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CHAPTER 1

The New Recruit

It was the middle of May and school was out in Navarro Junction, but that fact barely registered with Kelly Parker. She’d made a risky decision to leave her old life after the spring-break disaster and join Dr. Victor Gray and his soldiers. She sat in the backseat of the white van as they sped along the California freeway, thinking about how much her life had changed in the past few weeks and trying not to feel anxious about the important task she was about to attempt. Trying not to think about everything that had gone wrong yesterday on her first mission . . . at SeaWorld.

Kelly wasn’t used to failing. But she hadn’t anticipated how many problems she’d have using two of her device’s animal abilities at once. Remembering what had happened messed with Kelly’s head a little as she prepared for today’s challenge, but she couldn’t seem to stop. She knew how much concentration it took to manipulate her camouflage power to create its hypnotic effect—she should have foreseen the issue. And she should have objected to that kind of mission until she believed without any doubt that she could succeed. She ought to have told Dr. Gray that for her first task, maybe it would be better to go after DNA that didn’t involve dangerous water animals, or require her to use her dolphin swimming ability while simultaneously trying to use her cuttlefish hypnosis ability.

Kelly’s face flushed in frustration and embarrassment. She had never enjoyed swimming, but she liked it even less now. She glanced up at Miko and Dr. Gray, who were in the front seat having a quiet conversation. Kelly hoped it wasn’t about what a failure she’d been.

“Stop it,” Kelly chided herself under her breath. An accomplished actor, soccer player, and student, she’d never gotten good at any of those things by being negative. This was a challenge, and her competitive nature kicked in as usual. Today was a new day, and despite a few unsettling doubts after the SeaWorld incident, Kelly was feeling reasonably confident about this task. Because today they were visiting Safari Park, part of the San Diego Zoo, and staying far away from water. It was Kelly’s time to shine and prove to Dr. Gray that she could handle her abilities. And hopefully help erase yesterday from his mind.

They parked. All three got out of the van and started toward the entrance.

Beneath her clothes, Kelly wore her new camo-friendly bodysuit, which worked with her cuttlefish camouflage and allowed her entire body to fully blend into the environment whenever she needed or wanted to. Luckily, while the Mark Four’s animal abilities altered her body slightly whenever she was using them, it never permanently changed her appearance, like the Mark One had done to Miko and the rest of Dr. Gray’s soldiers. Kelly looked like an average almost–seventh grader visiting the zoo. Above average, she thought to herself with a smile.

Kelly’s long blond hair was slicked back and secured at her neck. She walked assuredly alongside Dr. Gray, who was dressed like a civilian in jeans and a T-shirt instead of his usual lab coat. Miko was wearing her black bodysuit as usual, but with a shirt thrown over it as a disguise. And for the first time in public, at Kelly’s urging, Miko had daringly left her mask off, though she kept it with her in a bag in case she needed it. Instead, she wore a floppy sun hat to cover the fur that had taken the place of her human hair. The hat brim conveniently cast shadows over her slightly altered facial structure. She kept her bodysuit zipped up tight to cover the fur on her chin and neck. As a chimpanzee-human hybrid, Miko didn’t have much facial fur to draw attention to her like the others, but she still seemed a little nervous to be without the mask she’d worn in public for years. Although she was clearly happy, too. She bounced around the other two and ducked behind them when zoo visitors approached. And with the oversize hat, no one really seemed to notice her. People at the zoo were looking at the animals in their habitats and cages, not at other people . . . or at hybrids who could pass as an ordinary person.

Once inside the Safari Park gates, the three squinted at the tall sign with arrows indicating the different parts of the zoo. “Condor Ridge,” said Miko, pointing at an arrow. “That’s the place we need. This way.” She bounded in that direction and almost hopped up to grab a tree branch along the walking path but stopped herself before too many people noticed her extreme enthusiasm. She slowed down and waited, bouncing on the balls of her feet, for Kelly and Dr. Gray to catch up. Kelly could tell Miko was trying to subdue her excitement, but her antics were drawing a bit of unwanted attention. The chimp woman looked guiltily at Dr. Gray and pulled her hat down farther over her eyes.

Dr. Gray frowned but didn’t reprimand her. He was eager for this visit, too. In the past, when working for Talos Global with the other biologists, he’d had a large variety of animal DNA available to him whenever he’d needed it, without having to step foot outside the lab. Now all he had were the samples he’d already used on his soldiers over the years. To expand the collection, he and his soldiers had to gather the DNA the old-fashioned way, directly from the animals themselves, and they weren’t always easy to get. Over the past few weeks all he’d successfully gotten was a porcupine quill, which he had been planning to use for Braun’s upgrade. Plus a few other bits of animal DNA that he wanted for his own mysterious purposes.

But there had been some failed attempts at collecting the important samples . . . like yesterday. He was angry at himself for expecting too much of the girl—he should have known better than to have her go for the shark right off the bat. But he’d let his excitement and Kelly’s self-assuredness get in the way of his better judgment. And, to be truthful, he was in a hurry. Without Zed to help him anymore, he needed every willing soldier he could find. Even the kid.

Hopefully, today would be far easier for Kelly and she’d be able to procure new samples for Dr. Gray to use in his experiments. With any success, Miko would soon be a living, breathing chimera of sorts, having her DNA mixed with a second animal and bringing Dr. Gray one step closer to his ultimate goal. The three continued the lengthy walk up the path to the condor enclosure, all thinking about different aspects of the job before them.

Miko spied a pair of the birds sitting a distance apart on a large rock inside the exhibit. She drew up against the enclosure and grimaced. “Their faces are so uuug-ly,” she muttered. “They’re even grosser in person. I really hope that part doesn’t transfer to me.”

“I guess we’ll find out eventually if it does,” said Dr. Gray lightly.

Miko’s eyes bugged out. She turned to Dr. Gray, hoping he was teasing, but it was hard to tell. The soldiers hadn’t seen him in a good mood in a while. Not since before the other scientists—the real bad guys, according to Dr. Gray—had come along and started ruining things. Gray continued to feel uneasy about the other Project Chimera scientists, so things had remained tense.

Kelly wasn’t paying attention to Miko and Dr. Gray’s discussion. She had other things on her mind, like clearing her thoughts to focus. Not messing up. And most important, trying to find the way into the habitat. As she took in the details of the enclosure, she spied some sort of horned goatlike animal inside. She also saw a sign for an ocelot. She wasn’t quite sure what an ocelot was, though from its picture, it looked like a cat-type creature. She hoped it wouldn’t attack her while she was busy with the condor. Kelly’s hands began to sweat, and she wiped them on her clothes and then ditched those for her suit. “You didn’t mention there were other animals in this section,” she muttered to Miko.

“I didn’t know,” said Miko. “Sorry. But they seem . . . friendly.”

“The sign says ocelots are carnivores,” Kelly said, “and I am made of meat.” She was annoyed but there was nothing she could do about it. She searched the area for a zoo worker. Finally, she spied one carrying a bucket and walking toward what looked like the entrance to the habitat. “You two stay here,” Kelly said in a low voice to Dr. Gray and Miko. “Let me do all the talking.”

Dr. Gray put a hand on Kelly’s shoulder, like Coach Candy, Kelly’s soccer coach, used to do sometimes during a pep talk. “Just remain calm and don’t panic,” he told her. “You only have to use one ability this time. You shouldn’t have any problems.”

Kelly grimaced. “I’m fine. Please . . . can you stop talking about . . . that? I’ll show you I can do this better than anyone.” She was one of the few people who didn’t seem to walk on eggshells around the doctor, and so far she’d been able to get away with telling him what she thought, at least when it came to her abilities. Maybe it was because her device had been made by a different scientist. Or perhaps it was because Kelly could do something unique that would really help Dr. Gray collect DNA faster—because things had been going agonizingly slowly until recently. They’d had to move the lab for the umpteenth time. Then Dr. Gray had struggled for weeks trying to repair the machine that he’d forced the other scientists to make, which had been smashed to pieces when Charlie and her friends broke in and rescued them.

Whatever the reason, the man didn’t argue with Kelly and stayed back with Miko.

Walking down to where the zoo worker was, Kelly clicked her bracelet to activate the cuttlefish camouflage. With each step her body slowly changed to green and brown, blending into the wood wall structure and foliage that lined the path to the enclosure. Nimbly she hopped over the chained-off area near the entrance to the habitat and concentrated for a moment until she could feel heat rise to her face and her skin begin to pulse. Then she beckoned to the zoo worker. “Excuse me,” Kelly called out.

The woman looked up and almost didn’t see her at first. Then she frowned and started toward her. “You can’t be in here.”

Soft waves of blue and white light rippled over Kelly’s face, moving in a steady, mesmerizing pattern and growing stronger with each wave as the woman approached.

“This area is off-limits to park visitors,” the worker said, looking startled at Kelly’s strange appearance. “I’m sorry, miss. Are you . . .” The woman’s face slackened, and she fell silent for a moment. “Are you lost?” She didn’t move or look away.

“No, I’m not lost.” Kelly smiled disarmingly as the woman stared at her. “I need to see the condors. I’m sure you understand.”

The woman blinked a few times. The handle she was holding slipped from her fingers and the bucket clattered to the ground, unnoticed. She seemed to try to form words to object to Kelly’s request, but was having trouble. “No, I . . . ,” she said softly, “I can’t. . . .”

“Yes, you can,” said Kelly in a soothing voice. “I need to see the condors now.” The light show on her face continued. “Just unlock the door and take me inside.”

The woman hesitated, but Kelly stood confidently. A moment later the worker was fumbling for her keys, looking bewildered, but doing what was asked. Finally she opened the door.

Kelly kept the waves of light pulsing over her skin as she went in after the woman. She looked around cautiously for the nearest condor, wanting to stay as close as possible to the exit in case anything unexpected happened. She located the ones they’d seen resting on the rocks nearby, and approached one of the huge birds. As she drew near, the zoo worker followed. Kelly gazed in awe at the condor’s size. The bird turned its ugly pink head and stared at her, but stayed where it was. Kelly, still pulsing, glanced around her. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed one of the horned sheepy-goat things about thirty yards away. She didn’t focus on it, knowing she needed to keep her concentration. She turned back to the condor, which seemed to be entranced by her now, too. “Hi, bird,” she said. “This will only hurt for a few seconds.” Slowly she reached out, cringed, then gripped a couple of feathers. They were bigger and coarser than she’d imagined. Quickly she yanked them from the condor’s wing and backed up a few steps.

The condor hissed and rose, spreading its dark wings wide and showing a stripe of white underneath. Each wing was longer than she was tall—the span was enormous. Kelly felt her heart pounding. She reminded herself that her research said condors don’t attack prey. Then she saw the sheepy-goat coming closer. She had a moment of panic and clicked her device to deploy her platypus spikes on her heels, just in case it charged. Thankfully the condor settled again, and the horned creature got distracted by something in the dirt and stopped to eat it.

Kelly blew out a deep breath. She slipped the feathers into a clear plastic pouch and put it in her waist pack. Slowly she turned away, checking to see how many of the zoo visitors had noticed her. She might have to do some mind control on the way out, too. Miko was still standing by the cage but not looking straight at Kelly for fear of being hypnotized. The chimp woman’s fingers curled around the railing, as if it was all she could do not to climb up the cage and start swinging on the enclosure netting.

Kelly kept the pulsing going. She reached the door with the zoo worker walking complacently alongside her. “Thank you,” Kelly said as she went out. “You’ll forget about me in a minute. Okay?”

The woman looked troubled, but nodded. “Okay,” she said.

Kelly smiled, then began walking toward the crowds. She broke her concentration and let the hypnotic pulses fade. Her body returned to its nearly invisible camouflage state as she blended into the rocky background. She clicked off her platypus spikes. Then she clicked off the cuttlefish ability. Kelly appeared to emerge from the wall looking quite normal again. A few people close by watched her with puzzled looks, but they didn’t do or say anything—they’d been close enough to have fallen under the mesmerizing spell too. Kelly rejoined her companions and handed the plastic pouch to Dr. Gray, who swiftly slid it into his pocket.

“Well done,” the scientist quietly praised, though he was glancing around carefully and turning to leave. “That went smoothly.”

“I told you I could do it.”

“Yes, you did. I’m thrilled. A definite success.”

“That was great, Kelly,” said Miko. “You were such a pro.”

“Thanks,” said Kelly, puffing up from the praise as they moved swiftly away from the attraction. “I’ve gotten really good at hypnotizing,” she said, impassioned. Now that she’d succeeded, she felt a sudden need to explain what had gone wrong yesterday. “You see, I just hadn’t ever had a chance to practice swimming and hypnotizing at once. I guess . . . I thought I could do it.”

“This mission was a much better one to start with,” said Dr. Gray.

“Yeah,” said Kelly. “At least it wasn’t in a shark-infested pool this time, right?” She fell in step with Dr. Gray, feeling a fresh surge of confidence now that she’d managed this task without a hitch.

“The setting today was much improved,” agreed Dr. Gray, and Miko nodded behind them.

Relieved, Kelly glanced at Dr. Gray a bit sheepishly. “Look,” she said, “I’m sorry we got kicked out of SeaWorld before we could go in search of that jellyfish you’re looking for. Hopefully Cyke and Prowl are having better luck finding it today.” Cyke, a horse hybrid, and Prowl, a leopard hybrid, were two of Dr. Gray’s other prized soldiers. “This job was a cinch compared to the shark incident.”

“It’s not your fault,” said Dr. Gray, beginning to sound a bit impatient. “I made a mistake in judgment yesterday. I should have had you start with this, clearly the easier job. But I was overeager for the shark DNA. I’ve wanted to experiment with it for so long, but hadn’t been able to obtain a sample until you came along—the Mark Four’s abilities are perfect for that kind of predator.” He frowned. “I let my eagerness overrule my hesitations.”

“Besides,” Miko added, “nobody thought that you’d actually need to go into the pool, you know.”

Dr. Gray grimaced and shook his head, like the whole thing had been a cluster of mishaps and mistakes. “Just forget about it. We’ll try again at another aquarium when you’re ready, Kelly. For now, with what you’ve accomplished, Miko will soon be able to get her condor wings. And . . . ,” he said, pressing his lips into a small smirk, “her pink bald head.”

“Ugh, no!” said Miko, hopping along, but it was clear she enjoyed seeing Dr. Gray lighten up a bit for once. “Now you’re just being mean, teasing me like that.” She stayed close to Kelly, still careful to keep her face hidden, then said abruptly, “What time is it? Do you want me to tell Cyke we’re finished here, and we’ll be on our way shortly to pick them up? Are they just going to meet us in the SeaWorld parking lot since Kelly is banned for life?”

Kelly rolled her eyes and elbowed the chimp woman, half-annoyed and half-embarrassed that Miko brought up that part again. But then she chuckled reluctantly. “Kelly Parker. Banned from SeaWorld. It’s kind of funny, isn’t it?”

“Kind of inconvenient is more like it,” said Dr. Gray matter-of-factly. “But it won’t be too hard to find shark DNA elsewhere, and with you being a child . . . well, you’re much less suspicious-looking.”

Miko patted Kelly’s shoulder reassuringly. “It would have gone flawlessly if you hadn’t hit the trainer ladder. That’s what made you lose your concentration, wasn’t it?”

“I suppose,” muttered Kelly.

Dr. Gray gave a rude snort of laughter as they walked, as if he were remembering the scene. Reluctantly Kelly had to admit that the part where the aquarium workers hauled her out of the shark pool must have been quite a sight to witness.

The doctor soon became preoccupied and thoughtful again. “I imagine Dr. Sharma chose to use the cuttlefish for the Mark Four because of its amazing camouflage ability. You were clever to realize how to take full advantage of that power by replicating the animal’s hypnotic pulsating ability. That kind of ingenuity is valuable to me. How did you know you could do it? Did Dr. Sharma tell you?”

Kelly beamed from the rare compliment. “I don’t know what Dr. Sharma meant to do with the cuttlefish ability. She never said anything to me. When I originally read about it in the Project Chimera papers and tried it out the first time, I thought all I could do was camouflage. Even when I went to L.A. to be on LIVE, TONIGHT, I didn’t know the ability could expand to hypnosis or I would have used it then to get that creepy host to let go of me.” She frowned a moment, remembering, then shook her head slightly. “It wasn’t until I was on the bus ride back to Arizona that I started studying more about cuttlefish. That’s when I found out they can use that camouflage technique not only to hide, but also to mesmerize their prey. I figured I should at least give it a shot, so I practiced when the lady next to me fell asleep—I used the camera on my phone to see if I could get the pulsating-stripe thing going. Once the lady woke up, I tried it on her and it sort of worked. She was really confused at least. Enough for me to know there was something to it.”

“I’ll bet she was freaked out,” said Miko with a chimpy laugh. The walkway they were on rejoined the main road that would take them to the exit.

“Anyway,” Kelly continued, “after I joined your team, I knew I had to do something to keep my parents from worrying about me, and everyone at school from looking for me. So I kept practicing while you guys were searching for a place to go next. I managed to hypnotize Mega in the backseat of the van.” Kelly snorted. “But don’t say anything; I never told her. I was really nervous to use it on my teachers, but when it worked on Mr. Anderson, who knows me better than practically anyone, I knew it could actually work on my parents, too. And it did. They . . .” Her expression flickered. “They pretty much forgot all about me.”





CHAPTER 2

Deep Thoughts

After Kelly had visited the school the first time with her hypnotic plans, she’d realized that convincing Mr. Anderson she didn’t exist would only cause a stir with the students—there was no way she could have hypnotized everyone in her school and life to think that. So she’d gone back and rehypnotized him and the rest of the faculty to believe she’d moved away instead. But her parents—she’d had to make them forget. There was no other way to do it.

It hadn’t been hard to convince them to forget about her either, which bothered Kelly a little. She thought she’d have to work on them a few times . . . but no. She scowled and tried to rid her thoughts of home and her former life. Sure, it was a bummer that she missed being in the school musical—hopefully whoever had gotten the lead hadn’t messed it up too badly. But she didn’t miss the drama of her parents fighting. She didn’t miss that whenever they weren’t yelling at her they mostly ignored her. Skipping out on their messy divorce process was actually kind of convenient. It was a relief to leave that stress behind.

This life using her animal abilities was more the style Kelly craved—where she could take the spotlight. Be important and do things nobody else could do. And have people appreciate her, like Dr. Gray did. Obviously, Kelly knew he wasn’t perfect—far from it. After all, he’d done some pretty bad things to Mac Barnes, but Dr. Gray had told her that was all because of a big misunderstanding with Charlie’s bracelet. And sure, he’d kept Charlie’s dad and the other scientists in his lab when they didn’t want to be there. But Dr. Gray had explained that he’d really needed their help to proceed with his amazing work—which was top secret kind of stuff for the government, he’d told her. And those other scientists had been the ones trying to stop him, so didn’t that make them the bad guys? Kelly didn’t really know much about them, other than the fact that none of this weird stuff started happening until Charlie’s family moved in. And Dr. Sharma and Ms. Sabbith had tried to take Kelly’s device away. So they did seem suspicious.

Anyway, now that Dr. Gray had fixed the machine they’d all built together, he’d turned his full attention to his work and was back to being super focused on finding the right combination of animals to make the ultimate chimera.

Besides, this science experiment was exciting. Better and more important than the kinds of things Kelly had done in school. She liked being a part of it. And unlike the other scientists, Dr. Gray didn’t want to take her bracelet—he wanted her to use it! His trust in her made her feel important and necessary in ways she’d never felt before. Hypnotizing zoo and aquarium workers so she could grab DNA from the animals? Okay, so that part felt a little bit wrong, but Kelly wasn’t trying to harm anyone. And it was for a good cause. It seemed like such a small sacrifice for these people to make, especially since they wouldn’t remember it anyway. Kelly was sure they’d be happy they’d helped to advance science if they ever found out what Dr. Gray was doing. And for Kelly personally, acting in this powerful role was like being the star of a new show every day. It was thrilling and a little dangerous. While the soldiers had been skeptical of her at first because she was just a kid, Kelly had been respectful, and they’d come to accept her. And Dr. Gray was on her side. She could control people and animals to her heart’s content without anyone judging or looking down on her.

She frowned. Control most animals, anyway. That shark at SeaWorld hadn’t fallen under her spell, and the whole experience had been a nightmare. And if she was being honest, while Kelly loved having abilities in general, she didn’t totally love her bracelet’s specific abilities. If it had been up to her, she would have picked different ones. Even though the Mark Four had been designed using water animals, that didn’t mean Kelly liked the water any more now than she had before. Not to mention sharks were just plain scary, no matter how fast Kelly could swim now.

As the three of them continued toward the zoo exit, Kelly thought about how things had gone down the previous day. The plan had been for her to sneak into the shark enclosure and lean over the edge of the pool to try to hypnotize a swimming shark so it would stay close by and give Kelly an opportunity to swipe its skin with a special tool. No big deal . . . if you forget about the teeth. And it had started off all right, but then everything had gone wrong. Some workers had seen her and rushed in, and Kelly couldn’t hypnotize them fast enough—not while trying to get the sample, too. They’d lunged at her, and Kelly had panicked. She’d wanted that shark DNA and wasn’t about to leave without it. So she’d yanked herself away from the workers and had fallen into the pool.

Her dolphin ability had kicked in, and so had her freak-out mode: was she about to get eaten? But Kelly wasn’t going to go down without a fight. She’d decided that chasing the shark was a better idea than being chased by it, so she’d done just that. Following a shark around and trying to scrape its skin while not getting attacked or caught by the aquarium workers had been ridiculous. When the shark noticed her, it turned sharply and came after her. She’d tried to get away and bonked into the ladder, and in the end, she’d failed. But she hadn’t gotten eaten, so there was that.

Dr. Gray wasn’t mad at her, but Kelly had unfortunately made such a big scene in the shark pool that she’d been kicked out of the park. For life.

Ugh. She still hated the water. “You know,” she blurted out as she, Dr. Gray, and Miko neared the Safari Park exit, “I’d easily trade the dolphin ability for something else someday.” Doing anything underwater would probably never be something Kelly would outright enjoy. If she hung around Dr. Gray long enough, maybe he would give her some new powers. If he was going to give each of the soldiers new abilities, why not her?

“You might like it more once you get some practice,” said Miko.

“Maybe,” said Kelly with a sigh.

“Now that the lab’s set up,” said Miko, “and Dr. Gray has a couple samples to start working on, we could have some downtime. I’ll take you swimming. You know? So you can practice using multiple abilities at once before you try going for the shark DNA again. We should have thought of that before. If Zed were still here, she would have.”

Dr. Gray frowned. Talking about Zed, the panther hybrid, had been a tender subject with him. She’d been a fellow biologist from all the way back in his Talos Global days—an original member of Project Chimera. She’d made the Mark Two, and had been his most faithful ally and the very first test subject with his Mark One. And now she’d left without a word. It had shaken up the team a bit. Dr. Gray had even stayed hidden in the Phoenix area for a few extra days hoping she’d come back, or at least make contact through the communication system that was built into her suit. All the soldiers had tried talking to her since then, but not even Miko—who Kelly learned was the nicest of the pack—could get Zed to respond. Still, every now and then Miko made another attempt. “You never know,” she would always say. “Zed might change her mind and come back. I’m not giving up on her.”

They exited the zoo and entered the parking lot unhindered, and when she was sure they were out of earshot of anyone else, Kelly turned to Dr. Gray and tried again. “So now that we have the condor DNA for Miko, could we search for something to add to my device?”

Dr. Gray’s expression clouded. He didn’t answer at first. Then he muttered, “We’ll see about something for you eventually.” He hesitated, then added, “But even after I’ve had the chance to create Miko’s formula, the others are still patiently waiting for their second abilities. And you already have four. Trust me, I have a method here that I’m trying to follow.”

“You have Braun’s porcupine DNA already.”

“True,” said Dr. Gray, wincing a little as he remembered how he’d gotten it. “But I’ve barely just finished fixing the machine. And there’s a lot more DNA we still need to gather. I have a great deal of work ahead of me.” He paused, then reminded them that Zed had thrown a wrench into his plans. “Twice as much work as I’d expected to have to do.”

“Oh. Right.” Kelly stared at the ground as they walked. She sighed deeply.

Dr. Gray glanced at her. “I really value the gifts you bring to the team,” he said carefully. “So please don’t be upset—you will definitely be rewarded . . . in the end. I’m just not quite there yet in the process. I—I want you to have . . . something special.”

Miko’s expression flickered.

Kelly frowned. Was he talking about the formula for his perfect chimera? How long would that take? After a minute she said, “I don’t see why we can’t try out one of these new animals on me while you’re testing them on the others anyway. It wouldn’t take much extra time to inject the formula into my bracelet, would it?”

“That’s not how it works.” Dr. Gray sighed loudly, as if annoyed. “And let’s not forget you have plenty to work on with your current abilities first.”

Kelly’s face burned. She dropped the subject and got into the van, brooding about things. It was moments like these that made her unsure about her decision to join this team. But her uncertainty flickered and mostly went away. Kelly settled into the backseat and mused about how she’d gotten to this place where acting and looking like animals was normal. There was no turning back now.

Obviously, the whole chimera thing was awesome. And getting to work on a secret project that the government trusted Dr. Gray to do made Kelly feel pretty special. But sometimes . . . well, the experiment sounded a little weird. Especially when Kelly spent a lot of time thinking about it as she was now, stuck in the van in Southern California traffic with no cell phone to play with. And she still didn’t quite understand everything. Like, why did the government want Gray to do this? Just to see what would happen? Just to say they’d done something no other country had? Is that what scientists lived for? Or did they expect to have to actually use this ultimate chimera to fight off some other enemy?

Kelly still wasn’t quite sure how she felt each time she learned something new about Dr. Gray’s progress—there were moments when it almost seemed like he was planning something bigger than what he was telling her and Miko and the other soldiers. But Miko seemed to be fine with everything. She, like the other soldiers, was obviously willing to be involved in this. And Kelly generally took her cues from her, the one she had grown to trust the most.

Not to mention Dr. Gray had said he had a method he was trying to follow. Kelly understood methods—she used them for acting. She’d used them in soccer, too. They worked. She respected methods and found it strangely comforting to know Dr. Gray had a way of doing things. That he wasn’t haphazardly trying to create these chimeras. It made him seem disciplined. And less . . . insane.

Not that he was insane, Kelly thought hastily. She was sure he wasn’t. Pretty sure, anyway. He just . . . seemed less so when he was talking sense. Talking about methods. Like . . . a teacher might.

Kelly shifted in the backseat and stared out the window, not really seeing anything out there, but wrapped up in her thoughts. She had a method here, too, she realized. Collect DNA to prove her value. Wait for the reward. Find fame and make it stick this time. After that she could kiss Dr. Gray good-bye if she wanted to. But she was still on step one. For now, the more DNA Kelly could gather for the team, the more valuable she’d be. And the closer Dr. Gray would get to creating the perfect chimera formula for the government. Hopefully Kelly would get her promised reward too, somewhere along the way. And then she could be one of the strongest, most powerful people in the world. She’d break the freaking internet with her awesomeness.

As Miko drove onto the interstate on-ramp heading back to Sea World and Dr. Gray studied some papers on his lap in the passenger seat, Kelly closed her eyes to meditate. She never noticed the SUV zipping past them, loaded with suitcases and three twelve-year-olds chattering noisily in the backseat, heading for a week-long vacation.

But someone in that vehicle did notice the familiar old white van.





CHAPTER 3

A Break from Reality

“Was that . . . ?” said Charlie Wilde softly, twisting around in the backseat of the Barnes family SUV. “No. It couldn’t have been.” She peered over the suitcases. Her two companions turned to look. Charlie pointed at a white van behind them moving slowly in the more congested right-lane traffic. It was soon hidden behind a couple of buses and a semitrailer truck as Mac’s mom, Claudia, slipped into the commuter lane and zoomed ahead.

“I don’t know,” said Maria Torres, one of Charlie’s best friends. “I didn’t get a good look.”

“That was it, all right,” muttered Mac, who’d spent some time tied up in the back of it. “I’d recognize that van anywhere.”

“So this is where they went?” asked Maria.

Charlie held a finger to her lips and glanced at Mac’s parents in the front seat. Then she leaned in and whispered, “Ms. Sabbith tracked their license plate to the Arizona-California border, but then she lost the trail. She’s still trying to find them. I’ll text her that we spotted the van.” She kept her voice low. “Do you think Dr. Gray saw us? Is he following us?” Charlie was confused. And while she was always on the lookout for soldiers in black bodysuits, the white van, and the awful Dr. Gray, she never expected to catch sight of them in such a random place as this.

The kids hadn’t seen any sign of soldiers or danger since Gray had packed up his lab and left Navarro Junction, taking Kelly with them. But the arrogant biologist had foolishly spilled some details to Mrs. Wilde and the kids when he thought he’d had them beat. He and his hybrid soldiers were secretly trying to change everyone in the world into chimeras. And Charlie’s dad and his fellow scientists were working just as hard and even more secretly to stop them.

“He’s probably forgotten about us by now,” said Maria, but she bit her lip anxiously anyway and glanced at her bare right wrist, where her Mark Two device used to be. She didn’t have possession of it at the moment—Dr. Nubia Jakande, also known as Zed to Dr. Gray’s team, was trying to fix it.

In the time since Nubia had left Dr. Gray and joined their side, she’d already managed to change Maria back to normal. It was a huge relief for Maria because she no longer had to worry about turning into a weremonkey at inopportune times anymore. The task, though time-consuming, had seemed simple enough. All Nubia needed was some of Maria’s old, unaltered DNA—which they collected from a hairbrush—to concoct a formula that changed her back. But now Dr. Jakande had to reconfigure the Mark Two so that same problem didn’t happen again the next time Maria put it on, which was a great deal harder. At the same time, the scientists were designing a few other improvements to the bracelets to help protect the kids in case they ended up needing to fight Dr. Gray’s soldiers again.

Not having the bracelet left Maria vulnerable and unable to train, and she felt a little lost without it. She looked out the back window again. “That dude makes me nervous.”

Mac saw Maria’s worried expression. “I hear you,” he said, noting the right lanes had slowed to a crawl. “But they’re stuck way back there. And they’ll never find us, if they even saw us in the first place. Besides, Charlie and I have your back.” The silver Mark Three device shone on his arm—Dr. Goldstein had been planning to upgrade it too, but let Mac keep it while he did the prep work. And Charlie’s old Mark Five was back on her wrist while she waited for her father to put the finishing touches on the Mark Six—which would have her DNA tied to it instead of his.

“I just don’t like being anywhere near those soldiers without my bracelet,” said Maria.

“Don’t worry,” said Charlie. “Remember, Dr. Sharma told us that the bad guys have everything they need now, so they don’t have any reason to come after us. They’ve moved on and they’re not even thinking about us. We should be safe until we’re ready to go after them.”

As Mrs. Barnes began crossing lanes again to get to their exit, Mr. Barnes half turned in the front passenger seat. “What are you kids playing?” he asked. “It sounds interesting.”

Charlie froze. Maria looked sharply at Mac.

“Um,” said Mac, clearly realizing that his dad had heard them talking and assumed they were playing some sort of game. “It’s a new one.” He lifted his iPad and waved it a little, making sure his dad didn’t see the screen. “Oh, what’s it called again, Charlie?”

Charlie laughed nervously. “It’s, um . . .”

“It’s a sci-fi adventure game,” Maria said smoothly. “An evil scientist wants to take over the world and turn everybody into . . . uh . . .” She hesitated and gave Mac a look.

“Chimeras,” Mac blurted out, then cringed but kept going. “And . . . we’re trying to defeat him.”

“That’s a cool concept,” said Mr. Barnes. “A chimera—that’s one of those mythical creatures, right? Some kind of combination of—”

Mrs. Barnes put her hand on her husband’s arm, interrupting him as she took the exit and slowed for a red light. “Help me with the directions here, will you? We want SeaWorld car parking.”

Mr. Barnes turned to face the front and pointed out the huge sign indicating SeaWorld Drive ahead. “Pretty sure we’ll find it eventually if we take this street,” he said. “We’ve only been here five times before.”

“Don’t get cocky,” Mac’s mom warned, though there was laughter in her voice. “I’ve got too many other thoughts crowding my mind to keep directions to SeaWorld in there. You are free to drive if you don’t want to navigate.”

Mr. Barnes grinned. “Sorry, honey.” He studied the GPS and pointed to a spot on the screen. “Yep, just keep going this way. Avoid the tour bus lane.”

Crisis averted, the kids sat back and breathed again. Charlie sent a group text to the other two. “Great idea. Now we can use the game as an excuse if we get caught talking about this stuff again.”

“Sorry I said chimera,” Mac replied. “It just came out. Oops.”

“It’s fine,” Maria wrote back. “It’s not like anybody would ever expect this to be happening in real life.”

“Good point,” said Charlie. “May as well keep the story close to the truth—then we can talk about it without worrying about messing up. Should we come up with a name for this game in case Mac’s dad asks again?”

“Yeah,” said Mac. “If I know my dad, he’ll definitely ask again.”

They dropped their phones in their laps and thought about it, trying to come up with a good name as Mrs. Barnes pulled in to the correct SeaWorld lot and followed the flag-waving parking attendant’s directions. Soon the kids were straining to catch a glimpse of the attractions out the window, forgetting about names. The top of a water ride was visible from the car.

“Look!” cried Charlie, who’d never been to California before, much less this park. “This is so freaking exciting! I can’t believe we get to do something new every day this week.”

Finally Mrs. Barnes parked the vehicle and everybody piled out, anxious to get moving.

As the kids ran ahead of Mr. and Mrs. Barnes toward the entrance, Mac grabbed the other two. “Hey, Maria, Charlie, I’ve got it,” he said excitedly. “A name for our fake game. We can call it Clash of Beasts. It sounds just like a game I’d play online.”

Maria and Charlie quickly agreed to it.

By the time they reached the attractions, the white van had vanished from their minds. They never expected it to pull into the SeaWorld parking lot fifteen minutes behind them.





CHAPTER 4

Supernormal

Mac’s parents let the kids go off on their own, which was an exciting development for them in a theme park. Mac took the lead. “Can we go to Ocean Explorer first, then Orca Encounter?” he asked. “They’re both pretty new and I haven’t done them yet.”

“Mac goes to SeaWorld almost every year,” Maria explained to Charlie. “He knows his way around this place like it’s his neighborhood.”

“I figured that out already,” said Charlie. She and Maria almost had to jog to keep up with him.

The Ocean Explorer realm was right near the park entrance, so they hopped in line for the Submarine Quest ride. While they waited, they talked quietly about how Dr. Jakande was coming along with Maria’s bracelet. They were hoping the biologist would be done fixing the problem by the time they got home from this trip.

“My dad said they’re planning to add tracking and communication capabilities to our devices,” said Charlie. “They’re going to test everything out on Maria’s device this week, and maybe the Mark Six if all goes well.”

“When will they work on mine?” asked Mac.

“Soon I guess,” said Charlie with a shrug. “Same with the Five.” She flashed her wrist. “My parents wanted me to hold on to this for now, just in case I needed it for anything.”

“Getting some extra safety features is cool,” said Maria. The line moved, and she glanced around uneasily.

“What are you looking for?” asked Mac.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “Nothing, I guess. I’m just feeling weird after seeing the van.”

“I’m sure it’s long gone by now.” Mac shrugged and turned back to Charlie. “The scientists are still going to give us new abilities like you’re getting with the Mark Six, right? Have they decided on the animals for them yet?”

“They’ve been talking about it a lot,” said Charlie. “I’ve been dying to tell you, actually, but wanted to wait until we had some privacy away from your parents.”

“Tell us what?” asked Mac.

Charlie leaned in. “Last night I hung out with the adults as they were discussing options. And my dad turned and asked me if we had any ideas for animal abilities! So I played it cool and said I’d ask you.”

“Seriously?” asked Maria, gripping Charlie’s arm.

Charlie nodded. “I don’t know if they were just being nice or if they really meant it. And maybe they’ll have decided by the time we get home. But it wouldn’t hurt to do some research in case they ask again.”

“That’s so cool!” said Mac, whipping out his cell phone to start the search immediately.

The line continued to move surprisingly swiftly. As they chatted about animals, Maria and Charlie turned the research into a game, trying to guess which animals they each would add to their devices if they could. But they hadn’t narrowed down the options at all before they were next in line.

Once they climbed into a mini submarine, the conversation became all about the sea life around them. The ride took them underwater through ocean habitats. They saw crabs, which reminded them of Morph—she was one of Dr. Gray’s hybrid soldiers they’d fought who had a supersonic crab-claw punch. She had a second ability, a chameleon’s, to camouflage herself as well.

A huge octopus came up to the glass, which made Charlie grateful that Gray hadn’t tried to make a hybrid with that animal yet—she wasn’t sure how dangerous octopuses were, but they looked . . . sneaky. And like they had really big brains. Not to mention all those arms.

Next they went through a segment of the ride that had tons of clear jellyfish with brightly colored insides. There were hundreds of them, in all sizes, some almost too small to notice.

Soon the ride was over. When they exited their submarine, thinking about standing in line for it again, a flash of black caught Charlie’s eye. She turned in the crowded merchandise area and thought she saw someone in a black bodysuit moving through the far end, near the jellyfish tank. Charlie gasped and grabbed Maria’s sleeve. “Look,” she said in a low voice. “Is that Cyke?”

He was far away. Maria squinted. “I don’t see him.”

“I could have sworn it was him,” said Charlie, though she doubted herself. “Then again, I think I see soldiers everywhere.” She laughed uneasily. “Am I losing it?”

“Probably,” said Mac with a grin. “I know we saw their van, but what would they be doing here? Maybe their new lab is around here somewhere.” His grin faded. “Oh, wait. Between the zoo and SeaWorld, San Diego has all sorts of animals.”

Charlie’s eyes widened. “And my dad said that Dr. Gray probably doesn’t have access to animal DNA from a lab like we do, so . . .”

“So it sorta makes sense that they’d have to . . . collect it,” said Mac. “Themselves.”

“Yes,” said Maria thoughtfully, “I’ll bet you’re right. How else is Dr. Gray going to make his ultimate chimera?”

“Exactly,” said Charlie, edging for the door. “Come on. Let’s figure out where Cyke went.” Charlie started jogging in the direction of where she’d seen the soldier, and the other two followed. As they moved through the crowds, Charlie spoke over her shoulder in a low voice. “The scientists said Dr. Gray is probably going to be doing more experiments on his soldiers, trying out different variations like he’s already started doing with Morph and Fang. They think he’ll be doing that until he figures out what the perfect combination is.” She slid through the crowd, with Maria and Mac right behind.

They sneaked around the back side of the attraction and could see into an area enclosed by a chain-link fence. On the door was a sign that read Employees Only. Through the links they spotted a line of doors on the building with signs on them that apparently led to the control rooms for the various sea-life habitats within.

At first the friends didn’t see anyone wandering around inside the fenced-in area except a landscaping crew laying fresh mulch along a sidewalk. But then Mac pointed at one of the doors on the building a few hundred feet away. It stood ajar.

Maria glanced at the fence door with the Employees Only sign on it and saw that it was unlocked, probably so that the landscapers could get in and out. “Come on,” she said. She looked over her shoulder, then opened the door, and the three of them went inside.

Someone on the landscaping crew looked up and saw the kids. He started toward them, saying something in Spanish and trying to get them to leave the area. Maria had a conversation with him, though. After a minute, the man shrugged and went back to what he was doing.

Maria turned to Charlie and Mac. “Come on,” she said, and beckoned them toward the ajar door. When they were out of earshot of the landscapers, she explained, “I asked if anyone else had come back here wearing black bodysuits. He said yes. He thinks they’re divers or animal trainers. I told him we are at a kids’ summer camp, and we’re supposed to shadow them.”

“That
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