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THE DANGEROUS DAYS OF DANIEL X 

    

    IF THIS WE​RE A MO​VIE ins​te​ad of re​al li​fe, this wo​uld be the part whe​re in a stran​ge, omi​no​us vo​ice I’d say, “Ta​ke me to yo​ur le​ader!”

    But sin​ce you are far mo​re im​por​tant in ma​king a dif​fe​ren​ce in this world than the earth’s le​aders, and last ti​me I chec​ked on the In​ter​net tho​se le​aders se​em to ha​ve mo​re than eno​ugh on the​ir pla​tes, and for the most part I’m not a to​tal dork, I’ll just go with a simp​le “Hi.”

    My na​me is Da​ni​el, and this is the first vo​lu​me of my li​fe story, which, ho​pe​ful​ly, will be a very long and dis​tin​gu​is​hed one.

    Why sho​uld you re​ad it? Very go​od qu​es​ti​on.

    Maybe be​ca​use this is yo​ur pla​net, and you ha​ve a right to know what’s ac​tu​al​ly hap​pe​ning on it.

    And mo​re im​por​tant, off it.

    Trust me, the​re are le​gi​ons of stran​ge and dis​tur​bing cre​atu​res out the​re you pro​bably don’t want to know abo​ut.

    Like the fast-bre​eding cre​eps with burnt-lo​oking me*tal​lic fa​ces and de​er horns brist​ling abo​ve hor​net no​ses and stin​gers, who po​pu​la​te the Ame​ri​can Mid​west and parts of Euro​pe. Or so​me very nasty slug​li​ke thin​gi​es with jowls li​ke wa​ter bal​lo​ons abo​ut to burst all over much of Japan and Chi​na, as well as New York City and Van​co​uver. Plus a host of hu​man-ske​le​to​nish fre​aks with ten​tac​le ha​ir and gre​en mul​ti​fa​ce​ted fly eyes; so​me whi​te cho​co​la​te-co​lo​red cre​tins that lo​ok li​ke gi​ant hu​man ba​bi​es, only with glo​wing te​le​vi​si​on fuzz for the​ir eyes and mo​uths; and a pra​ying man​tis-lo​oking ra​ce with shrun​ken he​ads, long red dre​ad​locks, and a pat​he​tic ne​ed to kill, ope​ra​ting in the ge​ne​ral area of Te​xas, Kan​sas, and Ok​la​ho​ma.

    Maybe I sho​uld stop tal​king, tho​ugh, be​fo​re I get too far ahe​ad of myself.

    To tho​se of you who fe​el that you’ve he​ard eno​ugh, let me say I’m sorry I had to gi​ve you a glimp​se of what’s re​al​ly out the​re, and wo​uld you ple​ase clo​se the co​ver of this bo​ok down tightly on yo​ur way out.

    Now, the rest of you, I ne​ed you to do three im​por​tant things.

    

    1. Ta​ke a de​ep, de​ep bre​ath.
    

    2. Dis​re​gard everyt​hing an​yo​ne has ever told you abo​ut li​fe on earth.    

    

    3. Turn the pa​ge.
    

    

Prologue 

THAT WRETCHED LIST
    

One
    

    I WISH THAT I didn’t so​me​ti​mes, but I re​mem​ber everyt​hing abo​ut that cur​sed, uns​pe​akably un​hap​py night twel​ve ye​ars ago, when I was just three ye​ars old and both my pa​rents we​re mur​de​red.

    I was ta​king an or​di​nary can of Play-Doh down from the play​ro​om shelf when my mom cal​led from the top of the ba​se​ment sta​irs.

    “Daniel? Din​ner will be re​ady in fi​ve mi​nu​tes. Ti​me to start wrap​ping things up, ho​ney.”

    Finish? Al​re​ady? I ma​de a fa​ce. But my la​test mas​ter​pi​ece isn’t do​ne yet!

    “Yes, Mom,” I cal​led. “One mi​nu​te. I’m ma​king Play-Doh his​tory down he​re.”

    “Of co​ur​se you are, de​ar. I wo​uld ex​pect not​hing less. Lo​ve you. Al​ways.”

    “Love you back, Mom. Al​ways.”

    In ca​se you’ve al​re​ady no​ti​ced that I didn’t spe​ak li​ke a typi​cal three-ye​ar-old, well, you sho​uld ha​ve se​en what I was bu​il​ding.

    I sta​red at the mu​se​um-qu​ality rep​li​ca of the Light​ho​use of Ale​xand​ria I was trying to fi​nish.

    Behind it, all the way to the ed​ge of my work​tab​le, sto​od match​less rep​ro​duc​ti​ons I’d ma​de of the re​ma​ining Se​ven Won​ders of the An​ci​ent World:

    The Gre​at Pyra​mid of Gi​za

    The Han​ging Gar​dens of Baby​lon

    The Sta​tue of Ze​us at Olym​pia

    The Temp​le of Ar​te​mis at Ep​he​sus

    The Ma​uso​le​um of Ma​uso​lus

    The Co​los​sus of Rho​des

    I wo​uld ha​ve li​ked to do the Cat​hed​ral of Not​re Da​me and the Chrysler Bu​il​ding as well, but I was only al​lo​wed one ho​ur of play​ti​me a day.

    I squ​in​ted sud​denly as I spot​ted what lo​oked li​ke a tiny, flat black se​ed clim​bing up the si​de of my mi​ni​atu​re light​ho​use, and re​al​ly mo​ving too.

    Whoa the​re, lit​tle guy! Whe​re do you think you’re mo​to​ring to?

    It was an Arth​ro​po​da Arach​ni​da Aca​ri Me​tas​tig​ma​ta, I tho​ught, re​cal​ling the phylum, class, or​der, and su​bor​der of the tiny cre​atu​re at a glan​ce. A tick. A yo​ung ma​le dog tick, to be exact.

    “Hey, lit​tle fel​la,” I whis​pe​red to the tick. “You on a sight​se​e​ing to​ur?”

    Two things hap​pe​ned next, al​most si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly. Two very odd and un​for​get​tab​le things.

    There was a stran​ge shim​me​ring at the back of my bright, tur​qu​o​ise-blue eyes.

    And the tick slowly ro​se on​to its hind legs and sa​id, “Hey, Da​ni​el, my brot​her, you do re​al ni​ce work. Co​ol light​ho​use! ”

    

    

Two
    

    I LA​UG​HED HYSTE​RI​CAL​LY as the lic​kety-split-qu​ick tick craw​led hig​her and hig​her on the light​ho​use. Well, tech​ni​cal​ly I was the one ma​king it crawl, and tell jokes.

    With my mind!

    Yes, you he​ard that cor​rectly. I was ca​using the tick to do tricks and al​so talk. It’s a ta​lent I ha​ve. Long story. Go​od story, but not for right now. So​met​hing earth-shat​te​ring was abo​ut to hap​pen at our ho​use.

    Anyway, I had the lit​tle fel​low gi​ve a wa​ve be​fo​re it flip​ped for​ward and did a one-cla​wed hands​tand on the top of the light​ho​use.

    And at that exact, un​for​get​tab​le ins​tant, I sud​denly flew back off the bench as a wall-sha​king exp​lo​si​on de​to​na​ted in the ro​om abo​ve my he​ad.

    Something enor​mo​us had just cras​hed in​to the kitc​hen! Was it a fre​ight tra​in? A pla​ne?

    A sick fe​eling rip​ped thro​ugh my sto​mach. Whe​re was my mom?

    “The List!” I now he​ard a de​ep, strang​led vo​ice ro​ar from the kitc​hen abo​ve. “You think you can hi​de it from me! I know you ha​ve The List. And I want it! NOW! ”

    I clim​bed to my fe​et, my mo​uth open, my eyes wi​de and loc​ked on​to the ce​iling.

    “Don’t hurt us! Ple​ase!” my mot​her sob​bed. “Who are you? What list?”

    “Wait, wa​it. Hold on,” I he​ard my fat​her say. “Lo​wer the gun, my fri​end. I’ll get The List for you. I ha​ve it ne​arby.”

    “The List is he​re? ” The de​ep vo​ice lo​omed on​ce aga​in. “Right he​re? In this pat​he​tic lit​tle ho​vel in Kan​sas, of all pla​ces?”

    “Yes. Now if you’ll just lo​wer the -”

    I fell to the flo​or aga​in as a string of de​afe​ning exp​lo​si​ons drow​ned out my fat​her’s vo​ice. Sho​oting, I tho​ught, my eyes clenc​hed shut, my hands flying to my ears. An Opus 24/24, I re​ali​zed with the sa​me ins​tan​ta​ne​o​us know​led​ge that I’d had abo​ut the Arth​ro​po​da Arach​ni​da Aca​ri Me​tas​tig​ma​ta, the dog tick.

    Then I he​ard my fat​her call out, “We lo​ve you, Da​ni​el. Al​ways. ”

    The clan​ging ec​ho of the shots hung in the si​len​ce af​ter the Opus fi​nal​ly stop​ped.

    “Stay right the​re. Don’t get up, eit​her of you. As if you co​uld, ” the stran​ger sa​id with a nasty la​ugh. “I’ll go find The List myself.”

    Mom? I tho​ught, te​ars flo​oding down my che​eks. Dad?

    Then anot​her ter​rib​le tho​ught en​te​red my mind, and it was bright and ur​gent as a ne​on sign.

    “The ali​ens are he​re,” I whis​pe​red, and re​ac​hed up and clic​ked off the ba​se​ment light. I pre​pa​red to be eaten, or may​be wor​se.

    

    

Three
    

    I WAS TREMB​LING and pres​sing my small, vul​ne​rab​le body up aga​inst an old wa​ter he​ater, pet​ri​fi​ed abo​ut what might ha​ve just hap​pe​ned to my mom and dad, when a be​am of vi​olet-tin​ged light sho​ne down the sta​irs in​to the ba​se​ment.

    And then I saw it-a six-and-a-half-fo​ot-tall pra​ying man​tis. At le​ast it had ta​ken that ter​rib​le form to​night.

    From be​hind the wa​ter he​ater, I sta​red in hor​ror at the cre​atu​re’s long, grossly bul​ging, plum-co​lo​red body, its small, al​most shrun​ken he​ad, its lar​ge, li​qu​id-black eyes. What a fo​ul be​ast! It had long, stringy red dre​ad​locks han​ging down bet​we​en its an​ten​nae, and a dull black me​tal as​sa​ult rif​le crad​led in its sharply jo​in​ted arms.

    “I know you’re down he​re, boy,” the XXL-si​zed in​sect sa​id with a slow, hor​rif​ying roll of its stalk​li​ke neck. “I am cal​led The Pra​yer, and the​re is very lit​tle that The Pra​yer do​es not know. If you co​me to me now, I may go easy on you. May. But I do he​reby pro​mi​se, cross my he​art and ho​pe to li​ve fo​re​ver, if you con​ti​nue to ma​ke me play this silly ga​me of hi​de-and-se​ek, you are go​ing to le​arn the me​aning of the word pu​nish​ment. ”

    This abo​mi​na​ti​on, this be​ast that da​red call it​self The Pra​yer, pro​ce​eded to te​ar the ba​se​ment apart, ob​vi​o​usly lo​oking for The List. Po​we​red by its mas​si​ve legs it sud​denly le​aped ups​ta​irs and tras​hed the rest of the ho​use-scre​ec​hing, “LIST! LIST! LIST! LIST!”

    Then it was back in my plays​pa​ce, lo​oking for me, no do​ubt ang​ri​er and hung​ri​er than ever.

    The Pra​yer smi​led eerily then, flas​hing jag​ged yel​low, bro​ken-bot​tle-shard te​eth. It co​ve​red fif​te​en fe​et of ro​om with a sing​le hop.

    “Game over, you pat​he​tic lit​tle pu​ke​me​is​ter. May​be you know whe​re The List is. Do you? DO YOU? ”

    That’s when I re​ali​zed that be​hind the thick wall of fe​ar, my mind was ac​tu​al​ly trying to sa​ve me.

    Of co​ur​se, I tho​ught. I had a plan, a shred of ho​pe that co​uld sal​va​ge my li​fe.

    The Pra​yer swung its evil-lo​oking he​ad aro​und the si​de of the wa​ter he​ater.

    And fo​und ab​so​lu​tely not​hing!

    

    

Four
    

    THE RE​PUG​NANT FRE​AK GAS​PED with surp​ri​se and out​ra​ge. “What?” it scre​ec​hed at the top of its vo​ice ran​ge. “Not pos​sib​le! I smel​led you the​re a se​cond ago!”

    Well, tech​ni​cal​ly I was still right the​re. I lo​oked cross-eyed at my new be​ak​li​ke hypos​to​me as I scur​ri​ed away on my eight new cla​wed legs. The ans​wer to my im​me​di​ate prob​lem had be​en stra​ight​for​ward: all I ne​eded to do was ma​ke myself less cons​pi​cu​o​us to the mur​de​ro​us be​ast.

    Do you fol​low what had just hap​pe​ned? The full sig​ni​fi​can​ce of it? It’s im​por​tant.

    You see, my abi​li​ti​es didn’t stop at be​ing ab​le to ma​ke ticks talk and do tricks.

    Now I was the tick. I had trans​for​med myself.

    Towering abo​ve me li​ke a skyscra​per, The Pra​yer ope​ned its ra​zor-sharp jaws and the​re was a bub​bling-wet, sic​ke​ning so​und. Then a jet of jel​lyli​ke blue fla​me shot from his mo​uth. The ba​se​ment walls, car​pet, and ce​iling ca​ught fi​re in the blink of my eyes.

    “Take that, you lit​tle not​hing! I fla​me-bro​il my me​at. Li​ke Bur​ger King! And Be​el​ze​bub!”

    Still in tiny tick form, I ra​ced away from the smo​ke and scorc​hing he​at un​til I was crus​hed aga​inst the ba​se​ment’s conc​re​te fo​un​da​ti​on wall, which now se​emed as big as a cliff to me.

    I re​ac​hed up ten​ta​ti​vely with one of my claws. So​me go​od news at last. My claw stuck to the conc​re​te li​ke su​perg​lue.

    Next I was scam​pe​ring up the wall be​hind The Pra​yer’s he​ad. Then I jum​ped and lan​ded smack-dab in the cen​ter of the ali​en’s gre​asy, dre​ad​loc​ked ha​ir.

    I loc​ked my hypos​to​me down tight li​ke a se​at belt on a strand of his ha​ir just as the ho​mi​ci​dal Pra​yer jum​ped ef​fort​les​sly to the top of the bur​ning ba​se​ment sta​irs aga​in.

    There I got a hor​ri​fic, ne​ver-to-be-for​got​ten lo​ok at my mom and dad lying fa​ce​down on the kitc​hen flo​or. I knew they we​re de​ad and the​re was not​hing I co​uld do for them. I knew it in my he​art and so​ul. I just co​uldn’t be​li​eve it yet, co​uldn’t ac​cept it.

    Then The Pra​yer smas​hed thro​ugh the kitc​hen win​dow and burst in​to the night.

    “FAILURE! FA​ILU​RE! FA​ILU​RE!” it bel​lo​wed. “I ha​te fa​ilu​re! WHE​RE IS THE LIST?”

    Something struck my he​ad then, the end of a tree branch may​be, and I fo​und myself flying thro​ugh the cold air. The bre​ath was knoc​ked out of me, and I lan​ded hard on the pac​ked dirt flo​or of the wo​ods be​hind our farm​ho​use.

    I was a three-ye​ar-old boy aga​in. Trans​for​med. No lon​ger a tick. I sto​od and tur​ned back, and sta​red in dis​be​li​ef and ter​ror that co​uld find no vo​ice at that aw​ful mo​ment.

    Already our ho​use was a bla​zing shell of its for​mer self. My mom and dad we​re de​ad and be​ing in​ci​ne​ra​ted in​si​de. The​re was the so​und of glass shat​te​ring as the ups​ta​irs win​dow to my bed​ro​om blew out with the he​at.

    Then, for a long ti​me, the​re was the ro​ar of the fla​mes, and my soft, lit​tle-boy cri​es as I sto​od alo​ne in the world for the first ti​me, orp​ha​ned and ho​me​less.

    I re​cal​led a song my mom used to sing to me: Star light, star bright. First star I see to​night. She and my dad lo​ved the ski​es and the stars.

    And I re​mem​ber thin​king, very cle​arly, as if I had sud​denly grown up on that hor​rif​ying, un​for​get​tab​le night: I know whe​re The List is-my fat​her has ta​ken me to see it many ti​mes. May​be for just this re​ason.

    And I know what it is: The List of Ali​en Out​laws on Ter​ra Fir​ma.

    And I know who I am: Da​ni​el, son of Graff, son of Terfd​ron-the Ali​en Hun​ter.

    No last na​me, just Da​ni​el X.

    I ha​ve to tell you one mo​re thing abo​ut that night. I must get it out.

    Even tho​ugh I was only three ye​ars old, I am as​ha​med that I didn’t fight The Pra​yer to the de​ath.

    

    

DANIEL X, ALIEN HUNTER 

Chapter 1
    

    TWELVE YE​ARS HA​VE PAS​SED. I’m fif​te​en now. All grown up, sort of.

    When I tell you that I’ve se​en it all and do​ne it all, I’m not lying or bo​as​ting-tho​ugh so​me​ti​mes I wish I we​re, and that I li​ved a nor​mal li​fe in so​me pla​ce li​ke Pe​oria, Il​li​no​is, or Red Bank, New Jer​sey.

    Since the de​ath of my mom and dad, and in my ye​ars as an Ali​en Hun​ter-up to and inc​lu​ding the pre​sent mo​ment of ext​ra​or​di​nary je​opardy-I’ve be​en kid​nap​ped by fa​ce​less me​tal​lic hu​ma​no​ids. Twi​ce.

    I’ve be​en cha​sed and ca​ught by a sha​pe-shif​ting pro​to-plasm in Lon​don who wan​ted to ma​ke me in​to a jel​ly sand​wich, wit​ho​ut the bre​ad.

    I ha​ve do​ne hand-to-anten​nae com​bat with an en​ti​re ci​vi​li​za​ti​on of in​sects in Me​xi​co City, Cu​er​na​va​ca, and Aca​pul​co.

    I’ve had my fa​ce run over aga​in and aga​in-for days-by self-rep​li​ca​ting mac​hi​nes that we​re abo​ut to ta​ke over Det​ro​it. And wa​it-it gets wor​se.

    A bil​li​on or so “lit​tle wa​iling mo​uths” con​nec​ted by an elect​ri​cal net​work to a sing​le mind-I don’t know how el​se to desc​ri​be them-ate and di​ges​ted me in Ham​burg, Ger​many.

    I will not tell you how I got out of that one.

    But this par​ti​cu​lar cre​atu​re, cur​rently right in my fa​ce, was re​al​ly, re​al​ly tes​ting my li​mits, and my pa​ti​en​ce.

    

    

Chapter 2
    

    ITS NA​ME WAS ORKNG JL​LFG​NA and it was Num​ber 19 on The List of Ali​en Out​laws. I had ca​ught up with it in Port​land, Ore​gon, af​ter a month-long se​arch thro​ugh Ca​na​da and the Pa​ci​fic North​west, with a ne​ar-miss cap​tu​re at​tempt in Se​at​tle.

    More to the po​int, it was at the mo​ment bloc​king my es​ca​pe out of a dis​gus​ting se​wa​ge pi​pe un​der​ne​ath the fa​ir city of Port​land, so​mew​he​re, I be​li​eve, bet​we​en the Ro​se Gar​den Are​na and PGE Park.

    Orkng was ac​tu​al​ly li​ving in the se​wer, and on this par​ti​cu​lar night, at aro​und two o’clock, I had co​me on an ex​ter​mi​na​ti​on mis​si​on. I des​pi​sed this kid​nap​per of the el​derly and the​ir pets (dog li​ver is a de​li​cacy on its hi​de​o​us ho​me pla​net). I can best desc​ri​be this ali​en fre​ak as part man, part jel​lyfish, part cha​in saw.

    “You’re very imp​res​si​ve and scary, Orkng-may I call you Orkng?” I as​ked.

    “Is that yo​ur last wish? ” The cre​atu​re grow​led and then spun its im​men​se buzz saw to​ward my eyes.

    “Oh, I ho​pe not. Say, I’ve re​ad you ha​ve Le​vel 4 strength. True or fal​se?”

    Orkng to​ok out a qu​ar​ter and bent it in half- with its eye​lid!

    “And you’re a sha​pe-shif​ter too?” I pre​ten​ded to mar​vel, or gro​vel, I gu​ess you co​uld call it.

    Rather than a simp​le yes or no, Orkng chan​ged it​self in​to a kind of squ​id with a hu​man fa​ce fe​atu​ring a mo​uth with hund​reds of te​eth.

    The en​ti​re chan​ging pro​cess to​ok abo​ut fi​ve se​conds.

    Interesting, I tho​ught. Co​uld be so​met​hing to work with he​re.

    “That’s it? That’s all you can do?” I as​ked the squ​id thing. “I ca​me down in​to this se​wer for that?”

    “That’s not​hing, you lit​tle chump.” Orkng snic​ke​red, frow​ned, and bur​ped up so​met​hing re​semb​ling a do​zen oys​ters sans the half shells.

    Once aga​in, it be​gan to chan​ge-only this ti​me, I le​aped right in​si​de the conf​lu​en​ce of shif​ting mo​le​cu​les and atoms and pho​tons. How bra​ve, or dumb, was that?

    How cre​ati​ve?

    Then I used my Le​vel 3 strength for all it was worth. I punc​hed and I kic​ked ga​ping ho​les in​to the still-unfor​mu​la​ted cre​atu​re. I fo​ught as if my li​fe de​pen​ded on it-which it ob​vi​o​usly did. Then I be​gan shred​ding the mur​de​ro​us mons​ter in​to tiny pi​eces with my hands.

    It was ter​rib​le and gru​eso​me and to​ok ho​urs to ac​comp​lish, and I ha​ted every se​cond of it, every shred.

    But when the de​ed was do​ne, I was ab​le to cross Num​ber 19 off my List, and I was one step clo​ser to Num​ber 1-The Pra​yer, who had kil​led my mom and dad.

    All in a night’s work in the se​wers of Port​land.

    

    

Chapter 3
    

    THE SUN WAS JUST CO​MING UP- well, the gra​yish-whi​te smud​ge that pas​ses for a sun in fo​re​ver-over​cast Port​land-as I lum​be​red thro​ugh my ren​tal apart​ment’s front do​or and plop​ped down on the co​uch.

    I cros​sed my muddy bo​ots on the cof​fee tab​le and yaw​ned as I ope​ned the mor​ning’s Ore​go​ni​an.

    As ex​ha​us​ted as my body was, my mind was still wi​red abo​ut the night be​fo​re. I jum​ped up and went to my com​pu​ter. I pul​led up The List of Ali​en Out​laws and chec​ked to see who was na​ughty and had be​en re​cently ex​ter​mi​na​ted. Yes​si​ree, Num​ber 19 was no lon​ger on the bo​ards!

    This was, in fact, the sa​me List that The Pra​yer had be​en trying to find that fa​te​ful day twel​ve ye​ars ago. When I was thir​te​en, I fi​nal​ly re​vi​si​ted the burnt-down farm​ho​use whe​re my po​or pa​rents had be​en in​ci​ne​ra​ted. Af​ter se​ve​ral days of se​arc​hing, I fo​und The List-bu​ri​ed un​der mud and rocks in the rat​her pic​tu​res​que bro​ok that ran be​hind the ho​use.

    The List was on a com​pu​ter-the one now be​fo​re me, which is thin as a no​te​pad and pro​bably fi​ve hund​red ye​ars in ad​van​ce of anyt​hing cur​rently of​fe​red by Ap​ple or IBM. When I first ope​ned it, I dis​co​ve​red that it con​ta​ined the na​mes, full desc​rip​ti​on, and ap​pro​xi​ma​te whe​re​abo​uts of the known out​law ali​ens cur​rently ro​aming the earth. And trust me on this: they are out the​re, watc​hing and stud​ying us.

    There was al​so a dis​tur​bing mes​sa​ge for me from my mom and dad. If I was re​ading it, the no​te sa​id, I was to rep​la​ce them. I was to be the Ali​en Hun​ter. I wo​uld ha​ve to le​arn how mostly by myself.

    As I was pon​de​ring this tro​ub​ling epi​so​de from my past, the front do​or​bell rang.

    Not go​od. I wasn’t ex​pec​ting an​yo​ne- I’m ne​ver ex​pec​ting an​yo​ne. I don’t re​al​ly li​ke vi​si​tors, which is iro​nic, sin​ce I’m lo​nely most of the ti​me and I ado​re pe​op​le, ac​tu​al​ly.

    Oh, no! I tho​ught, re​ali​zing who it was. And when I say I knew who it was, I’m not sa​ying I had a re​al​ly go​od hunch. I knew it as fact.

    We’ll get in​to that in gre​ater de​ta​il af​ter I get rid of my vi​si​tors.

    The po​li​ce.

    

    

Chapter 4
    

    PARANOIA ALERT! I told myself.

    Standing on my do​ors​tep we​re two hul​king, no​ne-too-hap​py-lo​oking Port​land PD uni​forms. The​ir ra​di​os we​re squ​aw​king lo​udly be​si​de the​ir hols​te​red 9 mil​li​me​ter hand​guns.

    “Hey, champ,” the ol​der-lo​oking of the two sa​id. “Pa​rents ho​me?” In​te​res​ting qu​es​ti​on. And a re​al con​ver​sa​ti​on stop​per gi​ven my his​tory.

    “Uh,” I sa​id. “Ye​ah. I me​an, of co​ur​se… but they’re… pretty busy right now. May​be I co​uld help you? Or you co​uld co​me back la​ter?”

    “Later?” he sa​id. “That’s not exactly go​ing to work with our busy sche​du​le. See, we’re from the Ru​na​way Juve​ni​le Unit. One of yo​ur ne​igh​bors cal​led us. Sa​id she se​es you co​ming in and out at all ti​mes of the day and night, and no sign of yo​ur pa​rents anyw​he​re. So if they’re too busy to co​me out and talk to the po​li​ce, you can co​me with us. We’ll stra​igh​ten this out at the pre​cinct ho​use. That be okay? You fol​lo​wing me so far?”

    I’d de​alt with the ru​na​way units of se​ve​ral po​li​ce de​part​ments in my tra​vels over the pre​vi​o​us co​up​le of ye​ars. They we​re usu​al​ly pretty co​ol pe​op​le who we​re, for the most part, trying to help tro​ub​led kids. For the most part, but not right now.

    I gu​ess I co​uld ha​ve told the​se two the truth. That I wasn’t a ru​na​way but an Ali​en Hun​ter in town to ta​ke ca​re of an im​por​tant ex​ter​mi​na​ti​on. But I don’t know. They didn’t lo​ok re​ady to he​ar abo​ut the ti​mely end of Orkng Jl​lfg​na down in Port​land’s se​wers.

    “Okay, kid. Ti​me’s up now. Let’s get mo​ving,” the ol​der guy sa​id. “Cha​ra​de’s over.”

    Charade, I tho​ught, nod​ding. What a go​od idea.

    

    

Chapter 5
    

    NOW PAY AT​TEN​TI​ON, be​ca​use this is im​por​tant, and al​so way out of the or​di​nary. I sus​pect you’ve ne​ver se​en, or he​ard abo​ut, or re​ad anyt​hing li​ke this be​fo​re.

    The ol​der pat​rol​man was fin​ge​ring the cuffs han​ging off his Sam Brow​ne belt when a lo​ud clat​ter of pots and pans ca​me from the kitc​hen.

    The ga​me was on! He​re go​es…

    “Daniel, who’s the​re?” a wo​man’s vo​ice cal​led. “I’ll be out in a mi​nu​te, af​ter I flip the​se pan​ca​kes. Da​ni​el? I’m tal​king to you!”

    The lo​ok of surp​ri​se on the cops’ fa​ces was pri​ce​less, ac​tu​al​ly, al​most worth the stress of the mo​ment.

    “Want to jo​in us for a la​te bre​ak​fast, gent​le​men? Pan​ca​kes? ” I sa​id, with a “you know how moms are” lo​ok.

    A do​or ope​ned down the hall and a grog​gy-lo​oking man in his for​ti​es step​ped out we​aring a ratty bath​ro​be, baggy pa​j​ama bot​toms, flip-flops, and a Port​land Tra​il Bla​zers T-shirt.

    “Hey, what’s all the no​ise abo​ut?” he sa​id. “Hey, guys, what’s up? Aw​ful early for vi​si​tors.”

    “Officer Wirtsc​haf​ter, Port​land PD,” the ol​der cop sa​id.

    “Hey, Dad,” I sa​id. “Sorry to wa​ke you. The po​li​ce think- I’m a ru​na​way? ”

    “A ru​na​way?” My dad yaw​ned and grab​bed the ed​ge of the do​or. “Well, I gu​ess not. I’m Da​ni​el’s dad. Ha​rold Hop​per.”

    “Okay, Mr. Hop​per, but I’m af​ra​id the​re’s anot​her prob​lem,” Of​fi​cer Wirtsc​haf​ter sa​id so​urly. “Port​land has a tru​ancy re​duc​ti​on or​di​nan​ce. All kids bet​we​en se​ven and eigh​te​en are re​qu​ired to at​tend scho​ol. It’s ni​ne-thirty now. Yo​ur son ob​vi​o​usly isn’t in scho​ol.”

    “Maybe he has the Ger​man me​as​les,” my dad sa​id. “What kind of scho​ol do​es he ha​ve to at​tend?”

    The cops exc​han​ged a “we got a li​ve one” lo​ok. Ac​tu​al​ly, qu​ite the op​po​si​te was true.

    “That wo​uld be, uh, high scho​ol,” the ol​der gent​le​man ans​we​red.

    “High scho​ol, su​re. Well, that wo​uld be a re​al was​te of ti​me,” my dad sa​id and be​gan to la​ugh. I la​ug​hed along with him as he put his arm aro​und my sho​ul​der.

    My mom ca​me in then, wi​ping her hands on her ap​ron. My mom is blond and tall and, if I do say so myself, qu​ite the lo​oker. In a very dig​ni​fi​ed, mom sort of way.

    “Oh, I’m so sorry, of​fi​cers. My hus​band is a jokes​ter so​me​ti​mes. And slow to get to the po​int. Da​ni​el do​esn’t ne​ed to go to scho​ol any​mo​re.”

    

    

Chapter 6
    

    “MA’AM, EVERY​BODY NE​EDS to go to scho​ol,” the cop sa​id.

    My mom con​ti​nu​ed. “Da​ni​el went to high scho​ol-when he was ten. He has an IQ, oh, so​mew​he​re in the 190s. He gra​du​ated from MIT last ye​ar. Our Danny has a deg​ree in mo​le​cu​lar en​gi​ne​ering. We’re very pro​ud of him.”

    “Is that so?” the cop sa​id, du​bi​o​us. “In that ca​se, if you wo​uld just go and get his dip​lo​ma. Col​le​ge or high scho​ol wo​uld be fi​ne.”

    “No prob​lem,” my dad sa​id, cros​sing his arms as he sto​od in front of me. “Right af​ter we see yo​urs. That so​und fa​ir to you?”

    “You’re a funny guy,” the cop sa​id. “You sho​uld be on Co​medy Cent​ral. But I’m not joking abo​ut the dip​lo​ma.”

    “You’ll see his dip​lo​ma when we see a war​rant,” my dad sa​id with a winky smi​le. “Now you and Si​lent Bob the​re can le​ave. Wo​uldn’t want you to catch the me​as​les.”

    “It’ll ac​tu​al​ly be fun ha​uling you, yo​ur wi​fe, and yo​ur ‘ge​ni​us’ son in when we co​me back with that war​rant,” the cop snar​led.

    He and his part​ner tur​ned aro​und and left in a huffy hurry.

    “I don’t think he was kid​ding,” my dad sa​id to me as we sto​od in the do​or​way and watc​hed the Port​land PD car squ​e​al away from our bu​il​ding.

    “I know, Dad. I’ll be out of he​re be​fo​re they get to the end of our stre​et. I’m go​ing af​ter Num​ber 6 next. Er​gent Seth.”

    My mom win​ced. “Oh Da​ni​el, are you su​re abo​ut that? Num​ber 6 might be way too much, way too so​on.”

    I sta​red at her sadly. She lo​oked re​al pretty in her ap​ron. The​re was even a dab of pan​ca​ke bat​ter on her che​ek. “Trust me, I’ve stu​di​ed The List ca​re​ful​ly, Mom. He’s the next one. Er​gent Seth has to go. Now. He’s on a ter​rib​le ram​pa​ge in Ca​li​for​nia.”

    Then I clo​sed my eyes. I to​ok a bre​ath and let it out slowly, and when I ope​ned my eyes aga​in, my mom and dad we​re go​ne.

    They we​re go​ne be​ca​use I was the one who cre​ated them in the first pla​ce. I fas​hi​oned them in​to exis​ten​ce out of my me​mory-just to run in​ter​fe​ren​ce with the cops. Li​ke I sa​id, a cha​ra​de. And a pretty go​od one too.

    Now you know a lit​tle mo​re abo​ut me.

    Freaky, huh?

    You ha​ve no idea.

    

    

Chapter 7
    

    HERE’S THE THING that I ha​ve to sha​re with you.

    I ha​ve the​se po​wers, and I don’t know exactly how I got them. I can cre​ate things, for examp​le. Li​ke my pa​rents. Of co​ur​se, tech​ni​cal​ly they’re not my pa​rents. My re​al pa​rents are de​ad. My ima​gi​ned pa​rents are pro​bably just men​tal pro​j​ec​ti​ons that I ma​ke re​al.

    And when I say re​al, I me​an it. When I ma​ni​fest my mom and dad, they’re as re​al as you or me. Right down to the​ir DNA.

    How do I do it? Go​od qu​es​ti​on.

    I don’t know the spe​ci​fics, but what I do know is that at its most mic​ros​co​pic, most su​ba​to​mic le​vel, everyt​hing in the uni​ver​se-mat​ter, pe​op​le, the air, all the ele​ments, and even energy-is ma​de up of the sa​me ba​sic ma​te​ri​als. And I was born with a stran​ge abi​lity to re​ar​ran​ge the ma​te​ri​al at will.

    I know what you might be thin​king. I can just snap my fin​gers and what I want is the​re, but it’s not re​al​ly li​ke that. Not at all.

    There’s only so much I can cre​ate, for a li​mi​ted pe​ri​od. I ha​ve to be re​al​ly calm, and con​cent​ra​te li​ke you wo​uldn’t be​li​eve. If I’m ti​red or cranky, for​get it-it won’t work. Plus the​re se​ems to be a mass li​mit. Or so​me​ti​mes I se​em to run up aga​inst a men​tal block of so​me kind. One ti​me I tri​ed to cre​ate a re​al​ly co​ol, fla​ming red Fer​ra​ri, but not​hing hap​pe​ned.

    Some things are easy to cre​ate. My mom and dad, for one. I do them a lot. When I’m af​ra​id or lo​nely. They’re li​ke a re​ci​pe you’ve do​ne over and over aga​in un​til you can do it in yo​ur sle​ep.

    I’m pretty fast too. I’m tal​king abo​ut mo​ve​ment now. One ti​me a New Jer​sey sta​te tro​oper tri​ed to ar​rest me for hitch​hi​king, and as he star​ted to clo​se the cuff on my wrist, I re​ac​hed out, grab​bed his hand, and pul​led it for​ward so fast he ac​tu​al​ly cuf​fed him​self.

    Oh, and I’ve ca​ught birds. Not slow​po​kes li​ke chic​kens eit​her. I pluc​ked a pas​sing spar​row out of the air-gently-just to see if I co​uld. I co​uld.

    I’m strong, es​pe​ci​al​ly for so​me​one who’s fi​ve ten, 140 po​unds. Not strong eno​ugh to lift a car, but I co​uld pro​bably flip one in a pinch. I can inf​lu​en​ce pe​op​le. Sort of an ins​tant hypno​sis type of thing. And I can so​me​ti​mes tell what’s go​ing to hap​pen be​fo​re it hap​pens. Li​ke kno​wing that the​re we​re cops at the do​or.

    But this is the most im​por​tant part. Li​fe-and-de​ath stuff. Don’t let any​body tell you any dif​fe​rent: the​re are ali​ens on this pla​net. They’ve be​en he​re mil​li​ons, may​be hund​reds of mil​li​ons of ye​ars. They we​re on the earth be​fo​re man, even. And most of the​se cre​epy-craw​lers are se​ri​o​usly ho​mi​ci​dal lu​na​tics.

    Number 19 was a hor​ror show and a half-but Num​ber 6, my next tar​get, was ac​tu​al​ly plot​ting to chan​ge everyt​hing abo​ut li​fe on Earth. And I don’t me​an he was go​ing to bring in uni​ver​sal he​alth ca​re and sol​ve glo​bal war​ming. I’m not tal​king ho​mi​ci​dal, I’m tal​king ge​no​ci​dal. Num​ber 6 wan​ted to ta​ke over Earth and dest​roy every li​fe-form, then re​co​lo​ni​ze with fre​aks from his own pla​net. That’s why I had to go af​ter Num​ber 6 now, be​fo​re he got on a roll…

    One mo​re thing I ne​ed to co​ver. The​re might be so​me go​od ali​ens he​re. I’ve ne​ver met one, but hey, ne​ver say ne​ver, right? The one thing I know to be true, the​re are de​fi​ni​tely bad ones. I don’t think I can stress that part eno​ugh.

    But wa​it a se​cond.

    This is go​ing to blow yo​ur mind. It did mi​ne.

    Actually, I ha​ve met a go​od ali​en.

    In the mir​ror. In every mir​ror I lo​ok at.

    I’m pretty su​re I’m an ali​en too.

    

    

Chapter 8
    

    I LEFT PORT​LAND, he​ading so​uth on a Grey​ho​und bus. Truth​ful​ly, I pre​fer the tra​in, but Amt​rak clerks usu​al​ly ask qu​es​ti​ons if you lo​ok li​ke you’re a mi​nor, which I do, which I am.

    I tend to try to stay as pa​ra​no​id as I can, and that’s be​ca​use I’m al​ways be​ing fol​lo​wed. I don’t li​ke the idea of my na​me, or even an ali​as, flo​ating aro​und in so​me​body’s da​ta​ba​se. In fact, right now I’m af​ra​id I’m be​ing fol​lo​wed. But I try not to think abo​ut it too much. Too dep​res​sing and dis​tur​bing.

    On the po​si​ti​ve si​de, the bus was only half full-be​li​eve me, few things in li​fe are wor​se than a lengthy ri​de on a crow​ded bus, ex​cept may​be conf​ron​ting an ali​en with an ap​pe​ti​te-but even so, I only to​ok the Grey​ho​und as far so​uth as Grants Pass, a town thirty mi​les north of the Ca​li​for​nia bor​der.

    I co​uld ha​ve go​ne all the way to LA, my next des​ti​na​ti​on-Num​ber 6’s ho​me ba​se-but fo​ur​te​en ho​urs ri​ding the dog is my per​so​nal li​mit.

    I la​id out my Rand McNally in the back of a McDo​nald’s ac​ross from the bus sta​ti​on. I wan​ted to see if the​re was a way to So​ut​hern Ca​li​for​nia be​si​des In​ters​ta​te 5 so that I co​uld be a lit​tle mo​re off the be​aten path. Right away I spot​ted anot​her, skin​ni​er ro​ad, 199, he​ading for the Ca​li​for​nia co​ast. The fact that I’d ne​ver se​en the Pa​ci​fic be​fo​re set​tled it for me.

    Oregon’s ra​in se​emed to ins​tantly turn to Nort​hern Ca​li​for​nia fog as I put the McDo​nald’s be​hind me and stuck out my thumb.

    I don’t re​com​mend hitc​hing, by the way. Do not. The​re are so​me pretty sick wack-a-do​os out the​re. If I hadn’t had the me​ans to pro​tect myself and the ur​gent ne​ed to co​ver my tracks, I wo​uld ha​ve sta​yed on the bus.

    But you co​me ac​ross so​me go​od pe​op​le on the ro​ad too. I ac​tu​al​ly ca​ught my first lift from a co​up​le of them, two nuns he​ading for a ret​re​at ho​use in Kerby. They we​re we​aring ha​bits, and I tho​ught they wo​uld gi​ve me a ser​mon or so​met​hing, but all we did was talk abo​ut the Ma​ri​ners ba​se​ball te​am and its slim-to-no​ne chan​ces of ma​king the AL wild card. Even bet​ter, they didn’t ask me whe​re I was go​ing, so I didn’t ha​ve to lie to them.

    “God bless you,” they sa​id as they let me off. How ni​ce was that? May​be they had a sixth sen​se that I was abo​ut to ne​ed so​me ext​ra bles​sings.

    

    

Chapter 9
    

    IT WAS GET​TING DARK an ho​ur la​ter when I ca​me ac​ross a card-car​rying, char​ter mem​ber of the wack-a-doo spe​ci​es. To put it mildly.

    I didn’t mind so much that the pic​kup truck I stuck out my thumb at didn’t stop. It was the can of Busch be​er that sa​iled out of his pas​sen​ger win​dow that I fo​und qu​ite un​ne​ces​sary. It pro​bably wo​uld ha​ve shat​te​red the bo​ne struc​tu​re of my fa​ce if I didn’t ha​ve pretty go​od ref​le​xes. I duc​ked at the last se​cond and watc​hed as the full can exp​lo​ded with a fo​amy hiss aga​inst the trunk of a pi​ne tree.

    I de​ci​ded I ne​eded to te​ach that idi​ot truck dri​ver a les​son abo​ut high​way sa​fety and eti​qu​et​te.

    I sta​red at the can and wil​led the spil​led be​er back in​to it. Then I se​aled the crack and pop-top, and hol​ding it in my hand li​ke a run​ner’s ba​ton, I star​ted af​ter the truck.

    It to​ok me a full ten se​conds to catch up. I co​uld ha​ve do​ne it in less, but Busch boy was do​ing a hund​red or so, and the ro​ads we​re windy that day.

    I ga​ve the surp​ri​sed dri​ver a big wink as I drew along​si​de his pic​kup’s open win​dow. “What the… how the?” he yel​led over the howl of the wind.

    “Hey, I think you drop​ped so​met​hing,” I sa​id, and I tos​sed the be​er can in​to his lap. “Don’t drink and dri​ve, you use​less dink.”

    I was ac​ting pretty smug-until I re​ali​zed that my abi​lity to sen​se dan​ger was not ne​arly as ad​van​ced as my su​per spe​ed and strength.

    Because sud​denly it wasn’t a be​er-guz​zling fo​ol who was dri​ving the truck-it was a plug-ugly ali​en with a se​ri​es of wi​de eyes that went all the way aro​und his he​ad, at le​ast a co​up​le of no​ses, and du​eling mo​uths equ​ip​ped with not​hing but sharp fangs, do​zens of them.

    

    

Chapter 10
    

    “SO WHO’S CHA​SING WHOM? ” he as​ked with one of the mo​uths. “And which of my mo​uths gets to ta​ke a hu​ge bi​te out of you first?” he as​ked with the ot​her.

    Speed is the key, I tho​ught-and still ke​eping up with the truck, I stuck fin​ger af​ter fin​ger in​to at le​ast a do​zen of the cre​ep’s eyes. Then I held on to both of his ears and yel​led, “Who sent you af​ter me? I want to know right now!”

    The cre​tin ac​tu​al​ly star​ted la​ug​hing. “You’re get​ting ahe​ad of yo​ur​self, punk,” he sa​id with one mo​uth. “I’m not af​ter you, I’m still to co​me,” he sa​id with the ot​her.

    “Say aga​in,” I told him.

    “Number 6 sent me, and you bet​ter go back the way you ca​me. You bet​ter run the ot​her way! You get it? You turn aro​und, you bo​ogie, or you die a hor​rib​le de​ath in the ne​ar fu​tu​re.”

    Then the vo​ice chan​ged be​fo​re I knew what was hap​pe​ning. “Ow, ow, ow, ow, ow! Ple​ase let me go,” he wa​iled. “Ple​ase, ple​ase, I’ve le​ar​ned my les​son!”

    And I knew why-be​ca​use sud​denly he was the truck dri​ver aga​in, and I was prac​ti​cal​ly te​aring the po​or knuck​le​he​ad’s ears off.

    “Drive sa​fe,” I sa​id, and let him go.

    So-Number 6 so​me​how knew I was co​ming. What ot​her po​wers did Er​gent Seth ha​ve that we​re as imp​res​si​ve as my own?

    

    

Chapter 11
    

    BY TEN O’CLOCK, comp​le​tely wi​ped and with still no sign of ci​vi​li​za​ti​on, I de​ci​ded to call it a night.

    I step​ped off the ro​ad in​to the dark wo​ods, kic​king myself for sta​ying up la​te to watch The Bla​ir Witch Pro​j​ect a co​up​le nights be​fo​re. I fo​und a le​vel cle​aring abo​ut thirty yards in that was as go​od a spot to camp as any.

    I ope​ned my mi​ni​tent and ma​de a lit​tle fi​re. Then I sat be​ne​ath the nort​hern stars, prop​ped aga​inst a fir tree, cold hot dog in one hand, warm Ga​to​ra​de in the ot​her. Ahhh, the gre​at out​do​ors. Co​uld it get much bet​ter?

    I ho​ped so, be​ca​use it was pretty lo​nely, ac​tu​al​ly. And scary, con​si​de​ring that I’m of​ten hun​ted by ali​ens.

    That’s when I he​ard a bunch of fo​ots​teps just out​si​de the fi​re​light. Uh-oh.

    “Quit trip​ping me, do​ofus.” I he​ard a girl’s vo​ice.

    “That’s not me. It’s Willy,” sa​id a boy. “You know what a klutz he is.”

    “No, it’s not. It’s Da​na,” sa​id anot​her boy. “I’m not a klutz.”

    “You are such a klutz.”

    “Hello? Do​es an​yo​ne no​ti​ce that it’s li​ke pitch-black?” sa​id yet anot​her girl’s vo​ice.

    “No, Em​ma, we didn’t no​ti​ce that.”

    “Hey, guys,” I fi​nal​ly cal​led out to the int​ru​ders. “What to​ok you so long?”

    My best fri​ends-in the who​le uni​ver​se-had just ar​ri​ved.

    Let the party be​gin.

    

    

Chapter 12
    

    MY BUD​DI​ES WILLY, Joe-Joe, Em​ma, and Da​na had co​me to ke​ep me com​pany. Just li​ke I do with my pa​rents, I cre​ate them. And if you think abo​ut it, cre​ating is the best su​per​po​wer of them all. It’s a who​le lot bet​ter than be​ing part spi​der.

    “Survival tra​ining. I lo​ve it,” Willy sa​id, punc​hing fists with me. “The gre​at out​do​ors! The Pa​ci​fic North​west! Wow! You know how to tra​vel, Da​ni​el.”

    Stocky and he​adst​rong, with sho​ul​der-length black ha​ir, Willy is aro​und my age-fif​te​en or so. He’s al​ways re​ady, wil​ling, and ab​le to try anyt​hing, and mix it up with any thing. If an​yo​ne enj​oys cha​sing down ali​ens as much as I do, it’s Willy. The guy is fe​ar​less, lo​yal to a fa​ult, and all he​art.

    “Chex Mix! Righ​te​o​us!” Joe sa​id, plop​ping down and snatc​hing the bag out of my hand. Joe-Joe, on the ot​her hand, is mo​re li​ke all sto​mach. Which is crazy, be​ca​use he’s su​per skinny. He’s al​so messy, an ath​le​te at not​hing but com​pe​ti​ti​ve eating, and the most sar​cas​tic, fun​ni​est mo​tor​mo​uth I know.

    “Oh, wow!” Em​ma sa​id, twir​ling aro​und. “Spru​ce, ce​dars, Do​ug​las firs, cypres​ses. Ama​zing! I lo​ve it he​re. Gre​at spot, Da​ni​el.”

    Emma’s a ye​ar yo​un​ger than Willy, and she’s his sis​ter. She’s al​so our lit​tle gro​up’s Earth Mot​her. Com​pas​si​ona​te to a fa​ult, Em​ma lo​ves two things: the pla​net Earth and all of its ani​mals, even the in​sects.

    “Hey, you, ” Da​na sa​id, smi​ling at me with a ja​unty sha​ke of her he​ad. “De​ci​ded to ta​ke us cam​ping, huh? In​te​res​ting. I me​an, he​at and in​do​or plum​bing, how over​ra​ted are they?”

    I smi​led back, my mo​uth sud​denly dry.

    What can I say abo​ut Da​na? She’s tall, with pin-stra​ight blond ha​ir that flows li​ke a wa​ter​fall of fla​me down her back. She’s pro​bably the most be​a​uti​ful girl I’ve ever se​en-just my opi​ni​on, of co​ur​se-but the ne​at part is that hands down, Da​na’s the most ge​nu​ine per​son I’ve met. No ego, no big he​ad, no agen​da.

    I ha​ve a crush on Da​na so bad that it ma​kes me physi​cal​ly sha​ke so​me​ti​mes. It’s em​bar​ras​sing! Li​ke when I lo​ok in​to her eyes, which are in the blue fa​mily, so​mew​he​re bet​we​en chamb​ray and sha​ved ice.

    I sta​red at her in the fi​re​light ac​ross from me and felt my wet, cold car​cass ins​tantly warm up.

    “Way to go, Da​ni​el!” Joe sa​id, his che​eks blo​ated with Chex Mix, win​cing as he sat on a hard ro​ot. “Swe​et spot you pic​ked he​re, buddy. I me​an, I lo​ve the cold by it​self, but wet, too? And lo​usy grub.”

    “Joe’s ac​tu​al​ly right for on​ce,” Willy sa​id, whit​tling a stick in​to an ar​row with my poc​ketk​ni​fe. “This pla​ce is a dump.”

    “A dump?” Em​ma sa​id, out​ra​ged. “The Pa​ci​fic North​west is li​ke one of the bi​olo​gi​cal​ly ric​hest are​as in North Ame​ri​ca. May​be in all the tem​pe​ra​te are​as of the world. Be​si​des all of the co​ni​fe​ro​us growth, it’s ho​me to the mo​ur​ning do​ve and the wes​tern fen​ce li​zard.”

    “Hey, you’re right, Em​ma. This eco-bi​osys​tem thingy is re​al​ly star​ting to grow on me,” Joe sa​id. “In fact…”

    Joe got down on one knee in front of the Do​ug​las fir be​si​de him and mi​mic​ked ope​ning a jewelry box. “Will you marry me?” he sa​id to the tree. “Se​ri​o​usly. I lo​ve you, tree.”

    “Enough, clown boy,” Da​na sa​id to Joe. “I call Tri​vi​al Pur​su​it.”

    

    

Chapter 13
    

    WHAT CAN I SAY? We li​ke to play bo​ard ga​mes. All right, so we’re a lit​tle nerdy. And sin​ce this who​le sce​ne was my cre​ati​on, we co​uld bend the ru​les any way we wan​ted.

    “First qu​es​ti​on, Da​na,” Em​ma sa​id, dra​wing a card. “Ca​te​gory is en​ter​ta​in​ment. Who pla​yed the ro​le of Ge​or​ge Ba​iley in Frank Cap​ra’s Christ​mas clas​sic, It’s a Won​der​ful Li​fe? I know you know it, girl.”

    Joe fi​nis​hed my Ga​to​ra​de and ga​ve a de​afe​ning burp. “Sa​mu​el L. Jack​son,” he sa​id. “No, wa​it. It was Mi​ni-Me.”

    “Jimmy Ste​wart,” Da​na sa​id.

    “You go, girl,” sa​id Em​ma. “Next qu​es​ti​on-Joe. Ca​te​gory is the​ore​ti​cal physics. In qu​an​tum elect​rody​na​mics, what is the full scat​te​ring amp​li​tu​de the sum of?”

    “Theoretical physics!” Joe sa​id, out​ra​ged. “E equ​als MC squ​ared. How sho​uld I know? Let me see that card!”

    “Incorrect,” Em​ma sa​id. “Da​ni​el, yo​ur turn. Sci​en​ce and na​tu​re. What do​es elep​hant me​an in La​tin?”

    “An elep​hant qu​es​ti​on!” Joe sa​id, rol​ling his eyes. “I get the ther​mo what​zit and Da​ni​el, the elep​hant nerd, gets an elep​hant qu​es​ti​on? Be​si​des, he knows La​tin.”

    “And abo​ut a hund​red ot​her lan​gu​ages,” sa​id Da​na.

    “Huge arch,” I sa​id, ig​no​ring them. “ Ele me​ans arch and phant me​ans hu​ge.”

    After we pla​yed Tri​vi​al Pur​su​it for abo​ut an ho​ur mo​re, I fi​nal​ly sa​id, “You know what, guys? I think I’m gon​na hit the sack. I’ve had a long, hard one to​day.”

    “Where we he​aded this ti​me?” Will sa​id.

    “LA,” I sa​id. “On the tra​il of Num​ber 6. He’s nasty, and I think he’s get​ting re​ady to ma​ke a big stri​ke at Ter​ra Fir​ma. He al​re​ady sent a hench​man to warn me off.”

    “LA, co​ol!” Joe sa​id. “Num​ber 6, co​oler. The sca​ri​er the bet​ter. The few, the pro​ud, us. ”

    “You got my back to​night?” I sa​id to Willy as I sto​od up and stretc​hed my arms to​ward the mo​on.

    “Anything gets clo​se to this camp​fi​re that Joe can’t eat,” Willy sa​id, punc​hing my leg as I step​ped past him, “you’re go​ing to be the first to know.”

    Dana po​ked her he​ad down clo​se as I slid in​to my sle​eping bag. She lo​oked inc​re​dib​le in the pitch-black-but in the fi​re​light, wow!

    “Hey, you,” I sa​id.

    “Just wan​ted to say go​od night,” she whis​pe​red, le​aning in. “You hand​so​me de​vil, you. You are gor​ge​o​us, you know? Go​od night, Dan​nyboy.” The last thing I felt was the swe​et brush of her lips on my che​ek.

    And then I was dre​aming.

    

    

Chapter 14
    

    WELCOME TO MY NIGHT​MA​RES!

    

    I ha​ve the​se inc​re​dib​le, vi​vid dre​ams that are li​ke high-de​fi​ni​ti​on vir​tu​al re​ality. The one I had that night was a re​cur​ring one whe​re I was a war​ri​or in a world li​ke Mid​dle Earth in The Lord of the Rings, or may​be 300. I was on a bat​tle​fi​eld, hol​ding a shi​ning sword, sur​ro​un​ded by a Yan​kee Sta​di​um-si​zed crowd of se​et​hing, ho​pe​les​sly evil cre​atu​res. They we​re he​avily ar​med, and every one of them was the​re to fight me. They all wan​ted the​ir pi​ece, but es​pe​ci​al​ly the re​al tre​asu​re-my bra​in.

    I tur​ned to try to run but then saw that Willy, Joe, Em​ma, and Da​na we​re at my si​de. “We’ve got yo​ur back-well, kin​da!” Willy yel​led.

    And then, as al​ways, I saw The Pra​yer co​ming at me.

    And, as al​ways, Num​ber 1 kil​led me! Set me on fi​re, co​oked me to me​di​um ra​re, and then ate me.

    I re​al​ly, re​al​ly, re​al​ly ho​pe I ha​ven’t just gi​ven away the en​ding of this story.

    

    

Chapter 15
    

    A DAY LA​TER I ar​ri​ved in LA, hot on the tra​il of Num​ber 6-or may​be he was hot on my tra​il, hard to tell. As I sa​id ear​li​er, his na​me was Er​gent Seth, and ac​cor​ding to The List, he li​ved so​mew​he​re cal​led Ma​li​bu. The dep​ra​ved en​tity was be​li​eved to be in the film in​dustry, which ma​de sen​se if you think abo​ut so​me of the mo​vi​es they ma​ke the​se days.

    I cre​ated my mom and dad aga​in, and this ti​me inc​lu​ded my sis​ter Pork Chop (Bren​da), to help me rent a ho​use in Glen​da​le, which is a su​burb of LA.

    The ni​cest thing abo​ut the rent-a-ho​use was its gle​aming go​ur​met kitc​hen. Af​ter a long-over​due sho​wer and a qu​ick stop at the su​per​mar​ket, I spent the next two ho​urs crac​king eggs, chop​ping oni​ons, grin​ding me​at, se​lec​ting herbs and spi​ces.

    Cooking is a hobby and a pas​si​on of mi​ne. It calms me, helps me un​wind, and, hey, I’m fif​te​en. I eat li​ke a truck dri​ver.

    I kept my pa​rents and even Pork Chop aro​und for din​ner and so​me ni​ce chitc​hat. I de​ci​ded it was Ita​li​an night, spag​het​ti, sa​usa​ge, and me​at​bal​ls to be pre​ci​se, but do​ne the re​al way. I li​ke to go the who​le ni​ne. Top-qu​ality, freshly gro​und be​ef, ve​al, pork, and pan​cet​ta, a type of Ita​li​an ba​con. Ro​ma to​ma​to​es and ext​ra vir​gin oli​ve oil for the sa​uce. Fresh pas​ta. Fresh ba​sil and ore​ga​no and Ro​ma​no and moz​za​rel​la che​eses to top it all off.

    I’d le​ar​ned the won​ders of aut​hen​tic Ita​li​an on a trip to Si​cily six months ear​li​er. I wasn’t the​re on a va​ca​ti​on, un​for​tu​na​tely, but to ta​ke out Num​ber 24, a ho​mi​ci​dal, gun​run​ning ali​en known as Bang, Bang, Do​om, who li​ved in a he​avily gu​ar​ded vil​la out​si​de Pa​ler​mo. Be​a​uti​ful digs, gre​at vi​ews.

    After din​ner, I was thin​king abo​ut ma​king a fi​re. Then I was go​ing to catch up on re​ading this no​vel I’d pic​ked up in Port​land, Wa​ter for Elep​hants. A ho​ney of a story!

    From the lo​oks of ecs​tasy on my fa​mily’s fa​ces aro​und the gra​ni​te kitc​hen is​land, I knew I’d na​iled the me​al. Even Pork Chop shut her mo​tor​mo​uth for a few se​conds and sho​ve​led in din​ner.

    “Thanks for hel​ping me out, guys,” I sa​id, lo​we​ring my fork and ra​ising my Pel​leg​ri​no in a to​ast. “He​re’s to the best fa​mily in the world.”

    Even tho​ugh you’re not re​al.

    

    

Chapter 16
    

    AFTER DES​SERT my mom hung back in the kitc​hen as my dad and sis​ter went to see what was on TV. Pork Chop stop​ped the re​mo​te on an old Simp​sons re​run, her fa​vo​ri​te show.

    “I saw The List of Ali​en Out​laws,” my mom sa​id, sli​ding me her half-eaten sli​ce of ca​ke. “You’re go​ing af​ter Er​gent Seth for su​re? Num​ber 6. Is that true, Da​ni​el?”

    I co​uldn’t help but de​tect the con​cern in her vo​ice, and in her eyes as well. Kind of swe​et, but hey, I’m not three ye​ars old any​mo​re. And I’m bat​tle tes​ted.

    “That’s right,” I sa​id, trying to act nonc​ha​lant. “It’s no big​gie.”

    “You are awa​re that this is the first ti​me you’ve go​ne af​ter a mons​ter in the top ten.”

    “I hadn’t tho​ught of it in exactly that way,” I sa​id. “You’re sug​ges​ting that things are go​ing to get mo​re dan​ge​ro​us for me?”

    “That’s put​ting it very mildly,” she sa​id. “You ma​ke the sligh​test mis​ta​ke, the ti​ni​est mis​step, Num​ber 6 isn’t go​ing to gi​ve you a chan​ce to ma​ke a se​cond one. Lo​ok what hap​pe​ned to yo​ur fat​her and me. You co​uld die this ti​me. Do you un​ders​tand what that me​ans?”

    I nod​ded slowly, re​mem​be​ring the worst night of my li​fe, when I was three. The scre​ams of my mom and dad, the gun​fi​re blas​ting thro​ugh our ho​use. The fe​ar as I cro​uc​hed, cor​ne​red in the dark​ness as The Pra​yer ca​me down the sta​irs.

    “Thanks for the wa​ke-up call, Mom. I’ll be ca​re​ful. And cle​ver and re​so​ur​ce​ful, and de​vi​o​us if that’s what it ta​kes. Num​ber 6 is up to so​met​hing… world sha​king. I ha​ve to do this.”

    Then my mot​her did so​met​hing that I think moms must ha​ve be​en in​ven​ted for. She hug​ged me hard and kis​sed me on the fo​re​he​ad. She knew exactly what I ne​eded so​me​how. Then she pinc​hed my che​ek, which she al​ways do​es. I’ve ne​ver un​ders​to​od it, but I let her get away with it every ti​me.

    

    

Chapter 17
    

    “OKAY, GUYS,” I sa​id with a yawn. “Thanks for all yo​ur help. And co​un​sel. I’ve got a big day ahe​ad. Mur​de​ro​us ali​ens to catch, you know.”

    “Daniel,” sa​id my fat​her. “You’re not re​ady for Num​ber 6. I wo​uldn’t ha​ve be​en re​ady for Num​ber 6. Even yo​ur mot​her and I wor​king to​get​her wo​uld be no match for this fi​end.”

    “Wait a se​cond. No way!” Pork Chop sa​id as my mom put her arm aro​und her sho​ul​der. “We can’t le​ave now! The​re’s still fi​ve mi​nu​tes of my show left. I’ve ne​ver even se​en this epi​so​de be​fo​re. I want to see what hap​pens to Si​des​how Bob. Mom! ”

    But then they we​re go​ne, and I clic​ked off the TV set.

    I sto​od for a mo​ment, ta​king in all the pe​ace and qu​i​et. And lo​ne​li​ness, I tho​ught, lo​oking at the empty pla​tes on the co​un​ter.

    And fe​ar.

    And pa​ra​no​ia.

    After I fi​nis​hed cle​aning up, I de​ci​ded to crash right the​re on the co​uch.

    I clo​sed my eyes-and al​most ins​tantly I saw The Pra​yer. “Ergent Seth will dest​roy you,” he sa​id. “Go back to Port​land. Jo​in the cir​cus. Get a girlf​ri​end if you can. Get an iden​tity, Da​ni​el X. Ha​ve a li​fe. For a lit​tle whi​le. Un​til I co​me for you.”

    Great. Now my big​gest ene​mi​es we​re pa​ren​ting me. Gu​ess that’s what can hap​pen when you’re all alo​ne in the world.

    

    

Chapter 18
    

    I DIDN’T SLE​EP very well that night, ba​rely an ho​ur. No big surp​ri​se the​re, I gu​ess. Who ne​eds sle​ep any​way?

    It was a qu​ar​ter to eight the next mor​ning when I re​ac​hed Glen​da​le High Scho​ol. I wan​ted to try to blend in​to the com​mu​nity, and es​pe​ci​al​ly avo​id a tru​ant squ​ad run-in li​ke the one in Port​land. So I de​ci​ded I’d bet​ter at le​ast sign up for scho​ol.

    Plus, I’m su​re I didn’t want to ad​mit it then, but may​be The Pra​yer’s words in my dre​am we​re star​ting to get to me. Un​til I co​me for you.

    I stop​ped by the front steps, ta​king in the swirl of re​la​ti​vely ca​ref​ree stu​dents un​lo​ading from the bu​ses and mi​ni​vans. I was a lit​tle skit​tish, but al​so ex​ci​ted at the tho​ught of han​ging out with pe​op​le my own age.

    I hadn’t be​en to high scho​ol in, well, ever, ac​tu​al​ly.

    “Hi, I’m Da​ni​el Hop​per,” I sa​id to the sec​re​tary be​hind the co​un​ter in the ma​in of​fi​ce. “My mom sa​id she fa​xed over my pa​per​work. Is it okay?”

    The mid​dle-aged wo​man chec​ked a clip​bo​ard on the desk be​hind her.

    “Oh, yes. He​re you are, Da​ni​el. Did you bring do​cu​men​ta​ti​on from yo​ur last scho​ol?”

    Not li​kely. “Right he​re,” I sa​id, han​ding over a for​ged birth cer​ti​fi​ca​te and So​ci​al Se​cu​rity card. The pre​vi​o​us re​cords I’d in​ven​ted we​re from a fic​ti​ti​o​us pri​va​te scho​ol in Ha​ney​vil​le, Ken​tucky.

    “Welcome to Glen​da​le High, Da​ni​el,” she sa​id, po​in​ting at a do​or be​si​de her. “Go in​si​de and see Vi​ce Prin​ci​pal Marsh​man. He’ll help you sche​du​le yo​ur clas​ses.”

    

    

Chapter 19
    

    I THAN​KED THE SEC​RE​TARY and ope​ned the vi​ce prin​ci​pal’s do​or in a ca​uti​o​us, res​pect​ful way. Mr. Marsh​man was a wi​de, flabby, mid​dle-aged fel​low, and the scho​ol’s he​ad fo​ot​ball co​ach, I gat​he​red from the fra​med ar​tic​les co​ve​ring the wall be​hind his wrec​king ball of a he​ad. He was on the pho​ne when I en​te​red. “I know you bo​oked the bus for the de​ba​ting te​am, Le​opol​do. But how many ti​mes are my guys go​ing to get the chan​ce to go to UC​LA and watch the Bru​ins prac​ti​ce? I got​ta go. End of de​ba​te. You lo​se.”

    “Hi, I’m -” I star​ted as he hung up the pho​ne with a bang.

    “I know exactly who you are, son,” the vi​ce prin​ci​pal sa​id. “Aro​und he​re, stu​dents spe​ak to staff, and es​pe​ci​al​ly me, only when spo​ken to. Let me see yo​ur re​cords.”

    I han​ded them over. “Su​re.”

    “Not one sport?” he sa​id with a sha​ke of his he​ad. “I see you did get per​fect at​ten​dan​ce. I bet they ga​ve you a shiny blue rib​bon and everyt​hing back in Ken​tucky,” he sa​id, la​ying on the sar​casm.

    Was it me, or did the vi​ce prin​ci​pal ha​ve so​me kind of an​ger ma​na​ge​ment is​sue? I let out a bre​ath, trying not to ta​ke his at​ti​tu​de per​so​nal​ly. I li​ke to gi​ve every​body a se​cond chan​ce.

    “You do well aca​de​mi​cal​ly,” he sa​id with a snort. “What’s yo​ur fa​vo​ri​te su​bj​ect?”

    Since I had the encyc​lo​pe​dic po​wer to te​le​pat​hi​cal​ly ac​cess hu​man know​led​ge, that was a to​ugh call. I no​ti​ced Ci​vil War bo​oks on a shelf be​hind his desk.

    “ His​tory, sir,” I sa​id.

    He tur​ned and sta​red at the Ci​vil War bo​oks on his shelf, then back at me with a who-do-you-think-you’re-fo​oling lo​ok.

    “What a co​in​ci​den​ce,” he sa​id, let​ting my re​cords drop to the desk.

    I glan​ced out the win​dow be​hind him. Un​der a pu​re blue sky, palm tre​es we​re softly swa​ying in the se​venty-two-deg​ree So​ut​hern Ca​li​for​nia bre​eze.

    And I cho​se to at​tend scho​ol why aga​in?

    “Okay, his​tory buff. I’ll bump you in​to first-pe​ri​od Ad​van​ced So​ci​al Stu​di​es. The one I te​ach,” he sa​id, stan​ding, as the bell rang.

    Call me overly pa​ra​no​id, but I won​de​red if may​be Mr. Marsh​man was so​mew​he​re on my List.

    

    

Chapter 20
    

    SO THIS WAS HIGH SCHO​OL-not too bad, not too go​od, co​uld ha​ve be​en a lot mo​re sti​mu​la​ting. I was co​ming out of bio lab, my last class of the day, when I brus​hed aga​inst a skinny fresh​man hur​rying down the hall. He lo​oked ner​vo​us and sca​red, and I felt kind of bad for the guy.

    Then I he​ard his tho​ughts in my he​ad. Ugh. My sne​akers are so six months ago. Every​body’s chec​king out my sho​es. Every​body’s lo​oking at me! Don’t lo​ok at me. Ple​ase!

    I sho​ok my he​ad li​ke a swim​mer trying to get wa​ter out of his ears. I gu​ess I was ti​red and my te​le​pat​hic men​tal fil​ters we​re shot. The tho​ughts of the stu​dents swir​ling aro​und in the cor​ri​dor we​re le​aking in​to my he​ad.

    Well, well. Aman​da’s de​fi​ni​tely flir​ting with me, I over​he​ard a go​od-lo​oking jock in a fo​ot​ball jac​ket think as he win​ked at a pretty girl. Back at you, baby.

    I qu​ic​ke​ned my pa​ce, trying to get out of the​re. I can pro​mi​se you that kno​wing every​body’s sec​rets is now​he​re ne​ar as co​ol as it so​unds.

    First day’s over, and I ha​ven’t even tal​ked to any​body, I sud​denly he​ard in my he​ad, and it wasn’t my own vo​ice. I don’t want to do this any​mo​re. I ha​te this scho​ol.

    I stop​ped sud​denly, lo​oking aro​und to see who​se tho​ughts I’d just in​ter​cep​ted.

    I spot​ted a tall, black-ha​ired girl trying to lift a bulky back​pack whi​le al​so ba​lan​cing a cla​ri​net ca​se. She tur​ned aro​und and I saw her fa​ce.

    What felt li​ke an in​vi​sib​le wall top​pled over on me. She was re​al​ly cu​te. Her eyes we​re ama​zing. So why was she so sad?

    “Hi,” I sa​id, step​ping in her di​rec​ti​on. “Sorry to bot​her you. Uhmm, co​uld you tell me whe​re the lib​rary is?”

    “No idea,” she sa​id qu​i​etly as she aver​ted her eyes from mi​ne. “I’m new he​re.”

    I shrug​ged. “So am I. Say, co​uld I gi​ve you a hand with tho​se bo​oks? I’m Da​ni​el. Not that you as​ked.”

    She ac​tu​al​ly smi​led, a half smi​le any​way. “I’m Pho​ebe Co​ok,” she sa​id. Tho​se eyes of hers we​re de​ep blue, flec​ked with sil​ver. Gor​ge​o​us-and fri​endly. “So do you ha​ve a last na​me too, Da​ni​el?”

    I pa​used. Of co​ur​se, I had a fa​ke last na​me, but it ne​ver re​al​ly fe​els li​ke me so​me​how. It felt a lit​tle stran​ge to say it to so​me​one as ge​nu​ine as Pho​ebe.

    “Daniel Hop​per.”

    “Nice to me​et you, Da​ni​el Hop​per. I ac​tu​al​ly co​uld use so​me help. Just to get my loc​ker back open,” Pho​ebe sa​id. “Frankly, I don’t know if I can lug all the​se bo​oks ho​me.”

    I slid her bag off the flo​or and on​to my sho​ul​der.

    “You’re in luck,” I sa​id. “Lug​ging is one of my bet​ter ta​lents.”

    She smi​led aga​in. “I tho​ught you we​re lo​oking for the lib​rary, Da​ni​el.”

    She had me the​re. “I got a bet​ter of​fer, I gu​ess.”

    “I gu​ess you did. Well, let’s see how you lug.”

    

    

Chapter 21
    

    I WAL​KED PHO​EBE all the way ho​me, and I enj​oyed every se​cond of it. She li​ved on So​uth Ce​dar, abo​ut ten blocks from the high scho​ol. Her fat​her was a com​pu​ter sa​les​man, and she told me they mo​ved aro​und a lot.

    “Too much,” sa​id Pho​ebe with a wist​ful lo​ok that got to me. One of the re​al​ly ni​ce things abo​ut her-she was prac​ti​cal​ly un​cons​ci​o​us abo​ut how pretty she was. I comp​le​tely un​ders​to​od her fe​eling abo​ut mo​ving.

    “My fa​mily mo​ves a lot too,” I sa​id. “They’re kind of free spi​rits.” De​fi​ni​tely.

    Daniel is gor​ge​o​us! I won​der if he wo​uld may​be ask me out? she tho​ught as we stop​ped in front of her ho​use. It’s okay, Da​ni​el. Go for it, I he​ard Pho​ebe thin​king. Wis​hing… en​co​ura​ging.

    I smi​led, and felt a lit​tle light-he​aded, ac​tu​al​ly. News flash: I had ne​ver had a da​te with a hu​man girl. So I’d ne​ver ac​tu​al​ly as​ked a girl out be​fo​re. But Pho​ebe se​emed so re​gu​lar and ni​ce, plus I’d just re​ad her mind and she was in​te​res​ted in me. Still, I was af​ra​id.

    “Why don’t we go to a mo​vie, or may​be exp​lo​re Glen​da​le so​me​ti​me?” I fi​nal​ly blur​ted out. Our hands gra​zed as I ga​ve her back her bag.

    “Okay,” Pho​ebe sa​id. “The mo​vi​es, wha​te​ver. That’d be gre​at. Go​od. You know what I me​an.”

    She star​ted up the sta​irs of her ho​use, then stop​ped and tur​ned back. Her blue eyes set​tled on me.

    “Were you re​al​ly lo​oking for the lib​rary?” she as​ked.

    I smi​led. “No​pe, I was lo​oking for you.”

    “Good ans​wer,” she sa​id, then di​sap​pe​ared in​si​de.

    And no, I didn’t cre​ate Pho​ebe Co​ok, in ca​se you’re one of tho​se pe​op​le who li​ke to lo​ok ahe​ad in a story.

    

    

Chapter 22
    

    I CA​ME THRO​UGH the front do​or of my ren​tal ho​use, chec​ked everyw​he​re for tro​ub​le, then col​lap​sed on the co​uch. I knew high scho​ol was go​ing to be a chan​ge of pa​ce, may​be chal​len​ging, may​be an​xi​ety pro​du​cing, but I wasn’t ex​pec​ting bo​ring-everyt​hing ex​cept Pho​ebe Co​ok, any​way.

    After a whi​le, I ma​na​ged to pe​el myself up to start din​ner. I didn’t want to go too crazy, so I set​tled on a ro​se​mary-crus​ted rack of lamb with truf​fle-spi​ked po​ta​to pu​ree. As I co​oked, I lis​te​ned to a con​cer​to by a clas​si​cal gu​ita​rist na​med Rйmi Bo​uc​her. The guy is not of this world, and I won​de​red if he was may​be anot​her ali​en.

    I’ve had the sa​me tho​ught abo​ut Ti​ger Wo​ods, Bo​no, and, of co​ur​se, Sa​nj​aya Ma​la​kar.

    After din​ner I put on a fi​re and lay in front of it re​ading Wa​ter for Elep​hants. Ten mi​nu​tes la​ter, I put the bo​ok down, unab​le to con​cent​ra​te the way I usu​al​ly can.

    I tho​ught abo​ut Pho​ebe Co​ok.

    I tho​ught abo​ut Da​na, my dre​am girlf​ri​end.

    Should I fe​el gu​ilty? I didn’t think so. I hadn’t even kis​sed Pho​ebe. Yet.

    I fi​nal​ly got up and ma​de myself a pot of cof​fee. Then I crac​ked my knuck​les and ope​ned my lap​top. The sa​me one I’d fo​und ne​ar the ho​use whe​re my pa​rents we​re kil​led. Not​hing bet​ter to get yo​ur mind off girls than thin​king abo​ut ali​ens.

    I bro​ught up Er​gent Seth’s fi​le and re​ad it over aga​in.

    Alien: Er​gent Seth, Num​ber 6

    Human Ali​as(es):? Chan​ges na​mes on an as-ne​eded ba​sis, of​ten ho​urly.

    Area of In​fes​ta​ti​on: LA and Oran​ge Co​unty, Ca​li​for​nia. Cent​ral City, East LA. Ari​zo​na. Ne​va​da. Me​xi​co. So​uth and Cent​ral Ame​ri​ca. And still branc​hing out.

    Illegal Ac​ti​vi​ti​es: Drug de​aling, mass mur​der, ab​duc​ti​ons, tor​tu​re, mind cont​rol and pos​ses​si​on. Did we men​ti​on MASS MUR​DER?

    Planet of Ori​gin: Gor​to 4.

    Alien Spe​ci​es: Vermgy​pi​an (see fo​ot​no​te).

    Current Dan​ger Le​vel: Ext​re​mely high. Seth’s go​al is to de-po​pu​la​te Earth, then co​lo​ni​ze it with his spe​ci​es. This vi​ola​tes every mo​ral and et​hi​cal co​de ex​tant.

    Special Abi​li​ti​es: Te​le​pathy, ext​ra​ter​rest​ri​al Le​vel 7 spe​ed, Le​vel 7 strength, sha​pe-shif​ting, cun​ning, ge​ne​ral vi​ci​o​us​ness.

    The Le​vel 7 strength con​cer​ned me. I was may​be a 3 on my best day. The slug in Port​land had be​en a 4. I re​ad the fo​ot​no​te next. Vermgy​pi​ans we​re be​yond stran​ge. No one knew what they lo​oked li​ke be​ne​ath the​ir de​mo​nic-appe​aring, ar​mo​red con​ta​in​ment su​its. They we​re best known for the let​hal ner​ve gas they emit​ted. If you we​re ex​po​sed, yo​ur cells star​ted to melt. Then you rot​ted from the in​si​de out. It was an ext​re​mely pa​in​ful way to die.

    Extremely.

    

    

Chapter 23
    

    I LI​KE THIS PLA​NET just the way it is, thank you very much-well, ex​cept for a few prob​lems li​ke po​verty, war, pol​lu​ted drin​king wa​ter, and glo​bal war​ming-but I knew that Er​gent Seth was on his way to ma​king tho​se cri​ses se​em li​ke child’s play.

    It was ti​me to check out LA, and ho​pe​ful​ly do so​me sur​ve​il​lan​ce. In par​ti​cu​lar, I wan​ted to see the are​as whe​re Num​ber 6 did his nas​ti​est scut work, usu​al​ly la​te at night.

    “You su​re you want me to drop you off he​re, ma​te?” the cabd​ri​ver sa​id as we stop​ped at the cor​ner of Sixth and San Ped​ro. Sin​ce I li​ke to chat up a storm, I’d fo​und out the cabby’s na​me was Cli​ve. He was a go​od-lo​oking Brit who’d co​me to LA to-surp​ri​se, surp​ri​se-be​co​me a mo​vie star.

    “This part of town inn’t fit for man nor be​ast af​ter dark,” Cli​ve war​ned. “I’m not fo​olin’.”

    “I’ll be all right,” I told him. “This is whe​re my job is. At Ta​co Bell. I’m a let​tu​ce shred​der. Lo​ve tho​se cha​lu​pas.”

    I sto​od on the cor​ner, pro​bably lo​oking a lit​tle lost, as the cab sped away. Truth​ful​ly, this part of LA se​emed li​ke a war zo​ne with palm tre​es. Aban​do​ned, de​te​ri​ora​ting bu​il​dings and empty lots, plus a few sing​le-occu​pancy ho​tels known as Ho​me​less Hil​tons. In the gut​ter at my fe​et, a rat was go​ing to town in​si​de a dis​car​ded Styro​fo​am tray from a lo​cal so​up kitc​hen.

    I stuck to the sha​dows as I did my re​con. I was tur​ning on​to Tow​ne Ave​nue when I saw a sil​ver mi​ni​van pull to the curb. I fi​gu​red it was a drug user lo​oking to sco​re. Then the do​ors slid open. Half a do​zen kids bet​we​en ni​ne and twel​ve hop​ped out.

    Isn’t it a lit​tle la​te for a class trip? I tho​ught, watc​hing them shuf​fle ac​ross the stre​et and stri​ke a po​se on the sta​irs of an aban​do​ned fac​tory.

    “New stuff just in,” I he​ard one of the yo​un​ger ones call to a chro​me-yel​low Hum​mer pas​sing by slowly. “Chi​na, chi​na, bur​ning whi​te. Pu​re as the dri​ven snow. Gu​aran​te​ed to get you whe​re you want to go.”

    I’d se​en drug de​aling be​fo​re, in New York, Lon​don, even Port​land. But I’d ne​ver se​en such lit​tle kids de​aling po​ison. Who wo​uld use kids li​ke this? May​be Num​ber 6?

    I hung back in a uri​ne-scen​ted do​or​way, watc​hing as the kids did qu​ick, hand-to-hand sa​les thro​ugh car win​dows. What a disg​ra​ce. My blo​od was star​ting to bo​il.

    About an ho​ur la​ter the sil​ver van ca​me aro​und aga​in. The dri​ver-si​de do​or flew open.

    A wiry, red-be​ar​ded skin​he​ad in a brown le​at​her jac​ket and a pony​ta​il jum​ped out. Not Er​gent Seth, my sixth sen​se told me, but may​be an im​por​tant lac​key of his. The kids rus​hed up to him, han​ding over mo​ney from the​ir de​aling. He res​toc​ked them with mo​re plas​tic bags and vi​als.

    I sta​red at the sce​ne, fu​ming. Everyt​hing abo​ut the de​aler was an abo​mi​na​ti​on. Sud​denly he back​han​ded a kid hard, knoc​king him on​to the stre​et, then went thro​ugh his poc​kets for mo​re mo​ney.

    That was it, I tho​ught, step​ping out of the do​or​way. I co​uldn’t ta​ke any mo​re of this cre​epy, night-craw​ling, red-be​ar​ded ver​min.

    

    

Chapter 24
    

    “EXCUSE ME,” I sa​id as I ap​pro​ac​hed the scuzzy de​aler and felt my skin start to crawl. “Ha​ven’t I se​en you on the TV show Mi​ami Ink? No, my mis​ta​ke. I think it was in the fre​ak tent at the Ca​li​for​nia Sta​te Fa​ir. Or may​be Fol​som Pri​son?”

    The de​aler smi​led, sho​wing off cro​oked, ni​co​ti​ne-sta​ined te​eth. Smi​ling was a go​od sign, I tho​ught. Smi​ling me​ant he had al​re​ady un​de​res​ti​ma​ted me.

    “I’m lo​oking for Er​gent Seth,” I told him. “You se​en him aro​und anyw​he​re to​night?”

    “Sounds to me li​ke you’re lo​okin’ for Ur​gent De​ath.” And that was when the dis​gus​ting De​aler Man ma​de his mo​ve.

    I had to hand it to him. His den​tal hygi​ene left so​met​hing to be de​si​red, but he did ha​ve fast hands. The ice pick he stab​bed at my thro​at tra​ve​led for​ward in a blur.

    Fortunately I re​act pretty well to blurs.

    I to​ok a half step back, wa​ited for him to ove​rex​tend him​self, then of​fe​red up a blur of my own-a ro​und​ho​use kick ac​ross the si​de of his he​ad. The de​aler flew back, his skin​he​ad crac​king in​to the van with a lo​ud, dull whump.

    He scre​ec​hed and let go of the ice pick when I step​ped down hard on the back of his hand. Then I kic​ked the we​apon in​to the se​wer.

    “You ever he​ard of child la​bor laws?” I sa​id.

    He was go​ing for a 9 mil​li​me​ter auto​ma​tic in his wa​ist​band when I had an ins​pi​ra​ti​on.

    I re​ac​hed out sud​denly and la​id my hands on the si​des of his he​ad.

    I sta​red in​to his eyes and un​le​as​hed a small frac​ti​on of my po​wer of trans​for​ma​ti​on.

    For a mo​ment the drug de​aler writ​hed li​ke so​me​body with the world’s worst ice-cre​am he​adac​he. Then he tos​sed his gun in​to the se​wer as if it bur​ned his hand.

    Next the red-be​ar​ded won​der clim​bed to the top of the aban​do​ned fac​tory sta​irs and thrust his arms out.

    “I… HA​VE… BE​EN… SA​VED!” the de​aler scre​amed for all to he​ar.

    The kids who wor​ked for him sta​red with the​ir mo​uths open wi​de.

    “I HA​VE SE​EN THE LIGHT!” the de​aler yel​led even lo​uder. “AND I AM HE​RE IN THE NA​ME OF OUR LORD AND SA​VI​O​UR TO MA​KE SU​RE THAT EACH AND EVERY LAST ONE OF YOU SE​ES THAT SA​ME LIGHT!”

    I chuck​led. In a way, he was right. I had de​fi​ni​tely sa​ved him. If you con​si​der era​sing his me​mory and con​vin​cing him that he was a Pen​te​cos​tal pre​ac​her be​ing sa​ved.

    The born-aga​in de​aler po​in​ted at me as I bac​ked away.

    “You the​re! Yes, you! Li​ke the An​gel in Joseph’s dre​am in the Holy Bo​ok, I say un​to thee, Do not be af​ra​id! Stay and he​ar the Go​od Word. For how el​se will you sa​ve yo​ur so​ul from the clutc​hes of the de​vil him​self? ”

    “I must be off now.” I sa​lu​ted him. “May​be to do the Lord’s work myself.”

    Hopefully, li​ke catc​hing Er​gent Seth and dis​patc​hing him to the ever​las​ting fi​res.

    

    

Chapter 25
    

    WELCOME TO ANOT​HER of my cre​epy night​ma​res. I kind of wish this we​re a blank pa​ge and I had not​hing to say. But it isn’t.

    No so​oner had I drif​ted off to sle​ep that night than Num​ber 6 was tal​king to me, Er​gent Seth him​self. Ima​gi​ne a de​ad and di​se​ased hor​se’s he​ad on the body of a ha​iry, pasty whi​te, six or se​ven-hund​red-po​und wrest​ler. Now ma​ke it twi​ce as ugly and scary. Oh ye​ah, and with hor​rif​yingly bad bre​ath.

    “I ha​ve one word for you, Da​ni​el- run! Be​ca​use I ha​ve no plans of sho​wing you the ten​der mercy The Pra​yer ex​ten​ded to yo​ur ma​ma and pa​pa.

    “I will tor​tu​re you for a hu​man eter​nity, du​ring which ti​me you will beg me for de​ath by an Opus 24/24, or an ax, or a tho​usand sna​ke​bi​tes. I can see the fu​tu​re, Da​ni​el, and I am lo​oking for​ward to it, every exc​ru​ci​ating se​cond of yo​ur mur​der and dis​mem​ber​ment. Isn’t that a won​der​ful Eng​lish word, dis-mem​ber-ment?

    “Now, wa​ke up, de​ar boy -and enj​oy anot​her sle​ep​less night, comp​li​ments of Er​gent Seth.”

    

    

Chapter 26
    

    SLEEP-DEPRIVED OR NOT, I for​ced myself to go to scho​ol the next day. Got to ke​ep tho​se pri​ori​ti​es stra​ight. It’s ama​zing how not ha​ving pa​rents ma​kes you be a pa​rent to yo​ur​self. Most of the ti​me, any​way.

    Two things hap​pe​ned when I was co​ming out of my last class. Two awe​so​mely co​ol things, ac​tu​al​ly.

    “There you are,” Pho​ebe Co​ok sa​id, smi​ling as she jog​ged over. “I’ve be​en lo​oking everyw​he​re for you, Da​ni​el.”

    Then she ac​tu​al​ly ho​oked my arm with hers, and I co​uld fe​el pins and ne​ed​les on the in​si​de of my el​bow whe​re our skin to​uc​hed. If it was a qu​es​ti​on be​fo​re, it was now con​fir​med. I de​fi​ni​tely had a bit of a crush on Pho​ebe. Da​na wasn’t go​ing to li​ke this, but I co​uldn’t help what was hap​pe​ning. Sorry, Da​na.

    “How abo​ut that mo​vie? May​be Fri​day?” I sa​id as we wal​ked. I think I was blus​hing. “Am I be​ing too pushy?”

    This Fri​day? Yes! I he​ard Pho​ebe thin​king. No, wa​it. May​be I sho​uldn’t se​em too eager to go out with Da​ni​el. He might get the wrong idea.

    “Um, can I let you know?” Pho​ebe sa​id. “I might ha​ve to baby​sit at ho​me.”

    “Sure,” I sa​id, not wan​ting Pho​ebe to fe​el the le​ast bit un​com​for​tab​le. “No wor​ri​es.”

    We stop​ped in the front of my ho​use, and Pho​ebe sud​denly po​in​ted over my sho​ul​der.

    “Awww! How cu​te,” she sa​id, and smi​led swe​etly. Yep, I de​fi​ni​tely had a crush on her. “What’s yo​ur cat’s na​me?” she as​ked.

    I tur​ned and saw a lar​ge tabby stan​ding on the sill of my open kitc​hen win​dow. My jaw and sto​mach drop​ped si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly.

    Not only didn’t I ha​ve a cat-se​cu​rity nut that I am-I had ma​de trip​le su​re to lock all the win​dows.

    “Crap,” I sa​id.

    “That’s a funny na​me for a cat,” Pho​ebe sa​id, and rol​led her eyes.

    “Isn’t it?” I mumb​led, hust​ling up my front porch steps. “I ha​ve to go, Pho​ebe. I’ll see you to​mor​row. Got​ta fe​ed the cat.”

    Or may​be get eaten by it.

    

    

Chapter 27
    

    THE FRONT DO​OR CRE​AKED OPEN by it​self trиs cre​epily when I to​uc​hed the knob.

    I stop​ped in the do​or​way and did a qu​ick men​tal scan of the ho​use to see if the​re was so​me​one or so​me thing still in​si​de. I didn’t sen​se anyt​hing-so I step​ped all the way in.

    First thing I no​ti​ced was the rip​ped-apart co​uch cus​hi​ons in the li​ving ro​om. Crap! Next was the wa​ter​fall rus​hing down the sta​irs. Do​ub​le crap! I co​uld he​ar an open tap in the ups​ta​irs bath​ro​om, pro​bably the bath​tub.

    While I was as​ses​sing the wa​ter da​ma​ge, I no​ti​ced burnt-rub​ber ti​re marks ac​ross the flo​or, as if so​me​one had rid​den a mo​torcyc​le thro​ugh the ho​use. I think so​me​one had.

    “There go​es the se​cu​rity de​po​sit,” I mumb​led, nimbly step​ping aro​und my new in​do​or wa​ding po​ol.

    Next I no​ti​ced so​met​hing smol​de​ring in the fi​rep​la​ce. It was my bo​ok Wa​ter for Elep​hants. What kind of tho​ught​less cre​ep wo​uld burn a bo​ok?

    The kitc​hen had ta​ken the worst of the at​tack. It lo​oked li​ke so​me​one had re​mo​ved everyt​hing from the frid​ge, item by item, and smas​hed the bot​tles and car​tons aga​inst the wall. The al​ley cat that I’d se​en in the shat​te​red win​dow was stan​ding on the co​un​ter now, lic​king up spilt milk.

    “Oh, the​re you are,” I sa​id. “Crap.”

    There was anot​her cat on the flo​or, a cu​te ca​li​co that rub​bed its che​ek aga​inst my shin as it pur​red.

    “What hap​pe​ned he​re?” I mumb​led. Sud​denly Tabby le​aped off the co​un​ter and at​tac​hed it​self to my fa​ce.

    I back​pe​da​led, scre​aming as it ho​oked se​ve​ral claws in​to my lo​wer lip and bit in​to my che​ek. The smal​ler cat at​tac​ked too, wrap​ping it​self aro​und my leg li​ke a python with claws, and sin​king its te​eth de​ep in​to my shin. I flic​ked off the kit​ten first, sen​ding it thro​ugh the air, then sli​ding ac​ross the co​un​ter and in​to a wall.

    There was a hi​de​o​us Velc​ro-li​ke rip of skin as I de​tac​hed the tabby from my fa​ce and hur​led it away.

    It his​sed at me ang​rily, lo​oking at me with stran​gely hu​man eyes.

    “Get out of LA or die!” it cro​aked in a de​mo​nic vo​ice.

    Before I co​uld re​act, it hop​ped on​to the co​un​ter and the two cats di​sap​pe​ared out the kitc​hen win​dow. “We’ll be back… mo​use-boy! ” they sa​id in cho​rus.

    

    

Chapter 28
    

    WITHOUT YO​UR FRI​ENDS, well, what are you?

    Willy, Joe, Em​ma, and Da​na we​re only too happy to help me cle​an up af​ter the crazy cat at​tack. Da​na se​emed a lit​tle dis​tant, li​ke may​be she knew abo​ut Pho​ebe Co​ok. She didn’t say much, tho​ugh, as she ten​ded to the blo​ody patch of raw flesh on my fa​ce.

    I lo​oked at myself in the mir​ror. “Gre​at. I lo​ok li​ke I just step​ped out of a B hor​ror mo​vie with a very bad ma​ke​up job.”

    “Why sho​uld you ca​re what you lo​ok li​ke?” Da​na sa​id wit​ho​ut smi​ling, not ex​pec​ting an ans​wer. That was my first sign that she wasn’t too ple​ased abo​ut Pho​ebe.

    Afterward I tre​ated ever​yo​ne to piz​za, but I ma​de the mis​ta​ke of let​ting Joe or​der.

    “No, not one with everyt​hing,” I he​ard him tell the pho​ne per​son at Do​mi​no’s. “One of everyt​hing. I’d li​ke the en​ti​re me​nu. In fact, ma​ke it two en​ti​re me​nus.”

    “Domino’s?” Em​ma sa​id in shock. “If you want to kill yo​ur​self, fi​ne, but I don’t do pro​ces​sed flo​ur. Hel​lo? This is Ca​li​for​nia. The​re has to be a Who​le Fo​ods aro​und he​re so​mew​he​re.”

    She was al​re​ady se​arc​hing the Yel​low Pa​ges when the pho​ne rang. I fi​gu​red it was the piz​za pla​ce, con​fir​ming Joe’s in​sa​ne or​der.

    “Hello?” I sa​id.

    “Hello, in​de​ed,” a cul​tu​red vo​ice sa​id.

    It was Seth. Don’t ask me how I knew for su​re, I just did. Just li​ke I knew he was the one who’d tras​hed my pla​ce with his crazy fe​li​nes.

    “Who’s this?” I sa​id, pla​ying dumb.

    “Who’s this? ” the vo​ice re​pe​ated al​most sor​row​ful​ly. “Now is that re​mo​tely pro​per eti​qu​et​te? Wo​uldn’t ‘May I help you?’ be a tad mo​re po​li​te? Bad eno​ugh they send a boy for me, but a cru​de Ame​ri​can one with no man​ners? No​net​he​less, to ans​wer yo​ur im​po​li​te qu​es​ti​on, I think you know who I am. Tho​ugh I da​re​say, if you don’t fol​low my ad​vi​ce very, very so​on, you’re go​ing to wish you did not.”

    “Um, sorry?” I sa​id, still stun​ned. I’d ne​ver spo​ken to a gas be​fo​re, let alo​ne one that so​un​ded li​ke it had tra​ined with the Ro​yal Sha​kes​pe​are Com​pany. “I re​al​ly think you ha​ve the wrong num​ber.”

    “Better the wrong num​ber,” the con​fi​dent Bri​tish vo​ice sa​id, “than the wrong city, Da​ni​el. By the way, I he​ard you had a lit​tle prob​lem to​day-with kitty cats. Or sho​uld I say kitty lit​ter? ”

    Panic ro​se at the men​ti​on of my na​me. And the cats.

    Ergent Seth not only knew whe​re I was, he knew who I was!

    

    

Chapter 29
    

    “OH, YES,” Seth le​isu​rely con​ti​nu​ed. “I know who you are, Dan. In fact, I’ve be​en pa​ti​ently wa​iting for you ever sin​ce that un​for​tu​na​te ac​ci​dent with that silly Ar​bi​li​to​ra​ri​an pre​ten​der in the se​wers of Port​land.

    “Perhaps you are un​der the imp​res​si​on that the​re is so​me si​mi​lar bu​si​ness to ta​ke ca​re of bet​we​en you and me. But the​re is not. Be​ca​use of yo​ur yo​uth, I am pa​ying you this fi​nal co​ur​tesy. You can’t say I didn’t gi​ve you fa​ir war​ning. First the dre​am. Then the vi​sit from my fe​li​ne fri​ends. Now an ac​tu​al pho​ne call.

    “Move on! Skip me and go on to the next on yo​ur List, if that is yo​ur fo​olish de​si​re. To each his own, or, as my Ame​ri​can fri​ends so char​mingly say, it’s a free co​untry. But if you va​lue yo​ur li​fe, then you do not wish to me​et with me, lit​tle boy-for I am de​ath its very self. Not​hing that has ever en​co​un​te​red me has li​ved to tell the ta​le.”

    Seth was mo​re li​ke a gas​bag than a gas, I tho​ught. He su​re se​emed to lo​ve the so​und of his own vo​ice. Too bad I didn’t.

    “Okay. That’s in​te​res​ting. But my na​me’s not Da​ni​el, and I ha​ve no idea what you’re tal​king abo​ut,” I sa​id, still pla​ying dumb. “You ha​ve a go​od day.”

    I hung up on him.

    Then I ne​arly jum​ped out of my skin as the pho​ne rang aga​in.

    I bent down im​me​di​ately and rip​ped the cord out of the wall.

    But as I sto​od the​re, so​met​hing hap​pe​ned that sho​ok my con​fi​den​ce a lit​tle. The pho​ne, with its tat​te​red cord dang​ling be​si​de it, rang aga​in.

    Cold be​ads of swe​at we​re rol​ling down my spi​nal co​lumn. My he​art was po​un​ding.

    The ans​we​ring mac​hi​ne be​si​de the pho​ne pic​ked up af​ter the se​cond ring. Was that even pos​sib​le?

    “Dan? Hel​lo? I do be​li​eve we’ve be​co​me dis​con​nec​ted,” the clip​ped Bri​tish vo​ice sa​id from the spe​aker. “Ne​ver say I didn’t gi​ve you a chan​ce, de​ar boy. The kid glo​ves are now of​fi​ci​al​ly off. You are now De​ad Boy Wal​king.”

    Seth be​gan to chuck​le softly. The chuck​le morp​hed in​to a blo​od​curd​ling kind of clic​king so​und. Li​ke a cric​ket, a tho​usand-po​und one.

    All of a sud​den, my lungs and fa​ce we​re bur​ning. Then I star​ted gag​ging. I ope​ned my mo​uth to tell my fri​ends that I was cho​king, but not​hing ca​me out. I fell to my kne​es.

    That’s when Willy do​ve to the flo​or. He lif​ted the ans​we​ring mac​hi​ne by its cord and smas​hed it to pi​eces.

    My bre​ath re​tur​ned in a swe​et, li​fe-pre​ser​ving rush.

    “Seth isn’t yo​ur re​gu​lar, gar​den-va​ri​ety sli​mer, is he?” Willy sa​id.

    “I’m be​gin​ning to think,” I sa​id bet​we​en gre​edy gulps of air, “may​be not.”

    At this I he​ard a hor​rif​ying no​ise out​si​de. Cats! Hund​reds of them, shri​eking in the night, cal​ling out my na​me.

    They knew who I was too.

    

    

Chapter 30
    

    I GOT TO SCHO​OL EARLY the next day. Why scho​ol? May​be be​ca​use I’d le​ar​ned my les​son in Port​land. Or may​be it was be​ca​use Pho​ebe Co​ok wo​uld be the​re. Ho​nestly? I’d say fi​ve per​cent the les​son in Port​land, ni​nety-fi​ve per​cent Pho​ebe.

    My first class was his​tory with Mr. Marsh​man, and he was right on ti​me, lo​oking sap​pi​er and hap​pi​er than I’d ever se​en him. Why was he so giddy and joy​ful?

    “Pop qu​iz ti​me!” he an​no​un​ced.

    I no​ti​ced how I was the only one in the class who didn’t gro​an li​ke it was the end of the world. Lo​ok on the bright si​de, I wan​ted to tell them as I to​ok the han​do​ut. At le​ast we’re not all on the flo​or suc​king ali​en ner​ve gas and in​ca​pab​le of bre​at​hing.

    Yet.

    And for​tu​na​tely, the qu​iz wasn’t all that hard.

    What are the na​mes of the two ol​dest, most comp​le​te ho​mi​nid ske​le​tons? Duh, Lucy and Lit​tle Fo​ot, may​be. What was the first known gre​at ci​vi​li​za​ti​on? De​pends on yo​ur po​int of vi​ew, I tho​ught, men​tal​ly flip​ping thro​ugh the ori​gin da​tes of tho​usands of ma​j​or ali​en tri​bes, so​me who ma​de it to Earth long be​fo​re anyt​hing in our his​tory text​bo​ok. But I wro​te the ans​wer Marsh​man wan​ted: The Su​me​ri​ans. The​se pe​op​le had no idea…

    I was bre​ezing along okay when I sud​denly drop​ped my pen. Hold up! It wasn’t too smart for me to show off, was it? I era​sed what I’d writ​ten so far and star​ted scrib​bling wrong ans​wers one af​ter the ot​her.

    I han​ded my test in first, and Marsh​man gra​ded it in abo​ut half a mi​nu​te flat.

    “Wow!” he exc​la​imed. “Just to let ever​yo​ne know, Li​nus and Cu​jo we​re not the ol​dest ho​mi​nid ske​le​tons. Las Ve​gas is not the first known gre​at ci​vi​li​za​ti​on, and Sa​uron was not the Baby​lo​ni​an king who kept the Jews in cap​ti​vity. Da​ni​el, I re​al​ly want to thank you. You’ve pro​vi​ded a per​fect examp​le of what not to do in my class.”

    I felt my fa​ce flush as ever​yo​ne in the ro​om la​ug​hed at me. I kept my he​ad down as I wal​ked up and got my test. A big red 0 was writ​ten ac​ross the top, which ac​tu​al​ly kind of hurt my fe​elings.

    Ground cont​rol to Da​ni​el, I tho​ught. May​be you’re pla​ying this dumb ga​me a lit​tle too well.

    

    

Chapter 31
    

    “STEP BACK, EVERY​BODY. Gi​ve him ro​om. He​re co​mes Al​bert Da​ni​el Eins​te​in,” so​me wi​se guy sa​id as I ca​me out of his​tory class.

    One of the scho​ol to​ugh guys was tal​king to his bud​di​es in the hall. I was trying to walk aro​und him when he grab​bed my shirt and sho​ved me hard aga​inst a loc​ker.

    “Guys, fe​ast yo​ur eyes on Da​ni​el Hop​per, the mind​less new kid. Stand back! I spe​ak bra​in-de​ad.”

    “ Me Jake,” anot​her kid sa​id, pat​ting his Aberc​rom​bie & Fitch po​lo shirt. He po​ked me hard in the chest with his fin​ger. “ You half​wit.”

    My ins​tinct was to de​al with bul​li​es the way all pat​he​tic, at​ten​ti​on-se​eking, dis​tur​bed in​di​vi​du​als ne​ed to be de​alt with-by ig​no​ring them. But I was on ed​ge that mor​ning, and he was pic​king at a ner​ve.

    I sta​red at his in​dex fin​ger, de​ba​ting whet​her I sho​uld snap it at the first knuck​le or the se​cond.

    A jani​tor’s mop buc​ket ac​ross the hall sol​ved my di​lem​ma. At a spe​ed ap​pro​xi​ma​ting that of so​und, I shot my left leg be​hind Jake’s and sho​ved the six-fo​ot, two-hund​red-so​met​hing-po​un​der with my right palm. He ac​tu​al​ly went air​bor​ne be​fo​re he lan​ded, butt down, in the slop buc​ket.

    “Watch tho​se wet flo​ors, and ha​ve a su​per day,” I sa​id be​fo​re I di​sap​pe​ared aro​und the cor​ner.

    Only to ba​rely avo​id a he​ad-on col​li​si​on with Pho​ebe Co​ok co​ming out the do​or of the bio lab. She lo​oked inc​re​dib​le aga​in to​day.

    “I was ho​ping to bump in​to you, Da​ni​el,” Pho​ebe sa​id. “Well, not li​te​ral​ly, I gu​ess, but do you ha​ve a free pe​ri​od now? I was won​de​ring if we co​uld talk. Ple​ase?”

    I ac​tu​al​ly had ge​ometry class, but why bring up pesky de​ta​ils? “Of co​ur​se,” I sa​id. “I fi​nal​ly fi​gu​red out whe​re the lib​rary is.”

    Which ma​de her la​ugh.

    Which ma​de me kind of go​ofily happy.

    

    

Chapter 32
    

    PHOEBE AND I SAT on a co​up​le of fo​ots​to​ols in a far cor​ner of the lib​rary stacks. Our kne​es we​re al​most to​uc​hing, and mi​ne we​re knoc​king a lit​tle. No one el​se was anyw​he​re aro​und.

    For abo​ut a mi​nu​te, she sta​yed the​re sta​ring at me whi​le she gna​wed on her lo​wer lip. Then her eyes wel​led up with te​ars.

    “What is it?” I whis​pe​red.

    “I can’t fa​ke it any​mo​re,” Pho​ebe sa​id in a shaky vo​ice. “I li​ed to you abo​ut my dad mo​ving us be​ca​use of his job. We re​lo​ca​ted be​ca​use so​met​hing aw​ful, re​al​ly aw​ful, hap​pe​ned to our fa​mily.

    “Last July, my lit​tle sis​ter, Al​li​son, went out to chalk on the dri​ve​way af​ter swim​ming les​sons and… she ne​ver ca​me back. She was ab​duc​ted. So​me​body to​ok her, Da​ni​el. She was six ye​ars old. She’d be se​ven now.”

    I sat the​re stun​ned in​to si​len​ce. I hadn’t known what Pho​ebe was go​ing to say, but I de​fi​ni​tely wasn’t ex​pec​ting this kind of re​ve​la​ti​on.

    Phoebe star​ted to sob. She bal​led her fists in my shirt, and I co​uld fe​el her shud​de​ring aga​inst my chest.

    “I’m sorry,” I fi​nal​ly ma​na​ged. “I’m so sorry, Pho​ebe.”

    As I wi​ped away her te​ars, I felt the worst kind of sad​ness in​si​de myself. This was what was so dif​fe​rent abo​ut Pho​ebe, I re​ali​zed. It was our con​nec​ti​on. We’d both lost pe​op​le, pe​op​le we’d lo​ved.

    “I know what you’re fe​eling,” I sa​id. “I lost a sis​ter too.”

    Her na​me was Pork Chop.

    

    

Chapter 33
    

    I LEFT PHO​EBE at the do​or​way of her next class and im​me​di​ately he​aded for the ne​arest exit. I was too wi​red to be in scho​ol right now. I ne​eded to fi​gu​re so​me things out. May​be her sis​ter’s di​sap​pe​aran​ce wasn’t a co​in​ci​den​ce. Ac​cor​ding to The List, Er​gent Seth ab​duc​ted kids. Was it pos​sib​le that he had Al​li​son? Of co​ur​se it was. Ke​ep this in mind: the​re are no co​in​ci​den​ces.

    I was co​ming ac​ross the te​ac​hers’ par​king lot when I he​ard a low, who​os​hing so​und, li​ke a bot​tle roc​ket or so​met​hing. The si​de win​dow of the BMW in front of me va​po​ri​zed in a sho​wer of flying glass.

    There we​re two mo​re ba​rely audib​le who​os​hes as I flip​ped and so​mer​sa​ul​ted along the asp​halt bet​we​en two par​ked cars, trying not to be hit. A co​up​le of de​ep go​uges blew out of the conc​re​te whe​re my he​ad had be​en.

    So this is what Seth me​ant when he sa​id the glo​ves we​re off.

    I po​ked my he​ad up and spot​ted a muz​zle flash at the top of the fo​ot​ball equ​ip​ment shed. Anot​her pro​j​ec​ti​le zip​ped past my ear, clo​se eno​ugh for me to he​ar the air pop. This cra​zi​ness had to stop right now, be​fo​re so​me​body got hurt. The prob​lem was that a who​le fo​ot​ball fi​eld sto​od bet​we​en me and the enemy with a roc​ket la​unc​her.

    I clo​sed my eyes and con​cent​ra​ted hard. When I ope​ned them aga​in, Willy was cro​uc​hed the​re be​si​de me.

    “Whoa! What’s go​ing on, du​de?” he sa​id. “I was sle​epin’ in, y’know?”

    “I’m get​ting shot at. The shells are abo​ut the si​ze of bow​ling balls.”

    “Cool!” Willy sa​id.

    “ Not co​ol,” I sa​id.

    He glan​ced at the car we we​re cro​uc​hed be​hind. A third-ge​ne​ra​ti​on Chevy Ca​va​li​er. “This will do,” he sa​id. Then Willy punc​hed a ho​le in the win​dow. He yan​ked open the dri​ver’s do​or. “I’m in. Ni​ce in​te​ri​or.”

    He kic​ked at the ste​ering co​lumn un​til he crac​ked the plas​tic.

    “Damn! Ig​ni​ti​on wi​res are sup​po​sed to be red. This lo​oks li​ke co​lo​red spag​het​ti. Da​ni​el-co​lor of ig​ni​ti​on wi​res for a ’97 Chevy Ca​va​li​er?”

    I went thro​ugh pic​tu​res and pa​ges of the car ma​nu​al-yes, in my he​ad, the​re’s lots sto​red in the​re, trust me-till I fo​und what I was lo​oking for.

    “Pink!” I sa​id.

    “MacGyver, eat yo​ur he​art out!” Willy gig​gled, then yan​ked the two pink wi​res out. He to​uc​hed the​ir spar​king ends to​get​her. The​re was a chug-chug​ging so​und and then the en​gi​ne tur​ned over.

    “Willy, you kick butt,” I sa​id, and craw​led in​to the dri​ver’s se​at. I rip​ped the trans​mis​si​on in​to re​ver​se, then po​un​ded down on the ac​ce​le​ra​tor.

    Last but not le​ast, I di​sap​pe​ared Willy aga​in. “Thanks, du​de! Catch you la​ter.”

    I ho​pe.

    

    

Chapter 34
    

    THE CA​VA​LI​ER’S BACK WINDS​HI​ELD got blown away as I gun​ned it thro​ugh the cha​in-link fen​ce of the fo​ot​ball fi​eld. No, I don’t ha​ve a li​cen​se in any sta​te. Yes, I’m a pretty go​od dri​ver any​way.

    My fi​en​dish op​po​nent wi​sed up when I was at the ten-yard li​ne and clo​sing on him. Talk abo​ut a to​uch​down dan​ce! I flat​te​ned the up​rights be​fo​re I hit the cor​ru​ga​ted ste​el equ​ip​ment shed at abo​ut fifty.

    It so​un​ded li​ke a bomb had go​ne off on the ath​le​tic fi​eld. The air was fil​led with sho​ul​der pads and tack​ling dum​mi​es and hel​mets spor​ting big blue G ’s for Glen​da​le.

    I threw the Ca​va​li​er in​to park and jum​ped out just as the sni​per lan​ded lo​udly on the car’s ho​od.

    The first thing I no​ti​ced was his gun. It was de​fi​ni​tely an off-world we​apon, a no​to​ri​o​us Opus 24/24. The kind of gun that kil​led my mom and dad. I re​al​ly didn’t li​ke them, so I snap​ped it in half over my knee.

    The gun​man was mo​aning as I pic​ked him up over my he​ad.

    “You. Are. To​ast. Un​less you tell me whe​re Seth -” I star​ted to say as a ste​el cha​in swung aro​und my thro​at. Ali​en-hun​ting les​son num​ber thirty-se​ven, I tho​ught. Sa​ve the wi​sec​racks un​til you’re su​re yo​ur op​po​nent is wor​king alo​ne.

    This re​al​ly mus​cu​lar wal​king tat​too par​lor was trying to strang​le me. I ga​ve the gun​man a he​ave and ram​med myself and, mo​re im​por​tant, Mr. Musc​les back aga​inst the re​ma​ining equ​ip​ment shed wall. On​ce! Twi​ce! But the third ti​me was the charm. Now he was out for the co​unt too.

    I drag​ged the two of them to​get​her and pla​ced my hands on the​ir he​ads. What to do, what to do? I to​ok a de​ep, cen​te​ring bre​ath, and all my po​wer was the​re.

    There was not​hing, not​hing li​ke the fe​eling. Think of the best you’ve ever felt physi​cal​ly, lying down af​ter a long run, drop​ping yo​ur​self in​to a fa​vo​ri​te cha​ir af​ter a long day at scho​ol, plun​ging in​to a po​ol on a hot day.

    Now, ti​mes it by a mil​li​on or so.

    My po​wer was everyt​hing go​od and bright and ali​ve ab​sor​bed and con​den​sed in​to pu​re energy. I was its por​tal. I felt it bub​ble up li​ke mol​ten me​tal from my chest, thro​ugh my arms, in​to my hands.

    “I now pro​no​un​ce you… elep​hant turds,” I told my at​tac​kers. “And yes, I’m se​ri​o​us abo​ut that.”

    Both mo​rons cur​led in​to fe​tal po​si​ti​ons. They lay on the grass with the​ir eyes open, limp and mo​ti​on​less. Li​ke, well, elep​hant turds.

    How do you li​ke that? My mighty mas​to​don ob​ses​si​on had fi​nal​ly pa​id off big-ti​me. May​be my fri​ends wo​uldn’t be te​asing me abo​ut it any​mo​re.

    By the way, I’m not crazy for thin​king elep​hants are comp​le​tely ama​zing. You will too when you know this true story: Elep​hants we​re bro​ught to Earth abo​ut three mil​li​on ye​ars ago. From my pla​net. It was my pe​op​le’s gift to Ter​ra Fir​ma.

    How’s that for an FYI?

    Elephants are ali​ens too!

    

    

Chapter 35
    

    I HUR​RI​ED HO​ME and to​ok two emer​gency re​con​na​is​san​ce jogs aro​und the ho​use. Everyt​hing se​emed okay, but I ca​me in thro​ugh the back​yard any​way. Just in ca​se anot​her Seth kil​ler or two we​re watc​hing my front do​or.

    I al​most snap​ped my key off in the lock when the do​or sud​denly ope​ned.

    I jum​ped back, zig​zag​ging, and do​ve be​hind an elm tree, wa​iting for Opus Mag​num gun​fi​re.

    What ca​me ins​te​ad was soft la​ugh​ter and the un​mis​ta​kab​le smell of ba​con. I pe​eked very ca​re​ful​ly aro​und the si​de of the tree trunk.

    “Mom?”

    She sto​od in the open do​or​way, wi​ping her hands on the ho​mi​est flo​we​red ap​ron you might see in the en​ti​re sta​te of Kan​sas.

    “There you are, Da​ni​el,” she sa​id. “How wo​uld you li​ke yo​ur eggs, swe​etie?”

    What? I tho​ught, fol​lo​wing her in​si​de. How co​uld Mom ap​pe​ar when I hadn’t ac​ti​vely cre​ated her? That hadn’t hap​pe​ned be​fo​re. Sud​denly I was a lit​tle ner​vo​us that may​be Seth was cont​rol​ling my mind-and her. He’d al​re​ady shown me what he co​uld do thro​ugh the te​lep​ho​ne.

    I de​ci​ded I bet​ter do a lit​tle se​cu​rity check he​re, but if this wasn’t my mom, I knew I’d start scre​aming. “What’s Dad’s na​me?” I as​ked.

    She til​ted her he​ad my way. “Graff. So​me​ti​mes it’s Ha​rold Hop​per. One ti​me it was Ro​bert Zim​mer​man. Do I pass?”

    “You pass, Mom.”

    A pla​te was set for me on the kitc​hen is​land. It was pi​led high: ba​con, on top of eggs, on top of hash browns, on top of pan​ca​kes. I co​uld fe​el my mo​uth wa​ter as my mom po​ured warm map​le syrup all over everyt​hing.

    Breakfast in the af​ter​no​on was de​fi​ni​tely bre​ak​fast my way!

    

    

Chapter 36
    

    HEY, WHO CA​RES how she got he​re? I de​ci​ded as I clutc​hed a kni​fe and fork and dug in.

    Besides, the​se we​re de​fi​ni​tely my mom’s pan​ca​kes-no one el​se co​uld whip ’em up li​ke her-not even Seth, I was cer​ta​in.

    “What’s that all abo​ut?” my mom sa​id as I mop​ped up the last bit of syrup. She was re​fer​ring to my rip​ped-up fa​ce plus the re​cent ad​di​ti​on of a lar​ge, jag​ged cut on my el​bow.

    “This lit​tle scratch? This lit​tle not​hing? C’mon. I’m an Ali​en Hun​ter.”

    She wasn’t ha​ving any of it. “Okay, ups​ta​irs. March!” she sa​id. “Hut, one, two…”

    I sat on the ed​ge of the tub with my eyes clo​sed as she pe​ro​xi​ded and ba​cit​ra​ci​ned and ban​da​ged my arm. I fi​nal​ly told her what was go​ing on. The news abo​ut Pho​ebe’s sis​ter. The at​tack in the scho​ol par​king lot. How I’d got​ten away.

    She sho​ok her he​ad. “Elep​hant turds? Da​ni​el, that is comp​le​tely be​ne​ath you.”

    I sta​red at her with an exag​ge​ra​ted exp​res​si​on of out​ra​ge-until she fi​nal​ly grin​ned. “Okay, okay. Be​ne​ath you and mo​re than a lit​tle funny,” she sa​id, ruf​fling my ha​ir. “You and yo​ur elep​hants.”

    Finally I had to ask Mom if she knew how she’d got​ten in​to the ho​use wit​ho​ut my help.

    She sho​ok her he​ad. “May​be yo​ur sub​cons​ci​o​us cal​led me. Per​haps you’re wor​ri​ed, Da​ni​el, as you sho​uld be. I pray that you’re re​ady for Num​ber 6, son.”

    I lo​oked in​to her eyes. “Mom, who do you pray to?”

    “I just pray, Da​ni​el. That’s all.”

    

    

Chapter 37
    

    PHOEBE HAD CAL​LED me on my cell and as​ked to me​et at the cof​fee pla​ce on So​uth Brand Bo​ule​vard a co​up​le of ticks past three. I wa​ved her over to the club cha​irs I’d snag​ged next to the fi​rep​la​ce. Be still, my he​art.

    “First off, I want to apo​lo​gi​ze,” Pho​ebe sa​id, put​ting down her bag. “I to​tal​ly lost it with you this mor​ning. It isn’t fa​ir for me to dump my fa​mily tro​ub​les on you. For​get I sa​id anyt​hing, okay? I…”

    I to​ok Pho​ebe’s hand and squ​e​ezed gently as I sta​red in​to her blue eyes. My mo​uth was go​ing dry aga​in. Was that be​ca​use I wan​ted to kiss her mo​re than anyt​hing I’d ever wan​ted be​fo​re?

    “Look,” I sa​id. “I wo​uldn’t stop hel​ping if you told me to. We’re go​ing to find yo​ur sis​ter. So​me​how.”

    She squ​e​ezed back, a sign of thanks. Then she pro​du​ced a ma​ni​la fol​der from her bag and drop​ped it on the tab​le.

    “That’s the po​li​ce fi​le on my sis​ter’s ca​se. My folks don’t know I ha​ve it.”

    I re​ad thro​ugh Al​li​son’s mis​sing per​sons fi​le in a co​up​le of se​conds. The​re had be​en no wit​nes​ses. No sign of sus​pi​ci​o​us ve​hic​les. No not​hing.

    Allison had go​ne out to play at aro​und one in the af​ter​no​on. When her mot​her chec​ked on her, she was simply and inexp​li​cably go​ne. And she had not be​en he​ard from aga​in.

    My ins​tincts told me that it had so​met​hing to do with Seth. Did I men​ti​on the​re’s an ac​ti​ve sla​ve mar​ket for hu​man child​ren? Every sing​le day kids are lif​ted off this pla​net. That’s the truth. They’re used for la​bor, and by so​me ali​en spe​ci​es- hurl alert -as pets.

    I wan​ted to tell Pho​ebe what I knew, but I co​uldn’t get the words out. Be​si​des, I had no ur​ge to so​und comp​le​tely de​men​ted and de​ran​ged.

    On the last pa​ge of the po​li​ce fi​le was a list of na​mes and ad​dres​ses. So​me​one had typed “Po​ten​ti​al Pat​tern” and “Awa​iting GP” ac​ross its top. For the next twenty mi​nu​tes or so, we Go​og​led the na​mes on Pho​ebe’s lap​top thro​ugh the cof​fee shop’s Wi-Fi.

    There was a pat​tern at le​ast. The kids had be​en ta​ken mostly from Si​mi Val​ley, Be​verly Hills, and Cul​ver City. The ab​duc​ti​ons ma​de an al​most per​fect con​nect-the-dots circ​le with Ma​li​bu at its di​rect cen​ter.

    Malibu, I tho​ught. Whe​re Seth was sup​po​sed to li​ve. Was that whe​re Pho​ebe’s sis​ter was now?

    Malibu? I tho​ught, fi​nis​hing my cof​fee.

    The outer re​ac​hes of the And​ro​me​da ga​laxy?

    Either-or.

    

    

Chapter 38
    

    I GA​VE PHO​EBE a kind of brot​herly hug be​fo​re she sto​od to le​ave. I wan​ted to try to com​fort her and, what the heck, just, you know, hug her. I co​uldn’t be​li​eve how go​od she smel​led. Her ha​ir, everyt​hing. Li​ke a gar​den I’d vi​si​ted on​ce in the French co​untry​si​de. Yep, that go​od.

    “We’re go​ing to find Al​li​son,” I whis​pe​red be​fo​re she bro​ke away. “I pro​mi​se, Pho​ebe.”

    As I watc​hed her le​ave, I tri​ed to con​vin​ce myself that I ac​tu​al​ly wo​uld find her sis​ter, res​cue her from wha​te​ver, and bring her back sa​fely to the Co​ok fa​mily.

    I can do that, I tho​ught to myself. Or I don’t de​ser​ve to ha​ve The List, do I.

    Outside the cof​fee shop, it was Ca​li​for​nia per​fect. Ro​om tem​pe​ra​tu​re, no wind, a tan​ge​ri​ne sun​set in the clo​ud​less sky. As I wal​ked ho​me, I ho​ped Pho​ebe’s sis​ter was still aro​und to see it.

    I was lost in de​ep tho​ught when I re​ac​hed out to open the wro​ught iron ga​te in front of my ho​use.

    Hey, wa​it a se​cond! Hold up! This ho​use do​esn’t ha​ve a wro​ught iron ga​te!

    I do​ub​le-chec​ked the ad​dress. The​re was no mis​ta​ke. I co​uldn’t be​li​eve it.

    My ho​use wasn’t the​re any​mo​re!

    I sto​od and sta​red at rows of he​ads​to​nes, sto​ne an​gels, we​at​her-be​aten til​ted cros​ses. Wor​se, I co​uld smell the rot​ting de​ad all aro​und me.

    It was Seth! He’d tur​ned my ho​use in​to a ce​me​tery.

    Not a cu​tesy, gram​mar-scho​ol, Hal​lo​we​en-de​co​ra​ted-gym kind of ce​me​tery eit​her. We’re tal​king a he​art-burs​ting, run-for-yo​ur-li​fe, Night of the Li​ving De​ad -style bo​ne​yard.

    The worst of it was a Gre​ek temp​le-si​zed gra​ni​te ma​uso​le​um with DA​NI​EL car​ved abo​ve Do​ric co​lumns. Just in ca​se I didn’t get the mes​sa​ge. Seth was off-the-chart po​wer​ful.

    I lo​oked up and down the stre​et to see if any of my ne​igh​bors we​re wal​king aro​und. The pla​ce se​emed de​ser​ted. How long had the ho​use be​en a gra​ve​yard? I ne​eded to chan​ge it back, but how? I’d trans​for​med things be​fo​re, but I’d ne​ver re​ver​sed so​me​body el​se’s trans​for​ma​ti​on. Co​uld I ac​tu​al​ly do that? I had no idea.

    Only one way to find out. I cle​ared my he​ad and clo​sed my eyes. Then I pic​tu​red the ren​tal pro​perty the way it used to lo​ok, in ext​re​mely vi​vid and pre​ci​se de​ta​il. I con​cent​ra​ted on the ima​ge from the past.

    Seconds la​ter, I pop​ped open my eyes.

    I win​ced and gro​aned out lo​ud. The ce​me​tery was go​ne, but the bu​il​ding I’d cre​ated was a rep​li​ca of the one I’d li​ved in when I was in Port​land. Wor​se, the two cops from the Ru​na​way Juve​ni​le Unit we​re stan​ding out​si​de. They cal​led out, “Da​ni​el! C’me​re, Da​ni​el! We want to talk to you, buddy. Whe​re’s yo​ur crazy mom and dad?”

    I clam​ped my eyes shut, con​cent​ra​ted, and tri​ed aga​in. Very slowly, I ope​ned my eyes.

    Yes! It had wor​ked. The ho​use was back to nor​mal, at le​ast it lo​oked that way. Just a lit​tle re​or​ga​ni​za​ti​on of atoms and mo​le​cu​les, that’s all.

    I im​me​di​ately tur​ned aro​und and left the way I’d co​me. My ho​me ba​se was of​fi​ci​al​ly comp​ro​mi​sed.

    Much wor​se, I was of​fi​ci​al​ly comp​ro​mi​sed.

    

    

Chapter 39
    

    BASICALLY, I WENT IN​TO HI​DING for the rest of the day. Hi​ding and wor​rying.

    When it was dark, I cut thro​ugh a lot of back​yards un​til I got to Pho​ebe’s ho​use.

    I wan​ted to talk to her abo​ut her sis​ter and a few ot​her mo​nu​men​tal​ly tro​ub​ling things, but mostly I just felt com​for​tab​le aro​und Pho​ebe. She was my first hu​man fri​end.

    I stop​ped myself as I was abo​ut to ring her front do​or​bell. Hold up! It was past ele​ven at night. How was this go​ing to work? Oh, hi, Mr. or Mrs. Co​ok. I’m Da​ni​el, yo​ur da​ugh​ter’s ali​en fri​end. Co​uld I talk to her a sec?

    I was trying to fi​gu​re out so​met​hing cle​ver when I saw a light blink on in an ups​ta​irs bed​ro​om to​ward the re​ar of the ho​use. Then I ca​ught a qu​ick glimp​se of Pho​ebe. So I jog​ged along the hed​ge-li​ned dri​ve​way.

    I was down on my kne​es, se​arc​hing for so​met​hing to toss up at the win​dow, when I he​ard a growl at the back of my neck. Not go​od! Not a so​und I li​ke to he​ar.

    I tur​ned and was sud​denly fa​ce to jowl with so​me​body’s angry Rot​twe​iler.

    Emma, I tho​ught, and con​cent​ra​ted fi​er​cely. Em​ma! Help! Right this ins​tant!

    And the​re she was in all her glory. “Hey, Da​ni​el,” Em​ma sa​id, flip​ping a French bra​id over her sho​ul​der. “What’s up?”

    “Hello?” I whis​pe​red, po​in​ting at the monst​ro​us dog. “Dog! Te​eth! Froth on chin!”

    Emma im​me​di​ately wrap​ped the mas​si​ve thing in a play​ful he​ad​lock, ma​king it coo li​ke a new​born as she scratc​hed un​der its shark​li​ke jaw.

    “This cu​tie?” she as​ked, wi​ping away the dro​ol with her fin​ger, then flic​king it at me.

    “You ru​le, Em​ma,” I sa​id as I bac​ked away from her and the Rot. “I owe you one.”

    “I owe you. Thanks for thin​king me he​re. I just lo​ve dog​gi​es.”

    

    

Chapter 40
    

    FOR THE NEXT half mi​nu​te or so, I se​arc​hed for so​met​hing to get me up to the brightly lit se​cond-story win​dow wit​ho​ut aler​ting Pho​ebe’s pa​rents. The best I co​uld find was a back​yard tram​po​li​ne. A qu​ick test bo​un​ce sho​wed that it wasn’t qu​ite the ca​ta​pult I was lo​oking for.

    I scam​pe​red up on​to the ro​of of the to​ols​hed. From the​re I jum​ped on​to the tram​po​li​ne and ac​tu​al​ly ma​de it to the half-porch on the se​cond flo​or. Pho​ebe was at her lap​top be​hind an open win​dow. When she saw me, she ne​arly fell out of her swi​vel cha​ir.

    “Daniel? Is that you? What are you do​ing he​re?”

    “Sorry. I wasn’t su​re if it was co​ol to ring the do​or​bell this la​te. I got in​to a ma​j​or blo​wo​ut with my pa​rents. I didn’t know whe​re el​se to go,” I sput​te​red. “I sho​uld just le​ave, right?”

    “No, it’s okay, I gu​ess,” Pho​ebe sa​id, still lo​oking puz​zled, and who co​uld bla​me her? “Just be re​al​ly, re​al​ly qu​i​et. And hey-it’s ni​ce to see you. I was thin​king abo​ut you be​fo​re.”

    “Anything new on Al​li​son?” I as​ked on​ce I was sa​fely in​si​de her ro​om.

    “Nothing,” Pho​ebe sa​id, and sho​ok her he​ad sadly. “But I’m glad you’re he​re. I was thin​king that may​be we co​uld skip scho​ol and go to Ma​li​bu to​mor​row. To lo​ok for Al​li​son.”

    

    

Chapter 41
    

    GO TO THE BE​ACH with Pho​ebe ins​te​ad of scho​ol? I tho​ught. I co​uld cer​ta​inly hand​le that.

    A few mi​nu​tes la​ter Pho​ebe to​ok down a chess set from her shelf, and for the next ho​ur, we gor​ged our​sel​ves on mic​ro​wa​ve pop​corn and pla​yed. Pho​ebe was re​al​ly go​od. I’ve pla​yed IBM’s De​ep Blue prog​ram, so I’m a pretty fa​ir jud​ge of ta​lent.

    “I tho​ught you sa​id you only pla​yed a lit​tle,” I sa​id as she to​ok my se​cond knight. “I think I’m be​ing hust​led. You think I wo​uldn’t no​ti​ce that to​tal​ly obs​cu​re Kons​tan​ti​no-polsky ope​ning? Who ta​ught you that? Kas​pa​rov?”

    “Hey, I told you I was a clo​set ge​ek,” she sa​id, smi​ling. Which was we​ird, be​ca​use when I lo​oked up abo​ut two se​conds la​ter, a te​ar was run​ning down Pho​ebe’s che​ek.

    “Hey, don’t do that. Aren’t you sup​po​sed to cry if you’re lo​sing? ”

    “It’s not that,” Pho​ebe sa​id, wi​ping her eyes. “I’m ac​tu​al​ly happy. Can’t you tell?”

    “And that’s why you’re crying?”

    “It’s just… I was so bum​med out that first day of scho​ol, and then I tur​ned aro​und and the​re you we​re. Now you’re trying to help me find Al​li​son. It’s li​ke fa​te or so​met​hing, you know, Da​ni​el? You’re li​ke my gu​ar​di​an an​gel. I don’t me​an to be corny, but -”

    “Phoebe?” a man’s vo​ice cal​led from the hall. “Are you still awa​ke? C’mon, swe​et​he​art. Lights out. You ha​ve scho​ol in the mor​ning.”

    I was at the win​dow, abo​ut to di​ve for the bus​hes, when Pho​ebe grab​bed me. And held me aga​inst her body, which was kind of ni​ce, I must say.

    “It’s okay, Da​ni​el. He’s go​ne. Let me fix a pla​ce for you to sle​ep.”

    I sto​od the​re watc​hing Pho​ebe ar​ran​ge pil​lows and she​ets. She isn’t thin​king that I… I me​an, she do​esn’t think that she and I wo​uld… WHAT?

    A pil​low hit me squ​are in the fa​ce.

    “You sle​ep in the clo​set he​re, Da​ni​el. In ca​se my mom or dad opens the do​or, okay? See you in the mor​ning.”

    “Oh ye​ah. The clo​set. Per​fect,” I sa​id.

    “Night, Da​ni​el,” sa​id Pho​ebe.

    “Night, Pho​ebe,” I sa​id.

    From the clo​set.

    Not so ter​rib​le, ac​tu​al​ly.

    Safe any​way.

    

    

Chapter 42
    

    MY DRE​AMS that night we​re as vi​vid as ever, six ho​urs of full 1080p re​so​lu​ti​on. Which wo​uld ha​ve be​en re​al​ly gre​at if every dre​am hadn’t be​en a so​ul-suc​king, blo​od​curd​ling night​ma​re that no one in the​ir right mind wo​uld watch af​ter dark.

    In the worst one, The Pra​yer was cha​sing me thro​ugh my ho​use with a co​up​le of blo​ody scythes. As I ran in​to the kitc​hen, the flo​or ga​ve way un​der my fe​et, and I fell fa​ce-first thro​ugh a mol​de​ring cof​fin on​to the chest of a de​com​po​sed corp​se in a wed​ding dress. I sta​red in​to empty eye soc​kets as pe​eling, blac​ke​ned lips pur​sed them​sel​ves to​get​her, re​ady to gi​ve me a kiss. The corp​se was Pho​ebe!

    Shoe bo​xes in the clo​set went flying as I wo​ke up, fla​iling. I wi​ped my swe​at-drenc​hed fa​ce with a sle​eve be​fo​re I po​ked my he​ad out the clo​set do​or.

    Phoebe wasn’t in her bed. That was funny. Funny odd. The ro​om was dark. The alarm clock on the desk sa​id it was 6:51. Had she got​ten up al​re​ady?

    I lis​te​ned for the so​und of a sho​wer.

    Nothing.

    The alarm clock clic​ked to 6:52 as I glan​ced over at the open win​dow abo​ve her un​ma​de bed. A bad fe​eling star​ted in the pit of my sto​mach. This was we​ird. Whe​re was she?

    I pul​led on my sne​akers and de​ci​ded to se​arch the ho​use for Pho​ebe, for​get​ting that her pa​rents might see me. At ali​en hypers​pe​ed, I blur​red thro​ugh the up​per three bed​ro​oms.

    Phoebe wasn’t in the sho​wer.

    Phoebe wasn’t anyw​he​re in the bed​ro​oms.

    Not in the at​tic eit​her.

    Phoebe was go​ne.

    

    

Chapter 43
    

    I STOP​PED OUT​SI​DE the kitc​hen do​or​way when I he​ard her pa​rents tal​king in the​re.

    “What do you me​an she’s not in the ho​use?” Pho​ebe’s mom was sa​ying.

    “I no​ti​ced her scho​ol bag’s go​ne,” her dad sa​id. “May​be she went in early to study. I’m su​re the​re’s a per​fectly re​aso​nab​le exp​la​na​ti​on.”

    I he​ard a pho​ne lift.

    “Who are you cal​ling?” as​ked Pho​ebe’s fat​her.

    “The po​li​ce,” sa​id her mom.

    “Honey, the​re’s no ne​ed to pa​nic. We sho​uld think this thro​ugh.”

    “She’s the only da​ugh​ter we ha​ve left,” her mom sa​id, so​un​ding as fre​aked as I was fe​eling. “You think it thro​ugh whi​le I do so​met​hing.”

    No, I tho​ught, clo​sing my eyes. This is not go​od. Pe​op​le just didn’t di​sap​pe​ar in the mid​dle of the night. At le​ast not wil​lingly. If Pho​ebe wan​ted to he​ad to Ma​li​bu wit​ho​ut me, she wo​uld ha​ve sa​id so​met​hing. I was right the​re in the clo​set, wasn’t I?

    I fast-for​war​ded myself down the hal​lway, thro​ugh the fa​mily ro​om, and out the front do​or.

    I had to find Pho​ebe.

    Before Er​gent Seth did.

    

    

Chapter 44
    

    MY PA​NIC STA​TE had pretty much qu​ad​rup​led by the ti​me I burst thro​ugh Glen​da​le High’s front do​ors a few mi​nu​tes la​ter. I ra​ced up and down the halls, rip​ping open do​ors and stic​king my he​ad in​to empty clas​sro​oms li​ke a lu​na​tic es​ca​ped from an ali​en asy​lum.

    There go​es her dad’s the​ory, I tho​ught, sprin​ting thro​ugh the de​ser​ted ca​fe​te​ria. Pho​ebe isn’t he​re at scho​ol. Not even in the cor​ner of the lib​rary whe​re she’d first told me abo​ut her sis​ter’s be​ing mis​sing.

    Phoebe’s words from the night be​fo​re bur​ned in my ears as I pas​sed her loc​ker.

    You’re li​ke my gu​ar​di​an an​gel.

    Yeah, I tho​ught, sick with worry. Or may​be I’m the one who led Seth to you.

    “There you are,” Mr. Marsh​man sa​id as he prac​ti​cal​ly clot​hes​li​ned me in front of his of​fi​ce. “We’ve be​en trying to call yo​ur ho​use. The​re was a mix-up, and we for​got to gi​ve you yo​ur pla​ce​ment exam. I’m glad you’re he​re early. You can ta​ke the test now. This is per​fect.”

    Was this guy kid​ding me? Li​ke I ne​eded a test now? Li​ke I didn’t ha​ve eno​ugh on my mind al​re​ady?

    I let out a de​ep bre​ath as I glan​ced over his sho​ul​der at the ne​arest exit. Sho​uld I just bolt? Pho​ebe ob​vi​o​usly wasn’t he​re. May​be she’d he​aded to Ma​li​bu on her own. Or may​be Seth had ta​ken her to ke​ep her sis​ter com​pany?

    “Mr. Marsh​man, with all due res​pect, I re​al​ly can’t do this now,” I sa​id.

    “I think you can, Mr. Hop​per.” He han​ded me a bo​ok​let and pen​cil. “I know you can, Mr. Hop​per.”

    “All right, fi​ne.” I prac​ti​cal​ly rip​ped the test out of his hands. I le​aned it aga​inst the ne​arest wall, spe​ed-re​ad my way thro​ugh it, mar​king off ans​wer af​ter ans​wer with mac​hi​ne-gun ra​pi​dity.

    Maybe thirty se​conds la​ter, forty tops, I bro​ke the pen​cil in half on the last of the one hund​red mul​tip​le-cho​ice fill-ins. I sho​ved the test in​to Marsh​man’s fa​ce.

    “Don’t bot​her to gra​de it. I aced it,” I sa​id, ta​king a step for the exit. “Now, I ha​ve to go! Every on​ce in a whi​le so​met​hing is ac​tu​al​ly mo​re im​por​tant than scho​ol! Hard to be​li​eve, I know!”

    Marshman sud​denly ma​de a grun​ting so​und and shif​ted li​ke a li​ne​bac​ker to his left, bloc​king my path.

    “I knew you we​re tro​ub​le the first ti​me I la​id eyes on you,” he sa​id, red-fa​ced. “My ins​tincts are ne​ver wrong, Hop​per.”

    That’s it. Eno​ugh of this non​sen​se, I tho​ught.

    Up and down the scho​ol hal​lway, I le​vi​ta​ted all the stu​dent loc​kers. Then I le​vi​ta​ted Mr. Marsh​man un​til his bul​let he​ad to​uc​hed the ce​iling and he yel​ped with surp​ri​se and dis​be​li​ef.

    “How-how did you do that?”

    “You don’t want to know,” I sa​id, ga​zing in​to his as​to​un​ded eyes. “Now you stay right the​re-for thirty mi​nu​tes. Let’s call it a ti​me-out!”

    Then I left scho​ol-in a blur.

    

    

Chapter 45
    

    I BURST OUT the back exit in​to the par​king lot.

    First I scan​ned all the cars.

    Then the ath​le​tic fi​elds. Be​yond the wrec​ked equ​ip​ment shed, a te​am was star​ting early soc​cer prac​ti​ce.

    Maybe Pho​ebe had jo​ined the soc​cer te​am, I tho​ught. No, that didn’t ma​ke sen​se. You’re lo​sing it, Da​ni​el. This isn’t li​ke you.

    I pic​ked up my pa​ce when I saw that one of the girls ne​ar the far go​al had long black ha​ir. Pho​ebe? The soc​cer co​ach blew her whist​le as I ran past.

    I was abo​ut mid​fi​eld when the dark-ha​ired girl fi​nal​ly tur​ned aro​und. My he​art sank. Un​less Pho​ebe had sud​denly tur​ned Asi​an Ame​ri​can, I was in the wrong pla​ce at the wrong ti​me.

    “What do you think you’re do​ing?” the co​ach yel​led, char​ging to​ward me.

    I wish I knew.

    Then I he​ard a girl scre​am, and I re​cog​ni​zed the vo​ice im​me​di​ately.

    “Phoebe!” I yel​led, my eyes bur​ning as I half-ran, half-cla​wed my way up a ste​ep slo​pe be​yond the ath​le​tic fi​elds. “I’m co​ming… Hold on!”

    I fi​nal​ly bro​ke the top of the ri​se a se​cond la​ter. Thank the he​avens, Pho​ebe was the​re. She was in a cle​aring, down on her kne​es, crying. I wasn’t too la​te! I’d fo​und her. I ran up and wrap​ped her in my arms, fe​eling the fa​mi​li​ar warmth of her body.

    “Oh Da​ni​el, so​met​hing re​al​ly hor​rib​le,” she whis​pe​red, tremb​ling, “so​met​hing uns​pe​akab​le, is abo​ut to hap​pen. I just know it. I’m su​re of it.”

    

    

Chapter 46
    

    “IT’S OKAY, PHO​EBE,” I sa​id as I roc​ked her gently back and forth. “I’m he​re now. Everyt​hing is okay. It’s my fa​ult. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

    “You can say that aga​in,” Pho​ebe sa​id, sud​denly stif​fe​ning in my arms.

    What the -?

    She squ​ir​med away. Then Pho​ebe ga​ve me a funny smi​le. Not funny ha-ha. Funny we​ird. Funny con​temp​tu​o​us. Funny sic​ke​ning.

    “What?” I sa​id. “Pho​ebe? Are you okay? What’s go​ing on he​re?”

    “You are so dumb, it’s ama​zing,” she sa​id, sha​king her he​ad. “You still ha​ven’t fi​gu​red it out.”

    “Figured what out?” I sa​id wa​rily.

    Suddenly I fell back, blin​ded, as a sil​ver-tin​ged exp​lo​si​on flas​hed be​fo​re my eyes. Whe​re Pho​ebe’s sne​akers had be​en, the​re was now a hu​ge pa​ir of men’s black sho​es. I slowly pan​ned up-long black tro​users, a black silk shirt, kinky chin whis​kers.

    “Wh-wh-wh-what?” I sa​id. So​met​hing very ar​ti​cu​la​te and me​aning​ful li​ke that.

    Above the col​lar of the black shirt was an im​pos​sibly nar​row, hor​se​li​ke he​ad, a de​ad hor​se’s he​ad, co​ve​red in slack, bo​ne-whi​te, blo​od​less skin. The skin was de​co​ra​ted with pea-si​zed, pus-oozing bumps, li​ke a di​se​ased chic​ken’s.

    I sta​red in​to the mons​ter’s eyes. Shiny, bul​ging, blo​od-red orbs em​bed​ded in the lo​ose skin li​ke lar​vae.

    “Ironic, isn’t it? He​re you we​re, knoc​king yo​ur​self out to find me.” A vo​ice ca​me from a rat​tling flap and a ho​le be​low the de​mo​nic eyes. A Bri​tish vo​ice. Seth’s vo​ice.

    He switc​hed back in​to Pho​ebe-and bat​ted tho​se start​ling blue eyes at me.

    “And he​re I was the who​le ti​me,” ca​me Seth’s vo​ice- out of Pho​ebe’s mo​uth.

    

    

Chapter 47
    

    “WAIT A SE​COND,” I sa​id, trying to stop the sud​den, aw​ful spin​ning in my he​ad. “That me​ans… all along you we​re… Right from the start you we​re…”

    Seth chan​ged him​self from Pho​ebe back in​to the hor​se-he​aded mons​ter-that is, him​self.

    “Phoebe? Oh yes,” he sa​id, win​king an orb as the cor​ners of his mo​uth pul​led up in a hor​sey smi​le. “You’re qu​ite a snug​gler, Danny. I’ll al​ways che​rish the ti​me we had.”

    I clo​sed my eyes and slowly sho​ok my he​ad. Talk abo​ut so​met​hing suc​king big-ti​me. I’d be​en get​ting all go​ogly-eyed and fog-bra​ined over an ali​en sli​me pus​tu​le. Wow. I’d wan​ted to die be​fo​re, but ne​ver so badly. I pro​bably wo​uld in a se​cond any​way. Car​di​ac ar​rest by em​bar​ras​sment.

    “Quite a con​vin​cing per​for​man​ce, wasn’t it?” Seth sa​id, ta​king a lit​tle bow. “And I just lo​ved pla​ying Pho​ebe.”

    “Wait a se​cond. Aren’t you sup​po​sed to be a gas or so​met​hing?” I as​ked.

    “PR story,” he sa​id. “This is Tin​sel​town, de​ar boy. Ima​ge is everyt​hing. Don’t be​li​eve anyt​hing you re​ad or he​ar in LA. Wasn’t I fa​bu​lo​us as Pho​ebe, tho​ugh? I think I was. I ne​eded to get clo​se to you, Da​ni​el. To see if you po​sed any dan​ger. You don’t, by the way.

    “Now, whe​re we​re we? Oh yes. Yo​ur im​mi​nent de​ath. Im​mi​nent me​ans you’re go​ing to die so​on. ”

    He slid his hand-which was mo​re of a se​as​hell-li​ke ta​lon-along my temp​le. All of a sud​den, I felt se​asick. Then ca​me a black, des​pa​iring na​usea. A cent​ri​fu​gal suc​king sen​sa​ti​on star​ted de​ep at my co​re, as if a plug had be​en pul​led at the bot​tom of my so​ul.

    “My po​wers,” I whim​pe​red. “They’re…”

    “Being dis​con​nec​ted? In​de​ed,” Seth sa​id. “Go​od thing too. Yo​ur mis​gu​ided tho​ughts matc​hed with yo​ur kind of po​wers are a com​bi​na​ti​on that is much too po​ten​ti​al​ly dan​ge​ro​us to al​low. Not to men​ti​on that you ru​ined my mag​ni​fi​cent gra​ve​yard cre​ati​on. That clinc​hed it, I’m af​ra​id. It was a mas​ter​work, don’t you ag​ree? I was par​ti​cu​larly fond of the odor of rot​ting flesh I was ab​le to ac​hi​eve. That’s why I’m log​ging you off, son. Go​od-bye.”

    After anot​her mi​nu​te, the se​as​hell claw withd​rew. I lay mo​ti​on​less, hol​lo​wed out. I was surp​ri​sed I co​uld still bre​at​he. I felt fe​ve​rish, drug​ged, as Seth lif​ted me ef​fort​les​sly in his arms.

    “Night, Da​ni​el,” he sa​id.

    In Pho​ebe’s vo​ice, of co​ur​se.

    

    

Chapter 48
    

    AS IF FROM FAR AWAY, I he​ard the so​und of traf​fic. Traf​fic?

    As my he​ad lol​led back, I ma​de out an up​si​de-down Hon​da Odys​sey with tin​ted black win​dows. It was the sa​me mi​ni​van that I’d spot​ted in down​town LA, car​ting aro​und the drug-de​aling child​ren.

    It’s all co​ming to​get​her hor​ribly, I tho​ught as the van’s do​or slid open. Then I was flying thro​ugh the air be​fo​re slam​ming pa​in​ful​ly in​to the far wall.

    Bang-up job, Dan​nyboy, I tho​ught as my wrists and ank​les we​re duct-ta​ped. Way to go get ’em. You are yo​ur fat​her’s son! You’re de​fi​ni​tely re​ady to bat​tle Num​ber 6 to the de​ath. Yo​urs!

    More ugly hor​se-he​ads-half a do​zen-we​aring musc​le shirts and track​su​its and gold cha​ins sta​red down at me with yel​lo​wish, cue-ball eyes.

    “Meow,” one of them sa​id.

    The rest burst in​to how​ling la​ugh​ter. Hey, the​se we​re the sa​me lo​sers who’d tras​hed my ho​use, the ones who’d do​ne the cat at​tack.

    “That’s inc​re​dibly funny,” I sa​id as the van’s ti​res squ​e​aled. “I know a go​od one too. This hor​se walks in​to a bar. Bar​ten​der says, ‘Hey, buddy. Why the long fa​ce?’ ”

    I was ba​rely ab​le to co​ver my he​ad as a do​zen shell ta​lons cla​wed at my eyes.

    “Slime ’im! Sli​me ’im! Sli​me ’im!” ca​me an eerie chant. Wha​te​ver it me​ant, I didn’t want it.

    A par​ti​cu​larly ugly, fre​ak-show hor​se-fa​ce ap​pe​ared a fo​ot abo​ve mi​ne. So​met​hing was oozing from the in​si​de cor​ners of its mo​uth ho​le.

    I slam​med my eyes shut as so​met​hing warm and thick drip​ped on​to my fo​re​he​ad and be​gan to po​ol. The con​tents of my sto​mach ri​oted as I ca​ught the spo​iled clam-chow​de​rish whiff of it.

    I al​most ma​na​ged to clo​se my mo​uth be​fo​re the ran​cid, vo​mi​ti​zing ooze drip​ped off my no​se, and on​to my lips, and right down my thro​at.

    By the way, don’t say I didn’t warn you back aro​und pa​ge fo​ur that the story might get a lit​tle ro​ugh at ti​mes.

    

    

Chapter 49
    

    I DON’T KNOW abo​ut you, but whe​ne​ver I’m sli​med and hog-ti​ed in the stow-and-go se​at well of a mi​ni​van, I tend to do a lit​tle so​ul-se​arc​hing.

    First of all, I was pretty angry with myself. I’d let Seth play me li​ke an iPod Shuf​fle. I’d be​en so​oo su​re abo​ut how ni​nj​ali​ke and un​der the ra​dar I was be​ing, but now I re​ali​zed Seth must ha​ve felt me the mo​ment I set fo​ot in LA. He was Num​ber 6, af​ter all!

    What el​se? Oh, ye​ah. I was in pa​raly​zing fe​ar of lo​sing my li​fe. Lots of kid​nap vic​tims can say they don’t know what the​ir cap​tors will do to them, but I re​al​ly, re​al​ly didn’t know. I me​an, we​re the​se pus-he​aded ali​ens go​ing to sli​me me aga​in, or was it so​met​hing wor​se? I fi​gu​red… wor​se.

    Then they star​ted pla​ying the​ir mu​sic, which was a sop​his​ti​ca​ted form of tor​tu​re in it​self. The List of Ali​en Out​laws ne​ver sa​id the​se fre​aks we​re fa​na​tics of early eigh​ti​es bands. We’re tal​king Jo​ur​ney, Air Supply, Styx. And so​me gro​up I’d ne​ver he​ard be​fo​re cal​led Yes that sho​uld ha​ve be​en cal​led No. In my humb​le opi​ni​on, any​way.

    The eard​rum-wal​lo​ping vo​lu​me wo​uldn’t ha​ve be​en so bad if the​se in​ter​ga​lac​tic thugs didn’t ha​ve to sing along, li​ke this was a ka​ra​oke van, ban​ging the​ir mal​let-sha​ped he​ads back and forth and pla​ying air gu​itar, air drums, air cymbals.

    I just lay the​re in shock, ga​zing out the back win​dow at the tops of te​lep​ho​ne po​les zip​ping by on our ro​ad trip to who-knew-whe​re and who-knew-what.

    I sho​uld ha​ve lis​te​ned to my mot​her and fat​her.

    I sho​uld ha​ve lis​te​ned to Da​na.

    I sho​uld ha​ve lis​te​ned to Er​gent Seth.

    I’d be​en war​ned, hadn’t I?

    

    

Chapter 50
    

    IT WAS PITCH-BLACK when the sil​ver van pul​led off the high​way to hell. I was ba​rely ab​le to catch the top of a DE​ATH VAL​LEY NA​TI​ONAL PARK sign that flas​hed in the bra​ke lights out the back win​dow.

    I was yan​ked up ro​ughly as we ca​me to a stop abo​ut a half ho​ur la​ter. Out​si​de in the he​ad​lights sto​od half a do​zen we​at​he​red wo​od fac​tory bu​il​dings.

    Welcome to the mid​dle of the mid​dle of now​he​re, I tho​ught. So why did this sce​ne se​em ext​re​mely fa​mi​li​ar to me?

    “Hey, isn’t this whe​re they shot Te​xas Cha​in​saw Mas​sac​re? The re​ma​ke of the re​ma​ke?” I sa​id, thin​king out lo​ud.

    “Very ob​ser​vant, Da​ni​el,” Seth sa​id pro​udly. “A true mas​ter​pi​ece of the cha​in saw-wi​el​ding can​ni​bal gen​re. At le​ast you ha​ve go​od tas​te in bad mo​vi​es. I told you, I was in the in​dustry, didn’t I? That re​ma​ke was one of my fi​nest aw​ful films. He​re, let me gi​ve you a to​ur of the sho​ot,” he sa​id. “No ca​me​ras, ple​ase!”

    He rip​ped the duct ta​pe off my fe​et, then drag​ged me out of the van by my ha​ir. A very pa​in​ful way to go.

    I was pul​led past a hu​ge, rust-poc​ked me​tal tank in​to one of the bu​il​dings. Do​zens of kids we​re in​si​de, so​me of them in lar​ge cells and so​me cha​ined to the walls.

    I win​ced as I to​ok in the fa​ces. The​se we​re the sa​me mis​sing kids I’d se​en from the fi​le “Pho​ebe” had shown me in LA.

    “So that part of the story was true,” I sa​id. “You re​al​ly are off-lo​ading kids from the earth. You’re not​hing but a sla​ve tra​der.”

    “C’mon, that’s not all I am,” Seth sa​id as he ope​ned a cell do​or and kic​ked me in​si​de. “Don’t for​get all the ste​aling, mur​de​ring, and drug de​aling I do. Not to men​ti​on the hit mo​vi​es I’ve ma​de abo​ut zom​bi​es, can​ni​bals, vam​pi​res, and cut​ting inst​ru​ments.”

    I watc​hed as Seth trans​for​med him​self in​to Pho​ebe Co​ok.

    “Oh Danny. I ne​ed yo​ur help so​o​oo much,” he/she ta​un​ted. The rest of Seth’s hor​se-he​ad bud​di​es slap​ped the​ir thighs and bro​ke up la​ug​hing.

    Seth tur​ned back in​to his vi​le and de​mo​nic self.

    “Absurd lo​gic on yo​ur part. Why wo​uld a girl as hot as Pho​ebe Co​ok ne​ed the help of a we​ak, stu​pid, subs​tan​dard, in​fe​ri​or, abo​ut-to-be-extinct fa​ilu​re li​ke you? Pho​ebe was a test, Da​ni​el. You fa​iled. Mi​se​rably. Lo​ok at you.”

    Whatever Seth had do​ne to sap my po​wer, it had wor​ked. I was ha​ving tro​ub​le sta​ying on my fe​et, or even fo​cu​sing on his hi​de​o​us hor​se’s he​ad.

    “Now that we’ve co​me fa​ce-to-fa​ce, Seth,” I sa​id, sta​ring ste​adily in​to his red​dish-brown eyes, “my only reg​ret is that you’re not the in​sect​li​ke low​li​fe who ac​tu​al​ly kil​led my folks.”

    “Oh, I just might be the​ir kil​ler af​ter all,” he ro​ared.

    “No, you’re not,” I sa​id with a sha​ke of my he​ad. “I mar​ked that misc​re​ant on his skull af​ter he mur​de​red my mom and dad. The cre​atu​re who to​ok out my pa​rents, the one who is go​ing to pay with his li​fe, is The Pra​yer. You’re only sixth on my List, Seth. Dre​am on!”

    “Isn’t that in​te​res​ting?” Seth sa​id. “You le​arn so​met​hing new and use​ful every day. Spe​aking of which, may​be I can tell you so​met​hing that you didn’t know, Mr. Smart-ass. You’re Num​ber 1 on the Hit Pa​ra​de of every ali​en cur​rently re​si​ding on this back​world of a pla​net. We we​re hun​ting for you, yo​ung Da​ni​el X. And I just won the jack​pot. That’s why you’re still ali​ve. I want to show off my pri​ze. I won, you lost. May​be I’ll drag you from ga​laxy to ga​laxy- in cap​ti​vity. ”

    

    

Chapter 51
    

    “YOU’VE BE​EN A WO​EFUL, pi​ti​ful du​pe all along,” sa​id Seth. “I gu​ess it’s to be ex​pec​ted, gi​ven what dul​lards yo​ur pa​rents we​re. What we​re the​ir na​mes-Graff and At​rel​da? Who can even re​mem​ber? Who ca​res? The way I he​ar it, tho​se two we​re ac​tu​al​ly too stu​pid to let li​ve. They prac​ti​cal​ly mur​de​red them​sel​ves.”

    If I’d be​en in figh​ting sha​pe, I wo​uld ha​ve rip​ped a ho​le thro​ugh the ste​el mesh to get at Seth’s lop​si​ded fa​ce. My pa​rents had be​en self​less pro​tec​tors and fri​ends of hu​ma​nity, hor​ri​fi​cal​ly mur​de​red by a mis​sha​pen mons​ter wit​ho​ut a cons​ci​en​ce.

    “I’ll ad​mit it. You got me,” I sa​id. “For the most part, you re​al​ly did ke​ep yo​ur tho​ughts con​sis​tent with a nor​mal girl li​ke Pho​ebe Co​ok. It was a pretty bril​li​ant ope​ra​ti​on.”

    “Please. Pul​ling the wo​ol over yo​ur eyes was as easy as be​ating you at chess,” Seth sa​id. “But what’s with the ‘for the most part’ rub​bish?”

    I lo​oked at him as if I we​re sud​denly bo​red… which I de​fi​ni​tely was not.

    “At Pho​ebe’s ho​use that night, re​mem​ber our sle​epo​ver? You let down yo​ur gu​ard. You blew it, Seth. You had a dre​am. I scan​ned it. At first I tho​ught it was a re​al​ly odd night​ma​re co​ming from Pho​ebe, but now I re​ali​ze that it was yo​ur dre​am. It all ma​kes per​fect sen​se. I know what yo​ur gre​atest fe​ars are, Seth. Yo​ur de​epest vul​ne​ra​bi​li​ti​es, even what you’re go​ing to do next. You’ll ne​ver get away with it. Won’t hap​pen.”

    Seth sta​red at me even mo​re de​ad-fa​ced than usu​al, se​emingly con​fu​sed for the mo​ment.

    His cro​ni​es we​re sta​ring at him now, wa​iting for the​ir le​ader to stri​ke back.

    “What dre​am?” Seth sa​id. “What was in my dre​am?”

    “That’s for me to know and you to ago​ni​ze abo​ut, you don​key-fa​ced fre​ak,” I sa​id. “I’ll gi​ve you a hint. Dumb-Dumb, ” I whis​pe​red.

    It so​un​ded li​ke a co​up​le of gre​na​des go​ing off in the ca​ge as Seth kic​ked it aga​in and aga​in. I stif​led la​ugh​ter, then de​ci​ded the heck with it, and let myself crack up.

    “Dumb-Dumb,” I re​pe​ated.

    

    

Chapter 52
    

    “YOU RE​AD MY DRE​AM, did you? I’m truly imp​res​sed.”

    Suddenly Seth had a smi​le on his fa​ce. An aw​ful, pinc​hed smi​le, matc​hed with an even mo​re he​art​less gle​am in his dark, de​mo​nic eyes.

    “Wait! May​be you’ll be imp​res​sed with so​met​hing I ha​ve in the back ro​om,” he sa​id, clap​ping a claw to his he​ad as if he’d be​en for​get​ting so​met​hing. “Hold on, I’ll be right back. Don’t you da​re go anyw​he​re. You’ll lo​ve this.”

    I didn’t li​ke the so​und of that one bit. Even his dis​gus​ting fol​lo​wers lo​oked wor​ri​ed when he sho​ul​de​red his way past them and di​sap​pe​ared down a long, dingy hal​lway.

    They ac​tu​al​ly do​ve out of the way when he re​tur​ned a mo​ment la​ter. He was hol​ding so​met​hing abo​ve his he​ad. My eyes loc​ked on it. Oh boy! An Opus 24/24 as​sa​ult rif​le.

    “Say hel​lo to my lit​tle fri​end,” Seth sa​id. “Not​hing li​ke the co​ol ste​el of an Opus 24/24. And what a co​in​ci​den​ce. I co​uld be wrong, but isn’t this the sa​me sort of we​apon that did in yo​ur de​ar de​par​ted mot​her and fat​her? I be​li​eve it is.”

    The do​or of my ca​ge scre​ec​hed li​ke a bans​hee as Seth flung it open. A chill ra​ced down the rid​ge of my spi​ne. Ever​yo​ne was de​athly qu​i​et-the kids, Seth’s thugs, even Seth.

    Slowly he ra​ised the de​adly rif​le to his sho​ul​der.

    “What are you go​ing to do now? Sho​ot me?” I as​ked with a fa​ke smi​le.

    A blo​om of fi​re burst from the gun’s bar​rel. What felt li​ke dyna​mi​te exp​lo​ded in​si​de my sto​mach.

    “Good gu​ess,” Seth sa​id with a smi​le as I flew back​ward abo​ut fif​te​en fe​et and lan​ded spre​ad-eag​led on the flo​or.

    What can I tell you abo​ut get​ting gut-shot? It’s bad. Abo​ut as bad as it gets. Exc​ru​ci​ating is the tip of the ice​berg. I co​uld ac​tu​al​ly fe​el the bul​let de​ep in my sto​mach, fe​el its he​at, fe​el it bur​ning in​to the torn tis​sue that sur​ro​un​ded it.

    I slap​ped my hand to the wo​und as blo​od-red blo​od, not gre​en or anyt​hing-star​ted po​uring out from bet​we​en my ring fin​ger and pin​kie.

    The most sic​ke​ning sad​ness la​ced the pa​in as my vi​si​on star​ted to blur, then flic​ker. I won​de​red if this was how my mot​her and fat​her felt just be​fo​re they di​ed.

    Talk abo​ut ha​ving a sucky last day, I tho​ught, as I fell away in​to dark​ness.

    And I had kind of li​ked Ter​ra Fir​ma too.

    I wo​uld miss night ba​se​ball, sno-co​nes, Spi​der-Man, the Win​ter Olym​pics…

    White Cast​le sli​ders, Bart Simp​son, did I men​ti​on sno-co​nes?…

    

    

Chapter 53
    

    I DON’T KNOW how long it was be​fo​re I ca​me to-I wasn’t even su​re if co​ming to was what I was do​ing. All I knew for su​re was that the​re was a wor​ri​ed fa​ce flo​ating may​be a fo​ot abo​ve me. The in​no​cent fa​ce of a se​ven or eight-ye​ar-old girl.

    I wo​uld ha​ve be​li​eved she was an an​gel-except for the ter​rib​le wa​ves of pa​in throb​bing in my sto​mach.

    I lo​oked down and saw that the girl had bal​led up my shirt and stuf​fed it in​to my wo​und. A te​ar rol​led out of my eye on​to the sto​ne flo​or. Ab​duc​ted, ter​ri​fi​ed, and most li​kely in shock, this lit​tle girl had pro​bably sa​ved my li​fe.

    Gestures li​ke that we​re why hu​mans we​re worth sa​ving, I tho​ught. Or even worth dying for.

    “Thank you,” I whis​pe​red. “The​se ugly hor​se-he​ads bet​ter watch the​ir step. They’re star​ting to get on my ner​ves.”

    “Mine too,” sa​id the girl.

    “ Hey, you! What do you think you’re do​ing in the​re?” ca​me a vo​ice. One of the ali​ens was cro​uc​hing by the cell do​or. “Didn’t I tell ever​yo​ne not to to​uch him?”

    The lit​tle girl sta​red at him li​ke a de​er fro​zen in he​ad​lights, at le​ast the way I’ve al​ways ima​gi​ned that clichй lo​oks.

    “Hey, gi​ve me back my wal​let,” I cro​aked at her, lo​ud eno​ugh for the thug to he​ar.

    “Oh, why didn’t you say you we​re just rob​bing him?” the gu​ard sa​id, tur​ning away. “In that ca​se, go for it. You hu​mans are lo​wer than dirt. Te​ar each ot​her apart. Go for it.”

    

    

Chapter 54
    

    I SPENT the bet​ter part of the next ho​ur lying the​re on the cold sto​ne flo​or, writ​hing in pa​in, pro​bably clo​se to de​ath. I’d lost what se​emed li​ke qu​arts of blo​od, and my in​tes​ti​nes and vi​tal or​gans must ha​ve be​en rip​ped apart by the gun blast.

    Gut-shot down in the salt mi​ne, I tho​ught, star​ting to sha​ke a lit​tle with the agony. Gee, my li​fe had be​co​me the tit​le of a co​untry-and-wes​tern song.

    A short ti​me la​ter, a do​or ban​ged open and a co​up​le of gu​ards char​ged in. They we​re car​rying elect​ric stun guns.

    “For me? You sho​uldn’t ha​ve.”

    “Get mo​ving, you filthy mam​mals,” one of the ali​ens yel​led as he her​ded to​get​her the Earth kids I was sha​ring the cham​ber with. The lit​tle girl who’d hel​ped me star​ted to sob.

    “Hey, guys, lo​ok! This one’s sprung a le​ak.” The ali​en la​ug​hed as he wa​ved the cat​tle prod next to her te​ar-fil​led fa​ce. “I can’t be​li​eve we ac​tu​al​ly get pa​id to ha​ve this much fun.”

    “You too, worm, ” Seth sa​id, tap​ping a co​up​le of tho​usand volts ne​ar my fa​ce. “Get up! Get mo​ving. Hold yo​ur in​tes​ti​nes in.”

    I pro​bably sho​uld ha​ve be​en in an ICU, but I shot to my fe​et and stumb​led out of the ca​ge. No way I’d let them know how badly I was hurt.

    “Nice ac​ting job!” Seth sa​id, and ro​ared with la​ugh​ter. “You co​uld ha​ve be​en in one of my films. As an ext​ra.”

    It was pitch-black out​si​de in the de​sert. And fre​ezing cold. At two, may​be three o’clock in the mor​ning.

    Why did I ha​ve the fe​eling that we we​ren’t go​ing on a na​tu​re walk?

    

    

Chapter 55
    

    AS I TUR​NED to my right, I saw that the de​sert sky was fil​led with stars in every di​rec​ti​on. Ex​cept one. Abo​ve the eas​tern mo​un​ta​ins, the​re was a… ho​le in the sky. A ho​le that was mo​ving clo​ser and get​ting lar​ger and lar​ger by the se​cond.

    The ha​irs on the back of my neck sto​od at full, pa​ra​de-gro​und at​ten​ti​on.

    The obj​ect ho​ve​ring abo​ut fifty fe​et abo​ve me was black as the night it​self, and abo​ut the si​ze of a fo​ot​ball sta​di​um. I don’t know who star​ted that UFO sa​ucer non​sen​se, but they must ha​ve be​en ne​ar​sigh​ted. This ship was un​do​ub​tedly rec​tan​gu​lar, li​ke a Dumps​ter. Or a gi​ant cof​fin.

    It just hung the​re abo​ve us, omi​no​usly flo​ating. The​re was a dis​tur​ban​ce in the air as so​me kind of energy fi​eld pul​sa​ted lo​udly ac​ross its mas​si​ve length.

    Then a te​les​co​pic co​lumn, pos​sibly an ele​va​tor, drop​ped from its belly in​to the gro​und.

    Some of the kids star​ted crying, and I cal​led out, “Don’t worry, it’s not​hing. It’s pro​bably just E.T.”

    The ele​va​tor thingy lan​ded less than thirty fe​et from whe​re I sto​od. A hydra​ulic hum fol​lo​wed. Then a do​or​way ope​ned.

    Inside, a par​ti​cu​larly hu​ge and ugly hor​se-he​ad in a black uni​form was smi​ling, sho​wing cob​ra​li​ke te​eth.

    “Hey the​re, kid​di​es. Want to go for a ri​de, huh-huh-huh?” he sa​id in a pretty go​od imi​ta​ti​on of Spon​ge​Bob Squ​are​Pants.

    All of us ab​duc​te​es sta​red at the ali​en in the do​or​way. Then we sta​red at each ot​her. And then, as if we’d fi​nal​ly re​ac​hed a si​lent con​sen​sus, we star​ted to scre​am at the top of our lungs.

    

    

Chapter 56
    

    THE RI​DE UP in the crow​ded ali​en ele​va​tor ma​de all of the smal​ler kids scre​am aga​in. It was li​ke an up​ward free fall, or bun​gee jum​ping in re​ver​se. I can tell you this-the open wo​und that was my sto​mach re​al​ly ap​pre​ci​ated the ri​de.

    The back of the ele​va​tor ope​ned, and we we​re ha​uled out in​to the mot​her ship.

    Somehow the hot, cram​ped in​si​de ma​na​ged to be mo​re hor​rib​le and des​pa​ir-indu​cing than the grim ex​te​ri​or had pro​mi​sed. Tho​se Star Trek wri​ters we​re bug​ging when they dre​amed up the den​tist’s of​fi​ce-li​ke En​terp​ri​se, I tho​ught, as I lo​oked aro​und. Wa​ter and ste​am drip​ped from tang​les of over​he​ad ducts. The flo​ors we​re slick with what ap​pe​ared to be oil and dis​car​ded gar​ba​ge. The pla​ce lo​oked li​ke a bo​iler ro​om and a land​fill com​bi​ned.

    A blast of hot air from so​mew​he​re swept ac​ross my fa​ce, and I ca​ught the stink. Think the world’s hu​gest bus sta​ti​on bath​ro​om.

    We we​re pus​hed thro​ugh a me​tal de​tec​tor-li​ke ap​pa​ra​tus. Seth ca​me over to me as it be​eped. He rip​ped my List com​pu​ter out of my back​pack.

    “You won’t be ne​eding this,” he sa​id, tuc​king it un​der his arm, “ever, ever aga​in.”

    We we​re spra​yed with so​me type of stin​ging gas, stuf​fed in​to gray jump​su​its, and shack​led to​get​her with leg cha​ins. Very ne​igh​borly.

    I tur​ned to​ward one of the port​ho​les when I he​ard a low rumb​le co​ming from so​mew​he​re in​si​de the ship. Down be​low, the de​sert mo​un​ta​ins we​re get​ting smal​ler and smal​ler at a mind-blo​wing spe​ed. What was crazy was that, un​li​ke in the ele​va​tor, the​re wasn’t the sligh​test sen​se of mo​ti​on.

    About three se​conds la​ter, the​re was Ter​ra Fir​ma, my be​lo​ved pla​net Earth. Even un​der the cir​cums​tan​ces, its gran​de​ur to​ok my bre​ath away.

    The ast​ro​na​uts had ne​ver com​mu​ni​ca​ted how comp​le​tely lo​nely it lo​oks, tho​ugh. Sad, blue, and sort of help​less aga​inst the end​less vo​id of spa​ce. I watc​hed it get smal​ler and smal​ler, and then-with what felt li​ke a pinch in my he​art-Earth was go​ne.

    

    

Chapter 57
    

    A CO​UP​LE MO​RE black uni​forms smac​ked and kic​ked us down a cor​ri​dor to​ward a scary grin​ding so​und that ma​de me think of a trans​for​mer eating scrap me​tal. The hall ope​ned in​to a tre​men​do​us cham​ber, and I had to wi​pe my eyes to ma​ke su​re I wasn’t ima​gi​ning things.

    Down he​re we​re ti​ers upon ti​ers of ca​ges and mac​hi​nes. At the mac​hi​nes, hu​mans-mostly kids-we​re hard at work. They we​re hand rol​ling ci​ga​ret​tes, put​ting what lo​oked li​ke tor​tu​re de​vi​ces to​get​her, se​wing ani​mal skins in​to co​ats.

    There we​re a few ol​der hu​mans too. The flo​or ma​na​gers of hell, I tho​ught. One of them was sha​king a tiny Chi​ne​se kid back and forth aga​inst an in​dust​ri​al se​wing mac​hi​ne. The kid was so de​ad-eyed, he wasn’t even crying.

    The ship was so​me kind of flying child sla​very swe​ats​hop, I un​ders​to​od. A pri​son, a sla​ve ship, and a swe​ats​hop all rol​led in​to one.

    It re​al​ly was hell, I tho​ught. We’d ac​tu​al​ly ar​ri​ved.

    “Home swe​et ho​me,” one of the ali​ens sa​id as he do​led out the ma​nac​led kids to flo​or ma​na​gers wa​iting by es​ca​la​tors. “No iPods or PlayS​ta​ti​on 3’s he​re, you spo​iled, ha​ir​less mon​keys. Pre​pa​re to le​arn the true me​aning of the exp​res​si​on ‘wor​king yo​ur fin​gers to the bo​ne.’ You’ve he​ard of to​ugh lo​ve? Wel​co​me to to​ugh ha​te. ”

    “We ha​ve dif​fe​rent ac​com​mo​da​ti​ons for you, Da​ni​el,” Seth sa​id in my ear as he per​so​nal​ly drag​ged me over anot​her cat​walk and down a filthy gray cor​ri​dor. “You ac​tu​al​ly get yo​ur own ro​om. Just in ca​se you’re mo​re dan​ge​ro​us than you se​em to be.”

    A do​or zip​ped open in a wall, and I flew thro​ugh the air in​to a pitch-black cell. “Anything you ne​ed, scre​am. ”

    

    

Chapter 58
    

    FOR A WHI​LE, I did my best to stay up​be​at. The night is dar​kest be​fo​re the dawn, I re​min​ded myself. Every clo​ud has a sil​ver li​ning. What do​esn’t kill you ma​kes you stron​ger. I will li​ve to fight anot​her day.

    Yeah, right, I tho​ught as the bul​let in my ab​do​men con​ti​nu​ed to send out un​re​len​ting pul​ses of agony.

    Makes you stron​ger; crip​ples you fo​re​ver. Flip a co​in.

    I co​uldn’t be​li​eve how overly con​fi​dent I’d be​en. I’d ac​tu​al​ly tho​ught I co​uld de​fe​at Er​gent Seth. But I was a lo​ser, comp​le​te and ut​ter. I gu​ess it was a fa​mily tra​di​ti​on.

    “You are not a lo​ser!” sa​id a vo​ice. “Not al​ways, any​way.”

    It must ha​ve be​en my fe​ver. I was he​aring vo​ices now. Was it Glen​da, the go​od witch? Or may​be Pi​noc​chio’s fri​end the Blue Fa​iry?

    “I’ve be​en bra​ve, truth​ful, and un​sel​fish,” I slur​red. “Now ma​ke me a re​al boy.”

    I gu​ess se​ve​ral ho​urs held cap​ti​ve by Seth was my men​tal li​mit. E.T. re​ady for funny farm.

    I ope​ned my eyes and saw that it was Da​na. Well, sort of.

    She was co​ming in ha​zily, kind of two-di​men​si​onal. I co​uld ac​tu​al​ly see thro​ugh her. How we​ird was that? She se​emed li​ke a ghost. Or an an​gel. May​be I was de​ad and had go​ne to he​aven?

    “You are not a lo​ser, Da​ni​el,” Da​na in​sis​ted aga​in, her match​less blue eyes on the ver​ge of te​ars. Then a se​cond la​ter, she was past the ver​ge.

    “Oh, Da​ni​el,” she sob​bed. “You can’t die.”

    “Don’t,” I sa​id. “You can’t cry, Da​na. My he​art can stand pretty much anyt​hing ex​cept se​e​ing you cry.”

    “But lo​ok at you. I’ve ne​ver se​en you li​ke this. What hap​pe​ned to you? Be​si​des that… Pho​ebe Co​ok flir​ta​ti​on. What was that abo​ut? God, Da​ni​el.”

    The last thing I was go​ing to do was tell her that I was gut-shot.

    “Seth,” I sa​id. That abo​ut sum​med it up.

    “What abo​ut yo​ur po​wers? Don’t tell me they’re go​ne. Ple​ase don’t tell me that.”

    “Dana, c’mon,” I sa​id. “Of co​ur​se I still ha​ve my po​wers.”

    “Maybe you’d fe​el bet​ter if you got up off that cold flo​or and mo​ved aro​und,” Da​na sa​id, of​fe​ring me her hand.

    Maybe she was right. May​be all this agony was in my he​ad. With su​per ef​fort, I clim​bed up on my kne​es. Then I drop​ped fa​ce​down, crac​ked my he​ad on the hard cell flo​or, and pas​sed out cold.

    

    

Chapter 59
    

    WHEN I WO​KE AGA​IN, I don’t know how much la​ter, I no​ti​ced that I wasn’t ble​eding any​mo​re. I wasn’t up for a fo​ot​ra​ce with a pic​kup truck or anyt​hing, but I felt li​ke may​be in anot​her ho​ur or so, I co​uld do so​met​hing inc​re​dib​le. Li​ke, say, sit up.

    I was abo​ut to gi​ve it a shot when the cell do​or clan​ged open, and Seth walt​zed in. In his claw was an iron bowl of so​me slop that smel​led li​ke rot​ting fish and lo​oked li​ke ma​ca​ro​ni and eye che​ese.

    “Here, boy,” he sa​id, cluc​king his ton​gue as he drop​ped the bowl next to my he​ad. “Oh, what’s wrong? Do​es the lit​tle dog​gie ha​ve a tum-tum ac​he? Don’t want to play epic he​ro any​mo​re? No mo​re a-hun​ting-ali​ens-we-will-go? I ca​me down he​re just to watch yo​ur suf​fe​ring and hu​mi​li​ati​on. The thing abo​ut mo​ments of tri​umph, you want to ma​ke them last!”

    “Please don’t hurt me,” I sa​id, shi​ve​ring. “Ple​ase.”

    “Oh, don’t worry,” Seth sa​id as he squ​at​ted down to get a bet​ter lo​ok at my mi​sery. “I will.”

    That’s pre​ci​sely when I ma​ni​fes​ted Willy, Joe, Da​na, and Em​ma in​to the open do​or​way be​hind the big hor​se-he​aded cre​ep.

    That’s right. Ne​ver gi​ve up, ne​ver say die, li​ve in comp​le​te de​ni​al. I even re​mem​be​red to dress them in the filthy gray jump​su​its that we​re all the ra​ge with the ab​duc​ted twe​en-age sla​ve set this se​ason.

    I told you I was fe​eling a lit​tle, te​ensy bit bet​ter. It’s hard to ke​ep a go​od Ali​en Hun​ter down. I think it was the sle​ep that had do​ne it. I’d rec​har​ged eno​ugh to work at le​ast a lit​tle of my po​wer. May​be fi​ve per​cent.

    I watc​hed my gang ho​of it out of my cell and down the cor​ri​dor of the ship.

    “You are pat​he​tic, do you know that?” Seth con​ti​nu​ed. “You ac​tu​al​ly tho​ught you co​uld co​me af​ter me? And win? I even war​ned you. But lo​sers such as yo​ur​self ne​ver le​arn, I sup​po​se. Lo​sers li​ke you are ne​ver sa​tis​fi​ed un​til so​me​one ac​tu​al​ly hands them the​ir he​ad.”

    “I sho​uld ha​ve lis​te​ned to you,” I mo​aned, crying. Shia La​Be​o​uf co​uldn’t ha​ve do​ne a bet​ter ac​ting job, not even with Ste​ven Spi​el​berg di​rec​ting. “Ple​ase, ple​ase,” I sa​id, writ​hing for ef​fect. “I’ll do anyt​hing you want.”

    Seth me​rely smi​led. “Of co​ur​se you will.”

    

    

Chapter 60
    

    FOR THE NEXT co​up​le of ho​urs, I lay flat on my back in my cell with my eyes clo​sed. What with all I’d be​en thro​ugh, I was put​ting up my fe​et and ta​king a ma​j​or bre​at​her.

    Yeah, right! Ac​tu​al​ly, I was busy com​mu​ni​ca​ting te​le​pat​hi​cal​ly with my fri​ends as they se​arc​hed the ship for a way out, or at le​ast a way to stri​ke back at Seth and his go​ons.

    First off I watc​hed as Willy se​arc​hed le​vel upon le​vel for any sign of a li​fe​bo​at or an es​ca​pe pod, but un​for​tu​na​tely the​re was not​hing. It was a Ha​il Mary, I knew, be​ca​use even if he fo​und one, the​re was no way of kno​wing how to ope​ra​te it or even which was the di​rec​ti​on back to Earth. Willy tri​ed to get ne​ar what he tho​ught might be the brid​ge, but it was craw​ling with he​avily ar​med mu​tant hor​se-fa​ces.

    On the ma​in sla​ve fac​tory flo​or, Joe and Em​ma dis​co​ve​red that the​re we​re cha​ins and pal​lets un​der​ne​ath all the work​tab​les. The kid sla​ves wor​ked and slept in the sa​me fi​ve squ​are fe​et.

    But Joe and Em​ma did ma​na​ge to do so​met​hing po​si​ti​ve. They sat with abo​ut twenty or so ab​duc​ted girls gat​he​red aro​und them. Em​ma had snag​ged so​me yarn from one of the swe​ats​hop shel​ves, and she was sho​wing them how to ma​ke fri​ends​hip bra​ce​lets. Le​ave it to Em​ma to find a sil​ver li​ning just abo​ut anyw​he​re.

    The most he​art-shred​ding of the psychic pod​casts ca​me from Da​na. She had spo​ken to one of the pri​so​ners, a pa​le Asi​an Ame​ri​can boy who had mo​re than a pas​sing re​semb​lan​ce to the ghost kid from The Grud​ge.

    “How long ha​ve you be​en he​re?” Da​na as​ked. “Can you tell me that?”

    The kid lo​oked right thro​ugh her.

    “Dunno.”

    “Months? Ye​ars?”

    “Dunno.”

    “Where are the ol​der kids?” Da​na sa​id.

    A lo​ok of hor​ror in​va​ded the kid’s fa​ce.

    “Taken away,” he whis​pe​red. He be​gan sob​bing as Da​na pic​ked him up and put him in her lap. “Sold.”

    Of co​ur​se, I tho​ught. As if bre​aking the​ir spi​rits wasn’t eno​ugh, Seth had put the kids on the auc​ti​on block and sold them to who​ever-or wha​te​ver -co​uld co​me up with the hig​hest pri​ce.

    Maybe that was why I was be​ing kept ali​ve-to be sold at auc​ti​on. How much for an Ali​en Hun​ter, slightly used? With fi​ve per​cent of his for​mer po​wers?

    “You’re go​ing to be okay,” Da​na sa​id, hug​ging the boy as te​ars rol​led down her che​eks. “We’re go​ing to get you out of he​re and back ho​me. Hey, you want to play I spy? I’ll go first. I spy with my lit​tle eye so​met​hing cu​te. You. ”

    The kid ac​tu​al​ly gig​gled. How do you li​ke that? Le​ave it to her. Even in hell, Da​na co​uld ma​ke pe​op​le la​ugh.

    Okay, then, what had I le​ar​ned? Fact one: the​re was no re​sis​tan​ce aga​inst the im​pos​sibly cru​el ali​en cre​eps. Fact two: the​re was no pos​si​bi​lity for es​ca​pe.

    I re​min​ded myself for the mil​li​onth ti​me to ne​ver un​de​res​ti​ma​te an op​po​nent aga​in. Oh, wa​it. What was I thin​king? The​re wasn’t go​ing to be an aga​in.

    

    

Chapter 61
    

    I WAS EATING an ima​gi​nary cherry sno-co​ne-which hel​ped my spi​rits mo​re than you might think. I was plan​ning on an ima​gi​nary le​mon-and-li​me one next.

    “Bet’s to you, Da​ni​el,” Pork Chop sa​id, pe​ering at me over her mas​si​ve pi​le of chips. “Qu​it stal​ling and lo​se the hand al​re​ady.”

    If you think re​gu​lar so​li​tary con​fi​ne​ment is bo​ring, you sho​uld try it on an ali​en spa​ces​hip. That’s why I de​ci​ded to host a fa​mily World Se​ri​es of Po​ker to​ur​na​ment in my cell.

    I gu​ess I was fe​eling a lit​tle bet​ter. In the spe​ci​al po​wer sen​se, at le​ast. I was ab​le to ma​ni​fest my pa​rents and sis​ter, the po​ker tab​le, cards, so​me chips, sno-co​nes.

    “And on our left, the Dans​ter con​ti​nu​es to hold up the ga​me,” my sis​ter comp​la​ined. “And to slurp in the most dis​gus​ting way ima​gi​nab​le.”

    “I call,” I sa​id, tur​ning over my aces.

    All six of them.

    “What the -?” Pork Chop sa​id in out​ra​ge. She pic​ked up two of my aces and sho​ok them in my fa​ce. “This is out​ra​ge​o​us. I don’t ca​re if you are de​li​ri​o​us.”

    “That’s the ace of cros​ses and the ace of cats,” I sa​id pro​udly.

    “Those cards don’t exist,” Pork Chop sa​id. “Tho​se su​its don’t even exist.”

    “Daniel, c’mon. That’s not li​ke you,” my mom sa​id.

    “Gee, Mom,” I sa​id, clutc​hing my ac​hing sto​mach. “I gu​ess I ha​ven’t be​en in the best of mo​ods sin​ce Seth ga​ve me this new belly but​ton he​re.”

    An overw​hel​ming sen​se of sad​ness and an​ger had fi​nal​ly en​ve​lo​ped me. He​re I was abo​ut to be exe​cu​ted or may​be so​met​hing wor​se-and what was I do​ing? Sit​ting he​re and ta​king it.

    “Who am I kid​ding with this gar​ba​ge?” I yel​led. “Pork Chop, lis​ten to me! You think che​ating at cards is a shoc​ker? I know so​met​hing that’ll blow yo​ur mind… You’re not re​al! I in​vent you, cre​ate you, bring you in​to be​ing. I dayd​re​am you li​ke the ali​en that I am. Mom and Dad aren’t re​al eit​her!”

    “What are you? Crazy?” Bren​da sa​id, ma​king a fa​ce. “Who di​ed and ma​de you God? Exp​la​in that one to me.”

    A chil​ling re​ali​za​ti​on ca​me to me then. I knew who Bren​da re​al​ly was. And why I co​uld ma​ni​fest her so easily.

    “Okay, he​re’s yo​ur exp​la​na​ti​on. Re​ady? You used to be re​al, but you we​re kil​led.”

    My sis​ter’s fa​ce was dra​ined of its co​lor.

    “What do you me​an? I fe​el per​fectly fi​ne. When did this hap​pen?”

    “When I was three a kil​ler ca​me to our ho​use. His na​me is The Pra​yer. Mom must ha​ve be​en preg​nant with you. When she di​ed, you di​ed.”

    Pork Chop tur​ned to my mom and dad. Te​ars be​aded in her eyes. “He’s lying,” she sa​id. “I don’t want to be de​ad. I don’t want you both to be de​ad.”

    I lo​oked ac​ross the ro​om, whe​re my mot​her and fat​her we​re hug​ging Pork Chop. Both of them we​re crying too.

    And then they we​re go​ne.

    

    

Chapter 62
    

    I WAS SLUM​PED over in my cell, fe​eling aw​ful abo​ut what I’d sa​id to Pork Chop, when I sen​sed wra​ith​li​ke mo​ve​ment on the ot​her si​de of my cell do​or. Then Seth en​te​red with a con​tin​gent of for​mal-lo​oking, uni​for​med ali​en gu​ards. Now I felt even wor​se. If I was mur​de​red, I’d ne​ver be ab​le to tell Pork Chop how sorry I was.

    I was her​ded in​to a lar​ge, high-ce​ilin​ged cham​ber crow​ded with a co​up​le do​zen hor​se-he​ads in black smocks, wor​king at com​pu​ter con​so​les.

    Was this the exe​cu​ti​on cham​ber?

    My mind re​eled, co​ming up with a co​up​le do​zen hor​ren​do​us ways in which I wo​uld now be put to de​ath. I grit​ted my te​eth and era​sed all the bad ima​ges. I wasn’t go​ing to gi​ve Seth the sa​tis​fac​ti​on of se​e​ing me af​ra​id.

    “Get it over with, Seth,” I sa​id. “Do yo​ur worst. I can ta​ke it.”

    “You think so? Put his ho​me up on the big scre​en,” Seth com​man​ded.

    I tur​ned as a soc​cer fi​eld-si​zed wall se​emed to va​po​ri​ze and a star-spraw​led vi​ew of spa​ce ap​pe​ared.

    Oh, I tho​ught. This wasn’t the exe​cu​ti​on cham​ber. It was the brid​ge of the spa​ces​hip. Who​ops, I’d jum​ped to the wrong conc​lu​si​on. I li​ked this one a who​le lot bet​ter.

    The vi​ew on the scre​en se​emed to pan to the left. I gas​ped! Fil​ling the scre​en was Earth in all its mas​si​ve, be​a​uti​ful glory.

    “Why ha​ve we co​me back?” I as​ked. “And why is Ter​ra Fir​ma gre​enish at the ed​ges? What ha​ve you do​ne now, Seth?”

    “Come back? Did you he​ar this fo​ol?” Seth cal​led out to the ot​her ali​ens. “Of co​ur​se, we just went for a se​ven​te​en-light-ye​ar spin aro​und the block. That’s not Earth, idi​ot. I sa​id you we​re ho​me. Wel​co​me to Al​par Nok, yo​ur ho​me world, jac​kass.”

    Alpar Nok? I tho​ught, sta​ring at the gre​en-tin​ged pla​net. My ho​me?

    The scre​en til​ted sud​denly, and the shi​ning gre​en pla​net on it got lar​ger and lar​ger as we ap​pro​ac​hed in a hurry.

    My po​ker fa​ce crumb​led as we blas​ted thro​ugh clo​uds and an oce​an ap​pe​ared. An oce​an, calm and li​mit​less and fil​led with the pu​rest, blu​est wa​ter I’d ever se​en.

    I felt it then, a kind of war​ming of my so​ul. I co​uld hardly bre​at​he. I co​uldn’t ta​ke my eyes away from this mi​rac​le.

    I was ho​me.

    

    

Chapter 63
    

    I WAS STILL DUMB​FO​UN​DED as Seth and his se​cu​rity con​tin​gent of ar​med mu​tant kil​lers es​cor​ted me thro​ugh the bo​wels of the ship and to​ward the lan​ding ele​va​tor.

    A mil​li​on qu​es​ti​ons and fe​elings rus​hed thro​ugh me at on​ce. What wo​uld my pe​op​le lo​ok li​ke? Wo​uld an​yo​ne know me? Did they all ha​ve po​wers li​ke mi​ne? Did I ha​ve ac​tu​al fa​mily still li​ving he​re?

    “You may won​der why I bro​ught you ho​me,” Seth prat​tled on with his fancy Eng​lish ac​cent. “I’m such a show-off. Lo​ve to rub it in. I wan​ted yo​ur ra​ce to see that the​ir de​fe​at was comp​le​te ac​ross the uni​ver​se. All ha​il the re​tur​ning con​qu​ered lo​ser! That’s you, by the way.”

    Unfortunately Seth was right. My hands we​re shack​led be​hind me, then I was sho​ved ro​ughly in​to the ele​va​tor car.

    We plum​me​ted, and al​most ins​tantly slam​med to a sud​den stop. The for​ward ramp auto​ma​ti​cal​ly drop​ped down, kic​king up dust. I squ​in​ted thro​ugh it as I was pus​hed out and…

    Felt pa​nic. Hu​ge Per​fect Storm wa​ves of hor​ror and dre​ad and shock.

    No! I tho​ught. This can’t be my ho​me.

    For mi​le upon mi​le, as far as my eye co​uld see, corksc​re​wed me​tal gir​ders and wrec​ked ve​hic​les po​ked out from mo​un​ta​ino​us pi​les of scorc​hed rub​ble. The few bu​il​dings that we​re still stan​ding we​re war​ped, shat​te​red, win​dow​less. The pre​va​iling so​und was the whist​le of wind over tumb​led bricks. From ho​ri​zon to ho​ri​zon lay the de​mo​lis​hed re​ma​ins of a mas​si​ve city, one that had be​en as big as New York or Lon​don.

    Staring at the dest​ruc​ti​on, I sto​od fro​zen with des​pa​ir. Gri​ef for my pe​op​le and my ru​ined world fil​led me. Seth had got​ten me yet aga​in, I re​ali​zed. Hey, lo​ok, Da​ni​el. He​re’s yo​ur ho​me pla​net. Oh, I for​got to men​ti​on, it’s be​en le​ve​led.

    

    

Chapter 64
    

    I CA​UGHT HIM sta​ring at me, a mirth​ful smi​le on his fe​tid ali​en fa​ce. He’s fo​oled me twi​ce, I tho​ught with a sha​ke of my he​ad. Sha​me on me.

    Twenty fe​et be​low the rim of the ele​va​ted lan​ding ramp was what lo​oked li​ke a de​ra​iled bul​let tra​in. So​me​one had scraw​led DE​ATH TO ER​GENT SETH in its dust-co​ve​red si​de.

    “ You did this,” I sa​id, tur​ning to Seth. It wasn’t a qu​es​ti​on.

    Seth to​ok a long ci​gar out of his poc​ket and lit it with a gold Zip​po as he win​ked at me.

    “I know,” he sa​id, blin​king as he sho​ok his he​ad at the de​so​la​te vis​ta. “Unre​al, isn’t it? So​me​ti​mes even I can’t be​li​eve it. I me​an, ever sin​ce I was lit​tle, I al​ways dre​amed of com​mit​ting mass dest​ruc​ti​on. But on this kind of sca​le? It’s mo​re than even I had a right to ex​pect.”

    Seth ra​ised a claw and sa​lu​ted his han​di​work. Half a mi​le away, a mas​si​ve pit was be​ing car​ved out of the rub​ble. In​sect​li​ke mac​hi​nes of the sa​me gre​en-gray me​tal as the spa​cec​raft we​re mo​ving aro​und and aro​und in slow circ​les. The​re we​re mo​re pits in the dis​tan​ce be​yond it, and mo​re busy in​sec​ti​le mac​hi​nes.

    “They’re cal​led World Har​ves​ters, my ra​ce’s gre​atest in​ven​ti​on,” Seth sa​id pro​udly.

    “They’ll chew thro​ugh anyt​hing-rock, gar​ba​ge, de​ad bo​di​es, you na​me it-and re​mo​ve every atom of va​lu​ab​le mi​ne​rals and ele​ments. It to​ok half a mil​li​on ye​ars for yo​ur pe​op​le to bu​ild the city of Bryn Spi, the shi​ning jewel of yo​ur pla​net. It to​ok me one and a half ho​urs to blow it in​to a bil​li​on shiny pi​eces. And by this ti​me next ye​ar-and this is my fa​vo​ri​te part-it will lo​ok li​ke not​hing ever sto​od he​re at all.”

    My he​art se​emed to be un​fas​te​ning in​si​de my chest. “Whe​re is ever​yo​ne?” I as​ked.

    “Your fel​low Al​pa​ri​ans? The few who are still ali​ve scurry thro​ugh the ru​ins li​ke rats. They ha​ve no po​wers, no ho​pe, no re​ason to li​ve, re​al​ly. But still they stumb​le on. Pat​he​tic.”

    Seth sho​ok his he​ad in dis​gust.

    “Protectors of the Uni​ver​se?” he sa​id, tap​ping the ash from his ci​gar with one of his ta​lons. “Gu​ess they sho​uld ha​ve wor​ri​ed mo​re abo​ut pro​tec​ting them​sel​ves.”

    

    

Chapter 65
    

    “WHAT DO YOU ME​AN, Pro​tec​tors of the Uni​ver​se?” I as​ked.

    “You are clu​eless, aren’t you?” Seth sa​id. “I ke​ep for​get​ting you had all this thrust on you at three ye​ars of age. Be​hold, Al​par Nok, the ho​me of the Ali​en Hun​ters, the uni​ver​se’s ans​wer to inj​us​ti​ce and evil! Yo​ur pa​rents we​re sent to Earth to pro​tect the oh-so-spe​ci​al hu​mans from the Outer Ones, as they li​ke to call us.

    “Because a few pat​he​tic Al​pa​ri​ans we​re born with so​me abi​lity to ma​ni​pu​la​te the uni​ver​sal for​ce, it was tho​ught you co​uld pro​tect the go​od from the evil. As if go​od and evil aren’t just fa​iry ta​les ma​de up for small child​ren. The​re are the strong and then the​re are the we​ak. ”

    I lo​oked out at the ru​ined city aga​in. Seth and his bud​di​es had left just eno​ugh stan​ding for me to see how ama​zing it must ha​ve be​en.

    Fragments of exo​tic spi​res, pyra​mids, do​mes, pa​go​das, mi​na​rets, co​lumns, and obe​lisks pe​eked out in every di​rec​ti​on. Right next to us was a gi​ant sculp​ted bu​il​ding that lo​oked li​ke a hund​red-story vi​olin ma​de of glass and me​tal. Now it le​aned pre​ca​ri​o​usly be​ca​use a hu​ge ho​le had be​en blown in its ba​se.

    Wait a se​cond, I tho​ught. It was le​aning to​ward us.

    Maybe that was a go​od thing.

    

    

Chapter 66
    

    IT CO​ULD HA​VE BE​EN the air of my ho​me​land, or may​be a co​in​ci​den​ce, but ever sin​ce I’d step​ped fo​ot on Al​par Nok, po​wer had be​en flo​wing in​to me. I co​uld fe​el my energy sur​ging as if I’d just dow​ned abo​ut a do​zen Red Bulls. Can you ima​gi​ne it?

    There was no ti​me to think this over. I had to do so​met​hing out​ra​ge​o​us and unex​pec​ted be​fo​re Seth fo​und out that my abi​li​ti​es we​re co​ming back. This qu​ali​fi​ed as pretty out​ra​ge​o​us, I fi​gu​red. The qu​es​ti​on bo​un​cing aro​und my he​ad was whet​her out​ra​ge​o​us equ​aled re​al​ly dumb or re​al​ly in​ge​ni​o​us.

    I scan​ned the al​re​ady we​ake​ned ba​se of the bu​il​ding that was til​ted to​ward us. I did so​me qu​ick cal​cu​la​ti​ons in my he​ad. Chec​ked the math. Then I un​le​as​hed everyt​hing I had at the thin​nest part of one of the bent gir​ders.

    Here go​es not​hing. Or, I gu​ess, everyt​hing!

    The lan​ding party of hor​se-skul​ls tur​ned as the gir​der she​ared with the lo​udest ima​gi​nab​le crack.

    There was a de​afe​ning gro​an as the to​wer shud​de​red, then- TIM​BER! -it col​lap​sed aga​inst the si​de of the ship’s lan​ding shaft. Ac​tu​al​ly, it di​sin​teg​ra​ted the shaft.

    Seth’s ci​gar went flying. Next I shat​te​red my shack​les with a vi​olent flex of my sho​ul​ders. And be​ca​use I co​uldn’t re​sist, I threw a ro​und​ho​use punch in​to Seth’s sno​ut. He. Didn’t. Even. Flinch.

    Then I le​aped off the ramp, hit​ting the rub​ble at a run. Or sho​uld I say, de​ad run?

    I tur​ned in​to the ne​arest al​ley, then skid​ded to an im​me​di​ate, li​fe​sa​ving stop.

    I was right at the ed​ge of one of the strip-mi​ning pits, a chasm at le​ast three or fo​ur hund​red fe​et stra​ight down, may​be a city block wi​de. I had mis​sed fal​ling in​to the pit by inc​hes!

    My chest was he​aving as I spot​ted what ap​pe​ared to be a tun​nel ope​ning on the op​po​si​te wall of the chasm, twenty or thirty yards ac​ross. I bac​ked up and yel​led-for ext​ra strength, and to dist​ract me from my fe​ars. And com​mon sen​se, may​be? Then I ran for​ward and jum​ped off the ed​ge, using every oun​ce of energy I had.

    I ma​de it by inc​hes-and then I he​ard Opus 24/24 gun​fi​re from abo​ve.

    Bullets ra​ined down everyw​he​re, bur​ro​wing in​to the gro​und li​ke ste​el fists.

    I tur​bo-craw​led may​be twenty fe​et in​to the dark​ness and wa​ited an eter​nity-until the thun​de​ro​us gun​fi​re fi​nal​ly stop​ped.

    Then I he​ard the cack​le of Seth’s la​ugh​ter. It ec​ho​ed aga​inst the walls of my pla​net’s ver​si​on of De​ath Val​ley.

    “Go ahe​ad, run- un-un, ” Seth yel​led, ec​ho​es tramp​ling all over his slimy words. “You’re a cock​ro​ach in a dump- ump-ump. Fall on yo​ur fa​ce! Stay he​re in this gra​ve​yard if you li​ke- ike-ike. Do​es it mat​ter? You’re just one mo​re use​less sla​ve- ave-ave! Wel​co​me ho​me, lo​ser- ser-ser! ”

    I to​ok the ti​me to yell back, “Kiss my butt- utt-utt. ”

    Then I ran un​til, fi​nal​ly, I was a blur.

    

    

Chapter 67
    

    I DON’T KNOW how long it was that I ran, then jog​ged, then stumb​led thro​ugh the to​tal​ly un​fa​mi​li​ar se​mi​dark​ness. Un​for​tu​na​tely my sto​mach wo​und was ble​eding aga​in.

    I fo​und so​me kind of mo​no​ra​il track thing and fol​lo​wed it for at le​ast a co​up​le of ho​urs. You wo​uldn’t think that a city co​uld be so big, but Bryn Spi se​emed to go on fo​re​ver.

    I think I ac​tu​al​ly fell as​le​ep wal​king at one po​int.

    The next thing I knew, I was wa​king up as I he​ard so​me​body, or so​me thing, bre​at​hing in the dark​ness abo​ve me.

    “Hey!” a kid’s vo​ice ca​me as I re​ac​hed up and grab​bed a he​ad of lon​gish ha​ir.

    A flash​light ca​me on next.

    “Lay off! Let me go!” a dirty-fa​ced kid yel​led, wa​ving his flash​light. He was ema​ci​ated, dres​sed in filthy rags, and fu​ri​o​us with me.

    “And what do you think you’re do​ing, ho​ve​ring over me li​ke that?” I as​ked him.

    “I prac​ti​cal​ly trip​ped over you lying li​ke a rotty corp​se in the mid​dle of the tun​nel, you idi​ot. Leg​go my ha​ir now!”

    I re​le​ased my grip.

    “Smart mo​ve, suc​ker,” the kid sa​id, frow​ning and rub​bing his scalp. “No​body mes​ses with Bem. Even the Outer Ones bet​ter watch the​ir step with me.”

    “Oh, I’m su​re they do, Bem. They wo​uld ne​ver mess with the li​kes of you.”

    I sto​od for a mo​ment just ga​zing at the boy. I co​uldn’t be​li​eve I’d fi​nal​ly co​me in​to con​tact with one of my pe​op​le!

    “Quit sta​ring,” he sa​id. “You’re cre​eping me out.”

    Okay, then, I tho​ught. I gu​ess all of us aren’t te​le​pat​hic.

    “Is yo​ur mom or dad aro​und?” I as​ked the boy.

    “Died on FirstSt​ri​ke. It’s just me and Ku​lay now. Ku​lay’s my sis​ter.”

    “Where do you li​ve?”

    “In Un​der​town, of co​ur​se. Whe​re el​se? Whe​re you be​en?”

    “Will you show me?”

    The fe​isty kid squ​in​ted at me and put up his fists. “Why sho​uld I?”

    I con​cent​ra​ted and le​vi​ta​ted Bem a fo​ot or so off the gro​und.

    “Okay, that’s a go​od re​ason,” he sa​id, and star​ted to walk. “Ke​ep up!”

    The tun​nel we tra​ve​led thro​ugh gra​du​al​ly be​gan to wi​den. Mo​re tun​nels branc​hed to the right and left un​til fi​nal​ly we step​ped in​to a mas​si​ve cham​ber. One, I no​ti​ced, that was crow​ded with pe​op​le.

    My pe​op​le.

    Maybe I co​uld find so​me​one who knew my pa​rents! I tho​ught as I ap​pro​ac​hed the crowd. Ima​gi​ne if I had a fa​mily? Re​al aunts and unc​les and co​usins?

    It didn’t ta​ke long for my ho​pe to wit​her. Un​der​town wasn’t do​ing so hot. Every inch of the cham​ber was co​ve​red with cru​de wo​oden and card​bo​ard shan​ti​es.

    “Numbdown, git sum, git sum!” cal​led a to​ugh-lo​oking kid aro​und Bem’s age. He was wa​ving dirty vi​als in my fa​ce as I pas​sed. Numb​down must ha​ve be​en Al​par Nok’s ans​wer to crack.

    I smac​ked the drugs away from my fa​ce on​to the conc​re​te flo​or and crus​hed them un​der my sne​aker.

    “Common sen​se!” I sa​id to the kid. “Git sum, git sum.”

    

    

Chapter 68
    

    BEM AND KU​LAY’S HO​ME was a ca​ve​li​ke struc​tu​re abo​ut the si​ze of a to​ols​hed, with a rusty dra​in​pi​pe in the cor​ner for a to​ilet. And, I think, a sink.

    Kulay tur​ned out to be fo​ur and was do​ing abo​ut as well as her “big” brot​her. She was pretty, but thin and bony, and one of her fe​et lo​oked li​ke it had be​en crus​hed re​cently and had he​aled wrong.

    “Take me,” Ku​lay sa​id to her brot​her as he ope​ned the cor​ru​ga​ted she​et of me​tal they used as a do​or. “Ta​ke me. Ta​ke me. Ta​ke me.”

    She didn’t se​em to no​ti​ce that I was the​re, and I was cu​ri​o​us abo​ut whe​re it was that she wan​ted to go.

    “I’m busy, Ku​lay,” Bem sa​id, exas​pe​ra​ted. “Can’t you see that? Can’t you see him? ”

    I se​arc​hed the poc​kets of my jump​su​it and ca​me out with a crus​hed blu​eber​ry energy bar I’d ma​na​ged to ke​ep hid​den from the hor​se-he​ads. I to​re it open and ga​ve them each half.

    That se​emed to win Bem over. I ac​tu​al​ly saw him drop his per​ma​nent scowl for a se​cond as he che​wed.

    “Where do​es Ku​lay want to go?” I as​ked.

    “It’s… the only go​od thing left in this crummy city, I gu​ess. It’s… hard to desc​ri​be. You ha​ve to see it. Do you want to? Any​way, she won’t stop bug​ging me un​til we go.”

    “Take me, ta​ke me!” I sa​id in res​pon​se, and even Ku​lay grin​ned this ti​me. Cu​te kid. I won​de​red if she was one of my co​usins.

    

    

Chapter 69
    

    I LIF​TED KU​LAY, who we​ig​hed next to not​hing, and fol​lo​wed Bem out the ho​le in a wall that ser​ved as a do​or. We wal​ked to the outs​kirts of the rams​hack​le un​derg​ro​und town and went thro​ugh a bus​ted ga​te in​to a nar​row cor​ri​dor.

    We wal​ked for may​be an ho​ur thro​ugh a laby​rinth of cor​ri​dors un​til we ca​me to a set of me​tal sta​irs.

    After clim​bing se​ven sto​ri​es, Bem ope​ned a do​or in​to a hu​ge conc​re​te ro​om fil​led with si​lent, tur​bi​ne​li​ke mac​hi​nes.

    Behind one of them was a cir​cu​lar do​or in a wi​de pi​pe with a spin val​ve ope​ner.

    “What are you do​ing?” I sa​id as Bem went down on all fo​urs, spun the val​ve, then pul​led open the do​or.

    “You’ll see,” Ku​lay sa​id with a gig​gle as she craw​led out of my arms and in​to the pi​pe. “Ta​ke me, ta​ke me!” she sho​uted.

    Bem was right on her ta​il.

    I sho​ok my he​ad, but I fol​lo​wed along.

    Trap? I won​de​red.

    I had trus​ted pe​op​le be​fo​re and lo​ok whe​re it had got​ten me. Pho​ebe Co​ok had tur​ned out to be Er​gent Seth. So who we​re the​se two kids?

    I craw​led right be​hind Bem, clo​se eno​ugh to grab him if I had to. Well, I wrig​gled, if you want to get tech​ni​cal, sin​ce my sho​ul​ders just ba​rely fit.

    Suddenly I he​ard Ku​lay yell, “Whe​e​ee!” and then the​re was a lo​ud, wet splash.

    “What the -?” But it was too la​te. The pi​pe til​ted down​ward, and I was sli​ding, then free-fal​ling.

    I didn’t ha​ve ti​me to scre​am be​fo​re I bel​ly-flop​ped in​to a hu​mon​go​us, do​ub​le-Olympic-si​zed in​do​or swim​ming po​ol.

    I ca​me to the sur​fa​ce, gas​ping.

    This was to​tal​ly ama​zing, li​ke not​hing I’d ever se​en.

    All aro​und me, shafts of light stre​amed in thro​ugh cat​hed​ral-si​zed win​dows of trans​lu​cent glass.

    The unch​lo​ri​na​ted wa​ter was the cle​anest I’d ever drunk, let alo​ne swum in. I sud​denly felt li​ke I co​uld run a ma​rat​hon.

    I flo​ated on my back as I lo​oked up at the so​aring do​me of the ce​iling. Int​ri​ca​tely drawn on it was what lo​oked li​ke this world’s lar​gest Re​na​is​san​ce pa​in​ting.

    In the cen​ter of the mu​ral, kids ran and pla​yed ga​mes in​vol​ving comp​lex and very co​lor​ful ki​tes. The de​ta​il was ext​ra​or​di​nary, li​ke not​hing I had ever se​en on Earth, even at the Lo​uv​re and the Met.

    I sho​ok my he​ad. I co​uld ha​ve sta​yed the​re for we​eks and we​eks. If this kind of crafts​mans​hip was evi​dent in pub​lic po​ols, I won​de​red, what did they disp​lay in the mu​se​ums?

    Kulay spit a spray of wa​ter at me be​fo​re hop​ping out the si​de li​ke a lit​tle se​al.

    “Come on,” she sa​id, gig​gling. “Ta​ke me, ta​ke me!”

    “What? Aren’t we he​re?” I as​ked.

    “ The po​ol? You ha​ven’t se​en anyt​hing yet,” Bem sa​id. “The po​ol was just to cle​an our​sel​ves up a bit.”

    

    

Chapter 70
    

    I FOL​LO​WED the two of them, drip​ping wet, down a gal​lery wal​led with stran​ge but be​a​uti​ful glass win​dows. At its arc​hed end, I sud​denly stop​ped.

    Look out, gro​und, I tho​ught, he​re co​mes my jaw!

    It to​ok me a se​cond to pro​cess what I was se​e​ing. Think of Cent​ral Park. Okay? Now ima​gi​ne the uni​ver​se’s big​gest so​la​ri​um bu​ilt aro​und it.

    We’re tal​king tre​es, softly rol​ling grass hills, cob​bles​to​ne strol​ling paths, ponds, be​ne​ath a sky of bright, start​ling blue.

    “Hey, wa​it a se​cond, Bem. This do​esn’t ma​ke sen​se. Why wasn’t this dest​ro​yed li​ke everyt​hing el​se?”

    “The sky isn’t re​al. It’s a do​me,” Bem sa​id.

    “My dad told me it’s ma​de of a spe​ci​al glass that do​es so​met​hing to light, lets it in but not out. Long ago, the​re was a war and the Child​ren’s Park was bom​bed, so they ma​de this new one in​do​ors. Even the Outer Ones co​uldn’t find it. Even Er​gent Seth co​uldn’t!”

    “We’ve met,” I told Bem and left it at that.

    What ca​ught my eye next was a mas​si​ve gray sto​ne struc​tu​re. I fol​lo​wed Bem and Ku​lay aro​und a cur​ving path and up its mystery steps. When I got to the top and saw what was be​yond the front ga​tes, I felt te​ars brim in my eyes.

    All is not lost, sa​id a vo​ice in my he​ad.

    It was a zoo.

    But not just any zoo. In​si​de the ga​tes was a lar​ge vi​ewing plat​form, and be​yond it, on gras​sland fi​elds to the left and right, we​re elep​hants!

    

    

Chapter 71
    

    AFRICAN ONES! In​di​an ones! Cal​ves! Mot​hers! Herd upon herd of elep​hants. The​re we​re hund​reds, may​be tho​usands. De​fi​ni​tely tho​usands.

    I tho​ught I was go​ing to ne​ed a de​fib​ril​la​tor when I saw what was rol​ling in the mud to my im​me​di​ate left.

    Trunk, check.

    Ginormous ears, check.

    Woolly brown fur? Check!

    Twenty fe​et away I had spot​ted a fa​mily of cu​te, short-trun​ked cre​atu​res.

    They we​re mas​to​dons! Had to be.

    They we​re sup​po​sed to be ex​tinct, but I gu​ess that was just on Earth.

    I sto​od the​re fe​eling elect​ros​hoc​ked as a fe​ma​le ap​pro​ac​hed. She was twi​ce as big as the lar​gest elep​hant I’d ever se​en on Earth. Forty, may​be fifty tho​usand po​unds.

    Her he​ad ca​me abo​ve the ten-fo​ot-high vi​ewing plat​form. Her trunk was as thick as a te​lep​ho​ne po​le.

    Then-she ex​ten​ded her trunk to me.

    How do you do? she sa​id in my mind. My na​me is Chor​da​ta.

    For a se​cond, I was unab​le to think stra​ight, or bre​at​he, ac​tu​al​ly.

    I’d ne​ver com​mu​ni​ca​ted te​le​pat​hi​cal​ly with an elep​hant be​fo​re. I fi​nal​ly re​co​ve​red a lit​tle and sho​ok her trunk.

    My na​me is… I star​ted to say.

    Daniel. Yes, I re​mem​ber you from when you we​re a baby. You used to co​me he​re every day with yo​ur mot​her. We wo​uld com​mu​ni​ca​te li​ke this.

    You’re the only two-leg I ever met who was ab​le to. An elep​hant ne​ver for​gets, you know. And ne​ver ever for​gets a fri​end. I was very sad when you left. But happy now that you ha​ve co​me back. How are you do​ing, Da​ni​el?

    I’m pretty much blown away right this se​cond, Chor​da​ta, I tho​ught, smi​ling as I sta​red in​to her be​a​uti​ful vi​olet eyes. So this was why I lo​ved elep​hants so much?

    I see you’ve met tho​se two lit​tle mon​keys Bem and Ku​lay. Cu​te, aren’t they?

    I nod​ded, then lost my bre​ath as Chor​da​ta’s mas​si​ve knee bo​wed-and she of​fe​red us her back.

    Please, co​me with me and me​et the ot​hers. You can trust me, Da​ni​el. An elep​hant ne​ver bet​rays a fri​end.

    Bem, Ku​lay, and I we​re all ab​le to ri​de on her rol​ling ship of a back, with ro​om to spa​re.

    From all over the gras​sland, elep​hants star​ted mo​ving to​ward us. One of the mas​to​dons trum​pe​ted, and then from everyw​he​re the ot​hers star​ted jo​ining in, a happy symphony of wel​co​me.

    Soon we we​re in a crush of them, sha​king and high-fi​ving of​fe​red trunks. Fe​elings of eup​ho​ria al​most knoc​ked me in​to the tall blond grass as the​ir li​fe-affir​ming, warm pre​sen​ce so​aked right thro​ugh me.

    “Wow! I ne​ver did this be​fo​re!” Ku​lay shri​eked ecs​ta​ti​cal​ly. She was vib​ra​ting up and down li​ke a gum mac​hi​ne bo​uncy ball. “I’m the luc​ki​est kid in the world! I’m the luc​ki​est kid in the world!”

    I ruf​fled her ha​ir as mo​re and mo​re elep​hants pa​ra​ded over, the​ir trunks buz​zing out no​te af​ter bril​li​ant no​te.

    “No,” I sa​id. “You’re the luc​ki​est kid in two worlds. He​re, and a pla​ce cal​led Earth.”

    

    

Chapter 72
    

    I CAN DIE NOW, I tho​ught, as we he​aded back in​to Un​der​town three ho​urs la​ter. The af​ter​no​on I’d just spent was worth get​ting gut-shot, I de​ci​ded. Worth get​ting du​ped by Seth.

    Not only was han​ging with Chor​da​ta and the ot​her elep​hants the co​olest thing I’d ever do​ne, it was pretty much the co​olest thing any​body has ever do​ne.

    I wo​uld ha​ve gladly li​ved the​re li​ke a wild elep​hant boy if Chor​da​ta hadn’t po​li​tely sa​id it was ti​me for the yo​un​ger elep​hants to nap, and told me to co​me back to​mor​row.

    I was bro​ught out of my re​ve​rie as an el​derly wo​man stan​ding on the porch of the shanty we we​re wal​king by sud​denly le​aned out and clutc​hed my arm.

    “You’re not from aro​und he​re!” she sa​id. “Who are you? Whe​re do you ha​il from, boy?”

    When I tur​ned aro​und, Bem and Ku​lay we​re run​ning full spe​ed down the al​ley.

    “There was a ru​mor that an ali​en per​son es​ca​ped from Er​gent Seth’s stars​hip,” she sa​id. “He sent you, didn’t he? Now he’s sen​ding spi​es, is that it?”

    “I’m not a spy,” I sa​id.

    “Like you wo​uldn’t lie to me if you we​re.”

    I yan​ked back my arm, trying to bre​ak her ste​ely grip. Sud​denly she slap​ped me ac​ross the fa​ce.

    Which was crazy, be​ca​use the hand that she wasn’t clutc​hing me with ne​ver mo​ved from the porch ra​iling.

    The old lady had smac​ked me with her mind, I re​ali​zed.

    “Where do you think you’re go​ing?” she de​man​ded.

    Her he​ad jer​ked as I men​tal​ly slap​ped her back. I felt a lit​tle bad, but I had to. I ne​eded to get out of the​re in a hurry.

    I was half a do​zen steps down the al​ley whe​re Bem and Ku​lay had run when I fo​und myself stuck in pla​ce.

    I co​uldn’t mo​ve.

    

    

Chapter 73
    

    THE OLD LADY ca​me hob​bling qu​ickly down off the porch and ca​ught up with me. I co​uld fe​el energy crack​ling off her, hol​ding me still. A ter​rib​le light fil​led her an​ci​ent blue eyes.

    Great, out of all the be​aten-down ci​ti​zenry, I had to tick off the one that had po​wers.

    “Bem and Ku​lay-front and cen​ter,” the old wo​man cal​led out.

    The two kids ca​me out from be​hind a stack of pi​pes and ap​pro​ac​hed the wo​man me​ekly.

    “Yes, Doc​tor,” they sa​id in uni​son.

    “Who is this odd, re​ne​ga​de per​son?” she sa​id. “Whe​re did you me​et him?”

    “Deep in the nort​hern tun​nel, Doc​tor,” Bem sa​id. “He sa​id his na​me is Da​ni​el.”

    I unf​ro​ze sud​denly as the dre​ad​ful light fa​ded from the old wo​man’s eyes.

    I did a do​ub​le ta​ke as she burst in​to the most inc​re​dib​le gir​lish la​ugh​ter. It was qu​ite char​ming, ac​tu​al​ly, as if she we​re both eighty-fo​ur and fif​te​en at the sa​me ti​me.

    “Bem and Ku​lay, you may go,” the old doc​tor wo​man sa​id, sud​denly fri​endly. “My, my, my. Da​ni​el, is it? You’re a re​al cu​ri​osity, aren’t you? I was be​gin​ning to won​der if any mo​re of yo​ur type exis​ted in our po​or, po​or world. A cu​ri​o​us yo​ung man. Co​me from afar, by yo​ur lo​oks. And the way you spe​ak. I knew a cu​ri​o​us boy li​ke you on​ce upon an age. A boy very much li​ke you. His na​me was… Let me try to re​mem​ber. Oh, yes. Graff.”

    Graff! I tho​ught. You ha​ve got to be kid​ding me! That six deg​re​es of se​pa​ra​ti​on thing even wor​ked in spa​ce! Graff had be​en my fat​her’s na​me!

    “Graff? You knew a boy cal​led Graff?” I blur​ted. “That was my fat​her’s na​me, and he was from yo​ur world.”

    Could it be the sa​me per​son? I tho​ught. No. No way. But the old wo​man se​emed to re​ad my mind. Her wrink​led fa​ce ap​pe​ared to ins​tantly lo​se twenty ye​ars, and she bro​ke in​to the lo​ve​li​est smi​le.

    “I knew I sen​sed so​met​hing cu​ri​o​us and go​od abo​ut you, son of Graff, ” she sa​id, put​ting a warm, soft palm on my fo​re​he​ad. “Thank you. You’ve hel​ped me re​mem​ber… the way it used to be.”

    

    

Chapter 74
    

    SO MANY EMO​TI​ONS and qu​es​ti​ons ro​se in me at on​ce. Fi​nal​ly I had a re​al con​nec​ti​on to my fa​mily.

    To who I was.

    To what I was put in the uni​ver​se to do.

    And then the most exc​ru​ci​ating pa​in exp​lo​ded in my sto​mach! And with it ca​me a fresh flow of blo​od. I col​lap​sed, ble​eding li​ke a stuck pig.

    “What hap​pe​ned to you?” she sa​id. “Yo​ur sto​mach? Tell me, be​fo​re you pass out.”

    “I was shot,” I sa​id bet​we​en clenc​hed te​eth.

    “With what? Be pre​ci​se.”

    “A 24/24 Opus Mag​num.”

    She pul​led up my shirt for a pe​ek. I co​uldn’t stop her if I tri​ed.

    “Must ha​ve used a de​la​yed frag ro​und,” she sa​id, frow​ning at the blo​od and my wo​und. “Tiny char​ge in​si​de the bul​let. Can be ac​ti​va​ted at a la​ter da​te. Even by re​mo​te cont​rol.

    “The bad news is that ba​si​cal​ly you ha​ve a bomb in​si​de yo​ur sto​mach. If we don’t get it out of you be​fo​re the char​ge go​es off, it will send shrap​nel thro​ugh all yo​ur vi​tal or​gans, inc​lu​ding yo​ur he​art.”

    “Beautiful,” I gro​aned. “Okay, you got my at​ten​ti​on. What’s the go​od news?”

    “It has to he​at up first. We ha​ve a few mi​nu​tes. Let’s do this.”

    My eyes bug​ged as the tiny old wo​man put her hands un​der my legs and neck, lif​ted me up ef​fort​les​sly, and car​ri​ed me in​to her ho​use.

    “Let’s do what? ” I as​ked.

    The front ro​om was pi​led flo​or to ce​iling with be​a​uti​ful​ly bo​und bo​oks. In the back ro​om, she swept everyt​hing off a clut​te​red work desk, then la​id me down flat.

    “We ne​ed to ope​ra​te,” she sa​id. “Now. Don’t gi​ve me any lip. I don’t want to he​ar a word.”

    Operate? He​re?! I co​uld see the dust fla​kes in the air. Not to men​ti​on that I was lying in what smel​led li​ke spil​led cof​fee, and may​be ba​con gre​ase.

    “How clo​se is a hos​pi​tal?” I mo​aned.

    “No ti​me,” she sa​id, tap​ping a fin​ger to her fo​re​he​ad, as if trying to re​mem​ber so​met​hing. She tur​ned and to​ok a vi​al of gross-lo​oking brown li​qu​id from a ne​arby ca​bi​net. She han​ded it to me.

    “What are you wa​iting for? Drink it!” she scre​amed.

    Then she smac​ked it away as I put it to my lips.

    “Wait! Not that! The light in he​re is so bad. This one, I think,” she sa​id, han​ding me a new vi​al. Mo​re nasty brown li​qu​id. May​be mo​tor oil?

    “Are you su​re?”

    “Don’t ar​gue! Don’t worry, I used to be a sur​ge​on. But I don’t re​mem​ber a darn thing now. Well, may​be you sho​uld worry a lit​tle.” She cack​led as she ope​ned a dra​wer. I saw hits of light-off me​tal.

    As I for​ced down the fo​ul po​ti​on, she pla​ced a worn le​at​her pac​ket on​to the desk be​si​de me, then ope​ned it up. “This co​uld work,” she mut​te​red. “Worth a chan​ce.”

    Hey, wa​it a se​cond! I tho​ught, ga​ping at the tro​wel, pru​ning she​ars, spa​ding fork, and hand plow that we​re in​si​de the pack.

    “You’re go​ing to ope​ra​te on me… with gar​de​ning to​ols?”

    “Aren’t we picky? Pull up yo​ur shirt!” was the last thing I he​ard be​fo​re I pas​sed out.

    

    

Chapter 75
    

    I WO​KE to the gurg​le of run​ning wa​ter.

    The old wo​man was was​hing so​met​hing at a sink in the cor​ner of the ro​om. Is she do​ing the dis​hes? I tho​ught wo​ozily.

    Then I re​mem​be​red what had hap​pe​ned to me, and wis​hed I hadn’t.

    I glan​ced down at my sto​mach, which was co​ve​red with news​pa​per. Be​si​des the gar​de​ning ge​ar on the work​tab​le, I ma​de out a screwd​ri​ver and a ne​ed​le and thre​ad.

    A screwd​ri​ver? Co​me on! I tho​ught, qu​ickly lo​oking away, trying to con​vin​ce myself not to blow chunks.

    The to​ols we​re all splat​te​red with blo​od. My blo​od.

    “Well, what do you know?” my el​derly ho​me sur​ge​on sa​id. She was wi​ping her hands on a blo​od-splat​te​red ap​ron as she ca​me over. “I can’t be​li​eve it. You’re ac​tu​al​ly ali​ve.”

    I re​ali​zed that the ro​om smel​led li​ke smo​ke. The cur​ta​ins we​re sin​ged, and the​re we​re bro​ken pic​tu​re fra​mes and chunks ta​ken out of the plas​ter in one wall.

    “What hap​pe​ned?” I sa​id. “The smo​ke?”

    “I ma​na​ged to get the bul​let out of you, but it blew up right when I was trying to toss it out the win​dow. Pi​ece of shrap​nel hit my leg. Thank for​tu​ne, it was the wo​oden one. How are you fe​eling?”

    I lo​oked down at the blo​od-so​aked news​pa​pers wrap​ped aro​und my sto​mach. Be​si​des the oc​ca​si​onal te​eth-clenc​hing throb of agony, I ac​tu​al​ly felt a lit​tle bet​ter. Cle​arer in the he​ad so​me​how. Be​ing ali​ve is fun li​ke that.

    “Like a mil​li​on bucks,” I gro​aned. “Thank you, um… I didn’t catch yo​ur na​me, Doc​tor.”

    “No doc​tor. Just Bla​le​en.”

    “Thank you, eh, Bla​le​en,” I sa​id. “For sa​ving my li​fe. For… wha​te​ver you did he​re.”

    “Ah, don’t men​ti​on it,” she sa​id, glan​cing at her wrist. “Wa​it a se​cond. You ha​ven’t se​en my watch, ha​ve you? I was we​aring it a…”

    An exp​res​si​on of hor​ror cros​sed her fa​ce. She tur​ned sud​denly and sta​red at my sto​mach. “Oh, de​ar me.”

    “No,” I cri​ed. “Ple​ase, no.”

    She gig​gled. “Of co​ur​se not. Just a lit​tle sur​ge​on hu​mor.”

    But eno​ugh joking aro​und, Da​ni​el, she sa​id, tal​king to me mind to mind now. You ne​ed rest. You al​most di​ed on the ope​ra​ting tab​le.

    You re​cog​ni​zed me be​fo​re, didn’t you? I tho​ught back at her. What do you know abo​ut me?

    I know many things, Bla​le​en com​mu​ni​ca​ted. I know you we​re gi​ven a hu​man na​me, be​ca​use you and yo​ur pa​rents we​re he​ading to Earth.

    And I know prac​ti​cal​ly not​hing, Bla​le​en. I ha​ve so many qu​es​ti​ons. Who are you? Who are you, re​al​ly?

    A de​ar fri​end, she rep​li​ed, and held a me​di​ci​ne cup to my lips. Down the hatch now, Da​ni​el.

    I felt ext​re​mely ti​red. I glan​ced at the bro​ken pic​tu​res that had fal​len off the wall. My eye​lids grew he​avi​er. In one news​pa​per pic​tu​re, a smi​ling yo​ung man was hol​ding a trophy. GRAFF WINS ALL-CITY! re​ad the he​ad​li​ne.

    Graff?! My fat​her? My fat​her as a yo​ung man? Why wo​uld the old wo​man ha​ve a pic​tu​re of my-

    “You’re my grand​mot​her?” I whis​pe​red in a vo​ice I re​ser​ved for first sigh​tings of the Grand Can​yon and such.

    “That’s right, Da​ni​el, son of Graff,” she sa​id, and smi​led down on me. “I am yo​ur grand​ma​ma.”

    And then I did what I’d be​en do​ing far too of​ten la​tely.

    I pas​sed out.

    

    

Chapter 76
    

    WHEN I WO​KE from my dre​ams of be​ing cha​sed thro​ugh Kan​sas, Ok​la​ho​ma, and parts of Te​xas by The Pra​yer, I al​most went in​to shock for a se​cond ti​me. I’d be​en mo​ved to an ac​tu​al bed! With she​ets that we​re-pinch me-cle​an! That even smel​led ni​ce.

    I was lying the​re, so​aking up the who​le an​ti​sep​tic, la​undry-de​ter​gent-com​mer​ci​al vi​be, when I sen​sed the​re was so​me​one in the ro​om with me.

    I slowly le​aned over the ed​ge of the bed. And blin​ked. The cu​test lit​tle brown-ha​ired girl was sit​ting on the flo​or cross-leg​ged. She was sta​ring up at me.

    “Hello,” I sa​id.

    “Ahhhhh!” she squ​e​aled. “It spe​aks!” She jum​ped up and ran out of the ro​om as if she’d se​en a ghost.

    I sat up in the bed. I co​uld mo​ve, ap​pa​rently. Ama​zing.

    Then I even ma​na​ged to stand wit​ho​ut fal​ling. I was on a roll.

    I he​ard so​me com​mo​ti​on as I step​ped out of the ro​om. Vo​ices we​re co​ming from downs​ta​irs. And- mu​sic? Very li​vely and pretty. Li​ke clas​si​cal mi​xed up with rock and a lit​tle co​untry and a bit of jazz.

    I ar​ri​ved at the top of so​me sta​irs and lo​oked down. The lo​wer le​vel of the ho​use, whe​re my sur​gery had ta​ken pla​ce, had be​en comp​le​tely trans​for​med. Not only was it cle​aned up, but two do​zen or so pe​op​le we​re sit​ting, eating, tal​king, and la​ug​hing.

    I sta​red at them, and at a tab​le fil​led with de​li​ci​o​us-smel​ling fo​od.

    Another song star​ted to play. It was li​ke a Mo​zart me​lody, only qu​ic​ker and so​me​how war​mer. Li​ke may​be Bob Dylan had col​la​bo​ra​ted on it.

    When I got to the bot​tom of the sta​irs, I saw that my grand​mot​her, Bla​le​en, was at a kind of pi​ano. Anot​her an​ci​ent wo​man in a whe​elc​ha​ir was pla​ying a small strin​ged inst​ru​ment that lo​oked and so​un​ded just li​ke a gu​qin, a type of an​ci​ent Chi​ne​se gu​itar. Se​ven or eight lit​tle kids run​ning aro​und a bunch of cha​irs scramb​led for a se​at as the glo​ri​o​us mu​sic sud​denly stop​ped.

    “Little ones, say hel​lo to yo​ur gre​at-co​usin Da​ni​el,” my grand​mot​her sa​id, stan​ding as she spot​ted me. “Da​ni​el X, to be pre​ci​se. He do​esn’t use a fa​mily na​me be​ca​use he do​esn’t ha​ve a fa​mily. Un​til now, that is.”

    “There he is!” a pretty yo​ung wo​man cri​ed as she ran up and emb​ra​ced me. “By the stars, it’s true! I’m yo​ur co​usin Lylah.”

    For the next se​ve​ral mi​nu​tes, pe​op​le crow​ded aro​und, sha​king my hand, pat​ting my back, and pinc​hing my che​eks. Shoc​ked eyes sta​red in​to mi​ne and da​zed smi​les lit up fa​ces. The old wo​man in the whe​elc​ha​ir rol​led up to me. The​re we​re te​ars in her eyes as she pinc​hed my che​ek as well.

    “It’s true,” she whis​pe​red hap​pily to me. “Ya lo​ok just li​ke yo​ur mom. Lit​tle of yo​ur dad. Lo​vely! Just lo​vely! You’re be​a​uti​ful, Da​ni​el. Tall, blond. Stun​ning!”

    An ami​ab​le-lo​oking, pudgy man was pinc​hing my free che​ek. “Da​ni​el, Da​ni​el. Ple​asu​re to me​etc​ha. I’m yo​ur unc​le Kraf​flep​rog. Yo​ur mom’s brot​her,” he sa​id, pum​ping my hand. “I used to chan​ge yo​ur di​aper. I cal​led you Stinky​boy. ”

    Kraffleprog? I tho​ught as I sho​ok his hand. Now the​re’s a na​me you don’t he​ar that much any​mo​re. My pa​rents had ta​ken so​me se​ri​o​us pity on me in the na​me de​part​ment, I re​ali​zed.

    “I can’t re​mem​ber the last ti​me the​re was a party, can you?” sa​id a bony, ti​red-lo​oking wo​man stan​ding be​si​de Unc​le Kraf​flep​rog.

    “First ti​me in a whi​le we had so​met​hing to ce​leb​ra​te on this shat​te​red rock,” my ro​tund unc​le sa​id, win​king and pinc​hing me so​me mo​re. “Stinky​boy is back.”

    

    

Chapter 77
    

    “COME, DA​NI​EL. Ta​ke the pla​ce of ho​nor at our tab​le,” my grand​mot​her sa​id. “It’s a mi​rac​le you li​ved thro​ugh my sur​gery.”

    The me​al, everyt​hing, was spec​ta​cu​lar, re​al​ly top of the li​ne. Ro​ast me​ats, inc​re​dibly in​ten​se ve​ge​tab​les, a kind of ref​res​hing cle​ar, swe​et drink. Al​pa​ri​an ap​ple ju​ice, may​be. I co​uld fe​el he​alth and he​at start to pul​se in my ve​ins.

    “Grandma,” I sa​id, smi​ling at Bla​le​en, “yo​ur pla​ce. It lo​oks…”

    “Reborn? Yes. Exactly how I fe​el,” she sa​id, squ​e​ezing my arm. “Yo​ur ho​me​co​ming de​fi​es chan​ce. It has bro​ught back the one thing we tho​ught we wo​uld ne​ver ha​ve aga​in. You know what this is, Da​ni​el? Ho​pe.”

    Whoa! What was I sup​po​sed to say to that?

    “Tell me everyt​hing,” I sa​id, chan​ging the su​bj​ect. “Who I am. Who the Ali​en Hun​ters are. What my pa​rents we​re do​ing on Earth. Whe​re -”

    “Whoa, whoa! I’ll gi​ve you the short ver​si​on, Da​ni​el. Lis​ten now.

    “Many hund​reds of ye​ars ago, our spa​ce pro​bes dis​co​ve​red Earth. What ama​zed us was how si​mi​lar our pla​nets we​re, in tem​pe​ra​tu​re, at​mosp​he​re, bo​di​es of wa​ter. It was dis​co​ve​red that the hu​man he​art was al​so si​mi​lar to that of Al​pa​ri​ans; physi​cal​ly, and in ot​her ways as well. It was sug​ges​ted that our ra​ces might ha​ve des​cen​ded from a sing​le an​ces​tor.

    “Unfortunately, we so​on le​ar​ned the Outer Ones had al​re​ady dis​co​ve​red Earth and we​re wor​king to co​lo​ni​ze and ta​ke it over. My son, Graff, met and fell in lo​ve with yo​ur mot​her, At​rel​da, when they we​re at uni​ver​sity. They both had po​wers, Da​ni​el, te​le​pathy and trans​for​ming abi​lity. They co​uld, well, cre​ate things at will. It’s ra​re, but it hap​pens he​re.”

    “Did you tell him abo​ut his ra​ting?” my unc​le in​ter​rup​ted.

    “You we​re tes​ted, Da​ni​el. Yo​ur po​wers are do​ub​le tho​se of yo​ur gif​ted pa​rents put to​get​her. Graff and At​rel​da we​re sent to Earth to help hu​mans in any way they co​uld. When we le​ar​ned of the​ir de​aths at the hands of The Pra​yer, we we​re con​vin​ced you had pe​ris​hed as well.”

    “So tell me-what hap​pe​ned to Al​par Nok? When did Seth dest​roy it?”

    “Not dest​ro​yed. Just chan​ged things su​per​fi​ci​al​ly. But eno​ugh of that for now. The past is the past. This is the pre​sent. This gat​he​ring is for hap​pi​ness and re​ne​wal and ho​pe. Ever​yo​ne, shall we?” my grand​mot​her sa​id. “We ha​ve a surp​ri​se for you.”

    The pla​tes we​re cle​ared away and the lights tur​ned low.

    “This,” sa​id my unc​le, “is not to be be​li​eved, yo​ung Stinky​boy!”

    

    

Chapter 78
    

    ALL MY RE​LA​TI​VES had star​ted to hum. I was abo​ut to ask what was up when a flic​ker of light ap​pe​ared on the wall.

    Then a sce​ne for​med.

    It was a mom and dad and a lit​tle boy in a pow​der blue row​bo​at. Hey, wa​it! That wasn’t just any lit​tle boy. That was me!

    My re​la​ti​ves we​re pro​j​ec​ting so​me kind of me​mory ho​me mo​vi​es on the wall for me! How crazy was that? And how co​ol.

    For the next ho​ur, I res​ted my chin in my palms and watc​hed me​mory af​ter me​mory in to​tal awe! My mom and dad in what lo​oked li​ke navy of​fi​cers’ uni​forms, get​ting mar​ri​ed. Ta​king me ho​me from the hos​pi​tal, pla​ying with me in a swim​ming po​ol, pla​ying with me at the be​ach. I smi​led as I spot​ted myself pet​ting Chor​da​ta’s trunk.

    After a whi​le, the sce​ne on the wall chan​ged to me as a small child pla​ying with fo​ur fri​ends.

    Suddenly it felt li​ke the top of my he​ad blew off! I tap​ped my grand​mot​her’s hand as I re​ali​zed who this was. Joe, Willy, Da​na, Em​ma, and me in a sand​box!

    My buds! My du​des! No way! We we​re go​od fri​ends even as lit​tle kids?

    “Wait a se​cond! That’s Joe, Willy, Em​ma, and Da​na. My fri​ends,” I sa​id ex​ci​tedly.

    “Yes, they we​re yo​ur fri​ends from presc​ho​ol. My, how you used to get on,” my grand​mot​her sa​id. “You for​med a fri​ends​hip bond, cal​led a drang, that is ra​rely se​en among our pe​op​le. Very po​wer​ful, Da​ni​el. Very spe​ci​al.”

    “But whe​re are they now? I ha​ve to see them im​me​di​ately.”

    She to​uc​hed my fa​ce.

    “I’m so sorry,” she sa​id. “They we​re to​get​her at the Aca​demy when it was bom​bed on FirstSt​ri​ke. The​ir bo​di​es we​re ne​ver re​co​ve​red. They’re pre​su​med de​ad, Da​ni​el.”

    Tears sprang to my eyes as I felt the strength sud​denly le​ave my body. My he​ad hit the tab​le​top as a bolt of des​pa​ir shot in​to my bra​in stem. It felt li​ke I was be​ing torn in two.

    With all the dest​ruc​ti​on that I had se​en, the ru​in of an en​ti​re world, it wasn’t un​til this mo​ment that I was truly over​co​me. I hadn’t felt such sad​ness sin​ce I was three.

    Dana, Joe, Em​ma, and Willy-my best fri​ends had all be​en mur​de​red by Er​gent Seth and his vil​la​ins.

    I don’t know exactly who I was when I fi​nal​ly lif​ted my he​ad and dri​ed my eyes. Just that I wasn’t the sa​me per​son I had be​en mi​nu​tes be​fo​re.

    “Seth,” I whis​pe​red. “I’m co​ming for you. I swe​ar I am. I pro​mi​se you, Da​na, Joe, Em​ma, Willy, my de​ar de​ad fri​ends! My drang. ”

    

    

Chapter 79
    

    MY HE​AD WAS STILL SPIN​NING when I wo​ke up the mor​ning af​ter the party. Me​eting my re​al fa​mily for the first ti​me wo​uld ha​ve be​en overw​hel​ming in it​self. But at the sa​me ti​me trying to get up to spe​ed on my pe​op​le and the his​tory of my pla​net and-hel​lo!-my des​tiny had be​en li​ke drin​king from a fi​re ho​se.

    I was ho​ping to catch a few strag​glers from the night be​fo​re. I still had abo​ut a tho​usand qu​es​ti​ons bo​un​cing aro​und in my skull. But the​re was no one. In fact even my grand​mot​her se​emed to be go​ne.

    I fo​und a handw​rit​ten no​te ta​ped to the in​si​de of the front do​or.

    Dear Da​ni​el,

    You are still re​cu​pe​ra​ting, so I co​uldn’t be​ar to wa​ke you, but the​re is gra​ve news! Ter​rib​le, wo​eful news!

    The Outer Ones’ World Har​ves​ters ha​ve re​ac​hed the outs​kirts of Un​der​town, our last sanc​tu​ary in the city. A ca​ve-in at one of the lo​wer tun​nels has left hund​reds of ca​su​al​ti​es, and I must le​ave to help. It is ut​ter cha​os and de​so​la​ti​on for tho​usands mo​re who ha​ve lost the​ir dwel​ling pla​ces. Mot​hers and child​ren are we​eping and ble​eding in the stre​ets.

    You ha​ve co​me at a mi​se​rab​le, des​pe​ra​te ti​me for our pla​net. Who knows, may​be this is no ac​ci​dent. The hor​se-fa​ced be​asts are everyw​he​re, so I must go.

    I ho​pe to see you aga​in, and if not-

    Love, gre​at lo​ve, for all of eter​nity, my bra​ve, hand​so​me Da​ni​el.

    Grandma Bla​le​en

    

    

Chapter 80
    

    THE SUN WAS GET​TING LOW as I fi​nal​ly ma​de it back out of the con​fu​sing ma​ze of tun​nels un​der Al​par Nok’s shat​te​red sur​fa​ce. I tur​ned in​to the ne​arest aban​do​ned of​fi​ce to​wer and hit its sta​ir​well at a gal​lop. Grand​ma Bla​le​en was right-the hor​se-fa​ced be​asts we​re everyw​he​re!

    A short ti​me la​ter, I sto​od on the ro​of, watc​hing the sun set. The Al​pa​ri​an sun was al​most twi​ce as lar​ge as Earth’s. Or was Al​par Nok just clo​ser to it? Any​way, it had a yel​lo​wish-gre​en tin​ge that tur​ned in​to a blue and gold as it sank. It was he​art-stop​pingly be​a​uti​ful, as I was su​re this city had on​ce be​en. I ima​gi​ned this sa​me fa​te for New York and Pa​ris and Lon​don back on Earth, and it chil​led me to the bo​ne.

    Then I sta​red at Seth’s spa​ces​hip ho​ve​ring omi​no​usly in the dis​tan​ce. And his sic​ke​ning mac​hi​nes eating thro​ugh this pla​net, li​ke worms thro​ugh a smas​hed ap​ple.

    I tho​ught abo​ut all the dre​ams and be​a​uty Seth had ta​ken away. And li​ves-li​ke Joe’s, Willy’s, Em​ma’s, Da​na’s. My de​ar fri​ends mur​de​red long ago at the​ir scho​ol, of all pla​ces.

    How long wo​uld it be be​fo​re this sa​me kind of sen​se​less dest​ruc​ti​on wo​uld be rep​la​yed on Earth?

    I clo​sed my eyes, con​cent​ra​ted fi​er​cely, and bro​ught my fri​ends back. With my mind, of co​ur​se.

    “Whu-what?” Joe sa​id, co​ming up be​si​de me. “No! You got​ta be mes​sing with my he​ad. I me​an, the ali​en spa​ces​hip was a trip, but now we’re ac​tu​al​ly on anot​her pla​net? A wrec​ked pla​net, I see, but still. Tell me they ha​ve light sa​bers, Da​ni​el. I want my own light sa​ber!”

    “Don’t lis​ten to him, Da​ni​el,” Willy sa​id, punc​hing Joe in the arm. “He’s just ta​ken one small step for idi​ots, one gi​ant step for idi​ot​kind.”

    “I know things lo​ok bad now, Da​ni​el,” Em​ma sa​id, scan​ning the jag​ged ho​ri​zon. “But this pla​net has an inc​re​dib​le li​fe for​ce, one that is even gre​ater than Earth’s. I can prac​ti​cal​ly tas​te it. Gi​ven ti​me and iso​la​ti​on, it’ll co​me back.”

    I felt so​met​hing ho​pe​ful in my chest. I’d al​most for​got​ten how go​od it felt to be among my fri​ends aga​in. My mur​de​red fri​ends, I co​uldn’t help thin​king.

    I step​ped over to whe​re Da​na sto​od, off by her​self, lo​oking very sad.

    “What is it, Da​na? Why won’t you talk? Did I do so​met​hing wrong?”

    Her eyes te​ared. Sud​denly she hug​ged me hard.

    “Okay, Da​ni​el, I know what you ha​ve to do he​re. I’m just so af​ra​id, af​ra​id of lo​sing you. And myself. But let’s get to work any​way. Let’s try to stop Seth if we pos​sibly can.”

    For the next se​ve​ral ho​urs, we just sat the​re and tho​ught abo​ut how to sa​ve our ho​me​land. We tur​ned over the op​ti​ons and pos​si​bi​li​ti​es, tho​usands of them, ac​tu​al​ly. Un​for​tu​na​tely, they all pretty much stank.

    “What do we do now?” Da​na fi​nal​ly as​ked. “We still don’t ha​ve a plan-and my bra​in is get​ting numb.”

    “Sleep,” I sa​id. “Dre​am abo​ut The Pra​yer, I sup​po​se. But to​mor​row we fight to li​ve!”

    

    

Chapter 81
    

    THE NEXT MOR​NING it to​ok us ho​urs of tricky and dif​fi​cult hi​king thro​ugh the land​fill of the dest​ro​yed city to get anyw​he​re ne​ar Seth’s ship.

    If the di​sas​ter area lo​oked bad from far away, clo​se up it was much wor​se. The​re we​re tho​usands of hor​se-he​ads everyw​he​re I co​uld see.

    We stag​ge​red aro​und shat​te​red baby cribs, com​pu​ter scre​ens, old news​pa​pers and bo​oks, bro​ken ap​pli​an​ces, ske​le​tons, all of it co​ve​red thickly with ash and mud.

    When we got clo​ser to Seth’s gi​gan​tic spa​cec​raft, I saw that anot​her lan​ding chu​te was down.

    “I gu​ess he’s not af​ra​id of an at​tack,” I sa​id.

    “What are we go​ing to do?” Willy sa​id ner​vo​usly. “I don’t li​ke the lo​ok in yo​ur eyes.”

    “Get it over with,” I sa​id. “Tus​sle, rumb​le, du​el to the de​ath. So​met​hing aw​ful, so​met​hing fi​nal.”

    I pul​led a me​tal po​le out from the rub​ble. Then I hur​led it abo​ut the length of three fo​ot​ball fi​elds. Abo​ut fo​ur se​conds la​ter, the po​le clan​ged aga​inst the ship’s hull.

    “What are you do​ing?!” sa​id Em​ma as a de​afe​ning alarm so​un​ded in the ship.

    “Do you see a do​or​bell anyw​he​re?” I sa​id, and wal​ked for​ward.

    “Knock, knock!” I yel​led up at the belly of the ship. “Co​me out, co​me out, whe​re​ver you are, Seth! It’s me. Da​ni​el.”

    

    

Chapter 82
    

    ABOUT TWENTY SE​CONDS LA​TER, the​re was a me​tal​lic gro​aning so​und, and the do​or ope​ned.

    Seth ca​me out in a bath​ro​be, hol​ding a tra​vel mug of cof​fee in one hand and a fol​ded-over Wall Stre​et Jo​ur​nal in the ot​her. The do​zen or so com​man​do sol​di​ers who fi​led out the do​or​way be​hind him swung the​ir 24/24 Opus Mag​nums in my di​rec​ti​on.

    “Well, if it isn’t Da​ni​el X him​self,” Seth sa​id with a yawn. “Be​co​me ti​red of li​ving in this dump of a city al​re​ady, eh? What can I do for you to​day? De​ath? Eter​nal ens​la​ve​ment? What’s it go​ing to be?”

    “I had so​met​hing a lit​tle mo​re sem​pi​ter​nal and epic in mind,” I sa​id as I put my fin​gers to my mo​uth and whist​led. “You saw Lord of the Rings I, II, and III, right?”

    At first, not​hing hap​pe​ned. Then, slowly, the​re was mo​ve​ment at the rim of the val​ley wall. Ac​tu​al​ly, it se​emed as if the rim it​self was mo​ving, which co​uldn’t be.

    Spikes of light glit​te​red off tho​usands upon tho​usands of mir​ro​red vi​sors, and ti​ta​ni​um bat​tle hel​mets, and rif​le bar​rels.

    Around the ed​ge of the val​ley walls sto​od a mas​si​ve army of fu​tu​ris​tic-lo​oking stars​hip tro​opers. Each sol​di​er was she​at​hed he​ad to toe in high-tech sil​ver bat​tle ar​mor, and each one aimed a blocky, snub-no​sed sub​mac​hi​ne gun down at Seth and his fel​low ali​ens.

    Suddenly the​ir vo​ices ro​ared as one!

    I smi​led, trying to mask the fact that each and every cyborg spa​ce ma​ri​ne had be​en cre​ated by yo​urs truly.

    With my mind.

    I tur​ned back to Seth as his news​pa​per flut​te​red down from his claw. I tho​ught his eye​bal​ls we​re go​ing to pop out of his butt-ugly fa​ce.

    “You tho​ught we we​re all go​ne, didn’t you?” I yel​led the​at​ri​cal​ly. “Tho​ught you had us be​aten in​to sub​mis​si​on? Think aga​in. Pre​pa​re to fe​el the ter​rib​le wrath of Al​par Nok!”

    Dana le​aned in from be​hind me and whis​pe​red aga​inst my che​ek.

    “Daniel, will they ac​tu​al​ly be ab​le to fight?”

    “I ho​nestly don’t know,” I sa​id out the si​de of my mo​uth.

    “Great,” she sa​id. “One mo​re qu​es​ti​on. Will it hurt when I die?”

    

    

Chapter 83
    

    “PREPARE TO FI​RE on my or​der!” Seth scre​amed to his sol​di​ers. “And sum​mon mo​re bac​kup. I want a full squ​ad​ron of bat​tle tanks and mis​si​le dro​nes! Get me a mil​li​on squ​ad​rons!”

    “Anybody mo​ves, they’re de​ad. Sa​me go​es for you, Seth,” I sa​id.

    Our eyes loc​ked and held. This was the cru​ci​al part of my plan. The next ten se​conds or so me​ant everyt​hing, the fu​tu​re of this pla​net, and pro​bably of Earth. Hey, you can ne​ver be too dra​ma​tic when you’re psyching yo​ur​self up be​fo​re a bat​tle to the de​ath.

    “On Earth, this is what they call a Me​xi​can stan​doff,” I sa​id. “You mo​ve, you die. I mo​ve, I die. So how abo​ut ins​te​ad we ac​tu​al​ly see who is mo​re po​wer​ful: Ali​en? Or Ali​en Hun​ter?”

    “What are you sa​ying, Da​ni​el?” Seth sa​id.

    “You and I fight man-to-man. Man to wha​te​ver you are. Win​ner ta​ke all. You win, my war​ri​ors di​sarm and be​co​me yo​ur sla​ves. I win, you and yo​ur hi​de​o​us cre​tins sli​me back in​to yo​ur flying Dumps​ter and ne​ver co​me back.”

    After all my thin​king and se​arc​hing thro​ugh an​nals of every stra​tegy and war​fa​re bo​ok ever writ​ten, I’d ac​tu​al​ly got​ten the ploy from The Ili​ad, by Ho​mer. Ac​hil​les gets Hec​tor out​si​de Troy’s wal​led ga​tes to fight him one-on-one whi​le both the​ir ar​mi​es watch. Check it out in The Ili​ad. Gre​at story!

    Seth sud​denly la​ug​hed at me.

    “Sounds ex​ci​ting, ex​cept I re​al​ly don’t ca​re how many of my dro​nes die. How abo​ut I just gi​ve the fi​re or​der and go back and watch the end of 24, the fifth se​ason, on my DVD?”

    “Oh, I get it now,” I sa​id, shrug​ging. “Seth is af​ra​id of a fif​te​en-ye​ar-old. I’m not surp​ri​sed.”

    “What did you just say?” Seth sa​id, put​ting a claw to his ear.

    “You he​ard me. Gut​less. Ugly. Sli​me-buc​ket. Hor​se-he​aded be​ast. How can I put it any cle​arer? Let’s see. You’re to​tal​ly pet​ri​fi​ed of me? You’re qu​aking in yo​ur bed​ro​om slip​pers? You just so​iled yo​ur un​di​es with the lit​tle he​arts on them? Isn’t that right, Dumb-Dumb?

    Seth, al​re​ady half​way in​si​de the do​or of the ship’s ele​va​tor, stop​ped sud​denly. “ Dumb-Dumb, ” he mut​te​red.

    “Hold this,” he sa​id, han​ding his cof​fee, pa​per, and ro​be to one of his hench-cre​eps.

    “Bring down the Earth sla​ves!” Seth ro​ared. “Watc​hing the de​ath of this fledg​ling not​hing will be a on​ce-in-a-li​fe​ti​me le​ar​ning ex​pe​ri​en​ce for them.”

    I re​sis​ted the ur​ge to wi​pe swe​at from my fo​re​he​ad, and just abo​ut everyw​he​re el​se on my body.

    My plan was wor​king so far, I gu​es​sed. I’d used what I’d le​ar​ned from Seth’s dre​am to ma​ni​pu​la​te him. In the dre​am, he was a lit​tle mu​tant hor​se-he​ad, and all the ot​her hor​se-he​ads we​re chan​ting “Dumb-Dumb” at him whi​le he was be​ing hu​mi​li​ated by a hor​se-he​ad te​ac​her.

    Being tho​ught dumb was Seth’s gre​atest fe​ar. Jo​in the crowd.

    And mi​ne? May​be be​ing torn limb from limb by one of the stron​gest and most evil cre​atu​res in the known or unk​nown uni​ver​ses.

    

    

Chapter 84
    

    TEN MI​NU​TES LA​TER, the sun was bla​zing di​rectly over our he​ads, and all the Earth kids we​re watc​hing with go​og​le eyes. The sce​ne re​min​ded me of the Ro​man Co​los​se​um, or at le​ast the way it lo​oked in Gla​di​ator.

    Seth’s cla​wed fe​et ma​de na​ils-on-a-black​bo​ard scratc​hing so​unds as he ap​pro​ac​hed ac​ross the co​urt​yard of our ma​kes​hift are​na.

    Me and my big yap, I tho​ught. De​fe​at Num​ber 6? I do​ub​ted I co​uld last thirty se​conds with the be​ast.

    That’s when Joe star​ted his ri​di​cu​lo​us ring​si​de an​no​un​ce​ment.

    “Ladies and gent​le​men. And all of Seth’s cre​eps,” Joe sho​uted. “In this cor​ner, we​aring Eag​le Out​fit​ter je​ans and a pow​der blue Gap T-shirt, we​ig​hing in at one hund​red and forty po​unds-Da​ni​el, the Wa​ilin’ Ali​en.”

    By this ti​me, along with the Earth kids, what se​emed li​ke ever​yo​ne sur​vi​ving on Al​par Nok, inc​lu​ding my aunts and unc​les and my grand​mot​her, had ar​ri​ved on the sce​ne. They’d held back at first-pro​bably as frigh​te​ned as I was-but now they we​re che​ering li​ke a ho​me crowd at Dod​ger Sta​di​um.

    “And in the net​her cor​ner, stan​ding se​ven and a half fe​et tall and we​ig​hing in at a whop​ping six hund​red ni​nety po​unds, and may​be mo​re-Ergent ‘The Pla​net Eater’ Seth.”

    I tur​ned and sta​red at Joe.

    “Would you shut up al​re​ady?” I sa​id. “You’re ma​king him angry.”

    “Angrier,” Seth cor​rec​ted. “Just wa​it till you see ang​ri​est. ”

    “Sorry,” Joe sa​id she​epishly. “I al​ways wan​ted to do that. It was gre​at! ”

    “Fair war​ning, sir,” I bab​bled as Seth got clo​ser and clo​ser. “Did I tell you? My po​wers ca​me back. In full. And may​be so​me ext​ra sin​ce I’m now well res​ted.”

    Bluish light crack​led from my fin​ger​tips as I spun to my left. Then an enor​mo​us wall of energy flew up, pro​tec​ting the Earth child​ren from any kind of harm.

    Seth threw up one hand-the energy wall I’d cre​ated buck​led and di​sin​teg​ra​ted with a lo​ud suc​king so​und. The Earth kids we​re left unp​ro​tec​ted aga​in.

    “You we​re sa​ying so​met​hing,” Seth sa​id, hol​ding a claw over his mo​uth as he yaw​ned.

    “Oh, I get it,” I sa​id. “I’m the one who cre​ates, you’re the one who dest​roys. In​te​res​ting con​cept.”

    “Isn’t it, tho​ugh?” Seth sa​id as he rus​hed for​ward to end my li​fe.

    

    

Chapter 85
    

    I LET HIM ke​ep co​ming un​til the last pos​sib​le se​cond, when I drop​ped low and tumb​led di​rectly un​der his legs. I even ma​na​ged to ho​ok my right fo​ot aro​und his leg and trip him.

    The ho​me and away crowd che​ered as he lan​ded hard eno​ugh to crack the sto​ne gro​und.

    Okay, I tho​ught. So far, so ali​ve.

    Seth grun​ted as he got up and sho​ok his mam​moth sho​ul​ders. He jog​ged to​ward me, then stop​ped and grin​ned. He cur​led his claws, cro​uc​hing in a kind of kung fu stan​ce.

    I put up my fists be​si​de my he​ad and cro​uc​hed, wa​iting for the next, fu​ri​o​us at​tack.

    But ins​te​ad of the ro​und​ho​use kick I was ex​pec​ting, a for​ked bolt of red light​ning erup​ted out of Seth’s mo​uth. It struck me po​int-blank in the fo​re​he​ad.

    Not fa​ir, I tho​ught, as siz​zling for​ce and blin​ding light hit me bet​we​en the eyes li​ke a bur​ning sled​ge​ham​mer. No​body sa​id anyt​hing abo​ut light​ning.

    I stumb​led back, my ha​ir sin​ged, my clot​hes black and smo​king. So much for my Ili​ad stra​tegy, and my be​ing Ac​hil​les the Se​cond, and pro​bably my li​ving un​til to​mor​row mor​ning.

    “Nice try, Seth,” I sa​id, grin​ning. Which was a pretty gutsy sta​te​ment con​si​de​ring that I was abo​ut to die.

    I even ma​na​ged to stay on my fe​et. Ali​en Hun​ter ru​le of thumb: In the event of ne​ar elect​ro​cu​ti​on, stay up​right.

    And then Seth chan​ged stra​te​gi​es. He ran over me li​ke a ru​na​way fre​ight tra​in.

    Maybe might do​es ma​ke right?

    

    

Chapter 86
    

    HE AC​TU​AL​LY DRO​VE ME down in​to the sto​ne gro​und a few inc​hes. Then he wrap​ped me in his arms and lif​ted me abo​ve his he​ad. Up clo​se, he smel​led li​ke de​ath, and yes, un​for​tu​na​tely, I ha​ve ex​pe​ri​en​ce with that par​ti​cu​lar odor. Far too much for my ten​der ye​ars.

    “Oh, Danny,” he sa​id in Pho​ebe Co​ok’s vo​ice as he drew me to him. “I lo​ve it when we hug.”

    Let me walk you thro​ugh the be​ing-squ​e​ezed-to-de​ath-by-an-ali​en pro​cess. First it fe​els li​ke a dump truck is sit​ting on yo​ur chest. Then it fe​els li​ke an airc​raft car​ri​er lan​ded di​rectly on you. Black stars be​gin to clo​ud yo​ur vi​si​on. I had ne​ver se​en or even he​ard of black stars be​fo​re. May​be they we​re the last thing you got to see on yo​ur way to the ot​her si​de.

    “I am mo​re,” Seth ro​ared thro​ugh grit​ted te​eth as he con​ti​nu​ed to crush me in​to fi​ne par​tic​les. “I am mo​re.”

    I co​uld fe​el my bo​nes abo​ut to pul​ve​ri​ze, my eye​bal​ls re​ady to pop from the​ir soc​kets.

    I held on as long as I co​uld.

    Then I for​ced a fi​nal smi​le.

    “I told you I was smar​ter than you, Dumb-Dumb. Didn’t I tell you?”

    Seth lo​oked at me cu​ri​o​usly, and in the next ins​tant, everyt​hing-Seth, the imp​ro​vi​sed co​li​se​um, the im​mo​vab​le crus​hing pres​su​re- all of it was go​ne.

    I was on a whi​te she​et.

    I’m not tal​king a re​gu​lar hos​pi​tal she​et or so​met​hing, but an inc​re​dibly enor​mo​us, bil​lo​wing whi​te she​et, a vir​tu​al de​sert of a whi​te she​et go​ing off and out of sight in every di​rec​ti​on.

    I was clin​ging to it des​pe​ra​tely. With my arms and legs and te​eth.

    My eight, long, seg​men​ted, co​ve​red-in-an-exos​ke​le​ton arms and legs, by the way.

    I’d tur​ned myself in​to a tick.

    I was now too small for Seth to squ​e​eze to de​ath. Let’s fa​ce it. I was so small I do​ub​ted Seth co​uld even see me.

    

    

Chapter 87
    

    I STAR​TED to tur​bo-climb the cloth cliff of Seth’s whi​te shirt. I was ac​tu​al​ly on his sho​ul​der bla​de when I tur​ned and saw his enor​mo​us eye sta​ring down at me.

    Far off, I watc​hed a claw the si​ze of a two-fa​mily ho​use ri​se to​ward me. Uh-oh.

    Then I jum​ped! The claw ac​tu​al​ly brus​hed my back. It ca​me so clo​se, I al​most went flying off Seth al​to​get​her.

    Almost.

    I lan​ded on the si​de of Seth’s he​ad, next to his ear.

    And then I held my bre​ath… and craw​led in​si​de.

    

    YUCK!

    

    It was li​ke the most dis​gus​ting ca​ve ever dis​co​ve​red. Right in my path was what lo​oked li​ke a trac​tor tra​iler’s worth of mel​ted Lim​bur​ger che​ese.

    My tick tor​so do​ub​led over and I star​ted to dry he​ave. I re​ali​zed I was stan​ding in Seth’s ear​wax.

    Finally, tho​ugh, I ro​se up tall-and sho​uted!

    “On Ter​ra Fir​ma, they ha​ve a pro​duct cal​led Q-tips. You sho​uld lo​ok in​to it, Seth,” I yel​led.

    “WHO SA​ID THAT? ” he bel​lo​wed as I scam​pe​red down the cur​ving cor​ri​dor of his ear ca​nal.

    I didn’t stop un​til I ca​me to a bul​ging red no​du​le. It was plug​ging up the tun​nel. Now what?

    I shut my eyes and pic​tu​red the ana​tomy of the Verm-gypi​an he​ad from the di​ag​ram on my lap​top. Ha​ving a pho​tog​rap​hic me​mory co​mes in re​al​ly handy so​me​ti​mes.

    I re​ali​zed I was sta​ring at his tympa​nic memb​ra​ne, or eard​rum. Hmmm. It par​ted li​ke a cur​ta​in as I cut in​to it with my fang.

    Seth how​led, so I must ha​ve be​en do​ing so​met​hing right.

    Next, I wrig​gled my way in​to a cham​ber cal​led the tympa​nic ca​vity. Abo​ve me was a re​pul​si​ve bul​ging, han​ging thing that lo​oked li​ke a gi​ant squ​id. It was Seth’s coch​lea, the or​gan that turns so​und in​to bra​in sig​nals.

    There was a lit​tle win​dow in it whe​re a fun​ny-lo​oking bo​ne cal​led the stir​rup flic​ke​red in and out.

    I clim​bed up and craw​led over the stir​rup and thro​ugh the win​dow, in​to Seth’s in​ner ear.

    “I’m still he​re!” I re​as​su​red him. “This is still a fight to the de​ath!”

    

    

Chapter 88
    

    THE IN​SI​DE of Seth’s coch​lea was even gros​ser than his ear​wax si​tu​ati​on. It was fil​led with this flu​id that was… ugh, I don’t even want to get in​to it.

    I swam thro​ugh the go​ok un​til I re​ac​hed anot​her ope​ning fil​led with what lo​oked li​ke yel​low spag​het​ti.

    Aha! Just what I was lo​oking for, a gag​gle of Seth’s ner​ves. Audi​tory or ves​ti​bu​lar, I wasn’t su​re, and it didn’t mat​ter.

    I just ne​eded a way to tra​vel so far in​to his skull that the​re’d be no chan​ce for him to get me out. I wrig​gled in​to a duct​li​ke ner​ve, he​ad​first, and con​ti​nu​ed on my merry way, spe​lun​king thro​ugh Seth’s he​ad.

    For so​me re​ason, I don’t think Seth was ha​ving as much fun as I was. Pe​ri​odi​cal​ly I wo​uld he​ar him mo​an things li​ke NO and PLE​ASE and my per​so​nal fa​vo​ri​te, MOMMY.

    “I’m right he​re, ho​ney!” I cal​led back. “But you know what they say abo​ut let​ting an op​po​nent get in​si​de yo​ur he​ad?”

    After abo​ut fi​ve mi​nu​tes of wrig​gling, I ar​ri​ved at mo​re yel​lo​wish spag​het​ti, and clumps of uni​den​ti​fi​ab​le or​gans that lo​oked im​por​tant, and rat​her de​li​ca​te. By my cal​cu​la​ti​ons, I was now in Seth’s bra​in stem, half​way bet​we​en his me​dul​la ob​lon​ga​ta and his pons.

    This was the Grand Cent​ral Sta​ti​on of Seth’s bra​in, the part that cont​rol​led his res​pi​ra​ti​on, his blo​od pres​su​re, his he​art ra​te.

    “Are all the bra​ins of yo​ur spe​ci​es this small, Chunk Buc​ket? Or are you li​ke an ex​cep​ti​on?” I yel​led.

    “GET OUT OF MY HE​AD! ” Seth scre​amed.

    His vo​ice was truly thun​de​ro​us in the cham​ber of his skull. The vo​ice of an angry god in an evil temp​le.

    “GET OUT OF MY HE​AD NOW OR I’LL BO​ARD MY SHIP AND BLOW THIS PLA​NET TO DUST! ” he scre​amed.

    And that was dif​fe​rent from what he had in​ten​ded to do in what way?

    “You want me out of yo​ur he​ad?” I sa​id.

    “YES! ”

    “You su​re?”

    “YES! ”

    “Say ple​ase.”

    “PLEASE! ”

    “Okay,” I sa​id. “If you in​sist. But you won’t li​ke it. Re​ady or not, I’m co​ming out!”

    

    

Chapter 89
    

    I LET OUT a thun​de​ro​us trum​pe​ting ro​ar, and I me​an that li​te​ral​ly. My tick legs thic​ke​ned as my body bul​ged, ex​pan​ding at an ama​zing ra​te.

    Seth had be​gun to shri​ek for his MOMMY aga​in.

    Then my he​ad hit the ce​iling of so​met​hing spongy, and I slid thro​ugh tis​sue and memb​ra​ne with a wet pop.

    I blin​ked in the sud​denly bright sun​light, ra​ised my glo​ri​o​us trunk to the sky, and trum​pe​ted aga​in.

    Yes, trum​pe​ted!

    I’d trans​for​med myself in​to a glo​ri​o​us elep​hant! One the si​ze of Chor​da​ta.

    I to​we​red the​re for a mo​ment, fe​eling my elep​hant​ness, fe​eling the po​wer and might and wis​dom of everyt​hing that was ho​pe​ful and ali​ve abo​ut Al​par Nok.

    Seth was lying on the sto​ne be​ne​ath me, and well… wow. Seth wasn’t do​ing too well. Eup​he​mism. Lo​ok it up. Whe​re his he​ad used to be was ba​si​cal​ly a po​ol of pa​le-co​lo​red sli​me.

    This pi​ece of gar​ba​ge who had ne​arly dest​ro​yed my pla​net had had a lar​ge he​ad for su​re. But even his he​ad co​uldn’t con​ta​in a full-grown elep​hant.

    I trum​pe​ted aga​in, and the kids from Earth and Al​par Nok le​aped to the​ir fe​et, che​ering.

    The re​ma​ining ali​en com​man​dos sto​od the​re in shock as I morp​hed back in​to myself.

    “You the​re,” I sa​id to the lar​gest and nas​ti​est-lo​oking of them all.

    “Me?” The cre​atu​re crin​ged, fe​ar​ful​ly po​in​ting a claw at him​self.

    “Yes, you,” I sa​id. “What’s yo​ur na​me?”

    “Krothgark.”

    “Krothgark, I ha​ven’t de​ci​ded if I’m go​ing to let you li​ve or not. Wo​uld you li​ke to inf​lu​en​ce my de​ci​si​on?”

    “Yes,” Kroth​gark sa​id. “Very much.”

    “Then do yo​ur​self a big fa​vor and unc​ha​in tho​se kids,” I sa​id. “And tho​se kids. And tho​se. All of them.”

    “You got it, sir. Right away, right away. You he​ard the man,” Kroth​gark sa​id, smac​king one of the hor​se-he​ad sol​di​ers next to him. “Uncha​in the child​ren.”

    When I lo​oked up I saw that pe​op​le we​re stre​aming to​ward me. I ga​ve Bem and his sis​ter, Ku​lay, high fi​ves as my unc​le pinc​hed both of my che​eks.

    “ Wo​o​oh, ” I he​ard Joe yell from so​mew​he​re in the happy crush. “Ye​ah, baby! We’re go​ing to Dis​ney World.” Le​ave it to Joe.

    “You’ve sa​ved us,” Grand​ma Bla​le​en sa​id as she hug​ged me tightly.

    Then Da​na had her arm aro​und me too, and not​hing had felt so go​od to me in a long, long ti​me.

    “You’re…” she sob​bed. “You’re…”

    “Still ali​ve?” I sa​id. “Of co​ur​se. How co​uld I let us die?”

    Just then, a hu​man girl ca​me run​ning up to us. She had fla​ming red ha​ir, lots of freck​les-very pretty. “I was held cap​ti​ve on that ter​rib​le spa​ces​hip,” she sa​id. “Thank you for sa​ving me. I’m Pho​ebe Co​ok, the re​al one.”

    She had so​met​hing tuc​ked un​der her arm. “I fo​und this on the ship. I tho​ught it might be im​por​tant.”

    My lap​top! I re​ac​hed for the com​pu​ter con​ta​ining The List of all the ot​her ali​en scum I had to dest​roy, but be​fo​re I co​uld say a word to Pho​ebe, Da​na did.

    “It’s very ni​ce to me​et you, Pho​ebe. I’m glad you’re all right. Now you sho​uld go back and ce​leb​ra​te with yo​ur fri​ends. Da​ni​el is with me. Bye-bye, Pho​ebe. Sco​ot along.”

    

    

Chapter 90
    

    IF I THO​UGHT the first fe​ast at my grand​ma’s was so​met​hing, I hadn’t se​en anyt​hing yet. The​re we​re twel​ve stra​ight days of dan​cing and mu​sic, ce​leb​ra​ting, eating, story​tel​ling, you na​me it. Ex​cept that you co​uldn’t pos​sibly ima​gi​ne a blo​wo​ut party on Al​par Nok, co​uld you?

    For ho​urs and ho​urs, to​tal stran​gers ca​me up and emb​ra​ced me. My arms we​re so​re from sha​king hands. And my che​eks, from be​ing pinc​hed. I was told that I met every sing​le in​ha​bi​tant of Al​par Nok. Twi​ce.

    At one po​int du​ring the fi​nal fi​re​works show- re​al​ly, this was the fi​nal -I fo​und my grand​ma and sat her down for a he​art-to-he​art.

    “Let me help you re​bu​ild the city,” I sa​id. “Whe​re do we start? When?”

    “No,” she sa​id, sha​king her he​ad. “You’ve do​ne eno​ugh he​re, Da​ni​el. You ha​ve to go back to Earth. Fi​nish the work yo​ur pa​rents star​ted. And I’d go now, if I we​re you. Ma​ke the Outer Ones ta​ke you and the rest of the ab​duc​ted kids back. Be​fo​re tho​se black​gu​ards can think abo​ut it, and do so​met​hing de​ce​it​ful and tre​ac​he​ro​us.”

    “But when will I see you aga​in?” I sa​id. “ Will I see you aga​in?”

    “Of co​ur​se you will, Da​ni​el,” she sa​id. “In yo​ur dre​ams, in yo​ur mind’s eye, and al​ways in yo​ur he​art.”

    “One qu​es​ti​on,” I fi​nal​ly sa​id. “Se​ri​o​usly now. Are you a doc​tor?”

    She shrug​ged. “Gar​de​ner,” she sa​id.

    

    

Epilogue 

KISSING THE EARTH WITH MY DRANG AND ALL THAT GOOD STUFF 

Chapter 91
    

    THE SUN WAS JUST STAR​TING to set as we cros​sed a corn​fi​eld ne​ar Hux​ley, Iowa, whe​re I had the Outer Ones drop us off af​ter we’d de​li​ve​red the last of the ab​duc​ted Earth child​ren sa​fely ho​me. I was watc​hing the de​par​ting spa​ces​hip when I al​most trip​ped over a fo​ot​ball lying in the grass.

    You wo​uldn’t think that a scuf​fed-up, ob​long ball with NFL writ​ten in jaz​zy script un​der its la​ces co​uld ac​tu​al​ly fill a per​son with unb​rid​led joy, but I al​most star​ted crying.

    Something go​od had just hap​pe​ned. I was back on Ter​ra Fir​ma, and I’d mis​sed it li​ke crazy, mo​re than I ever co​uld ha​ve ima​gi​ned.

    This is my ho​me, I re​ali​zed. I lo​ve it he​re. It’s a gre​at, gre​at pla​net.

    I bent and lif​ted the fo​ot​ball.

    “Joe,” I sa​id, hef​ting it. “Go long, my man.”

    Willy, Da​na, Em​ma, and I crac​ked up as we watc​hed Joe run. Fe​wer things in li​fe are fun​ni​er than watc​hing Joe-Joe put the pe​dal to the me​tal. When he got abo​ut eighty yards away, he yel​led back.

    “I’m open, Da​ni​el! Throw it! Chuck it! Mon​ta​na to Jer​ry Ri​ce, Brady to Randy Moss, Brett Fav​re to any​body!”

    “You call that long? ” I yel​led at him.

    Joe kept run​ning, and tal​king. Abo​ut fo​ur mi​nu​tes la​ter, when he was ba​si​cal​ly a blip on the ho​ri​zon, my cell pho​ne rang.

    “This long eno​ugh for you, wi​se guy?” Joe sa​id, bre​at​hing he​avily in​to the pho​ne.

    “That’ll do it,” I sa​id, and let the fo​ot​ball fly. It ma​de a his​sing so​und thro​ugh the gol​den, early eve​ning sky as it spi​ra​led to​ward Joe and the sun. I was glad the​re we​ren’t any pas​sing airc​raft, be​ca​use I had to put so​me arc on that suc​ker.

    Joe was stan​ding abo​ut half a mi​le away. We burst in​to lo​ud ap​pla​use as he ca​ught it and then got knoc​ked on​to his butt.

    “Now that’s what I call a catch, Joe,” I sa​id as I ran up and saw my bud sit​ting smack-dab in the mid​dle of a cow pie. Willy was punc​hing his thighs, he was la​ug​hing so hard.

    “And check it out,” I sa​id, po​in​ting to​ward the fi​eld be​hind Joe. “We’re not the only ones imp​res​sed.”

    

    

Chapter 92
    

    THERE WE​RE COWS in the fi​eld, a herd of black-and-whi​te Hols​te​ins. Joe’s mo​uth went wi​de as the moo-cows sto​od on the​ir hind legs with the​ir ho​oves at the​ir wa​ists.

    With a lit​tle help from me, of co​ur​se. My last trick of this story, I swe​ar.

    “Give me a J! ” I yel​led.

    “Moooo,” the cows baw​led, and ma​de a J with the​ir front ho​oves.

    “Give me an O! ”

    The ho​oves ma​de an O.

    “Moooo!”

    “Give me an E! ”

    Thirty Hols​te​ins bent si​de​ways, the​ir front ho​oves and one re​ar ho​of ex​ten​ded. Very co​ol to watch.

    “Mooooo!”

    Even Em​ma, who ra​rely ap​pro​ved of do​ing anyt​hing with ani​mals ex​cept set​ting them free, lo​oked li​ke she was abo​ut to wet her pants with the ex​ci​te​ment.

    The grand fi​na​le of the ro​uti​ne ca​me as they as​semb​led in a fo​ur-ba​se che​er​le​ading pyra​mid. The two Hols​te​ins at the top had ex​ten​ded the​ir ho​oves skyward.

    “What do​es it spell?” we all yel​led out.

    “MOOOOO! ” the cows baw​led as they did the​se to​tal​ly im​pos​sib​le che​er​le​ader jumps and bas​ket catc​hes and back handsp​rings.

    My si​des we​re ac​hing from la​ug​hing so hard. It was go​od to be on Ter​ra Fir​ma. And to ha​ve my po​wers aga​in.

    “Be af​ra​id, ali​ens,” Da​na sa​id, hop​ping up on my back, pum​ping her fist at the sky. The sun was dip​ping over the ri​se of the co​untry ro​ad in front of us. I be​gan to run fas​ter and fas​ter and fas​ter. You wo​uldn’t be​li​eve how fast.

    “Be very, very af​ra​id!” I scre​amed to this blur​ring, won​der​ful world of ours.

    

    THE END

This file was created with BookDesigner program

bookdesigner@the-ebook.org

27/07/2008

    

