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CHAPTER ONE


YOU’RE AN IDIOT, MARK JAMES.

This is the thought that screams through my head every one hundred miles or so on the road when I have a moment of self-doubt. Or maybe it’s a moment of clarity? I don’t really know which. But when I face the facts—that I’ve stolen an FBI agent’s laptop, pissed off some evil aliens and am now driving across the country in order to try to find my missing ex-girlfriend, Sarah, who happens to be dating a good alien—I can’t help but think it’s true. I’m an idiot. Or I’m crazy. Or both.

Whatever I am, it’s too late to go back to being who I was before aliens blew up my school and took over my town. Not too long ago I was hot shit at Paradise High, with a bright future ahead of me. Now I’m the dude who’s wanted by government agencies and bad ETs from the planet Shark-Face.

I down an energy drink and crush the can in my fist, tossing it to the passenger seat floorboard, where it finds a home with a bunch of its empty brothers. I’ve been on the road for about nineteen hours, and I didn’t exactly start on a full night’s sleep. The only thing keeping me going is a mixture of adrenaline, worrying about Sarah and what are probably enough energy drinks to kill an elephant. One glance in the rearview mirror tells me I’m way overdue for sleep, my eyes all bloodshot and dark looking, but I don’t have time to take things easy. Sarah’s in Dulce—or at least, that’s what the email I read on the stolen FBI laptop said. Before I tried to access a file called “MogPro,” and the whole computer shut down. Now, the computer won’t even turn on. It’s just sitting on my back floorboard, wrapped in my letter jacket.

I try not to think about what the FBI or the Mogs might be doing to Sarah. I can hardly even wrap my head around the fact that the FBI—or at least the agents in Paradise—are working with the aliens. Instead, I focus on the fact that I’m on my way to bust her out . . . somehow. After a few more hours of empty roads on my fifteen-hundred-miles-in-one-day journey from Ohio to New Mexico, I’ll be there to try to save her. Me. Alone. Against a bunch of pale-ass aliens and probably the FBI, NSA and the Illuminati or whatever.

My phone dings—a burner, one I bought at a truck stop an hour outside of Paradise. The sound reminds me that I’m not technically alone on my mission to save Sarah. There’s someone helping me. He’s the only person who has this number.

I look at the text.

GUARD: Getting close to the NM border?

I glance up to see a sign on the side of the road telling me that Colorado State Highway 17 will turn into New Mexico State Highway 17 in ten miles. GUARD has been weirdly good at guessing where I’m at since I’ve been on the road.

I text him back, saying I’m about ten minutes out. Almost as soon as the message goes through, I get another ding.

GUARD: Gas station on the NM side of the border. On the right. Pull off there: I’ve got some stuff for you.

My brain basically explodes when I read this. I’m actually going to be face-to-face with GUARD: head conspiracy theorist at the They Walk Among Us website, hacker extraordinaire and kind of my only friend now that Sarah’s gone. Even though I’ve never met him. Even though I’ve never even talked to him on the phone because he’s as obsessed with his own privacy as he is with the Mogadorians and Loric.

Okay, so maybe we aren’t friends, exactly. I guess we’re more like partners in all this alien shit. He’s the computer brains, and I’m the good-looking brawn who’s going to save the girl and then figure out a way to keep what happened in Paradise from going down anywhere else.

The idea of being face-to-face with GUARD sends my thoughts into overdrive as I start imagining us pulling some badass action-movie moves while we storm the alien base in Dulce. Liberating anyone who’s been taken hostage by the Mogs in a montage of explosions. Then the pounding in my chest starts to drum faster, and I remember that this is real life, no matter how strange it all seems. I think of the huge Mog dude I saw while I was acting like a spy at the police station in Paradise. He was a black-eyed giant, built like a professional linebacker. He easily had two hundred pounds on me and was probably packing all kinds of alien weapons. Then I think back to all the gross-as-shit Mogs we faced at the school. I mean, I managed to fight my way out of that whole mess and protected Sarah in the process, but the idea of going up against those guys again makes me want to turn around and head back home.

I crank up the radio and tell myself it’ll all work out.

I’ll be okay. I’ll save Sarah. GUARD and I will do it together. He’ll know what to do.

It’s two in the morning when I cross the border from Colorado into New Mexico. Sure enough, there’s an old-looking gas station at the first exit. This time of night, the place looks deserted.

It’s only as I turn into the station that my head throbs and I wonder if I’m in danger for some reason. But that’s impossible. I’ve been supercareful, and God knows GUARD isn’t going to screw up on his end when it comes to flying under the radar. I still feel uneasy, though.

I blame the sudden paranoia on my lack of sleep.

I park at one of the pumps because it’s the only place that’s lit up, loud industrial lights buzzing overhead. Being under the light makes everything else seem that much darker, so I flash my headlights twice, half to get a better look at the area around me and half because I’ve seen enough movies about gangs and secret meetings to know this is sometimes a sign. No one appears, though, so I jump out and start to gas up since I’m already stopped, keeping my eyes on the lookout for any movement.

I’m five gallons in when a tall figure emerges from the darkness of the side of the station.

“GUARD?” I call out.

The figure doesn’t answer, which isn’t exactly a good sign.

I suddenly wish I had a weapon other than my throwing arm—a perfect pass isn’t going to protect me if this dude’s a Mog. My heart beats so loud I’m guessing the other person can hear it over the buzzing lights. I clutch my fingers around the gas pump. If things go bad for me, maybe I can hose the dude down and throw him off balance long enough to make a break for it.

Fortunately, I luck out. It’s obvious from the moment the person steps into the light that she’s no Mog. First off, I don’t even know if there are Mog women. Secondly, she’s dark skinned, unlike any Mog I’ve seen. She doesn’t exactly scream FBI either. She’s got on a motorcycle helmet that leaves just her face exposed. Between that and the form-fitting leather jacket, I’m guessing she’s got a bike stashed on the other side of the gas station. I can’t get too relieved, though, because she looks like she’s pissed off as she approaches. That’s when I notice there’s a box under one of her arms. I keep my hand on the gas pump.

I don’t realize she’s taller than me—by about a head—until she’s a few yards away. I don’t think I’ve ever met a girl who’s made me feel so short. Actually, she’s not really a girl. I’m guessing she’s in her midthirties, but with the crappy light and her helmet, it’s hard to tell exactly.

“Uh . . . ,” I murmur. I don’t really know what to say. “I’m not sure . . .”

“Jolly Roger?” she asks.

It takes me a second to answer because no one’s ever called me that in real life. Hell, I don’t think I’ve ever even said the words out loud. Technically I am JOLLYROGER182, at least when I’m blogging on They Walk Among Us.

“Yeah?” I ask, as if it’s a question.

I’m still trying to wrap my head around what’s happening when she pushes the box into my chest.

“Sign here,” she says, holding a pen out to me with one hand and pointing to a sheet of paper on top of the box with another.

I do as I’m told, only halfway registering the courier service listed at the top of the page. Sure enough, the package is intended for Jolly Roger. This must be GUARD’s way of keeping my real name out of the equation, which is smart, I guess. Still, I can’t help but be bummed that he sent a courier instead of coming to the station himself.

I thought I was finally going to meet GUARD. I thought we were going to team up.

The woman keeps her eyes focused on me. Not blinking. Her intensity creeps me out a little bit, keeping me from wallowing too much in the fact that GUARD’s not here.

She takes the page back after I’ve signed for the package but keeps staring at me, like her dark-brown eyes are trying to read my mind. Finally she speaks.

“You should get off the road and get some sleep.” Her voice is stern, more of a command than a suggestion. “You look like shit.”

And then she walks back off into the darkness.

I fling open my truck door and get in, tearing into the box. I pull out all kinds of stuff I don’t recognize: computer equipment, maps, little electronic gadgets. There’s a smartphone in the box, along with a stack of cash that’s got to be at least a grand. There’s even a black, padded messenger bag—I’m guessing to carry all this stuff around in.

What is going on?

Suddenly, the phone’s screen comes to life, powering on. After a few seconds, a text message pops up.

GUARD: Thought you could use some supplies. Instructions are on the phone. Careful: they’ll self-delete after you’ve read them. Good luck. -G

GUARD sent me a care package.

There’s no return address on the box. I jump out of the truck cab, but it’s too late—I can already hear the whine of the courier’s bike fading away somewhere down the highway.

The gas pump clicks. I’m about to pack everything back into the box when I notice one last item at the bottom of it. I pick it up: a metal cylinder about half an inch wide and four inches tall that’s covered in weird markings I’ve never seen before. Near the top is what appears to be a button. There’s a Post-it note attached that has “do not press me” written on it. I’m suddenly afraid I’m holding some sort of next-gen bomb.

Looking back and forth between the possible weapon and the stack of cash, one big question is louder than all the others going through my head: Who the fuck is GUARD?





CHAPTER TWO


I PACK EVERYTHING UP AND GET BACK ON THE highway—I’m only a few hours from Dulce, and now that I have a bunch of weird gadgets and cash, the last place I want to be is parked out in the open under the lights of a gas station. So I drive, fighting the urge to go over all the notes on the smartphone. Once I get close to where the secret Dulce base is supposed to be located, I give in and pull off to the side of the road to get my shit together. I can’t exactly charge into a secret government base and demand to talk to Sarah Hart. I start by taking a full inventory of the stuff GUARD sent me, carefully reading the notes on the new phone, which I’m supposed to use to communicate with my unseen partner now.

Most of the stuff in the box seems to be computer related. There’s a little netbook that’s got a stealthy Wi-Fi hotspot installed inside that will bounce my location to satellites around the world, making anything I do impossible to track. That way I’ll be able to communicate with people and upload stuff to They Walk Among Us without worrying about a bunch of black helicopters swooping in on me. There’s also a USB drive that’s supposed to help get the FBI computer I swiped up and running again—GUARD thinks that the files I saw disappearing before the screen went black may still be hidden somewhere on the hard drive. The trigger-looking thing covered in weird symbols is some kind of cutting-edge grenade. GUARD says it should only be used in a life-or-death situation. All I have to do is press the button on top and throw. There’s no explanation as to what it actually does or what the symbols mean. They don’t look like any alphabet I’ve ever seen, and I can’t help but wonder if GUARD somehow managed to snag an alien weapon.

I kind of wish he’d also sent along a laser pistol or something.

The cash is self-explanatory. Well, not really. The fact that GUARD would just up and send fifteen hundred dollars—I counted—to someone he sorta knows makes me wonder if he’s actually some kind of hacker billionaire operating out of a secret lair that looks like something out of The Matrix.

I shove everything into the messenger bag, including my old burner phone. As cool as all the gadgets are, the most helpful thing in the box for me right now is the stack of satellite images and blueprints of the Dulce base. All the maps I found online showed nothing but desert where it should have been, but the stuff GUARD sent is comprehensive, laying out the big-ass complex and giving me a good idea of the size of the thing and where I might be able to sneak in. There are even blueprints of what the underground levels of the place might look like.

It’s intimidating as hell.

Flipping through the maps, I don’t know how I’m going to be able to find Sarah in this mess. She could be anywhere. She might not even be there anymore. My body feels like it’s sinking in on itself as I consider how impossible this mission is. How stupid I am for thinking I can just waltz in and rescue her.

I crack open another energy drink, guzzling it.

Man up, Mark.

I put my truck into gear and get back on the road. I’ll have a better idea of what my plan should be once I get there. Surely.

After about fifteen minutes of driving, I take an unmarked side road that’s circled on the maps GUARD sent. The base shouldn’t be that far now. I turn off my lights and drive slowly. There’s just enough moonlight for me to sort of be able to see. For a few minutes, I see nothing but hilly desert in front of me, but then I finally spot a tall chain-link fence in the distance that’s topped in razor wire.

That’s got to be it.

There doesn’t appear to be any gate or path leading to the base perimeter, so I say a quick prayer, blow a kiss to the dashboard of my truck and off-road through the desert, trying my best to avoid any big shrubs or rocks and pretending not to worry about the fact that, for all I know, there could be mines and stuff all around out here.

But there aren’t any. Or at least I don’t hit any of them. Instead, I get within a few yards of the fence and park. Just in case there are hidden cameras around, I fish a baseball cap out of the back of my truck and pull it down low, trying to hide my face as much as I can.

The fence is at least three times as tall as I am, and I can’t see most of the base because of a mesa or hill or whatever that hides it. There aren’t any lights on—or at least not outside. I wish I’d thought to buy night-vision goggles or that GUARD had sent some along. I squint, trying to make out what all the dark shapes are in the moonlight. It looks like there are burned-out Humvees and other kinds of military vehicles littering the desert around the base. From what I can tell, something crazy definitely went down here recently. Something epic.

It reminds me of Paradise and the way my school looked after John, Henri, Six—after we’d all fought and escaped from the Mogs. This is the kind of shit that happens when good aliens and bad aliens collide. Were the Garde here? Was John Smith here? Maybe Sarah doesn’t even need saving anymore.

But she would have contacted me if she were free, right? And what if dumbass John and his other ET friends did try to save Sarah but got captured?

What if I’m the only person left to bail them out?

I have to get in there. Now.

“Okay, Mark,” I say. “Time to save the day.”

I walk beside the fence for a few minutes, trying to see more of the base while at the same time wondering if I’ve got anything in my truck that might be able to snip a hole in the chain length. But I luck out, because I get to a section of the fence that’s been knocked down—maybe even blown apart, judging by the mangled little pieces of metal littering the ground.

That’s my entrance.

I think about going back to the truck to grab the grenade thing GUARD sent with me, but I’m kind of scared that it’d go off in my pocket accidentally since its trigger is apparently just a button. Probably the lamest possible outcome of the night would be me trying to be a hero and blowing myself up instead, leaving Sarah all alone in a cell.

So instead, I take a deep breath and step through the hole in the fence.

Once I’m inside the perimeter of the base, I jog towards some of the wreckage dotting the desert hills and look for a way to access the main facility, which, according to GUARD’s maps, is mostly located underground. I try to stay low and out of sight, hiding behind half-crumbled walls and wishing I’d thought to buy darker clothes since my white T-shirt probably makes me stand out in the darkness. But I keep moving, eventually crouching behind what looks like a collapsed watchtower.

What the hell happened here?

Some of the buildings and vehicles around the main facility look like they’ve exploded—all scorched and burned-out—while others appear to have been blown apart by some other force. Maybe telekinesis? Maybe John or the other Garde really were here? The place looks completely vacant. Decommissioned. Half of my brain says I should just forget about trying to find a way inside and go back to my truck since it looks like there’s no way a major FBI or Mog operation could still be working out of this broken-down base. But I can’t do that. I’ve come too far. And if there’s any chance that Sarah is still inside . . .

I think I see a shadow move out of the corner of my eye. I hold my breath and stand frozen for what feels like a long time, trying to figure out if there’s anyone around—squinting in the moonlight. But there’s nothing. The wind whistles, and I exhale.

I run to one of the charred Humvees, staying close to the ground, and roll behind it. In movies, spies and badass cops are always rolling behind cover, but all this does is get sand all over me and in my eyes. I try not to cough as I blink for half a minute, telling myself not to be a douche bag and try to pull any fancy moves anymore. I just have to get in, find Sarah and get out.

I spot my entry point. There’s a bunch of debris lying around a pit about twenty yards away from me where it looks like the ground has collapsed into some kind of sinkhole. I can just make out a few walls and stuff below—the hole must lead straight down into the facility. All I have to do is jump down and I’m in, no locks to try to get past or anything.

Whatever battle took place here has given me a perfect way into the facility.

I start for the hole, keeping my eyes peeled for any movement. I’m halfway between it and the Humvee when a blinding light appears from somewhere to my right.

Shit.

My eyes burn, and I can barely see as I try to run back to the Humvee to take cover. But then there’s another light that looks like it’s coming from on top of the wreckage. And then there are lights everywhere, stunning me, making it impossible for me to even know which direction I’m facing anymore. I’m not sure if this is some kind of defense system or if I’m about to be beamed up to a Mog ship or something. My head spins, and I start to hyperventilate, completely regretting not bringing the grenade with me.

A figure emerges from the light, silhouetted. I can’t make out a face or anything. Can’t tell if it’s even a human or a Mog. I plant my feet and clench my fists.

If this is my last stand, I have to make it count for something. I shout the first thing that comes to my mind.

“I’ve come for Sa—”

But before I can finish the sentence, someone attacks me from behind, and there’s fabric over my head. Everything goes dark. I swing around, flailing wildly, but I’m struggling against a bunch of people, and before I know it, my hands are cuffed in front of me.

I’ve made a big mistake.

I’m dragged through the sand until I’m inside some kind of building, my feet kicking against a hard floor. I struggle and shout the whole time, but no one says anything to me. It’s like they can’t even hear me. Not until they start pushing me down some stairs and one of them threatens to Tase me if I don’t shut up. So I do.

The bag over my head is scratchy against my face, and the air inside is thick with my rapid breathing. The more I think about what’s happening, the faster and deeper my breath gets, until I’m sucking a bunch of fabric into my mouth every time I inhale.

I’m afraid I’m going to die here. I’m going to be Mog food. Or I’m going to end up a human lab rat. My parents will never know what happened to me. I’m going to become an unsolved case, just some good-looking dude with an all-American past as Ohio’s greatest quarterback that ends up on a bunch of MISSING posters for a while.

You’re an idiot, Mark.

Someone forces me into a chair and rips the bag off my head. The lights are way too bright, and I wince. I try to cover my eyes with my cuffed hands when I realize they’ve been chained to the center of a metal desk in front of me. I pull against them with all my strength, but there’s no way I’m breaking free.

I am in way over my head.

I look around frantically. The room is small and looks empty except for the high-powered lamp shining right in my face. There’s nothing in here but me, the desk and the light.

And a voice.

“Mark James,” a woman says.

It’s a voice I sort of recognize but can’t really place. I hear a few footsteps from somewhere behind the light and squint as the woman comes into view.

And then I realize why I know her. She has red hair pulled back in a severe ponytail. One of her arms is in a sling, peeking out from underneath her black jacket. She couldn’t look more pissed off.

“Agent Walker?” I ask.

She sighs and raises her good arm to her face. She closes her eyes and rubs one temple.

“You’re a real pain in the ass, kid,” she says, shaking her head.





CHAPTER THREE


IT’S ODDLY COMFORTING TO SEE AGENT WALKER instead of a Mog, but I’m not sure how much of a lucky break it is since she’s sneering at me. After being dragged into the base with a bag over my head, I can’t stop my hands from shaking. The chains around my wrists keep jingling.

It’s some kind of cosmic joke that she’s the one here, like I’ve traveled all this way but ended up exactly where I started. I try to think back to the last time I saw her, when she came to my grandmother’s house asking about Sarah—the morning I found out she was missing. Walker had been her steely self, but there’d been a moment or two in our conversation when it had actually seemed like she was letting her hard-ass persona slip and was acting like a real human. Someone who cared about the fact that the girl she’d been keeping a “protective watch” over had disappeared. She seemed . . . sympathetic.

But I have no idea how much of the Mog Kool-Aid she’s been drinking since then, and I know I can’t count on her to cut me any slack. I’m in trouble for trespassing, but there’s a chance that she doesn’t know anything about the computer I swiped yet. There’s still a chance I can talk my way out of this.

Maybe.

“Uh, hi,” I say. I raise my hands to wave, but all that does is remind both of us that I’m chained to the table.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she asks. Her voice sounds like she’s equally pissed and impressed, so at least I have that last bit going for me.

“I’m on vacation,” I say. I’m painfully aware of how lame of an excuse this is, so I keep talking. “Well, not vacation, really. The University of Arizona offered me a football scholarship, so I’m on my way down there and figured I’d stop and check out this base I’d heard about on Ancient ETs or one of those shows and—”

“Don’t try to bullshit me, Mark,” she says. “You’re terrible at it.”

I try to laugh.

“No, no. I’m just a little on edge because of all the black bags and stuff, you know? This place looked abandoned from the outside. I didn’t think anyone was here.”

Her smile comes back. The one she always had in Paradise. The fake one that says, No matter what you may think, I’m the one in charge here.

“Right,” she says. “I’m sure your nervousness has nothing to do with, oh, I don’t know—a stolen FBI computer?”

Well, so much for trying to charm my way out of this. I’m screwed. I’m in so far over my head that I can barely breathe. This fact must register on my face, because she keeps talking.

“Do you have any idea what the punishment for stealing classified intel like that is?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I mutter. My voice actually cracks a little, like I’m a damned thirteen-year-old. I clear my throat and try to regroup.

She shakes her head.

“Why did you come here?”

“I told you, Arizona State—”

“Earlier you said University of Arizona. We both know that’s not true.”

I try to remain calm.

“I should probably call someone to let them know I’m here,” I say, trying to remember all the rules of due process I learned from my dad over the years. “If you’re arresting me for trespassing, I still get a phone call, right? And shouldn’t I have a lawyer or something here too?”

At this, she starts to laugh. It starts out genuine, like I’ve just told the best joke she’s ever heard, but by the time it dies down, the laughter is sad.

“Start talking,” she finally says, “or I’m going to have to bring in someone less understanding than me to interrogate you.”

We stare at each other. At this point, I figure there’s no harm in telling her the truth. Or at least some of it. I have nothing else to lose.

“I’m here for Sarah,” I say. “I know you took her.”

Walker purses her lips. She keeps her eyes trained on me. I swear she hasn’t blinked since I sat down.

“And you think Sarah is here because of something you read on the computer you stole?”

“You were supposed to be protecting her,” I say, raising my voice. All I can think of now is how much Walker and her fellow agents lied to us in Paradise. How they watched us, worked with the Mogs—how they took my dad’s job away from him and kidnapped the only person who was keeping me sane. “Isn’t that the bullshit you told me and Sarah? That you were going to make sure nothing bad happened to us? I should have known you were all working for the damned Mogs and—”

Walker slams her fist down on the table between us. I shut up. She lets out a long breath and then starts to pace around the room.

“I didn’t know Sarah Hart was going to be taken,” she says. “When I came to your house looking for her, it’s because I really was concerned.”

“Concerned about her, or that you’d lost a potential lead on John Smith?” I spit.

“Both,” she says, turning back to me. “If you’re here, that means you know a lot more about what’s going on in the world than most. At least enough to know how bad things could get for all of us. Hell, you probably know more than me at this point after stealing that computer.”

I shrug. “The laptop basically self-destructed. I don’t know anything important.” I’m so obviously out of my league here, and there’s nothing I can do but apologize and try to convince this woman that I’m a dumb jock. Maybe they haven’t found my truck and searched it yet. “I don’t have it with me. But if you let me go, I can get it and send it back to the guy I took it from. What’s his name? Agent . . .”

“Purdy,” Walker says. There’s weight to her voice when she says his name. Something in her face changes.

“Yeah,” I say. “The piggish-looking dude.”

She shoots me a look that reminds me of one my grandmother only saved for the worst offenses.

“He doesn’t need it anymore,” she says slowly. “He’s dead.”

She’s quiet for a few seconds, as if she’s trying to work something out in her head. Maybe I’m just desperate to not be thrown into FBI prison, but Agent Walker actually looks upset about Purdy being gone.

“I’m sorry,” I say, because it’s the only thing I can think of.

She nods but remains quiet.

“Was there some kind of attack or something?” I ask. This sounds like a question about Purdy, but what I really want to know is anything about Sarah. To gather info.

“A lot has changed around here in the last few days,” she finally says. “I’m not sure anything will be the same from now on. For the Bureau. For us. Hell, even for Earth. The things I’ve seen . . .” Her mind wanders off for a moment.

“Like what?” I ask.

She shakes her head.

“What am I going to do with you? I have much bigger things to take care of and incredibly limited resources.” She adjusts her sling and grimaces a little. “We should have already left this place. It’s only a matter of time before they realize what we’re doing.”

I don’t know who “they” is exactly, but I see my opening.

“Well . . . ,” I start reluctantly. “You could always pretend I was never here and let me and Sarah go.”

She starts circling the table, ignoring my proposition.

“I read your files in Paradise, Mark. You were an athlete. Not the best in school academically, but you excelled at what interested you.”

“Thanks?”

“We never really thought you were involved in any of this. But then you went and stole Purdy’s computer. You’ve gotten yourself into quite a predicament. There are other agents from the Bureau out there trying to hunt you down as we speak.” She stops beside me.

“I only took that computer because I was trying to find Sarah,” I say. Which is true, but also leaves out the part about me being an editor for They Walk Among Us and someone who’s trying to dig up any information he can about the Mogs and leak it to the public. The last thing I want is for her or the government to realize that I’m also JOLLYROGER182. As a teenager trying to track down his ex, I’m kind of excusable, but as a rebel blogger, I’m probably a big, fat target.

“I figured as much,” she says. “But I don’t really think most of our agents—or the people they’re now working for—really care. If I thought it would actually ensure your safety, I’d put you into protective custody immediately. As things are, though, I think that would be on par with throwing you to the wolves. And I don’t exactly have men to spare here. . . .” She seems like she’s talking more to herself now, hardly looking at me.

I try to comprehend all the things she’s just told me.

“You . . . aren’t working with the Mogs, then?”

She twists her lips a little bit into a small frown.

“I work for the American people,” she says firmly. “For a while, that meant working with the Mogadorians. Now I’m not so sure.”

The door behind me opens, and another agent comes in. One I remember as being Walker’s flunky in Paradise. I think his name was Noto. He whispers something to Walker. Her posture goes rigid.

“We’ll move at oh-eight-hundred hours,” she says. “I want every asset we can strip from this base loaded up before then. We can’t be caught unprepared if things go south.”

“What about the agents still loyal to the Mogadorians?” Noto asks. “Should we release them?”

“The Mogs or the Bureau will send a team when they realize this base has gone dark. The agents will be fine. Let them sit and think about where their loyalties lie.”

“And him?”

Walker turns back to me, pursing her lips a little.

“I’ll deal with him,” Walker says.

Noto nods and hurries out of the room.

I take a deep breath and try my luck again.

“Take me to Sarah and let us go,” I plead, leaning forward onto the desk. “Please. I just want to make sure she’s all right. If you can’t protect us here, let us protect ourselves. We’ll disappear.”

Agent Walker looks at me for a few seconds before nodding.

“Sarah’s fine,” she says, and I breathe out a long sigh of relief. “Or she was when they broke her out of here and destroyed most of this facility.”

“They?” I ask.

She snorts a little bit.

“Who do you think? Your old friends who caused such a scene at Paradise High.”

John. Sarah’s with John.





CHAPTER FOUR


WALKER TELLS ME TO LAY LOW AND THAT IF SHE sees me again, she’ll personally make sure that I’m shipped back to Paradise. Luckily, whatever she and the agents loyal to her are about to do must be more important than keeping tabs on me. Before I can try to pry any info about what’s happening out of Walker, two agents are shoving me through the half-ruined top level of the facility. I want to ask them a million questions about what’s going on and where they’re going, but the fact that I’m being released at all has stunned me into silence, as if one question might send me straight into another interrogation room.

The agents are just black specks in my rearview mirror silhouetted against the rising sun by the time I finally breathe. And then I’m screaming and shaking my steering wheel and trying to calm down about the fact that I, in all seriousness, could be being tortured in a secret prison instead of driving away. I pull GUARD’s messenger bag out from under the backseat, happy to see that Walker’s agents either didn’t care if I still had Purdy’s computer or simply didn’t have time to look through my stuff. I’m so relieved that I got out of there that I’m a good fifteen miles away by the time I start to realize what all this means. Sarah’s been rescued by John, but that doesn’t really mean she’s safe, since her boyfriend is a walking target. What are the Garde doing now? There are still a bunch of evil aliens gunning for them, not to mention the idiotic humans who’ve decided to work with the bad guys.

What the hell am I supposed to do now?

I turn to the one person who might have a clue. I text GUARD.

Me: Dulce’s a bust. FBI is abandoning it. Sarah’s gone. I think John and others got her out.

He gets back to me almost immediately.

GUARD: You got in and out and no one saw you? I’m impressed.

Me: Nah. Ran in2 agent Walker from Paradise. She let me go. I think she’s turned against the Mogs.

GUARD: That could be helpful. Where are you going now?

Me: No damn clue. Can’t go home. Bad FBI are still looking for me.

This whole time I’ve been so focused on trying to get Sarah out that I only really saw two possible outcomes: me getting locked up with her, or me rescuing her, then going on an anti-Mog campaign to help save the world. Now that she’s gone, my only real option is to try to find her. Again. I promised John when all this started that I’d keep her safe, but I’m doing this for me, not him. I want to make sure she’s okay. Plus, if she’s with the Garde, she’s the best link I have to everything that’s going on. Whatever she knows can be used on They Walk Among Us to help warn everyone about what’s happening with the Mogs and Garde. Hell, maybe I could even show photos or videos of John and his other alien friends doing crazy shit to convince people that these damned aliens I keep posting about are real.

But first I have to find Sarah.

And I don’t even know where to begin. She could be anywhere, and I have nothing to go off of.

My new phone chirps.

GUARD: If you’re still serious about fighting the Mogs, head towards Alabama. I can set up a base for you to work out of. You may have an easier time finding Sarah and John if you’re not on the road so much spending half your time driving.

GUARD: Just take the long way there and stay out of sight for a few days so I have some time to work everything out.

And there he is again: a Hail Mary pass keeping me from feeling like a completely useless human being. Giving me my next task.

I text him back.

Me: Thx man.

I stare back at the text, having one of those weird moments of clarity when I realize that I’m traveling across the country at the suggestion of some dude I’ve never met in order to help stop an alien invasion. I fire off another message.

Me: Will I meet u in Alabama?

It’s a few minutes before I get a response this time.

GUARD: I’m not certain. I have some personal business to take care of. In the meantime, you might look into switching cars if you can. The FBI will have all your info.

Sure, I’ll just drive up to the next dealership I see and buy a new one. Because that’s exactly how the world works.

I shake my head.

I drive until I find a big-looking road that goes east and take it. After a while, I’m heading more south than anything, but I don’t mind—I just want to get away before Walker decides that I really would be safer under her protection and sends some black-clad henchmen out to get me. Plus, it sounds like GUARD needs some time to get our new base or whatever set up.

After a few hours of driving, I start to feel really strange and kind of like I’m dreaming, even though I’m making it a point to keep my eyes open as wide as possible to stay awake. I finally accept the fact that I’ve got to get off the road and start to weigh the pros and cons of sleeping on the side of the highway when I see a sign that tells me I’m only twenty miles outside of Santa Fe, which, honestly, I thought was in Nevada or Arizona and not New Mexico. Geography was never one of those subjects I took much interest in. On the upside, Santa Fe’s a city I’ve actually heard of, which means that it’s got to be pretty big.

Or at least, big enough for me to stay anonymous and find a place to sleep.

Before I hit the city line, I see the sign for thirty-nine-dollar rooms and pull into a place called Desert Oasis, which is a single story of motel rooms that look like they’ve seen better days. It’s a sort of pinkish-brown stucco building with crumbling corners and long rows of flower beds outside the rooms that are filled with sticks and brown bushes that look like they’d disintegrate if I touched them.

Considering I’m a person of interest to the FBI, it seems like the perfect place to hunker down for some z’s.

The inside office is just a little waiting room with some ripped green vinyl chairs. There’s a guy with a big, brown mustache, a bad comb-over and inch-thick glasses reading a torn-up paperback at the counter.

“I’d, uh, like a room,” I say.

“Sure,” the guy responds, hardly glancing up from his book. “Name?”

“Um,” I say, because I’m feeling a little out of my mind and apparently want to make it completely obvious that I’m trying to be incognito. I think of the name the courier called me—my other identity. “Roger.”

The guy looks at me a second and then shakes his head, motioning to the book on the table in front of him. “I mean, you need to sign in there,” he says. “I’ll also need a credit card on file for incidentals and an ID to go with it.”

“What if I don’t have one?” I try to say casually as I sign in with the name “Jolly Roger,” writing in cursive like I don’t normally do.

He shrugs, finally putting his book down. “Then you’d better have some other kind of collateral.”

I thumb through my wallet, keeping it below the counter so the front-desk guy can’t see it. Then I pull out a hundred and fifty dollars—over a hundred dollars more than what the room costs. I slide the bills over the counter. The guy looks back and forth between me and the cash. Then, finally, he tosses me a key.

“Room number four,” he says.

Of course.

“Thanks,” I mutter.

On my way out, he calls after me, “If you make too much noise, I’ll call the police. Damn kids come out here to drink and always end up—”

But I slam the door behind me, and I don’t hear the end of what he has to say. Besides, I’m not going to make any noise, and even if I did, I have serious doubts that the guy actually would call the police. More likely, he’d just demand another hundred bucks from me.

The room is just a bed, table and a square-tube TV with fake wood on the sides like the one Nana kept in my grandfather’s office. The place is dingy, and the faded brown bedspread is scratchy, but I’m just happy to not be sitting in my truck, or a detention cell. I’m exhausted but am still wound up by everything that’s happened in the last few hours, so after making sure the curtains are completely covering the windows and the door is bolted and chained, I fire up GUARD’s untraceable netbook. It’s fancier than any computer I’ve ever seen. There’s even a little fingerprint scanner on it. I follow instructions that pop up when the system is fully booted and set the computer to respond only to my thumbprint, then I log into my personal email account. I’m looking for something from Sarah, telling me she’s safe. That she got out and wants to make contact again because she knows I know what’s happening and that I’d be worried about her.

But there’s nothing from her. There are some spam emails, a few chains of messages from my old teammates and friends in Paradise and half a dozen from my family, all of which get filled with more and more capital letters and question marks the longer I’ve been away. I shake my head and sigh. I knew I’d be making them worry when I left Paradise in the middle of the night, but I was hoping I might be back sometime soon. Or at least that I’d be able to let them know that I was with Sarah and that we were both safe—maybe even make up a story about how we’d run away together.

But now, I don’t know what to tell them. All my earlier hopes seem stupid, like they never could have really worked out. How do I try to explain to people back in my hometown that I’m half a country away trying to track down my ex-girlfriend and a bunch of people from another planet? I start to reply to a message from my dad to tell him about the Mogs and how he needs to watch his back and probably just leave Paradise completely. But I know that if I tell him evil aliens and corrupt government officials are snooping around his town—taking up residence in his office even—he’ll look into it. He’ll start poking around and trying to play hero. And that’s dangerous. I don’t want him to get involved. And if the Mogs or FBI are intercepting my emails or something like that, one mention of them to Dad and they’ll be all over him.

I don’t want him to end up getting hurt because of something stupid I’ve done.

And so I send back a reply that’s not exactly a lie but not really the whole truth.

Dad,

Chasing after Sarah to try to bring her back to Paradise where she belongs. Lost my phone. Sorry if I scared you guys. Be home soon. Don’t worry, I’m okay.

Mark

It’s not much, but it’ll have to do. I send it off and open up a new email, one I address to Sarah. And then I just start typing. Everything that’s happened. Everything I’m worried about. In the end, after a thousand words, I tell her that if she gets this, to write back. Please.

I send that email off too, unsure if it will ever make it to her. Scared that there’s no Sarah for it to go to at all anymore. And that in the end, I’m going to be alone trying to warn people about the shark-faced aliens that might show up and destroy their lives. That I’ll just be some crazy guy who no one believes.

I know that if I just sit around waiting for a response, I’ll go insane. I need to keep my mind occupied. And so I open up the JOLLYROGER182 email account that’s connected to They Walk Among Us. This is something I can focus on. Something to occupy my time and energy when I’m not driving or trying to figure out how to contact Sarah. Plus, if I can help get the word out about the Loric and Mogs, in a way I might actually be helping. Making a difference.

There are about two hundred unread messages, tips and comments in my in-box. I make it through about fifteen—mostly crackpot tips but one about a weird-looking community in a super-rich suburb in Maryland I want to follow up on—before I pass out on the bed.

I sleep for the rest of the day and night, completely crashed. I wake up a little before noon, take a much-needed shower and then spend an hour or two trying to make sense of the electronics GUARD sent me. I plug the jump drive into Purdy’s computer and hit the power button. The computer actually starts to make noise for the first time since it died in the diner, and my pulse starts to race.

Yes, GUARD, you genius mother—

But the only thing that appears on the computer is a command screen full of what looks like a foreign language mixed with big lists of numbers. I’m scared that poking around too much will end up causing the thing to crash again, so I follow GUARD’s instructions carefully, running a series of tests or something on the machine using the jump drive. But nothing happens, just gibberish that I can’t figure out.

In the meantime, I go back to the netbook and type up the blog post I’ve been thinking about since I saw the Mog in my dad’s office and discovered that the FBI were working with the wrong aliens. I don’t have any hard proof—just a story—but I can lay out for TWAU readers all the stuff that I know is true.

The second after I post the blog, there’s a knock on the door. I jump to my feet, searching for the weird grenade GUARD sent along, when I hear a voice from outside.

“Hey, Roger,” the motel guy says. “Checkout’s in ten minutes. Unless you want to spend another night—same fee.”

I gather my shit and hit the road.





CHAPTER FIVE


I TRAVEL FOR A FEW DAYS, FORMING A SORT OF routine. In El Paso, I swap my license plates out for a pair of Texas ones when I see a truck similar to mine in a McDonald’s parking lot. I pick up supplies—a toothbrush, a case of energy drinks, some dark clothes in case I end up sneaking around at night again—at a drugstore in some Podunk town near the border. Motels become my new home, because the people there don’t ask questions or seem to care that I sometimes check in at weird hours. Also, cash has been pretty good at buying my anonymity with them. I drive towards Alabama, trying to avoid going into big cities or anywhere that I think FBI agents might be posted. I keep my radio tuned to twenty-four-hour news stations, listening for anything that could possibly be Mog related. When I’m not driving, I try to get info off Purdy’s computer, but none of the systems running on GUARD’s jump drive have been able to get the damned thing functional yet. Every night before I go to sleep, I email Sarah.

She hasn’t responded.

When I’m on the road, I’ve got one eye in my rearview mirror, because no matter how stealthy I think I’m being or how good I know GUARD’s gadgets are, I can’t help but feel like I’m being followed. I spend a lot of time telling myself that I’m being delusional. Sometimes I miss just being a dumb quarterback who had no idea what was going on in the rest of the world, or even my own backyard. At least then I wasn’t holding my breath every time anyone passed me on the highway for fear that they were Mogs or FBI agents trying to run me off the road.

I spend a lot of time wandering around Texas, texting GUARD on occasion to update him on where I am. He arranges for another care package to get sent to me—or to Jolly Roger, more specifically—and I retrieve it from the front desk of a motel outside of Abilene. Enough to keep me fed and sheltered for a little while longer. Other than that, he’s pretty much been on radio silence, responding to texts or emails at odd times, if at all. Whatever he’s got going on, his life must be pretty hectic. I just hope he can get the base set up soon so we can start doing some real work.

And so I can learn who he is.

It sucks being stuck in my truck or a musty motel room all the time, so I hop between coffee shops and diners for a few hours in the afternoons so I can pretend to have some sort of a normal life, and even then I’ll only stop at places that are empty and have secluded tables open in the back. Half a week or so after starting my trek towards Alabama, I camp out at a truck stop an hour outside of Dallas—the kind of place with barstools up against a counter and a dozen different types of pie on display. In a corner booth, I multitask by watching the muted TV mounted over the counter and tuned to a news station, responding to TWAU emails on my netbook and keeping an eye on one of GUARD’s systems running on Purdy’s laptop. I’m not sure what all GUARD had installed on the USB drive he sent me, but the stolen laptop screen keeps blinking with lines of code that mean nothing to me. Hopefully that means the programs are working and I’ll be able to use the computer again soon so I can mine it for info.

The waitress comes by.

“Can I get you anything else?” she asks.

“I’ll take a refill,” I say, nodding towards my cup of coffee but keeping my eyes on the screen.

“You sure about that?” she asks.

I pause and look up at her. She’s old enough to be my mom, and her eyebrows are scrunched together.

“It’s just, that’s your fifth cup and . . .” She trails off, but her eyes land on my fingers. They rest on my keyboard, but they’re twitching from the caffeine. I can feel my blood pulse behind my eyeballs.

“I have a lot of work to do,” I say. “I’ll take another.”

She shrugs and leaves, and I rub my eyes. I probably look like a crazy person, or some kind of junkie who’s wandered in off the streets. I’ve been staying up at night until I literally can’t keep my eyes open any longer, then waking up to dreams of Mogs and FBI agents raiding my motel room after only a few hours of sleep.

I start to go back to the computer when I notice a breaking news report on the TV. Some building in Chicago called the John Hancock Center is on fire. I almost ignore the whole thing to keep working on TWAU blog stuff. And then I see it, in the bottom corner of the frame. Sitting on the roof of the burning building as plain as day to anyone who’s seen one before: a Mogadorian gun. The kind that looks like a cannon and wreaks havoc on an Ohio high school.

This is no accidental fire. The Mogs are responsible for whatever’s happening in Chicago.

That can only mean one of two things: either the Mogs were using the building as a base, or their enemies were. Meaning, the Garde were. Meaning Sarah could have been there.

“Turn that up,” I say to no one in particular. When nobody responds, I talk again, louder. “Can someone turn this up?”

The handful of people sitting at the counter look at me like I’m some kind of idiot.

“This is an emergency!”

“Hey, kid,” a big guy wearing a trucker hat says. He looks like a stand-in for Larry the Cable Guy. He nods to my booth. “Why don’t you just read about it on one of your computers over there and let us enjoy our afternoons.”

Anger surges through me, and for the briefest second, I think about jumping out of my booth and yelling at the guy, but there are more important things going on now.

And besides, he’s got a good point.

My fingers fly over the keys as I scan developing news stories about what’s happening in Chicago. There’s little actual info, though. Eventually, I find a live stream and plug in my headphones in the hope that some of the talking heads will have more details about the situation. The stream shows helicopter footage of smoke billowing out of the building again, and I wish I knew how to record video from my screen. What I do know how to do is take a screen grab, so when the Mog weapon comes into view again, I save a bunch of photos before the video cuts back to some woman in a studio talking about how initial reports suggest the fire is the result of an electrical issue.

Right. That definitely explains why there’s an alien gun on the roof.

I have to tell my readers the truth. The world needs to know. If the Mogs are ballsy enough to attack a building in the middle of Chicago, who knows what they might have in store for us next?

I log on to They Walk Among Us, and I write up what is probably a completely typo-riddled post about what’s going on in Chicago—or at least what I can gather based on what the media is saying and the footage I’ve seen. I include a few screen grabs of the Mog gun, pointing out that it’s obvious this whole thing was more than just an electrical malfunction or something. At the end of the post, I ask anyone who’s reading to be careful and to start looking for suspicious activity in their own towns and cities. Because this could be the beginning of a full-scale invasion for all I know. Then I upload the post with a title that I hope will get people’s attention: “Mog Attack in Chicago: Is This the Zero Hour?”

The second after I hit Publish, someone taps on my shoulder. I’m so in the zone that I didn’t even realize anyone was beside me, and I jump so much that my legs bang against the table. My coffee cup rattles, and some silverware falls to the floor. The waitress takes a few steps away from me before slowly setting my check down.

I realize that a few other people in the diner are looking at me. Maybe because I just jumped. Maybe because I was shouting for people to turn up the TV volume earlier.

Jesus, Mark, chill and get the hell out of here before you cause a scene.

I take a deep breath and start to gather up my things, throwing some cash down on the table. As I leave the diner, I text GUARD, telling him to check out what I’ve just posted—that shit’s going down. It’s only after I’ve sent him the message that my adrenaline starts to die down and is replaced by a different feeling—the fear that Sarah may have been in Chicago. She may have even been in that battle.

Back in my truck, I open up my netbook again and send off a quick email.

Sarah, please, just find some way to let me know you’re safe.





CHAPTER SIX


THE CHICAGO STORY GETS BIG OVER THE COURSE of a few hours. The Comments section explodes. Some guy out in Oregon posts side-by-side screen grabs of the original news footage and the more recent airings that have the Mog weapon digitally removed, as if no one would notice that they edited the footage. But the followers of TWAU noticed. And as view counts on the article continue to rise, the word gets out. The word “cover-up” start getting thrown around, and people start questioning why the media would edit the footage. All because of the blog post.

I did some good.

No one on the news mentions that the footage has been altered. Obviously. I’m guessing the Mogs have probably already infiltrated the media too. All the talking heads keep saying there were no casualties, but I don’t believe them. I worry that the Garde, our only real hope against the Mogs, are gone and that Sarah’s been dragged down with them. And when I think of that, all the excitement I have about the blog post going a little viral disappears. It’s just a single shot in an intergalactic fight. Child’s play.

I’ve managed to get in touch with GUARD. He thinks the Chicago story is great and tells me to keep up the good work.

My luck continues later in the night after spending the evening driving from the truck stop near Dallas to the middle of Louisiana. At a motel outside of a suburb of Shreveport, there’s a breakthrough with the FBI computer. The blinking, running codes disappear, and suddenly the computer boots up to the normal desktop. The MogPro file is still missing, but the computer itself is up and running and unlocked so I can read all the emails the late Agent Purdy had downloaded to his computer—the stuff that led me to Sarah to begin with. Only, I never had time to actually go through most of the emails before I got shut out of the laptop.

This is some real-life hacker sort of badassery that can actually make a difference.

I compile as much data as I can. Over and over again Purdy keeps talking about some secretary, and for the first twenty emails or so, I’m pretty convinced he’s banging his office assistant or something. Then I hit gold with a chain between Purdy and someone I’ve never heard of who signs their emails simply as “D.” D writes:

Secretary Sanderson’s body is reacting remarkably to the procedures. Intel suggests that many high-profile targets will join the cause when they see the results.

Uh, what?

I search for Secretary Sanderson online and feel like a total dumbass when I realize that it wasn’t a “secretary” that Purdy kept referencing in his emails, but a capital-S “Secretary.” As in Secretary of Defense Bud Sanderson.

The Mog corruption goes higher up in the government than we thought.

I speed-read the other emails, which reference more weird injections that Sanderson had to look younger. At first I can’t figure out why everyone is so worried about his plastic surgery, until I read enough emails that it dawns on me that these procedures must involve the Mogs. Sanderson is filling himself up with alien shit that apparently makes him look, like, twenty years younger than he actually is. I pull Sanderson up on an internet image search but can’t find any pictures of him from the past year or two. In the most recent one I can track down, he’s an ancient-looking dude who looks like he hasn’t seen the inside of a gym since the ’50s.

I try to make sense of what this means. If someone that high up on the government food chain is involved, it makes me wonder if the president could be in on it. Or even leaders from other countries. Could the Mogs be working over other nations just like they are the United States?

I text GUARD about this, wondering if he’s got any way to hack into the secretary’s computer, even though I’m guessing it’s hidden away behind a million government firewalls or whatever. Maybe he’ll be able to track down a recent picture of the secretary for the sake of comparison. GUARD hasn’t been the best at getting back to me lately, but this could be huge. I start to get a little worried that GUARD’s somehow been caught, and without him . . . what would I even begin to do? I’d be screwed, broke, without guidance—not to mention the fact that if they found GUARD, they will sure as hell find me.

And then there’s Sarah. My only other friend in this mess. Despite being afraid that she might have been caught up in whatever went down in Chicago, I hope for the best and write my daily email to her, telling her about the secretary. I hope she’s getting these messages. I hope she’s somewhere safe and that she’s using the info I send her to help the Garde. To help Earth. Even if she can’t get back to me.

After writing her, I start reading more of Purdy’s email until I fall asleep with my netbook sitting on my chest. Then, in the middle of the night, I’m jolted awake by an electronic chirping sound. At first I think it’s coming from the computer on top of me, but I tap on the keys a few times and realize that it’s dead because I never plugged it in to charge. Then I recognize the noise: it’s the text message alert on my old burner phone, the one that’s been floating around in the bottom of my messenger bag ever since GUARD sent me the new one. I dig it out and breathe a sigh of relief.

GUARD’s finally written me back.

GUARD: Hey.

Me: DUDE. Where have u been? Why are u txting this phone?

GUARD: Long story. Lost some of my contacts. Where are you?

Me: Outside Shreveport

GUARD: Perfect. I’m not far. Meet with me.

Me: K. When?

GUARD: ASAP

And then the next text comes in: an address. It’s a place on the other side of Shreveport, just off the highway.

It’s three in the morning, but I’m suddenly wide-awake with relief that GUARD’s okay, and stoked that I’m finally going to meet the man himself. I get all my shit together, head out to my truck and then speed towards the other side of the city. As always, I keep an eye out for anyone who might be following me, and take a few extra turns and sidetracks before eventually stopping in front of the place GUARD sent me to. The building looks like an abandoned warehouse, the windows mostly boarded up or barred. The outside is a light-colored brick covered with layer after layer of graffiti.

This is so badass, I think. I bet he has a hi-tech safe house in here or something.

I park, slip my messenger bag over my shoulder and get out. I’m a few steps towards the building when my pocket starts to ring. It’s my new phone—the one GUARD sent me. The call is coming in as blocked—which, considering who must be calling me, is not surprising.

I hit the Talk button as I jog up the steps of the warehouse.

“Yo, man!” I say. I pull open the big metal door at the entrance. It makes a loud, wrenching sound that echoes through the dark building. “Where are you at?”

“Our communications have been compromised,” a voice says. It’s electronic, computerized. GUARD must be masking his identity, or else the phone’s speaker has completely crapped out. The voice is so weird that it takes me a second to even register what he’s saying.

“Dude, what are you talking about?” I take a few steps into the warehouse, using the old burner phone as a flashlight. It only lights up the space a few feet ahead of me. I’m getting total flashback vibes to the haunted houses and dark cornfield hayrides of Halloween in Paradise. “Are you here yet? Is there a light switch or something? I’m here to . . .”

“Listen to me: someone’s linked you to your old phone,” the electronic voice says. “I never texted you. It’s a trap. You need to leave. Now!”

I freeze. Not just because my brain is trying to process GUARD’s words, but because the light from the other burner has lit up a pair of black boots. Someone standing just a few yards away from me. As the phone against my ear goes silent, I raise the one in my hand until I’m staring down the barrel of a hand canon. The same kind of Mog firearm I spotted on the roof of the building in Chicago. A man in a black suit holds it. His finger hits something on the side of the weapon, and the gun lights up with a deep-purple color. Around me, half a dozen identical lights power on.

I’m fucked.

Everything happens really fast. Suddenly there are giant overhead lights on throughout the warehouse. Seven agents stand around me in a circle. I’m guessing they must be FBI—that, or the Mogs have gotten really good at playing human.

“Drop what’s in your hands,” someone shouts. I hesitate, but then I feel something cold and metallic butting up against the back of my head, and I open my fingers, letting both my phones fall to the ground.

“Mark James,” one of them—a man—says as he steps forward, keeping his weapon trained on me. “You are in deep shit.”

My head starts to spin, a million thoughts and questions and fears all exploding at once. How did they find me? What do they know I know?

“You look surprised,” the man says. “But you’ve been sloppy, kid. We found video of you buying your disposable cell. Those burners are handy, but they can easily be compromised and tracked once we’ve got the model and phone number figured out.”

“The texts . . . ,” I murmur.

“You think the FBI can’t fake a few text messages? For someone wanted for stealing top secret materials, we figured you’d be smarter.”

Dammit. I should have thrown my burner out. How could I have been so stupid?

I wonder if they’ve read all my old texts on that phone. I try to think back on my conversations with GUARD. Shit—they must know I’m also JOLLYROGER182.

I never should have responded to those texts from the burner.

“I don’t know what you’re—” I start.

“Save it for the interrogation,” the man says. His lips curl up in a satisfied grin.

The word “interrogation” sparks something in my brain, and I start a desperate attempt to get out of this thing. I sigh loudly, shaking my head.

“Do you have any idea what’s really going on here?” I ask, taking a step towards the man talking to me. I can see his finger tighten around the trigger, and I swallow hard and try not to shit my pants. “I’m working undercover for Agent Walker’s team. She recruited me in Paradise. I’m tracking a . . . cyberterrorist. The whole thing with the computer was to prove I’m not working with you guys. You’re going to blow my damned cover.”

I can see something in his eyes that tells me he’s actually entertaining this idea as possibly being true. Still, he doesn’t lower his weapon.

“Agent Walker has been out of contact with the Bureau for days. She’s being labeled as a traitor to—”

“You have no idea what happened in Dulce,” I say, cutting him off. “Purdy’s dead. Walker’s taken her team underground to do some . . .”—I struggle—“dark-black ops work.”

I pray that “dark-black ops” is a real thing.

The agent’s smile fades, and I can see some of the others looking back and forth at each other in my peripheral vision. The thing is, it would probably only take, like, one phone call to find out that I’m totally bullshitting them. I need to get out of here as fast as I can.

Still, acting like a total badass around these guys pumps me up. I’m starting to feel a little bit like my old self again. Like when I was hassling freshmen or tripping new kids at Paradise High. When no one would dare mess with me.

“Where’s Walker now?” the agent asks.

There’s a hint of a smile on his face, and I crumble as I realize that even if he is buying my story, if the government thinks Walker’s a traitor, this agent is probably imagining all the awards and honors that’d be handed to him for hauling her in.

“That’s classified information,” I say, trying not to let my voice waver.

“That’s fine. I have a feeling you’ll declassify it very soon.” The agent nods to one of the others. “Get him out of here.”

That’s when I see the big, black van parked at the other end of the warehouse, near a metal loading-bay door.

“Wait!” I practically scream as two of the agents grab my arms. I try to shake them off, but one of them digs a gun into my back. The other pulls my messenger bag off my shoulder and hands it over to someone else. I can’t believe they’re going to get their hands on my computers, my notes, that weird grenade. . . .

“Save it, kid,” someone says.

“No,” I say. My mind is racing. Even if I wrestle free from the agents holding me, there are too many here. There’s no way I’m making it back to my truck. Not without something crazy happening.

So I get a little crazy.

“There’s a homing beacon,” I say. “In my bag. An emergency signal in case I got pinned down. All you have to do is press it, and Walker will be here within the hour. She’ll back my story up.”

The leader looks at me, then at some of the other agents. After a few seconds, he walks over and grabs my bag from another suit.

“It’s, uh, Mog tech, so it looks kind of weird,” I say as he starts rummaging through my stuff. I note that he doesn’t look confused at all when I say “Mog.” Of course not. He’s using their guns, after all. I wonder if he hasn’t realized that they’re the real bad guys yet, or if he just doesn’t care.

Finally, he pulls out the little cylinder covered in the weird symbols.

“You just have to click the top of it,” I add.

He stares down at the object in his hands for a few seconds and then motions towards the van.

“Take him back to headquarters,” he says. “Call in reinforcements. I want a strong perimeter. We’re taking Agent Walker in for questioning.”

The two agents at my sides start to drag me towards the van.

“No!” I shout. If I get in that van, I’m never seeing the outside world again. “You can’t do this! Let me stay here and wait for—”

Something hard hits the back of my head and shuts me up. My vision goes a little starry.

I shake my head and look back at the agent who took the grenade. He’s still eying it curiously. And then he does it—he pushes the button. I hear a click, followed by a few electronic beeps. He stares down at the grenade in confusion.

“What the—” he starts.

I muster all the strength inside me—every weight lifted and drill run and tackle practiced—and break free from the agents’ grips.

I hit the cement floor just as the grenade goes off.





CHAPTER SEVEN


THE CONCUSSIVE WAVE PASSES OVER ME AND presses me into the concrete floor so hard I’m afraid my ribs are going to snap. There’s no fire, just pressure, like some telekinetic force pushing anything and everything away from the detonation site. Agents fly through the air. The lights go out almost immediately. All around me there’s the sound of breaking glass as the force of the weapon shatters the windows of the building and van.

And then it’s over. I’d probably think the whole thing was pretty awesome if I wasn’t in the middle of it.

I get to my feet as fast as I can and run towards the rectangle of moonlight where the front doors had been earlier—the blast must have blown them out. My head is all fuzzy, like I’ve just stuck it inside a subwoofer. I can hear people groaning and moving about in the rest of the building, but I can’t tell where any of them are or how hurt they might be. All I can do is run.

I’m almost to the door when I realize I can’t leave without my bag. It’s got my computers and my notes—everything, really—in it.

Including my keys.

Luckily, the blast blew out all the dirty windows and the boards that’d been covering half of them, so there’s at least some moonlight, and it only takes me a minute to locate the messenger bag. I find it piled up with a bunch of debris. But this detour is enough time for a few of the agents to get back to their feet—I can hear their boots pounding against the concrete floor. Which is great, because it means that I didn’t accidentally kill anybody, but also means I’m one step closer to getting shot, arrested or both. I sprint towards the door. I just have to make it outside and into my truck.

The lead agent steps in front of the doorway when I’m just a few yards away. He holds his gun up directly at my chest.

“You smug little asshole,” he says. “Didn’t you know stealing classified intel is considered treason?”

He lowers the gun to my legs and pulls the trigger. I brace for impact, ready for my knee to be destroyed. It’s all over now.

Only, nothing happens. I see him pull the trigger again and again, but there’s no bullet or laser or even wisp of smoke. Just a little click each time he tries to shoot me. It’s only then that I realize the gun’s not lit up anymore. I take a quick glance around and don’t see any of the purple lights anywhere. Whatever that grenade did must have screwed with the Mog weapons.

Which means the only thing standing between me and freedom is an unarmed man.

The lead agent is still trying to pull the trigger when I lunge forward. I may not be the best spy or computer geek or liar, but I do throw a hell of a right hook. All the fights I got into back in Paradise taught me that. And while John Smith may have been able to kick my ass with his alien kung fu, this guy is very much a human. He tries to move too late, and my fist connects with the bottom of his jaw. He drops like a stone, and by the time he actually hits the floor, I’m jumping over his legs and then running down the stairs, digging through my bag with one hand as I make a beeline for my truck.

I’m starting the engine when the first shot is fired—the other agents must have realized the Mog weapons weren’t working and dug out their normal guns. I hear the bullet bounce off the metal of my hood. Then there’s another one, and my back windshield shatters.

“Shit!” I shout, crouching down as much as I can. I shift into gear and slam my right foot down on the gas, peeling out as I hear more shots go whizzing through my tailgate. I think I’m out of harm’s way when suddenly I feel a burning pain in my left arm, causing me to swerve and almost crash into a cement pylon. I look down and see blood pouring through my shirtsleeve.

Oh my God. You just got shot, Mark. Holy shit.

I think the bullet just grazed me, but it still hurts like hell, and there’s a lot of blood. As I barrel onto the highway, keeping one eye on my rearview mirror, I find a dirty T-shirt from the back cab and wrap it around the wound to try to stop the bleeding. I’m just glad that the sun hasn’t come up yet. This early in the morning, there’s hardly anyone on the road to notice my terrible driving as I try to figure out how injured I am while the wind roars through my truck thanks to the shattered back windshield.

After ten minutes or so, I take an exit at random and enter a neighborhood. I figure if the FBI called in reinforcements or police or anything, the highway is the first place they’d look, and a bullet-ridden truck missing a back windshield isn’t exactly the kind of thing you can easily hide from a police chopper on a deserted highway. I buzz through dark streets, just trying to get as far away from the city center as I can.

I drive, and try not to completely freak out. My heart pounds in my chest so hard I’m afraid I’m going to have a heart attack, which would be the biggest joke ever—I survived fights with the FBI and alien invaders; but in the end, the excitement was all too much for me, and my heart exploded in some godforsaken little town in Louisiana.

I want to text GUARD, to tell him I’m okay, but I’ve just realized I left both my phones back at the warehouse. Plus, my netbook is dead.

I am completely alone right now.

The T-shirt around my arm at least seems to have stopped the bleeding for now, so I keep driving and try to make sense of what just happened and not vomit, which feels like something I might do at any moment. Walker was right: not everyone in the FBI is as smart as she is. There’s fighting within the Bureau. And if the FBI is breaking into factions, it might be like that in other government agencies across the country, right? Maybe even the world. At first this thought gets me excited, to know that people aren’t just following along blindly with the Mogs. But then I realize that if we’re fighting each other, it’ll make Earth that much easier for them to take over when they’re done with the Loric. What we need is a strong defense. A united human front.

We need to support the Garde.

Sarah. Where are you?

Somewhere on the outskirts of a suburb, I notice the first hint of smoke coming out from under the hood of my truck. I tell myself it’s probably just dust or something, but after a few more miles, there’s more smoke or steam pouring out of the bullet holes. The fact that I even have bullet holes in my hood is a pretty good indicator that something is screwed up inside.

“No, no, no, no,” I say. It starts in a whisper, but each word gets louder, until I’m shouting at my truck.

When the engine starts to make a clicking noise, I pull into a strip mall parking lot and get all the way behind a liquor store before the truck just up and dies. I have enough momentum to sort of hide it behind a wall of Dumpsters. When I lift the hood up, smoke billows out.

There’s no way I’m going to be able to fix this.

I’m completely overwhelmed. Lost. No phone. No computer. A gunshot wound.

And no one in the world knows where I am.

I let the hood fall back down. Anger, fear, confusion—my blood is boiling. I bring my right fist down onto the hood, denting it a little. It feels good to do so. And then suddenly I’m kicking at the headlights and slamming my knuckles into the side of the truck over and over again. The wound in my arm hurts with each impact, but I’m so overcome with rage that I keep on beating the crap out of this vehicle, this thing that has let me down and stranded me in the middle of nowhere. I don’t even care about the noise I’m making, all the grunting and shouting and banging.

Finally, I stop, exhausted. I let my head rest against the driver’s-side door. My breathing is fast and shallow, making me a little lightheaded. The knuckles on my right hand are bloody, and my skin feels clammy.

Calm down, Mark. Get your shit together.

I take a deep breath. In the distance, I see a sign for a hotel. That at least gives me a destination. I can’t exactly walk in with a bloody arm, so I fish my letter jacket out of the backseat, grimacing as I slide my injured limb through it. I gather all my important belongings and shove them into the messenger bag, then start out on foot, walking the half a dozen blocks to the hotel. Before I go in, I tiptoe through the side gate where there’s a pool and dunk my hands into the cool water to wash them off. A dark-red cloud drifts away from my fingers as I rub them together, and I wonder how the hell I ended up in this situation.

Inside, I feed the front-desk girl a story about how I was mugged and just left the police station and don’t have any ID but, luckily, still have a stack of cash I’d hidden in my shoe that can pay for the night. She seems hesitant at first, but I put on my best pouting face and practically beg her to get me a room. This must work, because she relents, and then suddenly I’m inside a decent hotel room that looks like heaven after some of the shit-box motels I’ve been staying in lately. I’ve got an exterior room, meaning the front door opens up to the parking lot and a window in the bathroom leads to a wooded area out back. After the last hour of my life, it’s good to know I have multiple escape routes if I need them.

On the bed, I take stock of everything in my bag. The computers are a little scuffed up but don’t look too damaged. I plug the little netbook in, fire it up, and then log on to TWAU’s secure chat client. GUARD messages me right away.

GUARD: I thought you were a goner.

Me: How do I kno this is the real u?

GUARD: I come from the planet Schlongda.

I actually laugh. I can’t help it. The planet Schlongda appeared in one of the first issues of They Walk Among Us—the old print version I took from Sam Goode’s house—and was supposed to be the home of a bunch of krakens or something. When I’d read the name of the planet, I’d immediately forwarded a scan of the article to GUARD and laughed about the fact that someone had obviously made it up to screw with the editors there.

This is the real GUARD.

I give him the short story of what happened, being sure to point out the fact that I just faced half a dozen evil FBI agents and survived while he was hiding behind a computer somewhere. Eventually, I get to the real issue: I’m kind of stuck here now, and as soon as someone finds my truck, they’ll start looking for me in this area.

GUARD: Stay there for the night. I’ll have directions for you in the morning. I’ll work something out.

Me: What the hell was that grenade?

GUARD: Combination specialized EMP and concussion blast.

I stare at the computer, wondering yet again who it is that’s on the other end of this chat. All I know about GUARD is his screen name and that he’s someone who can deliver a bunch of cash and military-grade weapons at a moment’s notice.

GUARD notices that I haven’t responded.

GUARD: Are we cool?

Me: Yeah. Sure.

I close the netbook and carefully peel off my jacket. The left sleeve is stained with blood. Ruined, I’m guessing. But that’s okay. It’s not like Paradise High even exists anymore.

In the bathroom, I inspect the wound on my arm, cleaning it off using some cold water and a plastic hotel cup. There’s a two-inch gash just under my delt. A little higher and it would have totally screwed up my shoulder. It probably needs stitches, but the last thing I can do is go to a hospital right now. Not here, where the FBI is surely looking for me. So I tie a hotel towel around it and hope for the best.

At least it’s not your passing arm, a voice inside me says, as if that even matters now.

I sit on the bed. I should sleep. I need to get as much rest as possible. But all I can do is stare at the door, listening for the sounds of people who’ve tracked me down and have come to drag me away to some hell I’ll never be able to escape from.





CHAPTER EIGHT


I WAKE UP TO SOMEONE POUNDING ON MY HOTEL room door and am on my feet and throwing clothes on in record time, ready to fly out the bathroom window and disappear into the woods. I forget that I have a damned gunshot wound on my arm until I pull my bag over my shoulder and end up wincing in pain, grinding my teeth together to keep from shouting. I’m just about to make a dash towards the window in the bathroom when I notice that I’m still logged onto the blog’s chat client—I remembered to keep the computer plugged in this time—and that GUARD has sent me like a dozen messages telling me to expect someone, and to answer when they come knocking and to not use my real name or info when they ask for it.

Reluctantly, I look through the door’s peephole. There’s a man with a clipboard. He’s wearing the kind of shirt that has his name sewed onto a patch on his chest. I slowly open the door, keeping it chained.

“Hey,” I say through the few inches of space.

“You expecting a big delivery?” he asks. He smells like a cigar and is sweaty, even though it can’t be very hot outside.

“Uh . . . yeah?” This must be another one of GUARD’s care packages.

He holds the clipboard out in front of himself, obviously waiting for me to open up the door so that he can hand it to me. Instead, I squeeze my right hand out and grab it, sliding it in through the crack. The man sighs loudly and mutters something about what a pain in the ass this job has been today.

“I need you to sign the top one and fill out the one underneath,” he says.

“Okay. Give me a second.”

The top form on the clipboard is from some towing-and-cargo service that wants a signature as proof of delivery. The other page has something to do with a title, and wants my name and home address.

GUARD’s message suddenly makes sense.

Still trying to wrap my brain around what’s happening, I rely on the name GUARD used in his first package delivery and that I’ve been using at motels. I sign “Jolly Roger” on the forms. As for my address, I think of the dogs waiting for me at home: 182 Abby St. in Dozer, OH, with a random assortment of numbers as a zip code.

When I hand back the forms, I actually open the door. The man takes a look at the pages.

“Interesting name,” he says.

“It’s, uh, a family thing.” I shrug.

I’m expecting him to hand me a box, but instead he holds out a pair of keys.

“It’s gassed up,” he says as I take the keys and stare at them dumbly. “Per the instructions we received.”

“Instructions?” I ask, but the man’s already halfway to a big tow truck parked right in front of my room.

“Make sure you get her insured,” he calls back to me. “They’re not supposed to let you drive off without proof of insurance, but . . . hell, whatever you said on the phone to the boss at the dealership must have been pretty convincing to drag me out of bed so early.”

He starts to walk away as I stand dumbfounded in the doorway to my hotel room. I click the Unlock button on the keys in my hand, and a shiny, blue, extended-cab truck honks in the parking lot.

I run back inside to the computer.

Me: You’re kidding me with this right?

GUARD: It should get you to where you need to go.

Me: This is crazy.

GUARD: As crazy as invaders from Mogadore?

GUARD: I figured I might owe you after everything you’ve been through.

Me: What about my other truck?

GUARD: A separate towing company is picking it up in an hour and taking it to a secure location. Get anything you need out of it now.

Something clicks in my brain, even over the rush of the fact that I have a new truck.

Me: Wait. How did u kno where I am?

GUARD: I’ve been monitoring the netbook I sent you. I can track it, even when it’s powered down. Once I knew the place you were staying, I just had to nudge the front desk for your room number.

A weird feeling overtakes me—something I haven’t felt since Sarah started dating John. A particular sort of anger that can only come from realizing that I’ve been betrayed by someone I thought was looking out for me.

GUARD has been keeping tabs on me this whole time. Why? I start to worry that this whole “drive towards Alabama” thing is just a prank.

Me: What the hell man?

GUARD: Apologies. I had to make sure we were working towards the same goal. There’s a lot of double-crossing going on in the world right now.

GUARD: If it makes any difference, I trust you.

Before I can respond, he messages me an address in Alabama.

Me: Is this where you’re at?

GUARD: It’s what I’ve gotten set up for you. Home sweet home. I’ll be stopping by to see you soon.

GUARD: Now if I were you, I’d get the hell out of Louisiana.

I sign off. I’m about to pack up my netbook when I realize that I didn’t write to Sarah yesterday, so I sit back on the bed and open up my email.

Sarah—

I don’t even know what to say about the last twenty-four hours. You know what’s funny? When we were both still in Paradise, I actually thought that maybe we’d go to prom together. Not dating or anything, just together. I was worried about prom. Getting a tux and corsage and crap.

Yesterday I got shot at by a bunch of FBI agents. Sarah, I hope you’re okay. . . .

I’m not saying my old truck was a piece of crap or anything, but this new one is kind of the shit. I’m still pissed that GUARD’s been secretly tracking me this whole time, but my new wheels help make up for that.

I plug the address GUARD sent me into the truck’s GPS system and head towards Alabama. My destination is about eight hours away. I can make it to my new home base by the late afternoon. That leaves me with plenty of time to figure out what the hell has happened in the last few days. Time to digest—just me, an energy drink and eight hours of open road and news radio.

Some of the FBI is working with the Mogs. I don’t know how many agents, or what percentage. Actually, if the FBI is working with them, then there are probably other agencies on their side as well. And some of the government is in on it too. Sanderson is proof enough of that. There are some people rebelling, but again, it could be just Walker and her team or half the FBI. There are so many variables that it’s impossible for me to even begin to imagine things like odds or stats. All I know for sure is that the majority of the world knows nothing about what’s really going on. If they did . . .

That’s where my focus should be. Trying to convince people that there’s an actual threat here. That there are aliens who will think nothing of destroying our planet if it means getting what they want—whatever that is. Who might even be gearing up for a full-scale invasion or something. I need to find more proof of what’s happening. I need to turn They Walk Among Us into a movement. Maybe even an army.

And it all goes back to Sarah again. Not just because I promised—and want—to protect her, but because we need her to get to the other Garde. She’s our connection. But I still have no idea how to find her. I need to step my search for her up to the next level. I think about posting a message to her on TWAU but realize that the dumbest thing I could do is get her face or name out there where some assclown might see her and try to tell me where she is, only to alert other authorities. I should discuss options with GUARD. Maybe he can pull some hacker moves and break into her email account or something. Maybe he can even track her face using security cameras.

We have to find her. Not for her sake or mine, but for the world’s. So we can create a united front with the Loric.

And it would be great to have someone helping me out. In person. Someone I knew and trusted and cared for. Someone to keep me from being lost and alone in all this.

At a little drugstore just across the Alabama border, I stop to buy butterfly bandages. I try to remember a time when I didn’t have problems like taking care of gunshot wounds or running from government agencies. It wasn’t that long ago. Just a few months. A weird thing happens as I think about Friday nights under stadium lights and hanging out with my buddies after games. Usually when I do this, I wish I could go back and enjoy not knowing what’s going on in the world. But now I’m glad I have a much bigger purpose. I can do great things.

Not that I wasn’t great before. I’m just in a position now where I can do some truly capital-A Awesome shit.

The address GUARD gave me takes me through Huntsville, which looks like a pretty good-sized town, and then out into nothingness and a series of back roads and dirt trails that lead me closer and closer to the edge of a national park. I start to worry that the GPS has completely failed at its job of getting me to the base until a structure finally comes into view. It’s almost completely hidden by hills and trees, set back from a dirt path. The GPS tells me that I’ve arrived at my destination just as I stop in front of a giant wrought-iron gate topped with the words “Yellowhammer Ranch.”

It doesn’t look like anyone’s been here in a long time.

There’s no lock on the gate, which is good for me right now but also means that the place probably has shit security. As I drive over a cattle guard and onto the property, my stomach starts to clench up a little bit. This whole thing feels really weird—as if I’m trespassing on someone else’s property.

The house is one story and looks like a big log cabin.

Great. I’m attending Fugitive Camp.

I stay alert. I’m not going to do what I did at the warehouse and just barge in—though, at this point, the FBI or Mogs would have to go pretty far out of their way in order to track me to this remote location. I knock on the front door since I have no idea if I’m actually in the right place or not. When no one answers, I circle the house just to make sure there’s not some rancher out herding sheep or whatever it is people do in places like this. But there’s only overgrown fields marked off by barbed-wire fences and a barn out back that’s missing almost all of one side and is obviously empty. A big patch of grass in front of it has been flattened and burned in places, like something really big was sitting on top of it that was only recently moved. I shrug and look around, guessing that there was a tractor or something there that got hauled off.

Back on the front porch, I try the doorknob. The house is unlocked.

“Hello?” I call, but there’s no sound or movement, so I head in and find a light switch. The place looks like I’d expect a country home to look. There’s a lot of oversized furniture, mostly made out of wood. A cow skull hangs over the fireplace. A leather couch sits in front of a projector-style big-screen TV that’s probably as old as I am and I’m guessing weighs a ton. I open up the refrigerator in the kitchen out of curiosity and see that it’s stocked with essentials: milk, water, and even a few steaks. The pantry’s got a bunch of food in it too. Everything looks fresh.

Thanks, GUARD, for making sure I don’t starve.

I check out a few of the bedrooms, but there’s nothing really interesting until I stop in front of a quilt hanging at the end of a hallway near the back of the house. There’s a note on it that says “Look behind me.”

Huh?

I pull back the quilt and find a solid sheet of metal that’s got a little rectangle of reddish-colored glass on the right side where a doorknob or handle might normally be. It looks just like the little fingerprint scanner on my netbook.

“No way,” I murmur as I raise my thumb to the little port.

There’s a beeping noise, and the glass lights up green. The door starts clicking loudly, and I take a few steps back, concerned about what I’m going to find on the other side.

After a few seconds, the thick metal door swings open a bit, and I push it in farther as I enter the room. I immediately see about a dozen computer monitors covering one of the walls. Each of them is streaming footage from the areas in and around the house. There must be cameras located all over the grounds.

So much for laughing at the lack of security.

There’s a sleek-looking computer set up at a desk opposite the other monitors. A couple of burner phones sit beside it. I turn one on and find that GUARD’s number is already programmed into it, then pocket the burner.

“What the hell is . . . ,” I say as I take everything in. But then I turn around and never finish the question.

The wall behind me is lined with shelves. There are several handguns, rifles, and knives sitting on them, along with a few things that I assume are weapons but don’t immediately recognize. In the center is a folder with something written on it in black marker. I pick it up.

I hope you’re ready for war.

-G





CHAPTER NINE


I SETTLE IN.

Well, as much as I can in a house where I feel completely out of place.

I clean up the gash on my arm using a first aid kit I find in one of the bathrooms. The butterfly bandages don’t seem like they’re doing a great job of keeping the wound closed, so I try to figure out another way of dealing with it. After spending, like, an hour looking up advice on the internet, I dig through a bunch of drawers in the house until I find a tube of superglue, and then put a layer of the stuff over the graze. It feels weird as hell, but it’s the best I can do. As badass as I’ve been recently, I don’t think I have it in me to do my own stitches. Needles were never my thing.

Then, I get straight to work.

Whatever personal business GUARD was dealing with must be taken care of, because he’s almost always online now. I get Purdy’s computer hooked up to the big desktop in the back room, and GUARD uses his hacking skills to try to salvage any files that might be hidden on the hard drive, like the MogPro files that disappeared when the thing first shut down. He uploads basically everything from my computers to some secure cloud server. We start to build up evidence of what’s going on behind the scenes. We read files about the specifications of Mog weaponry that have obviously been written for human users—proof we need to show the Mogs and FBI are working together. I take some screen grabs and upload them to TWAU under the title “Uncovered: FBI Training Manual for Mog Weapons.” There’s also a ton of transcripts that could take months to sort through, many of which have speakers who are noted using initials only.

The scariest thing I find repeated references to are upcoming “peace talks” with leaders from around the world. Could the Mogs be preparing to expose themselves and give Earth an ultimatum? Or have they already gotten to enough world leaders that they’re relying on the humans to do that for them?

While GUARD focuses on recovering files from the hard drive, I go over Purdy’s old emails, update the blog and try to keep up with the insane amount of emails I’m getting on my JOLLYROGER182 account ever since the Chicago story went viral. Most people who write me are assholes who just want to make fun of us and ask if we know where Bigfoot is hiding, but every now and then I get something that’s worth following up on. A tattooed gang settling in the Everglades, weird-looking animals spotted flying overhead in Illinois—those sorts of things. I try to get as much info as I can from the sources, then scour local news stories, call police stations anonymously or anything else I can think of to back up any of the claims.

Our most promising lead is this dude named Grahish Sharma over in India. I get a dozen emails from different sources all talking about this commander or priest from some religious group that has something to do with one of the Garde. I’m not exactly sure they’re legit, because a lot of the emails have contradictory information, which I’m guessing may have something to do with translation issues. All the messages have one thing in common, though: they all say Sharma shot down a Mog spacecraft and captured the pale-faced bastards inside alive.

When I bring this to GUARD’s attention, he gets really excited about the idea of seeing one of the Mog ships up close—not to mention the fact that we could get footage of real-life Mogs. I respond to every email that mentions the Sharma guy, hoping that someone will be able to put me in contact with him.

Our most important break is when GUARD manages to track down a recent photo of Secretary of Defense Bud Sanderson, the old, fat, bald guy who was getting Mog injections and plastic surgery done. Sure enough, the guy who looked more like a zombie than a human a few years ago suddenly has a full head of silver hair, smooth skin and a giant, shit-eating grin. If it wasn’t for his eyes and the way his nose crooks to the side, I wouldn’t believe it could possibly be the same dude.

I write a short exposé and post it to the blog. Once again, I feel like I’m actually doing something to help the fight. I just wish we could get more definite proof, something to show the world that the Mogs are real. That we’re in danger.

That’s why we need Sharma. Or Sarah.

I work through the night. Reading, speculating and taking notes. By the time the sun comes up, I need to get out of the back room and get some fresh air in order to stay focused. So I grab one of the handguns with a silencer on it and head outside. I set up empty aluminum cans in the old barn and start knocking them down one by one. I’m not a bad shot—would probably be better if I wasn’t so jittery from caffeine.

The only drawback is that shooting the gun makes the wound on my arm hurt. How ironic. I just hope the superglue helps it heal like it’s supposed to.

Shooting makes me think of my dad and the rest of my family. I wonder what they’re doing. If they’re still worried. I don’t open their emails because I know I’ll want to respond, and the last thing I want to do is put them in danger, or put myself in danger by saying something I shouldn’t. But it’s hard not to have them on my mind when I practice with the weapons. Dad taught me gun safety and used to take me hunting every year. He’s the reason I know how to shoot at all. I hope that these aren’t skills I’m going to have to put to use anytime soon, but if I do, in a weird way I think my dad would be proud of me, if he could see the big picture.

It hasn’t been all that long since I left Paradise in the middle of the night, but it feels like an eternity. That freaks me out a little bit. I mean, I’m hidden away out in the middle of nowhere trying to track down an alien hunter in India instead of sitting at Nana’s kitchen table eating bacon while going over scholarship offers or something. College seems almost laughable given what’s going on. The future in general is too much to think about, too far away and unknowable.

We might not even be able to save the future, or the world. GUARD and I are stuck going through data that’s weeks old. What if things have gotten so bad that we can’t stop the Mogs?

I try to center myself. In Paradise, after everything went down at the school, I had Sarah to talk to, to keep me sane. And so after my shooting break, I go back inside and email her for the millionth time, knowing by now not to expect an answer.

Sarah—

I don’t know why I keep sending these emails. Part of me hopes that you’re reading them, using them to help the Loric, and can’t reply for your own safety. Another part of me worries that you aren’t even out there, that you’re gone. I refuse to believe that but . . .

I need to hear from you.

I start to write about Walker, but think better of it. Even if she was a Mog henchwoman in Paradise, she let me go in Dulce. She’s working against them now. And if somehow the Mogs are intercepting my emails to Sarah, I don’t want to blow Walker’s cover if the aliens haven’t completely labeled her a traitor. So instead, I’m kind of vague about my whole trip out into the desert.

I thought I had a lead on you in New Mexico. All I found there was a deserted military base. It looked like a major battle went down. Way bigger and nastier than what happened in Paradise. I hope you guys got out safe. I hope like hell I’m not the only one left to fight these assholes. That would suck.

A friend of mine set up a safe house for me. Way off the grid. A place where we can work on exposing those pale freaks to the world. If you can get in touch, I’ll find a way to send you the coordinates. We’re on to something big. Something international. I don’t even know what to do with it.

If you’re reading these, if you’re still in contact with John, now would be a really good time to show up. I need your help.

—Mark

I’m surprised my heart doesn’t explode when my email dings later that day and I see that she’s finally replied. Nothing long—just a note saying she’s sorry she hasn’t contacted me and that she’s with John, and where the hell am I, anyway?

I type faster than I ever have in my life. I’m about to send her an email detailing exactly how she can get to me . . .

And then I stop.

I think again about how careful I’ve been not to give away too much about where I’ve been or what I’ve been up to since I left Paradise in the middle of the night. GUARD’s got my IP address completely blocked, but that doesn’t matter if I’m giving my location away in an email. My JOLLYROGER182 address at They Walk Among Us is on a secure server that GUARD himself designed, but my personal one is just a free email service. So is Sarah’s. The Mogs or FBI could be tapping them. The same thing goes for the phone: if she hasn’t been careful with burners, telling her where I am might be the same as calling up the FBI or the Mogs and giving them my address.

There’s another possibility too. One I don’t even want to consider. What if it’s not even Sarah at all?

Think, Mark. Don’t get lured into a trap again.

I email her back.

I’m okay. I was just about to make a pizza. What do you want on your half?

—Mark

The question is the first way I can think of to figure out if I’m talking to the real Sarah Hart. When we were dating, we had a standard order at the pizza place back in Paradise’s downtown square. Every Saturday night we’d slide into a booth together and order the same thing.

I wait, staring at my in-box, hardly breathing as I will a new message to show up on the screen. Finally, it does.

Mark,

Things have been crazy here, but it sounds like it hasn’t been easy for you either.

Veg for me, please. Don’t let any of your gross all-meat side cross the line. WHERE ARE YOU?

Sarah

It’s her. That’s our order. One medium half veggie, half meat. Soda for me, diet soda for her.

But I can’t let my excitement about any of this cause me to make some kind of idiotic move that gives away my location. I take a deep breath, try to focus, and then pull up a map of Huntsville, the closest big city. I find a Waffle House on what looks like a busy intersection based on the size of the streets and email the address to Sarah.

Can we meet here? I’ll have to make sure you don’t have a tail or anything. I’m kind of wanted by a bunch of different bad guys. Come every day at 2 p.m. I’ll be watching. When I’m sure everything’s okay, I’ll take you back to my base.

Ten minutes pass. I wonder if she’s thinking about whether or not she wants to come. Or if she’s arguing with John about what to do.

Whatever it is, she finally responds.

I’ll be there. I’ll head that way tonight.

I laugh, grinning to myself in the back room of the cabin out in the middle of nowhere.

Sarah’s still alive and fighting. She’s okay.

And she’s coming to Alabama.

I know I told her she’d have to come to the Waffle House a few times before I took her back to home base, but as soon as I see her getting out of the taxi the next day, I know that’s not going to happen. It takes everything I have not to burst out of my truck—which I’ve parked in a grocery store parking lot across the street—and cross six lanes of traffic to get to her. Instead, I try to play it cool, because I know I can’t jump into this. We need to play everything as safe as possible.

But I can’t just watch her leave the restaurant when she’s done eating. I won’t let her slip away again.

So I wait ten minutes and then call the diner. I describe Sarah to the woman who answers and manage to sweet-talk her into handing the phone over.

“Hello?” Sarah’s voice comes out of the receiver, and it’s glorious.

“Hey,” I say.

“Mark, where are you?”

“What’s the nickname those asswipes in Helena gave you?” I ask. I have to be sure.

“Huh?”

“I think they were from your bio class.”

“Oh,” she says. “Sarah Bleeding Hart?”

I grin.

“There’s a parking garage two blocks north of here. I’ll be on the second floor. Look for a blue truck.”

“Can’t you just . . .” But she must know how important it is to stay underground. To be incognito. If she’s been with John since she left Dulce, she has to have caught on by now. “Okay. I’ll see you soon.”

I hang up and jet over to the parking garage—the one I scoped out after Sarah finally emailed me back. There I wait, texting GUARD to let him know she’s shown up.

The waiting is terrible. I’ve been trying to rescue, find or even just be in contact with Sarah for weeks—ever since she disappeared—but the minutes it takes for her to walk from the Waffle House to the parking garage feel like years. With every second that ticks by, I can’t help but imagine some terrible scenario that keeps her from getting to me, or some way that I’ve screwed up and doomed us both.

Finally, I see her wandering up the ramp and onto the second floor of the garage. I flash my lights, and she hurries towards me.

And then I’m out of the truck and running. It’s like my body is operating outside of my brain’s control. Everything in my head is saying Get in the truck. Get both of you to safety. Keep your heads down and don’t even talk until you’re back at the base. But my legs are moving, pumping on their own accord and bringing me sailing towards Sarah.

We practically collide in the middle of the parking garage, wrapping our arms around each other.

Finally. I’m not alone in this anymore. It’s not just me and GUARD’s messages.

“Mark,” she says into my shoulder.

The way she squeezes me makes my arm hurt like hell, but I ignore it. I feel like some huge weight has been lifted off me.

“Jesus, Mark,” she says again, her arms still around me. “What have you been doing?”

“You’d think I was joking if I told you,” I say, squeezing the back of her neck.

“Try me.”

“I don’t even know where to begin.”

She pulls away and takes a good look at me. I can see concern cross her face as she stares into my eyes.

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” she says. “But have you been sleeping at all? It looks like—”

But she stops and gasps. My fists automatically clench as I look around.

“What?” I ask. Shit. I knew I should have just got us in the truck and then out of here. “What is it?”

“Mark,” she says, pointing at my left arm. There’s blood dripping out from under my T-shirt sleeve. “Are you okay?”

I push the cotton of my T-shirt down onto the wound, hoping that stops the bleeding until we get back to home base.

“Would you believe me if I said I was shot while escaping from a bunch of crooked FBI agents?” I ask.

She nods, her eyes wide.

“I’ve been shot at a lot lately,” she says quietly. “A few days ago I was stabbed by a Mog.”

And then we just stare at each other. This is the moment when, months or even a few weeks ago, I’d probably have tried to kiss her. Or at least wished that was what I was doing. I’d have ignored the fact that I promised John Smith I’d keep her safe—ignored the fact that he existed at all. But in the parking garage, I look at her and she looks at me, and there’s some kind of joint understanding. The dynamic has changed between us. We’ve changed. I can’t be some hotshot football star trying to win back his ex when the fate of the world could rest on us. And she . . . there’s something different about her. Something fierce. She looks more like a soldier than the girl who used to wander around campus snapping pictures of flowers.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” I say. “And that you’re okay. I’m fine. I’ll patch up back at base.”

“That wound is supergross, Mark,” she says, her nose wrinkling a little. “You should probably see a doctor. . . .”

Her voice trails off. She knows that’s not really an option.

“I should have brought a healing stone or something with me.” She’s eyeing my arm, shaking her head. I stare back at her, not knowing what she’s talking about.

“We have a lot to catch up on,” I say. I put out my arm, ushering her towards my truck.

“Let’s start with why you’re in Alabama,” she says.

“Um, that’s kind of a long story.” I open the passenger’s-side door for her. She’s halfway inside before she stops and turns to me.

“Wait, when did you get this truck?”

I start to answer, but a huge bird lands on the hood of the truck with a loud thump. I jump, instinctively raising a fist.

“Jesus, what the hell?” I ask.

“Oh,” Sarah says, smiling. “Do you remember Bernie Kosar?”





CHAPTER TEN


SARAH FILLS ME IN ON WHERE SHE’S BEEN since she was taken from Paradise. She glosses over being imprisoned in Dulce. It kills me to think that they might have tortured her or something, but I don’t push the issue, because how do you casually ask, “So what terrible things happened to you when the FBI threw you in a secret dungeon?” She goes into more detail about everything after that, though, and walks me through the escape from New Mexico, their time at the John Hancock Center in Chicago—which I was totally right about being a Mog attack—and then their temporary hideout in Maryland, where she finally got the emails I’d been sending her. She tells me about a team of Garde sent down to Florida, and my head buzzes as I think of all the weird messages that had been sent to me about gangs in the Everglades and kids with telekinetic powers.

One of the Garde died down there, and when she left John and the others, none of them even knew which one it was.

Shit is getting very real on Earth.

The more we talk, the more the puzzle pieces start to fit together. A bigger story forms. Notes and small leads start to connect, and I suddenly have information about people and places that I was just kind of guessing at before. I learn names like Setrákus Ra and Adam, and that there’s a giant Mog base somewhere up in West Virginia, and that the Mogs have been doing all sorts of experiments with some of the dead Garde and alien animals—not that this is really any surprise, considering the crazy-ass stuff they’ve been doing to Bud Sanderson.

I type notes on one of the computers in the hidden room as fast as I can, trying to keep up with her as she talks.

“This stuff is incredible,” I say. “I never could have uncovered all this on my own.”

“What’s your plan, Mark?” She stares at the security monitors on the wall. Sarah’s still trying to wrap her head around the fact that I’m hiding out in some kind of spy base. Over her shoulder, I see BK travel across the monitors—a pet from another planet helping to make sure our perimeter is secure.

I pause. I’ve been going full throttle, alone, trying to absorb everything. I haven’t really had to put into words what my mission or whatever is.

“We tell the world what’s really happening,” I say, choosing my words carefully. “We wake them up and get them on our side.”

Sarah smiles at me strangely, as if she wasn’t expecting something like that to come out of my mouth.

“Next time I talk to John, I’ll see what kind of evidence he can send our way.”

As we work, I tell her about breaking into Sam’s house and finding all the old newsletters, stealing Purdy’s computer and my road trip across the country—first looking for her and then following GUARD’s orders to Alabama. She listens carefully as I talk, her face twisting and lighting up as she calls me “lucky” and “stupid” and even “heroic.”

Mark James, hero. That has a nice ring to it.

I’m pretty sure I blush when she says it, because afterwards she laughs and rolls her eyes. But it feels good. Especially since this is the first time I’ve really sat and thought about all the different things I’ve had to do in the last few weeks. I’ve been so focused on the stuff I’ve failed at—like getting caught in the FBI trap and not being able to contact Sharma or find Sarah—that I’d kind of forgotten that I’ve totally been living in, like, a James Bond movie lately. With aliens. And I’m 007.

John sends us crappy cell phone pics of a bunch of documents he recovered from some FBI agents—including my old friend Agent Walker, who has apparently switched sides completely and is helping out the Loric. At least for now. I’m happy she let me go, but I can’t imagine that I’d trust Walker or her agents with my life or anything. I hope John and the others know what they’re doing. I can say that this stuff combined with some of the other files we’ve salvaged from Purdy’s computer make for some pretty epic breaking news. I’m talking stuff like photos of Mogs shaking hands with politicians and lists of who within the government is playing ball with the shark-faced mofos. I practically piss my pants with excitement when Sarah forwards them to me—before I send them along to GUARD for a second look. A story like this could be big, so we should probably make sure that we don’t completely screw it up when we post it.

We print out everything and tape it to the walls of the back room, trying to piece together the larger story. This stuff is bigger than all of us. It’s the truth, and the world needs to be able to see it.

I start working on articles: posts that incorporate all the new info that’s suddenly been dumped at my feet.

“This shit is going to go viral,” I tell Sarah.

“It’s definitely going to piss off the Mogs,” she says hesitantly. “You’re sure they can’t track us here?”

“Definitely. GUARD’s got this place locked down.”

“He’d better,” she says.

It sounds like she might have some doubts about this. She’s not exactly on Team GUARD and asks a lot of questions—about where all the stuff in the safe house came from, how he got a truck to me, anything about his actual personal life—that I can’t answer because I have no idea who he is. I tell her that she should just trust him and be done with it, but that’s not exactly her style—especially with all she’s been through. I don’t really blame her. I’m not even really sure why I trust in him so much. Maybe it’s because, after Sarah disappeared, he was the one constant I had.

After Sarah’s read over the articles, I upload them, and our hit counter on They Walk Among Us skyrockets. My post detailing MogPro—which, it turns out, stands for “Mogadorian Progress”—attracts a lot of attention thanks to the intel John gets out of Walker. Some commentators start guessing that the whole blog is viral marketing for some new sci-fi movie. Other anonymous users send death threats. Views and comments come in from all over the world—so many that I give Sarah the log-in to my JOLLYROGER182 account so we can split the work of sorting through them.

We make a good team. Things are looking up.

Until the next day, at least. I wake up from a power nap around dusk feeling a little off. Just weak, and a little sick to my stomach. I’m sweating a lot too, which I brush off as the fact that we’re in the South and it’s humid as balls. When I get up and start moving, I realize that my left arm is all stiff and sore. And so while I wait for coffee to brew in the kitchen, I pull up my T-shirt sleeve and take a good look at the place where the bullet grazed me.

It’s not pretty.

The wound is swollen and a dark, sort of terrifying red color. It’s kind of hot to the touch too. In short, it looks mad at me for not taking better care of it.

Sarah walks into the kitchen while I’m looking at my arm.

“Holy crap, Mark.”

“It’s not that bad,” I suggest.

“No.” She shakes her head. “That looks terrible.”

“I’ll just pour some more rubbing alcohol on it and pick up some superglue and . . .” I have to stop because she looks like she’s going to simultaneously puke and smack me.

“It’s infected. We have to do something about it or it’ll get even worse.”

“We’ve got a lot of work to do.” I start for the back room.

“You could lose your whole arm, Mark,” she says, standing in front of me so I can’t pass. She puts her hand on my forehead. “Jesus, you’ve got a fever. You could get sepsis. We’ll just . . . We have to do something. At least let’s get some antibacterial stuff.”

I relent. We could use some more groceries, anyway.

I grab my keys. Sarah clears her throat, holding out one palm.

“I’m driving,” she says.

“Uh, no way,” I say. Suddenly I’m feeling very overprotective of my shiny new truck, and the Sarah I know—or knew in Paradise at least—didn’t have the best history with oversized vehicles.

“Mark.”

“Sarah,” I say. We lock eyes for a few seconds. “I’m okay to drive. I promise. Trust me.”

She doesn’t respond immediately but finally sighs.

“Okay,” she says. “Okay.”

Huntsville is the big city closest to us, but there are a bunch of little towns between there and the ranch. I try to go to a different one every time I pick up supplies, so this time I drive Sarah towards a place called Moulton, which is tiny but has a Walgreens and a grocery store at least. BK rides in the back, and I roll one of the windows down so he can stick his head out. The sun starts to set in the west. As we drive, we make supply lists out loud.

“Maybe we could get BK to sneak into the pharmacy section and steal you some penicillin,” Sarah suggests. “Though, I’m not sure he can read.”

“I’m pretty sure I’m allergic to penicillin,” I say.

“You don’t know?”

I shrug. “I’m, like, 90 percent positive.”

She shakes her head.

“What?” I ask. “I’ve been going to the same doctor since I was a baby. He always just prescribed me medicine, and I took it.”

“Give me a list of UN ambassadors,” she says.

I don’t know where she’s going with this, but I start to rattle off the people I’ve been looking into based on the files we’ve uncovered. She stops me after a dozen.

“You can name all those people,” she says, “but you don’t know if you’re allergic to penicillin. If it could kill you? If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’d been replaced with a Mog clone since we were in Paradise.”

She’s right. I start to laugh a little at just how absurd this is. How absurd all this is. Then she does too. It’s like I haven’t laughed in a really long time and now have to get it all out of my system while I can. I go into a fit of laughter. And it feels wonderful.

So wonderful that I end up running a stop sign.

I know this because suddenly there are flashing lights and a motorcycle cop behind me, pulling me off onto a side street in Moulton.

“Oh shit,” I say. “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.”

You’re so fucking stupid, Mark.

“What do we do?” Sarah asks. She’s sitting up straight, her left hand white knuckled as she grips the console between us. “Please tell me your GUARD friend gave you a legit fake ID.”

“No.” I shake my head. It’s not like I can give the officer my real license—I’m guessing everything with my name on it has been flagged by the FBI. “Let me think.”

I never had to worry about traffic tickets in Paradise—perk of being the sheriff’s son. I even talked my way out of a ticket for underage drinking once because this guy Todd, a former Paradise High football player, was the officer who caught me and my buddies with a case of beer out in a cornfield. But now my life is going to be monumentally screwed up because of a single stupid stop sign.

The officer dismounts from his bike. I pull my sleeve as far down over the wound on my arm as I can and then tighten my grip around the steering wheel.

“I might be able to lose him if I speed off while he’s up here,” I say.

“He’s on a bike, Mark,” Sarah says. “And you have no idea where you are, do you? He’d catch up to us.”

She’s right. Of course she is.

I glance into the truck’s backseat. BK’s tail is wagging, but his eyes are darting back and forth between me and Sarah as if he’s asking what he should do.

“Worst comes to worst, can BK scare him off?”

Sarah just looks at me, shrugging. BK lets out a little whine. I can’t even tell if the damned dog can understand me.

And then the officer’s tapping on the window.

“License and registration,” he says as I roll it down.

“Uh, yeah . . . ,” I start.

I launch into this whole story about how we’re on vacation—hence the Louisiana plates—and we’d just run up to town to buy a few groceries, and, oops, we totally left our IDs and stuff down by the swimming hole at the ranch where we’re staying.

I actually use the term “swimming hole.”

The officer sighs and asks if the truck is mine. I say it is, and he tells me to stay put while he goes back to his bike. I use the time to take a few deep breaths and try not to completely lose my shit.

“This is okay,” I murmur. “Maybe he’ll just write me a ticket. I’ll give him a fake name.”

Sarah stares holes through me.

“What?” I ask. “Do you want me to make a break for it now?”

“Is this truck stolen?” She raises one eyebrow as she speaks.

“No, of course—” I stop talking because . . . it could be. I guess I really have no idea.

I look into the side mirrors nervously as the cop strolls back up to my side of the truck. He doesn’t seem to be treating us like felons at least.

“All right,” he says. “The vehicle’s not listed as missing or anything. I don’t see why I should ruin your vacation with a few tickets. I’m going to let you off with a warning, but I’ve reported it, so don’t make it a habit of driving around without your license or you’ll definitely get a citation next time.” He grins. “Just make sure to watch for those stop signs, son.”

I’m so relieved I could vomit.

He starts to walk away but turns back.

“Funny first name,” he says. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard it before.”

“Huh?” I ask, confused.

“From your registration. Jolly. Jolly Roger.” He thinks about this for a second and laughs a little. Meanwhile, my lungs fall into my guts.

“It’s a family name,” I mutter.

But all I can think about is how he just ran the plates to a truck that turns out to be registered to a guy named Jolly Roger. A truck purchased the morning after a shootout between JOLLYROGER182 and the FBI, in the same city. And how, at this moment, the Mogs are probably slobbering all over themselves to find out who this dickhead is who’s unleashing all their secrets on the internet.

You’re an idiot, Mark. How could you be so stupid as to use that name?

“You look like you’re about to pass out,” Sarah says. “Are you feeling okay?”

I swallow hard. Screw supplies. Screw my arm.

“I think we’d better go back to the ranch.”





CHAPTER ELEVEN


SARAH TRIES TO TELL ME THAT I’M FREAKING out about this too much, but I can tell she’s worried too. She knows the lengths the Mogs will go to in order to get what they want—after all, she was their prisoner. As we drive, she goes into more detail about the rebel Mog John’s recruited on to his team. Apparently, he’s a hard-core computer wiz, and there are tons of evil ETs who’ve been trained on computers just like he has.

It doesn’t bode well for us. I kind of wish I’d known this sooner. I have no way of knowing who’d win in a hacker battle between GUARD and a spaceship full of highly trained Mogs.

I have Sarah text GUARD, telling him what happened, more about Adam, and asking for his advice. She reads and responds for me as I drive us back towards the ranch.

GUARD: If the Mogs had no idea where you were, they’d never be able to track you down based on your IP address or any of your communications from the ranch.

GUARD: But if they know you’re somewhere near a little town in Alabama, that could be trouble.

Me: SHIT. What should we do?

GUARD: That’s your call. It should take them a while to pinpoint an area to search. Could take hours. Could take weeks. I don’t know how skilled their hackers are.

GUARD: More than likely they’d just raze the whole area looking for you.

Me: All my notes and stuff are at the ranch. We need that info, but maybe it’d be better if we just abandoned the base? Can you get all my stuff off the computer?

A minute passes.

GUARD: No. It’s either dead or turned off. I can track its location, but I can’t get onto it remotely without juice.

Not charging my electronics is going to kill me.

Sarah looks at me.

“All the work we’ve been doing is on your computer, right?” she asks.

“Yeah, but—” I start.

“We can swing by and grab everything. Then, I don’t know, find one of those crappy motels you’ve gotten so good at scouting out.”

“This is dangerous,” I say.

She laughs a little.

“You don’t have to tell me.”

She texts GUARD back, telling him what we’re doing.

GUARD: You’re a true patriot for Earth. Keep me posted. Constant communication.

Night has completely fallen by the time we get back to the ranch. Everything looks just as we left it. Calm and boring.

“Bernie,” Sarah says, letting the dog out of the backseat, “go take a look around, okay? But be careful.”

I guess he understands her, because he darts off as we hurry inside. I head straight to the back room to pack up my notes and computers while Sarah grabs some of our clothes, food and other random stuff that might come in handy on the road. It’s almost like we’re getting ready to go on vacation instead of running away to hide from aliens and government henchmen.

I’ve just pulled my big messenger bag over my shoulder when all the lights go dark.

I hear glass breaking in the kitchen.

“Sarah!” I shout.

She yells back at me from the kitchen that she’s fine. I trip over a chair trying to get to her—the windowless room is completely pitch-black now that the power’s off. I curse as I hit the ground hard, my left arm throbbing. There’s a sound like the air conditioner starting up and then suddenly the power’s back on. I vaguely remember seeing a generator out at the back of the house—thanks again, GUARD. As I get to my feet, I kick the chair out of the way. Just as I’m about to leave the room, the security monitors boot up.

There are at least twenty Mogs closing in on the ranch house.

There’s a split second when I freeze, can’t even will my legs to move. And then adrenaline crashes over me and I react. I grab two guns off the weapons shelves and bolt to the kitchen, where Sarah’s crouched over a few glasses she knocked to the ground when the lights went out.

“What was—” she starts.

“Mogs!” I whisper.

Before she can respond, an explosion blows the front door in.

Both of us duck behind the kitchen island. I’m about to tell Sarah to stay down when she grabs one of the handguns I brought from the back room and fires two shots through the kitchen window, nailing a Mog right in the forehead. It turns to ash and disappears.

Whoa.

“Did you bring ammo?” she asks as she fires through the front doorway while I cock the shotgun I grabbed.

Crap. Ammo.

“No,” I admit.

“Can you use that?” She nods to my weapon.

“Yeah.”

“Then cover me,” she says.

As gunfire and Mog blasts tear up the living room and kitchen, I pop up from my cover and start pumping rounds through the doorway and windows, firing at every possible place the Mogs could be. I wonder how screwed we are—how many Mogs were just off camera on the monitors? Sarah makes for the back room, grabbing a big butcher’s knife out of a block along the way and keeping it positioned at chest level, ready to strike.

I can’t help but marvel at what a badass my ex-girlfriend has turned into.

She reappears with a grocery bag overflowing with ammo. We duck behind the kitchen island again to regroup and reload. I keep my shotgun pointed at the kitchen window.

“We could bunker down in the back,” I say. “The door’s thick.”

“No way.” She shakes her head. “We’d be trapped.”

“Then we have to make it to the truck.” I pat my pocket to make sure my keys are there. “If they haven’t blown it up or something.”

We nod to each other in agreement. The messed-up thing is that we’ve been in this sort of situation together before, back at Paradise High. Only back on campus, we had superpowered aliens on our side. Now it’s just us against a bunch of Mogs.

But then, I tend to forget that I have friends who always seem to come through for me.

There’s a giant roar outside, like a damned dragon has suddenly appeared out of the sky.

“Shit,” I say, imagining some kind of huge Mog creature that’s going to tear the roof off the house at any second. “We’re dead.”

“No,” Sarah says as she reloads. Her face actually lights up. “We’re saved.”

Most of the Mog gunfire that had been focused on the house suddenly disappears. They’re shooting at something else. The roar sounds again, but this time there’s something almost familiar about it—something I recognize. It’s not unlike a beagle’s howl.

Bernie-fucking-Kosar is destroying the Mogs in the front yard.

I grin.

“Can BK hold the bastards off?” I ask.

“For a little while,” Sarah says. “Probably.”

“Now. Go. This is our chance.”

We move in unison, running in a crouched position until we’re taking cover on opposite sides of the front doorway. Peeking out, I can see a bunch of piles of ash around the lawn, as well as at least a dozen shark-faces attacking BK. I actually wasn’t that far off when I thought there was a dragon in the yard. John Smith’s dog is now a huge beast, all muscle and claws and snapping teeth. One of the Mogs blasts him in the leg with a cannon, and in response BK impales him with one of two horns that have grown out of his head.

“Holy hell,” I mutter.

“Go!” Sarah shouts. “BK will catch up.”

And so we run. Luckily, most of the Mogs are focused on BK, and the others we cross paths with are so distracted by the roaring of the beast and shouts of their fellow pale-faced douche bags that we catch them by surprise. A few shots and they’re nothing but dust. We’re in the truck quickly, and before any of them are the wiser, I’ve got the engine on and am gunning it down the little path that leads to the street.

A lone Mog stands between us and the open gate to Yellowhammer Ranch. He holds a blaster out in front of him.

“Get down,” I shout to Sarah as he fires.

I swerve, losing control of the truck for a few seconds but missing the blasts from the Mog’s weapon. I regain control just in time to ram into him. The alien rolls over the hood and roof, landing in the bed of my truck, where he tries to get up on his feet again. Sarah leans out the window and shoots him, and I swear to God we really are the heroes in an action movie.

“Bernie!” she shouts, her head still out the window.

In the rearview mirror, I can see Bernie’s form start to change, and then suddenly he’s soaring through the air as an oversized golden bird. He lets out a shrill call as his giant wings beat against the wind, propelling him forward. He lands in the back of the truck, returning to his familiar dog form just before he hits the bed. Half a second passes before his wet nose is against the back windshield. He barks and pants and looks like a worried, but totally normal, floppy-eared dog as we pass through the gate to Yellowhammer Ranch.

“Holy crap,” Sarah says. She’s breathing deeply. “Okay. We’re okay. Whoa.”

“We don’t know that for sure.” I hand my burner over to Sarah. “Text GUARD. Tell him we just escaped the Mogs.”

It takes her a few seconds to get the text out because her hands are shaking a little. I keep my eyes scouring the road, the fields and the sky, terrified that more Mogs are going to show up at any moment.

“Okay, it’s—” she starts, but she’s cut off by the ringing phone.

GUARD is calling.

“Holy shit” is how I answer the phone.

“How far are you and Sarah from the house?” GUARD asks. His voice is the same slightly distorted, electronic-sounding one from the night when he warned me about the FBI trap.

I glance in the rearview mirror.

“I don’t know. Maybe a mile? I can still see it in—”

I’m cut off by the sound of an explosion. I hit the brakes out of sheer confusion and instinct—and so I can whip my head around and see it for myself. The ranch, barn—the entire area surrounding our safe house—has gone up in a huge ball of fire. I have to shield my eyes.

“That should take care of any Mogs remaining on the property and thoroughly wipe our tracks,” GUARD says.

Sarah turns to me, her mouth hanging open.

“GUARD, dude,” I say. “Did you just blow up the safe house?” My voice starts to get louder. “Were we working on top of a bomb this whole damned time?”

“I can guarantee that the only way that bomb was going to go off was if I wanted it to, and that would only happen in an instance like this. You were both perfectly safe.”

I don’t know what to say. I just sit on the phone in silence, hardly breathing. Trying to wrap my head around this.

“Get the truck moving again,” GUARD says. “The two of you are coming to my home base.”

Suddenly, the GPS on my truck activates, plotting a course to some place outside of Atlanta.

“I’ll see you in a few hours,” GUARD says.

Then he hangs up.





CHAPTER TWELVE


WE PASS A FEW OTHER HOUSES AS WE SPEED away from the ranch. They’re secluded, just like Yellowhammer was, and separated by miles and miles of fields and land. All of them have little trails of smoke rising from their yards and roofs. Not completely destroyed like my base, but definitely messed up.

The Mogs must have narrowed our location down to one area and then systematically searched for us house by house. My brain shuts down as I start to wonder who lived in these homes. Who the Mogs slaughtered in their effort to find us.

It takes everything I have not to puke my guts out.

We ride in silence for a while, listening to BK’s panting in the backseat. I think both of us are in shock. Finally, the quiet is broken when Sarah’s phone rings. It’s John.

“Before you say anything,” she says when she answers, “I just want you to know that I’m okay.”

She talks to John on the phone, and I strain to try to hear what he’s saying on his end. She tells him a little bit about what happened and where we’re going. I’m glad she doesn’t give him any specifics, because I don’t know how new her burner is or how careful John and the others have been about using them.

Safe houses won’t keep us alive, apparently. Paranoia might. Though I don’t even know if I can call any of us paranoid, since our fears are totally justified.

“Tell John to kick some Mog ass,” I say.

When she’s off the phone I ask her how her alien boyfriend is.

“Fine,” she says.

“Are you worried about him?”

“Every second.”

We cross the state line into Georgia around dawn. Sarah yawns a lot but doesn’t sleep. I offer her an energy drink from my stash in the backseat, but she turns her nose up at it. I down a can in one gulp.

Not long after that my fever comes back, and I start to feel a little woozy. My arm is so sore that I can hardly use it to drive, and Sarah makes me pull off the highway and into a drugstore parking lot. She goes in with some cash and comes out a few minutes later, demanding I move to the passenger seat. I down a few Tylenol at Sarah’s insistence and despite the energy drink I’ve guzzled, I pass out.

I wake up to Sarah poking the side of my face. We’re almost there. The landscape looks eerily similar to what it did at the ranch house. GUARD definitely has a knack for finding secluded hideouts. We come to a gate among a bunch of trees, and the GPS beeps that we’ve reached our destination. I can just make out a few structures through a dense thicket of incredibly green trees. Old signage says something about the place being a peach-and-pecan orchard.

That must be the place. GUARD’s base.

“I can’t believe I’m finally going to meet the man himself,” I say as we start up an old trail that cuts through rows of thin, dead trees. I’m feeling groggy and drained, but knowing GUARD must be just a couple of yards away fills me with adrenaline.

“You sure this is where your friend is?” Sarah asks. I can hear the skepticism in her voice.

“He’s the one who inputted it into the GPS,” I say.

“It just seems so . . . ordinary.”

I can see a few flashes of silver throughout the branches—cameras. Naturally. I point them out to Sarah and tell her that I’d thought the same thing about the ranch house before I went inside. I’m guessing cameras are up all over the place, just like in Alabama. Possibly even some remote-operated weapons too. I wouldn’t put it past GUARD.

Eventually, the trees all give way to big, open lawns around a white farmhouse and a gigantic steel building behind it that looks like it used to be some kind of small mill or factory or something.

“He’s here,” I say, more to myself than to Sarah. He has to be here. Everything is going to work out. We’re going to meet up with GUARD and figure out what we can do to bring down these Mogadorian bastards.

I jump out of the truck when we park in front of the house and am a little wobbly on my feet. My fever’s getting worse. BK stares up at me with wet-looking eyes as if he’s actually worried about me or something, but I man up and keep going. There’s a note on the front door of the house that just says “Out Back,” scrawled in messy handwriting. So we wander around the house to the big metal building. We walk through the front door and must trip some kind of invisible alarm, because suddenly the door locks behind us and there are four guns mounted on robotic arms trained on us.

“Shit!” I yell as I try to pull the door open.

“Mark,” Sarah says quietly, but I can tell that she’s freaking out.

I start to move forward but the guns stay on me, keeping their aim with every step I take. So instead, I take a few steps to the right and plant myself in front of Sarah. At our feet, BK starts to growl. The edges of his body begin to contort, as if he’s just about to transform into a monster.

“I wouldn’t go any farther than that if you don’t want to end up full of holes,” a muffled voice says.

There’s a figure standing in front of us that’s tall—taller than me—and wearing loose-fitting coveralls and a shiny, robotic-looking helmet. Something about it is familiar, but I don’t know why. My head is fuzzy from the fever. A bunch of tools hang from a belt around the person’s waist, but I’m more concerned about what’s in their hands, which, based on what I can remember about the weapons in my dad’s old office, is a semiautomatic combat shotgun.

Dozens of scenarios flash through my mind, none of which end well for us. My loudest thought screams that I’ve been duped again. That I’ve been a huge dumbass and somehow ended up communicating with another fake GUARD. Or maybe GUARD was never on our side to begin with. There’s no mystery grenade to save me this time, though. With all the security stuff everywhere, I’m guessing even if we did make it outside, we’d still be goners.

Behind me, Sarah’s breathing is heavy, and my entire body shudders with regret for bringing her into this.

I’m relieved when the figure lowers the shotgun, but that feeling is quickly replaced by confusion when the weird helmet comes off. The person in front of us is a black woman with strong, slightly masculine features. Her hair’s shaved on the sides but fades into a short, flat Mohawk on the top of her head. A sheen of sweat shines on her face. She looks like a badass warrior, but she’s also totally hot.

She stares at BK and mutters something in a language I’ve never heard. Her voice is commanding. Suddenly, BK heels.

So much for that line of defense.

“A Chimæra. Wonderful,” she says. She turns her attention to me. “Mark James. You look even worse than the last time I saw you.”

That’s when I realize why the helmet looked familiar. I’ve seen this person before. In New Mexico.

She’s the courier who delivered the first package to me.

“Wait . . . ,” I say. “You’re GUARD?”

She nods, raising one eyebrow as if she thinks I should have somehow figured this out already. As if I had any reason to guess that the person I’d been in contact with all this time wasn’t a conspiracy-obsessed hacker shut-in but a woman who looks like she’d be equally comfortable on a magazine cover or a battlefield.

“You can call me Lexa. That was my name on Lorien.”

Lorien?

My head pounds as my brain tries to make sense of the fact that GUARD is not only a chick, but an alien.

What the hell is going on?

“Mark,” Sarah says, breathless. Her eyes are wide and staring at something farther back in the giant metal building, behind the woman.

And then I see what’s got her attention.

“Welcome to the hangar,” Lexa says. “It looks like we need to get you fixed up. I hope you’re good with tools. I’m trying to get this thing to run off the primitive fuel systems available on this planet.”

She turns away from us and walks towards the beat-up silver spaceship parked in the back of the hangar.
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CHAPTER ONE


THE NIGHTMARE IS OVER. WHEN I OPEN MY EYES, there’s nothing but darkness.

I’m in a bed, that much I can tell, and it’s not my own. The mattress is enormous, somehow contoured perfectly to my body, and for a moment I wonder if my friends moved me to one of the bigger beds in Nine’s penthouse. I stretch my legs and arms out as far as they’ll go and can’t find the edges. The sheet draped over me is more slippery than soft, almost like a piece of plastic, and it is radiating heat. Not just heat, I realize, but also a steady vibration that soothes my sore muscles.

How long have I been asleep, and where the heck am I?

I try to remember what happened to me, but all I can think of is my last vision. It felt like I was in that nightmare for days. I can still smell the burned-rubber stench of Washington, D.C. Smog clouds lingered over the city, a reminder of the battle fought there. Or the battle that will be fought there, if my vision actually comes true.

The visions. Are they part of a new Legacy? None of the others have Legacies that leave them traumatized in the morning. Are they prophecies? Threats sent by Setrákus Ra, like the dreams John and Eight used to have? Are they warnings?

Whatever they are, I wish they’d stop happening.

I take a few deep breaths to clean the smell of Washington out of my nostrils, even though I know it’s all in my head. What’s worse than the smell is that I can remember every little detail, right down to the horrified look on John’s face when he saw me on that stage with Setrákus Ra, condemning Six to death. He was trapped in the vision, too, just like I was. I was powerless up there, stuck between Setrákus Ra, self-appointed ruler of Earth, and . . .

Five. He’s working for the Mogadorians! I have to warn the others. I sit bolt upright and my head swims—too fast, too soon—rust-colored blobs floating through my vision. I blink them away, my eyes feeling gummy, my mouth dry and throat sore.

This definitely isn’t the penthouse.

My movement must trigger some nearby sensor, because the room’s lights slowly grow brighter. They come on gradually, the room eventually bathed in a pale red glow. I look around for the source of the light and discover it pulsing from veins interwoven through the chrome-paneled walls. A chill goes through me at how precise the room looks, how severe, lacking any decoration at all. The heat from the blanket increases, almost as if it wants me to curl back up beneath it. I shove it away.

This is a Mogadorian place.

I crawl across the mammoth bed—it’s bigger than an SUV, big enough for a ten-foot-tall Mogadorian dictator to comfortably relax in—until my bare feet dangle over the metal floor. I’m wearing a long gray nightgown embroidered with thorny black vines. I shudder, thinking about them putting me into this gown and leaving me here to rest. They could’ve just killed me, but instead they put me in pajamas? In my vision, I was sitting alongside Setrákus Ra. He called me his heir. What does that even mean? Is that why I’m still alive?

It doesn’t matter. The simple fact is: I’ve been captured. I know this. Now what am I going to do about it?

I figure the Mogs must have moved me to one of their bases. Except this room isn’t like the horrific and tiny cells that Nine and Six described from when they were captured. No, this must be the Mogadorians’ twisted idea of hospitality. They’re trying to take care of me.

Setrákus Ra wants me treated more like a guest than a prisoner. Because, one day, he wants me ruling next to him. Why, I still don’t understand, but right now it’s the only thing keeping me alive.

Oh no. If I’m here, what happened to the others in Chicago?

My hands start to shake and tears sting my eyes. I have to get out of here. And I have to do it alone.

I push down the fear. I push down the lingering visions of a decimated Washington. I push down the worries about my friends. I push it all down. I need to be a blank slate, like I was when we first fought Setrákus Ra in New Mexico, like I was during my training sessions with the others. It’s easiest for me to be brave when I just don’t think about it. If I act on instinct, I can do this.

Run, I imagine Crayton saying. Run until they’re too tired to chase you.

I need something to fight them with. I look around the room for anything I can use as a weapon. Next to the bed is a metallic nightstand, the only other furniture in the room. The Mogs left a glass of water there for me, which I’m not dumb enough to drink even though I’m insanely thirsty. Next to the glass, there’s a dictionary-sized book with an oily, snaky-skin cover. The ink on the cover looks singed, the words indented and rough around the edges, as if it were printed with acid for ink.

The title reads The Great Book of Mogadorian Progress, surprisingly in English. Under it are a series of angular boxes and hash marks that I assume is Mogadorian.

I pick up the book and open it. Each page is divided in half, English on one side and Mogadorian on the other. I wonder if I’m supposed to read this thing.

I slam the book closed. The important thing is that it’s heavy and I can swing it. I won’t be turning any Mogadorian guards into ash clouds, but it’s better than nothing.

I climb down from the bed and walk over to what I think is the door. It’s a rectangular panel cut into the plated wall, but there aren’t any knobs or buttons.

As I tiptoe closer, wondering how I’m going to open this thing, there’s a mechanical whirring noise from inside the wall. It must be on a motion sensor like the lights, because the door hisses upward as soon as I’m close, disappearing into the ceiling.

I don’t stop to wonder why I’m not locked down. Clutching the Mogadorian book, I step into a hallway that’s just as cold and metallic as my room.

“Ah,” says a woman’s voice. “You’re awake.”

Rather than guards, a Mogadorian woman perches on a stool outside my room, obviously waiting for me. I’m not sure if I’ve ever seen a female Mog before, and definitely not one like her. Middle-aged, with wrinkles forming in the pale skin around her eyes, the Mog looks surprisingly unthreatening in a high-necked, floor-length dress, like something one of the Sisters would wear back at Santa Teresa. Her head is shaved except for two long, black braids at the back of her skull, the rest of her scalp covered by an elaborate tattoo. Instead of being nasty and vicious, like the Mogs I’ve fought before, this one is almost elegant.

I stop short in front of her, not sure what to do.

The Mog glances at the book in my hands and smiles.

“And ready to begin your studies, I see,” she says, getting up. She’s tall, slender and vaguely spiderlike. Standing before me, she dips into an elaborate bow. “Mistress Ella, I shall be your instructor while—”

As soon as her head comes low enough, I smack her across the face with the book as hard as I can.

She doesn’t see it coming, which I guess is strange because all the Mogs I’ve encountered have been ready to fight. This one lets out a short grunt and then hits the floor with a fluttering of fabric from her fancy dress.

I don’t stop to see if I’ve knocked her out or if she’s pulling a blaster from some hidden compartment in that dress. I run, choosing a direction at random and hurtling down the hallway as fast as I can. The metal floor stings my bare feet and my muscles begin to ache, but I ignore all that. I have to get out of here.

Too bad these secret Mogadorian bases never have any exit signs.

I turn one corner and then another, sprinting through hallways that are pretty much identical. I keep expecting sirens to start blaring now that I’ve escaped, but they never do. There aren’t any heavy Mogadorian footfalls chasing after me either.

Just when I’m starting to get winded and thinking about slowing down, a doorway opens on my right and two Mogadorians step forward. They’re more like the ones I’m used to—burly, dressed in their black combat gear, beady eyes glaring at me. I dart around them, even though neither of them makes any attempt to grab me. In fact, I think I hear one of them laughing.

What is going on here?

I can feel the two Mog soldiers watching me run, so I duck down the first hallway that I can. I’m not sure if I’ve been going in circles or what. There isn’t any sunlight or outside noises at all, nothing to indicate that I might be getting closer to an exit. It doesn’t seem like the Mogs even care what I do, like they know I’ve got no chance to get out of here.

I slow down to catch my breath, cautiously inching down this latest sterile hallway. I’m still clutching the book—my only weapon—and my hand is starting to cramp. I switch hands and press on.

Up ahead, a wide archway opens with a hydraulic hiss; it’s different from the other doors, wider, and there are strangely blinking lights on the other side.

Not blinking lights. Stars.

As I walk under the archway, the metal-plated ceiling gives way to a glass bubble, the room wide-open, almost like a planetarium. Except real. There are various consoles and computers protruding from the floor—maybe this is some kind of control room—but I ignore them, drawn instead to the dizzying view through the expansive window.

Darkness. Stars.

Earth.

Now I understand why the Mogadorians weren’t chasing me. They know there’s nowhere for me to go.

I’m in space.

I get right up to the glass, pressing my hands against it. I can feel the emptiness outside, the endless, ice-cold, airless space between me and that floating blue orb in the distance.

“Glorious, isn’t it?”

His booming voice is like a bucket of cold water dumped on me. I spin around and press my back to the glass, feeling like the void behind me might be preferable to facing him.

Setrákus Ra stands behind one of the control panels, watching me, a hint of a smile on his face. The first thing I notice is that he’s not nearly as huge as he was when we fought him at Dulce Base. Still, Setrákus Ra is tall and imposing, his broad physique clad in a stern black uniform, studded and decorated with an assortment of jagged Mogadorian medals. Three Loric pendants, the ones he took from the dead Garde, hang from around his neck, glowing a subdued cobalt.

“I see you’ve already taken up my book,” he says, gesturing to my dictionary-sized club. I didn’t realize I was clutching it to my chest. “Although not necessarily in the way I’d hoped. Fortunately, your Proctor wasn’t badly injured . . .”

Suddenly, in my hands, the book begins to glow red, just like the piece of debris I picked up back at Dulce Base. I don’t know exactly how I’m doing it, or even what I’m doing.

“Ah,” Setrákus Ra says, watching with a raised eyebrow. “Very good.”

“Go to hell!” I scream, and fling the glowing book at him.

Before it’s even halfway to him, Setrákus Ra raises one huge hand and the book stops in midair. I watch as the glow I’d infused it with slowly fades.

“Now, now,” he chides me. “Enough of that.”

“What do you want from me?” I shout, frustrated tears filling my eyes.

“You already know that,” he replies. “I showed you what’s to come. Just as I once showed Pittacus Lore.”

Setrákus Ra hits a few buttons on the control panel in front of him and the ship begins to move. Gradually, the Earth, seeming both impossibly far and also like it’s so close I could reach out and grab it, drifts across my view. We aren’t moving towards it; we’re turning in place.

“You are aboard the Anubis,” Setrákus Ra intones, a note of pride in his gravelly voice. “The flagship of the Mogadorian fleet.”

When the ship completes its turn, I gasp. I reach out and press my hand against the glass for support, knees suddenly weak.

Outside, in orbit around the Earth, is the Mogadorian fleet. Hundreds of ships—most of them long and silver, about the size of small airplanes, just like the ones the Garde have described fighting before. But among them are at least twenty enormous warships that dwarf the rest—looming and menacing, mounted cannons jutting off their angular frames, aimed right at the unsuspecting planet below.

“No,” I whisper. “This can’t be happening.”

Setrákus Ra walks towards me, and I’m too shocked by the hopeless sight before me to even move. Gently, he drapes his hand on my shoulder. I can feel the coldness of his pale fingers through my gown.

“The time has come,” he says, gazing at the fleet with me. “The Great Expansion has come to Earth at last. We will celebrate Mogadorian Progress together, granddaughter.”





CHAPTER TWO


FROM THE CRACKED SECOND-FLOOR WINDOW OF an abandoned textile factory, I watch an old man in a ragged trench coat and filthy jeans crouch down in the doorway of the boarded-up building across the street. Once he’s settled, the man pulls a brown-bagged bottle from his coat and starts drinking. It’s the middle of the afternoon—I’m on watch—and he’s the only living soul I’ve seen in this abandoned part of Baltimore since we got here yesterday. It’s a quiet, deserted place, and yet it’s still preferable to the version of Washington, D.C., I saw in Ella’s vision. For now at least, it doesn’t look like the Mogadorians have pursued us from Chicago.

Although technically, they wouldn’t have to. There’s already a Mogadorian among us.

Behind me, Sarah stomps her foot. We’re in what used to be the foreman’s office, dust everywhere, the floorboards swollen and mildewed. I turn around just in time to see her frowning at the remains of a cockroach on the bottom of her sneaker.

“Careful. You might go crashing right through the floor,” I tell her, only half joking.

“I guess it was too much to ask for all your secret bases to be in penthouse apartments, huh?” Sarah asks, fixing me with a teasing smile.

We slept in this old factory last night, our sleeping bags laid on the sunken floorboards. Both of us are filthy, it’s been a couple of days since our last real shower, and Sarah’s blond hair is caked with dirt. She’s still beautiful to me. Without her at my side, I might’ve totally lost it after the attack in Chicago, where the Mogs kidnapped Ella and destroyed the penthouse.

I grimace at the thought, and Sarah’s smile immediately fades. I leave the window and walk over to her.

“This not knowing is killing me,” I say, shaking my head. “I don’t know what to do.”

Sarah touches my face, trying to console me. “At least we know they won’t hurt Ella. Not if what you saw in that vision is true.”

“Yeah,” I snort. “They’ll just turn her into a brainwashed traitor, like . . .”

I trail off, thinking of the rest of our missing friends and the turncoat they traveled with. We still haven’t heard anything from Six and the others, not that there’s an easy way for them to get in touch with us. All their Chests are here and, assuming they could even try reaching us by more traditional methods, they wouldn’t have the first clue how to find us, seeing as we had to flee Chicago.

The only thing I know for sure is that I have a fresh scar on my leg, the fourth of its kind. It doesn’t hurt anymore, but it feels like a weight. If the Garde had stayed apart, if we’d kept the Loric charm intact, that fourth scar would’ve symbolized my death. Instead, one of my friends is dead in Florida, and I don’t know how, or who, or what’s happened to the rest of them.

I feel in my gut that Five is still alive. I saw him in Ella’s vision, standing alongside Setrákus Ra, a traitor. He must have led the others into a trap, and now one of them won’t be coming back. Six, Marina, Eight, Nine—one of them is gone.

Sarah wraps her hand around mine, massaging it, trying to ease some of the tension.

“I can’t stop thinking about what I saw in that vision . . . ,” I begin, trailing off. “We’d lost, Sarah. And now it feels like it’s happening for real. Like this is the beginning of the end.”

“That doesn’t mean anything and you know it,” Sarah replied. “Look at Eight. Wasn’t there some kind of death prophecy about him? And he survived.”

I frown, not stating the obvious, that Eight could be the one who was killed down in Florida.

“I know it seems bleak,” Sarah continues, “and, I mean, it is pretty bad, John. Obviously.”

“Good pep talk.”

She squeezes my hand, hard, and widens her eyes at me like shut up.

“But those guys down in Florida are Garde,” she says. “They’re going to fight, they’re going to keep going and they’re going to win. You have to believe, John. When you were comatose back in Chicago, we never gave up on you. We kept fighting and it paid off. Just when it seemed like we’d lost, you saved us.”

I think about the state my friends were in when I finally awoke back in Chicago. Malcolm was mortally wounded and Sarah badly hurt, Sam nearly out of ammo and Bernie Kosar unaccounted for. They’d put it all on the line for me.

“You guys saved me first,” I reply.

“Yeah, obviously. So return the favor and save our planet.”

The way she says it, like it’s no big deal, makes me smile. I pull Sarah close and kiss her.

“I love you, Sarah Hart.”

“Love you back, John Smith.”

“Um, I love you guys, too . . .”

Sarah and I both turn to find Sam standing in the doorway, an awkward smile on his face. Curled up in his arms is a huge orange cat, one of the six Chimærae that our new Mogadorian friend brought with him, drawn to us by Bernie Kosar’s rooftop howling. Apparently, the stick BK took from Eight’s Chest was some kind of Chimæra totem used to lead them to us, like a Loric dog whistle. We stuck to back roads on our way to Baltimore, careful to make sure we weren’t tailed. The crowded van ride gave us plenty of time to brainstorm names for our new allies. This particular Chimæra, preferring a chubby cat-shape as its regular form, Sam insisted we name Stanley, in honor of Nine’s old alter ego. If he’s still alive, I’m sure Nine will be thrilled to have a fat cat with an obvious affection for Sam named after him.

“Sorry,” Sam says, “did I spoil the moment?”

“Not at all,” Sarah replies, stretching out one arm towards Sam. “Group hug?”

“Maybe later,” Sam says, looking at me. “The others are back and setting everything up downstairs.”

I nod, reluctantly letting go of Sarah and walking over to the duffel bag with our supplies. “They have any problems?”

Sam shakes his head. “They had to settle for just a couple of little camping generators. Not enough cash for something big. Anyway, it should be enough juice.”

“What about surveillance?” I ask, pulling the white locator tablet and its adapter free from the duffel bag.

“Adam said he didn’t see any Mog scouts,” Sam answers.

“Well, out of anyone, he’d know how to spot them,” Sarah puts in.

“True,” I reply halfheartedly, still not trusting this so-called good Mogadorian, even though he’s done nothing but help us since showing up in Chicago. Even now, with him and Malcolm setting up our newly purchased electronics on the factory floor below, I feel a vague sense of unease at having one of them so close. I push it down. “Let’s go.”

We follow Sam down a rusty spiral staircase and onto the floor of the factory proper. The place must’ve been closed down in a hurry because there are still racks of musty, eighties-style men’s suits pushed up against the walls and half-full boxes of raincoats abandoned on conveyor belts.

A Chimæra in golden retriever form that Sarah insisted we call Biscuit tumbles into our path, her teeth clenched around the ripped sleeve of a suit, locked in a tug-of-war with Dust, the gray husky. Another Chimæra, Gamera, which Malcolm named after some old movie monster, trundles after the others but has trouble keeping up in his snapping turtle form. The two other new Chimærae—a hawk we dubbed Regal and a scrawny raccoon we named Bandit—watch the game from one of the inoperative conveyor belts.

It’s a relief to see them playing. The Chimærae weren’t in the best shape when Adam liberated them from Mogadorian experimentation, and they still weren’t doing so hot when he brought them to Chicago. It was slow going, but I was able to use my healing Legacy to fix them up. There was something inside of them, something Mogadorian, that actually felt like it was pushing back against my powers. It even made my Lumen flare up briefly, something that’s never happened when using my healing. Ultimately, though, whatever the Mogs did was washed away by my Legacy.

I’d never actually used my healing Legacy on a Chimæra before that night. Luckily, it worked, because there was one Chimæra in even worse condition than all our new friends.

“Have you seen BK?” I ask Sam, scanning the room for him. I had found him on the roof of the John Hancock Center, shredded by Mogadorian blaster fire and barely clinging to life. I used my healing on him, praying that it would work. Even though he’s better now, I’ve still been keeping an extra-close eye on him, probably because the fates of so many of my other friends are unknown.

“There,” Sam replies, pointing.

At one end of the room, against a wall covered with competing graffiti tags, are a trio of industrial-size laundry bins overflowing with piles of khaki pants. It’s at the summit of one of these piles that Bernie Kosar rests, the antics of Biscuit and Dust seeming to tire him out. Despite my healing, he’s still weak from the fight in Chicago—and also missing a jagged chunk from one of his ears—but with my animal telepathy I can sense a sort of contentedness coming off him as he watches the other Chimærae. When BK sees us enter, his tail thumps fresh dust clouds from the pile of old clothes.

Sam sets down Stanley, and the cat trundles over to the clothes piles with BK, settling into what I guess is the designated Chimæra napping zone.

“Never thought I’d have my own Chimæra,” Sam says, “much less a half dozen of them.”

“And I never thought I’d be working with one of them,” I reply, my gaze settling on Adam.

At the center of the factory floor, steelwork benches are bolted into the floor. Sam’s dad, Malcolm, and Adam are setting up the computer equipment they just purchased by trading in some of my waning supply of Loric gemstones. Because there’s no electricity running to this old factory, they had to buy some small battery-powered generators for the trio of laptops and mobile hotspot. I watch Adam hooking up one of the laptop batteries—his deathly pale skin, lank black hair and angular features making him slightly more human looking than the usual Mogadorians—and remind myself that he’s on our side. Sam and Malcolm seem to trust him; plus he’s got a Legacy, the power to create shock waves, which he inherited from One. If I hadn’t seen him use the Legacy with my own eyes, I’m not sure I’d even think it was possible. Part of me wants to believe, maybe even needs to believe, that a Mog wouldn’t be able to just steal a Legacy, that he has to be worthy. That it happened for a reason.

“Look at it this way,” Sam says quietly as we walk over to the others. “Humans, Loric, Mogs . . . we’ve got like the first meeting of the Intergalactic United Nations over here. It’s historic.”

I snort and step up to the laptop Adam has just finished connecting. He takes one look at me and must detect something—maybe I’m not doing such a good job concealing my conflicted feelings—because he looks down and steps aside, making room for me and moving on to the next laptop. He keeps his eyes fixed on the screen, typing quickly.

“How’d it go?” I ask.

“We got most of the gear we need,” Malcolm replies as he fiddles with a wireless router. Even with his beard starting to get majorly unkempt, Malcolm looks healthier than he did when I first met him. “Anything happen here?”

“Nothing,” I say, shaking my head. “It’d take a miracle for the Garde in Florida to track us down. And Ella . . . I keep hoping her voice will pop into my head and tell me where they took her, but she hasn’t made contact.”

“At least we’ll know where the others are once the tablet is hooked up,” Sarah says.

“With the gear we bought, I think we can run a hack on the John Hancock building’s phone network,” Malcolm suggests. “That way, if they try calling in from the road, we can intercept the call.”

“Good idea,” I reply, plugging the white locator tablet into the laptop and waiting for it to boot up.

Malcolm pushes his glasses up his nose and clears his throat. “It was Adam’s idea, actually.”

“Oh,” I reply, keeping my voice neutral.

“That is a good idea,” Sarah chimes in. She scoots in next to Malcolm and starts working on the third laptop, giving me a look like I should try saying something nice to Adam. When I don’t, an awkward silence settles over the group. There have been a lot of those since we left Chicago.

Before it can get too weird, the tablet boots up. Sam peers over my shoulder.

“They’re still in Florida,” Sam says.

There’s a solitary dot for me on the tablet, pulsing on the East Coast, and then miles to the south are the four dots for the surviving Garde. Three of the dots are bunched together, basically overlapping into one glowing blob, while a fourth is a short distance away. Immediately, scenarios for that isolated dot begin cycling through my head. Was one of our friends captured? Did they have to separate after they were attacked? Is that Five apart from the others? Does that prove he’s a traitor, like in my vision?

I’m distracted from these thoughts by the fifth dot on the tablet, literally an ocean away from the others. This one hovers over the Pacific, its glow a little dimmer than the rest.

“That must be Ella,” I say, my brow furrowing. “But how—”

Before I can finish my question, Ella’s dot flickers and disappears. A second later, before I can even process my panic, Ella blinks back to life, now hovering over Australia.

“What the hell?” Sam asks, staring over my shoulder.

“It’s moving so fast,” I say. “Maybe they’re transporting her somewhere.”

The dot disappears again, then reappears at an impossible point over Antarctica, nearly off the edge of the tablet’s screen. For the next few seconds, it flickers in and out, bouncing across the map. I smack the side of the tablet with my palm out of frustration.

“They’re scrambling the signal somehow,” I say. “We’ve got no chance of finding her while it’s like this.”

Sam points to the others clustered around Florida. “If they were going to hurt Ella, wouldn’t they have done it already?”

“Setrákus Ra wants her,” Sarah puts in, looking at me. I had told them all about that nightmare scene in D.C. and Ella ruling alongside Setrákus Ra. It’s still hard for any of us to believe, but at least it gives us one advantage. We know what Setrákus Ra wants.

“I hate to leave her out there,” I say grimly. “But I don’t think he’ll harm her. Not yet, anyway.”

“At least we know where the others are,” Sam insists. “We need to get down there before someone else . . .”

“Sam’s right,” I decide, driven by the sinking feeling that one of those dots could blink out at any moment. “They might need our help.”

“I think that would be a mistake,” Adam says. His voice is tentative, but there’s still enough Mog harshness to make my fists clench from reflex. I’m not used to having one of them around.

I turn to stare at him. “What did you say?”

“A mistake,” he repeats. “It’s predictable, John. It’s a reactionary move. This is why my people always catch up to you.”

I can feel my jaw working, trying to form a response, but mostly I just want to punch his face in. I’m about to take a step forward when Sam puts a hand on my shoulder.

“Easy,” Sam says quietly.

“You want us to just sit around here and do nothing?” I ask Adam, trying to keep my cool. I know I should hear him out, but this whole situation has me feeling cornered. And now I’m supposed to take advice from a guy whose species has been hunting me for my entire life?

“Of course not,” Adam replies, looking up at me with those coal-colored Mogadorian eyes.

“Then what?” I snap. “Give me one good reason we shouldn’t go to Florida.”

“I’ll give you two,” Adam replies. “First, if the rest of the Garde are in danger or captured as you suspect, then their continued survival hinges on luring you in. They are useful only as bait.”

“You’re saying it could be a trap,” I reply through gritted teeth.

“If they are captured, then yes, of course it is a trap. On the other hand, if they are free, what good will your heroic intervention do? Aren’t they highly trained and perfectly capable of getting themselves out of trouble?”

What can I say to that? No? Six and Nine, pretty much the two most badass people I know, aren’t capable of escaping from Florida and tracking us down? But what if they’re down there waiting for us to come get them? I shake my head, still feeling like I want to throttle Adam.

“So what’re we supposed to do in the meantime?” I ask him. “Just sit around and wait for them?”

“We can’t do that,” Sam jumps in. “We can’t just leave them. They have no way of finding us.”

Adam spins his laptop around so I can see the screen.

“Between kidnapping Ella and killing a Garde in Florida, my people will believe they have you on the run once again. They won’t be expecting a counterstrike.”

On the laptop, Adam has pulled up satellite photographs of an expanse of suburbia. It looks like a totally generic, wealthy community. When I look a little closer, I notice a paranoid number of security cameras mounted on the imposingly tall stone wall that encircles the entire property.

“This is Ashwood Estates, just outside of Washington, D.C.,” Adam continues. “It’s home to the top-ranking Mogadorians assigned to North America. With the Plum Island facility wrecked and the Chimærae recovered, I think we should focus our attack here.”

“What about the mountain base in West Virginia?” I ask.

Adam shakes his head. “That is a military installation only, kept out of sight so my people’s forces can mass there. We’d have a hard time taking it down now. And anyway, the real power, the trueborn Mogadorians, the leaders—they reside in Ashwood.”

Malcolm clears his throat. “I tried to relay everything you told me about trueborns, Adam. But maybe it’d be better if you explained it?”

Adam looks around at us, a bit apprehensive. “I don’t know where to begin.”

“You can skip the whole Mogadorian birds-and-the-bees speech,” Sam says, and I stifle a smile.

“It has to do with the bloodlines, right?” I say, prompting him.

“Yeah. Trueborn are the pure bloodlines. Mogadorians born of Mogadorian parents. Like me,” Adam says, slouching a bit. His trueborn status is no great point of pride. “The others, the vatborn, are the soldiers you’ve fought most often. They are not born but grown, thanks to the science of Setrákus Ra.”

“Is that why they disintegrate?” Sarah asks. “Because they’re not, like, real Mogs?”

“They’re bred for combat, not for burying,” Adam replies.

“Doesn’t sound like much of a life,” I say. “You Mogs worship Setrákus Ra for that?”

“As the histories contained in the Great Book tell it, our people were dying off before the so-called Beloved Leader came along. The vatborn and Setrákus Ra’s genetic research saved our species.” Adam pauses, a sneer forming as he thinks this over. “Of course, Setrákus Ra also wrote the Great Book, so who knows.”

“Fascinating,” Malcolm says.

“Yeah, definitely more about Mogadorian breeding than I ever wanted to know,” I say, turning back to the laptop. “If this place is filled with high-ranking Mogs, won’t it be heavily guarded?”

“There will be guards, yes, but not enough to make a difference,” he replies. “You need to understand, my people feel safe here. They are used to being the hunters, not the hunted.”

“So what?” I continue. “We kill a few trueborn Mogs and that’s it? What difference does that make?”

“Any losses in trueborn leadership will have wide-ranging impacts on Mogadorian operations. The vatborn are not particularly good at directing themselves.” Adam traces his finger across the immaculately kept lawns of Ashwood Estates. “Plus, there are tunnels beneath these houses.”

Malcolm walks around to our side of the table, crossing his arms as he looks at the images. “I thought you destroyed those tunnels, Adam.”

“I damaged them, yes,” Adam replies. “But they stretch far beyond the rooms we were in. Even I am not entirely sure what we might find down there.”

Sam looks from Adam to his father. “Is that where . . . ?”

“It’s where they held me,” Malcolm answers. “Where they took my memories. And where Adam rescued me.”

“It’s possible we could find a way to restore your memories,” Adam says, sounding eager to help Malcolm. “If the equipment wasn’t too badly damaged.”

What Adam’s saying makes sense, but I can’t quite bring myself to admit it. I’ve spent my entire life running and hiding from Mogadorians, fighting them, killing them. They’ve taken everything from me. And now, here I am, making battle plans alongside one. It just doesn’t feel right. Not to mention we’re talking about a full frontal assault on a Mogadorian compound with none of the other Garde backing me up.

As if on cue, Dust wanders over and sits down next to Adam’s feet. He reaches down to absently scratch behind its ears.

If the animals trust him, shouldn’t I be able to?

“Whatever we find in those tunnels,” Adam continues, probably knowing I’m not sold, “I am certain it will provide valuable insight into their plans. If your friends are captured or being tracked, we will know for sure once I’ve accessed the Mogadorian systems.”

“What if one of them dies while we’re on this mission of yours?” Sam asks, his voice cracking a little at the thought. “What if they die because we didn’t rescue them when we had the chance?”

Adam pauses, thinking this over. “I know this must be hard for you,” he says, looking between me and Sam. “I admit, it’s a calculated risk.”

“Calculated risk,” I repeat. “Those are our friends you’re talking about.”

“Yeah,” Adam replies. “And I’m trying to help keep them alive.”

Logically, I know Adam really is trying to help. But I’m stressed and I’ve been brought up not to trust his kind. Before I know what I’m doing, I take a step towards him and jab a finger into his chest.

“This better be worth it,” I tell him. “And if something happens in Florida . . .”

“I’ll take responsibility,” he replies. “It’ll be on me. If I’m wrong, John, you can dust me.”

“If you’re wrong, I probably won’t need to,” I say, staring into his eyes. Adam doesn’t look away.

Sarah loudly whistles between her fingers, getting everyone’s attention.

“If we can put the whole macho posturing thing on hold for a second, I think you guys should take a look at this.”

I step around Adam, telling myself to cool down, and look over Sarah’s shoulder at the website she’s pulled up.

“I was looking up news stories about Chicago and this popped up,” she explains.

It’s a pretty slick-looking website, except for the all-caps headlines and sheer amount of flying saucer GIFs cluttering the sidebars. The stories listed under Most Popular, all of the links in a neon green that I guess is supposed to look alien, include: MOGADORIANS UNDERMINING GOVERNMENT and EARTH’S LORIC PROTECTORS DRIVEN INTO HIDING. The page Sarah currently has open features a picture of the burning John Hancock Center along with the headline MOG ATTACK IN CHICAGO: IS THIS THE ZERO HOUR?

The website is called They Walk Among Us.

“Oh jeez,” Sam groans, joining the huddle around Sarah’s computer. “Not these creeps.”

“What is this?” I ask Sarah, squinting at the story on the screen.

“These dudes used to be strictly into the old-school black-and-white zine style,” Sam says. “Now they’re on the internet? I can’t decide if that makes them better or worse.”

“The Mogs killed them,” I point out. “How does this even exist in any form?”

“I guess there’s a new editor,” Sarah says. “Check this out.”

Sarah clicks into the website’s archives, going back to the first story ever posted. The headline reads PARADISE HIGH SCHOOL ATTACK START OF ALIEN INVASION. Below that is a grainy cell-phone picture of the destruction around our high school’s football field. I quickly skim the article. The level of detail is astounding. It’s like whoever wrote this was there with us.

“Who’s JollyRoger182?” I ask, looking at the screen name credited in the post.

Sarah looks up at me with an odd smile, bewilderment mixing with something like pride.

“You’re going to think I’m crazy,” she says.

“What’s a Jolly Roger, anyway?” Sam asks, thinking out loud. “The pirate flag?”

“Yeah,” Sarah replies, nodding. “Like the Paradise High Pirates. Whose old quarterback happens to be one of the only other people outside our group to know what went down at the high school.”

I widen my eyes at Sarah. “No way.”

“Yes way,” she replies. “I think JollyRoger182 is Mark James.”
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