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Chapter 1
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Palmdale, California, Twenty Meters Underground-One day after the departure of Argus Dachel from the Citadel off the Coast of Labrador

The room, a jumble of fallen bricks and dust, had trails of steam rising from cracks in the floor. Trickles of sweat rolled down Aridesian Stargaard’s back. He waited nervously with his hands clenched. He hadn’t succeeded in securing the Dachel brothers, not completely. And that meant trouble. 

When the dim red glow in the corner began to brighten, Ari held his breath. Would he get punished for his failure, or worse, killed? This was it, the moment of truth. He clasped his hands tighter to try to stop them from trembling. 

The glow intensified. “Aridesian,” whispered the voice he’d been dreading.

Ari took a step backward. “First, let me explain.” He glanced around. Could he escape if he needed to?

“There is no explanation I care to hear.” A blinding flash of red lit the room. “You were to deliver me both boys. Even after I came to them in a vision and told them to go to you, you still managed to fail.”

“Please listen, I didn’t fail. We have Tai at the Citadel. He’s the most important one right now because Galena has already altered his DNA. I knew I couldn’t get them both, so I concentrated on him. Celeste is a powerful Guardian, and it was impossible to get both boys away from her. I had to use trickery to get Tai.” Ari wiped his forehead. The stifling heat in the room made his stomach lurch. “You’re not safe here, the fault beneath the room shifted in the last earthquake and—”

“I am aware of the geologic situation, Aridesian. If you had brought me the boys, I could have left this place. But as you did not, my immediate task now is to worry about the stability of my prison. Your task, however, is to find a way to get Argus away from his Guardian and deliver both brothers to me before my energy dissipates completely. Do not return here empty handed or I will take back the life that I gave you.”

The light faded and vanished. Ari closed his eyes and dematerialized, using a molecular shift, and reappeared in his room at the Citadel. What a relief to be back. He had to find a way to get Argus away from Celeste. His very life depended on it.

*******

[image: ]


Palmdale, California

Argus Dachel sat in the school cafeteria picking at his hamburger while Lola, his first girlfriend ever, explained what he’d missed yesterday in math. He heard what she was saying, but he couldn’t process it. There was no shaking the heavy sadness that consumed him. Tai was at the Citadel, the Ramtalan headquarters on Earth, with the traitor Galena and there was nothing he could do about it. He’d tried to use his ability to dissolve and go to Tai, but it was no use. Galena’s security shield around the Citadel was impenetrable, exactly like Aunt Celeste said. 

If he had some way of communicating with Tai, it might be different. At least then he could stay in contact. Sure, Aunt Celeste said she was in the process of making a formal complaint that Galena overstepped her authority by keeping Tai, but she also said it might take a while. That wasn’t what he wanted to hear. He wanted Tai away from Galena right now.

“Argie.” Lola nudged him. “Are you listening?”

“What?” He looked at Lola, those green eyes of hers filled with concern.

“Are you all right? Is it something to do with the trip you took? Is everything okay? I don’t mean to pry, but I’m worried about you.”

He nodded. “Yeah, it’s fine. No, not fine.” He pushed his hamburger away. “Not fine at all.” He couldn’t tell her what was going on. She wouldn’t understand about how Galena brought Tai back to life by changing his human DNA to Ramtalan DNA. Or how Tai was now a prisoner at the Citadel. He wanted to tell her everything, how he was a New Breed, half alien, but he couldn’t.

“I’m sorry. Can you talk about it? Does it have something to do with Tai?” She put her hand over his.

The loudspeaker crackled and a voice said, “Argus Dachel to the principal’s office. Argus Dachel, report to the principal’s office.” 

Now what? He was tempted to text Aunt Celeste but figured he could handle whatever the problem was. After all he’d been through at the Citadel, he could certainly take care of a little human business.

He gently pulled his hand out from under Lola’s. “I’ve got to go. I’ll see you after school. We’ll go to Marco’s for pizza, okay?”

She played with the gold heart pendant he bought her. “Okay. Are you sure you’re all right? Want me to come with you to the principal’s office?” 

He shook his head and gave her a smile, which wasn’t easy, but she deserved a smile. “No, it’s probably just another Q & A session about how Justin’s hands got burned.” And that was another thing he couldn’t tell Lola about: his caustic blood. “Let’s talk at Marco’s.” He grabbed his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. 

She gave him a sweet smile. “I’ll meet you in the parking lot after school. Good luck.”

The walk to the office gave him time to think about why he was paged. It could be something to do with Justin or maybe Max Jackson. Although Max’s memory was history. Or was it? Maybe the Citadel hadn’t erased it completely. He stood at the counter until the secretary noticed him. “I was paged.”

She looked at him, glanced quickly at the closed door to the principal’s office, and nodded. “Argus Dachel, right?”

“Yes. Is this about me missing a day? I was away on a family matter. My aunt should have called you about that.” He watched the second hand on the wall clock tick the seconds away. Every second that passed was a second longer that Galena had control of Tai. 

“She did call. You’re excused for yesterday. I’ll let Dr. Chavez know you’re here.” She hurried to the principal’s office, knocked, and then opened the door. “Argus Dachel is here.”

“Show him in,” came Dr. Chavez’s voice from inside the office. 

She came back to the counter. “Go ahead. He’s waiting for you.” She looked uneasy or maybe she was nervous about something.

What was going on? Argus reached into his pocket for his phone and went around the counter to the principal’s office. He opened the door and had the urge to run. Dr. Chavez was standing in front of his desk with Detective DeAlba, the detective who’d tried to arrest him at LAX for assaulting Justin Jones. Why wouldn’t DeAlba believe that Justin was the instigator and threw the first punch? Argus wanted to run. Damn it, he should have seen this coming. He knew DeAlba would be looking for him. It slipped his mind completely. Yeah, he should text Aunt Celeste.

Dr. Chavez waved him in. “Please come in, Mr. Dachel.”

Instead, Argus pulled out his cell phone. He turned away and typed the fastest text he could manage:


Detective here. Principal’s office. Help!



He hit send a second before he was grabbed by the back of his shirt and yanked fully into Dr. Chavez’s office by DeAlba. DeAlba shoved him into a chair and shut the door. Argus gripped the cell phone as a sinking feeling hit him. Out of habit, he’d sent the message to Tai, not Aunt Celeste. It wouldn’t go through. He’d tried before it and it failed to send.

“I’m not letting you out of my sight this time, Dachel. I have no idea how you got away from me at the airport.” DeAlba unsnapped a pair of handcuffs from his belt and secured them around Argus’s wrists before he knew what was happening. “You’re under arrest for the assault on Justin Jones.” 

No point in fighting. Argus slipped the phone into his pocket. “I didn’t assault...” Actually, he did assault Justin, but it was an accident. Well, there was also the time at Lake Elizabeth when he almost strangled Justin. What should he say? Should he lie? He had to lie. “I didn’t do anything. Justin hit me at school. He assaulted me. I don’t...he burned his own hands. He said that. Right in this office.” He looked at Dr. Chavez. “Don’t you remember?”

Dr. Chavez nodded. “Of course I do, but the doctor’s report says otherwise. The burns were caused by a caustic substance, which is not what Mr. Jones said originally. He claimed he burned his own hands with a cigarette. Apparently the hospital sent samples to a lab for analysis. If you know what the results will show, you might as well come clean to the detective. Why don’t you tell us the truth, Argus?”

An upwelling of anger bubbled up from Argus’s gut. Oh no, not now. Not here. He glanced down so no one could see his eyes if they flipped to black. “Shouldn’t my aunt be here if I’m being arrested?”

“You’re not being interrogated, Dachel,” DeAlba said in a kinder voice. “Not yet. You will need a parent or guardian present at the station, however. And an attorney.”

An attorney? The fear of being locked up was too much. His body trembled and right then he knew his eyes had flipped. He’d only just escaped imprisonment at the Citadel. He sure as hell didn’t want to get locked up in a jail cell. How was he going to get out of this? He couldn’t very well go invisible or dissolve. 

He remembered the spiral staircase banister in the apartment at the Citadel. He’d broken that without even trying. Surely he could break out of a jail cell. But his eyes, he couldn’t let them see his eyes. He lowered his head and pretended he was crying, then reached into his pocket and found his sunglasses, slipped them on, and looked up again.

“Justin is lying.” He was surprised by his forceful tone. “I did nothing. Why don’t you believe me?” Uh-oh, he was losing control. His emotions were all hyped up.

“Take it easy, Dachel.” DeAlba motioned for him to stand up. “We’ll get to the bottom of this. If you’re telling the truth, you’ll be exonerated. That means cleared.”

“I know what it means!” Argus jumped up, forgot about the handcuffs, and snapped them apart when he moved his hands too fast. “Sorry.”

“Sorry?” DeAlba looked at the broken chain between the handcuffs. “It’s not like you broke them, kid. I’ve never seen faulty handcuffs before.” He took out a small silver key from his shirt pocket and unlocked the cuffs. “I can’t believe they broke like that. If you promise not to try to run away, we can forget the cuffs. Attempted escape is a misdemeanor. You don’t want that on your record, too.”

Argus nodded. DeAlba probably didn’t have another pair anyway. “I want to call my aunt.”

DeAlba shook his head. “You’ll have time to call her at the station. So, where’s your brother? There’s an arrest warrant for him, too.”

“Good luck getting to him,” Argus mumbled. Oh, damn, he shouldn’t have said that out loud.

“Excuse me? Is he hiding out somewhere?” DeAlba had a serious expression as he opened a small spiral notebook.

“Yeah, a bunch of aliens took him. He’s been abducted and held against his will in a secret subterranean bunker.” Argus knew he should stop talking, but he couldn’t. He was angry and the thought of Tai at the Citadel only angered him more. 

“You’re not helping your case at all by being a smart mouth.” DeAlba jotted some notes and put the notebook away.

Argus smirked. He was being a smart ass, but he didn’t care. It was like he was channeling Tai’s wise-guy attitude. It almost felt like Tai was with him.

Dr. Chavez chimed in, “Mr. Dachel, Argus, you’re not helping your brother if you lie to the police. If you know where he is, tell the detective.”

Oh, yeah, I know exactly where he is. Argus sighed. They’ll think he’s covering for Tai now. How much worse could it get? 

There was a knock on the door. Dr. Chavez called out, “What is it? We’re in a meeting.”

The secretary opened the door and peeked her head in. “I’m sorry, but there’s a Mr. Stone here from the Federal government to see you. He says it’s urgent and can’t wait.”

Argus looked out the door and saw a pudgy man behind the secretary. Oh, shit, now what? It had to have something to do with the Astronomical Urgent Recovery Administration, or AURA as they were better known, and Max Jackson, the guy hunting him. But it wasn’t Max, so who could the man be? 

Dr. Chavez let out a heavy sigh. “For heaven’s sake, what now? Ah, Detective DeAlba, can you excuse me for a moment?”

DeAlba checked his watch. “We’re done here anyway. Come on, Dachel.”

“Where?” Argus backed away. “I’m not going anywhere. School’s not even over.”

DeAlba snorted and motioned to the door. “Where do you think? To the station. Or are aliens going to abduct you, too?” 

They already did, you jerk. Argus was still trembling. He took a couple of deep breaths. It didn’t help; he was too wound up.

The lunch bell rang. Argus drew in another breath. Lola would go to her next class, and he’d go to jail. First day back and already trouble.

DeAlba continued, “And take off those damn sunglasses.”

Sure, why not. Argus shrugged and took off the sunglasses. If his eyes were still black, he’d soon know it by DeAlba’s reaction. Honestly, he didn’t care anymore. When DeAlba didn’t say anything, he put the sunglasses away. Huh, maybe he was learning to control his emotions after all. 

He followed DeAlba from the office as the government guy pushed past and strode right in. The guy was plump with graying hair and a neatly-trimmed mustache, wearing an expensive-looking suit and shiny black shoes. He looked more important than Max. Could he be a replacement since Max’s memory was gone?

DeAlba grabbed Argus by the sleeve. “No stalling. Get moving.”

The hallway was filled with students rushing to their classes, but when they saw Argus being shoved by DeAlba, they stopped and stared. Argus saw Dave among the kids. Dave saw him, too, and limped and dodged his way to Argus.

“Hey, man, I heard from Lola that you were back. I had a tutor session, or I would have sat with you guys at lunch. Can I crash and join you at Marco’s?”

“Sure, if I can get there.” Argus glanced at DeAlba who didn’t look happy about the delay. “This is Detective DeAlba” He raised his voice, “He’s wrongfully arresting me for hurting Justin, which I didn’t do.” Sure, that sounded snide, but who cared?

“Arresting you? Nah, that’s a joke, right?” Dave stared at DeAlba. “A joke, right?”

DeAlba shook his head slowly. “No joke. Let’s go, Dachel.”

“See you around, Dave. Tell Lola, will you?” Argus felt his anger starting up again when he thought of not seeing Lola later. His heart rate increased. Calm down, he had to calm down. He slowed his breathing and concentrated on playing football. Holding the ball, throwing the ball. There, he relaxed. It was getting easier.

One of Argus’s teammates pointed at DeAlba. “Yo! That’s our quarterback! You don’t push him around.”

“This is police business, kid. Stand back or I’ll run you in for obstructing.” DeAlba grabbed Argus by the sleeve.

Argus pulled away and smiled when a crowd gathered around him. It was great to have friends. “It’s okay, this guy thinks I’m somebody I’m not.”

Dave motioned to Argus’s right hand.  “Whoa! Hey, man what’s wrong with your hand?” 

“What do you...” Argus held up his right hand and gasped. The skin all around his wrist was light red, almost like a sunburn, only it was glowing, dim but definitely glowing. What was happening? He shoved his hand in his pocket. “Sunburn.”

Dave tilted his head. “That’s not like any sunburn I’ve ever seen. And it wasn’t sunburned a second ago.” He pinched his brow like he was trying to figure out what could have happened. 

DeAlba grabbed Argus’s arm and pulled his hand free of his pocket. It was still glowing red. “What did you do? Do you need medical attention? Is this how you burned Justin Jones?”

“It was his fault!” Argus yelled. His hand went back to normal. He shook DeAlba off and waved his hand in the air. “See? Not burned.” 

“You need to cool down, Dachel. And I want to know what you did to your hand.” DeAlba pointed to the crowd of kids. “Okay, break it up and go about your business.” He turned back to Argus and pointed down the hall. “My car’s out front.”

Argus shrugged. “Dave, tell Lola. Please.” He took off at a full sprint down the hall, ignoring DeAlba’s order for him to slow down. It felt good to run and get some of his built up energy out.

He knew he was acting more like Tai, but he didn’t care. Maybe Tai had the right idea about being better than humans. DeAlba was right behind him, thundering down the hall. I could outrun you if I wanted to. Argus slowed down outside to let DeAlba catch up. Why was he being so obnoxious to DeAlba? The man was doing his job. Was it because his emotions were all screwed up? Probably. It’d be okay once he called Aunt Celeste. She’d come and fix things. This was only an inconvenience. 

By the time DeAlba caught up, Argus was already standing by a black sedan that was parked right out front in a no parking zone. It had spotlights on the outside near the side mirrors like the undercover cars he’d seen on TV. He knew it had to be DeAlba’s car.

DeAlba pressed the remote key and unlocked the doors. “You’re a troublemaker, aren’t you, Dachel? Before you get in, I need to pat you down.”

“What? You can’t do that.”

DeAlba placed his hand on Argus’s shoulder. “I can. You’re under arrest. Lean against the car with your feet spread. This’ll go quicker if you don’t resist.”

Argus looked around and was grateful that everyone had gone to their classes so no one would see his humiliation. He placed his hands on the roof of the car and spread his legs. DeAlba didn’t waste any time in doing the pat-down. He found the cell phone and took it from Argus’s pocket, finished the frisk, and told him to get in the back seat.

“That’s my phone, Detective.”

“You’ll get it back.” DeAlba searched through the backpack and waited until Argus was in the back seat before he tossed it in and read out the Miranda Rights. He reached over and snapped on the seatbelt. Then got in the driver’s seat, locked the doors, and took off. 

Without his phone, Argus couldn’t text Aunt Celeste. He’d get to call her from the station, but he wanted to let her know right away. And let her know about the red hand thing. That didn’t seem like an ability, so what was it? It didn’t hurt and it faded away quickly.

He slumped in the seat. What would Tai be doing? Was he locked up, undergoing weird Ramtalan medical tests? Did they hurt? Was he afraid? Did they erase his memory? Did he even remember his family anymore? Why was it taking so long for Aunt Celeste to get another tribunal set up? 

Argus sighed. Maybe he should have stayed at the Citadel. At least he’d be with Tai and wouldn’t be sitting in the back of DeAlba’s car. But then he wouldn’t be with humans, with Lola. No, he didn’t belong at the Citadel. Palmdale was his home and he’d do whatever he had to so he could stay.
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Chapter 2
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Max Jackson, ex-AURA employee, watched from the window of the science classroom as Argus Dachel was loaded into the back of a black sedan. He still couldn’t figure out why the kid’s name triggered something in his memory, but there was a memory there, locked away just waiting to be freed.

He turned away from the window and faced a classroom full of students. He was lucky that two teachers were out sick so he could stick around the school more. He was now subbing in math and science. Argus Dachel was in his science class and his brother, Tai Dachel, was supposed to be in this math class, but he wasn’t. So where was Tai Dachel?

He sucked in a breath. Time to teach. “Okay, where did your teacher leave off?” 

The classroom door swung open, and Max stared, not believing what he was seeing. It was his boss, Stone, standing there with a scowl on his face. It was the same scowl that was always there whenever they talked.

“Jackson, why are you here? You’re off the assignment.” Stone strode in.

“What? Hey, you fired me, I don’t have to answer to you anymore.” Max pointed to the door. “Get out. You’re disturbing my class.”

There were some ohhhs from the students.

Stone shook his head and the scowl got deeper. “Yeah, you’re right about that. I did fire your ass, but I’m here to tell you that since you don’t work for AURA anymore, you’d better not be using any AURA resources on your own.”

Max motioned to the door. He’d worked for the Astronomical Urgent Recovery Administration, AURA, for years and planned to use whatever resources he damn well pleased. “Let’s go into the hall to talk. I think I’m onto something.” He addressed the class, “I’ll be right back. Take out your math books and....I don’t know...read.”

Max left the room with Stone on his heels and stepped away from the classroom. He didn’t see the point in angering Stone too much because he had to keep the jerk off his back about the destruction of the pool car and motel room. He put on his professional look. Straight posture, no expression. He’d done it so often, it was easy. 

Stone sneered. “Teaching high school, Jackson? Well, I guess that’s about all you’re good for. I never expected you to turn to booze and roll a pool car, but it’s not completely unexpected.”

Max rubbed the back of his head where he still had a large bump from the accident. “I don’t even remember drinking. And I don’t remember going to Las Vegas to do it.” 

“You destroyed a government pool car and a motel room.”

Yep, Stone was going to make trouble. Okay, Max, do something to stop him pressing charges. “I know, sir. But I don’t remember doing either of those things.” Max glanced around to make sure no one could hear. “I was apparently investigating something here at the high school, but I can’t remember what. I found my old teaching credential and discovered that I was subbing at this school. I’m doing this on my own time now that I no longer work for AURA. My own time, Mr. Stone. I know there’s something here and I have a feeling that it’s something big.”

Stone seemed to consider what he said. “All right. I can’t stop you, for now. But if you involve AURA in any way, I’ll have you thrown in Federal prison. I have no idea what you think you’ll find here, none of your reports or data showed anything conclusive. But hey, go ahead and waste your life, just don’t forget to pay the spousal support to my daughter. And if you do by some miracle find something, you report it to me ASAP.”

Always with the alimony. Of course he wouldn’t forget to pay. If he did, Stone would have him arrested for sure. “Report to you?” Max got in Stone’s face. “I don’t work for you.” 

He spun around and stormed back to the classroom. Now more than ever he wanted to find evidence of aliens, to rub Stone’s nose in it and maybe get hired back as Stone’s boss. That would hit him where it hurts. Of course, he’d have to get his hands on a new Organic Energy Emitting Device since his other OEED was destroyed. His first task though was to find out more about that Argus Dachel kid. He seemed to be a clue. I’m coming for you, Argus. He smiled and picked up the teacher’s edition math textbook.
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Chapter 3
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Argus sat in a cold room at the police station, without any handcuffs. The interview room was what Detective DeAlba called it. Whatever it was called, it was a miserable place with only a table and chairs. The air conditioning was too high, and the walls, floor, and tabletop were white. The only color came from the chairs, which were black heavy gauge plastic. He shivered.

He’d been allowed to call Aunt Celeste and from the tone of her voice, she was furious. She hid it well, but he could tell by the way she spoke abruptly and didn’t even say goodbye when she hung up. It wasn’t his fault though. Hopefully, she’d realize that.

When the door to the interview room finally opened, Aunt Celeste walked in, followed by DeAlba. He pointed to a chair beside Argus. She sat down and placed her hands in her lap. 

“Ms. Apodaca,” DeAlba said. “I could charge you with aiding and abetting for helping Mr. Dachel escape at the airport, but I won’t. Unless you refuse to cooperate.”

“I will cooperate,” she replied politely. She glanced at Argus. “Are you all right?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I mean yes. Can you be intrusive?” That was his code to allow her to use telepathy. Hopefully she understood.

She blinked her eyes. “Done.”

DeAlba tapped on the table. “Hey, no secret signals. This is serious business.”

Argus drew in a breath and thought about everything, especially his red hand, so that she could read his thoughts. After a few seconds, she nodded, straightened slightly, and turned to DeAlba who was pacing slowly.

“Detective, the complaint against my nephew is unfounded. Justin Jones already confessed to the principal, Dr. Chavez, that he burned his hands with a cigarette. To continue accusing Argus is ridiculous.” 

DeAlba came over and sat in a chair on the opposite side of the table. “That may be, but when there’s an arrest warrant issued, I have to investigate. You messed with the wrong kid, Argus. Justin’s father is a police sergeant and he’s out for blood on this one. There’s also a warrant for Tai Dachel. Ms. Apodaca, do you know his whereabouts? Argus gave us a rather, how should I put it, smart ass answer.” He put a manila folder on the table.

“You did?” Aunt Celeste looked at Argus. “What did you say?”

Argus shrugged and thought about what he said, regretting that he ever said it. Aunt Celeste sighed and gave him a pat on the arm. She leaned forward with her elbow on the table.

“Detective DeAlba, Tai has left home. This has upset Argus terribly. Please don’t hold it against him if he’s been discourteous.” Aunt Celeste kept staring at DeAlba.

Argus watched, wondering if she was using her mind control on him or not. Her eyes hadn’t changed, so maybe she wasn’t. DeAlba was transfixed, though, looking right at her. Were they sizing each other up? It sure looked like it. It continued for at least thirty seconds or so until DeAlba averted his eyes and opened the manila folder. Okay, it didn’t seem like Aunt Celeste did anything to him. Damn it. It would have been easier if she had.

DeAlba took out a grainy photo and slid it in front of Argus. “How do you explain this, Argus?”

Argus looked at the photo. It was from Marco’s and showed Tai on top of Justin, punching him. Security tape no doubt. Grainy or not, it was clearly Tai. Argus tried hard not to react. He did his breathing exercises that Aunt Celeste taught him so he could control his emotions. Now it’d look like Tai ran away to avoid prosecution. Good thing he was safe at the Citadel. Maybe he wasn’t safe though.

Aunt Celeste whispered, “He is, Argus. For now.”

Argus nodded and stared at the photo. 

“Argus.” DeAlba took the photo away and slid another one across the table. “This is what you and your brother are accused of doing to Justin Jones.”

Argus didn’t want to look at the photo, but he did. It was graphic, showing both of Justin’s hands, the skin over his knuckles burned or melted away. Argus shook his head, feeling horrible. His blood did that? He put his elbows on the table and rested his head in his hands. He should confess, tell DeAlba that he did do it. That was the right thing to do.

“No, Argus,” Aunt Celeste said quietly.

“What?” DeAlba raised an eyebrow.

Argus forgot he’d allowed her to use telepathy. “Okay, stop now, Aunt Celeste.”

“Done.” She grabbed the photo and slid it across the table so it landed in front of DeAlba. “Do not show things like that to my nephew.” Now her eyes flashed. “I will arrange for bail.”

DeAlba slipped the photos back into the folder and closed it. “Okay, that’s fine, but Argus will be booked and go before the judge first. Does this mean you won’t voluntarily talk to me anymore?” He tapped his fingers on the table.

Aunt Celeste didn’t answer but turned to Argus. “You’ll be out very soon. I’ve sent word to Ari.”

Argus jumped up. “What? Why? After what he did to you at the Cita...at...you know. He’s responsible for Galena taking...” 

She held up her hand to quiet him. “He will help us. And I certainly haven’t forgotten what he did.”

DeAlba tapped on the table for attention. “Is this Ari your attorney?”

Argus drew in a deep breath. Ari was the last person on Earth that he wanted to see. Then again, maybe some good could come of Ari being in Palmdale. If he did come, he’d go right back to the Citadel once he’d helped. “Ari can take back a message to Tai.”

“Wait.” DeAlba got up as well. “Ah, so you do know where Tai is.”

Aunt Celeste pushed the chair back and stood up. “As I said, Tai has left home.” She turned to Argus. “There is always an open channel to Ari, Argus.”

“I take it that is your attorney?” DeAlba pressed.

“He is,” was all Aunt Celeste said.

Ari was an attorney? Argus saw a glimmer of hope, finally. If Aunt Celeste could still communicate with the Citadel through Ari, then there was a possibility of letting Tai know what was happening. He slammed his hand on the table. “Let’s get this over with so I can go home.”

DeAlba spoke to Aunt Celeste but looked at Argus. “Ms. Apodaca, you should explain to Argus that an assault with bodily injury charge isn’t a simple matter. There could be a trial. Do you understand that, Argus?”

Argus nodded. He didn’t really understand the legal system, but he’d agree to anything to move things along. A surge of energy shot through his body. “I’m innocent, so I have nothing to worry about. I told you, Justin attacked me. Both times. My brother got involved only to protect me.” He felt confident. “You need to hook Justin up to a lie detector. Did you think about that? No, you probably didn’t because you already assume I’m guilty. I’m not. Justin is. He shot Lola, too, did you even know about...” He couldn’t stop talking.

What was happening? His heart raced and he felt hot. Very hot. His skin tingled. He looked at Aunt Celeste. Her eyes were bright blue and wide. She shook her head.

“Argus, calm yourself. Self-control. Now.” She placed her hand on his shoulder. “This is not good. Not good at all. Your energy is still high from your stay at the...” She didn’t finish the sentence.

“What the hell is going on!” shouted DeAlba. “Who shot who?”

Argus trembled. His whole body shook. He saw a faint reddish glow behind DeAlba. The image of his dad appeared, wavering, fuzzy. He heard a voice, a raspy, distant voice, whispering. “My son, you must listen to Aridesian. He will help you rejoin Tai. My son...” The voice faded and the apparition was gone.

Argus rolled out of the chair and collapsed to the ground feeling completely exhausted. His hand was red again. What the hell! Aunt Celeste knelt beside him. She placed her hand on his forehead and frowned. “Argus, regulate your breathing. Slow down your heart like we practiced.” She traced her fingers over his hand. After a moment, the red vanished. “Very interesting,” was all she said.

He slowed his breathing and felt better, cooler, in control. He checked his hand. It was normal. He sat up. DeAlba was at the door, calling for medical help. Still dizzy, Argus replayed the words his father, or whoever it was, said. Why did he say listen to Ari? What did that mean? It couldn’t be his dad, it just couldn’t.

“Argus? What is it? Did you see the apparition again?” Aunt Celeste glanced around the room. “Cover your eyes.”

Great, his eyes had flipped to black again. Just what he needed. He put his hand over his eyes. “I saw him again, Aunt Celeste. My dad. What does he want?”

“Not now, Argus.” She placed her finger to her lips. “We’ll discuss it later.”

A man in a blue jacket, a paramedic, carrying a toolbox of some sort, came into the room and crouched by Argus. “You fainted?”

Argus shook his head, keeping his hand over his eyes. “No. Not exactly. I got...hot...and then...I fell.” That was the truth, at least as much of the truth as he could tell the paramedic.

“Okay.” The paramedic opened the toolbox and took out a stethoscope and blood pressure cuff. He took Argus’s vitals and nodded. “You check out okay now. This happens sometimes in here. A panic attack. Has this happened to you before?”

“No.” Argus peered through his fingers and watched DeAlba pace around the room. He looked nervous. Good. He should. He was in a room with a pure form Ramtalan who could end his miserable life in a second. Whoa. Why did he think that? Now he was having the same hostile thoughts that Tai did. “I’m okay now, really.” He stood, with help from Aunt Celeste.

She looked at him and whispered, “Your eyes are normal.”

DeAlba stopped pacing and came over to Argus. “Are you sure you’re all right, son?”

“Son? I’m not your son.” Argus blurted. “Sorry. Sorry, I didn’t mean to say that. I’m fine. I’ll be fine, I mean.”

“Take it easy, Argus.” DeAlba blew out a puff of air. “You scared me there. I’ll take you to the holding cell where you can lie down. Once you’re fingerprinted and booked, your attorney can make bail.” He turned to Aunt Celeste. “We’ll watch him carefully.”

“You’d better. My attorney won’t be here for six hours. If anything happens to Argus in that time—” 

“We will watch him carefully.” DeAlba held open the door and motioned everyone out. “Ms. Apodaca, here’s my business card with my cell number. Call me if you have any questions. When your attorney arrives, have him contact me after he’s arranged for bail.”

“I will.” Aunt Celeste placed her hands on Argus’s shoulders and pulled him close. “I did not plan on this. My mind was on other matters, and I forgot about DeAlba.”

“Me, too.” Argus wasn’t so afraid to be locked up anymore now that he knew Ari was coming to help. Maybe Ari wasn’t the bad guy after all, especially if the apparition said to trust him. Galena probably forced him to kidnap Tai. This was only a small speed bump slowing things down. That’s all. He’d be home soon and back in school. And when Tai got back, everything would be like it was before.
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Argus was put in the holding cell, which wasn’t a cell at all but a room with a heavy door that had a small window in the center. There was a wooden bench and an aluminum toilet. That was all. He’d been fingerprinted and told that the judge had agreed that Aunt Celeste could post bail. He paced around and around, counting the minutes until he was so bored he thought he’d lose his mind. He sat for a while, used the bench for some pushups and paced again. He was going crazy. It would still be hours before Ari arrived. 

He got up and looked through the small window into the hallway. No one around. What was he going to do to pass the time? Well, there was one thing he could do. If he was careful, he could use his future-looking ability to see what Lola was doing. It didn’t make him weak anymore, so even if DeAlba came in, there wouldn’t be a problem. He’d have to make sure he didn’t dissolve though. That happened when he concentrated and focused extra hard. But he was getting much better at controlling his abilities now. After a final look through the window, he went back to the bench, lay down and concentrated on Lola.

An image began to focus. There she was, sitting in a classroom, taking notes. What class was it? He changed his view and saw the teacher write on the board; its, it’s, then, than. It was English, he recognized the teacher, Mrs. Harris. He went back to Lola and focused on her notebook. She wasn’t taking notes at all but was doodling.


 Argus Dachel 



He smiled. If he could doodle right now, he’d frame her name with little hearts, too. She looked so pretty and sweet. Her hair was pulled back in a braid with little loose curls framing her face. And of course she was wearing the gold heart necklace he gave her. It was such a relief that her shoulder wasn’t hurt worse. Damn Justin. Lola quickly turned the page in her notebook and looked up. The image started to fade, but before it did, Argus saw Max standing beside Mrs. Harris. They both looked at Lola.

The image was gone. Argus jumped up. What was Max doing in the classroom? Why couldn’t he leave them alone? Aunt Celeste said Commander Jampara erased his memory, but she said it might not have worked perfectly because of the energy from the photometric pulse she used on him. Damn it all. Now he seemed to target Lola. She didn’t know anything. Max wasn’t supposed to be a concern anymore. What was he up to? 

Argus stretched out on the bench and concentrated on Lola again. It wasn’t as easy this time because he kept thinking about Max. After several tries, he saw that Lola would be walking down the hallway with Max beside her in a few seconds. Why? This wasn’t good. Not good at all. Argus held onto his concentration so he wouldn’t lose them. There was no way he’d let Max kidnap Lola. And what if he tried to drug her as well? No way, Max. 

Argus tracked them to the empty cafeteria. Okay, at least Max wasn’t doing anything suspicious, probably he only wanted to talk to her. She couldn’t tell him anything anyway. The vision began to fade again. Damn it, he really should learn how to hold onto it better and figure out a way to hear what was being said. 

Max sat down at one of the tables and motioned for Lola to sit across from him. He placed a pair of handcuffs on the table. She looked scared. Was he threatening to arrest her? All of this was going to happen in the very near future. Argus knew that if he could dissolve and turn invisible, he could get there first and stop Max from going to Lola’s class.

Concentrating even harder, Argus focused his thoughts on Max. When he felt solid ground beneath his feet and smelled the faint odor of food hanging in the air, he knew he’d dissolved and reappeared in the cafeteria. He opened his eyes and looked around. Yep, he’d made it. But the cafeteria wasn’t where he needed to be. He ran down the hallway to the classroom and stopped outside. Max turned the corner and headed right toward him, not seeing him of course. Argus hadn’t a clue how to stop him. Being invisible had its advantages, but also its disadvantages, like he couldn’t be heard. But he could still touch things. 

There was a plastic chair outside the door. What could he do with that? The only thing that came to mind was to throw it and since that’s all he had to work with, he’d have to do it. He grabbed the chair and tossed it down the hallway straight at Max. He forgot to regulate his strength and the chair slammed into Max’s legs, knocking him backward about five feet.

Max yelped and grabbed his legs. “Who threw that?” He writhed on the ground.

Argus wished he could take back the last few seconds. He didn’t mean to hurt Max, only distract him. Not that he didn’t deserve to have a chair thrown at him. Good thing was that now he wouldn’t go into the room to get Lola. The plan had worked.

Several teachers came out of their classrooms to see what the commotion was about. One called for help on his cell phone and the others crowded around Max and asked what happened. 

It was time to return to the holding cell, but he’d never learned how to get back. This was a problem, a huge problem. He shouldn’t have dissolved. But he had to save Lola. What could he do now? He needed a solution right now. He had to hurry before DeAlba discovered him missing. Maybe he could use the molecular shift. Aunt Celeste explained it briefly when they were at the Citadel. Tai only did it that once and said he never wanted to do it again, but this was a desperate situation. Argus braced himself for the pain. Well, there was a first time for everything.

He sat in the hallway, back against the wall so he wouldn’t get stepped on since he was invisible, closed his eyes and imagined his body dissociating, separating like a jigsaw puzzle, and then coming back together in the holding cell. He thought of it over and over and over until he was whisked away in a whirling current of air, and it felt like his body was being ripped apart, his bones breaking, and his body being crushed. Just when he thought he couldn’t take the pain anymore, the sensation stopped. He opened his eyes. He’d made it! His first solo molecular shift. But he was out of breath and queasy. He sat up on the bench and leaned forward, not sure if he was going to throw up or not.

There was a flurry of activity outside the holding cell door. Footsteps, people yelling. What was going on? He got up on shaky legs and went to the window in the door and peered out. If there was a fire or something, somebody better let him out. He banged on the door and called out.

It was DeAlba who came and just stared at him through the window. “What the hell!” he shouted and opened the door wide. “How did you get back in here?”

Oh, crap. Argus took a few steps backward. “Ah, I never left. What are you talking about?” Play dumb, Argus.

“You weren’t in here a few minutes ago. I came in and you were gone. I looked everywhere. You weren’t in here. I don’t know how you did it. This is just like at the airport.” DeAlba looked around, leaned into the hallway, and yelled, “I found him! Call off the search!” He came into the cell. “Who let you out? Tell me.”

“Nobody. I’ve been here since you locked me in. How come you didn’t see me? I was asleep on the bench.”

“No, you weren’t. I’ll find out who let you out.” DeAlba shook his head and checked the lock on the door. “This isn’t a game, kid.”

Argus was still queasy. He went back to the bench again. DeAlba stared at him, obviously trying to figure out what happened. Argus felt like a magician. Here one minute, gone the next. He had to admit, it really was cool to be a New Breed sometimes. What would it be like to be more Ramtalan, like Tai? Were there more abilities that would show up?

“Why are you smiling?” DeAlba came into the room. “Escaping custody is a serious matter. You might as well tell me who let you out.”

Whoops, he hadn’t realized he was smiling. For some reason, he blurted out, “Aliens.” Why did he say that? That was just dumb. 

“Again with the aliens.” DeAlba pointed to a small black glass dome hanging near the corner of the ceiling. “Are you telling me that I’m going to see you abducted by little green men?” He smiled. “Video surveillance.”

Video? That wasn’t good. Argus felt the blood drain from his face. “Sorry, I was just joking around.” He lowered his voice, “Besides, they’re blue, not green.”

DeAlba shook his head. “I’ll find out how you did it. Oh, your aunt’s here to see you. Ordinarily we don’t allow visitors, but because this is your first offense and you’re a minor, I’ll allow it.”

“Thank you, sir.” Argus leaned his head against the wall.

Aunt Celeste came in and sat down beside him and waited until DeAlba closed the door. “Are you all right? You look pale.”

“No, I’m fine.” He leaned forward. “Um, I know I shouldn’t have, but I dissolved.” He braced himself for the lecture he was about to receive.

“You did what?” 

“I’m sorry. I was bored and wanted to see Lola. But listen, it turned out good. Sort of. I stopped Max from questioning her.” 

Aunt Celeste raised an eyebrow. “Questioning her? Why is Max going after Lola? His memory must be coming back. Argus, how did you get back here?” She looked at him, no sign of anger, more like curiosity.

“I used the molecular shift like you told me about.” 

“You what?” She stood and brought her ponytail to the front. “How? You can’t...you don’t have enough Ramtalan DNA for a molecular shift. The only reason Tai was able to bring you back with him was because he has more Ramtalan DNA, and he connected his body to yours and passed the shift through you. This is phenomenal. We cannot tell Ari about this or he’ll tell Galena. She’ll want you brought back to the Citadel immediately.”

He sighed. “Then I’m not mentioning it to anyone. When can I get out of here?” He wished he could tell Tai about doing the molecular shift when apparently no other New Breed could. But then Tai would know he wasn’t a New Breed anymore. It was awesome news, yet no one could know. It was like throwing the winning pass in football and then not being able to share the glory.

Aunt Celeste looked at her watch. “We’ve still got several hours before Ari gets here. I’ve had some time to think about why your body temperature increased before. I believe there is Ramtalan energy in that apparition and it flowed into you. That’s not necessarily a bad thing, except combined with the energy from the Citadel that’s still in you, it became too much.”

“Nothing happened to me the other times I saw the apparition.”

“You were at the Citadel then. Energy flows freely there and your body was already infused with extra energy. The collective energy is slowly leaving your body now that you’re back home. If you’re exposed to a burst of energy here, your body will try to absorb it all quickly. If the apparition continues to appear, your body should eventually adjust. If that happens, you might experience enhanced abilities like at the Citadel. Be prepared and be cautious. Do you understand?”

He nodded. “I think so.” He had felt a slight rush after the apparition appeared. Life would be easier at the Citadel, having Settlers take care of everything. But that’s not where he belonged and that’s not what he wanted, not deep down anyway. Palmdale was home. 

“Aunt Celeste, DeAlba said there’s video in this room. If that’s true, then he’ll know I dissolved. Can you do anything?” 

She flipped her head so that her ponytail trailed down her back again. “Not with video, I’m afraid. I can try to muddle DeAlba’s memory though, and anyone else’s who sees the video. I read his thoughts when we were in the interrogation room before. He’s a decent man, so I don’t want to harm him with too much memory manipulation.” She touched Argus on the arm and smiled. “Your mother would have been so proud of you for performing a molecular shift. It’s an unbelievable accomplishment. When we get home, I’d like you to use the shift so I can take measurements. Once everything is settled down with the Citadel, we can share the news with Commander Jampara.”

Argus groaned. “But it really hurts. And I felt horrible after it was done.”

The door opened and DeAlba came in. “How did you do it?”

Aunt Celeste got up and faced him, her eyes blazing blue. “He did nothing. You saw nothing. The video malfunctioned. Argus was here all along and you simply did not realize it. You should erase the video. And Argus needs food.”

DeAlba’s expression was blank, his eyes weren’t blinking, and his body swayed a little. When he did blink, it was like he’d woken up. He straightened and drew in a deep breath. “What was I saying? Oh, yes, the video was malfunctioning. Sorry to accuse you of leaving the room. I’ll have a sandwich and drink brought in.” He motioned to Aunt Celeste. “I’ll have to ask you to leave now.”

Her eyes were back to normal. She nodded. “I understand. Thank you for allowing me to visit. I will return when my attorney arrives.” She gave Argus a brief nod. “Be good.”

DeAlba waited for Aunt Celeste to leave and then closed and locked the door behind her, leaving Argus once again alone. He paced around, feeling anxious. If he could use the molecular shift now, what else could he do? As strange as it was to think that the collective energy at the Citadel was still in him, it was also pretty cool. Maybe it was time to embrace who he really was instead of trying to push it away. He was a New Breed, but that didn’t change him completely, he was still Argus Dachel, high school quarterback. Just a regular kid. Okay, maybe not so regular.

He wrung his hands together. He had way too much energy built up to sit down, so he decided to do push-ups on the bench again. Not much longer before he’d be free. First thing he’d do, call Lola. And maybe go over to her house for a visit, if Aunt Celeste would let him. 

“Come on, Ari, hurry up!” he shouted louder than he’d meant to. 

The door opened again and DeAlba came in with a tray. “Here’s a sandwich and a bottle of water.” He placed the tray on the bench and turned to go but hesitated and looked around. “What’s that sound?”

Argus listened. There was a low rumbling, but he couldn’t pinpoint it. “I hear it, too.”

DeAlba wandered around the room. After a few seconds, the ground shook and he grabbed Argus by the arm and pulled him out of the holding cell. “Earthquake!” he shouted. “Come on, kid!”

They made it to the lobby of the police station as the tremor grew violent. Computers crashed to the ground, chairs fell over, ceiling tiles tumbled down, and the plate glass windows cracked and shattered. Officers were running around, taking cover. DeAlba pushed Argus under a table and crawled in after him, covering Argus with his body. 

The sounds made Argus cringe. It reminded him of the brick room where he’d seen the red light and where he heard his dad’s voice. The brick room had shaken as well. Could that have been an earthquake, too. It didn’t seem likely that there’d be two earthquakes close in time in different areas. What if that room was also in Palmdale? But if it was, where was it? He had to find out and get to the bottom of whether the apparition really was his dad. First though, he had to make it out of the police station alive and not as a victim of the latest earthquake.
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Max cursed to himself. Why did he think it would be a good idea to find out what Lola McCreary, an apparent friend of Argus Dachel’s, knew about the kid? If he hadn’t headed to her classroom, he wouldn’t have had a chair thrown at him. He never saw who did it. Stupid asshole teenagers. If he found whoever was responsible, he’d have them arrested for assault.

Bruised and in pain, he refused medical attention because nothing was broken, and he managed to limp to his rental car unaided. School was just about over anyway. Right now all he wanted to do was lie down in his new motel room, a nicer place than the Palms Motel he was in before. This motel even had a pool and hot tub. 

He parked outside his room and limped inside. The air conditioner had the room a decent temperature, so nice that he almost forgot he was in the miserably hot desert. He closed the door just as the ground started to shake and roll.

An earthquake! He grabbed for the dresser, but stumbled and fell to the ground, banging his sore shins. “Ow!” he shouted. 

He was used to earthquakes in LA, but this one was large for Palmdale, probably over five on the Richter scale. His legs hurt so bad, he hoped the quake would stop quickly so he could get up and maybe soak in the hot tub. Thankfully the shaking tapered off and stopped after a few more seconds. 

He struggled to pull himself up, but he managed and stretched out on the bed. Boy, oh, boy, it sure seemed like Palmdale didn’t want him there. He pressed the remote and turned on the TV, got his cell phone and scrolled through the call log for any clues as to what had happened before he lost his memory. He must have spoken to someone. Well, hell, the call log was empty. That wasn’t right. Why would it say there were no calls incoming or outgoing over the past week?

“Okay, Max, think.” 

He muted the TV and glanced over at the paper bag containing the broken OEED. Unfortunately, now that he’d been fired, he couldn’t access the AURA database to see what data he’d downloaded from the OEED. And he sure as hell couldn’t request a new one. What about stealing one? If he could figure out what, or who, he was after at Highland High, he could start piecing things together. 

At least he was finding clues. The cell phone for instance. Someone erased his call log. But why? Who would he have called? He searched his memory for possibilities.

Stone? The Palms Motel? Highland High? Principal Chavez? His ex-wife...no, not his ex-wife. The airline?

That was a fairly short list. Who else? Who would he reach out to if he needed help? A name flashed into his brain. Gretchen Manheim. Of course. She hated him, but she was the brightest computer hacker around and she knew how to build an OEED. Those talents were rare and if he’d needed help, he would have contacted her. 

He dialed her number and waited, counting seven rings before she picked up. “Gretchen? It’s me, Max. Max Jackson.”

“Max?” her voice was soft, not harsh like she usually sounded.

“Yeah, Max. Did I happen to call you? Maybe a few days ago?” That must sound idiotic.

“What? How would I know?”

“Excuse me? Gretch, I’m not in the mood for games. I was in a car wreck and lost my memory. Amnesia. I’m trying to piece the last few days back together.” He sat up and rubbed his shins.

“Listen to me, Jackson, I don’t know what game you’re playing, but it’s not funny.” Now she sounded pissed off.

“What the hell are you talking about? Seriously, Gretch, I can’t remember a damn thing that happened.”

A pause. “You’re really being serious?” Her tone softened again.

“Yes. I woke up in Las Vegas with my car rolled over and my head all banged up. It’s like my thoughts got erased. It’s not a good feeling, Gretch. I think I was gathering data in Palmdale. No idea how I got to Las Vegas.”

Another pause. “Jackson, the same thing’s happened to me. I woke up in San Diego on the side of the freeway at 2:00 a.m. I flipped my car, I guess. I don’t even remember driving to San Diego. And the cops said I was drunk. I don’t remember drinking. You know me, I don’t drink. I had a concussion and a big bump at the back of my head. And I don’t remember anything from the past week.”

He reached around and felt the back of his head. “What’s going on, Gretchen? This is too weird to be a coincidence.”

“I agree. Where are you now? Let’s meet.”

“You read my mind. I’m in Palmdale at the Desert Sands motel.”

“Be there in a couple of hours.” She hung up.

It wasn’t likely that they’d be in the same type of accident, both drunk with bumps on the back of their heads, and no memory of the past week. Very strange indeed. There was something going on and he wasn’t going to give up until he figured it all out. He’d get his memory back if it was the last thing he did.
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When the earthquake stopped, DeAlba helped Argus out from under the table. Argus was shaken, but more curious about whether the brick room might be close by and if it was damaged in the quake. How could he find it? When he’d appeared in the brick room, he’d been thinking of his dad after seeing the apparition at the Citadel. 

“Hey kid, you okay?” DeAlba looked him over and then checked the lobby and other police officers. “That was a good size quake,” he mumbled.

Argus helped the officers pick up some of the computer equipment. “Um, Detective DeAlba, was there another earthquake here recently?” 

“Yeah. Smaller though.” He raised his eyebrow. “So you’re saying you weren’t around, which means you did skip town, didn’t you?” DeAlba motioned him to sit down in a chair. “Somehow you got on a flight.”

Argus complied and sat. “No. Ah, maybe.” He couldn’t very well lie because DeAlba found him and Aunt Celeste at the LA Airport waiting to board a flight. “We had an emergency, but we came back. Fugitives generally don’t come back, do they?”

“No, by definition a fugitive is someone who escapes. So you’re technically correct.” DeAlba went to a uniformed officer and came back with a pair of handcuffs.

Argus groaned. “You’re going to handcuff me? I’m not going anywhere. Remember, I’m not a fugitive.” 

DeAlba gave a hint of a smile. “It’s only because I don’t feel comfortable detaining you in the holding cell with these quakes. I’ll handcuff you out here in the lobby until your aunt arranges bail.” DeAlba held out the cuffs. “Or I can put you back in holding.”

“Oh. No, I guess I’d rather be out here.” Argus extended his hands and winced when the cuffs were clamped closed. 

The phone rang. One of the officers had to pick it up off the ground. After speaking for a short time, the officer flagged down DeAlba, who took the call. Argus listened and knew right away who was on the other end when DeAlba pulled the receiver away from his ear. 

DeAlba hung up and turned to Argus. “That was your aunt. She wanted to make sure you weren’t hurt in the quake. I don’t think she believed me when I said you were fine. She’s a bit, ah, overprotective, isn’t she? She’s coming to check on you. She said she was about to come anyway.”

“Okay.” 

Yeah, that sounded like Aunt Celeste. If she was about to come before the earthquake, it must mean Ari had arrived. There was a lot of strange stuff about Ari. The apparition said to trust him, but there was still the question about how Ari could be 100% Ramtalan. At this point, it was hard to trust anyone.

Being in the lobby was much better than sitting in the holding cell. He could look through the broken window and watch the sky as it started to turn pink and orange. It occurred to him that Lola might be looking at the same sunset. Once everything settled down, he’d take her on a romantic date and end it with another kayak ride on Elizabeth Lake where they’d watch the sunset and maybe finally share a real kiss. How cool would that be? A kiss at sunset.

The sky was a deep red-orange by the time Aunt Celeste pulled into the parking lot. Ari was in the passenger seat of the SUV, looking grim. Aunt Celeste, however, appeared pleased. They came in, stepped around some glass that hadn’t yet been swept up, nodded to Argus and went right to DeAlba.

Aunt Celeste announced, “Bail has been arranged.” She looked at Argus and smiled.

Argus smiled back. It was great to see Aunt Celeste happy. He expected her to be in trouble with the Citadel for calling for Ari’s help, but that apparently wasn’t the case.

Ari extended his hand to DeAlba. “I’m Aridesian Stargaard, the Dachel’s attorney. You are to release Argus Dachel to his aunt immediately.” He handed some papers to DeAlba.

After shaking Ari’s hand, DeAlba motioned for Argus to stand up. “He’s free to go.” 

Finally. Argus jumped up and held out his hands so DeAlba could unlock the handcuffs. Now he really was free. 

DeAlba handed the cuffs to an officer and addressed Aunt Celeste, “You’ll be notified of the preliminary hearing unless Justin Jones’ father drops the charges.”

What? Justin’s dad could drop the charges? Yeah, but he wouldn’t. Why would he? Justin wanted revenge. Justin was human and Ramtalans weren’t supposed to hurt humans. But it was an accident, so maybe that was all right. Commander Jampara never said anything about it. Maybe the Commander erased Max’s memory rather than kill him because he wasn’t allowed to kill him.

Aunt Celeste and Ari signed a couple of papers. DeAlba glanced at Argus and gave him a nod.

Ari came over, no smile on his face. “Are you ready to go?” 

“Yeah, I’m more than ready.” Argus hurried from the police station and got into the back seat of the SUV. There was a package about six or seven inches wide on the seat, a box wrapped in brown paper with For Arg written in black ink. It was Tai’s handwriting.

When Aunt Celeste was in the driver’s seat, she turned around. “That’s for you, from Tai.” She smiled again.

Argus nodded. He was getting used to seeing her smile. “Yeah, I guessed that from the label. Can I open it?”

Ari settled into the passenger seat and shook his head. “Not now. Instructions are that you should open it when you’re...alone.” He sounded angry.

Did he know what was in the package? Or maybe he was angry because he didn’t know what was inside. Argus put the package on his lap as Aunt Celeste pulled out of the parking lot and headed home. What would Tai have sent? It could be anything. He shook the package gently and felt something move. The package didn’t weigh much.

“Why can’t I open it now?” he asked.

Ari was quiet for a moment, but eventually turned his head and looked at Argus. He was frowning. “Tai gave the instructions. Galena is not happy that he’s sneaking a package out of the Citadel.”

Aunt Celeste said quietly, “It’s not up to Galena, Ari.”

Argus gripped the box tightly. Why would Galena care? And if she was ticked off about it, why did she let Ari bring the package? “I don’t understand.”

Ari turned back around to face forward. “No one has the right to intercept a New Breed’s private items. Galena can’t stop him from using me as a messenger. Just like she can’t prevent me coming here to help Celeste with your case.”

Oh, so that was it. Tai couldn’t communicate while the Citadel was on lock-down, but since Ari was allowed out, Tai used the opportunity to send the package. Clever, Tai, really clever. 

But why didn’t Tai leave with Ari? If he was allowed to send a package, couldn’t he say he wanted to leave, too? Maybe he didn’t want to. What if he liked it at the Citadel? What if the package was a goodbye gift?

Argus glanced up and saw in the rearview mirror that Aunt Celeste still smiled. It couldn’t only be because of the package. Should he ask or would that piss off Ari even more? Probably best to ask Aunt Celeste later when Ari wasn’t around.

The sun had set by the time they got home. Argus didn’t want to go inside right away, not after spending most of the day locked up. He clutched the package and walked out to the front lawn and listened to the crickets and a coyote howl in the distance. It was the sound of the desert, the desert that Tai loved so much. He was so far away, all alone without his family. 

Argus wandered around the yard, breathing in the warm sagebrush-scented air. Now he understood what people meant when they lost a loved one and said it a piece of them was missing. 

The waxing moon rose and gave off enough light to see by. Argus sat down on the cool grass and held the box to the light. The paper didn’t seem to be taped or glued but was sealed anyway. He felt along a seam and worked the paper loose. It fell away and disintegrated. What the hell? Magic paper? The box was nothing special, plain white cardboard with a matching lid. Drawing in a breath, he placed the box on the ground and lifted off the lid.

Inside was an envelope with “Open First” written on it and a small object wrapped in tissue paper. Argus looked around to make sure Ari wasn’t snooping anywhere nearby and opened the envelope. Inside was a letter:


Bro, I hope you and Aunt Celeste are okay. I had no idea what Galena was planning. Please believe me. I chewed her out pretty good! She makes me do these bogus tests where she hooks me up to electrodes or whatever they are. It gives me bad headaches. I can’t wait to get out of here. 

The wrapping paper on the package is made of this stuff that makes it impossible for Ramtalans to see whatever it’s covering. I made it. There’s a lab here and I’m learning how to make all sorts of cool things. I know what you’re going to say, but I really like science now. I used the paper because I didn’t want Galena or Ari to see what I’m sending you. I can’t go anywhere without her or Ari following me. Ari stays in Aunt Celeste’s apartment and makes me keep the connecting door open. Such a dick.

Okay, here’s the lowdown. They have a library here, but it’s not like a library with books. There’re all sorts of computer files about every New Breed since the beginning and there’s a file on Mom and Dad. Galena caught me looking at it and flipped out. She put a password on the file so I can’t get into it now, but I saw enough before she stopped me. I told her I didn’t have a chance to see anything, but I did. Arg, Ari and Dad were friends. Ari was a New Breed and worked at Edwards Air Force Base when that Argustine Lenox guy was there, but Ari’s been changed now, if you didn’t know that already. There’s something weird about him. Don’t trust him. Oh, he really is a lawyer, or at least used to be. That’s what he did at Edwards. I’m not sure what else I might have seen that could be important because that’s when Galena came and found me. You’ve got to find out more. I think this has something to do with the visions of Dad we keep seeing.
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