the other Loric from TV and YouTube. Questions were shouted—What’s going on? Why did you bring us here? Are you going to save our planet? Kopano stayed quiet. He was too in awe and he wanted to know what his new heroes had to say.

John Smith spoke to them. He was confident in a humble way. Kopano liked him immediately. He told them—the humans sitting in the gallery—that they all had Legacies.

“I know this seems crazy,” John Smith said. “It also probably doesn’t seem fair. A few days ago, you were leading normal lives. Now, without warning, there are aliens on your planet and you can move objects with your minds. Right? I mean . . . how many of you have discovered your telekinesis?”

A lot of hands went up, including the Japanese girl’s. Kopano looked around, jealous and disappointed in himself. These other kids were learning telekinesis while he was sitting around watching TV.

A glowing Loric girl at the table with a strangely echoing voice displayed a map of Earth with locations marked. Loralite, a stone native to Lorien, now grew in these places. Those with Legacies—Human Garde, like Kopano was supposedly—could use these stones to teleport across the planet. They could join the fight.

“I obviously can’t make you join us,” John Smith said. “In a few minutes, you’ll wake up from this meeting back wherever you were before. Where it’s safe, hopefully. And maybe those of us who do fight, maybe the armies of the world, all of us . . . maybe that will be enough. Maybe we can fight off the Mogadorians and save Earth. But if we fail, even if you stay on the sidelines for this battle . . . they will come for you. So I’m asking you all, even though you don’t know me, even though we’ve royally shaken up your lives—stand with us. Help us save the world.”

Kopano cheered. He clenched and unclenched his fists. He was ready!

Suddenly, the evil Setrákus Ra was shouting threats, his black eyes scanning the room, his gaze boring into everyone. People started to disappear, blinking out of the dream. Kopano woke with a start, sweaty, his head aching.

Little Dubem was the only one still awake and he was staring at him. “Kopano,” Dubem whispered. “You were glowing!”

The next day, with his family once again gathered around the television, Kopano made his announcement.

“The Loric visited me in my sleep. John Smith himself asked me to come join them in the defense of Earth. They showed me a map of the world with the locations of stones that I may use to teleport to them. One of them is located at Zuma Rock. I must go there immediately to meet my destiny.”

Dubem nodded along solemnly while the rest of Kopano’s family stared at him. Then his father and uncle broke into laughter, soon joined by his brother Obi.

“Listen to this one!” his father shouted. “Meet his destiny! Shut up now, we can’t hear the news.”

“But I saw him,” Dubem said, his small voice shaky. “Kopano glowed!”

Their mother made the sign of the cross. “A devil has invaded our house.”

Udo regarded his son through eyes narrowed to slits. Kopano stood tall, chest puffed out, hoping to cut a striking figure.

“Okay, Mr. Superhero,” said Udo measuredly. “If you are an alien now, please show us your powers.”

Kopano took a deep breath. He looked down at his hands. He didn’t feel any different than he had yesterday, but that didn’t necessarily mean the great powers of the Loric weren’t lurking within him, right?

With a flourish worthy of a martial arts movie, Kopano thrust his hands towards his father. He hoped that his telekinesis would come rushing forth and knock his old man out of his chair. But while Udo flinched at the sudden move, nothing else happened.

Kopano’s uncle laughed again and slapped Udo on the back. “Your face! You looked like you might crap in your britches!”

Udo scowled, then snorted in Kopano’s direction. “You see? Noth—” His father’s face suddenly contorted in anguish. Udo clutched at his chest, feet kicking out in front of him in spasms. His eyes went wide in panic. “My insides!” he screamed. “My insides are boiling!”

Kopano’s mother screamed.

Kopano and his brothers all rushed to their father’s side. Their uncle took a frightened step back. Kopano grabbed his father’s arm.

“Father, I’m sorry! I don’t know what—”

His father slapped him on the side of the head and grinned. Just like that, he was miraculously recovered and already turning back to the television. A practical joke.

“You stupid boy, I’m fine. Or perhaps my alien powers are just greater than yours, hmm?” He waved Kopano away. “Go on. See to your mother. You scared her bad.”

Kopano slunk away. Had it really all been a dream? What would he have done with Legacies, anyway? A boy from Lagos rushing off to save the world? Even Nollywood didn’t make movies with premises so far-fetched.

Little Dubem clasped his hand.

“I believe you, Kopano,” his youngest brother whispered. “You will show them all.”

At least, for a few days after his embarrassing announcement, Kopano’s family was too glued to the news to mock him. But then the invasion ended, suddenly and brutally, with the nations of Earth coming together to simultaneously attack every Mogadorian warship. Meanwhile, the Garde, the ones who had invaded Kopano’s dreams and promised him bigger things than Lagos, went to the Mogadorians’ secret base in West Virginia and killed Setrákus Ra. Kopano imagined being there, fighting alongside the Garde, and melting Setrákus Ra with his fire-breath.

Fire-breath, Kopano had decided, would be his Legacy.

When the news broke that Earth was saved, they celebrated in the streets. His father hugged him close as they danced down the road, fireworks going off overhead. Kopano couldn’t remember the last time Udo had hugged him like that. Not since he was a boy.

But the next day, it started.

Alien son, go down to the market before school and pick up the items I am thinking about right now! Use your telepathy!

Alien son, did you finish your homework?

Alien son, use your telekinesis to get me a beer, eh?

Kopano grinned through it all, but inside he seethed. His unemployed father had nothing better to do than sit home all day and think up ways to humiliate him.

Worse still, his bigmouthed brother, Obi, had spread the word around school. Soon, Kopano’s classmates were teasing him, too. A stall in the marketplace had started selling rubber Mogadorian masks, hideous gray things with empty black eyes and tiny yellow teeth. A group of his older classmates chased Kopano through the halls wearing these masks and, when they caught him, they used rolls of duct tape to bind him to one of the football goals. They took turns kicking balls at him.

Until one day, when Kopano stopped a football in midair. When that happened, they all ran away screaming.

“Finally,” Kopano whispered to himself as he began wriggling free. “Finally.”

It had been three months since the invasion. Kopano, it turned out, was a late bloomer.

That evening, he strode into his family’s apartment to find his father napping on the couch. With his little brothers watching, Kopano used his telekinesis to levitate the couch high above the floor. Then he screamed, “Fire! Fire! Father, get up!”

His father sprung upright, swung his legs off the couch and fell five feet to the floor. As he groaned and picked himself up, staring aghast at the couch still floating above him, Obi and Dubem cackled with laughter. Kopano simply grinned at his father, squaring his shoulders in the same noble way he had on that humiliating morning months ago.

“You see, old man? What did I tell you?”

Udo stumbled over to his son, a smile slowly spreading on his face. He grabbed Kopano’s cheeks and pinched. “My beautiful alien son, you are the answer to all of our problems.”

Many months later, when Kopano finally made it to America, the psychologist Linda Matheson would ask him what life was like back in Lagos, before he came to the Human Garde Academy.

Kopano would think about his answer for a long moment before answering.

“Well,” he said, “I guess for a little while I was a criminal.”
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CHAPTER ONE

DUANPHEN

BANGKOK, THAILAND

DUANPHEN WATCHED THE BEGGAR AS HE SCURRIED through traffic with his bucket and rag. The boy couldn’t have been more than twelve, small, with a mop of greasy black hair. He picked his cars smartly—shiny ones with tinted windows and drunk passengers. He splashed dirty water on windshields and stretched across hoods to ineffectively clean up, mostly smearing around more grime. Drivers rolled down their windows to curse at him but usually relented, shoved a note into his hand to make him go away, and turned on their wipers.

It was after midnight and Royal City Avenue still pulsed with life. Motorcycles weaved through the traffic. Drunk clubbers stumbled into the street. Neon lights flashed in unison with their bars’ competing bass lines.

Duanphen rubbed the handcuff around her wrist, which attached her to the executive’s briefcase. The metal irritated her. Just like this place.

Three months since she was last here. She hadn’t missed it.

The beggar spotted Duanphen and her limo. Well, not her limo, precisely—it belonged to the executive; she was only watching over it. The black stretch was double-parked obnoxiously in front of a club where go-go dancers gyrated in the windows. The executive had been so excited when he saw the place that he was practically drooling; they just had to pull over. The rest of the executive’s security had gone in with him, but not Duanphen. She was too young.

“Sweet ride,” the beggar said in Thai as he stopped in front of her. He held out his rag threateningly. “Dirty, though. For a few bucks I’ll wash it for you.”

Duanphen regarded him coldly. “Go away.”

The kid stared up at her, as if trying to decide if he should press his luck. At seventeen, Duanphen wasn’t that much older than him, although her steely gaze made her seem it. She stood a shade over six feet tall, her long-limbed body like a switchblade. She kept her hair buzzed and wore no makeup except for some extra-dark eyeliner. Her petite nose was a crooked zigzag; it looked like it’d been erased and redrawn.

“I know you,” he said.

“No.”

“You’re a hooker,” he said with a laugh. “No! That’s not right. Where have I seen you?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Duanphen said. “Get lost.”

The beggar hopped in the air as the realization hit him. “You’re a fighter!” he said, shaking his rag at her. “I know you! You’re the one who cheats. The one—”

As if by magic, the boy’s bucket tipped towards him and spilled water down the front of his pants. He gasped and shut up, staring at Duanphen.

Not magic. Telekinesis.

“If you do know me,” Duanphen said, “then you know what I will do when I run out of patience.”

The beggar looked at her wide-eyed, then took off into the crowd with a yelp. Duanphen pursed her lips. Calling her a cheater. What did that little idiot know about anything?

Duanphen had been doing Muay Thai fights since she was fourteen, a necessity to supplement the pittance she got working sixty hours a week at the garment factory, all to pay her rent at a roach-infested boardinghouse. Before her Legacies kicked in, Duanphen had lost more fights than she won, often getting her face smashed to a bloody pulp by girls twice her age.

Telekinesis, she discovered after the invasion, made the fights easier. An assisted leg-trip here. A deflected punch there. She went on a winning streak. She began to bet on herself. The competition got tougher, but her telekinesis got stronger, too.

It wasn’t until an opponent managed to get her in a choke hold and Duanphen’s electrified skin unexpectedly triggered that the fight promoters got wise. They called what she’d been doing “stealing” and gave her a choice: work off the debt or die. She considered fighting her way out, but they had a lot of guns, and blocking punches wasn’t the same as stopping bullets.

Word soon got out that the local mob had a Garde for hire. That was how the executive found her. He knew a lot of people. He was a talker. An excellent negotiator.

That’s what made him so valuable to the Foundation.

The Foundation paid off her debt and gave Duanphen a fresh start. They gave her more money than she could hope to earn in a thousand fights, plus clothes and a splashy apartment in Hong Kong. All she needed to do in exchange was watch over this smarmy executive and carry around his briefcase.

Not a bad deal at all, she’d thought. At least until she got to know the executive better. Men liked him, of course, because he was always making gross jokes and buying drinks. But, to Duanphen, he was a middle-aged creep, the kind of tourist she’d encountered a million times in Bangkok. He was always complaining about his cold wife and his kids who didn’t talk to him.

The executive sauntered out of the club surrounded by a phalanx of brutish bodyguards. He had a lot of security—more added in the last few weeks, for reasons no one explained to Duanphen. The muscle cleared a path on the sidewalk, shoving aside gaudily dressed revelers as they escorted the executive to his armored limo. People craned their necks to catch a glimpse of what kind of man commanded such an entourage. The executive didn’t look like much—a thatch of thinning blond hair, short, a potbelly, his designer suit wrinkled from the humidity, his salmon-colored shirt damp with sweat. Not famous, the onlookers probably thought, disappointed. Just some rich jerk. Bangkok was full of them.

Duanphen opened the car door for her rich jerk. He pinched her cheek affectionately and she died a little inside.

“Missed a banging good time, Dawn,” he said, his words slurred from too much champagne.

“Mm,” Duanphen offered noncommittally. She despised his butchered farang version of her name.

The executive interpreted Duanphen’s murmur as encouragement. “One of these days you’ll be old enough to make a proper piece of arm candy,” he told her.

Duanphen smiled mirthlessly and clenched her fist. She slid into the backseat beside the executive, one of the other bodyguards taking the wheel.

“Meant to ask you,” the executive said. “Happy to be back home?”

“No,” she replied. “I hate this place.”

“Really? I’ve always loved Bangkok.” He waved his hand airily out the window. “Although it’s more fun when you aren’t bloody surrounded.”

Duanphen knew the executive chafed at the extra security. His bodyguards weren’t just the average bruisers anyone could hire around Bangkok; they were highly trained mercenaries. The Blackstone Group detachment had been his wife’s idea—or, rather, his wife’s command. She was in the Foundation too and seemed to wield more power than her husband. That, at least, cheered Duanphen.

The rest of the executive’s security piled into two cars, one behind and one in front. The executive sighed as his ungainly security force began the journey through the crowded streets back to his hotel.

The executive checked his watch. “Ah, running a bit late.” He wiggled his fingers at Duanphen. “Let’s get to business, shall we?”

Ostensibly, the executive was in Bangkok to sign some paperwork on a hotel he’d invested in. But while that work had made the executive rich, it was no longer his true occupation.

Duanphen offered him the briefcase. The executive unlocked it with his thumbprint, then lifted out its contents—a sleek tablet computer. This, too, the executive unlocked with his fingerprint, followed by a nine-digit code that he kept hidden from Duanphen. The tablet connected to a secure server via satellite uplink. The executive settled back, waiting to connect.

“A good turnout,” the executive said approvingly. He liked showing off, so he didn’t mind if Duanphen peeked at the tablet.

There were twenty people waiting for the executive in the e-conference. They were represented by icons—an infinity symbol, a snarling fox, a silver-and-blue star that Duanphen thought was the logo for an American football team. The mundane avatars of the very rich people in the executive’s club.

A slithering blob of shadows appeared among the icons. That represented the executive himself. That was always how the auctioneer looked during one of these Foundation events.

“Good evening, all,” the executive said, after unmuting his side of the conference and activating his voice modulator. “On the block tonight, we have the services of Salma G., for the weekend of January third through the fifth.”

The executive called up Salma’s picture and sent it out to the bidders. The girl had wavy brown hair that was long and unruly, plus a thick unibrow that made her look like she was deep in thought. In the image, Salma wore a tangle of scarves that were nearly indistinguishable from her billowy dress, patterns upon patterns. She sat cross-legged, fingers pinched together like she was meditating, her eyes gazing into the middle distance.

He muted the conference so he could smirk at Duanphen. “Nice costume on her, eh? The lads in marketing thought it’d be clever to give her a sort of gypsy fortune-teller vibe.”

“I see,” Duanphen replied.

“Don’t need any of that when you’re on the block, eh? Your face conveys exactly what you’re for.”

Duanphen touched her crooked nose but didn’t reply. The executive had already unmuted the video conference and was again speaking to his international audience.

“The following specs were included in your dossier, but I’ll summarize. Salma is sixteen years old. Moroccan. Speaks fluent Arabic, passable French and passable English. No health concerns. Buyer must provide a halal diet. Salma’s telekinetic control remains middling at best, so, if that’s what you’re interested in, we’ve got better assets available. Her real allure is her precognitive ability. She’s perfect for a visit to the track or the casino, although we don’t recommend attempting to use her Legacies to choose stocks or other long-term investments. Salma is geo-restricted; you’ve already been provided with lists of approved locations. Bidders are also reminded that you are purchasing only the use of Salma’s Legacies and that any behavior viewed by the Foundation as untoward or detrimental to the asset will result in swift expulsion from the organization.”

Duanphen knew that expulsion, in this case, meant death. It didn’t matter how wealthy and powerful the Foundation’s members were; if they broke the rules, they’d be punished.

“Righto.” The executive cleared his throat. “As there’s a great amount of interest in dear Salma, I believe we shall start the bidding at five million euros. Do I hear five million?”

Immediately, a handful of the icons logged out of the conference. The price was too high for some, but not all. The bidding went back and forth. Each time one of the icons pulsed, a little beep sounded and the bid increased by 250,000 euros.

Five minutes later, the auction was over. A weekend with Salma had gone for 10.6 million euros. The executive checked his account. The payment had already come through.

“Bastard’ll probably make that back in a night.” The executive sniffed. He handed his tablet back to Duanphen and she returned it to the briefcase. “We ought to take a percentage of what the girl makes them at the tables, eh?”

“It is a lot of money,” Duanphen said, in awe of the price the Moroccan Garde commanded.

“Eh.” The executive shrugged. “Not so much.”

They arrived at the executive’s hotel. It was a lavish place, where the staff wore silk vests and bow ties and were always underfoot with warm towels and glasses of rose water. The executive loved it. He had the penthouse suite all to himself. Well, not quite all to himself. Duanphen slept in an adjoining room and a handful of the other bodyguards were always camped out in the hallway.

Some of the guards stayed in the lobby to keep an eye on things; the rest piled into the elevator with them. When they reached the top floor, they met two more bodyguards who were stationed outside the executive’s suite.

“Keeping watch on an empty hallway,” the executive groused. “What a great use of our resources.”

But, as he neared his suite, the executive suddenly began to whistle a jaunty little tune. Duanphen raised an eyebrow. The little man was practically swaggering, swinging his arms back and forth like he was in a wonderful mood. Maybe he was drunker than she thought.

“Aw, you lads are just doing your jobs,” he said. “I don’t mean to be such a bastard. I just made a tidy pile of quid tonight, y’know? Ought to spread the wealth, as the poors love to say.” He stopped abruptly in the middle of the hallway. “Come on, ya blokes,” he said. “Gather round, eh?”

The guards did as they were told. Normally, they were a stoic bunch, but now they looked as upbeat as the executive. Some of them grinned as they formed an impromptu huddle. Duanphen arched an eyebrow. The Blackstone mercenaries were usually much more professional.

“It isn’t easy work, what you do. I want to show my appreciation.” The executive pulled out his overstuffed money clip and started slapping high-denomination Thai baht into the outstretched hands of his security guards. “Bangkok’s a damn fine place for strapping bucks like you lot. Take the night off. Go out and enjoy yourselves. On me, of course.”

As if the money wasn’t enough, the executive handed over his Black Card to one of the guards, then tossed his entire wallet to another. He winked and waved them off, watching like a generous father as the hardened mercenaries jostled their way back to the elevator, arm in arm, laughing and cracking jokes.

Duanphen watched it all happen with her mouth half-open in disbelief.

“What . . . ?” She sounded bewildered. “What the hell are you doing?”

The executive grinned at her. “What’s the matter, Dawn? You sure you don’t want to join them? Go on, then. Have fun.” He slapped his pockets. “Afraid I’m out of money, though . . .”

Duanphen stared into his eyes, which had a wide and spacey quality. “You’re—” She gave up on the stupidly grinning executive. “Hey, wait!” she called after the mercenaries, but the elevator was gone. Had they all gone crazy?

“Sir,” Duanphen said, balling her fists. “You’re acting strange.”

“Nonsense,” the executive replied. He swiped his key card and pushed open the door to his suite.

Immediately, Duanphen could sense something wrong. The air was warm and sticky, not meticulously temperature-controlled like the executive preferred. And where was that breeze coming from?

The executive stopped suddenly and pinched the bridge of his nose. He shook his head as if he were coming out of a dream.

“Dawn, what— Did our boys just rob me? Or—what came over me?”

The answer stood right in the middle of his suite.

The young man was slender, his brown hair combed from the side into a meticulously gelled swoop. He wore expensive clothes—gray slacks, a black vest, a white dress shirt. Duanphen thought he looked almost like a magician; appropriate, as he’d somehow slipped in past the executive’s security. The broken glass from the balcony window probably explained that . . . although how had he managed to climb all the way up here?

The executive was frozen. “You.”

“Not easy, putting you in a generous mood while making those Blackstone morons go all frat boy,” Einar said. There were dark circles around his eyes and he was out of breath, like he’d just greatly exerted himself. He held up a finger. “Give me a minute, will you?”

Duanphen didn’t hesitate. Clearly, this Einar boy was a threat. Maybe even the reason for the executive’s added security. She charged towards him, the executive’s metal briefcase held over her head as a weapon.

Wumpf! She didn’t see it coming. A second intruder slammed into Duanphen’s side, trucked her clean off her feet and sent her crashing through a coffee table. A burly and hunched figure in a dingy gray sweat suit, the hood pulled up.

Einar sat down in a plush armchair and stretched out his legs. He smiled at the executive. “You aren’t the only one with a bodyguard. Shall we see how this plays out?”

Duanphen snapped back to her feet, facing down the looming figure in the sweat suit. He was big, but she’d fought bigger. She triggered her Legacy. A field of electricity crackled across Duanphen’s body. One Taser-like blow from her packed enough voltage to put down an ox.

She had longer reach than the brute in the sweat suit and threw a series of quick strikes at his face—a jab followed by a vicious swing of the briefcase. He bobbed backwards on his heels, keeping his distance as Duanphen’s lightning-charged punches crackled right in front of his nose. Duanphen was merely testing him though, gauging her range.

“Ha!” She unleashed a vicious arcing roundhouse kick. The sweat suit barely managed to get his forearm raised in a haphazard block.

Duanphen screamed and flopped to the ground, her shin bent at an impossible angle. She’d broken her leg on her attacker’s forearm. It was like hitting a brick wall.

The pain caused her to lose control of her Legacy. The sweat suit was on her fast. He grabbed Duanphen around the neck and lifted her off the ground with ease, his fist cocked back.

“Stop!” Einar yelled. “Don’t kill her! You weren’t even supposed to break her!”

As ordered, the sweat suit dropped Duanphen. She writhed on the floor, whimpering, body curled around her broken leg.

Einar looked at the executive. “Him, on the other hand . . .”

Duanphen saw it happen. The executive managed, at last, to turn and run. But it was too late. Sweat suit grabbed him by the back of his neck, lifted him up and then—crack—down, slamming the executive spine-first over his knee like a dead branch.

There was a moment that Duanphen knew from her many losing fights, that sensation right before a knockout, when all the pain was erased by welcoming blackness. The pain in her leg was shrieking and intense. Too much to bear. She let herself slip . . .

And then she was being not so gently slapped awake. How long was she out? Seconds? Minutes? She was still in the hotel room, the breeze from the broken window somehow chilling her despite the humidity. With every slight shift of her body, new shards of pain broke free in her shattered leg. Duanphen wanted to retreat from the agony, but she sensed that if she passed out again she might never wake up.

Einar crouched over her. He stopped slapping her once her eyes focused.

“Hello again,” he said. He held up the executive’s tablet. “How do I access this?”

Shakily, she pointed at the executive’s body. “Fingerprint.”

Duanphen felt a sticky heat beneath her, warm and spreading. Was that . . . ?

“Yes, I know fingerprint. We already took care of that.” Einar held up the executive’s severed hand.

Duanphen gagged. She was lying in a puddle of blood swiftly spreading from the executive’s body. In a moment of panic, she checked her own wrists, was relieved to find them intact. They’d simply ripped open the briefcase with telekinesis.

Behind Einar, the sweat suit wiped his gore-stained hands on a bedsheet. There was something wrong with his skin. Duanphen squinted, but Einar snapped his fingers in her face.

“Do you know the code?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Only he did.”

Einar frowned. “Well. Got a bit overzealous, didn’t we?” He stood up. “So here is the situation, Duanphen. Did I say that right?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“We’re like you. Garde. I’m sure you noticed how your coworkers suddenly started behaving strangely out in the hallway. That was me. I can control emotions.” Duanphen flinched as Einar reached out, but all he did was touch her gently on the nose. “But I’m not doing that to you, dear.”

“Wh-why?”

“My new policy is that I don’t use my Legacy against our own kind unless absolutely necessary. I don’t kill them either. Good news for you, yes? But you still have a choice to make. Option one: you deliver a message for me. Tell the Foundation I know who they are and that I’m coming for them. We leave you here, the guards will likely be back soon, they take you to a hospital, fix your leg, and then you find out what the Foundation does to assets who fail at their jobs.”

Duanphen glanced at the executive’s mangled body. This failure was not something the Foundation would forgive. “Option two?”

“Option two,” Einar continued, “is you come with me. Help me out with what I’m doing.”

Duanphen already knew which option she would choose, but she still had to ask.

“What . . . what are you doing?”

“Simple. I’m remaking the world.”
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