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CHAPTER ONE

AS USUAL, BENNY IS AN ASS AND I CAN’T KEEP my mouth shut.

Lunch had been going okay. We’d walked to the diner a few blocks down from our apartment. Everybody in Harlem seemed to be out on the streets, enjoying the first warmish day in weeks. Mom looked radiant in her crisp white button-down. She’s always been able to make her work clothes look fashionable instead of like something she was forced to wear while serving fancy customers at a restaurant down on Wall Street that we could never afford to eat at. Benny, my stepdad, was quiet most of the meal, except for a groan here or there—based on his swollen eyes, I’m guessing he had a little too much fun out with his boys last night. All in all, things had been smooth sailing.

Then I had to go and ask if I could get some new headphones. Nice noise-cancelling ones that’d block out the world around me, or at least the noises in our apartment. That seemed worth fifty dollars to me.

The request doesn’t go over well.

“Sure, baby,” Mom says as she tries to nab the last grape from a side of fruit salad with her fork.

Benny looks like she’s just agreed to buy me a Lexus for my sixteenth birthday or something.

“Hold up, now,” he says. “What’s wrong with the ones you’ve got?”

“They’re busted,” I say, pointing to the headphones slung around my neck. “Only one ear works.”

“Then deal with one ear,” Benny says. He wolfs down the last bite of a burger. “Your mom works six shifts a week. Sometimes more. I support us too. What do you do?”

I almost laugh at the word “support.” Benny’s been off work for a few months now on paid “disability,” even though I haven’t seen anything wrong with him. It definitely hasn’t stopped him from drinking beer all day while shouting at our TV, driving me crazy.

“I put up with you,” I mutter, staring down at the half a waffle floating around a little syrup lake on my plate.

“Dani,” Mom says.

“What’d you just say?” Benny asks, his voice a low boom.

I bite my tongue. For Mom’s sake, I keep quiet.

“She’s having a great semester in school,” Mom says. “Lord, I’ll pay for the headphones. Don’t worry.”

“Oh really? Where’s this money coming from, then?” he asks.

“Benny, don’t spoil the meal. You know I set aside a little tip money for things like this.”

“At least she works,” I say. It slips out before I can stop it. Benny snorts and I can tell I’ve crossed the line.

When he speaks again, his voice is deep and full of anger.

“Listen here, you spoiled little—”

“Benjamin.” Mom cuts him off.

He looks back and forth between us, jaw flexing as he clenches his teeth. Benny’s pretty much always an asshole, but it’s when he gets quiet and silently rages that I know I’ve hit some kind of nerve. I haven’t seen him look this angry in a long time, and that’s saying something, considering we never see eye to eye on anything.

My body tenses up with anger. I want to hurl my plate at him, or flip this whole table over. I wish I could do something.

He stands up abruptly, his knees banging against the table and causing our plates to rattle. On his feet, he’s a behemoth, six foot two and thick from years of manual labor and Mom’s cooking. A couple of people look over at us, and Mom puts on a smile to show them that everything’s all right.

“You got so much spare cash lying around, then you won’t mind paying for this shit,” Benny says, waving at our table. And then he’s off and out the door.

Mom slowly takes her napkin from her lap and dabs her lips.

“You want dessert, baby?” she asks.

I shake my head and suck my teeth, looking across the room at nothing in particular. If I look at Mom I’ll apologize for what I said and take responsibility for starting the argument, and I don’t want to be sorry.

She shrugs and glances at her phone. “I gotta get down to the restaurant. My shift starts soon.”

“I’d hate for those rich-ass bankers to have to pour their own drinks.”

“Language, Dani,” she says. Then she smirks. “Besides, those rich-ass bankers are the ones buying you a black and white.”

And before I can protest she’s up and across the diner, chatting with our waitress at the bar as the woman makes me a to-go milk shake.

I walk Mom to her train. We cut through Morningside Park, which is kind of crowded because of the nice weather. There are all sorts of families grilling and having picnics. A bunch of kids playing pickup basketball on the courts. We don’t really talk—Mom just hums some song I don’t recognize and I try to cool off. We’ve done this a million times. Walking beside her always makes me feel better, no matter what’s been going on at home or at school.

But we can’t spend all day strolling around. Eventually she has to leave.

We come to the subway entrance.

“Text me which headphones you want, and I’ll go pick them up,” she says. “It’ll be our little secret.”

“Until Benny finds out,” I say.

“He won’t. He’s not exactly the most observant guy. He’ll forget all about them by tomorrow. Maybe we’ll do something fun if the weather stays. Just you and me. I’ve got the day off.”

This is what it should always be like. We don’t need anybody else in the world except each other.

“We’d be better off alone.”

“Dani . . . ,” she says.

“It’s true. We were fine before he came along.”

“Not always, baby,” she says. “You’re forgetting he’s the reason we can afford to stay in our apartment.”

“If that’s all it is, then I can get a job,” I say. “I’m almost sixteen. We can get along just fine without him.”

She smiles, but I don’t think it’s because I’ve just come up with some brilliant solution to our problems. We’ve had this conversation a hundred times before.

“He’s a good man,” she says slowly, patiently. “He’s just going through a rough patch.”

As far as I’m concerned, this “rough patch” has lasted for the last three years, ever since he moved in with us.

“Besides, you need to be focused on school.” She smirks a little. “I’m going to find some SAT vocabulary lessons for you to listen to on those fancy new headphones to make sure you’re putting them to good use.”

I roll my eyes. She kisses me on the forehead, squeezing my shoulder gently.

“I’ll see you tonight, Dani,” she says. “I love you.”

“Yeah.” I stare down at the concrete. “Later.”

She lingers.

“I love you too,” I say finally.

She smiles, and then disappears down into the subway.

Thinking about going back to the apartment makes my blood start to boil again, and with Mom gone there’s no one left to keep me calm. I know from past experience that it’ll be best if I give Benny a little while to cool down. Besides, I don’t want to be stuck in my room avoiding my stepdad when it’s so nice outside. So I walk for a while until I finally come to the Cathedral of St. John the Divine. I cut through the groups of people snapping pictures outside and go into the little park beside the church where this weirdo statue of an angel and a bunch of giraffes stands. I think it’s really called Peace Fountain, but I’ve always called it Big Crab because that’s what all the animals and the winged man are standing on—a Big Crab. That’s also what Mom called it when I was just a kid and she used to take me on walks through the university campus nearby and talk about how if I worked really hard I’d be one of the students there when I grew up.

Now I come here when I want to get away from everything else.

I grab a bench, stretch out my legs and cross my arms, enjoying the feeling of the sun shining down on me. Music blasts from one ear of my headphones. I try to completely zone out.

I don’t know how much time passes before my phone starts to vibrate in my pocket, the music in my ear suddenly replaced by a ringtone. I sigh, fearing that it’s Benny asking me where the hell I am, or if I’ll run by the store and pick something up for him.

But it’s Mom.

“Hey,” I say when I answer. “I thought your shift star—”

“Where are you?” she cuts me off. Her voice is short and on the verge of a yell. It startles me so that I don’t answer at first. She continues. “Did you hear me? Where are you?”

“At the Big Crab.”

“Go home.”

“Mom, what’s—”

“Dani, baby,” she says. She sounds like she’s about to start crying or something. “You need to go home. Right now. I’ll be—”

I don’t hear what she says after that, if she says anything at all. There’s some yelling and then a loud bang, and suddenly our connection is gone.

I try to call back, but I’ve got zero bars.

“What the . . . ,” I mutter, jumping to my feet. I pause for a few seconds, staring at my phone, my heart pounding against my ribs. I’m not exactly excited about going back to the apartment and spending the rest of the afternoon hearing Benny shout at sports teams. But Mom sounded so worried . . .

The sky becomes overcast, and all of a sudden I feel like something bad’s going to happen. I keep hearing the concern in Mom’s voice repeating through my head.

I start to run towards home.

As I dart through the park and past the short blocks to our apartment, I can tell something’s not right. I hear shouting from inside apartment buildings as I run past open windows. A couple of other people are sprinting through the streets, in a hurry somewhere. I speed up, continuously checking my phone to see if I’ve gotten a message from Mom or something.

Finally, I’m home. The metal security gate bangs behind me, loud, and I’m guessing every other apartment in our crappy building hears it. Someone yells from inside 1B as I run past the row of mailboxes in the entryway and then up the hard, worn stairs to our place on the fourth floor. I’m shaking as I try to get my key in the door, but I can’t tell if it’s because I’m completely out of breath and drained from running all the way here, or because I’m so spooked by Mom’s call.

I start yelling as soon as I get inside.

“Mom?” I ask. “Benny? What’s going on?”

Benny’s in his big blue recliner. There are a couple of empty beers on the coffee table, and I’m hoping that means he’s forgotten all about the headphones.

“Benny, Mom jus—”

He shushes me, waving a hand in my direction, not taking his eyes off the TV, where a blond boy with glowing fireballs in his hands is fighting a gross-ass giant.

Anger builds up inside me. Benny is watching some crappy sci-fi movie while Mom might be in trouble or something.

I’m about to start shouting at him when I recognize the United Nations on the screen. Then a reporter from one of the news stations Benny loves to yell at comes into frame. That’s when I realize that this isn’t some movie: it’s live.










CHAPTER TWO

NONE OF THIS SEEMS REAL.

A giant spaceship is hovering above Manhattan. It just rolled in out of nowhere. A freaking spaceship. I’ve tried to catch sight of it myself, but the only windows in our apartment face the building a few yards away from us, and all I can see when I look out are bricks and dirty glass and the little alley below us.

But it’s all over the TV. We sit glued to the screen. Benny keeps crossing himself and whispering prayers I didn’t think he even knew. He’s got a baseball bat in his lap and hasn’t moved for hours. I split my time rocking back and forth on the couch and pacing through the living room, constantly checking both my and Benny’s phones to see if either of them gets any service. We don’t really talk to each other except for when we hear a bunch of people running up to the roof. I start towards the front door, but Benny says “Stay here” in a way that has my butt immediately back down on the couch.

Besides, I keep waiting for the door to swing open and Mom to walk in. I don’t want to be up on the roof when she does.

Whatever this is, it’s not just happening here in New York, but in cities across the world. Some are calling it an invasion. Others war. None of it makes sense. It’s impossible to wrap my head around it. The weird-ass aliens with laser guns they keep showing on TV have just got to be CGI. Or this is just some big viral marketing campaign for a movie or something. I remember learning in school about some old radio broadcast back in the ’30s that was about aliens invading. People thought it was real, but it turned out to be a big hoax. This has to be like that, right?

Or at least, that’s what I keep trying to believe.

If this is a joke, it’s the best, most expensive damn joke in history. The news keeps showing footage taken from phones and tablets—I guess some people are managing to get a cell signal. A lot of it is shaky and blurry. Some of it’s a little more high quality. A few stations start showing a video pulled from YouTube. It’s got a girl doing a voice-over in it like some kind of PSA and talks about the blond boy I saw fighting on TV earlier—apparently his name is John Smith—and how he’s a good alien. And that a bunch of bad aliens are here to take over Earth.

This is the craziest shit I’ve ever seen.

Every time the security gate bangs, I jolt and stare at the door, hoping it’s Mom. But it never is. The dozenth or so time I hear it, the clanging metal is followed by the sound of some guy screaming.

“Holy shit, they’re here.” His cries echo up the stairwell, through the building. “They’re on the block! They’re on the block!”

I recognize the voice as the old man who sits on our stoop and sometimes talks to birds. I turn to Benny, but he just clicks his tongue and shakes his head a little.

“Dude’s losing it,” he says, not taking his eyes off the TV. “Those pale freaks ain’t gonna bother with Harlem. We’re safe here.”

He turns the news up louder. The station we’re watching is broadcasting live from Midtown, where most of the NYPD has been sent—it seems like the aliens are more concentrated there. Benny leans forward in his chair, muttering something I don’t hear. Somewhere on our block, a few car alarms start to go off. Even though he may be convinced no aliens are coming to Harlem, I get up and tiptoe over to the front door, moving the little slider out of the way so I can see through the peephole and into the small landing. But there’s nothing there—just the two doors of the apartments across the hall and the blinking light that’s needed to be fixed for months now.

Behind me, the reporter talks.

“The—the—the Mogadorians,” she says, and I roll the word around in my head. “They have taken to the streets en masse and appear to be, ah, rounding up prisoners, although we have seen some further acts of violence at—at—the slightest provocation. . . .”

Prisoners?

“Jesus Christ,” Benny says.

I keep my eye up to the peephole, trying to catch anything out of the ordinary.

There’s a huge bang downstairs and the sound of wrenching metal, like the security gate’s being torn in half or something. I leap back from the door, screaming a little bit, and proceed to freak the eff out.

“It’s them!” I say, louder than I mean to. My heart is suddenly pumping a thousand beats a minute as I look around for some kind of weapon.

“Shut up!” Benny says, jumping out of his chair and muting the TV. I’m so scared that I hardly get angry at his words. When he sees my face, his expression softens and he lowers his voice to a whisper. “I mean, keep quiet. Damn.”

There’s screaming somewhere downstairs. Loud and panicked. Terrified. My breath catches in my throat as I take five steps away from the door all at once and back into Benny. There’s another scream, one that’s cut off suddenly. I start to shake. My breath comes out in quivery gasps.

Benny grips my shoulder and pulls me back. For a second I think he’s just dragging me away from the door. Then I realize he’s trying to get me behind him.

“Go hide,” he says, letting his arm fall away. I turn to him. There’s something in his eyes I’ve never seen before.

Fear.

“Go on,” he says.

I start to think of the few places I could try to hide in our apartment—under my bed, the closet—and suddenly I feel like I’m five years old and playing games. But these alien freaks are definitely not playing. Our apartment is so small. If they want to find me, they will.

The screams are getting louder, closer. They’re moving up the floors. I can hear the doors being kicked in now, along with electronic noises like the ones we heard on TV—the sounds of their weapons.

What the hell is happening?

There’s shouting now, right outside our apartment. Deep, bellowing orders to open the doors. I stand frozen in our living room.

Benny takes his bat and walks slowly to the door, half on his tiptoes. He leans up against the corner in the entryway and raises the bat like he’s ready to hit a homer. He glances back at me, and his face contorts into an expression I’m more familiar with coming from him: anger.

“Wake up, stupid,” he says. “Go.”

He nods to the window on the other side of the living room, where the gauzy white curtains Mom loves are billowing out in the slight breeze.

The fire escape. He wants me to make a run for it.

I listen and bolt, and am halfway down to the next floor when I realize Benny is staying back to fend off the aliens and give me a chance to escape. He should be coming with me. What would Mom say if she found out I just left him behind?

Oh God, I hope she’s safe.

So I climb back up and stick my head through our living room window right in time to see our front door fly in.

Any hope that these guys were only actors in really great makeup dies as four of the freaks stomp through the front door, all pale skin and jagged teeth and gross noses. There’s no question that these are beings from another planet.

And they’re not happy.

One of them sees me through the window, his black eyes narrowing. I duck down, hoping that none of the others notice me.

“Surrender or die,” the alien says in a deep, grating voice.

Benny steps out of the corner and swings like a pro, slamming his bat into the alien’s skull. The bastard falls hard to the floor, and then disintegrates. Just turns into freakin’ dust like he’s a damn vampire that’s been staked or something.

But that’s the only swing Benny gets. One of the aliens—Mogadorians—fires a laser gun at him, and Benny flies backwards a few yards before crashing through our coffee table. He convulses on the floor.

I clamp my hands over my mouth.

When Benny regains a little control of his body, he looks out the window. We lock eyes for a moment. Mine are wide, scared. His are pleading.

“Run!” he shouts, and it looks like doing so causes him a ton of pain. Blood drips from his ears and nose. “Run, damn it!”

And so I do. As I run down metal steps, I hear more of those electric noises coming from my apartment. Benny screams a few times. Then it gets really quiet. I pause on the ladder at the end of the fire escape. I just want to hear Benny cursing at the aliens or the sound of his metal bat hitting someone else’s skull. Instead, I look up and find one of the pale-faced bastards hanging out of my living room window. He’s got a gun pointed at me.

“Shi—,” I exclaim, but I never finish the curse. He fires and I just let go of the ladder. I’d rather take my chances falling to the ground than getting zapped by some alien’s gun. The electric blast must come within inches of me, though, because as I fall I can feel some kind of static shoot through my body. But then there’s nothing but the rush of wind as I claw at the air, plummeting towards the ground below.

I land in an open Dumpster—saved by trash.

I scramble out and stumble through the little alley between our apartment building and the one beside us, trying to make sense of the chaos around me. I pause at the corner and look out onto the street and my block. Some cars have been turned over. Alarms are going off everywhere. One of the alien spacecrafts I saw on TV is parked smack in the middle of the intersection at the end of the block.

Across the street, half a dozen aliens lead a line of people out of an apartment building. People I recognize from the neighborhood. Men, women, kids. They’re forced to drop to their knees with their hands in the air on the sidewalk. The Mogadorians keep poking at them with the barrels of their guns. I want to help them, want to do something to save them, but I can’t bring myself to move. I’m hardly even breathing, I’m so scared, and have to keep swallowing down the urge to puke. I feel like my heart is trying to burst out from inside of me.

This must be what complete and utter fear feels like.

Tears fill the corners of my eyes, but I’m not sure if they’re for me or Mom or even Benny. It’s only then that I realize he’s the only reason I escaped. He distracted the aliens, tried to keep them from getting me. He didn’t have to do that. Hell, he could have abandoned me altogether.

But he didn’t. He told me to run while he stayed behind. My stupid stepfather protected me and it got him killed.

For a second, there’s a pang of guilt in my gut for every bad thing I ever said about Benny. But then I hear clanging coming from the alley: one of those pale bastards is starting down the fire escape, maybe chasing after me. So I whisper an apology to Benny and to my neighbors on the sidewalk, and try to save myself. My legs start moving, running. I head away from the ship and the people lined up on the streets and towards the park. If I can get across it, I might be able to reach the subway. Maybe the trains are still running and I can get downtown to Mom.

I stay low and use the cars on my side of the street as cover. I make it past several other apartment buildings and the fire hydrant I used to play at during the summers when I was a kid. Water spews out of the broken hydrant onto a body that’s lying on the sidewalk. A body that’s not moving. I try not to look at it as I make my way around the corner, where I come across three aliens who have their backs to me. I’m so surprised that I trip over my own feet, twisting my ankle and hitting the ground hard. Hard enough that I can’t help but let out a short cry. They turn. The one closest to me has dark tattoos along the top of his skull. He lets out a noise that sounds like sandpaper. It takes me a moment to realize he’s laughing at me.

I’m toast.

I try to scramble to my feet, but the three of them are on me too fast. They train their guns at me, and I know that no matter how quick I move, I won’t be able to get away from them. They’ll shoot me if I run.

“Surrender or die,” the Mogadorian says.

I look around, but there’s no one nearby to help. I can barely even see the people from my block anymore from where I am. I guess everyone’s been rounded up, or is hiding, or . . .

My eyes fall on the unmoving body by the hydrant.

These aliens are going to kill me on my own damn block.

The one closest to me bares his gray, jagged teeth in what might be considered a smile on Mars or wherever the hell he came from. His finger on the trigger twitches.

There’s a sharp buzzing in my chest. I can hardly stand it. I feel like someone’s blown up a balloon inside me, the pain so bad that I’m sure I’m about to be ripped apart.

My heart thumps.

This is the end.

Mom. I’m sorry.

I throw my hands up in front of my face to shield myself. As if that will do anything to protect me.

And then the impossible happens.










CHAPTER THREE

THE ALIENS’ GUNS FLY OUT OF THEIR HANDS AND through the air, clattering onto the street halfway down the block.

What the . . . ?

Something is different. Something inside me has changed. The buzzing has changed. Now I can sense it coursing through my veins. I feel powerful. I feel electric, and for a second I wonder if I was actually shot with one of those laser guns. But that can’t be true. I feel too alive.

What the hell is going on?

I don’t know how to even begin to answer that question. The alien douche bags look just as confused as I am—and really pissed off. The one with the tattoos sneers and lunges for me. I push my hand out in front of me, hoping to stop him.

His body shoots through the air, crashing through the windshield of an abandoned taxi that’s on fire a few buildings away from us.

I look at my hands, and then to the two remaining Mogadorians. They take a few steps back.

They’re afraid of me.

In spite of everything that’s happened, I can’t help but smirk at this.

“Who’s laughing now?” I ask as I get to my feet.

“Garde,” one of the aliens says. I don’t know what he means, and I don’t really care.

I feel like a puppeteer, like everything has invisible strings I can push and pull. I raise my hand above my head, and the alien on my left is thrust into the air. He lets out a deep growl.

I don’t have any damn clue what’s happening to me. All I know is that these monsters attacked my city. My neighborhood. My family.

I narrow my eyes and bring my hand down. The floating Mogadorian slams into his friend. And then I take him up in the air and hammer him down again, over and over, until the two of them fall apart, bursting into little clouds of ash.

My hands shake. I stare down at them in disbelief, but I don’t have time to try to make sense of this. More Mogadorians spill onto the street a few blocks away, shooting into a crowd of people who run after them. The humans have weapons of their own. They’re coming at the invaders with guns, knives, hockey sticks and bats—a few police officers head the charge in riot gear. Someone throws something that’s smoking; there’s the sound of glass breaking, and then one of the aliens goes up in flames.

People are fighting back.

I wonder if I should stay and try to protect my neighborhood, but the only thing I care about in the world right now is getting downtown to Mom. And so I break into a run, this time slightly less afraid, fueled by this new energy that’s flowing through me. My brain feels like it’s sparking, and all I can think is that if this is real—if I’ve got superpowers now—then I can still hope that she is okay. That we’ll be reunited soon. It’s not impossible. Nothing is impossible.

Morningside Park is dark. Normally it’s not the kind of place I’d want to hang around at night, but I don’t hesitate to sprint into it. All I have to do is climb a few flights of stairs and cross a few streets and I’ll be at the same train station where I said good-bye to Mom just a few hours ago. As soon as I get inside the park itself, though, I start to rethink my route. It seems like every bush is shaking, and I can hear whispers in the air around me. I tighten my fingers into fists as I run along.

I’m almost to the stairs when suddenly there’s a light in my face and someone pulling on the back of my shirt. My hands go up and I’m ready to try to dust a few more of these pale suckers, when I hear someone say, “Be cool, it’s just a kid.”

“Who’s there?” I ask, not letting my guard down.

The light moves away, and after blinking a few times I realize that it’s shining on a small group of people. Maybe fifteen of them. Then the light goes out.

“Sorry,” the person with the flashlight says. “We thought you might be one of them.”

“Do I look like one of them?” I ask.

As my eyes adjust, I begin to see the boy holding the flashlight at his side. He’s only a few years older than me, if that, and he can’t stay still, his head and eyes darting around the park.

“I have to go,” I say, starting towards the stairs again.

The boy grabs my arm.

“It’s bad up there,” he says. “They’re everywhere.”

“It’s bad down here,” someone in the group says.

“I’m not afraid,” I say, shaking loose from his grip.

“They came into our building,” the boy says. “My parents and a few others tried to hold them off in the front while we all made it out through the back. I don’t know . . .”

He trails off. I look back at the rest of the crowd. That’s when I realize most of them are either pretty young or pretty old. Those who wouldn’t have stood a chance against the Mogadorians.

“We’ll be safe here,” a little girl says. “Until help comes.”

I wonder if that now includes me. If I’m the help.

Before I can answer that question, another light is on me. On all of us. This time from the air, coming from one of those damn spaceships. Black masses jump from its sides—more aliens.

“Run!” someone shouts. And we do.

We scramble up the stairs. Behind me I can hear the electric sounds of their weapons. An older man is hit and falls. Flashlight Boy grabs him, dragging him along. We keep going. We have enough of a start that we’re halfway up the seemingly never-ending steps when they finally start to gain on us.

“Go! Go!” I shout, but there’s no way they can move any faster. Not this group.

So I try to buy them some time to escape. I turn my attention to the Mogadorians.

They’re a few yards behind me, their boots smacking against the white stone steps.

“What are you doing?” Flashlight Boy shouts at me.

“Saving you!” I yell back.

Or getting myself killed.

“Yo, ass faces.” I crack my knuckles. “You never should have messed with Harlem.”

They raise their guns, but I’m faster. I push my hands forward. The aliens fly back, tossed through the air. One of them lands in a nearby pond. A couple more tumble down the steep steps. They must have bones, because I can hear them breaking. One of them turns to dust halfway down, the other one disappears at the base of the stairs when he lands on his head.

But I don’t get them all. A big one somehow missed my magic Jedi attack and is still coming at me, his blaster raised and ready to fire. I reach out my hand and clench my fist. The alien stops, lifted off the ground by a giant, invisible hand.

“Yeah, sucker,” I say. “Whatcha gonna do now?”

He squirms in my grip, saying stuff in a language I’ve never heard—though it’s pretty obvious that he’s cursing at me. For some reason I think about Benny’s quiet prayers as we watched the news.

And I think of my mom, who has to be all right and waiting for me at her restaurant.

She has to be.

“This planet has already fallen,” he says in English. I don’t know if he’s got a weird accent, or if his voice just normally sounds like someone trying to make a gravel smoothie in a blender. “You can’t win. Your people will bow before us when—”

I throw my hand to my left. The alien flies, smashing into the rocky side of the embankment beside the stairs. He turns to dust before his body ever hits the ground.

It’s only then that I realize it’s gotten really quiet behind me.

I turn back, and find a dozen eyes staring at me. Some of them are above gaping mouths, others are wide with fear.

“Uh . . .” I have no idea what to say.

“You,” Flashlight Boy says. “You’re like the dude in the videos. John Smith.”

“Whoa, no,” I say. “I’m not with him.”

“Are you, like, a good alien?” someone asks.

“What? I live on 120th Street.”

Everyone starts to whisper to each other. The murmurs quickly grow louder, until everyone’s trying to talk to me, thanking me or asking what else I can do, or telling me to go back to my own planet.

“What now?” a little girl asks. Her eyes are wet and bloodshot.

There’s an explosion somewhere close, back from the direction my apartment is in. Or was in, maybe. The steps rattle beneath our feet.

I don’t know what to tell these people to do, but my mission is clear. I’ve got to get downtown.

And if any of these shark-faced freaks get in my way, I’ll destroy them, leaving mountains of dust behind me.










CHAPTER FOUR

I RUN UP THE LAST OF THE STAIRS AND OUT OF the park. The others follow.

“You’re like a mutant or something,” Flashlight Boy says from behind me. “You been exposed to some radiation or toxic waste or something?”

“Do you have a spaceship?” a girl asks, totally ignoring the fact that I already said I’m not some alien.

“Why is this happening?” another girl asks. She just keeps repeating the question over and over again.

I don’t say anything—wouldn’t know how to even try to answer these questions that don’t make any sense to me either. But that doesn’t seem to matter to any of them. They just keep on chasing after me, the younger ones sometimes slowing down a little bit to get the old-timers moving faster. I know that if this group stays on my heels I’ll never make it down to Wall Street and Mom, because there’s no way I can avoid these alien bastards with fifteen people hobbling after me. I’ve got to lose them.

So I figure if I can find a good, safe hiding place or something, I can slip away and not feel bad about abandoning them. The only problem is that the safest place right now is probably in, like, Montana or Wisconsin or, I don’t know, Antarctica or something—just anywhere far enough from New York or other big cities. I know this neighborhood like the back of my hand, and my mind races trying to think of some kind of place they can hole up and wait for actual help from the army or whoever. I make for Columbia since the university is only a block away and has big metal gates at its entrances that at least look like they might be strong. But I don’t even have to get close to the campus before I can see a small spaceship in the air over it and hear the shouts and sounds of those electric weapons firing. Some of the buildings are on fire. It sounds like the entire school’s under siege. I guess some of the nerds didn’t like the idea of being invaded and decided to put up enough of a fight that the aliens are taking notice. Or maybe they were having one of those protests they’re always doing, and the pale freaks thought it was a threat. Whatever happened, shit’s definitely going down on campus.

Normally I’d cut across the university at 116th Street to get to the train, but that’s obviously not happening. Taking out a few pale-faced dudes in the park is one thing, but I’m not gonna test my luck by trying to face off against a spaceship. I doubt I’m that strong. Besides, I don’t even know how I got these powers, much less how long they’ll last, and I don’t want to use them all up when I’ve still got to get across the whole damn city. So I take a quick left and head down Amsterdam. There are people everywhere, mostly running, some who look injured. No one seems to know where to go or what to do. My legs keep moving, and it’s a few more blocks before I realize where I’m leading us.

The Big Crab.

Or, more specifically, the Cathedral of St. John the Divine.

I stop at the bottom of the steps leading up to the church and turn to the group behind me, the kids, old people and a couple of wide-eyed teenagers around my age. There’s a little pang in my side from running, but I’m in great shape compared to the others, who are wheezing.

“Inside,” I say, nodding to the church. “You’ll be a lot safer in there than on the street. Just wait until the army or marines or coast guard or whoever shows up and takes out all these pricks. They’re probably marching across the bridges right now.”

“What are we supposed to do inside?” Flashlight Boy asks.

“I don’t know. This place is gigantic and, like, a hundred years old. There should be plenty of places to hide. Plus, it’s a church, so . . . you know. It’s probably extra protected or something.”

A couple of the elderly people who are hunched over and trying to catch their breath look so relieved that we’ve stopped that I think they might cry. Or maybe they’re on the verge of tears because of everything that’s going on around us. I don’t know. Whatever the case, they start up the steps, glancing around and looking for any more aliens on the block. Three of the teenagers stand their ground, though. Flashlight Boy puffs out his chest.

“Where are you going?” he asks.

“Downtown. That’s where my mom’s at.”

“You’re gonna need help,” Flashlight Boy says. “I’m fast. And I can fight.”

I catch him flexing his wiry arms a little, and in other circumstances I’d probably laugh at the fool. The others nod in agreement. One girl starts saying how much safer they’d be with me to protect them, while Flashlight Boy goes on about not wanting to sit around with nothing to do just waiting for the demons from another planet to show up, and all I can think about is how with every second I waste here, Mom might be in more and more danger.

“You wanna see a demon?” I ask, shaking my head at them. “Spend five more seconds standing here talking instead of getting inside.”

Flashlight Boy looks taken aback. He cocks his head to one side.

“You can’t stop us from coming.”

My nostrils flare as I push my hand out to one side. At the top of the stairs, a big set of doors fly open with a bang, almost tearing off their hinges.

I’ve got to be more careful with this whole mind-power thing.

My point gets made, though. They look back and forth between me and the doors for a few seconds, faces all twisted up in a mixture of confusion, fear and something like awe. 

“Go,” I say. It sounds more like I’m begging them than commanding them. I’ve got to go. I’ve wasted too much time as it is.

Thankfully, they trudge up the stairs. At the top, Flashlight Boy takes one look back.

“Well, you better fuck all those aliens up,” he says. “Any of ’em come busting in here and they’ll be sorry.”

I nod and turn away, cutting across the road. A few cars and a taxi whizz by me, but in the distance, farther down Amsterdam, I can see another alien ship landing. The cars are headed right for it, right into the arms of the aliens. My blood pumps faster. How many obstacles stand between my mom and me? I shake the thought from my head and focus on continuing to move. It’s only then that I realize how truly messed up this must be for Flashlight Boy and the others. If their families made some kind of stand or distraction back at the apartments, there’s a good chance they met the same fate as Benny. Or they were captured, which, hell, might even be worse for all I know. I’m just glad I have Mom to run to. Otherwise, what the hell would I even be doing right now?

I turn off Amsterdam before I get to a bigger intersection. There are only a dozen people on the street, but I see lots of faces in windows looking out with wide eyes. I try to think about what this means. If the Moga-dicks are at the university and hit my block in Harlem, maybe they’re working their way down from the Bronx. They were in Midtown on the news, and I know they were at the UN. Maybe they haven’t gotten down to the Financial District.

Halfway down the block, I hear a huge explosion from somewhere behind me. I look over my shoulder to see smoke rising from the area the church is in. I stop. My stomach cramps up. For a second I think about running back, but I bury that idea in my head and start towards the train again, telling myself that it must have been a car getting bombed or one of those alien ships going down. The church is probably fine. I have to keep focused. I can’t stop and help every person I see.

Still, my heart’s in my throat.

But it doesn’t stay there. Instead, it drops to my guts when I come to a corner and see dozens of Mogadorians four or five blocks up the street. There are tons of police cars too, their flashing lights reflected in the hulls of two spaceships hovering over the street. I can’t tell if there was some kind of police resistance that retreated into campus or if some kind of student revolt spilled out onto Broadway. Whatever’s happening, the Mogs are fighting back with everything they’ve got. The ships fire into the crowds. There are exploding bottles being thrown by the students and a steady pop of gunshots. It’s chaos. It’s hard to even take my eyes off the crumbling buildings and the faces of the people fighting back. But I do. A hundred feet in the other direction is a subway entrance at 110th. My goal. The trains still have to be operating, helping get people out of the city.

Right?

I practically slide down the stairs when I finally get to the entrance. For a second I actually wonder if I have my MetroCard on me, as if with everything that’s going on someone would try to stop me from hopping the turnstile.

Only, that’s not a problem, because the subway station is packed full of people. It’s madness. If I were claustrophobic at all, it would be my worst nightmare. There have to be a hundred men, women and children between me and the turnstiles. A steady stream of panicked people leap over them, one by one, and jump down onto the tracks. They hold their cell phones out, using them as flashlights. Someone’s opened up the emergency gate, and a high-pitched alarm squeals as people shove through it.

“What the hell?” I wonder out loud. “They’re going to get run over down there.”

“Oh, honey,” a woman beside me says. She’s got a handful of photos and a small, rat-looking dog pulled close to her chest. “This train hasn’t been running for hours.”

“What are you talking about?” I ask. The trains have to be running. Shit. 

“The aboveground tracks are out at 125th,” she says. The dog yaps. “Bastards destroyed them. Not that I’m guessing any of the other trains are running now either. Lord, I hope not if there are other people in the tunnels.”

My pulse is pounding so hard that nothing’s computing in my brain. Before I can even formulate another question, someone runs into me, knocking me into the woman and causing her photos to fall to the ground.

“They’re coming!” It’s a college-aged dude with blood running down his face. “They’re all moving this way. Go! Faster! Run!”










CHAPTER FIVE

THE ALREADY MESSY SITUATION QUICKLY TURNS into pandemonium as everyone tries to jump the turnstiles at once. Screams bounce off the tile subway walls, blending in with the screeching alarm. People fall and don’t get back up, trampled. Others are wedged against walls or turnstiles. I realize that I’m probably not going to make it onto the tracks unless I unleash my power on these folks and carve a path by pushing everyone out of my way, and I’d probably end up crushing half of them if I did that. I don’t know how I can help. But if some aliens with heavy firepower start down the stairs, I’m screwed. We’re all screwed, because while I might be able to take out a couple of bastards in a park or on the street, fighting down here in close quarters with a ton of people around is a whole different thing. So I climb back up to the street level, figuring I’ll just keep running down to the next stop. The bleeding guy wasn’t lying—a few blocks up, about ten aliens have broken off from the rest of the fighting and are marching down Broadway, blasters out in front of them. I turn and start for a side street, when out of the corner of my eye I see a bunch of people all rushing through the open doors of an MTA bus. One of the giant ones that looks like two buses shoved together.

“Come on,” I hear someone yell as she pulls a kid half my height onto the bus. “We’re getting out of here.”

I’m over a hundred blocks away from where I need to be. The trains are down. I can’t run all the way downtown. Not with evil aliens lurking around every corner waiting to take me prisoner or shoot me full of lasers or whatever. Despite the voice screaming in my head that this might be a bad idea, I sprint towards the bus. I get on just as the doors close behind me. There are maybe two dozen people huddled together in the seats in various states of shock. A woman a few seats from me cranks the handle on a little emergency radio while trying to find a broadcast, to no avail. At the front of the bus, two guys are crouched in front of the steering wheel.

I hear the firing of weapons on the street. Somewhere way too close to us.

“Go!” I shout. “Go, go, go. Downtown! Just drive!”

One of the guys at the front glances back at me and sneers but doesn’t say anything.

“We don’t have keys,” one of the people in the seats says. “They’re trying to hot-wire it. . . .”

“You’ve gotta be shitting me,” I mutter, wishing I’d kept on running. Now I’m trapped on a bus, bad guys about to show up at any second.

My fists clench at my sides. These people have no idea how lucky they are that I got on board.

I shove my face up against the back doors, trying to get a look at the approaching aliens, but the way the bus is angled makes it hard for me to see up the street. I glance at the front of the bus over my shoulder. The men are talking excitedly, but I can’t hear what they’re saying. Suddenly, there’s a rumble that shakes the floor. At first I think it’s from an explosion, but then I feel cold air being pumped in through the AC: they’ve got the engine started.

That’s when I turn back to the doors and see the gnarly gray teeth of one of the aliens. He’s got his blaster pointed right at me.

I shout in surprise, and my hands go up. Before I realize what I’m doing, I can feel the power pouring out of my body. The door to the bus rips off, slamming into the Mogadorian and sending him sailing through a coffee shop window across the street. I fall on my ass. Some of the other people inside the bus start screaming too, and rushing away towards the front. And then we’re moving, slowly at first but quickly accelerating. A few electric shots bounce off the side of the bus, but we get away.

“They’ve got ships!” I shout as I try to get to my feet. “We gotta get off Broadway.”

“I’m working on it,” the man behind the wheel shouts back at me.

Right on cue we take a sharp turn. It feels like the bus is going to tip over for a few terrifying seconds. I slide across the floor, knocking my head against one of the handrails. I’m pretty sure the wheels on the left side actually come off the ground, but we level out, taking half a dozen side mirrors off cars parked on the street as we race by. I grip onto one of the poles, trying to pull myself upright.

“Where are we going?” someone asks.

“Riverside to Hudson,” the driver yells. “It’s the fastest way down.”

Down. It’s the only word I need to hear.

Air rushes by the hole where the doors used to be, filling the bus with a low roar. When we get to the road that runs along the Hudson River, there are burning cars all along the sides of the park. It looks as though something blew them up. I wonder if the aliens took one of their spaceships and just flew down the highway, blasting everyone who tried to escape when they first appeared. For a moment I’m thankful for whatever cleared the road for us, and then I shudder at the thought.

Taking prisoners. Destroying buildings and cars. Killing who knows how many people. What the hell do these douche bags want?

My body is sore all over, and I let myself sink into one of the seats lining the side of the bus to catch my breath. A few of the other passengers are staring at me. Maybe they’re wondering if I was the reason the doors flew off. The last thing I want to do is try to explain what’s going on with me, since I have no damn clue myself. And I definitely don’t need another group wanting me to keep them safe. So I pull out my phone and try to ignore them.

Still no signal. Still no messages.

And my battery’s starting to get low.

There’s a pulsing pain in my head, and I rub my temples to try to make it stop. If anything, I think I actually make it worse, so instead I lean my head back against the window and try to take a few deep breaths and figure out what the hell is going on.

That’s when I see it for the first time with my own eyes. The giant spaceship that’s hovering over the middle of Manhattan, the one that was all over the news. I knew it was big, but seeing it in person is totally different from watching it on our crappy TV. It blots out part of the sky. It’s hard to even imagine how something that size was built. I can make out things that look like weapons sticking out from its hull.

“Holy shit,” I murmur, and there’s such a sinking feeling in my stomach that I have to clamp a hand over my mouth, scared that I’m going to hurl.

Mom. She’s so small compared to that thing. We all are. What if . . .

But I don’t have much time to worry about what kind of damage the ship has already done to the city: our driver starts yelling.

“Shit! It looks like something went down at the Lincoln Tunnel. Oh Jesus, it looks like it got blown up! We’ll have to try the Holland.”

The driver keeps cursing, and people start to shake their heads and mutter about how we’re all going to die. It takes me a little while to realize what this means. The Lincoln Tunnel—they’re headed down but not downtown, just to a way off the island.

I get to my feet and walk to the front of the bus so I can try to talk them into going towards the Financial District, or at least letting me off before I end up stranded in Jersey. Through the front windshield I can see a pileup of cars all sprawled out in front of the Lincoln Tunnel ahead of us. Several of them are burning. A couple look like they’ve been completely mangled. It looks like two of the tunnels have collapsed, brick and dust spilling out of them. My stomach twists as I wonder how many cars might have been inside it when they were destroyed. There are plenty of people around. They climb over the piled-up cars, disappearing into the darkness of the remaining tunnel. Desperate to get out of the city I’m working so hard to get deeper into.

The driver doesn’t slow down even though cars jam the street. Instead, he just slams on the horn, causing people to scatter as we race towards them. We take the bumper off a taxi and then clip the front of a little red sports car. The bus shakes and I have to hold on to the rails above me to keep from tumbling back.

“Dude, we can’t get through there,” the other guy who helped with the hot-wiring says. “Take a side street or something.”

“Everybody hold on,” the driver shouts as he shakes his head.

“This isn’t your taxi. Are you sure you know how to handle this thing?”

“I see a path but it’s gonna be tight. Besides, you really wanna risk going through Midtown? You saw the news right? Midtown’s a war zone.”

“Yeah, but . . .” The other guy notices me coming to the front. “What do you want?”

“Just seeing if I can help,” I murmur.

“Are you crazy, girl? Sit back down and hold on. We’re gonna . . .”

I stop listening and try to focus on the cars we’re rushing up on. Maybe I’m powerful enough that I can push them out of the way. Maybe I can help get us through this—then I’ll worry about where we’re going.

I don’t know if it’s because we’re moving so fast, or that the cars are too heavy, or that I’m too far from them—whatever it is, they don’t budge. I concentrate harder, ignoring the pounding in my head.

Focus, Dani. If you can help clear the path, you’re that much closer to Mom.

The right side of the windshield suddenly breaks, fracturing like a spiderweb. The left windshield is separated by a piece of metal and is fine, but the driver still swerves a little, startled. He hits the side of a stalled-out car, sending me falling back into the laps of some of the passengers. 

So much for helping.

“Here we go!” he shouts.

He leans on the horn again as we blow through more parked cars. The passengers cry out. The woman whose lap I’ve fallen into holds me close, but I don’t know if it’s because she’s trying to keep me from being thrown to the ground or because she’s just scared out of her mind. I don’t see what we hit but I feel every impact. Everything around us lurches and shakes, but hardly slows down. Sparks fly into the back of the bus through the opening where the door was.

Somehow, we make it through.

The driver lets out a whoop as we hit clear-ish road again.

“All right,” he says. “Everyone pray that the Holland Tunnel is clear. We’re getting the fuck out of the city.”

“Hold up,” I say, getting to my feet again. “I’m not going to Jersey.”

“Don’t be stupid. We can’t stay here.”

“I have to get downtown! My mom—”

“Kid . . .” He cuts me off, but he doesn’t finish his sentence. Instead, he just points to the massive spaceship over Midtown.

The bus has done a fine job of getting me farther downtown, so I really hesitate to cause a scene or yell at the driver. On the other hand, the only person I have left in the world is somewhere down by Wall Street, and I’ve got a badass superpower. I don’t have to take no for an answer.

“Stop the bus before you get to the tunnel,” I say firmly, calmly. “I’m getting off.”

The driver laughs a little.

“Like hell you are.” He glances at me. “There are aliens attacking the goddamn city. I’m not slowing down until that ship is a speck in the rearview mirror.”

The other guy standing beside him looks at me with shifty eyes. I can see him wondering if he’s going to have to push me back to the rear of the bus. If I’m going to be a problem. Over his shoulder, through the cracked windshield, I see a sign for the Holland Tunnel whiz by.

“I don’t wanna have to make this a thing,” I say.

“Then don’t,” the driver responds.

“Damn it,” I mutter.

I could try to brake the bus myself, but I’m afraid I’d slam on the pedal too hard and send us careening off into the Hudson. So instead, I lock eyes with his friend so that he knows exactly what I’m doing. Then I push one hand out. If I concentrate hard enough, I bet I can break the cracked window and control the glass or plastic or whatever it is that the windshield is made of. Show off my power. The people might think I’m a crazy alien, but at least they’ll listen to me. They’ll have to go—

“Hold on!” a voice shouts from the back of the bus. At first I think she’s talking to me—that she’s somehow figured out what I’m about to do—but then I realize it’s the woman with the emergency radio. She rushes towards the front, warnings pouring out of her mouth.

“The Holland Tunnel is out too.” I can hear a man’s voice crackling through the radio in her hands the closer she gets. “It sounds like all the tunnels in the city are either blocked or collapsed. The bridges are the only way out. There’s a big evacuation site at the Brooklyn Bridge they’re telling people to go to if their homes have been destroyed.”

“Are you sure that’s right?” someone asks, voice shaking. “Maybe the tunnel’s been cleared up since then or—”

The bus suddenly jerks, brakes squealing as we slow down rapidly. I turn my attention back to the front and see that a few blocks ahead of us the highway is littered with abandoned cars. Some of them are smoking. Others have been overturned. Flames reflect off the water of the Hudson River.

Something bad happened here. 

“Damn it,” the driver says. “Damn it, damn it, damn it.”

It gets quiet in the bus except for the sound of the man on the radio. Static keeps interrupting him as he talks about how none of the other boroughs have been hit yet, only Manhattan. Then suddenly everyone’s talking, trying to figure out what to do.

The woman with the radio stares at the driver. “What do we do now?”

He shakes his head a little as he goes over his options in his head. Finally, he puts his foot on the gas again, and we all jerk back as the engine revs.

“We’re heading for the Williamsburg Bridge,” he says.

“But the Brooklyn Bridge is where—,” the woman starts.

“Yeah, which means the streets down there are probably a shit show. We’ve got to get out of the city and that’s our best bet. Once we’re across we can cut down through Staten Island to Jersey and get as far away as we can. I doubt Staten Island’s on their hit list.”

He doesn’t wait for a response, just takes a sharp left turn and barrels down a side street, threatening to tip the bus over again.

I try to go over geography in my head as we cut through narrow streets with names instead of numbers. I don’t know this part of the city well at all, and it’s not like I can use the map on my phone since there’s no signal. I try to make sense of things. Tunnels are out. An evacuation spot off the Brooklyn Bridge. Mom’s work wasn’t too far away from that. It’s possible she might have headed that way.

But she wouldn’t have just gone off to Brooklyn and left me with Benny, right?

My head starts to pound again, jumbling my thoughts and making it hard to concentrate. I start back down the aisle, looking for a bus map or something hanging on the walls, asking no one in particular if they know where we are—but there’s so much shell shock in the damn bus that no one answers me. We take a few more sharp turns, slowing down a little each time. The driver seems to know these streets well and keeps us moving. Eventually, we’re shooting down Houston. And I keep my eyes on the signs at every block we pass until I finally see a cross street I recognize.

Bowery. It’s almost a straight shot to where Mom works if I follow it downtown. Once I met her at the restaurant and we walked all the way up to Central Park just because it was a nice day, and I remember taking Bowery for a part of the trip.

I’m about to yell for the bus driver to stop when he slams on the brakes anyway. A few people scream, and it’s only then that I see it: one of the alien ships sits in the intersection a block ahead of us. I don’t see any pale monsters around, but still, they’ve got to be close. The driver looks around nervously as the passengers grow louder, people yelling at him to go, or turn, or reverse, or that this is the end and we’re all going to die. Abandoned cars and debris cut off the side streets on our right, so the driver makes a quick decision and guns it, turning left onto First Avenue, shouting something back to the rest of us about going another way around the ship. His hands are gripped on the steering wheel and sweat is pouring down his face. I think the dude’s about to lose it. But more importantly, we’re heading uptown now, farther away from Wall Street, farther away from Mom. If I can just get back to Bowery, I know how to get down to her. 

And so when he slows the bus to turn right on Fourth Street, I take a deep breath and step to the empty space where I blew the doors off the bus earlier.

“Good luck in Brooklyn,” I murmur.

I jump onto the road, stumbling a few steps before slamming into the side of a parked car and catching myself. The bus doesn’t stop. It just drives off without me.

I make sure that I’m not hurt or anything, and then I start to sprint, back towards Bowery, hoping that the aliens from the ship we just saw are busy somewhere off in another direction. I’m getting closer and closer to Mom. Step by step. Inch by inch. But it gets harder and harder. As I turn the corner, my lungs are full of fire. My heart pounds, and my legs scream out for me to stop. On top of that, the throbbing in my head is starting to get to me. It’s a weird kind of pain I’ve never felt before. I’m not even sure it’s pain, more like a building pressure behind my eyes.

What’s happening?

The streets are pretty empty, and suddenly I feel so alone. Where is everyone? Maybe this area has been evacuated. Or maybe . . .

What if the aliens from that ship have been through here already and rounded everyone up?

Doubt starts to creep into my head. I’m finally getting closer, but what am I supposed to do if she’s not there? What do I do if she’s gone?

Tears sting the corners of my eyes, threatening to spill as I approach a big intersection. That’s when I see a dozen Mogadorians marching into the street, and my whole pity party comes to an abrupt end. I stop, almost falling down. I put my arms out, trying to balance, and end up letting off some kind of force wave that knocks a trash can into the street.

Crap.

I dart inside the nearest building—a bank—hoping the aliens didn’t notice. I back away from the door slowly, keeping my eyes on it, my hands stretched out in front of me, ready to use my powers. It’s pretty dark inside and my eyes slowly start to adjust. I wonder if the lights are off, or if the electricity’s been knocked out. I should have been paying more attention to stuff like that on the street. I should have—

“Uhh . . . ,” a voice comes from behind me.

I turn around, keeping my hands raised, ready to dust some aliens. Instead, there are three figures wearing ski masks. Humans. Two of them are in the back, stuffing cash into a duffel bag. The other’s just a yard away from me, his eyes wide, mouth hanging open in confusion.

He’s pointing a gun at my face.








CHAPTER SIX

I GET READY TO KNOCK THIS GUY BACKWARDS AS tears start to stream down my cheeks, brought on by a mixture of exhaustion and the thought that in the middle of an alien invasion, I might get killed by some punk human.

“Uh, don’t cry?” the man murmurs.

Despite the tears, I manage to laugh a little at the guy who’s telling me to get ahold of myself while holding a gun to my face.

Luckily, I don’t have to go all Jedi on him. His buddies interrupt.

“What the fuck, Jay,” one of the guys from the back says. “She’s just a kid.”

Jay lowers the gun, his hands shaking. “Sorry,” he says quietly. He doesn’t sound too much older than me, maybe in his twenties.

The reality of the situation dawns on me.

“The city is being invaded by aliens and you assholes are robbing a bank?” I say loud enough for all three of them to hear me.

“Hey,” Jay says, defensive. “We’re just trying to make the most of a bad situation.”

All the sadness that had taken me over morphs into rage. I spit venom out of my mouth before I even realize that I’m shouting.

“Do you have any idea what it’s like out there? My stepdad just got murdered trying to protect me. I have no idea what’s happened to my mom. I’m pretty sure I saw a bunch of people get trampled in the subway by dudes just trying to escape. Not killed by aliens, but by other people. Who knows how many have been killed by these alien bastards? And you want to tell me that making the best of this situation is you and your boys robbing a bank while all this is going down? How can you be so selfish? Jesus. You could be helping people get out of the city or something.” My thoughts immediately go back to everyone I’ve left behind—everyone I haven’t protected or fought for because I’ve been trying to get downtown. The neighbors on my block. The group I left at the church. Hell, even the people on the bus, who for a second I was going to force to take me downtown. My head starts shaking and the tears well up again because even though I know I should be going to find Mom, there’s a voice in my head telling me I should be taking my own advice. That of course she wants to see me and be reunited, but that helping other people is just as important. Maybe more. I should be trying to do some good where I can.

Jay looks at me with wide eyes, like this is all stuff that might have been in the back of his mind already, and he’s furious with himself and with me for bringing it up. His two friends don’t seem to care, though, because once their duffel bag is full, they slap him on the back and nod towards the door.

“We’re done,” the guy with the bag says.

I wipe my eyes, feeling stupid for crying in front of them. “Maybe you forgot, but there’s a bunch of aliens out there,” I mutter. “Go outside and you’re toast.”

“I’m not sitting on top of all this money and waiting to get caught.”

“We run across ’em, we’ll take ’em out,” the other dude says, holding up another gun.

“No, like, they’re right outside.” I try to talk some sense into them. “That’s why I ducked in here in the first place. There’s a dozen of those pale freaks.”

“Maybe we should hole up in here for a little while until the coast is clear,” Jay says. He peeks out the window, but from here he can’t see far down the block.

“Dude, our car is just around the corner,” the third guy says. “We get in, we punch it and we’re out of the city in ten minutes with an assload of cash. Don’t be stupid.” He points to me. “The next person who comes in might not be some dumb girl. It might be cops or the National Guard or some shit. You wanna be standing around like this when they get here?”

I somehow manage to keep my cool and not slam him against the wall.

“I’m betting the cops have more important things on their minds than you right now.” I turn to Jay. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

My mom’s voice might be telling me to slow down and help people, but I’m guessing she’d take exception to these fools. If they want to get wasted stealing a bunch of cash that’s their problem, not mine.

The guy who’s not holding the duffel bag lets out a big exaggerated groan and pushes past Jay. In seconds he’s out on the sidewalk, looking around. He calls back to the others inside.

“Street’s empty.” He waves his gun around. “Come on, you bitches.”

Jay gives me one last look, and then makes for the exit. They’re a few steps away from the door when the guy outside yells and fires off a few rounds farther up the street. Some kind of blast rips through the guy outside. He drops like a rock. Suddenly, the street gets bright. A light drops down from above and shines into the bank, blinding me. I raise my arm to cover my eyes and back away out of instinct. It takes me a second to realize that it’s not just a spotlight hovering in the air, pouring light inside.

It’s a ship.

“Holy shit, get do—”

I don’t get to finish the sentence. An electronic sizzling fills the air as the small ship fires on us. The windows shatter. I hit the ground hard, army crawling to cover behind a kiosk in the middle of the bank. Jay and the other guy stay standing, guns drawn, firing at the light. Idiots. I shout at them again, but it’s no use. Jay doesn’t last long. Some kind of light bursts through his chest, different from the electric shots I saw earlier. I wince. The guy with the duffel bag turns to run, but he doesn’t get far before he’s taken out too, the bag sliding across the floor towards the back.

Three people dead, just like that.

I lie motionless, hoping there’s not some kind of heat-seeking missile or something on the ship that can find me. Maybe if I don’t move, don’t even breathe, I’ll be okay.

Then I hear the footsteps. A group of aliens—probably the ones I saw earlier—are congregating outside.

Shit, shit, shit.

They bark at each other in their weird language. Then one of them steps forward, creeping through the shattered window. He’s dressed in black tactical gear like the others and has spiraling tattoos that run from the top of his shaved head to down behind his ears. His boot kicks Jay, who doesn’t respond.

He does the same thing with the other guy, who’s also toast. I pray that he’s just going to turn around and leave. Instead, he keeps wandering farther back into the bank, his weapon drawn, looking for other people. I make myself as small as possible, curling into a ball against the kiosk. But I’m not small enough. He’s coming from the back of the bank when he glances over and locks eyes with me.

I’m screwed.

My hands shoot forward and the alien flies, slamming into the back wall of the bank hard enough that he turns into a cloud of alien dust. I can hear voices from the front again, and I peek around the kiosk to see two other freaks stepping forward, blasters out. My mind races. I don’t know if the kiosk can handle much more damage. There may be a way out the back or something, but if the ship starts blasting again, I’m probably dead.

I try to prioritize and deal with the closest danger. With a wave of my hand, the guns the two Mogadorians in front are carrying fly away, thrown back into the street. There’s a moment of stunned silence from the rest of them before the others start firing into the bank without any real target. I wave my hands again, and the two unarmed aliens float in front of the rest of their troop, shielding me from gunfire long enough that I can bolt to a spot behind a leather sofa farther back inside and at least put some distance between me and the monsters. But the alien shields don’t hold up for long before they turn to dust too, so I send a desk flying out towards the blaster fire. I think I even hit a couple of the bastards.

Maybe I stand a chance against these dudes after all.

That’s when I realize the ship is repositioning to shoot into the bank again. I can hear some sort of whirring that sounds like an engine warming up.

And I’m hiding behind a dinky couch.

I swallow hard. My head pounds.

“Mom . . . ,” I whisper as I raise my hands in front of my face.

A fireball flies through the air from somewhere down the block. There’s an explosion, and suddenly the street goes dark.








CHAPTER SEVEN

WITH THE SPOTLIGHT OUT, I’M SUDDENLY BLIND as my eyes try to readjust to the darkness. Blaster fire sizzles against the leather sofa, and I duck down, pressing myself as flat onto the floor as I can in case the ship’s guns go off. The world slowly comes back into focus in the inch of space between the floor and the couch that I can see through. Weapons fire constantly, though there seem to be fewer and fewer of them. I peek around the couch just in time to see what looks like some dude—I think it’s a dude, he’s just a shadow to me—hanging on the edge of the alien ship. He must have a flamethrower or something, because fire is filling the cockpit. Then he leaps off it, landing on the street again while the ship spins and crashes into a building across from the bank. It’s some real Spider-Man shit. There’s a big explosion, and I duck down again, covering my head.

I think this guy just saved my life.

I wonder if it’s the army that’s finally come to annihilate these pale motherfuckers. Whoever it is must have won, because I don’t hear any more of the alien weapons going off, and I can make out voices from the street that sound human.

Okay. So I’m not dead. That’s good. I’m also not that far away from Mom’s restaurant. Or at least I’m a lot closer than I was an hour ago.

Slowly, I stand, keeping my eyes on the street outside. After a few small steps, I almost trip over the duffel bag full of money that the robber had been carrying. I stare at it for a second, and suddenly my head is flashing back to the last time I saw my mom, arguing with her about Benny and keeping our apartment. Even though I don’t think any of that matters now—if our apartment is still there at all—I pick up the bag. I know I gave Jay and the others shit about being felons when the city’s going to hell, but this totally isn’t the same thing. It’s a lucky break. I’m not going to just leave, like, hundreds of Gs on the floor here. Mom and I might need it to survive. And isn’t that what all of this has been for? Us living through this and starting over? If—when I find Mom, this cash means we could go anywhere, do anything we wanted. Go somewhere far away from all these ships, even if the world does go to hell.

Only now I look like a robber. If it’s the army that saved me, they may not even know I’m in here. They were probably just killing any aliens they came across. If that’s the case, maybe I can sneak out the back.

I sling the duffel bag over my shoulder right as two figures come into view, silhouetted in the broken window. I duck back down behind the sofa.

“Just keep walking,” I whisper.

“Hey, it’s all clear out here,” one of them says.

Crap. They must have seen me. Stupid.

Then, a light comes on. I think it’s a flashlight or really powerful phone at first, but when I peek around the sofa it looks like it’s actually coming from this guy’s hands. I can see just a glimpse of his face and blond hair. Something about him looks familiar, but I’m not sure why.

“Nine?” he asks. Then his voice lowers a bit, getting kind of an edge to it. “Five?”

That’s when it dawns on me why I know this guy—he’s the dude who was fighting the big ugly alien on TV. He’s like a legit superhero. The good alien from that cheesy-as-hell YouTube video they kept playing on the news.

John Smith.

Maybe he knows what’s going on. Maybe he knows why I can suddenly move stuff by waving my hands around.

I take a step forward, into the light coming out of his palms. It feels warm. Which had better not mean it’s got radiation or some weird alien stuff in it that’s going to make me sick one day. My eyes have to readjust again. When they do, I can make out the other figure coming up to John’s side. He’s kind of a scrawny, indie-band-looking sorta dude. Not John, though. He’s tall and buff, even though he looks younger now that he’s in front of me and not on the news.

He’s probably the most famous person in the world right now. Other than the aliens. It’s kind of weird that he’s standing there looking at me like I’m a surprise.

“You’re him,” I say, taking a few more small steps forward. “You’re the guy from TV.”

He turns off his flashlight hands and gets a weird look on his face. I can’t tell if he’s relieved or disappointed to see me.

“I’m John,” he says.

They ask me some questions about other people being in here with me, but I’m pretty sure they aren’t talking about any of the robbers. Both the guys look at me like I’m about to pull a knife on them or something. Then I show them that I’ve got powers too, by floating the gun from the alien I smashed against the wall over to me.

That definitely changes their expressions.

They seem surprised. Not about the powers themselves, but that I have them. I’ve seen John do some crazy stuff on TV, and he and his buddy just took down a whole squad of monsters from space plus their ship. I wonder if they know why I suddenly have telekinesis—their word for what I can do.

I try to make sense of everything as we talk. I’m a human, but I’ve got the same powers John and his friend have. Benny didn’t have them. None of the other scared people I met tonight have them. But I do. Which means that either I’m just the luckiest—or maybe unluckiest, I don’t really know yet—girl in the city, or there’s a reason I’ve been turned into a superhero. It seems like someone or something chose me specifically. I just can’t figure out why.

It’s time I got some answers.

“So, um, can I ask why you picked me?” I raise my eyebrows and look back and forth between them. The scrawny guy’s mouth just hangs open like I’ve asked him to fly me to the moon. John’s eyebrows are scrunched together.

“Picked you?” he asks.

Yeah, fool, as in why do I have alien powers?

A bunch of questions fly out of my mouth, but neither of them seems to have any idea why I’m a mutant now. So what gives? If they don’t know, then who would?

John’s got other things on his mind.

“It’s not safe here,” he says. He looks so earnest, eyes all big as he nods. “You should come with us.”

It’s not like I can just follow these guys. I still have to find Mom. Besides, if they’re out fighting aliens—Mogs, as they call them—that means joining up with them would probably put me on the front lines of this attack. I’m not exactly thrilled by this idea.

“Is it gonna be safe wherever you’re going?” I ask.

“No. Obviously not.”

“What John means is that this particular block is going to be crawling with Mogs any minute now,” the lanky one says as he starts walking away from the bank, looking really skittish. Watching him makes me start to worry, like maybe he knows something I don’t.

“Your sidekick’s nervous,” I say to John.

“My name’s Sam,” the other guy says.

“You’re a nervous guy, Sam.”

I bite the insides of my cheeks, trying to make heads or tails of what I should do. They’re right; we probably shouldn’t be hanging out where a whole squad of bad aliens just got blown away. Even though they don’t have any answers for me, they’re the closest thing I’ve got to any sort of explanation of what’s going on. And they’re obviously powerful—they took down a ship. Maybe they could actually help me get to Mom.

And there’s something about John. It’s hard to explain, but I feel drawn to him. It’s got nothing to do with his piercing eyes or cheekbones—the dude’s totally not my type. It’s something else, on a deeper level. I feel connected to him somehow. When he talks about doing good and fighting, I hear my earlier words to Jay in my head.

But when he starts talking about me helping him win some war and finding some buddy of his, I realize how far away they would take me from Mom. I don’t even know these guys. It’s not like I can trust them to help me out if I say I’ll join them.

Besides, I know it hasn’t been all that long since these Mogs appeared out of nowhere and ruined everyone’s lives, but the military is probably gearing up to take back the city right now. They’ll be flying in on jets and parachuting down into Central Park by the thousands, guns blazing.

“Seriously?” I ask. “I’m not fighting any war, John Smith from Mars. I’m trying to survive out here. This is America, yo. The army will take care of these weak-ass dust aliens. They got the drop on us, that’s all.”

John looks confused about this—I’m getting the feeling he’s not exactly someone that others say no to a lot. I’m betting some people really fall for his whole Superman routine. But before he can argue with me, there’s an explosion somewhere a few blocks away. I’m almost knocked down by it. Car alarms start going off on the street. Over the rooftops, I can see a bunch of smoke rising into the air.

My grip tightens around the Mog weapon I’ve still got in my hand. John starts in on his pitch again, trying to tell me how it’s my duty to help them and that I should go with them to Brooklyn or something. Everybody is trying to force me out of the city, but I’ll worry about a safe zone when I know I’ve done everything to find Mom. Outside, explosions keep going off. I point a finger at John. A little bit of my telekinetic energy pushes him back, which seems to shut him up.

“My stepdad got roasted by those pale scumbags and now I’m out here looking for my mom, alien guy. She worked down here. You saying I should drop all that and join your army of two, running around my city that you played a part in getting blown up? You saying the friend you’re looking for is more important than my mom?”

Another explosion outside. Sam says something, but I’ve got my eyes locked on John’s and don’t really pay attention to his friend. Then there’s movement in the sky that I catch out of my peripheral, and I turn to see the big-ass ship floating into view. Some kind of energy starts to charge up on a cannon-looking thing sticking out of the bottom of its hull.

We’re totally in its target zone.

“Hell with this,” I say and start running away from the ship. Famous alien superhero or not, I’m not going to stand around with John Smith and get blown up.










CHAPTER EIGHT

“DO YOU KNOW WHERE YOU’RE GOING?” SAM YELLS.

I glance over my shoulder. The two of them are trailing me by a few yards but catching up. What is it about me today that makes people think I’m the one in charge?

“What?” I turn my attention forward again. “You guys are following me now?”

“You know the city, don’t you?”

Goddamn alien tourists.

An explosion rocks the street somewhere behind us. I glance back to see that Sam and John are okay, but half the block is nothing but smoke, dust and debris now. The bank is gone. Just, not there anymore. This is some next-level shit. The city’s getting demolished.

I gulp down my worry and focus on moving.

“We need to get off the street!” John shouts.

Sure. No problem. I’ll just pry up a manhole cover or something.

I spot a green subway lamp a block over.

“This way!” I yell back, taking a left and cutting across the street.

The smoke and debris roll past us, and I cough through it, until we’re off the main avenue and onto a side street where the buildings block most of it. Eventually, we make it underground at one of the Bleecker Street subway entrances. We’re inside for only a few seconds before the whole station starts to shake. At least this stop is empty—though that’s not exactly comforting. The vibrations intensify, and I don’t waste any time hopping the turnstiles. I head for the 6 since that tunnel will take me in the right direction. I think. It’s hard to map out routes in my head while I’m afraid that the subway is going to explode around me at any second.

Tiles fall off the walls. Pieces of ceiling rain down. John and Sam follow behind me, yelling for me to go faster, deeper into the station, as if I’m not running as fast as I can already, taking an entire flight of subway stairs in just a few steps. When we finally get to the tracks, I hesitate for a second, thinking of my mom’s warnings about getting hit by a train and of electrified rails. The kind of things she’s drilled into me since I was a kid. Only I’m guessing she never imagined I’d be in a situation where a subway station was literally falling down around me because of some damn alien warship. I jump down. There’s a splash when I land. The tracks are full of liquid that rises over my shoes, and I hope to God that it’s just water. At least I guess the third rail is out because I’m not electrocuted. The boys follow behind me, and John’s flashlight hands come back on to light our way and scare a fuck-ton of rats.

“Oh, gross, gross, gross,” I repeat to myself as I keep running into the tunnel. Everything around me is shaking. It feels like the earth is going to swallow us.

And it kind of does.

There’s a crack above me. I look up just in time to see a giant piece of cement falling down on top of me. I scream, covering my head.

But I don’t die. When I look up again, my nose is a few inches away from a slab of tunnel ceiling that’s just hanging in the air. I think for a second that maybe I’m the one doing this somehow, but then I look back and see John. He’s on his knees in the gross water and it looks like he’s being crushed, muscles all straining like the weight of the world is on top of him.

“We have to hold up the ceiling!” Sam shouts. “We have to help him!”

His hands go up in the air and I see a hint of relief flash on John’s face.

I look down the tunnel. I can’t see the other end, but I know if I just keep going I’ll eventually be close to the Brooklyn Bridge. Then it’s just a little more running until I’m on Wall Street. Till I’m with Mom.

I could just go. Could leave these guys behind. Maybe they’d be okay without my help.

But a thought I’ve been trying to silence rings in my head.

You don’t know that she’s alive.

It’s true. I know it is. I just don’t want to consider it. But it’s getting harder to ignore, when there are aliens obliterating entire buildings in front of me. When I’ve seen everything that I’ve witnessed in the last few hours. And as I look back and lock eyes with Sam—his expression frantic, veins bulging in his face and neck—I know I can’t abandon these two. It’s not what Mom would want me to do.

Besides, I owe them one.

I raise my hands above my head, pushing up with my telekinesis. I can feel a little bit of give in the cement as my strength is added to theirs. The pounding in my head comes back, and I bite my lip, trying to ignore it.

John takes a few rasping breaths as he moves forward, until all three of us are standing close together. Behind him, some of the tunnel—or, more likely, the whole street above—falls with a splash.

“Walk . . . walk backwards.” Dude sounds like he’s about to pass out. “Let it go . . . slowly.”

We go one step at a time, trying to keep the tunnel reinforced with our telekinesis. It’s heavy at first, but with every move it gets worse. Almost unbearable. My arms get all wobbly. My brain feels like it’s going to explode.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I keep repeating.

John whispers some kind of encouragement, but I’m concentrating so hard on not getting crushed that I hardly hear him. I glance over at Sam, who looks like he’s having just as bad a time as me. We keep walking, little by little, letting bits of the tunnel fall when we’re a safe distance away. At some point, it actually starts to feel easier. I think my mind muscles must have suddenly bulked up before I realize that we’re just finally getting far enough into the tunnels that we’ve managed to outrun the collapse.

Finally, we can stop holding up the ceiling. When I let go, I feel sick. I’ve totally overexerted myself. I take a few shaky steps to the side of the tunnel and lean against it. The last bit of lunch in my stomach comes up, splashing in the filthy water at my feet.

John takes a few steps towards me. As shitty as I feel, he looks even worse. Sam’s by his side in a flash, struggling to hold the guy up.

“Oh man, is he dying?” I ask.

“However much ceiling we were holding, he was probably carrying four times as much,” Sam replies. “Help me with him.”

I hesitate for a moment, trying to make sure that I’m not going to collapse, before I pull John’s arm over my shoulder, the duffel bag butting up against his side. He’s sweaty and gross and I try not to grimace—or think about how gross I probably am by now too.

“He just saved my life,” I murmur.

“Yeah,” Sam says. “He does that kinda thing a lot.”

We only get a few steps farther into the tunnel before John’s flashlight hands turn off. Then he goes slack.

“Oh fuck, he’s dead,” I say.

“No,” Sam corrects me. “He’s just passed out. Why would you say that?”

“I don’t know! This morning I didn’t even know there were aliens, jeez.”

We trudge on. The tunnel is dark, but I manage to take out my phone and turn the flashlight on, which lets us see a little ways in front of us. At least the collapse must have scared off all the rats. It’s a small miracle.

John weighs a ton, and if it weren’t for our combined strength, I doubt Sam or I would be able to drag him far. But we do, somehow. We pass what I think is the Spring Street station. It’s hard to tell because the station platform is completely caved in as well. Destroyed. I don’t say anything when we pass by it, just shake my head and focus on keeping my legs moving.

“Do you have any idea where we are?” Sam asks a few minutes later.

“Uhhh . . .” I try to envision subway maps in my head. “Maybe under Little Italy? Or Chinatown? I think the Canal Street station is next.”

“Crap.”

“What?”

“Nothing. I think we were over here earlier. We were heading the other way. To Union Square.”

“Long ways from there, now.”

Sam just grunts in reply.

Eventually we come to a spot where a bunch of tunnels run side by side. There’s a train that looks like it must have stalled out or jumped off a track. Whatever happened, it’s abandoned. And dry.

“Let’s rest in there,” Sam suggests, and I don’t know that I’ve ever been so happy to get on a train before.

We lay John out on one of the benches and then just stand there catching our breath. My whole body is tense. My arms and legs shake from overuse. The drumming in my head is getting worse.

“Well,” Sam says finally. “We should probably let him rest for a little while.”

I move my phone’s flashlight to Sam’s face like I’m in some kind of cop show. He winces, raising a hand to block the light.

“I guess it’s just us,” I say, dropping my duffel bag to the floor of the train. “And I’ve got lots of questions for you, Sam the Martian.”










CHAPTER NINE

IT TURNS OUT SAM’S NOT AN ALIEN.

John Smith, though . . . he’s a different story.

“So . . . ,” I say, trying to wrap my head around everything Sam has said. “He really is a good alien.”

“I just told you everything I know about him,” Sam says. “If you’re not convinced that he hasn’t been tainted by the dark side yet, I don’t think you ever will be.”

“Why didn’t you guys tell everyone about all this sooner? Recorded some better commercials maybe. Put on, like, a protest or something.”

Sam turns to me, squinting his eyes.

“Do you really think a protest would have stopped them?”

“No, but at least we woulda been prepared for this shit. We could have nuked them in space or something.”

He shakes his head. “You were listening when I said some of the government is in on this, right?”

“Damn,” I mutter. “Guess you got a point.”

We’re a few subway cars away from where we left John sleeping like a rock. Benny used to pass out that hard sometimes—though it was always from too many beers—and would be completely immovable until morning. I’m guessing John’s not waking up anytime soon either. As weak as my body feels, I can’t say I blame him.

I carry a knockoff Prada purse slung over my shoulder. Sam’s got a tote that says “Music Is My Bag” on the side. Scavenging was Sam’s idea. He said it was in case we had to make a speedy exit and didn’t have another time to loot the train, but I think he was just hungry—which, after having hurled earlier and spending most of my night running, I totally understand. Luckily for us, whatever happened to this train caused a lot of people to leave their shit behind. I’ve already found some meal bars, little hundred-calorie packs of cookies and even a few bottles of water. Not to mention a couple of phones—which is great, because my battery is dead. No luck on finding a mobile charger or something yet. Not that I’d get any signal all the way down here, even if the network was up.

“You’re heading down to Wall Street, right?” Sam asks. He’s on his hands and knees fishing a plastic bag out from under one of the seats.

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s where my mom works. She waits tables. Sometimes bartends. The restaurant’s nice as hell. Lots of rich bankers.”

“That’s cool.”

“I guess.”

He stands back up and looks at me all serious-like.

“Do you have any idea . . . ?”

He trails off, but I know what he’s getting at.

“She called me when it all started,” I say. “Told me to go home. Then there was some kind of . . .” I struggle with the word. “Loud noise. An explosion maybe. I’m not sure. I had no idea what was going on. Didn’t realize what was happening until I got home and saw your boy John on the news beating up on that big alien guy. Citrus Ramen or whatever.”

“Setrákus Ra.”

“Or whatever,” I repeat. “Anyway, I haven’t had a signal or anything since then. I’m sure she’s fine. She’s tough. Well, not really. She’s the nicest, most loving person ever. But she’s a survivor.”

Sam looks like he wants to say something, but I’m so physically and mentally and emotionally tired that I just hold a hand up and walk away. If we keep talking about this, I’m going to break down.

“Daniela—,” Sam starts.

“Here, nerd,” I say, holding a granola bar I’ve just found on the ground out to him, cutting him off.

He looks at it for a second.

“Wait. Why am I a nerd? Why does everyone assume that?”

I shrug. “Just a guess. You’ve got that vibe coming off of you.”

He looks like he’s about to protest, but he doesn’t. Instead, he takes the snack. “You don’t like these?”

“No,” I lie.

I stretch and yawn. Sam does too like it’s contagious. I’m so exhausted that I’m wondering if I could use my newfound powers to float myself back to the car where John is.

“We should head back,” Sam says. “Get some sleep. We’re no good if our energy’s zapped.”

“I can’t believe I’m about to sleep in a subway car.” I wonder what Mom would say.

“There’s a whole other half of the train we haven’t gone through. We can hit it in the morning. Then we should get aboveground and see . . .”

He doesn’t finish. I don’t ask what he’s wondering. I’ve got too many questions of my own going through my head. Too many grisly images of what might be happening on the surface.

I shake my head. We start back the way we came.

“You were at the UN earlier?” I ask.

“Yeah. It was crazy.”

“How come I didn’t see you fighting?”

“Hey, I was doing my best,” he says. “Besides, I didn’t have these Legacies yet. And I haven’t exactly trained with guns that much.”

“Legacies?” I ask. “John used that word when we were on the street. Is that what you call the telekinesis and his light-up hands?”

“Yeah.”

I twist my lips a bit. “It’s kind of a dumb name. Wait—oh shit—did someone die for me to get these? Did I inherit, like, alien ghost powers? That’s messed up.”

“Uh, I don’t think so,” Sam says. “I mean, I think they’re passed down from those Elders I mentioned earlier for John and the Loric, but as far as we’re concerned . . .” He shrugs.

“So you don’t have any idea why we were chosen?” I ask as we step across the gap between two cars. “What’s so special about us?”

He shakes his head, and I can tell that this has been on his mind.

“Man,” he says, “I’ve been asking myself that all day. Honestly, until we met you I thought I was the only one.” His voice gets a little quieter. “I thought maybe I was being rewarded for helping the Loric.”

“Well, I sure as hell wasn’t being rewarded for anything, unless this is some kind of weirdo prize for finally getting my grades up in school.” I think about this for a second. “Guess that really doesn’t matter anymore.” Harlem and the diner and my apartment seem so far away. Was I really sulking over headphones earlier today?

“Whatever the reason, I’m going to use them.” Sam nods as he talks, like he’s telling me the most important thing in the world. “Now I can finally help everyone else. I won’t be stuck on the sidelines. I can protect my friends. I can protect the planet.”

“Right,” I say. John’s whole pitch from earlier comes back to me. About how I should use these powers to help him win a war. Sam’s obviously on board. “Maybe it’ll be you on TV fighting aliens next time.”

He smiles a little bit.

“Maybe. I don’t know that I’ll ever look like John when I fight, though. He’s a hero.” He sounds so genuine when he says it. There’s such awe and respect in his voice.

It makes me wonder.

“Are you two, like . . . a thing?”

Sam looks confused for a second. Suddenly he understands what I’m asking.

“We’re . . .” He hesitates. “Best friends I guess? We both have . . .” He pauses again. “Girls,” he finally says, a little awkwardly.

I stare at him for a few seconds. Then I shrug. “Because it’s totally cool if you are.”

“We’re not a thing.”

“I know. You both have . . .” I pause dramatically. “Girls?”

Sam rolls his eyes and jumps across into the car we left John in. He’s still out, snoring a little.

“It’s just a complicated situation. His girlfriend is with her ex-boyfriend right now trying to expose the Mogs. They’re the ones who made that video you saw. They’ve got some mysterious hacker friend on their side who’s helping them uncover classified government info. And my . . . the girl I’ve been . . . Oh man, I’m not sure what Six is doing right now. She’s in Mexico looking for a Loric sanctuary.”

“Your girlfriend’s name is ‘Six’?” I ask. “Weird.”

Sam looks up at me. “That’s what’s weird to you out of all of this?”

I shrug, and then let out a massive yawn.

“I know,” Sam says with a smirk. “Intergalactic space wars and the fate of the world are so boring.”

“Shut up,” I say, trying not to yawn again.

“With so many tunnels caved in, I doubt anyone’s going to be down here looking for us, but we should probably sleep in shifts just in case,” he says. “I’ll take first watch and wake you when I start to fall asleep.”

“I guess. You sure you won’t just immediately pass out on me?”

“Are you kidding? I’ve got granola bars and . . .” He pulls a crumpled plastic bag out of the tote. “Someone left their entire comic shop haul down here.”

“Yep. Nerd.”

He kinda grins, then gets a sad look on his face.

“Hey,” he says quietly. “I hope your mom’s all right. My dad . . . He was missing for a long time. There were days I thought I’d never see him again. Logically it made sense to move on, but I never really gave up hope. Eventually we were reunited. I’m not saying it’s the same thing, obviously. But you just have to keep fighting and believing. You have to honor the person who’s not there with your actions.” He shakes his head. “Sorry, I’m really tired. I think I’m rambling now.”

“Thanks,” I murmur. “For real.”

I ball up the fake Prada bag and use it as a pillow on one of the benches, turning away from Sam and John, my face almost touching the back of the subway seat. I’m too tired to even care about how gross it is to be lying here. Instead, now that it’s finally quiet and I’m not running or foraging for snacks and left-behind electronics, all I can think about is her. The uncertainty. Sam’s words repeat in my head. Tears start to come, silent and pooling on the seat in front of me. They take away my last drop of energy, and before I know it I’m asleep.










CHAPTER TEN

I WAKE UP WITH A START. TURNS OUT FIGHTING aliens all night and then sleeping on a gross subway bench doesn’t make for the best sleep. Half-realized nightmares about Mom linger in my head as I get over the initial shock of waking up in a strange place. My eyes burn from lack of sleep, and the pounding in my head is back. For some reason I think of school when we had to read The Iliad and learned about Greek gods and stuff. I remember that one of the goddesses broke out of her dad’s skull. Aphrodite, maybe? Or Athena? Whoever it was, that’s how my head feels: like someone’s taking a bat to the inside of it, trying to get out.

It’s weird the thoughts that cross your mind when you wake up on a stalled train with an alien and his super-powered human sidekick.

The subway car is pitch-black except for the faint glow of a cell phone in Sam’s hands. He’s sitting straight up in one of the seats, passed the eff out. A handful of comic books have slid onto the floor in front of him. So much for keeping watch or waking me up.

I get up and stretch and walk over to him. There’s drool coming out of one corner of his mouth. I wonder how he can sleep so soundly with everything that’s going on, but I guess he’s had more time to process the idea of aliens being real than I have. I slip the phone out of his hand, which doesn’t get any kind of reaction from him at all. I probably couldn’t wake him up if I tried.

The cell phone tells me it’s just after 5 a.m. I don’t know if the sun would be up aboveground yet. Don’t even know if there is a sun still, actually. I turn the phone’s flashlight on and wave it around our car. John hasn’t moved. I keep the light on him long enough to make sure his chest is still moving up and down before turning my attention to the big duffel bag of cash sitting under the bench I slept on. I haven’t actually looked through the bag, so I unzip it, in case there are weapons or something inside we can use. I find myself looking down at more money than I’d ever know what to do with. I pick up a wad of hundreds and think about what this money would have meant just twenty-four hours ago. Everything. And now . . . who knows? The future seems so uncertain.

The money’s the only thing in the bag.

I stand, spreading a fat stack of cash out into a half circle and then fanning myself with it as I try to figure out how far away I am from Canal Street or whatever the next subway station is. But I don’t know where I’m at. Not for certain. My light falls on the closed train doors. I could just leave now. Take my bag and go. These guys would be fine without me. It’s not like when the tunnel was falling in around us. They’d wake up and move on. Keep fighting.

Keep fighting.

Sam’s words. Maybe it’s because I only got a few hours of sleep, or maybe it’s because evil aliens attacked our city—whatever it is, I suddenly feel so lost and alone. So much so that I almost shake Sam to try to wake him. I could just pretend to be ragging on him because he fell asleep.

But he needs his rest. They both do.

Regardless of whether I go out on my own or stay with them, I’m going to need some supplies. Even if I have a dozen phones on me, if I get lost in the tunnels I don’t want to risk being stuck with a bunch of dead batteries. So I pocket the cash and start down the other half of the train that Sam and I didn’t get to. It’s pretty much the same scene as the cars we explored last night. A lot of trash on the floors. A couple of purses and grocery sacks every now and then with usable supplies. I find a few more phones and two giant Whole Foods bags full of groceries—probably a hundred bucks’ worth. My stomach growls. I dig out a jar of almonds and eat them by the handful as I continue.

Three cars into my search, I find a small blue book bag on one of the seats. There’s a baggie of baby carrots and an applesauce pouch in the front pocket. The big zipper compartment holds a stuffed animal and some picture books. This is some elementary school kid’s bag. Maybe even a preschooler. Left behind when the train stopped for whatever reason.

Suddenly I don’t feel so hungry anymore.

I take a seat with the bag in my lap, feeling a little woozy.

I try to shine the light of the phone out the window, but it just reflects off the glass. There’s nothing but darkness waiting for me outside, and the idea of going through the dark tunnels by myself seems crazy.

But then, everything seems crazy now. I concentrate on the book bag. It floats away from me and bobs in the air. I look down at my hands. This power. What am I supposed to do with it? I realize now that I’ve been running—mostly literally—ever since I first took out the Mogs with my telekinesis. I haven’t had time to just sit and think about what all of this means. What my next steps are. I’ve had such tunnel vision about getting down to Mom’s restaurant that I haven’t let myself consider what happens if she’s not there. That hasn’t really even been a possibility.

What would I give to go back to the diner eating waffles? To walk with Mom right now? I’d even be nice to Benny—would see him in a whole new light. How does life get so messed up so fast? Yesterday morning I was just a normal girl. My biggest concern was getting some new headphones. And now . . . now everything’s different. I’m different. I’m powerful. And the world is falling apart.

But maybe I can help stop that. I’m just not sure what I’m supposed to do.

Honor the person who’s not there with your actions.

My hands start to shake and I make the kid’s bag return to my lap, where I hug it tightly. I wonder what its owner is doing now. I hope to God that he’s safe. Maybe the kid and his parents made it to the Brooklyn safe zone John and the guy on the radio talked about.

Brooklyn. I try to put things into perspective. This whole time I’ve been counting on Mom being down at her restaurant. Hiding. Safe. But realistically, that’s not what she’d be doing, right? Not if she survived. She’d come looking for me. She’d try to make her way up to Harlem. She could be anywhere.

Or maybe she was taken to Brooklyn against her will. If she was hurt, they might have sent her there. Or if the army finally showed up they might have forced everyone to evacuate. She was pretty close to the Brooklyn Bridge at work. Maybe she’s there now, waiting for me.

Maybe Brooklyn is actually my best shot at finding my mom.

And John and Sam can help me get there.

I realize that I’ve started rocking in the seat, and at that moment the last place I want to be is all by myself in an abandoned subway car, alone with my thoughts. I’ve got to get moving again. If the sun’s not up yet—if it’s still there—it will be soon. A new day’s starting; my mom will be wondering where I am.

I stand up, putting the little blue book bag on the bench carefully. Then I take a deep breath, gather up the rest of the stuff I’ve found and return to the car where my new weirdo friends are sleeping.

When I get back I try to sit still and wait for the boys to wake up on their own. I check the battery power on some of the cell phones I’ve collected, leaving a few fully charged ones on to try to make the inside of the train car feel less depressing. After a minute or two, though, I start to worry that they’re both going to sleep all morning, and I’m too fired up to get going again to wait for that. So I cough a few times and chuck the fake Prada purse onto the seat over by John’s head.

He bolts straight up.

“You’re alive,” I say. I don’t have to fake my smile.

John seems groggy, but that doesn’t keep him from going pretty much straight into another recruitment speech after giving me some shit for having a duffel bag full of money, as if I’m some kind of common thug. Like he even knows me. I don’t know where he gets off with this “I know everything you should be doing with your life” tone. He gets all serious and tells me about how he was too young to fight back when the Mogs came for his planet, but that I’m not and can make a difference on Earth. The words make sense. Maybe if I wasn’t so scared about Mom and the aliens and everything I’d jump at this chance. I don’t know. It’s hard to process right now.

John’s not as smart as he thinks he is. He doesn’t even know about the YouTube video of him they’ve been showing on the news, and he gets the dopiest look on his face when I tell him about it.

Eventually he wakes Sam up and tells us we should get moving. Before I agree to come along or even ask where they’re going, I want to know everything he does about what’s happening in Brooklyn.

“You mentioned getting some people out of New York. . . .”

“Yeah,” John says. “The army and the police have secured the Brooklyn Bridge. They’re evacuating people from there. At least, they were last night.”

I nod. In my head, I try to figure the odds of where Mom could be. But it’s all just guesswork. I could try to make it down to her restaurant alone, or I could go to Brooklyn with two dudes who can move stuff with their minds and shoot fireballs and see if she’s there first.

It would be nice not to be alone in this search. Especially if there are still Mog squads roaming the streets.

“I’d like to go there,” I say, getting to my feet. “Maybe see if my mom made it.”

“All right.” He gets a smile on his face like he knew I was going to ask something like that. I roll my eyes and start for the door. What a punk.

“We should head that way too,” he says.

“Whatever,” I murmur, even though a wave of relief crashes over me when he says this. I don’t know that either of them heard me. That doesn’t really matter. I’m glad they’re coming along, that I don’t have to go alone.

Sam yells at me not to forget my duffel bag. I lock eyes with John, ready for him to give me some spiel about how this money should go towards Earth’s war fund or something. I know I said similar stuff to Jay about this earlier, but I do not need a lecture from John Smith about—

“Use your telekinesis,” he says, pointing at the bag. “It’s good practice.”

Okay, maybe he’s not such a Boy Scout after all. I shoot him a grin and head out the doors, the bag floating after me. Today is going to be different. Today I’m going to find Mom and we’re going to pick up the pieces.

I’m one step out of the train car when I see guns pointed at me. My hands go up, and I’m ready to scream and use my telekinesis. Then I realize the guns aren’t like the Mog blasters. These are human guns, held by human soldiers.

Oh shit, I’m under arrest. Earth’s going to shit and I’m going to prison for taking money I technically didn’t even steal.

“Whoa, whoa,” I say as I step back into the train, using my powers to try to hide the bag under one of the seats.

I see John move out of the corner of my eye. His hands are on fire.

“Wait,” Sam says. “They aren’t Mogs.”

One of them recognizes John as they shine flashlights in our faces. I notice that they don’t immediately put their guns away.

“Friends of yours?” I ask.

“Not sure,” John says.

“Sometimes the government likes us, other times not so much,” Sam says.

“Great,” I murmur. I’ve done a hell of a job picking my friends. “For a second there, I thought they were here to arrest me.”

Some woman’s voice comes out of one of the military dude’s walkie-talkies. I see John stiffen a little when he hears it. The guy steps forward.

“Please come with us,” he says. “Agent Walker would like a word.”

I glance at John, who nods at me. I guess Walker is a friend.

“Hey, where are we going?” I ask.

“The Brooklyn evacuation zone,” the soldier says before turning around and heading back into the tunnel.

I guess things are finally looking up.

I don’t know how to explain my duffel bag to these dudes, so as much as it pains me to do so, I leave it.

Somewhere between Spring and Canal, I repeat in my head. I’ll be back for you. Mom and I both will.










CHAPTER ELEVEN

IN FRONT OF THE BROOKLYN BRIDGE I SEE TANKS in person for the first time. They’re bigger in real life, with their guns pointed into the city, like they’re going to fire on Manhattan.

“Whoa,” I whisper as we walk by.

I follow John and Sam, who follow some soldiers. They treat John like he’s hot shit, calling him “sir” and stuff. I can’t help but smirk every time they do. Don’t these fools realize John Smith is only sixteen? I get that he’s, like, the guy everyone knows about thanks to him fighting at the UN, but he should be going to prom or something, not getting treated like he’s the president.

I guess it could mean I’m not the only one who feels a connection to John. Maybe these soldiers feel it too, and that’s why they treat him with so much respect. Or it could be that getting people to follow you comes with having Legacies. I’m still trying to catch on to how all this works.

Heading away from the city, it’s almost like nothing bad ever happened. Brooklyn looks untouched in front of us. If it weren’t for all the people in uniform and the lack of tourists hanging out on the bridge, I could imagine that I was just out on a nice walk with Mom, clearing my head. Once we got to the Brooklyn side we’d have a slice of pizza and sit in the park and just look out at the water for a while. Quiet but together.

It’s a nice image, but when I turn to look back at Manhattan, the whole dream falls apart. Plumes of smoke rise from all over the city, including downtown. The skyline looks different than it was the last time I was on the bridge months ago.

I swallow down the lump that’s suddenly formed in my throat, hurrying to catch up with the others.

On the other side of the bridge, the park’s been turned into some kind of combo hospital and military base for the National Guard and whoever else has shown up from the Pentagon or wherever all the military higher-ups hang out. There are people everywhere, in various states of injury and unrest. A few Red Cross stations have been set up, handing out supplies and bottles of water. Most everyone’s got dust and blood on them. Looking down, I realize I’m no different. Buses seem to be carting people off to somewhere else. Somewhere safer, I’d guess, farther away from the city. 

There are a few tables set up where people look like they’re signing in. My heart flutters.

I turn to one of the soldiers.

“They have a list or something I could check? I’m . . . looking for someone.”

“Sure,” he says. “You could ask.”

He’s not very helpful. I’m about to point that out when I realize John’s staring at me.

“I’m gonna—,” I start.

“Go,” John says. “I hope you find her.”

I force a smile. I realize I don’t know when I’ll see him or Sam again. “Um, about that whole saving the world thing . . .”

“When you’re ready, come find me.”

“You’re assuming I’ll ever be ready,” I snort.

“Yeah,” he says, eyes looking all serious. “I am.”

I nod, raise my chin up at Sam and then run towards one of the sign-in stations. There’s a line dozens of people long, and it takes everything in me not to bat them all out of the way with my thoughts and jump straight to the front.

“This where people are checking in?” I ask an older Asian guy in front of me.

All he does is nod a little. His eyes are wide and he looks like he’s in shock, like he might pass out at any moment. He turns away from me. Others in the line are louder. Some cry. A few just keep talking about how they’re going to kill every alien they see as soon as they find a gun. I keep quiet, wishing I’d brought one of the phones with me or that I had my headphones. Even the broken ones, which are back in an apartment I might never get to return to. Without music or some kind of distraction, I’m left alone with my thoughts. I worry.

After what feels like hours, I’m finally at the front of the line.

“Can I get your name?” a woman asks. Her hair’s tied back in a black bandanna and there are dark bags under her eyes. I wonder how long she’s been at this.

“Daniela Morales,” I say. “Look, I’m trying to find my mom.”

“We’re just taking information here,” she says, looking up from her electronic tablet. “There are systems being put into place at our secondary evac site to connect missing persons. The bus will take you there once I have your info.”

“But I need to know if she’s there,” I say. “If she’s not . . .” I’m not sure what to say next. I’ll go back to Manhattan? Would they even let me back across the bridge? Doubtful, but I could find a way.

The woman’s eyebrows draw together and she purses her lips. She looks like she’s tired of hearing this. I’m guessing I’m not the first person trying to find someone I love.

“If you’ll spell your full name—,” she starts.

“You’re checking everyone in? My mom’s name is Roxanne Morales. She’s a waitress downtown. Please, can you just look?”

She looks at me for a few seconds. I can feel my eyes stinging. Finally, she taps on the electronic screen a few times. After scrolling through some lists, she lets out a small sigh. She doesn’t say anything, just looks up at me and shakes her head.

The stinging gets worse.

“Morales,” I say again. “M-O-R-A-L-E-S.”

“I’m sorry, Daniela, but there’s no Roxanne Morales in my database. Now, we’re only getting updates from the other sites every hour or so. Maybe she went to one of the other evacuation points farther uptown.”

I shake my head. My fingers grip the edge of the table in front of me. I don’t want to leave. I can’t walk away.

“No, she worked in the Financial District.”

The woman’s eye twitches a little.

“Where, exactly?” she asks. “Where does she work?”

I tell her the location, just off Wall Street, not taking my eyes off hers. I’m so focused that I don’t even notice she’s moving her hand until it’s on top of mine.

“That area was hit really hard in the initial attack, Daniela,” she says quietly but firmly. “We haven’t seen many survivors from that location. There’s always hope, but our rescue teams are still having trouble navigating much of downtown. The best thing for you to do is to give me the rest of your info and go to the secondary site. That way if your mom comes through here, she’ll—”

I run. I don’t know where I’m going, I just go. The woman shouts my name but doesn’t follow. I pass a makeshift emergency room, doctors, injured bystanders, firemen, policemen who look like they haven’t slept in days. National Guardsmen and -women eye me as I pass by, but no one stops me. I keep going, until I finally find myself down by the water, staring at the smoke rising from lower Manhattan.

We haven’t seen many survivors from that location.

She told me to go home. There was an explosion—of course it was an explosion, no matter how much I try to tell myself that it wasn’t—and then silence. We were disconnected. She was gone.

Mom’s not here. She could be dead. She’s probably dead.

My eyes start to water. I can feel them getting red as I clench my fists and think of all the things I’ve done to get to her, to get here, only to find that I’m no closer to reuniting with her. The people in the park, the bus, the bank, almost dying in a tunnel with Sam and John. Maybe I should have gone to the restaurant after all. Hell, maybe I should have stayed hidden in our apartment or somewhere in our neighborhood and waited for her to come back. I could have fought the Mogs off probably.

Maybe.

What would she have wanted me to do?

And then, new words start to float through my head. Sam talking about his dad and how he didn’t give up hope.

She could still be out there. She could be fighting her way uptown to find me. Or hiding out somewhere safe, waiting for the right moment to run. Or she’s at another evacuation zone for all I know. I still have to have hope. I mean, shit, I’ve got telekinesis. Anything is possible.

You have to honor the person who’s not there with your actions.

What would Mom want me to do now?

There’s screaming behind me, and I turn expecting to see a bunch of Mogs. Instead, I watch a stretcher rush by. There are two people in scrubs—young, nurses maybe—pushing it towards one of the medical tents. The woman lying on it is covered in blood. Another woman chases after them, holding her hand out in front of her, tears streaming down her face. I don’t know which of them screamed. It could have been the nurses, or someone else in the safe zone for all I know. There are plenty of reasons to be screaming or crying or shouting here.

We’ve all lost something. Who knows how many people are just like me right now, trying to find someone who means the world to them in the middle of all this shit?

I turn back to the city and wipe the hot tears from the sides of my eyes. My gaze lands on the giant spaceship hovering above the city, just waiting to attack us again. John and Sam called it the Anubis, I think. I have other words for it, most of which Mom would be pissed at me for saying out loud.

My fists curl into balls at my sides.

I know one thing for sure: if my mom is still alive, she’s not safe while those bastard aliens are here. None of us are.

“I’m not giving up on you,” I say quietly, hoping that wherever my mom is she can hear me. “I’m going to see you again. But until then, I think I’m going to kick some alien ass. Help some people. Make you proud.”

I turn and start running again. This time I know where I’m going. I have to find John Smith. I can’t just sit around here with the rest of the evacuees or I’ll lose my damn mind. I’m going to do some good. I’m going to fight.








EXCERPT FROM THE FATE OF TEN

DON’T MISS BOOK SIX IN THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING I AM NUMBER FOUR SERIES

[image: ]














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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Jesus Christ,” says the man. 

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

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

“It’s them,” the girl says. 

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

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

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

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

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

“Wake up, stupid,” he snaps. “Go.”

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

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

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

“Surrender or die,” the alien says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The girl knows she has to save herself.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Except it does. 

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

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

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

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

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

“Garde,” one of them hisses in reply. 

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

She can fight them. 

She’s going to kill them.

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

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

But she’s going to use it. 








CHAPTER ONE

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

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

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

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

I’m exhausted. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You should come with us, kid.”

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

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

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

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

“He passed out.”

“He just needs to rest for a minute.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Give them hell,” someone else says. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Then they know that I failed.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m sure they won’t care,” I reply. 

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

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

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

“No kidding,” he says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Not bad,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Six did this . . . ,” Sam says.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“We’ll just hang here for a few more minutes,” I say groggily. “Then we’ll go track down Nine.”

I close my eyes, listening to Sam clatter around in the kitchen, trying to spread peanut butter with a telekinetically held knife. In the background, always in the background now, I can hear the steady thunder of fighting somewhere else in Manhattan. Sam’s right—we’re the resistance. We should be out there resisting. If I can just rest for a few more minutes . . . 

I don’t open my eyes until Sam shakes me by the shoulder. Immediately, I can tell that I’ve dozed off. The light in the room is changed, the streetlights coming on outside, a warm yellow glow under the curtains. A plate stacked with sandwiches waits on the couch next to me. I’m tempted to dive right in and chow down. It’s like all my urges are animal now—sleep, eat, fight. 

“How long was I out for?” I ask Sam, sitting up, feeling a little better physically but also feeling guilty for sleeping when there are people dying all over New York. 

“About an hour,” Sam replies. “I was going to let you rest, but . . .”

In explanation, Sam gestures behind him, towards the small flat-screen television attached to the room’s far wall. The local news is actually broadcasting. Sam’s got the volume muted and the picture occasionally gives way to bursts of static, but there it is—New York City burning. Grainy footage shows the looming hulk of the Anubis crawling across the skyline, its side-mounted cannons bombarding the uppermost floors of a skyscraper until there’s nothing left but dust. 

“I didn’t even think to check if it was working until a few minutes ago,” Sam says. “I figured the Mogs would’ve knocked out the TV stations for, you know, war reasons.”

I haven’t forgotten what Setrákus Ra said to me as I dangled from his ship over the East River. He wants me to watch Earth fall. Thinking even further back, to that vision of Washington, D.C., which I shared with Ella, I remember that city looking pretty busted up, but it wasn’t completely razed. And there were survivors left over to serve Setrákus Ra. I think I’m beginning to understand. 

“It’s not an accident,” I say to Sam, thinking out loud. “He must want the humans to be able to see the destruction he’s bringing down. It’s not like on Lorien where his fleet just wiped everyone out. That’s why he tried putting on that big show at the UN, it’s why he tried all that shadowy MogPro shit to bring Earth under his control peacefully. He’s planning to live here afterwards. And if they’re not going to worship him like the Mogs do, he at least wants his human subjects to fear him.”

“Well, the fear thing is definitely working,” Sam replies.

On-screen, the news has switched to a live shot of an anchor at her desk. The building that houses this channel has probably taken some damage from the fighting because it looks like they’re barely keeping themselves on the air. Only half the lights are on in the studio and the camera is cockeyed, the picture not as sharp as it should be. The anchor is trying to keep up a professional face, but her hair is caked with dust and her eyes are red-rimmed from crying. She speaks directly into the camera for a few seconds, introducing the next piece of footage. 

The anchor disappears, replaced by shaky video shot with a cellular phone. In the middle of a major intersection, a blurry figure spins round and round, like an Olympic discus thrower warming up. Except this guy’s not holding a discus. With inhuman strength he’s whipping around another person by the ankle. After a dozen spins, the guy lets go of the curled-up body, flinging it through the front window of a nearby movie theater. The video stays centered on the thrower as, shoulders heaving, he yells out what’s probably a curse. 

It’s Nine. 

“Sam! Turn it up!”

As Sam gropes for the remote, whoever’s filmed Nine dives behind a car for cover. It’s disorienting as hell, but the cameraman manages to keep recording by sticking one hand above the car’s trunk. A group of Mogadorian warriors have appeared in the intersection, blasting away at Nine. I watch as he dances nimbly aside, then uses his telekinesis to fling a car in their direction. 

“. . . again, this is footage taken in Union Square just moments ago,” the shaky-voiced anchor is saying as Sam turns up the volume. “We know this apparently superpowered, um, possibly alien teenager was at the UN scene with the other young man identified as John Smith. We see him here engaged in combat with the Mogadorians, doing things not humanly possible . . .”

“They know my name,” I say, quietly.

“Look,” Sam says, hitting my arm. 

The camera has panned back to the movie theater, where a burly form slowly rises from the shattered window. I don’t get a good look at him, but I immediately know exactly who Nine was throwing around. He flies up from the movie theater window, slashes through the few Mogs still in the intersection and then careens violently into Nine. 

“Five,” Sam says.

The camera loses track of Five and Nine as they plow through the grass of a small nearby park, churning up huge chunks of dirt as they go. 

“They’re killing each other,” I say. “We have to get over there.” 

“A second extraterrestrial teenager is fighting the first, at least when they’re not fighting off the invaders,” the anchor says, sounding baffled. “We . . . we don’t know why. We don’t have many answers at all at this point, I’m afraid. Just . . . stay safe, New York. Evacuation efforts are ongoing if you have a safe route to the Brooklyn Bridge. If you’re near the fighting, keep inside and—”

I take the remote from Sam and turn off the TV. He watches me as I stand up, checking to make sure I’m all right. My muscles howl in protest and I’m dizzy for a second, but I can push through. I have to push through. Never has the expression “fight like there’s no tomorrow” had more meaning. If I’m going to make this right—if we’re going to save Earth from Setrákus Ra and the Mogadorians, then the first steps are finding Nine and surviving New York. 

“She said Union Square,” I say. “That’s where we go.”
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