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Dedication

 

To my Rachael. 







Chapter 1



 













As soon as she read all the way to the bottom, the bright pink piece of paper hanging on the wall made Rachael feel sick to her stomach. Nobody was looking, so she ripped the paper off the wall and stuffed it inside her backpack.



She started running toward her classroom.

Her teacher, Mr. Miller, said, “Slow down!”

She slowed down so quickly her shoes squeaked on the tile floor, then walked slowly enough to make the pickiest teacher happy, slow-motion slow.

Mr. Miller laughed. “Okay, okay, not that slow!”

Rachael sped up to a normal walking speed, went around the corner, then ran all the way to class.



* * *



“Read this,” she whispered as she shoved the pink paper in front of Babra.



“What is this?” her friend said. Babra Monn was an Exotic like Rachael, someone who could turn back and forth from an animal into a human. Babra’s dad, who was a captain of The Floating Menagerie, a boat that was one of the Exotics’ secret hideouts, had decided she would be safer staying with Rachael’s family for the moment. Their friend Digger was an Exotic, too; nobody would talk about his parents at all, though. Captain Monn, his guardian, wanted him to stay with Rachael’s family for now.

“Just read it.”

Babra read it. “It’s a roller skating party! Can we go? It’s on Wednesday!”

“Shh!” Rachael clapped her hand over Babra’s mouth, watching her face as she continued to read.

Babra’s hands started to shake and she whimpered like a puppy through her nose. Rachael pulled her hand back.

“The Lighthouse Parents,” Babra whispered.

Digger walked by Babra’s desk and snatched up the paper, crumpling it as he walked. He didn’t even look at it before he hurled it into the trash can so hard it bounced out again. He picked it up again and threw it straight down so it didn’t come back out again.

Mr. Miller looked up. “What are you doing, Digger?”

“Throwing away trash,” he said.



* * *



During recess, the three friends went into a corner to talk about the paper. Mr. Miller was standing on the hill above them, looking down into the playground from above. Their corner wasn’t a great place to hide, but at least they could talk without a bunch of people seeing them.



“The Lighthouse Parents are here?” Babra said. “We were supposed to be safe here.”

The Lighthouse Parents was a group that had attacked the three of them while they were living in Oregon with Rachael’s Aunt Kitty, who was still in the hospital after almost being killed when the Lighthouse Parents burned down her house.

One of Rachael’s friends from before she’d turned into an Exotic, Makayla, ran by, saw them, and ran back. “Hi, Rachael!”

Rachael liked playing with Makayla even more than she liked playing with Babra and Digger, but she had important things to talk about at the moment. “Hi, Makayla,” she said.

“Are you guys okay?” Makayla said.

Digger looked angry, and Babra already had tear streaks down her face. Rachael nodded, thinking quickly. “Babra’s upset because she fell.”

“Oh,” Makayla said. She walked up to Babra and gave her a hug. “I hope you feel all better soon. Wanna come play?”

Babra shook her head.

“Okay. Want me to wait with you?”

Babra shook her head again.

Makayla laughed. “You don’t have to be afraid of me! I won’t bite. You’re so shy. But you’re soooo cute, too. You should play with me more, okay?”

Babra nodded, and Makayla hugged her again. Babra was turning red from blushing.

“Makayla!” Mr. Miller yelled. “Hands off!”

Makayla laughed. “Sorry! No more hugs for you. But remember to come play, okay?” She ran toward the swings, where the best swing had just been emptied. A girl had just jumped out of it, flying across the playground and causing Mr. Miller to start shouting again.

“What are we going to do?” Babra asked. “I don’t want to have to hide again—”

There was a tiny tick as a tiny twig snapped.

“Shh!” Rachael said. “I hear something.” She peeked around the corner. Standing right around the corner, with a snapped stick in his hand, was Raul, another Exotic.

Digger grabbed Raul by the front of his jacket and pulled him around the corner, glaring at him.

Rachael pulled Digger’s hand away before Mr. Miller could see them. “Digger! What are you doing?”

“He’s spying on us. Raul’s trouble. He’s always trouble.”

“Don’t be mean,” Rachael said. “What is it, Raul?”

Raul shook his head. “I wanted to ask if you were going to the roller-skating party.”

“Are you crazy?” Rachael asked. “You saw who was going to be there.”

Raul nodded. “I had to know if you were stupid enough to go.”

“We’re not stupid,” Rachael said.

“If you’re not going, then you should meet me in the park over by the lake. By the big tree.”

“Why?” Rachael asked.

“I want to show you something. About the Animal Lovers’ Club.”

“But—” Rachael’s mother used to be one of the leaders of the Animal Lovers’ Club, which was a secret club for Exotics, but she’d turned against them for reasons that Rachael didn’t understand.

“The Animal Lovers’ Club didn’t die when your mom left,” Raul said. “Wednesday. Six o’clock.”

Rachael looked at Digger. He was frowning. She looked at Babra. She looked frightened. She looked at Raul. He looked like he didn’t want to talk to her at all but someone had made him do it.

“Okay,” Rachael said.

The three of them came back around the corner just as Makayla went flying through the air, laughing.

“Makaaaaaaaaylaaaaaaa!” Mr. Miller yelled.

Makayla landed, stuck her arms up in the air, and bowed to her adoring fans, that is, a bunch of giggling third graders, before Mr. Miller led her back into the school building.






Chapter 2



 












On Wednesday night, Rachael asked her mom if she, Digger, and Babra could go to the park.



“Are you sure? I thought tonight was the roller-skating party, ” her mom asked. She was typing away on her computer so quickly that Rachael could see the words forming as fast as a normal person could talk. Her mom caught her staring at her computer screen and turned it off.

“No spying, please,” she said.

“Um,” Rachael said, “You didn’t read the whole paper for the roller skating party, did you?”

Her mother shrugged. “It looked normal. I filled out the permission slip. What?”

“At the very bottom, it said, ‘Pizza provided by the Lighthouse Parents.’”

Bea’s mouth dropped open. “What? They’re here? It can’t be. It can’t be the same people.”

Rachael shrugged. “We don’t want to go rollerskating. We just want to go to the park.”

“At night,” her mother said.

“Everybody else is getting to do something fun,” Rachael said.

Her mother sighed. “All right. Just make sure your dad knows where you’re going. And take my cell phone, so I can call you.”

Rachael knew her mother had two cell phones—her regular one, and a new one she’d started carrying around lately. A Shadow Dogs phone that she’d been given when she left the Animal Lovers’ Club and joined the Shadow Dogs instead.

“Okay.” Rachael took her mom’s regular cell phone and checked to make sure it was charged.

“Your butt had better be inside the front door at eight…and your homework had already—”

“I’m already done,” Rachael said.

“What about Babra and Digger?”

“I made sure they were done, too,” Rachael said.

“Okay, okay,” her mother laughed, hugging her. “Go ahead. Call me if you have any problems, and tell your dad where you’re going.”

“Why don’t you tell him?” Rachael asked.

Her mother turned her monitor back on and started typing. “I’m busy. Just tell him.”



* * *


The three of them walked toward the park, Babra holding Rachael’s hand as they crossed from street to street. “Was your mom mad?”



“No,” Rachael said.

“You look sad.”

“Her and dad are still fighting, I guess,” Rachael said. “He’s still mad that she disappeared last year.”

“Ohhh,” Babra said.

It was still light out, but the sky was getting dark as the sun went behind the mountains. They crossed into the park. One huge tree rose over everything else around it. In the summer, it had beautiful leaves that were green on one side and silver-green on the other, and they all turned bright orange in the fall, and fell in piles and piles, so you could spend hours jumping in them.

All kinds of playground equipment had been set up under the tree, too, with lots of swings and slides and monkey bars. It was great place to play pretend, although sometimes the older kids made fun of Rachael for the stories that she would make up and tell to anyone who would listen.

“What now?” Digger asked.

“We wait,” Rachael said. “I guess.”

They waited for what seemed like a long time but was only ten minutes when Rachael checked the time on her mom’s phone. She stuck the phone back in her jacket pocket and said, “It’s six-oh-seven.”

“I think he forgot about us,” Babra said.

At the far end of the park, a dog barked.

“Just a minute,” Rachael said. She watched as a man threw a stick, the dog chased it and brought it back, and the man threw the stick again. The biggish dog looked sleek and wild, with a thin head, pointed ears, and a curling tail.

“It’s a wolf,” Digger said.

“It’s him,” Rachael agreed. “Babra, put your tongue back in your mouth.”

Babra scratched behind her ear. “I want to play.”

“Later.”

The pair walked up to them; it was Raul, in wolf form, and a man Rachael kind of recognized. “Do I know you?” she asked.

The man shrugged. Raul said, “He’s the janitor at school, dummy.”

Rachael looked at the man again—it was the janitor, Mr. Larssen. He didn’t talk much; Rachael was pretty sure he didn’t like kids. There used to be another janitor named Bob—one of the few adults that wanted kids to call them by their first name—that had been a spy for the Shadow Dogs, but he hadn’t been there at all since they got back.

“Where do we go from here?” Rachael said.

Raul ran around the tree, and Rachael heard the chains on one of the swings shaking, then a thump and a click. A ladder made of wood and rope dropped out of the tree.

“Go on up,” Mr. Larssen said.

Rachael climbed first, then Babra, then finally Digger.

At the top of the ladder, she looked around. Even though it was the beginning of spring and the leaves had just started to come out, she could barely see the ground or anything else. Underneath her feet was a big branch with a flat top. A rope hung at about chest height. She held onto the rope, then grabbed Babra’s hand as she came up. Digger was next.

Mr. Larssen came up last and pulled the ladder after him.

“What about Raul?” Rachael said.

“Not your problem,” Mr. Larssen said.

Yeah, Mr. Larssen really didn’t like kids. Rachael wondered what he was doing, hanging around so many kids at his job and now, with the Animal Lovers’ Club, if he hated them so much.

Using the rope for balance, Rachael scooted sideways toward the base of the tree. It would have gone a lot faster if she’d been able to change into a gecko, but she didn’t want to either lose her clothes or leave her friends behind.

Mr. Larssen said, “Shh!” and they all stopped.

Below them, a small, dark shape—a kid—was walking around the playground, stepping on rotten, gray leaves left over from last year. They waited, not moving, until he left.

“Who was that?” Rachael asked.

“Xavier,” Digger said. “New boy.”

Mr. Larssen waved his hand, and they all scooted closer to the trunk of the tree. Rachael reached out her hand and touched the trunk. As her fingers brushed against it, part of the trunk pushed inward, becoming a door.

“Wow,” she breathed.

“In,” Mr. Larssen said.

Rachael pushed forward into the dark, walking carefully forward to find a set of small stairs that went around and around in a tiny circle inside the huge trunk of the tree.

Rachael walked slowly down the stairs in the dark, shifting her eyes from human to gecko so she could see better. The stairs went down for a long time—it felt like they must be under the ground after a while. She steadied herself with one hand and held onto Babra’s with the other. She wondered how the tree was able to live with a stairway inside it. Maybe it was a fake tree…but it smelled like wood.

Finally, she reached the bottom. There was dirt under her shoes and a door in front of her. This door wasn’t made out of wood, but out of flat, cold metal.

The three of them had to squish out of the way as Mr. Larssen pushed them aside. He banged on the door with his fist; his knock sounded tiny. Rachael knocked on the door closer to the ground and could barely hear the tink tink of her hand hitting the door.

“Stop that,” he said.

A voice came out of the darkness above the door. “Speak.”

“Larssen, with the three kids he wanted.”

“Yeah?”

“Let us in.”

“What are you even using that door for? We’re using the new door now.”

“Showing off for girls, probably.”

The voice started grumbling. It sounded a little different over the microphone, but Rachael thought she recognized it. She squeezed Babra’s hand hard.

The door opened, swinging into bright light. Mr. Larssen stepped back and pushed Rachael through.

She stumbled at the edge of the door where the dirt changed into cement and let go of Babra. She caught herself on the back of a computer chair and looked up.

“Wow.” She turned around in a circle, trying to see everywhere at once. Circular rows of computers and desks surrounded a wall full of huge computer screens. It was like being in a movie theater where every seat had its own computer desk. On the wall behind the desks was a balcony where several people dressed in black uniforms looked down at the three kids.

“Miss Baptiste,” a voice called down. “We cannot say how glad we are to see you.”

Rachael shivered. It was Mr. Hightower. But wasn’t he supposed to be a Shadow Dog, an enemy of the Animal Lovers’ Club?

But then again, her mother was supposed to be part of the Animal Lovers’ Club and had switched over to the Shadow Dogs. Maybe he’d switched, too.

For a moment, Rachael thought her mother must have been right to betray the Animal Lovers’ Club if Mr. Hightower had joined it. She touched her eye where a man named Tapeworm had hit her last year, at Mr. Hightower’s orders. She should get out of here.

Then another figure stepped out onto the balcony, giving a little wave. It was Raul.

Rachael gulped and waved back.







Chapter 3



 












Raul backed away from the railing and went out of sight, reappearing at a door under the balcony. He was wearing the same kind of uniform as the others; it had a snake twisted into the shape of a heart on one shoulder—probably the symbol for the Animal Lovers’ Club.



A second later, Mr. Hightower joined him. “So you’re here to join our little club.”

“Maybe,” Digger said, spitting out the words. “Maybe not.”

“How did you get down here?” Rachael said. “There must be another entrance.”

Behind them, Babra whimpered. Rachael looked around to see that she’d turned into a dog and was huddled inside her clothes. Rachael picked up Babra and held her in her arms while Digger grabbed her clothes.

Mr. Hightower snorted. “Perhaps some of you would like to join more than others. At any rate, it’s only you, dear Rachael, that we need, not these others. They can go.”

“I’m your prisoner?” Rachael said.

“Don’t be ridiculous. We want you as our agent. As our spy.” Mr. Hightower started walking down the floor toward the big screens, and Raul followed him. Raul wasn’t saying a word; he was barely making a sound as he walked. Rachael didn’t know whether he was angry or sad or what.

“Raul?” she said.

He looked over his shoulder at her and gave a tiny shake of his head.

Rachael hugged Babra a little closer and followed Mr. Hightower to a door underneath the big screens. Mr. Hightower stopped at the door and typed in a code. Just before she went through the door, she looked back. Mr. Larssen was gone.

“Are you an Exotic?” she asked Mr. Hightower.

“Isn’t it obvious?” he asked.

Rachael made a face. If it had been obvious, she wouldn’t have asked. She decided that no matter what, she wasn’t going to try to make friends with Mr. Hightower, no matter whose side he was on now, no matter how much he was trying to help defend Exotics throughout the world. He was just a jerk.

On the other side of the door was another balcony that looked down onto cave filled with what looked like playground equipment or something out of a movie. The cave was huge and went down into darkness that even her gecko eyes couldn’t see through. Babra whimpered with worry as Rachael leaned over the railing.

There were climbing walls with dangling ropes, narrow ledges, cables crossing from side to side, and an upside down car suspended in the middle of the air on wires. There were even three hang gliders in a row at the far side of the balcony, past where the railing had stopped. Rachael wanted to change into gecko form and play.

Raul stood next to Rachael at the railing and looked down. She thought he looked sad.

Mr. Hightower said, “Raul?”

“We want you to join us,” Raul said. “Join the Animal Lovers’ Club. So you can spy on your mom for us.”

“Don’t put it like that,” Mr. Hightower said.

“You can’t do that!” Babra yipped. Her paws scratched on Rachael’s arm, and Rachael put her friend down. “Even if your mom is doing something bad, you can’t spy on her. She’s your mom.”

Digger was shaking his head, too.

“Why?” Rachael asked Raul.

“Because…” He looked at her with one eyebrow raised, looked at Mr. Hightower, then looked back at her. He must not be able to tell her the truth in front of Mr. Hightower.

Rachael looked out into the cave, looked at Raul, and looked back into the cave—trying to give him a hint. “Tell me later. Right now, I want to go play.” She shifted into gecko form, climbed out of her clothes, and ran off the edge of the balcony, spreading her feet wide. She grabbed a metal cable as she fell past it and ran along it toward the car hanging in the middle of the cave.

“You can’t catch me,” she called in her tiny gecko voice. She knew the others would hear her. Most animals—and most Exotics—had better hearing than most humans.

She heard a howl. A shadow passed over her head, and Raul, in wolf form, landed on the car hanging in the cave, his claws screeching as he almost slid off. Rachael stopped running toward the car; underneath her was a sheet of shiny metal tilted at a sharp angle. She jumped off the cable and landed on the metal, her strange, feather-shaped feet gripping the slippery surface easily. Raul barked at her, jumped, and slid past, snapping at her.

Rachael laughed and followed Raul off the side of the metal. He landed with a thump on cement, and she landed on his back. He growled and pretended to try to shake her off, then ran into a small, dark cave to one side.

“We can talk here,” Raul said.

“What is it?” Rachael whispered.

“I don’t trust him,” Raul said. “I think he’s still working for the Shadow Dogs, with your mom.”

“I don’t trust him either,” Rachael said. “But why do you need me to spy on my mom?”

“Rachael, I used to trust your mom with everything,” Raul said. “I used to tell her everything. And now I’m worried that she’s doing something really, really bad.”

“What?”

“I don’t want to tell you.”

“Why?”

“Because if she’s not doing it, I don’t want you think bad about her. What if she’s innocent?”

Rachael yanked the hair on his back in frustration. “Raul, seriously? If she’s innocent, she’s innocent. Just tell me what you’re afraid of.”

“I’m afraid she’s helping the Shadow Dogs sell Exotics into slavery.”

“But we know the Shadow Dogs aren’t selling Exotics into slavery.” Rachael tried to remember where the story that the Shadow Dogs were kidnapping kids and selling them into slavery came from, but couldn’t. “They weren’t selling people into slavery on The Floating Menagerie. They were protecting Exotics kids who didn’t have a safe home.”

He shook his head, pacing the tiny cave with her still on his back. “For real, this time. Do you remember Cassie?”

Cassie had been Rachael’s roommate on The Floating Menagerie. She’d been a Shadow Dogs spy. “Sure.”

“She disappeared a month ago. When they found her, she was in a cage in Somalia. Pirates were shipping her to Thailand to get sold in an animal market in Nakhon Si Thammarat.”

“Um…” Rachael said.

“It’s the name of a town. But when we rescued her—when we rescued her, not the Shadow Dogs—she said your mom had sent her to Somalia to try to find a poacher.”

“So? Cassie said that her uncle gives her missions like that, too. She’s a good spy.”

“Nobody came to get her out like they were supposed to. They just left her there.”

Rachael sighed. “And you think it’s my mom’s fault.”

“Look, if there’s anything that would make the Animal Lovers’ Club and the Shadow Dogs join forces, it’s saving Exotics from being turned into slaves or worse. I’m not saying that we have proof that your mother’s…selling Exotics into slavery. But we need someone to find out for sure.”

“Fine,” Rachael said. “I’ll keep an eye on her.”

“Join us,” Raul said. “And we’ll train you how to spy on your mother, so we can find out for sure.”

“Okay,” Rachael said. “Okay, okay, okay!”

She dropped off Raul’s back and ran out of the little cave, almost banging into Digger. She hid behind him for a second, then went scampering off again. Playing in the cave might be just a trick to get away from Mr. Hightower, but she was determined to have fun, anyway.
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On the way home, Rachael explained what Raul had told her, and the others agreed that they should keep an eye on her mother.



“But we should keep a closer eye on Mr. Hightower,” Digger said.

“I know, I know,” Rachael said. “That’s why I’m going to join the Animal Lovers’ Club. So I can go there and train and try to find out what they’re doing all at the same time.”

Babra said, “Then I’ll join, too.” But Digger stayed silent.

“What’s the matter, Digger?” Babra said.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” he said.



* * *


Rachael watched her mother closely as she got ready for bed, but the only odd thing she noticed was that her mom and dad still weren’t talking to each other. She sighed as she brushed her teeth and spat into the sink.



Everything was so complicated, when you were a spy.




* * *


The next day at recess, Rachael was playing tag with a bunch of people. She slid down the slide and straight into Raul’s back, knocking him face-first into the woodchips and flopping on top of him.



He yelled angrily, and Mr. Miller said, “Rachael, get up here.”

As Rachael was getting up, she whispered, “We’re all joining.” Then she climbed up the hill to Mr. Miller, who gave her a lecture about being more careful and let her go. She sighed in relief. The last thing she needed was to be in trouble—to get grounded.

As she was coming back down the hill, she passed Xavier, who was sitting on the steps, tying his shoe. “Hi,” he said.

“Hi.” She skipped past him. Makayla zoomed out of nowhere, tagged her, and kept running. “You’re it!”

Rachael turned on her heel, tagged Xavier, and ran, laughing, as he chased her under the swings.




* * *


The three of them finished their homework quickly, ate quickly, and lined up in front of Bea to ask for permission to go to the park again.



“Again?” Her mother looked sad and tired.

They nodded. “We’re playing a pretend game about zombies taking over the world and Digger just got turned into a zombie and he’s going to chase—”

“All right, all right.” Bea smiled. “Did your dad say it was all right?”

Rachael shook her head. “Please would you tell him for us? We have to hurry.”

Bea sighed. “Fine. Go.”

The three of them slipped out the door, Bea’s cell phone in Rachael’s pocket and all three of them carrying backpacks to put their clothes in.

They ran to the tree and looked around. There were other kids playing, and Rachael wasn’t sure how they were going to get inside the tree without being seen. But Raul, in wolf form and wearing a pink collar with a metal heart tag on it, trotted up to them with his tongue hanging out.

“What is it, Raul?” Rachael said.

He barked and started walking away from the tree.

“What, do you want us to follow you?” She giggled. It was just like the movies.

He growled at her and walked off toward another part of the park with a couple of giant pine trees whose branches reached all the way to the ground. They ducked under the branches, finding a dark hole in the ground with stairs leading downward. Digger led Babra down the hole while Rachael helped Raul pull the lid back over the hole. The lid was covered with pine needles and looked just like a piece of ground.

At the bottom of the stairs was another metal door. Raul scratched on the outside of the door with his claws, and the door swung open.

They were in an office this time, with a man sitting behind the desk. He looked up, then looked back at what he was doing. There was a tag on the desk by him that said, “Orkney.” Rachael thought it might be his name. Raul led them past the desk, where there were two doors: Men and Women. He and Digger went through the first door; Babra and Rachael went through the second.

Inside the locker room, Rachael took off her clothes and put them neatly into her backpack. On one of the benches were two black uniforms with Animal Lovers’ Club insignias on the right shoulder; Rachael picked one and tried to put it on, but it was too small. She handed it to Babra and put on the other one, which fit perfectly.

Rachael shifted form, but the uniform didn’t end up as a pile of clothes on top of her—as she shifted form, it vanished. Rachael shifted back, and she was dressed in the uniform again. It was very cool.

Babra just put her uniform on and stood shivering in front of the door on the other side of the room, the one that led deeper into the caves.

“Are you scared?” Rachael asked.

Babra swallowed loudly. Her blonde hair was getting really long. She took a deep breath, brushed it out of her face, and opened the door. Rachael followed her.

They were standing on a balcony above the big cave where they had been yesterday, but on the other side of the room on another balcony. Raul and Digger were already waiting for them.

“Girls always take too long,” Raul said. “Come on.”

Rachael snorted as he led them toward a door on the balcony. Inside, the room looked just like a classroom, and Rachael groaned. “I just got done with my homework.”

“If you’re going to be a spy, there’s going to be more of it,” Raul said.

“Maybe I changed my mind.”

“Don’t worry. It’s not dumb homework.” Raul grabbed a thick, red-covered book off what looked like the teacher’s desk and flipped open the front cover. “We have to find out what your talents are, so we know what to train you in. First, magic.”

“Magic,” Babra whispered.

“Yeah,” Raul said. “How do you think you change form? It’s magic.” He ran his finger down the page, tapped it, then turned to somewhere in the middle of the book. “First, Digger.” He put the book down, bent over it, turned to the next page, read something, and turned back.

Rachael looked around the room. It was just a bunch of rows of desks with white-painted walls. Boring. She wanted to go out into the cave and play…

Raul, standing in front of Digger, raised his arms. A blue light appeared between his hands. He spread his hands apart, and the light stretched until it was a blue picture frame between his hands, an outline of blue light. Raul looked through it at Digger, studying him up and down, then had him turn around, bend over and touch his toes, and jump.

At first it was interesting, but it soon became boring. Babra was sitting on the teacher’s desk next to the book, looking down at the words, and Rachael stood next to her. The words in the book didn’t look like regular writing, just a bunch of mashed up symbols, squares and hearts and smiley faces and things.

“He read that?” Rachael asked. But Babra wasn’t paying attention; she was studying the book closely. Her lips were moving, like she was reading from the page. “You can read that?”

Babra nodded.

“What does it say?”

“It says that you can find out what people are going to be good at if you look at their true spirits through the mirror of souls,” she said. “I think that’s what Raul is doing, using the spell to look at Digger’s talents.”

Rachael tried to look at Digger through the glowing blue square, but all she saw was regular old Digger.

When Babra looked through the mirror, though, she blushed and put her hands on her cheeks.

“What do you see?” Rachael asked. But Babra only shook her head and kept reading.

“I think I can do that,” Babra said. She flipped pages back and forth a few times the same way Raul had, then said words out loud that Rachael tried to remember. However, just like in Oregon when Raul had said a spell to make the bullies sick, the words slipped out of her memory as soon as Babra said them. A spark formed between Babra’s hands, which Babra stretched open into a square—it wasn’t as big as Raul’s mirror, and it was a pale purple color instead of blue, but it was still pretty cool.

“Wow,” Rachael said. “I bet one of your talents is magic.”

Babra blushed again, and the square quivered. She frowned at it, and it turned steady again. She aimed the square at Rachael.

“What do you see?” Rachael asked.

“You’re a gecko!” Babra said.

“I already know that.”

“I know, but when I look at you, you don’t look like a human, you look like a gecko. That means it’s working, right?”

There was a thump as Raul slammed the book shut. He glared at Rachael like it was all her fault. “You could have been hurt.”

Babra turned the square toward him, but he pushed her arms away. “As long as you have that up, look at Rachael and tell me what you see.” He walked around her until he was standing behind her and could look over her shoulder.

Rachael made faces at them.

“Stop it,” Raul said. “What do you see?”

“Well, I see that she’s a gecko,” Babra repeated. “And I see lightning around her, and wind.”

“Good,” Raul said. “Anything else?”

“Should I be able to see anything else?”

Raul looked through the window at Rachael for a few moments and said, “No, not really. It’s just that she doesn’t have sorcery, and if you’re good at sorcery then you can tell that it’s missing.”

“What’s sorcery?” Rachael asked.

“The kind that’s in that book.”

“Well, I don’t have it, because I can’t read anything out of that book.”

“What does sorcery look like?” Babra turned her mirror of souls towards Raul, but he turned her back towards Rachael.

“Just...like words,” Raul said. “Okay, you can let go of it now. Just move your hands together until there’s just a—”

But Babra had already closed the mirror, pushing her hands together until the spark was absorbed back into her hands. “I guess I have sorcery, then,” she said.

Raul said the magic words again and opened his own mirror, looking through it at Babra. “That you do. It’s stronger than…well, almost everybody else’s magic that I’ve seen. But you’re so…”

“What?” Babra asked.

“Almost all of your magic is in healing. You’re never going to be a very good sorcerer. Just a healer.”

“I like making things better,” Babra said. “That’s okay.” She hummed under her breath and opened the mirror again, looking at Digger. Her face turned beet red.

“What?” Digger demanded.

“Do you see him naked?” Rachael asked.

Babra let go of the mirror and laughed so hard she had tears coming out of her eyes. “Maybe,” she said.

Digger bared his sharp, white teeth at her and she just laughed harder.
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Rachael came home that night tired but happy. They had spent the rest of the time running around in the cave, which Raul called the practice area, exploring and playing. Raul had insisted that they were training, not playing, but he had laughed and run as much as anybody. Of all of them, Rachael was the fastest to get around, but Raul had shown that he could use his magic to knock her off a ledge or a rope if she wasn’t paying attention. Babra hadn’t had time to learn any magic spells, but she seemed to be able to hide exactly where the others weren’t looking—it was hard to find her when she didn’t want to be found. Of all of them, Digger seemed to have having the worst time of it.



On the way home, Rachael said, “What did Raul see about you, Digger?”

“He said that I have magical strength, and that…” Digger looked up into the sky and didn’t say anything.

“He can see the future a little,” Babra said. “And into the past.”

“Wow,” Rachael said. “What do you see?”

Digger didn’t say anything.

“Is it bad?”

They walked until they were home again; Digger didn’t want to talk about it.



* * *


Over the next week, Babra worked with Orkney at the front desk to learn healing magic, Digger worked with a woman named Miskovic to learn how to use his strength, and Rachael trained with Mr. Hightower on how to use electricity and wind.



She hated working with Mr. Hightower, but he knew how to teach. Within ten minutes, he’d taught her how to bring up enough wind to blow her gecko form up into the air. It was really dangerous, he said, but might save her life sometime.

After that, they worked with electricity. The first thing she learned was how to feel her electricity magic. With her wind magic, she didn’t have to think about it; she just wished for the air to jump under her. She couldn’t move very much of it, but it was easy to do. She could blow Babra’s hair straight up in the air all day if she wanted, although it was really hard to do anything heavier than that.

Electricity was harder. First she had to learn how to feel it. She learned this by letting Mr. Hightower shock her with a wire attached to a small machine. It hurt, and she hated it, but she didn’t give up: Mr. Hightower, for all that she didn’t trust him, had promised her that she could use her magic on computers, if she worked hard enough. So every time he shocked her, she thought someday I’ll be able to make video games do whatever I want.

The magic of her electricity felt like a nervous feeling in the vee where her ribs met in the middle. The more magic she built up, the more worried she felt, until she was so jumpy that the smallest noises made her panic—but she wasn’t really worried; it was just the electricity.

Next she learned how to short out machines that used electricity, starting with the machine that Mr. Hightower had used to shock her in the first place. She felt so nervous when she saw the machine that the power just leaped out of her, overwhelming the machine and throwing sparks around the room.

Mr. Hightower dropped the machine on the floor of the classroom and said, “Excellent.”

If anything, using her power made her feel even more nervous—that is, filled with even more electricity. She let out another spark, and the light bulb overhead blew up.

Her stomach filled with more and more nervousness and electricity. “How do I stop it?” she said. “I feel sick.”

“Luckily, you have the wind to help you,” he said. “Pull the wind inside your body, into the place where your nervousness is.”

“Where is that?” Rachael asked.

“Just try it. I’ll stop you if you do the wrong thing.”

Rachael took a deep breath, pulling extra air inside her lungs. The air swirled around inside her for a minute, then flowed toward the place between her ribs. The electricity mixed with the wind; when she breathed out again, some of the mingled wind and electricity flowed out of her. She took another few breaths, cleaning the last of the extra nervousness out.

“That’s called the solar plexus, by the way,” Mr. Hightower said. “Hit someone there with a blast of electricity, and you can knock them out or kill them.”

“Kill them?”

He nodded. “It’ll take a lot of power, though, so make sure you build up as much electricity as you can before you try to do it. You probably won’t be able to do it unless your life is in danger—and afterwards, you’ll probably be exhausted. Practice on a squirrel or something. Don’t use it on an Exotic or a human unless you mean it.”

Rachael frowned. “Not a squirrel.”

“A mouse, then. Whatever.”

Rachael didn’t like the idea of killing a small animal just to practice her powers. She didn’t like it at all.

Mr. Hightower picked up the ruined machine and locked it in his briefcase. “That’s it for tonight,” he said.

“Weren’t you going to teach me how to—”

“You better get a move on, or you’re going to be late getting back to your house in time to stay out of trouble.”

Rachael looked at the clock on the wall: it was seven forty-five already! She past Mr. Hightower and into the locker room, stripping off her uniform as she went.




* * *


The three of them ran home quickly, making it in plenty of time. However, when Rachael opened the door, all three of them took a step back. Rachael closed the door quietly with the three of them outside.



“Wow,” Babra said.

Rachael’s mom and dad were screaming at each other so loudly that all three of them could still hear what they were saying, even with the door closed and only using their human ears. Rachael shifted to her gecko ears, anyway—it would be just like her parents to say the most important things in quiet voices.

“You can’t do this all by yourself!” her father was shouting. “What are you trying to do, save the world?”

“No!” Bea shouted. “I’m just trying to do what I can. You know it isn’t enough. It’s our daughter that’s caught in the middle of this.”

“That’s right! And whose fault is it that she’s mixed up in this? Yours! Why didn’t you just walk away from this while you had a chance?”

“Can’t you see? This isn’t just going to go away. It’s getting worse and worse. People all over are catching this virus. They’re not going to give up until they’ve changed everyone. Everyone! Not just Rachael, not just a few kids here and there so they can be sold on the exotic animal market, but everyone. Billions of people are going to get sick with this, and some of them are going to die from it! How can you tell me to just back off? To give up? What if I can help?”

“That’s all very noble,” her father shouted, “But what about us? What if we don’t want to get mixed up in all this? What if I want you to be my wife and not some crusader out to save the world?”

“I’m sorry!” her mother screamed. “I’m just sorry! I have more important things to do right now!”

Her father’s voice dropped until it was almost a whisper. “More important than me.”

“This is about you,” her mother said. “Rachael is already sick with it. You know you’re due. You’ll catch it just because you’re close to us. You could die.”

“Don’t try to make this sound like you’re trying to find a cure for my own good,” her father said, so quietly that even Rachael’s gecko ears almost missed it.

“I have to,” her mother said. “Please try to understand.”

“I don’t want to understand,” her father shouted. “I want my wife back!” A door slammed. Another door slammed.

“Should be go inside?” Babra asked.

Rachael felt almost ready to explode with the nervous electricity trapped inside her. She took a few breaths to release it and said, “We better. Be quiet, though.”

The three of them tiptoed into the house, went upstairs, and got ready for bed without another word.
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That night, they went to the Animal Lovers’ Club headquarters again. Mr. Hightower was waiting for her, but she excused herself and looked for Raul instead.



He was in the main room, typing on a computer. When Rachael came closer, he hit return and switched out of the program he was using, so Rachael couldn’t see what he was doing.

“What is it?” he asked.

She sat at the desk next to him and took a few deep breaths to calm herself; she didn’t want to explode all the computers in the room!

“I found out my mom’s trying to find a cure for the Exotics virus,” she said.

“Aha,” he said.

“I don’t know what it has to do with getting Cassie kidnapped, but I thought you should know.”

“What else did you find out?”

“Nothing, yet. She and dad were arguing about it last night. They’re always arguing, unless they aren’t talking to each other.”

“Haven’t you checked her computer?” Raul asked.

“I don’t have her password any more, and Mr. Hightower hasn’t taught me how to crack that yet. And, you know, last year when we were kidnapped, he was always asking me what mom’s password was, so I think she has her computer protected somehow.”

“With magic, probably,” he said. “All right. We’ll have Mr. Hightower teach you how to break into computers electrically. When you’re ready with that part of it, invite me over to your house for supper or something, and we’ll break into it then. You deal with the computer, and I’ll deal with the magic.”

“Okay,” Rachael said, before she really thought about it. “Wait—how are we going to distract her?”

“We’ll get Babra and Digger to do that part.”

“I don’t want to get them in trouble, Raul. If my parents get mad at me, they can’t really do anything to me. But they might tell Babra and Digger that they have to leave, and they really don’t have anywhere safe to go right now.”

“We have to know,” Raul reminded her. “We have to find out whether your mom is a bad person or not. Just think of how much better you’ll feel when you find out for sure.”

“She’s not a bad person,” Rachael said.

“But she might be listening to bad people, trusting people who are telling her bad things.”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.” Rachael stood up and backed away down the row of computers, then went back to her classroom with Mr. Hightower.

She sighed.

“You have a lot of power built up,” he said.

“I’m nervous.”

“Don’t be. It’s very easy to break into most computers; you shouldn’t have any problems.”

“That’s not what I’m nervous about,” she said.



* * *


Rachael was exhausted by the time they went home. For some reason, learning how to control her electrical powers without frying whatever machine she was working on was a lot more tiring than just letting her powers out to do whatever they wanted, and she was dragging her feet.



The others looked tired, too. Digger’s strength had increased a lot, until he was picking up the car from the practice room. Miss Miskovic wouldn’t let him throw the car around, but he was doing very well with the things she did let him throw, like bowling balls and big cement blocks. His face was all scratched up on one side from where the broken-up pieces of a brick had bounced back and hit him in the face.

“Wait a minute,” Babra yawned. They stopped at a corner, and Babra took Digger’s face her hands and said some of the magic words that Rachael could never remember. Babra yawned in the middle of one word, but it worked—Digger’s face was all healed up when she took her hands away.

Digger said, “Thank you” and smiled quickly at her. Babra yawned again and started to cross the street. Rachael and Digger both grabbed the back of her jacket and pulled her back before a car turning onto the street could hit her.

“I’m so tired,” Babra whined.

“Let’s go home,” Rachael said.

They walked the last few blocks to her house and walked up the sidewalk to the front door.

Bea was waiting for them on the front porch with her arms crossed over her chest. Rachael’s stomach clenched—she knew they were in trouble for something, they must be, for her mother to look at them like that—but she wasn’t sure for what. She took a few deep breaths, trying to get rid of the electricity, but it didn’t seem to be getting any better.

“I know what you’re doing,” her mother said.

Rachael waited. There wasn’t anything good she could say after a sentence like that.

“You’re spying on me. I thought you were just going there to train. But no. Spying. On me.”

“What?” Rachael said.

“Didn’t you think I knew why you were going to the park? I know the Animal Lovers’ Club has its base there. I used to be part of it. I used to train people there.” Her mother was very carefully keeping her voice low.

“What?” Rachael said again. It wasn’t a very smart thing to say, she knew, but she couldn’t think of anything else she could say, at the moment.

“I heard every word you said,” her mother said.

“The phone,” Rachael said. The nervousness built up in her stomach, and no matter how fast she breathed, she couldn’t seem to get enough breath to keep her from building up electricity. She could feel her hair standing on end, building up with static.

Her mother snorted.

“You were spying on us, too,” Digger said.

Bea snorted again.

Rachael said, “I’m going to go in the house and get ready for bed.”

“No,” her mother said. “We’re going to talk about this now.”

“Why?” Rachael said. “You caught us, we’re grounded, the end.”

Her mother laughed. It was a terrible sound, mean and angry. “I’m leaving.”

“What?” Rachael exclaimed.

“Your father has made it very clear that he doesn’t want me around anymore. I was only staying to make sure you were safe. But now that I find out that you’ve betrayed me to the Animal Lovers’ Club, I’m leaving. They can take care of you now.”

Rachael couldn’t believe it. She couldn’t believe the horrible things her mother was saying, and she couldn’t believe the way her voice sounded. Rachael had been in trouble before, but she’d never heard her mother talk to her with such hate.

“Don’t go,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

She couldn’t think of anything else to say.

But her mother wasn’t listening. She went inside the house, slamming the door behind her. Rachael walked slowly up the steps, opened the door, and went inside. Her father was standing inside the doorway; his face looked very white, like he was sick. His lips were the same color as his skin.

“Mr. Baptiste?” Babra asked. “Are you okay?”

He opened his arms to Rachael, and she hugged him around his middle, tears rolling down her face. She said into his chest, “Please don’t go, mom. Please don’t go,” over and over again. She heard her mom slamming doors and drawers and kicking things across the floor above her, in her parents’ room.

“Please don’t go,” she sobbed. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

But it didn’t stop her mother. Soon, she was stomping down the stairs. Rachael let go of her father’s belly and said, “Please don’t go.”

“I can’t trust you. Goodbye.” Her mother slammed the front door behind her. Rachael heard the wheels of her suitcase rolling, going down from step to step, and down to the street.

The car door slammed. A moment later, the engine started, and her mother drove away.
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Bea left on a Friday night. Rachael spent her whole weekend feeling like a zombie, like she was really dead instead of alive and she was just waiting for someone to come along with a shotgun and put her down before she could eat anybody’s brains.



She didn’t ask the others if they wanted to go back to the Animal Lovers’ Club base, and they didn’t ask her if she wanted to go. Nobody talked much to each other at all. Rachael played a lot of games on her computer. She went into her mother’s office to sleep at night, curling up on the floor with a blanket on top of her.

Her mother’s computer, a laptop hooked up to a monitor and a keyboard and stuff, was gone, leaving a bunch of cord ends just sitting there on her desk.

Her father made her eat and take baths and change her clothes and other things, but she could tell that he was hurting too.

On Sunday afternoon, her dad reminded them to get their homework done, brushing Rachael’s hair back from her face. Rachael said, “I’m sorry I chased Mom away.”

“You didn’t chase her away, sweetheart,” he said.

“But I did,” Rachael said.

“Mom and I were fighting a lot,” he said. “I think she just needs to be away from us for a while.”

Maybe he’d talked to her since she had left. “Is she coming back? When is she coming back?”

“I don’t know.”

Rachael sniffed back tears and got up to get her backpack. Her father grabbed her in a big hug. Rachael felt very angry at her mother then, for leaving both of them and not talking, just yelling and running away. You weren’t supposed to do that to your family, no matter how mad they made you. It wasn’t fair.

“I feel like such a terrible person,” her dad said.

Rachael wiped her face and looked at her friends. Then she pulled her dad’s head down and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re not a bad dad.”

He smiled at her and left the office, sniffling back his own tears.



* * *


Monday meant school, and school meant…that pretending everything was okay, so she didn’t get picked on. After last year, she didn’t let bullies get to her—she knew how to bully them back, if she had to, and wasn’t afraid of tattling on them. If a bully looked at her funny, she was raising her hand and telling on them in a heartbeat. She stood up for other people, too. If someone acted like a bully, Rachael made sure they were in trouble with the teacher until they decided to knock it off, no matter who they were bullying.



But she still didn’t like to stand out. She hated it when people said bad things about her—not bullying, but just saying what they thought was true. So the only person that she told about her mom was her teacher, Mr. Miller.

She waited until everyone else had run toward the playground, hanging back for a minute.

“Yes, Rachael?” he asked.

“Mr. Miller, my mom left us on Friday.”

“Oh. Are you all right?” He crouched down beside her, his whistle banging against his shirt. He never used the whistle; he just shouted when he wanted someone’s attention. Rachael wasn’t sure why he wore it.

“No,” she said. “But I don’t think there’s anything you can do about my feelings.”

“I can listen,” he said.

“If I start crying, can you tell everyone I have something in my eye or I’m sick or something? I don’t want them to talk about my mom.”

Mr. Miller laughed, which offended Rachael. “Sorry, sorry. Rachael, if you have trouble keeping from crying in class, just raise your hand and ask to be excused. You can go to the nurse’s office and lie down in the back. Just tell her you have a headache.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“You can talk to me, if you need to. Just stay after class tonight. I’ll listen.”

She smiled at him and skipped down the hill before he could make her feel sad just by being nice to her.

“Walk, please,” he said, and she slowed down.

Xavier was at the bottom of the stairs, tying his shoe again. This time, Rachael was more careful; she walked very slowly past the area where Makayla had run out and tagged her before, ready to dodge out of the way. But Makayla was on the swings, and there was nobody there to catch her.

Rachael was almost ready to join her friend on the swings when she heard Xavier say, “What’s wrong with me?”

She turned around; he was still trying to tie his shoe. His hands went around and around with the string, but he just couldn’t seem to get it tied. Rachael walked over to him and said, “Do you want help tying your shoe?”

“I feel so stupid,” he said. “But my fingers just don’t seem to work.”

Rachael squatted down on the stairs next to him and tied his shoe. “There. All better.”

“Thanks.”

She expected him to stand up and start running, but he sat on the stairs, staring out into space. Rachael stood up, ready to play before she ran out of recess to play in. No matter how sad she was, she wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to release some energy. She laughed a little under her breath. She really did need to release some energy, after talking to Mr. Miller about her mom. She took some deep breaths and let it out.

Xavier grabbed the leg of her pants. “Wait,” he said. Rachael turned back around. Between the time that she’d tied his shoe and just then, his dark skin had turned almost as light as hers, and he was shivering.

“Xavier?”

He let go of her pants and wrapped his arms around himself, shaking with cold. His eyes were opening and closing as she watched. A couple of the other kids were watching him now. Rachael reached out and touched Xavier on his head, the way her mother did when she wanted to know whether Rachael had a fever or not. His head was hot to her touch and felt like someone had rubbed bacon grease all over his head, or wax from a hot candle. He’s melting, she thought.

“Mr. Miller!” she shouted. “I think Xavier’s sick!”

Xavier’s eyes closed, and he tipped sideways slowly. Rachael tried to hold him up, but it wasn’t working very well, and the best she could do was make sure his head didn’t hit the stairs. He was shivering so hard that she laid his head in her lap until Mr. Miller made it all the way down the stairs, picked Xavier up in his arms, and ran up the steps with him, two and three stairs at a time.

“Rachael! You’re in charge, get everyone back up to class and work on your math homework until I get back!” he said.

Everyone groaned. There had to be at least five minutes of recess left.

“Come on,” Rachael said. “We better go back, or Mr. Miller is going to freak out. But walk slow.”

Everybody complained, but they all knew what would happen if they weren’t up in their seats by the time Mr. Miller got back: extra homework.

On the way up the steps, Makayla said, “I bet he’s sick with that animal virus. He looks like an animal to me.”

Rachael gritted her teeth. What was wrong with having the animal virus, she wanted to know? And what was wrong with looking like an animal? Not that Xavier looked like an animal. Makayla was probably just repeating something stupid that her parents had said, like those kids in Oregon whose parents were member of the Lighthouse Parents group.

Rachael groaned and smacked herself on the head. What if her friend’s parents were in the Lighthouse Parents group? Somebody’s parents had to be at this school, or they wouldn’t have bought all that pizza for the roller skating party.




* * *


Xavier didn’t come back to school all week, and when she stayed a little bit late after class on the next Friday to ask Mr. Miller how he was doing, he said, “Rachael, Xavier is very sick. The doctors are worried that he might die.”



Rachael felt her eyes fill with tears and her stomach clench. “Oh, no.”

Mr. Miller wrote on a piece of scratch paper and handed it to her. “Here’s his room number at the hospital. You might not be able to visit him, but I’m sure he’d like to have you make him a get-well card.”

Rachael took the slip of paper and ran to catch up with Babra and Digger. “Mr. Miller said that Xavier might die!”

Babra gasped. “We have to go visit him!”

“This is where he is in the hospital.” Rachael waved the piece of paper. “Let’s go ask my dad if he’ll take us.”
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Rachael’s dad took them all to the hospital after he got off work. The three of them had made three different get-well cards on computer paper with markers while they were waiting for him to come home, and they brought along a few books and things for Xavier to read, in case he felt better. Rachael didn’t know what kind of books he liked, so she brought him one of her pirate comic books; she hoped he’d like it.



Her dad talked to the nurses for a few minutes. It sounded like they didn’t want anyone to visit Xavier. Rachael sat down next to a woman who was knitting, her needles clicking together as she watched Rachael’s father talk to the nurses.

Rachael sighed.

“What’s the matter, honey?” the woman asked.

“We’re here to visit someone, and they won’t let us see him,” Rachael said.

“Why is that?”

Rachael shrugged. “Maybe he’s too sick. He’s been sick all week.”

“Maybe he is too sick,” the woman agreed. “What’s the matter with him?”

Rachael thought she knew: Xavier was sick because he had caught the Exotics virus. But she didn’t say that; she just shrugged. “I don’t know. But I brought him one of my comic books to read.” She showed the woman her comic book.

The woman put down her knitting, looked through the pages, and smiled. “Now, that’s just silly.”

Rachael nodded.

“I’m sure he’d like it. If you want to leave it with me, I’ll see that he gets it when he gets out of intensive care.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means he stopped breathing for a while and they had to use machines to keep him alive.”

Rachael studied the woman as her knitting needles clicked together. “Are you his mom?”

The woman nodded.

Rachael whispered, “We need to see him right away. My friend Babra can help him.”

The woman said, without stopping her knitting, “How is that, honey?”

“She has ma—she—” Rachael didn’t know what to say. If she told the woman the truth, that Babra could heal Xavier using her magic powers, the woman would laugh at her. She might even think Rachael was crazy and make sure that nobody got to see Xavier, just to be safe. “Never mind.”

The woman kept knitting, but Rachael saw that she kept sneaking peeks at her while she knitted.

Rachael looked around the waiting room, trying to find out which way to go to find someone in intensive care. There was a sign on the wall with an arrow: Intensive Care Unit. Underneath that, with an arrow pointing the same way, was Restrooms.

“Babra,” Rachael said. “Come with me to the bathroom.” She left the comic book on the chair behind her, in case she got caught.

“Okay.” Babra put down the magazine she was reading and followed Rachael to the bathroom. Rachael waited by the door for a few minutes, then peeked around the corner. Nobody was looking. She pulled Babra out of the bathroom further down the hall.

There was a door blocking the end of the hall with an Intensive Care Unit sign over the door; Rachael tried to open it, but it was locked. On the other side of the door was a big, round kind of desk with computer monitors on top of it.

There were some other doors nearby, so Rachael checked them and found a door that opened into a supply room. On the other side of the supply room was another door; when Rachael opened it, it led into the room with the big, round desk.

Rachael and Babra looked around. There were two hallways leading away from the desk. One of them had loud noises coming from it, people yelling and machines beeping, and the other one was quiet. Rachael led Babra down the quiet hall, and they started checking rooms.

About the fourth or fifth room down the hall, they found Xavier. He looked tiny inside his hospital bed. He had all kinds of things taped on his face and arms, and his eyes were open only as tiny slits.

Babra was ready to run straight into the room, but Rachael held her finger to her lips and peeked inside the room. There was a doctor standing around the corner, checking a chart. The two girls hid inside an empty room across the hallway until the doctor left, clicking her pen over and over again. When the pen clicking was very quiet, Rachael peeked out of the door, then pulled Babra across the hall.

The two of them stood by Xavier’s bed and looked at him.

“Do you think you can help him?” Rachael asked.

Babra quietly said some magic words, then spread her hands to create a light-purple mirror. “Yes,” she said. “Definitely yes. But don’t let anyone interrupt me.”

Rachael walked back toward the door and waited, while Babra said more magic words that Rachael forgot as soon as she said them. She watched down the hallway: several doctors walked from the other hallway to the round desk, and sat down. They looked tired, with their heads looking down at their feet as they walked. After a few minutes, a pair of people in green tops and pants walked out of the hallway with a cart between them. The cart had a black bag on top and was about as big as a grownup’s body.

Rachael felt tears rolling down her cheeks and sniffed back tears. One of the doctors looked up, and she backed away from the door before he could see her. She looked back at Babra, who was studying Xavier through the mirror again.

He looked…bigger. Like normal kid size instead of like a dried-out mummy after you take the wrappings off. Babra closed the mirror and lowered her hands, shaking them and wiggling her fingers.

“I feel like my hands fell asleep,” she said. “He should be okay now. But we should get him out of the hospital before he starts changing form.”

Rachael said, “We need to get one of the grownups to convince his mom to take him out of the hospital. I wish Mom hadn’t left.”

Babra looked sad, and Rachael wished she hadn’t reminded her. “We should get out of here.”

“Babra?” Xavier said. “Rachael?”

Rachael walked back to his bed and looked down at him. His hand was moving, so she held it in hers as gently as she could. “We came to help you. Babra healed you. Oh, Xavier. I’m so sorry.”

“About what?” he said.

“You’re going to turn half-human, half-animal soon,” she said. “And there are people out there who hate that. We’re going to try to get your mom to take you out of the hospital before you start changing, but whatever you do, beware of the Lighthouse Parents.”

She realized to Xavier, she probably sounded like a crazy person, but she didn’t have time to explain things slowly; the doctors might come any second.

“He’s a gorilla,” Babra said.

“You’re going to turn into a gorilla. If everything goes okay, you’ll be able to change back and forth and talk and everything. We’ll check on you and make sure it’s going okay.” She looked at Babra, wondering whether Babra would be able to do anything if there was a problem with the change, and he lost his ability to change back into a human.

Xavier gripped her hand, hard. “Mom.”

“We’ll tell her,” Rachael promised.

“You should sleep now,” Babra said. “Your body still has a lot of work to do.”

Xavier’s eyes closed all the way, and his grip on Rachael’s hand loosened. Suddenly, all the hair on the back of Rachael’s neck stood on end. She let go of Xavier’s hand, dropped to the floor, and rolled underneath the bed. The sound of footsteps was coming down the hallway and getting louder.

Babra made a soft yip and her clothes fell flat on the floor. Rachael looked around for puppy paws, but didn’t see any. She grabbed the clothes and pulled them under the bed with her.

Two doctors came into the room. “He’s looking a lot better, isn’t he?” one said.

“I don’t know. I’d like to keep him in ICU for another night at least.”

“Couldn’t hurt. We have beds open, anyway.”

The two doctors chatted for a moment about Xavier’s blood pressure, heart rate, oxygen levels…a bunch of stuff that Rachael didn’t understand. Then they left together—saying nothing about a small, cute dog.

“Babra?” she whispered.

Rachael heard the clicking of Babra’s claws as she ran across the floor and felt a warm fuzzy shape bump into her, then start licking her face. Babra was invisible!

Rachael giggled. “Come on, we better go.” She crawled out from under the bed, still carrying Babra’s clothes. They sneaked back out of the intensive care unit without being seen, although they did have to hide out in the empty room for a few minutes while they waited for the last doctor to leave the desk.

Digger scowled at them when they came back from the bathroom, which just made Rachael giggle again. She was sure he knew where they’d gone and was jealous that he didn’t get to go on the adventure with them.

Rachael’s father looked at her, and she nodded. He stood up from his chair, stretched, and said, “Come on, kids. We’ll come back later, when Xavier’s feeling better. I have a feeling they’re not going to let us see him for a while.”

Rachael picked up the comic book and handed it to Xavier’s mom. “Would you give this to him when he wakes up?”

His mom looked up at her with dark, dark eyes. “He’s sleeping, then?”

Rachael shrugged. “If I were really sick, I’d probably sleep a lot, too.” She followed her dad out the door.

Coming toward the hospital were Makayla and a bunch of adults.

“Makayla!” Rachael ran toward her friend and gave her a hug. “What are you doing here?”

“We’re here to visit Xavier.” Her voice sounded funny, like she was a robot or something. Like she was upset and trying to sound not upset.

“He can’t see anyone right now. He’s too sick.”

“Oh.” Makayla followed her parents into the hospital without another word.

Weird.






Chapter 9



 












After breakfast the next day, Rachael’s father sent them all upstairs to clean and do their homework. It was a terrible way to spend a Saturday morning, but there wasn’t much they could do about it other than get their work done quickly.



The door opened and closed once, but Rachael ignored it and kept working. It wasn’t until her father shouted up the stairs at her that she realized that someone had come to the house.

“Rachael! Digger! Babra! Come down here, please. There’s someone I want you to talk to.”

The three of them went down the stairs. Rachael’s stomach growled; it must be getting close to lunchtime. When she went into the kitchen, she saw that Xavier’s mom was sitting at the table with a cup of coffee between her hands.

“Hi,” Rachael said. “Did you give Xavier the comic book?”

“Your father has been telling me some interesting things,” she said. There was a big bag on the floor next to her, and Rachael wondered if it held her knitting.

“Like what?” Rachael squinted at her dad, trying to decide if she was in trouble about something.

Her father laughed. “You’re fine, you’re fine. I was telling her about the Exotics.”

Rachael relaxed. “Oh. Yeah.”

“And I want you to show her.”

“Okay.” Rachael changed into a gecko, then crawled onto the table.

Xavier’s mom pulled her mug of coffee away from her.

Rachael laughed. “It’s okay. I don’t like coffee.” She jumped off the table onto a chair, from the chair onto the fridge, up the fridge, up the wall, onto the ceiling, and—

“Rachael,” her father said. “No jumping onto the ceiling fan.”

“Awww…” she said. She liked to jump onto the moving blades and have them fling her into the air, especially now that she could let herself float to the ground using her wind powers. Instead, she spread her legs wide and let go of the ceiling, falling down slowly like a leaf on the breeze.

She landed on her clothes and looked around. Xavier’s mother was scratching Babra on the top of her head, but Digger was standing in the doorway blushing. He probably didn’t want to have to turn back into a human in front of somebody’s mom.

“Okay, that’s enough,” her father said. He picked up her and Babra’s clothes and handed them to Digger. Rachael climbed up Digger’s leg and onto the top of the clothes pile; Babra came trotting after them. They got dressed again and went back into the kitchen, where Xavier’s mom was sitting with the same mug of coffee between her hands.

“And you’re saying that there’s a group of parents that wants to hurt my baby?” she said.

Rachael wondered what Xavier would think about his mom calling him a baby. Except everybody’s mom called them “their baby” from time to time. She sighed. She missed her mom. She’d been trying to think of a way she could find her mom without letting her know, and she thought she might have an idea.

“Yes,” her dad said. “They burned down the house where my daughter and her friends were staying last year, just before Christmas.”

“I didn’t hear anything about that.”

“It was in Oregon. It got covered up pretty quickly.”

Xavier’s mom nodded. “If it isn’t one thing, it’s another. There’s always someone out there who can’t stand the way you look or the way you act and is willing to make your life—excuse me, make your life difficult because of it. Doesn’t matter whether it’s your fault or not.”

“It’s going to get worse before it gets better,” her father said. “From what little news I’ve heard, it’s starting to spread. Someone’s out there, doing this to people.”

“It’s hard to believe,” Xavier’s mother said. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.” She shook her head. “All right, I’ll take your word for it. I’ll take Xavier out of the hospital today. And thank you, girls. Your father said that you sneaked into Xavier’s room and healed him.”

Rachael pointed at Babra. “I sneaked us in there, but she did the healing.”

“He’s doing a lot better now. Breathing on his own and everything.”

Rachael said, “May I ask a question?”

“Sure, honey.”

“Did anyone else try to visit him yesterday? A girl as old as me?”

Xavier’s mother closed her eyes for a second, thinking. “Hm…I remember seeing a little girl and her family come in just after you left, but they went to visit someone else. Nope, nobody else came to the hospital looking for Xavier.”

Rachael shook her head. Why had Makayla lied to her? It was too strange.



* * *


On Monday, Rachael made sure she played with Makayla during recess. While they were both on the swings, swinging back and forth exactly in time, she said, “Did you get to see Xavier at the hospital?”



“Yep,” Makayla said. Her face went from smiling back to that robot kind of look she’d had at the hospital on Friday.

“Was he doing okay?”

“Yep,” she said.

They swung for a few more seconds; then Makayla launched herself out of her swing through the air. Rachael followed her, thumping into the wood chips beside her. “When’s he coming back?”

“He’s never coming back,” Makayla said. “It’s a big secret. Can you promise not to tell anyone?”

Rachael didn’t hesitate. “I promise.”

Makayla’s face relaxed, so it no longer looked like a robot face. “It’s a pretty big deal. You probably won’t believe what I’m going to tell you…but he’s sick with a virus that will change him into a wild animal.”

Rachael stared at Makayla with her eyes wide. “Whoah.”

Makayla took her hand and led her back around the corner, so nobody could see them but Mr. Miller. “It’s pretty bad. After he changes into an animal, he’ll go crazy, so crazy that he will try to attack and hurt people. I mean, he might look normal for a while, but then the sickness will get really bad, and it’ll be like he’s a werewolf, attacking people. Just not on a full moon, anytime. His brain is controlled by a powerful sorcerer in Asia somewhere. And if that sorcerer wants him to attack you, he will. He’ll bite you, and then you’ll be infected.”

To Rachael, it sounded about like the craziest nonsense she’d ever heard, but she nodded and bit her lip.

Makayla said, “So we’re going to make sure he doesn’t come back to school and hurt anybody. There was a place in Oregon last year where one of these kids had turned into a wolf and was biting people. He went so crazy that he burned his own house down and almost killed his own mom.”

Rachael took a breath to start to argue with her friend, but clapped her hand over her mouth and pretended to be shocked instead. “That’s terrible!”

Makayla nodded. “I’m sad about Xavier, but we can’t let anybody else get infected.”

“What’s going to happen to him?” Rachael asked.

“I’m not sure. But it won’t be good for him.” Makayla’s hair started to rise up, and Rachael took a few deep breaths to release the electricity that was building up inside her.

“Is there a cure?” Rachael asked.

“Not yet,” Makayla said. “I know some people are trying to come up with a cure, but there isn’t one yet.”

“That’s so sad,” Rachael said.

Makayla stuck her head around the corner and pulled Rachael back onto the playground. “Remember, you can’t say anything. You promised. You’re lucky you didn’t get to see him. He could have bitten you.”

Rachael shivered.




* * *


When Rachael got home that night, she went straight to her father and said, “Dad, I need to know where mom is. If you know, I have to know. It’s about the Lighthouse Parents. They’re planning to do something to Xavier. If mom has a cure, he needs it right now.”



She told everything she had heard to her dad—leaving out the name of the person who told her.

“Who told you this stuff?” he said.

Rachael shook her head. “I’m not going to tell.”

“It might help if I knew who their parents were.”

“I know,” Rachael said. “But I’m still not going to tell.”

Her father buzzed his lips. “Loyalty is good, but if being loyal to your friend means that Xavier gets hurt, then it’s not worth it.”

“I know. But I’m still not going to tell.”

Her father gave up trying to get her to talk and called Xavier’s mother. He had to hold the phone away from his ear a few times, because she was shouting so loud.

“We could take him to the treehouse,” Rachael said. “They’d hide him there. I know they would.”

Her father was still holding the phone away from his ear. “Let’s not jump to conclusions about what the Lighthouse Parents are going to do, sweetheart. They may just want him to stay home from school for a few days.”

Rachael rolled her eyes. Her dad hadn’t been there when Aunt Kitty’s house has burned down; he didn’t really know how dangerous the Lighthouse Parents were.

“I’m going to go to the treehouse for a while,” Rachael said. Her father, not really paying attention, nodded, and she skipped off to interrupt Digger and Babra from their homework to come with her.

After she’d changed into her uniform, Rachael found Mr. Hightower and told him what Makayla had told her at recess, again leaving out her name.

His eyebrow twitched, and his lips pressed together.

“Please,” Rachael said. “If you can think of any way that I can find my mom, I need to know it now. I need to know if there’s a cure that we can use on Xavier.”

“What about Xavier?” Raul was coming out of the men’s locker room and stopped to listen to them talking on the balcony.

“You know he’s infected,” Rachael said. “The Lighthouse Parents have found out he’s infected and are going to do something to keep him from going back to school. Maybe even hurt him. I want to find my mom and see if she can cure him so they’ll leave him alone.”

“Don’t you like being an Exotic?” Raul asked. He sounded like she’d hurt his feelings.

“I love being an Exotic,” Rachael said. “But Xavier almost died from it. And now people are trying to hurt him because of it. It must be like a curse for him.”

Raul slumped. “If only they would leave him alone.” He walked around the balcony to another one of the classrooms and slammed the door behind him.

“Can he hide here? If he has to?”

Mr. Hightower said, “Of course. Our primary mission is to protect Exotics. Now, about finding your mother…I realize that you miss her terribly, but do you really think that it’s your best option? Perhaps you should be spending your time finding out who the Lighthouse Parents are and what they’re planning.”

Rachael sighed. “I guess. But I want to find my mom, too.”

“I understand. Well, now that you’re back, we’ll get back to work on manipulating computer systems. Perhaps, with a combination of your talents and Raul’s, we might be able to break into your mother’s computer.”

“She took it with her,” Rachael said. “It’s gone.”

“But the cables remain,” Mr. Hightower said. “I’ve been thinking that perhaps we might be able to track her through traces that she’s left in the wiring, like a bloodhound picking up the scent of a criminal.”

“Mom’s not a criminal,” Rachael said.

“Of course not. No more than any of us are. It’s just a figure of speech.”

Rachael glared at him. Sometimes, when he was teaching her, she forgot about what an evil jerk he had been to her and Raul on The Floating Menagerie. But sometimes she remembered.

He opened the door to the classroom. “Let’s get started.”

Rachael sighed, and the air crackled with electricity.

“You better hang on to that power, girl,” he said. “You’re going to need it.”






Chapter 10



 












Rachael had just brushed her teeth and was getting ready for bed when her father called upstairs, “Rachael! Phone!”



She ran into her mother’s office and picked up the phone. “Yes?”

“Rachael?” someone’s voice croaked.

“Yes. Who is this?”

“Xavier.”

Rachael spun around in a circle on the toes of her footie pajamas. “Xavier! You’re all right?”

“Yes. Mom wants to know if you guys will come over to our house tomorrow after school.”

“If Dad says it’s okay.” She pulled a piece of hair across her mouth and nibbled on it a little, then twisted it around her fingers. She should probably spend more time at the treehouse, learning how to find electrons on a computer network, but making sure Xavier was all right was important, too. She wanted to bring him with her to the treehouse, but he probably wasn’t feeling well enough to go yet. She remembered how sick she was when she caught the virus, and Xavier had been even sicker.

“He said it was okay,” Xavier said. His voice was so bad she could barely tell what he was saying. “Mom gave him the address so he can drive you over to my house. It’s not far from the school but Mom says you might get lost.”

“True,” Rachael said. “Did you like the comic book?”

“Yes,” he said. “But mom says I have to stop laughing so loud because it just hurts my throat. Will you bring me some more?”

“Sure,” Rachael promised. After she hung up, she carefully packed the next two issues in her backpack and went to bed, humming.

“Who was that?” Babra asked.

“Xavier. His mom wants us to come over after school tomorrow.”

Babra said, “Digger said you like him.”

Rachael felt her face getting hot, and she twisted up her hair in her fingers again. “Maybe. I don’t know him very well, though.”

“I thought you liked Raul.”

Rachael opened her eyes wide. “I don’t know,” she said. “I guess I do like him. But not like a boyfriend like him. He hates me, though. He still thinks it’s my fault he got caught and taken to The Floating Menagerie. Why? Do you think he likes me?”

Babra didn’t say anything for a few moments, thinking. “Maybe? Raul doesn’t talk to me at all. Ever. But I know the only girl I’ve ever seen him talk to is you.”

“I wonder if he’ll be upset that I like Xavier,” Rachael said. It felt strange, thinking that she really liked someone she barely even knew. But she did. Her mom had said something to her once that sounded right: Falling in love isn’t supposed to make sense.



* * *


The next day, her father drove them all over to Xavier’s house. It was one of those houses that were all stuck close together, sharing walls. There were four houses in a row, and Xavier’s house was on one end.



Rachael climbed up the steps and pressed the doorbell. Her father had stayed in his Jeep; he waved at them and said, “You’ll call if you get lost, right?”

“Yes, Dad,” Rachael said. She pulled her mom’s cell phone out of her pocket and waved it at him. They were going to walk home so they could memorize how to get back and forth to Xavier’s house, in case of emergencies.

“Okay.”

Xavier’s mother opened the door, and they all went inside. “Hello,” she said. “Thank you for coming to our house. Xavier doesn’t have anybody to talk to that knows what’s going on, and I think it’s making him a little bit crazy. He’s upstairs.”

They took off their shoes by the door and followed her up the stairs. Xavier was in his room under a big stack of covers that were pulled up almost to his ears. He looked a little red, but Rachael couldn’t tell if that was because he was blushing or because he was hot from all those blankets.

“Hi Xavier,” she said. “Did you turn into a gorilla yet?”

He shook his head. “Gorilla?”

“Babra looked at you with magic, and that’s what you’re going to be.”

His top blanket had trains all over it, and his room was decorated with more of them. He even had a wooden train set shoved under his bed (she looked). She loved wooden train sets. Whenever she was at a place with a train table, that’s what she did, just roll the trains around and around, running them into things, jumping them off the tracks, getting in races with the other kids.

“You have a train set!” she said. “Oh!” She dug the comic books out of her backpack and gave them to him. He reached under his pillow and pulled out the first issue. She tucked it back into her backpack.

“I liked it,” he said.

Babra whispered something to Digger behind her hand. He smiled quickly and tried to look serious again when he saw that Rachael was looking at them.

The four of them talked for a while. Actually, it was mostly Rachael and Babra doing the talking. Digger said about as much as he usually did, and Xavier was so hoarse that it hurt him to talk much.

Babra had to explain the exercises he was supposed to do to learn how to control changing his form, because Rachael had never needed to use them and hadn’t really paid attention.

Finally, Rachael asked him if he wanted to join the Animal Lovers’ Club.

“I don’t know,” he croaked.

“Even if you don’t join, they’ll protect you if the Lighthouse Parents try to do anything.” Rachael felt electricity burning under her chest. “You should stay away from Makayla. I think her parents are in it.”

“But she’s your friend,” Xavier said.

Rachael felt like crying; she didn’t know what else to do. It felt like she was going to have to go through the same problems as she did in Oregon all over again, making friends with people who would betray her and try to hurt her friends. “I know.”



* * *


As they left Xavier’s house, Rachael had a flash of inspiration. She opened up her mom’s cell phone, pressed the Send button and said, “Mom? Are you there? Mom?” There was a weird buzzing sound, and then the phone started to beep. After a few seconds, the phone clicked, and her mom said, “Rachael?”



Rachael started crying. “Mom!”

“Rachael, what is it? Are you in danger?”

“No, Mom, it’s Xavier at school. The Lighthouse Parents are planning to do something bad to him. He has the virus and they know about it. Please, mom. You have to get him the cure before he changes all the way. Make them leave him alone.”

Her mom didn’t answer for a long time. “I can’t give him the cure, Rachael.”

“Why?”

“It’s not ready. It might hurt him.”

“The Lighthouse Parents might hurt him. He almost died from the virus, Mom. Babra healed him. Otherwise he would be dead.”

Babra was standing on the sidewalk, holding her breath. She had tears running down her face, too, and she was gripping Digger’s hand tightly enough that the tips of his fingers were turning purple.

“I’m sorry, Rachael.”

Rachael cried some more. She wanted Xavier to be safe. Wasn’t there any way to make sure he would be safe?

“I miss you,” Rachael said. “I’m still sorry.”

“I know, baby,” her mom said.

“Are you ever going to forgive me?”

She could hear her mother crying. “I forgive you, Rachael. I already forgive you.”

“Are you ever going to come home?”’

“I hope so.”

“When? Soon?”

“I don’t know. Sweetheart, it isn’t safe for me to call your dad, and I can’t talk to you very often on this phone, or they’ll get someone like Raul to hack into it. So don’t call me unless it’s an emergency, okay?”

“Okay.”

“And try to find a secret way to tell your dad that I still love him. It’s just a mess, baby. I’m trying to find a way to make the cure safe, and I’m trying to find out who is doing all this, and the Lighthouse stuff just sounds worse and worse the more I find out about it. But Kitty’s out of the hospital now, and she’s with me. I’ll come home when I can, but…I don’t know if that’ll be soon.”

“We shouldn’t be fighting each other,” Rachael said. “We should be fighting the Lighthouse Parents.”

“Don’t talk like that. None of us should be fighting anybody. Oh, Rachael. I’ve heard stories about the Lighthouse Parents doing bad things to their own kids when they found out they had the virus. Cassie almost got killed trying to rescue two kids that the Lighthouse Parents tried to sell to someone in Thailand after they were infected. I just don’t understand how you can hate something that much, that you’re willing to hurt your own kids over it.”

“Is Cassie okay?” Rachael asked.

“She is now. I’m the one who sent her there, and then the Lighthouse Parents took out her adult backup. I’m still just sick over it. I’ve been thinking about it for weeks.”

Rachael started crying again. “You can talk to me about anything, if you need to.”

Her mother sniffed hard, trying to keep herself from crying, too. “I know, baby. When all of this is over, I want to talk to you for about a year straight. I wish I knew more about how things were going with you, too. But I have to go now, before they track down this connection. Cell phones aren’t very secure, even with the magic I have on this one.”

Rachael wiped her eyes under her glasses with the back of her hand. “Okay. I’ll tell Dad you love him.”

“Thank you. I love you,” her mom was crying a lot now.

“I love you too,” she said, and then the phone clicked off. Rachael closed the phone, stuck it in her backpack, and squatted down on the sidewalk. Her stomach hurt so bad that she started to throw up...and spat out a mouthful of sparks.

Digger and Babra pulled her up to her feet and made her start walking. “Deep breaths,” Babra said. “Remember? You have to take deep breaths, or you’re going to hurt someone.”

Rachael had to take deep breaths all the way home.







Chapter 11



 












When they finally made it home, it was after eight o’clock, and none of them had done their homework.



Rachael was so upset that she really didn’t care. She opened the front door, expecting to be yelled at. She took deep breath after deep breath, knowing that it would be really hard for her to control the electricity inside her; she didn’t want to be grounded, but she really didn’t want to hurt anyone.

But her father wasn’t waiting for them by the front door, glaring and looking angry. He was in the living room watching television with his eyes stretched wide and his mouth hanging open. Rachael heard a crack. Her father was holding the remote so tightly that he was starting to break it.

“Dad? Are you okay?”

He said, “Come here. I want you so see this.” His voice sounded calm, so maybe he wasn’t as upset as he seemed.

The three of them walked over to the television. There were a bunch of people holding signs in front of a big building and yelling. A reporter with a big microphone was talking, but he wasn’t saying anything interesting, as far as Rachael could tell.

A red bar stretched across the bottom of the screen with words rolling by.

Deadly virus striking down children across the nation, causing horrible mutations and killing at random…”Exotics” plague is taking over the nation…severe measures being put in place to control the spread of the plague…victims are being quarantined in special facilities…

Rachael dropped down onto the couch. “Oh, no.” When she listened more closely to what the reporter was saying, it got even worse. Someone—the president?—had just signed an emergency bill to allow all Exotics and possible Exotics in the United States to be captured and taken away somewhere. They didn’t say where.

Babra started crying. Rachael’s father scooted over on the couch. Rachael sat next to him, Babra next to Rachael, and Digger on the end. They all held hands. As far as Rachael could tell, they were all crying, even Digger, with two fat streaks of tears running down his face.

“What’s going to happen, Daddy?” Rachael said.

“I don’t know. Rachael, you have to keep it a secret. You have to pretend you’re not an Exotic, no matter what. All three of you. I don’t care if it means you might save someone’s life. You must not use your powers. And stay away from the treehouse, unless you think they’re going to get you and do something bad to you.”

Rachael nodded, but she didn’t say anything.

“They don’t know,” her father said. “They don’t know about you. They think you’re just friends with Xavier. They must think that.” He turned to face her. “You have to stay away from him, Rachael. Even if they don’t think you’re an Exotic, if they see you with him, they’ll assume he infected you, that you’re going to be sick.”

“That’s not fair!” Rachael shouted. She stood up.

He caught her hand gently and held it. His hand was very, very big. “I know, I know. But you’re my baby, Rachael. I have to make sure you’re safe. And being around Xavier right now, fair or not, is not safe for you.”

Rachael wiped her face. She had more important things to talk about right now. “Dad, I have to tell you something. I called Mom on her phone.”

“What?”

“I don’t have her phone number or anything. I just kept saying ‘Mom, I need you’ into the phone until she answered. She says she loves you and she forgives us and no don’t call her!”

Her father had jumped out of his chair and was going through Rachael’s backpack, which she had dropped by the front door.

“Why?”

“She said it’s too dangerous except in an emergency.”

Her father laughed a spooky, high laugh that didn’t sound like he was laughing with his own voice at all. “I think this counts as an emergency. Bea. Bea. They’re going to quarantine the Exotics. I don’t know where you are, but you have to go somewhere safe. I don’t know whether you can even hear me. But take what you can and get out. I’ll be praying for you. I love you. I’ll make sure Rachael and the others are safe. I don’t think they know about our three, but I’ll get them out to the ALC if…anything…happens.”

He sniffed hard and lowered the phone. “She didn’t answer. I hope she’s safe.” He bent over and put the phone back in Rachael’s backpack, then changed his mind and picked it up and handed it to her. “I want you to keep this with you all the time. Take it with you in the bathrooms. Into class. Everywhere. I never want you to be where you can’t hear this ringing and grab it in two seconds.”

Rachael took the phone, and her father went into the kitchen to get a tissue and clean his face.

On the screen, the people were still yelling and marching around with their signs. Save our kids.

Rachael didn’t know how kidnapping people was going to save anybody. They all stayed up late, watching the news. Rachael’s father ordered pizza, and they ate it late by the light of the television.

Rachael didn’t think she ever fell asleep, and it didn’t sound like anybody else did either, but when the alarm went off, it was hard to wake up.



* * *


Xavier wasn’t at school; he was still too sick. Rachael was afraid to even ask Mr. Miller if he’d heard anything about how Xavier was feeling.



Raul was also missing.

At the beginning of class, Mr. Miller said, “All right, I don’t know how many of you have heard, but the government has issued a law that means that anyone who gets sick has to stay home until they get a note from their doctors saying that they don’t have a new type of virus called the ‘Exotics’ virus. Several kids died from the virus last week. As several of you know, Xavier Sanchez almost died from the virus last Friday; he’s been hospitalized with it for the last week. He’s doing better, but he’s going to be sick for a long time. So if you feel sick, don’t come to school.”

Hands went up around the room. “Do adults get sick with the virus, or just kids?”

“Right now, it seems like it’s mostly kids who are getting sick,” Mr. Miller.

“I think I feel sick, Mr. Miller,” one of the boys said, fake-coughing into his hand.

“This is not something to joke about. If it’s determined that you’re sick with the Exotics virus, then you can be quarantined so nobody else gets sick. That means you’ll be taken away from your homes and your families.”

“Where’s that?” a girl asked.

“The government hasn’t said yet.”

“Is that where they’re taking Xavier?” someone asked.

“Not yet,” Mr. Miller said. “He’s too sick to move right now; he’s staying home with his family.”

Rachael let out a breath and tried to relax her hands. Mr. Miller passed out sheets of paper that said the same thing that he’d told the class. It had places for their parents or guardians to sign, saying that they understood that their child would be sent home immediately if they seemed sick and wouldn’t be allowed to return to school without a doctor’s note.

“If your parents or guardians don’t sign this sheet, you won’t be allowed to return to school tomorrow morning,” Mr. Miller said.

Rachael shivered. She read the sheet several times, but it didn’t say anything about what would happen if you were already an Exotic and tried to sneak into school. She didn’t dare ask.




* * *


After school, Rachael did her homework right away. Then she sat in her mom’s office and tried to decide what to do.



That is, she knew what she was going to do; she just didn’t know whether she was going to tell her father about it.

In the end, she decided she was going to tell him, but she was going to do it anyway. There really wasn’t any way he could stop her. He could help her a lot—but she was going to do it whether he said “yes” or not.

She went downstairs. Her arms and legs were shaking, and she was breathing so hard that she thought she was going to either faint or burst into sparks.

“Dad? Can I talk to you?”

He was sitting at the counter in the kitchen, writing on a piece of paper and scribbling things out. “Yes, please.” He pushed the paper away from him like he was glad of the distraction.

“I need your help. I’m going to check on Xavier.”

He looked at her. “You’re going to.”

She nodded.

Her father looked like he was about ready to cry; he sniffed and wiped his eyes. “You look just like your mom, Rachael, when she wanted to tell me something I didn’t want to hear. So brave…but so scared. All right. If I tell you no, you’re going to go to his house anyway, aren’t you?”

Her voice was shaky. “Yes.”

“Okay. Have you decided how you’re going to do it?”

He was going to listen? She couldn’t believe it. “If you’ll help me…I want you to drive me to the grocery store by Xavier’s house. I’ll stay in the car and pretend to take a nap under a blanket while you shop for milk and cereal, because we’re out and we really need some. I’ll sneak out of the car with my coat under the blanket and go to Xavier’s house, check on him, and come back before you do. When you get back to the car, wake me up, and we’ll go home.”

“That’s clever,” her father said, “But what if Xavier needs to come back with you?”

“Then we’ll go get him later.”

“You might not have that much time,” her father said. “I’ve heard rumors that the people running the quarantine are coming later this evening. If we’re going to get him out of here, we have to do it now.”

Rachael saw that Babra and Digger were standing outside the kitchen. They were probably going to be mad at her for her suggesting she go without them, but—they just weren’t good at spying. They just weren’t.

“Then I’ll have to think some more,” Rachael said.

“Hurry,” Babra whispered.

Her father said, “Why don’t we go to the park and blow off some steam for a while?”

Rachael stared at him. “What do you mean?”

He stood up, knocking down the stool behind him. Rachael picked it up again. Her father’s hands were shaking, too, and his face looked really pale.

“I don’t like them. But the Animal Lovers’ Club is here to rescue Exotics. Let’s make them go do their job for once.”



* * *


Rachael’s father loaded their dog, Ox, into the Jeep with all of them. The big dog sat in the back with his paws over the back seat and his tongue hanging out. Rachael felt bad for not playing with him more lately. When they got out of the car, Ox took off running before her dad could get his leash on.



“Ox!” he yelled, and went running after the dog.

Since her father never let Ox loose outside the yard without his leash, Rachael was pretty sure that her father had planned it that way and was using it as a distraction. She and the others went over to the tree and into the secret entrance, away from the playground equipment and the staring eyes of other kids’ parents.

Inside the base, Raul was waiting for them.

“It’s Xavier,” she said. “We have to get him before the government does.”

“We’re leaving in a few minutes. I was hoping that you would come with us. Babra, I want you to wait here for us in case anyone gets hurt. Digger…”

The two boys looked at each other. Digger cleared his throat. “They’re waiting for us there. But that’s all I can see. Let me go with you.”

Raul looked at him. “I want this to stay quiet, so you’ll have to stay in the van. But if they start any trouble, then I want you to do whatever you need to do to make sure we all get out.”

Digger nodded.

“Something you should know. We’re doing this with help from the Shadow Dogs. No fighting.”

Rachael waved her hand. “We’re running out of time.”

“Come on.” Raul led them along the balcony into an office that Rachael had never been inside.

Before she went inside, she gave Babra a hug. “We’ll be back soon. I’ll make sure Digger is safe.”

“I’ll make sure Rachael is safe,” Digger said.

Babra hugged them both.

Mr. Hightower and Miss Miskovic joined them. “Are you sure you’re ready to be in charge of your first operation?” Miss Miskovic said.

Raul glared at her. “I’ll ask for help when I need it.”

“As long as you do,” she said.

At the back of the office was a set of stairs that led them back to the surface; they came out of a door in the back of a public toilet marked “Janitor.”

There was a dogcatcher’s van parked beside the outhouses, and Rachael screeched to a halt. It was the Shadow Dogs, all right.

Joe the dogcatcher, the person who had kidnapped her and Raul last year, was in the driver’s seat. He jerked his head toward the back of the van. “Get in, quick.”

Raul grabbed the sleeve of her uniform and pulled her toward the back of the truck. “Yeah. It’s them. Get over it.”

Rachael stumbled forward. The back of the van was open, and the twin Shadow Dog boys were in there. They pulled her into the van. The others jumped in behind her, and the twins closed the doors.

One of the boys slapped the wall behind the driver, and the van drove off. Rachael grabbed onto one of the small animal cages on the wall.

“You’re late,” one of the twins said.

“Had to pick up Rachael,” Raul said.

“Everybody know what they’re doing?” the other boy said.

“Rachael and I are going in first,” Raul said. “I’ll get her in as far as I can. She’ll get inside and explain what’s happening to Xavier’s mom. Then she’ll wipe out all the electricity nearby, and the three of us will use the distraction to get Xavier out of the house. If anything goes wrong, Miskovic and Digger will come after us to break things up. Hightower is staying here to protect the truck from Rachael’s attack; Joe’s going to drive us out of here. Anybody who’s not back here in ten minutes is getting left behind.”

Rachael nodded, clenching her fists. Take out all the electricity nearby? She looked at Mr. Hightower.

He said, “Just like we did that first machine. Think about what it feels like to be shocked and how much you hate it. It should work just fine, with as nervous as you are.”

“Dude. Her eyes are sparking,” one of the twins said.

Rachael closed her eyes and rubbed them. They felt dry, that was all.

All too soon, the truck slowed and stopped. Raul shifted into wolf form, and Rachael shrank, ran up his leg, and grabbed onto his back. The doors flew open, and Raul was running faster than she could even imagine. All she could do was hang onto his back.

After a few seconds, she was able to steady herself enough that she could see where they were going. They were running up a street that might or might not have been the street by Xavier’s house—no, it was his street. She recognized it. A white van, almost identical to the dogcatcher’s van, was coming to a stop beside Xavier’s house.

Rachael gripped on tighter as four shapes in what looked like white spacesuits got out of the van and walked toward Xavier’s house.

Raul streaked past them, turning so quickly that his hind end slid around in a circle. Rachael let herself slide off his back, landing on a fire hydrant so hard that she couldn’t breathe. She climbed around to the opposite side as Raul howled and kept running.

Only two of the spacesuit men—Rachael was pretty sure they weren’t from outer space, they were just covering their whole bodies so they didn’t get infected—followed Raul. The other two went climbed the stairs onto the porch and knocked on Xavier’s door.

Rachael took a deep breath and jumped off the fire hydrant, running for the door, but she couldn’t run fast enough—the two men pushed Xavier’s mom out of the way and slammed the door shut. She had to jump backwards to keep from getting chopped in half. The door still knocked her over on her back, and she rolled to the edge of the porch.

There was a sound behind her, and Rachael saw that more people were coming out of the van behind her. She ducked to the side of the porch. The people had yellow plastic ribbon that said “CAUTION” all over it. They stuck metal sticks in the ground and attached tape to them, all around the house. Rachael could hear them saying something over a radio, but she couldn’t tell what they were saying; it was too staticky.

Rachael knew she couldn’t wait any longer; she had to get inside that house. She crawled up the side of the house to Xavier’s window and looked inside.

He was in bed, tucked under so many blankets that only his nose was sticking out. As Rachael watched, the door of his bedroom slammed open, and one of the men tried to push inside. Xavier pulled the blankets over his head; it looked like he was moving around under his blankets. Rachael could feel the electricity building up inside her, and she decided that she couldn’t afford to wait until she was inside the house. As she watched, Xavier’s mom tried to pull the man out of the room, but the man shoved her away.

Rachael imagined the feeling of being shocked by electricity, and how much she hated it until her scales were buzzing loudly, they were shaking so hard. Then she crawled over to a cord that ran along the side of the house and curled her tail around it. She could feel the electricity in the cord. It wasn’t much, but she thought it might be enough. She let go of the electricity.

For a second, she thought it wasn’t going to work; the cord was covered in rubber insulation or something. But then all the streetlights went out. She’d never let so much electricity build up before, and she felt sick to her stomach. Unfortunately, she couldn’t seem to throw up using her gecko body, so she tried breathing deeply and flicking her tongue out a few times. It seemed to work.

She heard howling and barking, and she knew that the Shadow Dog twins were coming. She crawled back around to Xavier’s window. The way the house was facing, it was too dark to see inside his room, so she tried to hear if there was any noise coming from inside.

She had almost put her head up to the window when something dark flew at the window so hard that it shattered, and the thing started to thump across the porch roof. Rachael shifted back into girl form and got in front of it: it was Xavier in the shape of a young gorilla. He bared his teeth at her; they were ghost-white in the darkness.

“It’s me, Rachael,” she said. “We have to get you out of here.” She looked back at the window. It kind of looked like Xavier’s mom was wrestling with one man, but it was too dark to tell, and she didn’t have time to let her gecko eyes adjust to the darkness. She looked at Xavier’s front yard. The two Shadow Dogs were wrestling with two of the men in protective suits, but there were more men coming out of the truck. It looked like there must be eight men altogether, two in the house another six outside. Rachael looked at the roof of Xavier’s house.

“Up there,” she said. “Can you make it?”

Xavier swung up there easily, and Rachael quickly shifted form and followed him onto the roof.

Behind the house, another two men were walking back and forth. It looked like they held tranquilizer guns, the same kind that Joe the Shadow Dog had shot her with.

Then Raul howled below them. One of the men raised his tranquilizer gun and shot at him, and Raul yipped in pain.

“Oh, no,” Rachael said. Xavier grunted and started pacing back and forth on the roof. “Shh!” she hissed. “They’ll hear you.” He stopped.

A dark shape passed over their heads and swooped toward the men in suits. It dropped something on top of one of the men, then flew at the helmet of another.

Rachael scampered to that side of the roof. Suddenly, one of the men went flying into the street, bounced, and lay still. She heard a roaring sound, like a waterfall or an avalanche. Then another man flew into the street. Good thing no cars were driving by.

She ran back to Xavier and looked down. Sure enough, the two men with tranquilizer guns were gone. “Come on,” she said. She launched herself off the side of the house, spreading her legs wide and using a small breeze to let herself float down more easily. Xavier climbed down the side of the house to the ground. She climbed up on his back and said, “Run down the street as fast as you can.”

He did. They galloped along until they reached the Shadow Dogs van and climbed inside. Mr. Hightower helped Xavier get inside, then looked around.

“What about the others?”

“They were fighting the government men,” Rachael said. “Wow. Digger must be really strong.”

Mr. Hightower looked at her funny.

“Raul got shot by a tranquilizer dart,” Rachael said, ignoring him. “Now that Xavier’s safe, I think I should go back out there and try to save him.”

Mr. Hightower reached out with one foot and pinned her to the floor of the van.

“Hey! Stop that!”

“No,” he said. “Stick with the plan. There’s only four of them.”

“There’s ten,” Rachael said. “And at least two of them have tranquilizer guns.”

Mr. Hightower knocked on the wall facing Joe, the driver. “We better go in,” he said. “They have at least ten, not four. And tranquilizers.”

Joe swore and pulled the van slowly forward.

Mr. Hightower said, “Are you sure that you knocked out everything in their van when you released all your electricity, Rachael?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I got sick right afterward, and then Xavier—”

“That’s fine,” he said. “Here’s what I want you to do. When we go by their van, try to knock it out. Just their van.”

“All right.”

Mr. Hightower pulled a gun out of his jacket and checked the bullets.

“What are you doing?” Rachael squeaked.

But they were already passing the other van. Rachael concentrated on it: it still had electricity. She felt the energy building up inside her. She wasn’t going to be able to get as much as she had the first time, but it would probably be enough to take out the electricity that she could feel from the other truck.

“Now!” Mr. Hightower shouted.

Rachael released the energy, and the other van shook. Someone inside the van screamed and jumped out of the back. They were wearing one of the spacesuits, and there was smoke coming out from their mask.

The Shadow Dogs van swerved, and Rachael almost slid out of the back. As the van turned, she saw that the two Shadow Dog twins were standing back to back over Raul’s unconscious body, trying to bite anyone who came too close. A dark shape swooped into the van and shifted back into Miskovic’s form, carrying Digger in his mole form.

The van stopped, and Mr. Hightower stepped out. “Stand back,” he said, pointing the gun at one of the people in protective suits. “Or I’ll shoot.”

The person he was pointing his gun at put their hands up, but the others started coming toward him. Miss Miskovic came out of the back of the van, ran towards Raul, and picked him up by the scruff of his neck with one hand before anyone could do anything but yell “Stop!”

The two Shadow Dogs snapped at the men, then jumped in the back of the truck, and Mr. Hightower stepped backward into the truck, ducking his head even though he was short enough already. The Shadow Dog boys slammed the doors shut, and the van took off so fast that they all ended up in a heap against the doors. They were lucky the doors hadn’t popped open.

Rachael took a deep breath. Even thought she had just let off two really big electrical pulses, she was building up more electricity again.

Miss Miskovic was looking out one of the little windows in the back of the van. She punched the wall with her hand. “They’re all getting into the van to chase us. We haven’t gotten rid of them yet.”

Mr. Hightower cleared his throat and said, “Actually, we have, thanks to Miss Rachael.”

Miss Miskovic didn’t say anything for a second; then she started giggling. “Now they’re all getting out of the van and trying to chase after us. Good luck, boys!”

Rachael relaxed and looked around. It was dark in the back of the van, with only a few lights coming from the front seats. Nevertheless, her eyes adjusted, and she could see that Digger was lying on the floor, not moving.

“Digger?” she crawled over to him. He was in mole form, lying on his back. The little pink tentacles surrounding his nose lay still. She laid her head on his chest. He was breathing, and she could hear his blood whooshing through his veins and arteries. However, he was totally unconscious.

“He got hit with another one of the darts,” Miss Miskovic said. “I’m worried about him. He’s so small.”

The van slowed down after another half a minute.

“Why are we slowing down?” Rachael said.

“We’ll look suspicious if we keep driving so fast,” Mr. Hightower explained.

“Can’t we drive just a little faster?”

But they were back to the public toilet soon enough. Rachael shifted back to human form and picked up Digger, trying to carry him as gently as she could. Miss Miskovic carried Raul. The two brothers closed the doors as Mr. Hightower got out, carrying his laptop.

Joe rolled down the window. “That could have gone better,” he said.

“It could have gone worse,” Mr. Hightower said. “Get rid of that van. Tonight.”

“I’ll just change the plates and the paint job,” Joe said.

“If you’re going to keep it, make sure you change the tires,” Mr. Hightower said. “That’s the first thing they’ll check. It’s like a fingerprint.”

Joe rolled his eyes and saluted with the tips of two fingers, rolled up the window, and drove away.




* * *


Babra didn’t waste time panicking when she saw Digger and Raul being carried in. Instead, she pulled up her mirror of souls and went to work, saying spells over the both of them. Only when she was sure that they were out of danger did she look at anyone else.



Xavier, still very ill, had fallen asleep on a pile of blankets in one corner of the classroom that Babra was using as a sickroom. She checked him over and said, “He had some cuts and bruises, but I can wait to heal them until he wakes up. He’s mostly just exhausted.”

Miss Miskovic had broken a rib and a toe, and even Rachael had a few scrapes and scratches on her, even though she hadn’t realized when she’d received any of them.

By the time they were done, it was almost ten o’clock.

“My dad!” Rachael exclaimed.

“Mr. Orkney sent him a message,” Babra said. “He’s waiting at home.” She looked tired enough to fall asleep where she was, sitting in a desk next to Raul and Digger, who were still asleep.

Rachael yawned. “I don’t know if I can walk all the way home without falling asleep.”

Babra smiled. She looked older for a second, as beautiful as a grownup woman. Then she moved over to Rachael’s seat, snuggling up to her. Rachael put her arm around her and hugged her.

The next thing she knew, Mr. Hightower was shaking them both awake. “Your father is here, Miss Rachael. Time to go.”






Chapter 12



 












Going to school the next morning was hard; Rachael wanted pretend she was sick and stay home, but her father wouldn’t let her.



“Now is not the time to play sick,” he reminded them. “Because if you get sick, you have to get a note from the doctor saying that you don’t have the virus. And you do.”

So they all went to school. Rachael was afraid that she was going to fall asleep in class. Maybe if she let herself stay a little bit nervous all day, the electricity would keep her awake. She was already nervous.

Raul was back in class that morning. She gave him a funny look, wondering what he’d told the teacher about being gone on Monday, but he didn’t say anything to her—he didn’t even look at her—until recess.

During recess, he pushed her on the slide and said, “Go.”

Rachael ran over to the corner and waited; a few minutes later, he ran around the corner, pretending to trip. “Meeting at the treehouse tonight,” he said. “Make sure you’re there.” Then he ran off again.

Rachael rolled her eyes. She knew he was a girl and he was a boy, but was she that embarrassing to be around for two seconds? Sheesh. She sat on the ground with her knees hugged to her chest for a minute.

Would Mr. Hightower really have shot those people?

She was pretty sure it was a real gun. What if someone had died? She shivered. What if one of them had died? The people in the protective suits didn’t have regular guns, only tranquilizer guns, but what if they had real guns? Someone could have died.

She couldn’t really imagine it. She tried to imagine what it would be like if someone died. She’d seen people die in videos, but it probably wasn’t the same thing.

If they had been fighting the Lighthouse Parents instead of the government, they would have had real guns. Rachael put her cheek on her knees and closed her eyes, but she didn’t fall asleep; the electricity really was keeping her awake. The Lighthouse Parents would have been glad if Aunt Kitty had died. She thought about the boy she’d thought was her friend, Mickey, for a while. He’d betrayed them all to the Lighthouse Parents and almost got them all killed.

Why didn’t people do what was right? Why did they do what the people around them said was right? It wasn’t right to burn people’s houses down; it wasn’t right to kill people.

Mr. Hightower, she knew, would have shot someone if he thought he had to, in order to rescue them.

Was that right?

The sick feeling inside her just built up. Rachael ran her fingers through the wood chips, letting the electricity trickle slowly out of her hands, making the ground staticky.

“Are you okay, Rachael?” It was Makayla.

“Go away.” Rachael hid her face in her knees. She knew, she just knew that Makayla’s parents were Lighthouse Parents.

Makayla squatted down next to her friend and touched her shoulder. A shock jumped between them. “Ouch! What’s the matter?”

“Why do people do the wrong things?” Rachael asked. “Why do people listen when other people tell them it’s okay to do something bad?”

Makayla sat next to her. There was a loud snap! as she got another shock. “Oh, Rachey. I don’t know. But we do.”

Rachael turned her head to face her. “What do you mean?”

“It’s my fault that Xavier can’t come to school anymore.”

Rachael froze, not even breathing, as a feeling of dread—much stronger than any nervousness—built up inside her.

“I was the one who told that he had the Exotics virus,” she said. “I’m sorry, Rachael. He told me he liked you, so when he got sick, I told my parents he had that virus.” Makayla started to cry. “I didn’t think he really had it! I just didn’t want him to like you. You already spend too much time playing with Babra and Digger and I get so jealous of them but they’re like you’re brother and sister, they live with you. You don’t have any real brothers and sisters or cousins or anything, but I do, and I can tell that they’re like your family. But I didn’t want Xavier to fall in love with you because then you would have another person that you liked more than me. So I told on him and he really does have that virus and they came to take him away last night, only he escaped, and his mother came to our house last night and screamed at my mom and dad that it was all their fault.” Makayla was just sobbing now. “I know you like him back. You gave him your comic books. It’s too late for me to be your friend anymore, isn’t it?”

There was a sound above them. Rachael looked up and saw that Mr. Miller was standing directly above them. He looked at the two girls, nodded once, and walked back up the hill. Rachael threw her arms around Makayla and hugged her so hard that she said “Ouch” again.

Rachael was mad.

But she couldn’t be mad at someone who was crying and crying and just wanted to be her friend.

“It was bad,” Rachael said. “That was a bad thing to do. But you’re still my friend. You’re my friend as long as you want to be my friend.”

Makayla cried and cried. Other people peeked around the corner—she was really loud—but nobody interrupted them.



* * *


“You’re late,” Raul said as they came out of the locker rooms. He led them around the balcony to the big room with the computers.



“We had to do our homework and eat supper,” Rachael said.

“You should have come right away after school.”

“You didn’t say that.”

“What was Makayla crying about?” he asked.

“None of your business,” Rachael said.

Raul stopped walking and glared at her. It was probably the first time he’d really looked her in the eye in days. “If it has to do with the Exotics, then it’s my business.”

“It didn’t,” Rachael lied.

They stared at each other for a few more seconds, then Raul led them into the room. The room was full of more people than Rachael had ever seen in there. She only recognized a few people. Raul led them up the side of the room, up a narrow set of stairs, and onto the balcony; most people glanced at them, saw they were wearing uniforms, and looked away. A woman was standing at the front of the room, talking. A video camera was recording her and putting her picture up on the monitors behind her. Rachael looked down at the people at the computer desks. Some were listening; some were typing very quickly; others were looking at pictures of Earth with bright orange blotches all over it, turning around and around. One of the monitors behind the woman had the same picture, Earth with orange blotches.

The woman had hair that was as orange as a pumpkin or maybe even a tiger. It hung down to her shoulders and was braided into thin braids that hung down as straight as chains. She was saying, “The virus is spreading faster than we thought.”

One of the people leaned forward and pushed a button on his desk. Rachael saw that there were microphones at everyone’s desk. “Has your team made any progress on finding the sorcerer who’s behind all this?”

The woman shook her head; the tips of her braids danced around on her shoulders. “No. We’ve had some leads, but they were all false trails that led us to plausible but innocent suspects, like Bea Baptiste.”

Rachael grabbed the railing. “Mom?” she whispered.

“The sorcerer is clearly aware of what we’re trying to do,” the woman said. “I could be mistaken, but it has all the signs of an internal action.”

The people around the room all started to talk at the same time. Lots of people turned on their microphones and tried to ask the woman questions; it was so loud for a moment that the three of them put their hands over their ears. Only Raul looked immune.

The woman raised her hands, and the room slowly started to quiet down.

Rachael heard a door close behind her and looked over her shoulder. Xavier had come out onto the balcony. He was wearing a t-shirt and sweatpants, unlike everyone else in the room. He looked shaky and tired as he walked over to Rachael.

Rachael whispered, “Are you okay?”

One of the adults said, “Shh,” and the two of them both shrugged at the same time and looked out at the balcony. Even though they weren’t looking at each other, Rachael felt like the whole side of her body was staring at Xavier, and the side of his body next to hers was staring back.

The woman said, “There have now been six deaths directly due to the virus, and over two hundred people have been taken into custody by their various governments.”

This caused another period of extreme loudness, and they covered their ears again.

When the woman could be heard again, she said, “While I feel that the situation is to be expected, given that the sorcerer keeps spreading the virus, it’s still extremely dangerous from our perspective. Again, most of the current wave of infections seems to be among children. As you all know, during the first wave of infections fifteen years ago, many of the infected were teenagers and adults, and the rates of death were much higher. However, due to the fact that children are being struck, this is a much more visible wave. Teens and adults seem to be better able to conceal the fact of their change; however, in the current climate of extreme overprotection of children, their parents are panicking and reporting the disease more or less immediately to the authorities, preventing us from making contact before those children are scooped up and taken away.”

“Where?” Rachael whispered. “Where are they taking kids to?”

One of the people at the computer desks turned on his microphone and said, “Perhaps the sorcerer, if he is listening to our conversation, should focus on turning the children’s parents first.”

A bunch of the people laughed, but the woman at the front slapped her hand on her leg. “This is no joke!” she shouted, and the back of the man’s neck turned red.

The room was quiet for a moment, and then Miss Miskovic leaned forward to her microphone and said, “So, General.”

“I’m not a general,” the woman said.

Miss Miskovic grinned so widely that Rachael could see the corner of her smile all the way up on the balcony. “So, General. What are we going to do about it? Are we just going to let the humans have their way with us? Or are we going to fight back?”

Rachael was expecting everyone to start talking after that, but the room stayed very, very quiet.

The woman glared at Miss Miskovic. “Are you so eager to fight? That you’re willing to hurt the people who should be helping us? Our friends, our neighbors, our relatives? We are still human.”

Raul snorted so loudly that people at the computer desks below him looked up at him.

The woman at the front said, “You have something to say, Raul?”

Raul walked over to a microphone on a desk next to the adults on the balcony. “Yes. I’ve been treated like dirt ever since I was a little kid, just because I don’t look like everyone else.”

Rachael looked at him, trying to figure out what he was talking about, then realized it was because he was a weird color of brown. She could feel her face getting hot. She’d never noticed it before, not to think it was weird, anyway. She put her hands on her face. Raul’s dad was black, like Xavier, but his mom must have been more Rachael’s color. She felt the electricity building up in her; she felt stupid for not even knowing that he felt that way. She wondered if that’s why he wouldn’t look at her, if that’s why he hated her. Then she realized that he was probably mad that she liked Xavier and felt her face get even hotter. She slumped down and grabbed the railing.

“I fail to see how that’s important right now, Raul,” the woman said.

“Ma’am,” Raul paused for a minute, his face turning red as he realized all the adults were looking at him. “You’ve made me read enough history books that I know that when people start locking other people up because they’re different, the people who get locked up get hurt.”

Some people were rolling their eyes and turning back toward the woman, but other people were nodding.

“What do you want, Raul?” the woman asked. “Do you want a war?”

“Nnn-no,” Raul said. “I want to free all the people who have been captured and make sure nobody else gets taken away. It’s not their fault. They can’t make anybody else sick. Only a sorcerer can make people turn into Exotics, even if they have the virus.”

“Do you think we should tell the public that?”

“Public?” Raul asked.

“That is, should we announce it on the news?”

He nodded.

“Say it out loud, please. Not everyone can see you.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

Rachael felt proud of him. He was talking in front of all those adults, and he was blushing, but he didn’t really look scared, just kind of embarrassed. She smiled at him, even though she was still embarrassed.

Another person talked over her microphone. “Our secret is out, Robyn. We may as well take the offensive. I feel extremely uncomfortable with lying back and letting things happen to those children.”

“As do I,” the woman said. She looked back at Raul, smiling, as if she were proud of him, too. Rachael saw the woman look at the rest of them—the kids—for a second. It seemed like she stared a little bit longer at her than any of the others, but she might have just been imagining it.




* * *


The group decided to send a message to the government by the time Rachael and the others left, but it sounded like it was going to take them a long time to decide what to say in the message.



“Come on,” Raul said. “Let’s go.”

He looked at Xavier as he waited for everyone to go out of the room. “You didn’t put your uniform on.”

“Maybe I don’t want to join the club.”

Raul shrugged, but Rachael saw his teeth crushing together, and she thought it must bother him, no matter what he pretended.

They went down the stairs and out of the room. As soon as Rachael got onto the balcony, she exclaimed, “Finally,” climbed over the rail, shifted, and glided down into the practice area. While the meeting had been interesting, she was tired of having to stand still and be quiet.

The five of them played for a while. Xavier stopped to rest all the time, but it still felt like the most fun that Rachael had had in a long time. Soon enough, however, Mr. Hightower was shouting down at them, “Aren’t you supposed to be home at eight?”

Rachael looked at the clock on the wall above the balcony and squeaked. It was 8:07. She climbed up the wall and raced into the locker room, changed clothes, and waited for Digger and Babra to come out. Raul came out first, still in his uniform.

“Rachael,” he said. “I need your help.”

“What is it?”

“You can’t tell the others, all right?”

She paused. “Okay.”

But the door to the men’s room opened, and Digger came out. Raul shook his head.

“Is Babra ready?” Rachael said.

“How should I know?” Digger said. He was glaring at Raul for some reason. “I’m not a girl.”

Rachael sighed and went back into the women’s locker room. Babra was standing just inside the door, completely ready to go, just standing there. She pulled Rachael further inside the locker room and whispered, “Whatever Raul wants you to do, don’t do it.”

“What?” Rachael said, shocked.

Babra grabbed onto Rachael’s forearms. “While we were in the practice room, he asked Digger if he would be willing to kill someone if they threatened to hurt me.”

“Uh, okay,” Rachael said. She wasn’t sure why that was so bad.

“Digger said ‘no,’ and Raul was furious,” Babra said.

Rachael still didn’t understand what that meant. “We have to go home, Babra. You can talk to me about it there. We’re already late, and we’re going to be in trouble.”

Babra squeezed Rachael’s arms. “Promise me that you’ll listen to what I have to say.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Rachael was just confused, but it was time to go. She reached around and pulled the door open, bringing the other girl with her.

Digger and Raul were glaring at each other, and Rachael wondered if Digger had said anything. Raul had made him mad, anyway, whatever had been said or not said.

She pulled Babra out of the women’s room and grabbed Digger with her other hand. “Laaaate!”

They went up the stairs, and the door locked behind them. Rachael checked, using a small spy camera in the stairway, that there was nobody looking at their tree, then opened the door and went out.

Why would anybody threaten to kill Babra, anyway?

Or was it just that Digger liked Babra? She could tell he did. Maybe the only thing that would make him mad enough to want to kill someone was Babra getting hurt.

Maybe that’s why Raul had said that.







Chapter 13



 












“We need electricity,” Mr. Hightower said. “Lots and lots of electricity.”



“Why?” Rachael said. It was two days later, and she still hadn’t found out what was going on. Babra had tried to talk to her on the way home, but all she said was that Raul must be trying to do something bad, if he wanted to make sure that he knew how to make Digger kill someone.

Rachael had said that that wasn’t enough proof for anything. Digger didn’t say anything, but he started glaring at her, too.

Her father, strangely, had been more worried than anything else. “Call me if you’re late. You still have your mother’s phone, don’t you?”

In fact, Rachael had forgotten that she was still carrying around the phone in her backpack. She didn’t take it with her everywhere she went, but she did take it almost everywhere.

She’d been tempted to try and call her mother again for advice, but she’d decided against it. Instead, the next time she went to the treehouse with the others, on Thursday, she slipped the phone into her uniform. There weren’t any pockets. In the end, she took a safety pin and pinned the phone’s strap to a piece of loose cloth inside the uniform under her arm. She changed back and forth a few times in the uniform; it seemed to work like normal, invisible when she was a chameleon and covering her when she was a human. She didn’t turn the phone on, in case Mr. Hightower could feel it or something. It wasn’t foolproof, but it was the best she could do.

Babra had watched her the whole time without saying anything. Rachael whispered to the phone, “Mom? If you’re there, I’m going to try to find out what Raul’s planning, so listen, okay?” Then she zipped herself up, held up her crossed fingers in front of Babra, and went out.

Mr. Hightower had been waiting for her; she was supposed to be learning how to move electricity in and out of a little battery without either letting the electricity go or breaking anything. He seemed like he was in a hurry, so she’d asked him why.

“Because we’re worried that the power company is starting to catch on to the fact that this park is using a lot more electricity than it should be,” he said.

“Oh.” She kept working. His answer made sense, but she was in a suspicious mood. The electricity flowed out of the battery and into a small music player. She’d already destroyed three of the delicate music players, but Mr. Hightower seemed to have an endless supply of them in his briefcase.

Rachael slowly let out her breath, and imagined her breath swirling around the electricity, holding most of it back, letting only a thin thread of electricity flow into the player.

There was too much electricity in the battery to put in the player, that was the problem. She’d been trying to put it in there all at once, and the wires and circuits had become too hot and melted. The music player could only hold a little bit of electricity, and it couldn’t take too much, too fast. She pulled in a tiny breath, broke the thread of electricity going into the music player, and put the rest back in the battery.

“Very good,” Mr. Hightower said. He left the room and returned with a black plastic box with stuff all over it; it made a big thump when he put it on the desk. “This is a car battery; it’s a lot stronger than anything you’ve worked with since we rescued Xavier.”

Rachael let herself feel the prickle of the electricity waiting in the battery. It pushed at the battery a lot more strongly than the electricity in the small batteries that she had been using, but it didn’t feel anywhere nearly as strong as the electricity that she had built up inside her most of the time.

She pulled a little of the electricity out. It tried to rush out, but she strengthened her breath on it to hold it in place. She let a thin thread of it dance on her fingers, carried by her breath. She knew now that electricity didn’t have to hurt. As long as you let it go through you or around you instead of trying to keep it in one place, it would pretty much leave you alone.

Mr. Hightower snorted out of his nose. “You’re not supposed to play with that before I tell you how dangerous it is.”

Rachael quickly put the electricity back and folded her hands in front of her. “Sorry.”

“But you seem to have handled that very easily.” He left the room and came back again with another battery; this one was almost empty. “Put the electricity from the first battery in the second one, please.”

Rachael moved the electricity from one to the other, using her hands to make sure that she could move it quickly without any of it escaping. The electricity passed over her body, and she suddenly remembered the phone. Oh no, she thought. But she couldn’t pull her hands away; it would just cause the electricity to hurt her by breaking the connection before she was done moving the power around. She let the last of the electricity flow over, then removed her hands.

She didn’t dare check the phone. But she crossed her fingers anyway.

Mr. Hightower said, “Good.”

She wasn’t sure how much power he had—he never wanted to talk about himself during their lessons—but it must not be as much as hers, if he thought that a car battery would give her any trouble. Didn’t he remember when she’d wiped out the power in Xavier’s whole neighborhood? Honestly, adults didn’t think.

“Tomorrow, we’ll take a trip out to the transformer off Eighth. You’re not going to move any electricity tomorrow, just…feel it and see what you think.”

Rachael nodded and waited for him to give her another assignment. Instead, he picked up the car batteries, which each had a plastic strap on them, and carried them out of the room. When he came back, he said, “That’s it, Rachael. We’re done for the day. Didn’t I say?”

She shook her head and left. The others were still in their classrooms, so she wandered around the practice area for a minute. She hid in the small cave to check her phone, but she couldn’t tell if it was still working unless she powered it on—and she still didn’t want to risk that with Mr. Hightower around. The phone looked all right.

She was soon bored and wandered over to the room with all the computers to see if they had any games she could play while she was waiting for her friends.

Raul was there, working on a computer. He looked up at her and jerked her head toward the seat beside him. She sat next to him; he was working on a computer drawing of some kind, with all kinds of lines pointing around a big circle.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Working on a spell.”

She watched him for a few minutes.

He said, “Will you help me?”

She didn’t try to pretend she didn’t know what he was talking about, even though it made her stomach clench and small shocks run up her fingers. She damped them down; she didn’t want to erase the memory on his computer before he saved the picture. “You haven’t told me what you want me to do.”

“Didn’t Mr. Hightower talk to you?” he asked.

“He said you needed electricity to power the treehouse,” she said.

Raul looked at her, making a face that she didn’t understand, with his lips twisted all to the side. “You don’t believe him?”

She shook her head. Part of what was giving her a bad feeling was having an adult ask a kid to do something that was too dangerous for them to do. Adults didn’t do that. They were always trying to keep you safe, no matter what.

“It’s for me,” he said. “I want you to help me with this spell.”

“What is it for?”

“Can’t you just trust me?”

She shook her head.

“Good. I hate people who just say okay no matter what you tell them. I hate stupid people.” He drew another few lines on the picture, then saved it. “I want you to help me by…making my spell go further. A lot further. When we rescued Xavier and you messed with everyone’s electricity, that was a huge deal. Normally, stuff like that doesn’t happen unless you blow up a nuclear bomb. You’re really powerful. If you were a sorcerer, you would be as powerful as me. You’re a lot more powerful than Mr. Hightower. But don’t let him fool you. He’s not that powerful, but he’s so tricky that he has more power than you think, if you know what I mean.” Raul clicked off the computer. “I’m going to infect everyone, Rachael.”

Rachael felt like she was freezing all of a sudden. She started to shiver as it felt like all the warmth teleported out of her body to a car battery in Alaska. “You? You’re the one who’s spreading the infection?”

He was watching her. “I’m not the only one,” he said. “But I infected you. I made sure you turned into an Exotic. And Xavier.”

“But—”

“I’m not the sorcerer,” he said. “I just changed a couple of people. But I figured out how the sorcerer was doing it. Rachael, if I turn everyone, then there won’t be a war.”

“But people will die,” Rachael said. “Xavier almost died.”

“Yes,” he said. “A few people will die. But then there won’t be a war.”

They stared at each other for a few minutes. “I don’t think it’s right,” Rachael said.

“I didn’t say it was right.” Raul blinked a few times, then rubbed his eyes. “I said it would stop us from having a war. Think about what the Lighthouse Parents are doing. They try to kill us whenever they can find us. You saw Mr. Hightower’s gun. He was ready to shoot someone, too. People are going to die no matter what we do. But I think that fewer people will die if we change all the Lighthouse Parents and everyone into Exotics right now, before people start actually killing each other. I can’t help thinking that if I don’t do it, and if you don’t help me, then a lot of people will die, and it’ll be all my fault.”

He didn’t say it, but he didn’t have to: and all your fault, too.

Rachael took a step backward. “I’ll have to think about it.”

“Okay,” he said. He rubbed his eyes, turned on the monitor again, and went back to work.







Chapter 14



 













Xavier wasn’t supposed to leave the treehouse; if the police saw him and figured out who he was, they probably would have picked him up as a runaway kid, and if anyone saw him running around as a young gorilla, they probably would have called the zoo.



But when Rachael came out of the changing room with Babra, Xavier was waiting for them with Digger, both of them dressed in Digger’s clothes.

Rachael didn’t want to say anything about it in front of the woman who was sitting at the desk, so she said, “We’re ready!” and skipped up the stairs to the exit before anyone could start an argument.

Once they were on their way home, she said, “Let’s go home a different way. It’ll be fun.” She and Xavier walked in front, with Digger and Babra behind them.

The others looked at her strangely, but Rachael walked them to the opposite side of the park before heading in the direction of her house. If she were going to spy on herself, she would listen to them on their usual way home, when they supposedly couldn’t be heard by any grownups. So if they didn’t want to be heard, it would be better to go another way.

About a block away from the park, she pulled out her phone and turned it on: the lights came on, and the buttons beeped when she pushed them. She smiled and stuck it back in her jacket. She hadn’t fried the phone after all.

“What were you talking about with Raul?” Digger said.

“Why is Xavier coming home with us?” Rachael asked him back.

Xavier shook his head. “Don’t fight. I just have to get away from there for a while. I don’t like them.”

“They’re not very nice people,” Babra said. “I don’t like them, either.”

“They’re teaching us very important things,” Rachael said. “I mean, at least Mr. Hightower is teaching me.”

“They only teach us so they can find out what we can do,” Digger said. “They’re spying on us.”

“Aren’t we spying on them, too?” Rachael asked.

“I don’t want to be in the middle of a spy war,” Babra said. “All this spying isn’t going to make anything any better.”

“How else are we supposed to find things out?” Rachael asked.

“What were you talking about with Raul?” Digger repeated.

Rachael knew that they weren’t going to be happy about it, but she decided to tell the truth anyway. She muttered, “He wants to change everyone into Exotics.”

“What?” Xavier said.

Digger kicked a rock the size of a bowling ball in someone’s front yard, knocking it out of the dirt and rolling across their flowers.

Babra said, “Is he the sorcerer?”

“He said he wasn’t,” Rachael said.

Digger snorted. “If he isn’t the sorcerer, then he knows who it is. That whole meeting was a fake.”

Rachael thought back to the meeting of adults in the big computer room; she couldn’t remember what exactly anybody had said, but if Raul was able to change people into Exotics…what he had said at that meeting was kind of fake.

“Who was that orange-haired woman?” Rachael asked. “She agreed with him…and that makes me suspicious now.”

They all shook their heads. None of them knew.

“I don’t want to go back there,” Xavier said.

They walked along in silence for a few blocks. Rachael didn’t recognize the street names or the houses, but she didn’t want to be the first to talk.

“You’re not going to be safe at your house,” Babra told Xavier. “Can we hide him at your house, Rachael?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what Dad will say.”

They kept walking. Xavier said, “You don’t know where we are, do you?”

“No,” Rachael admitted. “I never walked this way before. But I didn’t want to get spied on.”

Xavier pointed. “Your house is back that way.”

“How do you know where my house is?” she asked.

He shrugged. “I just know.”

“It’s part of his magic,” Babra said. “I saw it through the mirror.”

They turned around and walked to Rachael’s house, following Xavier’s directions.

“I’m going to do it,” Rachael said. “Raul wants me to steal a bunch of electricity. I’m going to tell him that I’m going to do it.”

“No!” Digger said.

“I have to find out what they’re doing. I know you guys don’t like spying, but I want to. I think I can fool him into thinking that I’ll do what he wants. I’ll find out, and I’ll stop him.” As soon as she said it, she wondered whether she really wanted to stop him or not. If she stopped him, everyone everywhere would be stuck in a war of people versus Exotics.

Xavier stopped to cough. He sounded really sick, but when he was done, he spat boogers onto the sidewalk, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and said, “I’m fine. But I’m tired of walking.”

“You could turn into a gorilla and pretend to be Rachael’s backpack,” Babra said.

Rachael laughed, but really she was thinking about whether she agreed with Raul or not.

A lot of people would die if everyone turned into an Exotic at the same time, and they wouldn’t have Babra there to heal them. Her dad might die. If there were some way to make it completely safe, maybe she would think about it. But it wasn’t safe now. Raul should at least wait until he knew people weren’t just going to get sick and die when nobody could help them.

“I’m done being a spy,” Digger said.

Rachael had a sudden idea. She stopped and turned around. “Will you help me be a spy?”

Digger halted and glared at her. “I just said I was done being a spy.”

“I want you guys to pretend that you’re mad at me for helping Raul. Otherwise, if you’re mad at him but you’re not mad at me, he might figure it out.”

“I am mad at you,” Digger said.

Digger was the kind of person who got mad about a lot of things sometimes, so it didn’t bother Rachael as much as if Babra had been mad at her, but it still bothered her. “But I like being a spy, and I’m pretty good at it.”

“It’s bad,” he said. “Spying is bad.”

Rachael sighed and turned around. It had been a good idea, but she couldn’t make Digger do something he didn’t want to do. She couldn’t make him be her friend if he thought she was bad. She walked away from the others, wiping her eyes and sniffling.

“I’m still your friend,” he said. “But I don’t like this at all.”

At first, Rachael didn’t want to stop walking. She felt sad and angry at Digger. But she stopped walking and turned around. She didn’t want to be mad at him forever and ever. She didn’t want to be like her parents before her mother had left, never talking to each other.

So she walked back to Digger. “What do you want to do, then?”

He shrugged. Rachael sighed again, but her heart felt better. She hugged him tight for a few seconds. “I don’t want to be mad either. I guess we’ll have to figure it out later.”

They walked the rest of the way home. Rachael’s dad was waiting for them. “Is that Xavier with you?” he asked.

Xavier nodded.

Rachael looked around. There was a white van, just like the one the government had used to try to catch Xavier, at the bottom of the hill. If they had gone home the regular way, they would have passed it.

Her father waved them through the front door quickly, looking around. Rachael waited until last, then pointed at the van. Her father’s eyes widened, and he nodded.
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“They’re not coming back,” Rachael said.



Mr. Hightower and Raul were both waiting for her when she came out of the locker room.

“I told them what you were going to do, and they don’t want to come back anymore,” she explained. “I came back because I decided I wanted to help. Now they aren’t talking to me.”

She had practiced what she was going to say, but it was all coming out differently than she had planned. That was okay; it looked like they believed her, at least a little bit.

“What did your father have to say about this?” Mr. Hightower asked.

“He said that that was their decision to make. He said he wasn’t very happy with the decision that Raul had made, though, and he said Raul isn’t allowed at our house ever again. He’s still pretty upset that I got turned into an Exotic after mom promised him I wouldn’t be.”

What Rachael was saying was true. As soon as they’d gone home, she’d told her father about Raul’s plan, and the whole conversation had gone like that, as far as she could remember. The other three kids had said they didn’t want to go back to the Animal Lovers’ Club. Also true. Xavier had said he wanted to go home, too, but they decided to hide him at the house for a little while, until they could figure out a way to sneak him away with his mom.

Then they all…ignored each other that night. Rachael wasn’t sure if they really were mad at her, or if they wanted to help.

Her plan hadn’t changed, however.

“I see,” Mr. Hightower said. “I suppose that’s to be expected.” He was looking angrily at Raul, probably because Raul wasn’t supposed to tell anyone his real plans.

Why had he told her?

And why did she even care? He was never nice to her. Never. She liked Xavier now, anyway. But she knew that she still cared about Raul.

Maybe he’d only told her about his plans because he was lying. Trying to figure out what was really going on when you were a spy was very difficult, and she could see why Digger didn’t want to do it. It wasn’t that he wasn’t smart—he just didn’t like things to be complicated.

She laughed to herself. If she were building a video game, she would make Digger the defender, Babra the healer, Raul the magician or an engineer if there was no magic. Xavier? She didn’t know what kind of character she would make for Xavier yet.

“Rachael? Are you listening?”

Rachael looked at Raul. “No.”

Mr. Hightower said, “Well, pay attention. We don’t need your friends or Xavier to do this. We just need you. I want you to go with me to see the transformer today.”

“Okay, but when are we going to get the power?” she asked Mr. Hightower. He didn’t answer. She stared at Raul.

“I don’t know.” Raul stopped looking at her and looked down at her bare feet instead.

Rachael didn’t bug them about it. She would just have to wait.



* * *


Mr. Hightower left first while Rachael waited in the lobby, dressed in tan overalls and a black t-shirt that Raul had given her. She also had a bright yellow vest with silver reflector tape on it and a bright yellow hard hat. She danced around and made faces at herself in a mirror while she waited. Mr. Orkney was there, clicking away on his computer. As soon as Mr. Hightower left, Mr. Orkney said, “Will Babra be coming back?”



Rachael stopped dancing and shook her head.

“Not ever?”

“Maybe?” she said. “But not for a long time, anyway. She’s upset at Raul. If he changes everyone, people will get really sick, and she can’t stand that.”

“I know, I know,” Mr. Orkney said. “I feel terrible about it, too. But what else can we do? Just sit here and wait for the Lighthouse people to find us? I’m tired of having to pretend to be a human when I’m not.”

“You’re still a human,” Rachael said.

“I am not a human,” Mr. Orkney said. “I’m better than a human.”

Rachael didn’t know what to say. It sounded wrong. He sounded so mean. But it was true; Exotics had powers that a human could never have. Didn’t that make them better than human?

But she didn’t want to agree with Mr. Orkney out loud; she felt like it was some kind of test, and she didn’t want to pass or fail or whatever. She was too worried about fooling Raul and the others. She just didn’t want to get tricked into saying something that might give her away.

“You agree with me, don’t you?” Mr. Orkney said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have come back.”

Rachael really didn’t know what to say then. After a while, she said, “If Raul thinks it will work, I think we should try it.”

Mr. Orkney winked at her. “I know how that goes. Well, he’s a smart kid, and he has smart people advising him. It’ll probably be okay.”

Rachael blushed. She hadn’t been trying to make Mr. Orkney think that she liked Raul, except she used to, and she still wanted him to be proud of her…it was too confusing. At least it made Mr. Orkney stop talking to her, though, and a few seconds later, something chirped at the desk.

Suddenly, Mr. Orkney was nodding and touching his ear. Rachael hadn’t noticed it, but he had a black earpiece inside his right ear. “Okay, Rachael. Mr. Hightower says he’s ready.”

Rachael fled up the stairs, glad of being able to escape such a confusing situation.

Mr. Hightower met her at the same place the Shadow Dogs’ van had been on their last mission, but with a different van. It was the same kind of van the government had used to try to catch Xavier, and the same kind of van that had been waiting at the bottom of the hill the night they’d almost gotten lost.

Rachael climbed in the front seat and slammed the door behind her.

“Quietly, please,” Mr. Hightower said.

“Sorry. Why are you driving a white van?” She wondered whether it had been Mr. Hightower spying on them that night or someone else.

“I rented it from a rental agency,” Mr. Hightower said. “They always have white vans. Why?”

Oh, well. That other white van could have been anyone, then. “Never mind. Where are we going?”

“To the transformer.”

“Where’s that?”

“Just past Xavier’s mother’s house. Now, do you remember what a transformer does?”

He had talked to her about this a few days ago. “It can change a high pressure of electricity into a lower pressure, so it doesn’t damage the machines that use it.”

“What’s the word for electrical pressure?”

“Voltage.”

“That’s right. What else can they do?”

“The opposite.”

Mr. Hightower put the van into gear and slowly drove away from the curb. “And what are you going to do today?”

“We’re going to look at several transformers and see which ones I think I can use when we really try to transfer the power. Mr. Hightower, may I ask a question?”

“Yes.”

“Where am I going to transfer the power to? I don’t think I’m going to be able to transfer it all the way to the treehouse if the power station is near Xavier’s house. That just feels like it’s too far.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Mr. Hightower said. “We’ll have it ready when the time comes.”

“What if I can’t do it? What if we figure out the transformers, and then I find out where you want the power, and it’s wrong?”

“How could it be wrong?” Mr. Hightower asked.

“How am I supposed to know?” Rachael asked. “But I know that if I pick up that electricity and I can’t put it down, I could get hurt, or I could end up discharging it somewhere you don’t want it to go.”

“That’s true,” he said. “I’ll talk to—we’ll discuss it. The truth is, we’re not sure yet.”

Rachael was pretty sure he was lying, but she didn’t say anything. After a few minutes, they passed Xavier’s house (it still had yellow tape around the yard; she wondered if his mom even lived there anymore); a few minutes after that, they stopped beside an open area with no houses. Inside the open area, there was a fence with barbed wire at the top. Two sets of power lines went past the fence, and their power lines went back and forth to different metal poles, boxes, fans, and black coils.

Mr. Hightower turned off the van and pointed toward the fence. “Let’s go.”

They climbed out and closed the doors behind them. Rachael felt foolish for a moment for trying to pretend she was an adult electrical worker, but Mr. Hightower had assured her that people would either ignore her or think that she was extremely short. As long as you were wearing the right uniform and acted like you were supposed to be there, he said, people would think you belonged.

Rachael wondered if that counted for spies, too. She brushed her hand against the front of her vest, where she had hidden her phone, and said, “Ready.”

Mr. Hightower unlocked the gates with a key, and the two of them went inside the fence. Even though she was worried, she felt very happy at the power station. There was so much electricity buzzing around that she could even hear it with her human ears. When she reached out with her electrical senses, it was like being at an amusement park; there were all kinds of fun things she could play with, and she didn’t know where to start.

She could tell which of the machines were transformers even before Mr. Hightower could point them out; she could feel the electricity being changed from high to low pressure all around her. She was pretty sure she could handle all of them, even the power that was coming directly from the strongest set of power lines.

But when Mr. Hightower asked her, she pointed at one of the weaker ones. “That’s one’s safe for sure.”

Mr. Hightower inspected it. “Unit 3. Can you handle anything stronger?”

“Maybe? But I know I can do this one for sure.”

Mr. Hightower said, “All right. Let’s go.”

She was pretty sure she had him fooled. They left right after that; Rachael took one last deep breath of buzzing air. It tickled her lungs and made her cough.




* * *


She had to walk home alone from the treehouse, which she hated.




* * *


And then, when she did get home, the only person who would really talk to her was her father, so she spent the last few minutes before she went to bed on her computer. Maybe they really were too mad to talk to her. Even Babra wouldn’t say much to her.




* * *


Rachael was grumpy when she went back to the treehouse the next day. Maybe she didn’t want to be a spy after all; it wasn’t much fun when you didn’t know whether people were really made at you or just fake mad, but you had to act like you didn’t care or you’d give yourself away.



So when Raul and Mr. Hightower were waiting for her when she came out of the dressing room, she said, “What?” as rudely as she could.

“What’s the matter?”

“They’re all a bunch of jerks, that’s what.”

Mr. Hightower smiled. “I see. It’s not all fun and games saving the world, is it?”

Rachael stared at him, waiting for him to say something that was worth talking back to.

Raul said in a strange, robot-like voice, “Your friends really like you, Rachael. They won’t stay mad at you forever.”

“You don’t know how stubborn Digger is,” Rachael said. “And Babra listens to him more than me. And Xavier just wants to go home.”

“His mother has left town,” Mr. Hightower said. “The Shadow Dogs have moved her.”

Rachael sighed. “Then they’ll probably move him soon, too, while he’s still mad at me.”

Raul turned around and started walking across the balcony, back to the computer room. “Come on.”

Rachael followed him, and Mr. Hightower followed her. They walked into the big computer room and went up the stairs to the balcony. Raul grabbed the railing across from the stairs and pushed something that clicked. Then they turned around and went back down the same stairs.

“Aren’t we going to do anything up here?” Rachael asked.

Neither Raul nor Mr. Hightower said anything. They went down the stairs, then down more stairs...finally Rachael realized they must have gone through a secret door or something, because there were just too many stairs.

Rachael followed Raul all the way to the bottom, where there was another room, probably under the floor of the computer room. Like the regular computer room, there were a lot of computers and a lot of monitors; unlike the big computer room, there was also a large gray metal machine that filled half the much smaller room. It was like a giant cage, with large and small bars surrounding a glass-covered area. Rachael looked inside; there were lots of wires and bars and metal containers inside.

“What’s that? Where are we?”

Raul said, “That’s the battery we’re going to use. We want you to send the electricity to a cable leading down to the sewers, then to here, and fill up the battery. Then we’ll have you come back here and turn the energy into a kind of magical power that I can use to power my spell.”

“I don’t know how to do that,” Rachael said.

“It’s very easy to learn,” Mr. Hightower said. “We’ll be working on it this week.”

“Okay.” Rachael reached out to the metal box, feeling it with her powers. It felt…watery. Wet. A little bit electrical, but not really.

“It’s discharged now,” Mr. Hightower said. “There is an electrical solution—an electrolyte—inside. It’s an acid, and very dangerous.”

“I wasn’t going to climb inside,” Rachael said.

“Indeed.”

Rachael looked around the room. “What is this place?”

Raul shook his head. “You don’t need to know.”

Suddenly, one of the screens lit up, and the orange-haired woman from the big meeting appeared. Rachael couldn’t remember her name, but the woman said, “This is Robyn. Is anyone there?”

Raul turned bright red, and he and Mr. Hightower ran over to one of the computers.

“Hightower speaking,” Mr. Hightower said.

Rachael took the opportunity to study the battery some more. If she could break the battery, then Raul probably wouldn’t be able to go through with his plan. She felt her way through the connections inside the machinery, using the small amount of electricity that was still inside the acid. Even though Mr. Hightower had said that the battery was empty, that didn’t mean it really was.

The smaller containers inside the cage alternated between positive and negative charges—the two states in which she found electricity. There normally was no way for the positive and negative charges to mix; however, Rachael thought that if she set up a magical pathway between them, then the electricity wouldn’t be stored; it would spark all over the place. She hoped it might even break the battery.

She didn’t want it to hurt anyone, though.

She didn’t notice what the others were saying, but she heard the word “Baptiste,” and her ears picked up. They were talking about her mother in angry tones.

It gave her an idea. She reached inside her uniform, unhooked her phone, and slid it down her leg to her foot. Then she used her foot to push the phone under the battery.

The phone scraped along the floor, but the others didn’t seem to have noticed; they were still talking angrily about her mother.

“She’s threatening to give the formula over to the authorities.” Robyn’s tiny orange braids were shaking, so was so mad.

“They won’t be able to produce enough of it in time,” Mr. Hightower said. “Even if they do take her seriously. I don’t consider it to be a valid threat. I know, General, that you take everything she does personally, but she really won’t be a serious threat in this case unless you make her into one.”

“What do you mean?’

“I mean that we have to be extremely careful about how we respond. If you say or do anything that she can use as proof that you mean her or anyone else harm, for example, if you were to take advantage of your…resources here, for example, by making a threat to use her as a hostage, you can only validate her claims in the eyes of the authorities.”

For some reason, Rachael had the feeling that Mr. Hightower was talking about her. They were going to use her to make her mother do what they wanted again, weren’t they? She clenched her teeth together and pretended she was still studying the battery. It was like Digger had said—Mr. Hightower was only acting nice in order to spy on her.

Well, she was only acting nice to him so she could spy on him, so there.

What she needed was a way to be able to destroy that battery without either hurting anyone or letting anyone think that she’d done it.

“Mr. Hightower,” she said. “I don’t know if this battery is going to work.”

“Excuse me?” He turned to look at her.

“Who is that?” Robyn said.

“Rachael,” Raul said. “She’s checking the battery to make sure she won’t have any problems with it tomorrow.”

Robyn scowled. “You let her into the control room? Please tell me you have the internal monitors on.”

Raul turned beet red and pressed a few keys on the keyboard.

Robyn rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Raul. You’re smarter than that.”

“But—” He looked sadly at the woman, as though he were about to start crying any second. “Never mind.”

“What seems to be the problem?” Mr. Hightower asked.

“I tried to push the electricity around inside the battery, but it just disappeared.”

“What?” Mr. Hightower opened a gray box on the side of the machine. There were a bunch of controls on it; before he could do anything to the box, Rachael cut the power to it. “Hm…we don’t seem to be getting power here.”

Rachael felt him reaching out with his power, and panicked. If she was going to break the battery, she was going to have to do it fast, before he figured out what she was doing. She sent her power skipping through the battery, pushing a lot of electricity through one of the paths, melting wires and causing short circuits to form.

Mr. Hightower looked at her for a second as she jittered and chewed on her knuckles. “Don’t be nervous, Miss Rachael. It would be very ironic if your nervousness about transferring that much power shorted out the very device you needed to use.”

“I can’t help it,” Rachael said.

“Then go upstairs, please, before you damage anything.”

“Okay.” Rachael gave one last nerve-wracked twist of her power to the giant battery, and left. Well, at least if Mr. Hightower had caught her messing around with the battery, he would think she had just made a mistake with her powers.

Rachael went onto the balcony, then shifted into gecko form and jumped off. She wafted across the room, using her wind power to puff herself back and forth. After a while, a few people walked through the room, went up onto the balcony, and came back down the stairs, but didn’t appear in the computer room. They’d gone down into the secret control room, probably.

Rachael waited, playing a game on one of the computers, until it was time for her to go. Neither Mr. Hightower nor Raul came back upstairs.

Good. She must have done some real damage, then. She was just about ready to go into the women’s locker room and leave when Raul came running out of the computer room to her.

“Wait!”

Rachael stopped.

“Do you think you can transfer the energy to me? Without the battery?” he said. “You were right. There’s something wrong with the battery. It’s a good thing you checked it. If you hadn’t, it could have blown up and hurt everyone in the treehouse.”

Rachael’s hands and feet felt frozen. “Do what without the battery?”

“Transfer the energy to me, straight from the power cable to me.”

“I don’t know how to do that.”

“Mr. Hightower will show you.”

Rachael rubbed her hands on the legs of her uniform, and it crackled with sparks. “I won’t know until I know how to do it.”

Rachael looked down at the sparks. “Okay. Don’t worry about it. We’ll try it tomorrow, okay? With just a little electricity. It’s okay.”

The sparks got bigger. “I have to go. Goodbye, Raul.” She backed into the women’s locker room, then let the door close between her and Raul.







Chapter 16



 












All the way home, she was thinking, I failed. Raul’s going to change everyone anyway. Part of her was sad about this; part of her was relieved. She kept thinking about the Lighthouse Parents back in Oregon, and the fire they had set on Aunt Kitty’s house. Her best friend there had betrayed her, because his parents were part of the Lighthouse Parents. That wasn’t something that you forgot.



And then she would think about Xavier and the way he had looked in the hospital, like a mummy. If Babra hadn’t been there, she was pretty sure he would have died.

It was hard to make a decision between doing things Raul’s way and doing them the Lighthouse Parents’ way when they were both wrong, and she couldn’t stop thinking about it. She couldn’t think of another way to solve the problem, either. And she didn’t like the way her mom kept running away, when the problem got too big. Rachael felt disappointed in her, but she didn’t know what the right answer was, either. There might not even be a right answer; real life wasn’t like a test. There wasn’t a teacher planning things out ahead of time and making sure that there was a right answer. Maybe that’s why her mom had run away. Except she hadn’t, or she might not have. Maybe she was going to do something about the problem, and Rachael just didn’t know what it was. But it felt like her mother had run away.

She walked straight home, spies or no spies. By the time she got half a block away from the park, she was crying, but she stopped when she saw the white van parked by her street. The windows in the van were so dark that she couldn’t tell whether there was a driver or not.

She walked a little faster. As soon as she passed the truck, she heard the sliding door on the side of the truck open with a swish and a thump.

She spun around, getting into a back stance from her karate lessons.

Joe, the man from the Shadow Dogs, was waving at her from the van, waving her to come towards him.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Come here,” he whispered. Even though he was whispering, it was still pretty loud.

Rachael stood where she was, trying to use her senses to find out what kind of electrical equipment was in the van. There was extra power running from the van’s battery to the back of the van. It might be a computer.

“I’m going home,” Rachael said. She didn’t move, though.

“Would you hurry up and come here?” Joe said. He cursed and said, “You haven’t gotten any less stubborn, have you?”

Rachael shook her head. She could hear someone else walking down the sidewalk toward her from the top of the hill, where her house was, but she didn’t want to turn around and risk Joe shooting her with a tranquilizer gun or something stupid like that.

She knew it wasn’t her dad…it wasn’t Digger. The footsteps were soft and kind of small, so it had to be a kid. Not Babra…

She risked a quick glance. It was Xavier.

“You’re not supposed to be outside,” she said.

“No, this is perfect,” Joe said. “Both of you should come here.”

Xavier stopped next to her; the closer he got, the more he made her skin tingle.

“First you tell me what you’re doing here,” Rachael said.

“We have a message from your mom,” Joe said. He waved his hand harder, like it would make them magnetically attracted to the van or something.

“Right,” Rachael said. “Like I’m going to believe anything you say about my mom. If you have a message, what’s the message?”

“Okay, I lied,” Joe said. Then, quick as anything, he jumped out of the van, grabbed Rachael around one wrist and Xavier around the other, and pulled them back with him toward the van.

Rachael tried to twist out of his grip using her karate self-defenses, but he was just too strong. All she was doing was hurting herself.

When they reached the edge of the van, she reached out with her other hand and grabbed the door of the van, so when Joe pulled on her arm, the door started to close on them. Rachael got most of her body behind the van door, hooking one leg around the far side.

“Stop it!” Joe said.

“Let go of me,” Xavier said. For some reason, he was sitting on the roof of the van even though Joe still had his arm. He braced himself with his shoes as Joe tried to pull him down. Xavier’s whole body must be like rubber, she thought.

Rachael had had it. No matter what Joe was doing, she wasn’t about to get pulled into a van by a man who had kidnapped her once already. She said, “Sorry, Xavier,” and then sent a shock through her arm.

Of course, the first thing the electricity did was shock Joe. He yelled “Gah!” and let go, falling back into the van. He made a loud rattling sound as he knocked something over, and his feet kicked the door with three loud booms.

But the electricity also went through Joe into Xavier. Joe let go of him, but he still got a big jolt. When Joe let go of him, he kicked himself off the van. For a second, Rachael didn’t know where he was; when she ran around the van, she found him on the opposite side of the street, hanging onto the trunk of a tree.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said.

He climbed down, grabbing her hand when he reached the ground. Rachael got a small shock back from him when he touched her. She pulled him back up the street toward her house.

“Wait,” Joe said. It didn’t come out very loud; when Rachael looked back, he was limping up the opposite sidewalk toward her house. “Your mom said to take this.”

He was holding a pair of phones in his hand.

“Put them on the ground and leave, and I’ll think about it,” Rachael said.

Joe put them on the sidewalk, bent over with his hands on his knees, and rested for a few breaths. Then he walked back to the van. “Oh, man. I hope you didn’t wreck the van. I’m already mad because I had to get rid of my dogcatcher van.”

“If that’s all you wanted, why didn’t you just say so?” Rachael said.

“Supposed to catch you,” Joe said. “Supposed to catch you and bring you…well. I’m not supposed to say.”

Rachael was mad and cold and frightened. “You were going to kidnap me again?”

“Yeah,” Joe said. “Your mom wants you out of here.”

“You can’t just force people to do what you want,” Xavier said. “You have to convince them.”

“They never listen to me,” Joe said. He slammed the back door of the van shut, then climbed into the driver’s seat. The van’s engine growled and stopped, then growled and stopped again. The next time Joe tried to start the engine, Rachael gave the engine a little boost, and it started fine. Joe rolled down the window. “Use the phone,” he said. He rolled up the window and drove away.

After Rachael was sure he was out of sight, she and Xavier crossed the street and stared down at the phones. They looked just like the one that she had left under the battery in the secret control room. The phones didn’t seem to be trapped, as far as her magical electricity sense could tell her.

She picked one of them up and flipped it open. It quickly flashed with a picture of her mother, then went dark, as though it didn’t have any power, even though Rachael could tell it did. She pushed keys, and the phone lit up again, beeping with normal phone sounds. Rachael pushed in the number for her house and pressed send.

After a few rings, her father answered. “Who is this?”

“Rachael,” she said. “I got a new phone. I’m right outside our house. Would you come outside and make sure Xavier and I get home okay?”

Her father didn’t say anything, but a few seconds later, the front door opened, bright light shone out, and her father stepped outside with the house phone held to his ear. He beckoned to the two kids, and they ran up the hill toward him.

Xavier had left behind the other phone, so she went back to get it, then handed it to her father. After explaining what had happened, her father had sat at one of the dining room chairs and clenched his hands together, as though he were imagining he had his hands around Joe’s neck.

Babra and Digger were waiting at the top of the stairs.

“We told Xavier not to go outside,” Babra said. “But really, I wanted him to go outside and help you. But it was a bad idea anyway, right?”

“No, he helped,” Rachael said. “It was Joe, the guy who kidnapped Raul and me last year. The Shadow Dog guy who helped rescue Xavier. I don’t know if he’s a good guy or a bad guy. He wanted us to take some phones. I think—”

Suddenly she realized that Babra and Digger didn’t know what she’d done at the Animal Lovers’ Club. She explained that she’d left her other phone behind to help her mother spy on the ALC, and that she’d broken their battery, but it wasn’t going to do any good, anyway.

“Just don’t do it,” Babra said. “Whatever Raul or Mr. Hightower or anybody says, just don’t do it. Don’t even go over there. Don’t say goodbye or anything. Just don’t go.”

Rachael was shaking her head. “I don’t want to run away from the problem. That isn’t right. If I’m not there, they’ll just do something bad to someone. They’ll find a different plan. I think it’s Mr. Hightower’s fault. He’s always doing something awful.”



* * *


In the morning, Rachael still wasn’t sure what to do, but she went to school anyway.



Raul tried to talk to her a few times, but she stayed away from anywhere that he could talk to her in secret, and pretended she didn’t hear him whenever he tried to get her to go somewhere. Instead, she played with Makayla on the swings.

“You should stay away from that guy,” Makayla said, as the two of them swung together, side by side, both at the same time. “Mom says he’s no good. He comes from a bad family. His mom ran away from home, you know.”

Rachael didn’t say anything, and Makayla said, “Sorry. I guess that was a mean thing to say.” She sounded sorry for real, too, not fake. Rachael reached out her hand, and Makayla touched it for a few seconds, until their swings moved opposite again.

Raul glared at them from near the corner where he had taken her to talk in secret last time. It seemed like he was staring at Makayla even more than he was staring at Rachael, though.

Makayla said, “But Raul is still no good.” She swung back and forth for what seemed like a long time, and Rachael stated to worry that Mr. Miller was going to announce the end of recess before she said anything else. “I know you used to like him, but he always hurts your feelings. At least you don’t like him anymore. Everybody knows that.”

Rachael sighed.

“I know you’re sad that Xavier is gone. But that doesn’t mean you have to like Raul. I can tell you’re upset at him. He’s a jerk. He’s mean to everybody.”

Rachael didn’t agree—Raul had friends, or at least he used to, before he started getting mad at all the humans. She wondered if she was still his friend. She must be, if she was going to defend him, in her own mind. It wasn’t fair. He wasn’t her friend but she had to be his. Not that she was feeling very friendly at the moment. She looked away from him before he decided that she was going to come over and talk to him.

“But he’ll be gone soon, anyway,” Makayla said. “So you won’t have to be sad for much longer.”

“He’s moving?” Rachael asked.

Makayla didn’t say anything. “I’m not supposed to say anything. He’s going to get kicked out of school.”

“For what?” Rachael said.

“This is bad,” Makayla said. “You have to promise me that you won’t tell him.”

Rachael nodded, then said, “I promise.”

Makayla leaned far back in her swing, pumping hard with her legs until the swing was sticking almost straight out from the pole going over top.

Mr. Miller yelled, “Makayla!”

She slowed down again. “He’s trying to get other people infected with that animal disease.”

“What?” Rachael shouted, and Makayla shushed her.

“He’s the one who’s been spreading the disease,” Makayla said. “He’s the one who got Xavier sick and taken by the government.”

Rachael shook the chains of her swing. Even though she had already known it, when Makayla said it like that, she wanted to launch herself out of the swing and tackle Raul, kicking him with both feet and knocking him across the playground.

“I’m sorry,” Makayla said. “Please don’t get into a fight with him. I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone. But he’ll be gone soon, so you won’t have to worry about him anymore.”

“How soon?” Rachael asked.

Mr. Miller blew his whistle to call everyone inside for school again.

Makayla jumped out of the swing, landing far across the playground without stumbling. Rachael pumped two more times to build up speed, then leaped out, pushing on the wind just a little bit, and landing next to Makayla.

“Tonight,” Makayla said.







Chapter 17



 












Rachael kept an eye on Raul all the way through class. She couldn’t help it. She just kept staring at him.



Finally, Babra made her go to the bathroom with her. “What’s wrong? You’ve been staring at Raul all day. I mean, even worse than before.”

Rachael shook her head. Part of what was making her angry was that the Lighthouse Parents had been spying on them the whole time. She couldn’t afford to tell anyone…anything. “I can’t say.”

“What is it?”

Babra looked so worried that Rachael reached out and gave her friend a tight hug, so tight that the air rushed out of her in a big whoosh. Babra hugged her back, but not as hard. Rachael whispered quickly, “LP knows about Raul.”

The tight hug that Rachael was giving Babra kept her from making a shocked noise. After a moment, Rachael let go of Babra. Babra gave her an extra squeeze, and the two of them went back to class.

When Rachael got back to class, Raul was gone, probably to the bathroom. However, he didn’t come back in a normal amount of time, and Rachael poked Makayla’s back to get her attention. “Where is he?” she whispered as quietly as she could.

A few seconds later, Makayla passed a tiny slip of paper back onto Rachael’s desk while Mr. Miller wasn’t looking. Rachael grabbed it out of her hand and slipped it under her worksheet until Mr. Miller had talked for a while, then looked back to his whiteboard.

The note said bathroom long time. Rachael started to write a note back to her on the back of the piece of paper, but she didn’t know what to say, so she ended up rolling the little piece of paper up in a ball and chewing on it. A few seconds later, Makayla raised her hand.

Mr. Miller said, “Yes, Makayla?”

“May I use the restroom?”

Mr. Miller made a funny-serious face at her, stretching his eyes open wide. “Do you really need to go?” he asked.

“What do you think I’m going to say?” Makayla said. “No? Of course I really need to go.”

Mr. Miller shook his finger at her, but they all knew he wasn’t serious about it. “All right. You can go. If you see Raul out in the hall, send him back. He’s been gone for a while.”

“Should I check the boys’ room?” Makayla asked.

“Lord, no,” Mr. Miller said. “If he’s not back by the time you come back, I’ll go look myself. You stay out of there.”

Makayla giggled and ran off to the bathroom.

Rachael suddenly felt afraid. She wished she hadn’t just gone to the bathroom. She knew that Makayla was going to go inside the boys’ bathroom to see whether Raul was still in there, and Raul was going to be gone.

Maybe he’d heard that the Lighthouse Parents were coming for him, though, and he had run away. Maybe he wasn’t even in the school anymore.

She hoped.

Rachael chewed and chewed on the piece of paper until Mr. Miller caught her. “Go spit that out, Miss Rachael,” he said. She got up and dragged her feet over to the trash can, spat out the piece of paper, and started to go back to her desk.

Then Makayla ran through the door, pushing past Rachael, stumbling, and falling on the floor. Rachael bent over to try to help up her friend, but Makayla waved her hand at her.

“Stay away from me. I’m sick.” She coughed into her elbow, a little bit at first, but then a cough so hard that Rachael could see the spit flying out of the corners of her mouth.

Mr. Miller was out of his desk in a second. “Are you all right? Sit down, Miss Rachael.”

Rachael didn’t move.

Makayla held her hand out from her trying to keep Mr. Miller from coming close. “I have the virus, Mr. Miller,” she croaked. “Raul gave it to me. Don’t let anyone come near me. Call the doctor and my mom, okay?”

Mr. Miller took a step back from Makayla. “Rachael, sit down.” He wasn’t yelling, but Rachael knew that tone of voice; it was the same voice that her father used on her when she was grounded but she didn’t know it yet.

She hesitated a few seconds, then backed away. If Makayla really did have the Exotics virus, the only person here who would be able to help her was Babra, not her. Instead, she rushed out of the classroom and into the hallway. Raul was running down the stairs. He looked up at her, then kept going.

“What did you do?” Rachael yelled at him. “What did you do to my friend?”

She started running across the balcony toward the stairs, but someone grabbed the back of her shirt, and she screeched to a stop.

“Stop,” Mr. Miller said. “Stay away from him. If you take another step, I will put you in in-school suspension for the rest of the year.” He ran past her, not touching the railings, and chased down the stairs after Raul.

Raul had a big head start, though, and Mr. Miller didn’t have a hope of catching him. Rachael heard the doors open downstairs and the squeak of Raul’s tennis shoes hitting tile. He was in the lobby. A few seconds later, she knew he had to be gone.

She could still hear Makayla coughing in the classroom. Babra’s voice came softly down the hallway. Rachael turned around. She was pretty sure that Mr. Miller hadn’t meant that she was supposed to stand out in the hallway all day, and—

The fire alarm went off.

Teachers stepped out of their classrooms, looking around the hallway. One of the fourth-grade teachers, Ms. Kanusky, said something to her, but the alarm was so loud that she couldn’t hear it. She went back into her classroom, ignoring the teacher.

Babra was standing next to Makayla with her hands out, but not touching her. Makayla was holding up her hand, trying to push Babra away without touching her. Her whole body was shaking, probably from coughing too much.

Rachael pointed at the kids at her table, then pointed at the door, punching her finger at the floor to show that she wanted them to stop at the doorway in a line, the same way Mr. Miller did. She got all the tables lined up, everyone except Digger, Babra, and Makayla.

And Raul, of course.

Rachael pointed at the cubbies with the jackets; everyone got their jackets on. Then Rachael peeked out of the door. Yep. The teachers were acting like it was a regular fire drill, even though they looked puzzled. Usually, the teachers had a secret warning ahead of time about fire drills, so they weren’t really surprised.

But not today.

Rachael led her class around the balcony and down the stairs out to the usual place they went to during fire drills. As soon as they left the building, everyone started talking.

Rachael yelled, “Shut up!” Nobody did. She said a bad word under her breath and yelled louder, “Shut up! Where is Mr. Miller?”

But the kids, outside their classroom, didn’t care. Disgusted, Rachael ignored them and started looking around.

Mr. Miller was arguing with the principal just outside the door of the school. Raul was nowhere to be seen. Mr. Miller had something in his hand. He shook it toward the principal’s face; she took a step back, and Rachael realized it was a uniform shirt. Probably Raul’s uniform shirt, that he’d left behind when he changed. He’d run away from school, all right.



* * *


Nobody was allowed to go back inside the school; it had been Mr. Miller who had pulled the fire alarm. Fire trucks and ambulances and police had come and everything, and Makayla was carried away from school on a stretcher by two ambulance drivers wearing white masks.



Babra and Digger and Rachael, being closest to Makayla, had had to change into spare uniforms and get their shoes sprayed down with germ killer. Then they’d had to go straight home, even before Rachael’s father could come and get them. Mr. Miller brought their backpacks out.

Mr. Miller squatted down next to her, making her head tower over his. “I’m proud of you for going inside and making sure all the kids got out safely, Rachael,” Mr. Miller said. “But—I don’t know. I just wish things were different.”

Rachael nodded.

“You’re going to have to get tested for the virus before you can come back,” Mr. Miller said. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you’re very upset about your friend, but it just put you at risk. At any rate, I hope you stay well.”

“What’s happening, Mr. Miller?” Rachael asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. He stood up and walked away slowly, going a little bit one direction, then going back the other way, like he was dizzy or something. Rachael hoped Raul hadn’t made him sick, too.

The three of them walked home.

“What did you mean, Rachael? That the Lighthouse Parents know about Raul?” Babra asked.

“Makayla told me at recess. She said he wasn’t going to be here much longer. That they were coming to get him tonight.”

“He’ll just hide,” Digger said.

“What if they know about…” Rachael didn’t finish the sentence.

Digger nodded. “Us.”

Rachael had meant the treehouse hideout, but she was worried about that, too. “Should we go home?”

“Do you have your phone?” Digger asked.

Rachael pulled it out of her backpack. They weren’t supposed to have phones at school, but she didn’t let that stop her; she just turned the ringer off when she was at school. She turned on the phone, opened it, and said, “Mom?”

There was no response. Rachael called her father’s cell phone, but he didn’t answer, so she left a message, turning around in a circle to see if anyone was watching them.

She didn’t see a white van anywhere, but that didn’t mean anything. She didn’t say anything in her message to her father that was important, just that the three of them were on their way home.

But she didn’t go home. She called the phone at her house, letting it ring twice, hanging up, and calling again. She called and called, using the same pattern, until Xavier picked up, probably just to get the phone to stop ringing. He didn’t say anything.

Rachael said, “They’re coming. Meet me at the tree,” and hung up.

“Aren’t we going to go to your house?” Babra asked.

Rachael shook her head. “We have to go to the treehouse.”

“It will be watched,” Digger said.

“Maybe? Probably? But so will my house. It doesn’t matter. We have to go to the treehouse and stop Raul from turning everyone into an Exotic.”

“I forgot about that,” Babra said, in a voice so tiny that Rachael could barely hear her with her human ears.

Digger was looking at Rachael strangely, as if he wasn’t sure what she was going to do. Well, she wasn’t sure either. She wished she knew where Makayla’s house was, but she’d never been there.

She opened her phone and said, “Mom, if you can hear me, a girl in my class just got turned into an Exotic by Raul. Makayla. She’s the daughter of some of the Lighthouse Parents. She might be in a lot of trouble right now. If you can hear me, please help her.” She tried to say it quietly, but she was pretty sure that Digger and Babra were listening to her. She closed the phone.

The three of them turned at the next corner, away from their normal way home, even though they hadn’t talked about doing it. They walked a few blocks, then Rachael turned in another direction, one that didn’t lead back toward home or the park.

Rachael took off her backpack and looked through it as they walked. There wasn’t anything really important in it. They hadn’t even had time to pick up their homework assignments from Mr. Miller before they’d had to leave. Rachael looked around the next time they came to an intersection. She tried to remember the names of the street, but she decided she didn’t really care. She shoved her backpack under a hedge beside the road. Later, she ditched her jacket.

They walked in all kinds of crazy directions.

If they didn’t know where they were, how could anyone else?

They ended up in a different park near a school she didn’t recognize. They stayed away from the school and climbed on the playground equipment instead, fake-playing for a few minutes, then climbed inside a plastic tunnel area.

Inside, they changed into animal form. Digger climbed out of the tunnel and dug a hole for their clothes, which Babra buried. Digger and Rachael clung to Babra’s back. Then Babra started trying to find her way to the park with the treehouse.

It took a long time.

Maybe too long.
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When they finally arrived at the park, the whole place was surrounded by police cars, and there were white vans parked around the edges. The whole park was surrounded in the same yellow tape that had been around Xavier’s house, and there were people dressed in the same white space suits that they’d been wearing at Xavier’s house.



Rachael didn’t think she or Digger would have any problems getting into the park, but Babra was pretty easy to see, even as a small dog. Rachael might be able to lift her up on a breeze, but she couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t drop her—and she couldn’t be sure that one of the police wouldn’t shoot if they looked up and saw a flying dog.

But Babra didn’t hesitate; she just trotted right into the park, past all the people surrounding it, and past the people pulling twigs off trees, scooping up dirt, and peeling paint off the playground equipment. Rachael had forgotten Babra could turn invisible! They reached the secret entrance under the tree without any problems.

Babra crawled under the branches of the tree, barely moving the pine needles under her feet. Rachael jumped down; as soon as she stopped touching Babra, she and Digger vanished. Then Digger appeared next to Rachael. Apparently, you had to be touching Babra in order to stay invisible with her.

Some pine needles fell on them, and Rachael looked up. Xavier was above them, slowly scattering a handful of pine needles in order to get their attention.

Rachael didn’t know how they were going to get into the secret hideout; there were adults nearby, and there was no way they were going to be able to change into human form in order to open the door.

Then Digger, even though he was a tiny mole that most adults could fit in the palms of their hands, put his nose down on the ground near the edge of the secret door. The weird little tentacles at the end of his nose dug through the pine needles until they reached the door, then wrapped around the edge of the door.

With a tiny grunt, Digger pushed the door back, just wide enough for Babra and Xavier to squeeze through. Babra jumped inside the dark tunnel, then Xavier followed her. As Digger started to close the door, Rachael slid through the crack; Digger finally followed them when there was only a tiny opening left. Then he climbed to the top step of the tunnel and pushed the door back.

The four of them went silently down the tunnel. The door inside the base was locked and dark, even after Xavier pressed the call button.

Rachael, however, crawled onto the door, and used a little of the electricity that was nervously sitting inside her to power the computer for the door lock. She sent a little power toward the door, and the lock clicked open.

Digger pulled the door open with his nose-tentacles, and they ran inside. The lobby was dark. Digger pulled the door closed, and Rachael locked it again; then they all went into the locker rooms. Rachael and Babra quickly changed into their uniforms, so they could change back and forth without being naked, then ran onto the balcony.

The practice room was dark too, but faint light outlined the door to the big computer room. Rachael ran toward the door with Babra following; a second later, the two boys came out of the men’s locker room in their uniforms, their bare feet slapping on the concrete balcony.

Rachael stopped on the other side of the door, putting her ear against it and changing her ear into gecko mode.

She heard someone chanting. Raul. But the sound wasn’t coming from where she expected, and she turned her head around on her neck to see where it was coming from.

Babra gasped, and Rachael realized she’d turned her head around almost in a circle, like an owl. “Sorry,” she whispered, then turned her head back around the right way.

The sound of chanting wasn’t coming from inside the big computer room, but from inside the practice area.

Rachael ran to the railing of the practice area and shifted into gecko form as she jumped, spreading her toes wide and letting the wind carry her slowly down. The chanting got louder—but not much louder. It was just a whisper.

As Rachael dropped down, she saw a faint blue glow coming from the small cave. As soon as she touched the floor, she ran toward the cave. A dead power cable ran across the floor, ending just outside the cave.

Inside, Raul was sitting cross-legged surrounded by lines of blue light swirling around him. As she watched him, she heard someone land softly beside her—Xavier.

From the darkness behind her, Mr. Hightower said, “It’s not too late, Rachael. You can provide the power he needs to spread this ritual beyond the park. But regardless, the people in the park—the police, the government, and the Lighthouse Parents who are lurking around the edges—they’re going to be turned. He has that much energy on his own.”

Rachael shifted back to human form and waved her hand in front of Raul’s face. The more she looked at him, the worse he looked, kind of like Xavier in the hospital, like he was a dried-out mummy.

“But if you don’t help him,” Mr. Hightower continued, “he might die. You can see him using up all his energy.”

“What should I do?” Rachael whispered to Xavier. He shrugged.

“All you have to do is reach through the power cord and supply Raul with the power,” Mr. Hightower said.

“But I don’t know how,” Rachael said. “What if I hurt him?”

A trickle of power moved through the power cord as Mr. Hightower pulled it toward him. Rachael could feel the electricity flowing into Mr. Hightower, then change into a pale brown light in a ball on his hand, swirling with specks of darkness, like dust. Mr. Hightower let the light go, and it ran across the floor until it joined up with the blue lines surrounding Raul. The swirls of light around Raul became stronger, throwing bright light across his face and making him look more like a dried-out mummy than ever.

The light faded again.

“As you can see,” Mr. Hightower said, making another small brown ball of energy, “I don’t have the strength to supply him with the power he needs.”

It was true; it wasn’t much power at all. But he’d sent it into Raul’s spell, not into Raul himself. Raul needed help more than that stupid spell did. Rachael picked up the cord and pulled a trickle of energy through it.

The energy surrounded her solar plexus. She took her other hand and touched herself just where her ribs met, trying to imagine pulling the energy out of her and turning it into magical light like the kind Mr. Hightower had used.

It felt slippery, like a piece of soap, and she scratched her fingers hard into her belly, trying to rip it out. It wouldn’t come.

Raul stopped chanting and moaned. She glanced at him; he wobbled back and forth, almost ready to fall.

She finally tore off a tiny piece of the energy; it looked like black slime as it came out of her. She tried to form it into a ball, but it wouldn’t hold still, and it was all she could do to keep hold of it.

“I’m trying, Raul!” she said. She felt herself starting to cry, and tried to blink back tears. She dropped the power cord and tried to grab the energy with both hands, but it still flopped around in her hands, trying to get away.

Then Xavier grabbed her arm, pulled the energy over to him, and twisted it until it was a thick cord. The more he twisted it, the cleaner it became, until it was a clear green light, bright enough to make Rachael blink.

Mr. Hightower moved out of the darkness toward them with his hands outstretched; Rachael knew he was going to try to grab the energy away from them. She stood between them and said, “Give the energy to Raul, Xavier. Not to the spell, okay?”

Mr. Hightower tried to push her out of the way. She stepped out of his reach, then turned around, then kicked the back of his knee and pulled on the back of his shirt until he fell toward her. She stepped out of the way, then punched him. Her hand went straight for his throat, but she pulled herself back before she could do more than touch his skin. Instead of crushing his throat, she shocked him, hard.

Mr. Hightower’s arms and legs shot straight out and kicked.

Rachael turned around; Xavier was holding the twist of green light between his hands and wrapping it around Raul’s neck like a scarf, being careful not to touch the energy to the spell that Raul was working on.

The energy unwound a little, sinking into Raul’s neck, and his face stopped looking like he was dead.

Rachael swallowed; her eyes were full of tears again.

From upstairs, there was a loud crack! and the howl of a dog, not in pain but in anger, then a lot of barking and yelling of people. The door of the computer room slammed open, and people started running across the balcony toward the locker rooms. There was more shouting, and more explosions: people were shooting guns.

The police and the Lighthouse Parents had broken into the hideout.

Where were Babra and Digger?

The dog howled again, and a man’s voice screamed in pain. Babra and Digger must be trying to slow down the people upstairs.

She had to decide what she was going to do, and soon. Things weren’t going to go back to normal, no matter what she did. She could help Raul with the ritual and change everyone into Exotics—or she could do nothing, and only the people here would be infected. Neither way was a good solution.

Mr. Hightower coughed and rolled over on his hands and knees.

Then she had an idea.

Rachael reached forward and grabbed one of the lines of power on the spell. It slid through her fingers the same way her own power had.

“Help me,” she told Xavier. He grabbed her hand. His skin tingled against her palm. Then, with his other hand, he grabbed the spell and sent the energy back to her as electricity.

The spell started to fade.

“No!” Raul shouted weakly.

For some reason, there had been a break in the noise just as he shouted.

“Someone’s down there!” a woman shouted, and there were more gunshots and clangs as the bullets hit the car hanging from the cables. Mr. Hightower scrambled under a metal barrel.

“Help me,” Raul gasped. “You shouldn’t be stopping me. You should be helping me.”

“I can’t,” Rachael said. “People will die.”

“They’re going to kill us! How else are you going to stop them?”

Babra howled again, this time sounding like she was in horrible pain that wasn’t going to stop.

“Get that dog!” someone shouted.

Trying to drain the spell wasn’t working; it was just making Raul look sicker and more mummy-like.

If she couldn’t drain the spell without hurting Raul...maybe she could overload it.

Rachael felt herself grabbing for energy, reaching down the power cord for everything she could reach. She felt the hair on the back of her neck standing up.

Someone screamed, a human. It was a terrible scream that matched the howl that Babra kept making. The howl kept going, without a break, and yet another scream joined it. It was like Babra’s howl was making them scream, too.

There were more gunshots, but they stopped as the sound got louder and louder. Rachael started sobbing as the electricity ran around her—and into Xavier and the spell. The spell got brighter and brighter, changing from bright blue into a pale green as her energy overwhelmed it.

Xavier shouted, “Stop it!”

She looked down and saw that their hands were shaking as the power went through them.

“I can’t let go!” Xavier said.

It was probably true; if any of them let go now, they’d all be dead as the electricity ripped through them instead of flowing into the spell.

Rachael tried to slow the electricity down or stop it, but it wouldn’t. There was just too much pressure behind the power cord, which was starting to smoke and melt through the outer cover. It was going to short out soon, no matter what she did.

The howling didn’t let up for a second. Rachael wondered when Babra was going to run out of air. She had no idea what could possibly make Babra howl like that—

Unless Digger was hurt.

The cold in her hands turned to heat. Babra kept howling, and more people started to scream. Mr. Hightower put his hands over his ears and dropped to his knees; Rachael thought he was dripping black liquid out of his nose for a second, until she realized it was blood.

Rachael wrinkled her nose, but she felt fine. The magic was protecting them somehow.

Raul climbed to his feet and ducked out of the cave, the light stretching upward with him as he stood. Somehow, he was growing larger and larger as he stood up straight. His voice got louder and louder, until it was even louder than Babra’s howling.

He was going to try to cast the spell. Her plan to try to overwhelm the spell wasn’t working. At all. Rachael’s teeth chattered as the power flowed through her.

It would be the easiest thing to let the power keep moving through her. Everyone would be turned into Exotics, and it would be over. People would die, but the world would move on.

Xavier squeezed her hand, and she looked at him. While the power wasn’t touching her or Raul, it was hurting Xavier. His eyes were bright yellow; his hand grew and shrank as she held it. Smoke was coming up from his other hand, the one touching the edge of the spell.

He was getting hurt again. Because of her and Raul.

Rachael took a breath, sending wind into the center of her electricity. There was no way she could calm it; her body just wouldn’t hold enough air, and there wasn’t enough time.

But she could change the way it flowed.

With her breath, which felt cold as it rushed into her nose and down her throat, she gently changed the direction of the flow, back into the power cord. She didn’t know what was going to happen, to any of them.

Something wrenched inside her solar plexus. It felt like her stomach had detached from her insides and was spinning around in circles. Fast circles.

Raul shouted something quickly in the language of magic and raised his hands, opening his mirror of souls as he shouted. The spell was starting...

But as Raul shouted, the brightness of his spell started to fade.

Rachael felt the electricity come spilling off Xavier and run across her toward the cable. There was a bright explosion of sparks, and suddenly she was holding a dead cable again: she’d melted completely through the whole thing.

Raul’s spell brightened, but Xavier’s hand on the spell started to throw out sparks. She had to get rid of the electricity somehow, or they were all going to die.

Almost before she could think about how dangerous it was, she sent the electricity arcing through the air toward the cables holding up the car. Using her powers, she followed the electricity up through the cables, into the ceiling, and jumped it into the roots of the giant tree guarding the Animal Lovers’ Club cave.

Even though she couldn’t see it, she could feel a giant lightning bolt slice through the air over the tree, jumping into the clear night sky.

Rachael pulled more power through Xavier and sent it out through the tree. Bolts of lightning crackled again and again.

Raul was shrinking.

He tried yelling louder, but it was no good. Rachael pulled the power out of the spell as fast as she could. The light dimmed and turned back from pale, sparkling green to a bright blue.

As Raul shrank, Rachael could feel him trying to pour his magic into the spell, and his cheeks started to dry out again as he fed too much power to the spell.

Rachael dropped the useless cable and touched Raul on the face. She grabbed the slippery end of his magic, twisted it around her fingers until they felt numb, and yanked it out.

Even though it was magic, it cut into her hand and made her hand bleed. But she got it out and kept hold of it, even as it flopped around in her hand.

As soon as she had it ripped out of Raul, he fell down and the blue lines of the spell disappeared. His head hit the floor with a crack. Rachael let go of one last blast of lightning, then sat down on the concrete, pulling Xavier down with her.

The magic still flopped in her hand like a fish or a snake trying to escape. She let go of it, and it plunged back into Raul’s cheek, right where she had pulled it out.
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Finally, the room was quiet.



It didn’t last long, though. Mr. Hightower cleared his throat and said, “You’re going to regret that.”

Rachael looked around. The practice area smelled like electrified air and burnt rubber. She didn’t see Mr. Hightower. It didn’t matter. She was done fighting.

“Xavier, are you all right?”

He had changed into a gorilla when he fell unconscious, and Rachael struggled to pick him up. He was still breathing. She looked around. There was no way she was going to be able to get him back upstairs through the practice area. She followed the dead power cord back to the wall and found a secret door cracked open, with stairs beyond it. She followed the stairs up to the back of one of the classrooms and went out onto the balcony.

People were starting to move again; she was going to have to hurry. She went into the locker room and found someone’s exercise bag. She dumped all the clothes (and two guns; it must belong to Miss Miskovic) onto the floor and shoved Xavier mostly inside, then went upstairs, dragging the bag like a sled and trying really hard to keep Xavier’s head from hitting against the stairs.

Babra was inside the computer room, whimpering. She was standing in dog form next to Digger’s human body, which was covered with blood.

Rachael knelt next to him. Was he dead? He had a black hole in his chest, with white things sticking out of it. He wasn’t breathing.

Rachael gently laid her hand on his chest. She could feel his heart; it wasn’t beating. But it was still trying to beat.

She grabbed Digger’s hand, took the last of her electricity, and sent it down to his heart. The shock started his heart again, and Babra yipped, put her blood-covered doggy ear on Digger’s chest, barked once, and started using magic. Light purple magic surrounded Digger; the hole in his chest closed up, leaving behind a mess of blood. He wasn’t perfectly healed; his skin was still torn open. But the big, black hole was gone.

Babra squeaked and fell across Digger’s chest. For a second, Rachael thought she was dead, but then she snored. She was only dead asleep.

Rachael looked around the room. It was full of unconscious people, some dressed in Animal Lovers’ Club uniforms, some dressed as police officers, some dressed in regular clothes, some in white space suits.

There was a noise from the balcony, and Rachael peeked through a crack of the door. A group of new people, dressed in the same kinds of uniforms as the Animal Lovers’ Club, was coming out of the classroom with the back door that led out to the restroom.

Some of them had guns; some of them were glowing with magic. They stepped over the bodies of the people lying on the floor, swinging their guns from side to side. People behind them bent over the bodies, checking to see whether they were dead or alive.

Her mother was with them.

“Mom.” Rachael tried to shout, but all that came out was a croak. “Mom.”

Bea looked at her, dropped the bag of equipment she was holding, and flew over as a bee. As she reached the door, she shifted back and threw the door open.

She grabbed Rachael and said, “Oh, sweetie. You’re alive.”

Rachael let her mother hug her for a moment, and said, “We have to get out of here.”

Her mother said, “We’re going to The Floating Menagerie for now. Your father is already on his way, and we have your other friend, Makayla, in the van.”

Other people were trying to get through the doorway. Rachael stepped aside, and members of the Shadow Dogs went past them, checking for survivors.

The two Shadow Dog twins were with them. One of them grabbed Rachael’s hand and gave her a high five. “You did it, kid. Took out all the power in the city.”

“Where’s Raul?” Bea asked.

“We haven’t found him yet.”

“He’s downstairs with Mr. Hightower,” Rachael said. The two Shadow Dog twins jumped over the railing and climbed down into the practice area without changing form; they were almost as fast as Xavier climbing down, even though they were dogs.

After a moment, they shouted up, “There’s nobody down here.”

There was a loud crack from above them—not a gunshot—and plaster started to fall from the ceiling. The emergency lights flickered.

“Time to go,” someone shouted. Rachael shifted into gecko form and climbed onto her mom’s shoulder, and Bea grabbed the bag with Xavier while someone else hefted Digger over his shoulder and held Babra in his other arm.

They went through the tunnel as parts of the roof started to fall in. The Shadow Dogs dragged everyone out, including the Lighthouse Parents, the government workers, and the police. They loaded up all the Exotics in white vans and left everyone else on the grass at the edge of the park.

Bea made sure everyone was out, then got into the van behind the man carrying Babra and Digger. She looked around to see if anyone was watching, then slid the door shut and got in the front passenger seat.

Aunt Kitty was waiting for them in the driver’s seat. “Did you find Robyn?”

Bea shook her head. “She was never there. And Hightower and Raul are gone now, too.”

Aunt Kitty cursed and started the engine.

Rachael climbed under her mother’s hair and fell asleep.







Excerpt from

Exotics #4: Dreamtime Paradise

by De Kenyon (coming soon!)

Chapter 1



Rachael’s mother shivered, waking Rachael up. 



“What did you say?” her mother asked.

Rachael had been dreaming about going home, to her dad, to their dog Ox, to her own bed. She wanted to wake up in the morning and go to school with her friends and do normal things. She wanted to be impatient for the end of school and ready for a summer full of going to the swimming pool and hanging out with her friends and practicing karate and playing lots of video games and watching all the cartoons she could stand.

But the frightened sound in her mother’s voice reminded Rachael that things weren’t going to be normal and boring anymore, not for a long time. She was an Exotic, half-human, half-animal, and the regular humans were having them all arrested. They’d only just escaped from a police raid on their hideout under the park.

Rachael could see perfectly well in the dark inside the van, even though it was night, because she was in gecko form on her mother’s shoulder. The van went over a bump, and everyone sitting in the seats swayed at the same time. Aunt Kitty insisted that they keep the dark, dark windows rolled up so nobody could see inside, even though it was nighttime.

From the driver’s seat, Aunt Kitty said, “I said, they’ve already got him. They arrested him five minutes ago.”

Rachael’s mother, Bea, grabbed onto the back of Aunt Kitty’s seat. Rachael could hear her fingernails scratching the seat fabric. “We have to…”

“What?” Aunt Kitty asked. “Post bail for him? They’re not going to let him go, Bea. They’re going to use him to help catch us. We have to go to the rendezvous point as planned.”

“Why wouldn’t he come with us when I asked him to?” her mother snarled.

Digger, still wounded, groaned from the back seat. 

Bea looked over her shoulder at him and lowered her voice. “I can’t leave him there. I’ll fly over there and get him out.”

“No.” Aunt Kitty said. “You’re the only one who knows how to make the cure.”

“Give me a minute and I’ll tell you—”

“No,” Aunt Kitty repeated. “I won’t be able to recreate it. You need to finish developing the spell, not explain to me how to do something I don’t know how to do and will never be able to learn.”

The van hit another bump. Digger groaned again. Rachael looked back at him and saw that Babra, sitting next to him, was awake. She looked like she was going to throw up.

“Michael knew what he was getting into,” Aunt Kitty said. 

Rachael’s mom said, “I warned him. But he wanted to be there in case the kids ended up back at the house first.”

Rachael gasped loudly. Michael was her dad’s name. “Mom? Is dad in jail?”

Her mother’s chin turned toward her, brushing her tail. 

“Shh, Rachael,” she said. She turned back to Aunt Kitty. “He’s my husband. I can’t just leave him there.”

“You had no trouble leaving him with the kids,” Aunt Kitty pointed out. “He’s been more or less alone for almost a year, since you stomped out. He can stand a few days or a few months in jail until we get things worked out.”

“We’re never going to get things worked out with the humans,” boy sitting in the front seat said, too loudly. He was an Exotic, one of the enormous twin dogs that were part of the Shadow Dogs group.

“Shh,” Aunt Kitty and Bea said at the same time.

Rachael shook her head back and forth. The police had taken her dad. He hadn’t done anything wrong! He’d protected them, he’d helped hide them…

But Exotics were illegal and supposed to turn themselves over to the police. If she were the police…yeah, she’d arrest her dad. And then she’d try to get him to tell where all the rest of the Exotics were. 

“I’ll help you rescue dad,” she whispered into her mother’s ear.

Bea sighed. “No, Rachael. It’s too dangerous. Aunt Kitty’s right. We’ll just have to trust that they won’t hurt him and that they’ll treat him just like they treat all prisoners, as fairly as possible.”

Rachael snorted. “What about the Lighthouse Parents? If dad’s locked up for helping Exotics, they’re not going to treat him fairly.”

“Stop it!” her mother shouted. “Just…shush. Your dad’s going to be fine and I don’t want to talk about it.”

 “What about Ox?” she’d asked, when they first got in the van.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” her mother had said.

“What if someone breaks into our house?”

“It’s not important right now.”

“If we’re not going to rescue dad, who will?” 

“I don’t want to hear about it!”

All the things that mattered most to her, she wasn’t allowed to talk about, so she decided not to talk to the adults at all.

The vans had split up, so she had no idea how the everyone else was doing, including her friend Makayla, who was getting sick with the Exotics virus and who had almost been locked up by her parents. But Babra, Digger, and Xavier were with her, so at least she had someone she wasn’t mad at with her in the van.

She crawled off her mother’s shoulder into the back seat and had started to say something about it, but Xavier gave her a terrible, mean look and said, “My mom has probably been arrested by the police now, too, and nobody cares about her at all.”

Rachael remembered Xavier’s mom at the hospital, when she and Babra had sneaked in to heal Xavier. She seemed like a good mom, and tears filled up her eyes.

“We should rescue her, too,” she said.

Xavier wiped his eyes before the tears could go onto his face and said, “If we rescue her, then the cops will be chasing her forever. We need to make peace so nobody gets arrested.”

Rachael felt so awful, so terrible that she’d forgotten about Xavier’s mother that she crawled under one of the seats and cried for a long time.



* * *



After Rachael came back from under the seat, she sat next to Digger and said, “Were you really dead?”



Digger was lying in the back seat with his head on Babra’s legs; she was petting his hair like he was a sleeping kitten. He swallowed a few times and croaked, “I guess so.” He swallowed again.

Rachael had used her electrical powers to restart his heart during the raid.

“What was it like?”

“Dark. But I saw a light.”

Rachael had heard about this before. “What did you do? Did you go toward the light?”

“Yeah,” he said. 

“What did you see?”

“Water, a deep pool of water. I was coming out of a cave. There was a hole in the roof of the cave, and bright sunshine came down into it. Everything was too bright from the sunshine, and I didn’t really get to see much. Kids were splashing in the water. I could hear it. And then you woke me up.”

“It wasn’t scary?”

“No. But I didn’t want to go without Babra.”

Babra smiled at him, but he didn’t smile back; Digger almost never smiled. They were all pretty much used to it by now, though. 

Rachael tried to imagine it. After you died, you went to a swimming pool in a cave with a hole in the roof? She hadn’t heard about anything like that before. 

Digger wouldn’t lie—but sometimes he saw glimpses of the future. Maybe that was it.

“There was something about a snake,” Digger said suddenly. “A picture on the wall. Of a giant snake. Everything was orange and brown and smelled like wet dirt.”

Babra frowned down at him, and he shrugged, going quiet again. It was probably the most he’d talked in a month.

Xavier said, “I wish I had some comic books.”

“You should go to sleep,” Rachael’s mother said. They all ignored her. They’d all had enough sleep for about a week.

“I wish I had my game player,” Rachael said.

“Or a DVD player.”

“Or a laptop.”

“Or a book. Or homework,” Xavier said disgustedly. “Anything.”

Rachael climbed up on the very far back seat with him and flicked him with her gecko tongue. He picked her up and flung her at the other side of the van, where she landed with a thump and stuck on with her sticky foot pads for a second, then dropped onto the floor and ran back. He picked her up and flung her again. This time she landed with two feet on the van window, her back legs and tail dangling, and Xavier laughed. She wriggled her tail, dropped, ran back…

Of course it was only a matter of time before her mother looked back at them and said, “Knock that off, you two,” but by then Rachael had come up with another game: hide the gecko. Xavier would pull three things out of the space behind his seat, close his eyes and count to ten, and she would hide somewhere in the pile, and he would try to find her. She had a lot of fun changing hiding spots as he looked over a gun case, or through a blanket, or in a first-aid kit, jumping from the back of the blanket to the handle of the gun case as he searched the blanket.

Then Xavier pulled out a cooler of something that tinkled, like there was glass inside.

Rachael’s mom looked back at them and said, “Put that back.”

Xavier put it down. “What is it, Mrs. B?”

“The cure,” she said, then clicked her teeth together. “Never mind. It’s nothing.”

“The cure for being an Exotic?” Rachael asked.

“Yes. But it won’t work on you; once you’ve completed the transition, you can’t go back. It just stops the virus from working on you. As soon as we catch up to the other vans, I’m going to give some to your friend Makayla, before it’s too late.”

“What if she wants to be an Exotic?” Rachael said.

“We have to stop it,” her mother said. “Imagine how worried her parents are.”

“They tried to lock her up,” Rachael said. 

“They were scared,” Bea said. “I know how that feels.”

Rachael rolled her eyes. Her mother wasn’t yelling at her, but she wasn’t about to listen, either. “If she takes the cure, can she change into an Exotic later, if…when she gets old enough?”

“No,” her mom said. “Once you take the cure, that’s it. Just like when you turn into an Exotic. That’s it.” She stared out the window, and Rachael knew she was seconds away from getting told to shut up again.

“Aren’t you even going to ask her first?” Rachael asked.

“No,” her mom said. “And that’s enough about that.”

Rachael bonked her head onto the seat in front of her. Ugh. Didn’t anybody care what any of them thought? It was like they weren’t really people until they were adults. Stupid. She still wanted to be an Exotic. At least her mom wouldn’t be able to cure her of that.



Chapter 2



They drove all day, stopping only to get gas and once at a tiny grocery store to get food. Aunt Kitty and the teenager stood behind the van and put on regular clothes over their black Shadow Dogs uniforms, then went inside and came back with a lot of loaves of white bread, cheese slices, and bologna. And lots of chips and soda.



And a book of word-find puzzles. Rachael grabbed it while the others were shoving handfuls of chips in their mouths. 

“What about fruit? Lettuce?” Rachael’s mother asked Aunt Kitty as she put sandwiches together.

Aunt Kitty shook her head. “All they had was a couple of bad apples. We’re just going to have to skip out on good nutrition today.”



* * *



The mountains near Rachael’s home in Colorado were long gone. They drove up and down hills covered with trees that looked like fat, gray-green balls. The ground was covered with dry brown grass or just bare rock. 



A few times they slowed down to drive through tiny towns and get gas.

Except for their uniforms and the way that only Aunt Kitty and the teenager went inside, and having to pee outside in the ditch, it was kind of like a really long, really boring vacation. It was nice having the other kids to talk to, though. Usually her mom and dad just talked to each other when they were driving.

They drove through something that her mom said was a National Forest but that didn’t have a lot of trees, except on the smallish mountains away from the road. It did have cactuses, though, ones that were taller than the top of the van with branching arms that looked like they were going to reach out and grab the van sometimes, and shorter ones that looked like flattened green eggs all stuck together.

The forest faded out into desert, and the inside of the van got hot, even though the air conditioning was running as high as it could go. The sky was pure blue, like paint. The desert was a giant sand box in some places but had more mountains in other places. 

They drove through a tiny town with a few houses that had palm trees, then more mountains, then suddenly a city with lots of houses and shops and cars and tall buildings and palm trees and, finally, the ocean. The sky shimmered, and it was harder to breathe because the air tasted so wet, like trying to breathe with a bad cold.

They drove to a place with a lot of sailboats crowded together near the shore. It smelled like rotten fish or something; Rachael hoped the whole ocean didn’t smell that way. 

Aunt Kitty walked out to one of the boats and came back with a stack of bright yellow rain jackets. 

“Put these on,” she said. But instead Rachael hid in one of Xavier’s pockets while he carried her jacket. Rachael’s mother packed up all food and carried it out to a sailboat while everyone else followed close behind. Aunt Kitty stood nearby, watching. Rachael wasn’t sure what good it would do—she didn’t think they’d be able to escape if the police found them. But maybe Aunt Kitty wasn’t watching for the police.

They didn’t get to stand on the deck; Bea made them all go down the steps inside the sailboat, which was tiny and hot inside. Bea shut the door on them, leaving them with the last of the bread and bologna and the Shadow Dogs boy, who slid onto a bench seat behind, curled up on the cushions, and went to sleep with his jacket still on.

There were tiny windows near the roof, and Xavier opened them all to try to cool them off. Rachael climbed out of one to look around.

She hadn’t really felt the movement of the sailboat until she watched the waves moving it up and down against the docks. Her mother and Aunt Kitty were moving things from the van to the boat—Rachael saw her mother lift the cooler with the cure and carry it tightly against her chest onto the boat. A man stood on the boat with his hands stretched toward her to make sure she didn’t stumble. They headed down the steps to the cabin. Rachael scrambled inside and changed into human form as she dropped to the floor, just in time.

Her mother carried the cooler in and put it on the floor of the tiny kitchen area. “Stay out of that,” she said.

“Okay, Mrs. B,” Xavier said. 

Rachael’s mother left the cabin. A few minutes later, she came back in and sat next to the Shadow Dogs boy. “We’re going to leave now,” she said. It was almost dark. 

The boat tipped a little to the side, and it sounded almost like the wind was blowing on the sides of the boat.

“Can I watch?” Rachael asked.

“No,” her mother said.

“Nobody will see me.” 

“No.”

After a few minutes, Rachael realized that the smell of rotten fish had almost disappeared, and the air was cooler.

“Where’s Makayla?” Rachael asked.

“She’s fine,” Bea said. “But she’s sick. They ended up rushing her to The Floating Menagerie in a small plane so Dr. Menney could see her. We’ll meet her out there in the morning.”

“The morning?” Rachael said.

“Or early afternoon.” Bea leaned forward, yawned, and put her head in her hands. Then she walked unsteadily over to Rachael and gave her a hug like there was nothing wrong. She smiled and shook her head. “Ugh. I feel terrible. Being on boats always makes me sick. Don’t worry. Soon, we’ll get all the adults together and decide what to do.”

Bea took off her jacket, changed into her bee form, and buzzed out the window, going outside.

Rachael clenched her teeth.
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