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Chapter ONE



Michael Guerin caught a whiff of something fresh and tangy. The smell of the ocean. God, he loved that smell.


Yeah, but do you love it because you love the ocean? he asked himself. Or do you love it because it's the way Cameron smells?


He ignored himself. He needed to get some sleep. And thinking about Cameron Winger was like chain drinking fifty cups of coffee. It made him feel like all his nerves were vibrating.


The ocean scent grew stronger. And Michael's nerves started vibrating faster, generating an electric current that raced through his body. Cameron was here. In his room, in his bedroom. He was sure of it.


Before he could sit up, he felt her arm slip around his waist, felt her breath warm against the back of his neck. Cameron wasn't just in his bedroom. She was in his bed.


He used to fantasize about exactly this when he was lying in his cell in the Clean Slate compound, held prisoner by Sheriff Valenti. The fantasies kept him sane in there. Kept him from thinking about exactly what the Clean Slate crew planned to do with him after they learned everything they could about his powers.


But those fantasies all took place before he found out the truth about Cameron. That was before he found out that she wasn't just another prisoner in the compound. She was working for Valenti, and her job was to get Michael to give her the names of the other aliens living in Roswell.


Was he just supposed to forget that Cameron had betrayed him? Was he just supposed to whatâ��roll over and start kissing her or something?


Yes, you big idiot! his body screamed at him. Yes! Do it. Do it now!


"Can't you even look at me?" Cameron asked softly. "You haven't actually looked at me for days."


It was true. He avoided looking at her because when he looked at her, he wanted her. And starting up something with Cameron again didn't seem like the smartest idea.


Cameron pulled her arm away. The mattress dipped as she slid to the edge of the bed.


"I guess I thought risking my life for you and your friends would mean . . ." Her words trailed off. "My mistake."


Michael shoved himself up into a sitting position and leaned against the headboard. He shot a quick glance at Cameron. She was facing away from him, and the curve of her neck under that short red hair of hers almost annihilated him. There was something about that short-as-an-army-guy hair that made the rest of her look even more female.


"It did mean something," Michael told her. "We probably wouldn't have gotten out of there alive without you."


It was true. Cameron had risked her life to help them escape from Elsevan DuPris, an enemy who had proven himself to be much more dangerous than Sheriff Valenti and Project Clean Slate. Cameron knew DuPris was an alien with powers exponentially stronger than Michael's and the others', but that hadn't stopped her from hurling herself at DuPris unarmed. Totally defenseless.


"But?" Cameron asked.


But Michael's problem was figuring out which was the real Cameron. The girl who betrayed him. Or the girl who saved his life.


He sighed. If he was going to try and explain that to her, he had to at least look her in the eye. Even if it caused some kind of electrical fire inside him.


Michael reached out and pulled Cameron around to face him. And then he screamed. He couldn't help himself.


It wasn't Cameron sitting there. Not anymore. It was DuPris.


"Wake up, Michael," DuPris told him. "You're a whole different species than that . . . girl. A superior species. Don't taint yourself."


What did DuPris want? He couldn't have taken on Cameron's appearance just to give Michael advice on his love life.


"Wake up, Michael," DuPris repeated. But it didn't sound like DuPris anymore. It sounded like Max Evans, Michael's best friend.


Michael felt a pair of hands shaking him, although DuPris hadn't touched him. DuPris wasn't even in the room anymore.


What the hell?


"I know you need your beauty sleep, but you have to wake up," Max's voice insisted.


Michael jerked upright and opened his eyes. "Thanks," he mumbled. "I was having a heinous nightmare. Cameron turned into DuPris andâ��" He shook his head. "You get the idea."


"Nasty," Max said. He stepped back, and Michael noticed for the first time that the rest of the group was there, too. Max's sister, Isabel, hovered by the bedroom door along with Liz Ortecho, Maria DeLuca, and Adam.


For a moment Michael wondered what he'd done to earn the honor of a group wake-up call, but then he groggily recalled the plan.


They were supposed to go out to the ruins of the Project Clean Slate compound to find their shipâ��the one DuPris had crashed back in 1947, killing Michael's and Max's and Isabel's parents . . . and Adam's. For years Michael had searched for the ship. Then just a few weeks ago he and his friends had discovered that Project Clean Slate, an organization dedicated to tracking down and possibly disposing of alien life on earth, had been hiding it in their secret compound for decades.


Unfortunately, Michael had only discovered the ship because Sheriff Valenti had trapped him in the compound. Michael's friends had stormed the place and broken him out, and the compound was destroyed in the process. The upside was Valenti and the rest of the Clean Slate crew were history. Ashes. Vapor. The enemy had been obliterated.


The downside was the ship might be history, too.


"So, the gang's all here," Michael said. "If I could get a little privacy, I'll get dressed and then we'll hit the road." Then he noticed the silence and the worried looks on his friends' faces. "What's up?" he asked.


Nobody replied, and a sick feeling twisted Michael's stomach. Somebody's missing, he realized, the first wings of panic fluttering in his chest. And it's not Alex. . . .


Sadly, Michael had already gotten somewhat used to the lack of Alex Manes's bright orange aura in their group. A few days had passed since Alex had been mistakenly pulled through the wormhole that Max had opened to their home planet. Max had been trying to send DuPris back there, but DuPris had tricked them all, and now DuPris was free and Alex was in a galaxy far, far, far away. And who knew how the beings felt about having a human tourist.


"It's Cameron," Maria said quietly, pushing a stray blond curl behind her ear.


Michael was out of bed in an instant. Without bothering to pull a pair of jeans over his boxers, he rushed into the living room and over to the pile of flattened beanbags where Cameron Winger had been crashing for the past few nights. It was vacant. Michael put his hand on the cushion closest to him and found it cold. Cameron had left hours ago.


He spun to face Adam. "Did you see her leave?"


He, Adam, and Cameron had all been staying in Ray Iburg's apartment. They figured Ray wouldn't have minded. Before he died, he'd been kind of a mentor to Michael, Max, and Isabel, the only adult survivor of the Roswell Incident crash.


At least that's what they'd all thought until Elsevan DuPris revealed the truth about himself.


"I was asleep," Adam answered, his green eyes dark with sympathy.


Max cleared his throat. "I'm sorry, man," he said, placing his hand on Michael's shoulder.


For a moment Michael was surprised to feel how weak Max's grip was. But it made sense, with all he'd been through recently.


"It's okay," Michael said, taking a deep breath. "It's fine. We have something more important to deal with right now."


He would think about Cameron later. Much later. He wasn't going to let his feelings about some girl stop him from doing what needed to be done. Even some girl who turned him inside out, who betrayed him and saved his life.


If Max could stand up and face the disaster their lives had become, so could Michael. The withered, gray spots that had appeared on Max's face and neck after he'd opened the wormhole had faded, but he still had to be seriously exhausted. Michael was impressed that Max was even standing. His best friend was so painfully inspiring, it made Michael feel uplifted and nauseated all at the same time.


Michael grabbed a pair of pants and a T-shirt off the floor and yanked them on. "What are we waiting for?"


"To the Batmobile!" Maria cried. No one laughed. "Sorry. You know what happens when I get nervous. Brain Jell-O," she muttered.


A few minutes later all six of them were crammed into Max and Isabel's Jeep. Michael sat squashed between Adam and Max in the backseat, with Liz more or less on Max's lap. Maria was riding shotgun, and Isabel was driving.


They zoomed through the flat, strip-mall-lined streets of Roswell toward the desert beyond. The sun blared down on them, and the air over the road shimmered with haze.


"Do you think the ship will still be there?" Maria asked. Her question echoed through the silence in the Jeep like the crack of breaking ice. "I've been trying to imagine it still in the baseâ��to visualize it. Maybe if we all do that, if we all visualize it, it willâ��"


"What flavor of Jell-O is that in your brain, anyway?" Isabel snapped.


Maria bit her lip and didn't say anything else.


Every muscle in Michaels body tensed. There was a thing between Isabel and Maria lately. And he had a feeling he was the thing. They'd both made a play for him when all he'd been thinking about was Cameron. And even though they'd both backed off, there was still this thing, this little bit of attitude. He was about to tell them to chill, but thankfully, Liz beat him to it.


"Was that necessary?" Liz asked, leaning between the two front seats and glaring at Isabel.


"Maybe," Isabel replied. Her shoulders were stiff, and she stared grimly at the road ahead of them. "I'm just not in the mood for one of Maria's little New Age games. Is that okay with you?"


"No," Liz said. "It's not."


"Everyone calm down," Max interrupted. "We're all worried. But we can't take it out on each other."


"Well, sorry if I'm paying attention to reality," Isabel said. "But did any of you stop to think that when Adam trashed the compound, it might have alerted other people? Like the police . . . or even worse, the media?"


"First of all," Michael replied, "Adam didn't blow up the Clean Slate compound. DuPris did, when he had control of Adam's body. You should understand that better than anyone, Izzy."


That was because DuPris had taken over Isabel's body, too. Just thinking about it sent a surge of bile up Michael's throat.


"I know," Isabel said. "But that doesn't change the fact that the police, or even a TV crew, could be waiting for us around the next corner."


"The explosion was a few days ago," Liz said. "The media would've been crawling all over Roswell by now if they'd heard anything." She reached back and quickly twisted her long dark hair into a spiral down her back. "I know you're freaked, but that doesn't mean you can just be randomly mean to people."


Isabel took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I'm sorry, Maria," she said quietly. "I'm just in a mood. Don't take it personally."


"It's forgotten," Maria said.


The thing faded. Michael leaned forward slightly. "The ship should be undamaged," he said. "Remember that piece of metal I found out in the desert? The ship is made out of the same stuff, and nothing I did to that scrap hurt it in the least. Not even a blowtorchâ��"


"The ship's fine," Adam added. "I know for sure."


"Did Valenti have you test it?" Max asked.


"Yeah, we beat that thing up endlessly. Nothing I did ever hurt it at all," Adam replied, staring out the side of the Jeep.


Michael heard the distant tone of Adam's voice and felt a surge of anger. He didn't even like to imagine how Adam had been raised. The late Sheriff Valenti had imprisoned Adam in the underground compound and never let him know that there was anything outside, never taught him anything about the world. Valenti even told Adam that he was Adam's father, which to Michael pretty much defined the word twisted.


It made Michael's childhood shuttling between foster homes look like The Brady Bunch.


Maria peered over the back of her seat at Adam. "So the ship could be fine," she said. "It could have survived DuPris nuking the place. All we have to do is dig it up, hop in, and zip off to get Alex and bring him back."


Michael glanced at Max, and the concerned, caged look in his best friend's eyes told him Max was thinking the same thing he wasâ��if only it were that easy.


"Even if the ship's okay, we've still got to figure out how to fly it," Michael said. "Then if we manage thatâ��"


"We still don't know how to get there," Max broke in. "I mean, I could get general instructions and directions by linking to the collective consciousness, but there's a big difference between being told how to do something and actually doing it. None of us has a clue about space travel. What if the flight takes years?"


Maria's eyes were wide. "Yeah, but it's possible, right?"


"We wouldn't be coming back out here if it wasn't," Isabel replied.


It's possible, Michael thought. It just isn't very likely.


But he wasn't about to squash Maria's hopesâ��and the hopes of everyone in the Jeepâ��by saying that out loud.


Hope was all they had left.





***





"We've arrived," Isabel said, slowing the Jeep to a crawl. She pulled up alongside a massive stretch of ground that was so burned, it gleamed like onyx, the rocks in the soil fused into a glassy sheen by the blast of Adam's energy. Make that Adam's energy combined with and controlled by DuPris's.


The six of them clambered out. "It's under there," Adam said. He pointed to a section near the center, staring at the ground as if he could see through it. "Deep."


Max led the way, kicking at the scorched sand. "Looks like we're in for some serious digging."


"We didn't bring shovels," Maria said, raising her hand over her eyes to shield them from the sun.


"We've got us," Isabel replied, locking eyes with Michael.


Maria blushed. "Oh, right. The not-quite-human bulldozers."


"I'm still weak," Max said. "I don't know how much use I'll beâ��"


"The four of us can connect," Michael interrupted him. "Well get it done faster that way."


Liz turned to Maria. "Come on," she said. "Let's go keep watch."


"Ma'am, yes ma'am!" Maria said with a little salute. "Always wanted to do that," she said, grinning.


Michael smiled. Even in a situation as tense as this one, Maria always managed to do something that lightened his mood.


Isabel, Adam, Max, and Michael linked hands, forming a circle, and the connection was instantaneous. The four of them were one. Michael felt their auras flood through him, mingling with his own brick red energy. Isabel's rich purple blended with Max's emerald green, and then Adam's yellow aura shot through the mixture like a powerful blast of pure sunlight. Together they composed their combined force into a sturdy dark brown reservoir of power. Their individual scentsâ��Michael's eucalyptus, Max's cedar, Isabel's cinnamon, and Adam's innocent smell of green leavesâ��intermingled to create a no-nonsense odor of burning wood. They focused their energy toward the molecules of the scorched dirt in front of them.


Michael felt power leap from them as they began to unravel the fused atoms of the blasted ground. It was tough going. The energy of Adam's earlier attack had sealed the soil into a dense blacktop, and that material was extremely difficult to break apart.


Then Adam released an image into their combined selves. It showed the group sharpening their energy to slice between the molecules rather than pulling them apart like a loaf of bread. Michael had never tried that before, but since Adam knew how, now Michael knew how. In a moment they had managed to cut open the crust and peel it back in a long strip.


Underneath, the dirt was crumbly and dry and much easier to move. They pushed it up the sides of the opening they'd made so that the soil gathered like an anthill.


Max was starting to leak images of his bedroom along with a general sense of weariness. He wouldn't be able to keep this up much longer. Michael sent him a strong boost of energy, diverting some of his force from the task at hand.


Foot by foot, the wide cone of dirt grew around the deepening hole. Chunks of wood and cement came flying up along with the dust of plaster as they tunneled through the crushed roof of the hangar. Never breaking the connection, they all walked forward until they were standing on the lip of the hole, peering downward at the churning vortex. And then Michael saw itâ��they all saw itâ��the smooth, dark metallic gray crescent of the ship's hull. The unearthly metal gleamed and rippled in the sunlight as if it were alive.


Keep going, Michael urged Isabel, Max, and Adam. We're almost there. He tried to calm his excitement, which would only break his concentration.


"A car!" Liz called.


"Someone's coming!" Maria shouted.


Michael dropped Isabel's and Adam's hands and wheeled around to look. In the distance a plume of dust was rising over the dirt road, heading their way.


"Back to the Jeep!" Isabel cried. "Now!" She rushed up and over the hill of debris they'd made, and Adam, Max, and Michael scrambled behind her. When he reached the top, Michael spun back and gave the hill a mental shove, which started a small avalanche. He wasn't sure if it would cover the ship, but it was all he had time to do.


Michael turned and ran up to the driver's side door, where he saw that Isabel had already started the Jeep. "I'm driving," he told her.


"There's no way." Isabel fixed him with a look of panic and fierce determination in her blue eyes.


"You're right," Michael said. "You'll be faster." He climbed into the backseat beside Adam.


Maria let out a short scream as the Jeep lurched and screeched over the charred earth around them. Isabel took a sharp turn toward the open desert, and Michael twisted around in his seat to look out the back. In the bright sunlight he couldn't get a good look at the approaching car, but it was close enough to have seen them, and it looked like it was speeding up.


"It's chasing us," Liz reported. "Go faster, Isabel."


"I'm trying!" Isabel called.


"Blow out its tires!" Maria shouted. "Adam, can't you blow out its tires?"


"We're moving too fast for me to aim," Adam answered.


There was no way they could slow down. The car was gaining on them. Michael didn't care who the people in it were. They could be military, police, Clean Slate, reportersâ��nobody could discover the truth about Michael and his friends. He had to figure a way to protect themâ��his friendsâ��his family.


"We need cover," Michael said, peering around at the loosely vegetated ground up ahead. Cacti and sagebrush grew in clumps all over the desert floor, and the Jeep was bouncing over them as Isabel sped along. Nothing Michael could see was tall enough to help them hide.


"Behind what?" Isabel argued. "There's nothing around for miles."


"There's got to be a ravine or something," Max said. "Someplace where we can lose them."


"They can see us," Liz said. "How are we going to get far enough ahead of them to lose them anywhere?"


For a second everybody in the Jeep was silent, thinking, as the desert whizzed by outside.


"Got it," Liz said. "Use your powers to whip up a dust storm or something. It'll give us some headway, and it won't even look weird. Dust storms happen out here all the time."


Max gave Liz a quick kiss on the lips. "I knew we kept you around for a reason," he joked. "Do you think we can do it?"


Michael shrugged. "We were just digging. Why not?"


"All right," Max said. "We're going to need all of us for this. Except you, Iz. You keep a lookout for anywhere we can hide for a while."


"Got it," Isabel said.


Michael reached out and took Maria's and Adam's hands while everyone else linked up. Liz and Maria couldn't focus their energy on their own, but adding their amber and sapphire essences to the mix strengthened the group overall. Together they spun the elements of the ground along their trail into motion, whipping the reddish dirt into the air until it clouded behind them in a haze.


It's working! Liz sent the message out to the others. I can't believe it's working.


More, Max urged them. Thicker, darker, more.


Luckily Isabel had located a low path into a wide canyon where the ground was covered with the eroded sand of the rock walls. The fine silt was easy to whirl into the storm they'd created. Michael could no longer see the car chasing them, which meant the mystery driver couldn't see them, either.


Isabel cut a hairpin turn down the flat slope of a dry riverbed off the canyon. The arroyo wound around an outcropping of sculpted tan rock before splitting into two branches.


Isabel careened the Jeep down the branch to the left, and after a hundred yards or so of wild driving, she brought the Jeep up short behind a grove of stubby trees growing at a bend in the arroyo. With the added cover their pursuers just might miss them entirely.


"Keep it up," Isabel said. "I think we lost them, but I don't want to take any chances." She connected into the group through Maria, adding her anxious energy to the mix.


Michael continued to concentrate on keeping the dirt molecules in motion, but it was draining. Other questions kept intruding, questions he shared with his friends through their link.


Who was that chasing us? Obviously whoever was in the other car didn't just stumble on the compound, or they wouldn't have raced to follow them.


So who was it?


And what exactly did they want?





***





Time to call home, Max thought. After cleaning the dusty day off his body in the shower, Max lay in bed, propped up by pillows. He was ready to go to sleep, but first he wanted to make a connection to the collective consciousness.


Max hadn't linked in since he'd combined power with the consciousness to open the wormhole. Building that passage had exhausted him nearly to the point of death, and tonight was the first time he'd felt strong enough to even make an attempt at connecting.


In truth, it had been a relief to take a break from visiting the collective consciousness over the past few days. The billions of voices demanding information from him could be overpowering.


But he thought he felt up to connecting tonight.


Max closed his eyes. Breathed in a shaky but deep breath. Let himself relax.


Let himself reach out.


Let himself open up.


The ocean of auras that made up the consciousness was waiting for him, expecting him. Max plunged into the chaos of intertwined beings and was inundated by questioning images.


There was a new ripple of disturbance in the collective perceptions, a shock wave of bright orange confusion. Alex. Confusion over Alex. Confusion and anger and fear and excitement.


Max felt a burst of relief. Alex was alive. He'd made it alive to the home planet. Max had never shared his doubts with his friends, but he'd never been sure if a human could survive the trip through space.


His awful mistakeâ��sending Alex instead of DuPris through the wormholeâ��no longer lay like a heavy, wet blanket across his shoulders. Alex was alive!


But Max's relief was short-lived. Intense images bubbled up from a pocket of the consciousness depicting Alex as a frightening foreigner, his friendly features exaggerated, a portrait painted by fear and distrust of the unknown.


Alex is my friend, Max shared with the collective, hoping to explainâ��to calm their fears. He was sent to you by accident. My accident.


A ruffle of interest spiked with doubt and animosity greeted his thoughts, and Max realized he had to talk to them in their own way, recall the sights and sounds and smells of that day and surrender the memory to the consciousness.


Max started with an image of himself struggling to open the wormholeâ��an event many in the consciousness remembered vividly. They returned their own recollections of painful effort and exhaustion.


Then Max sent a picture of his friends morphing their faces and bodies to look like DuPris in a desperate attempt to buy Max the time he needed. The consciousness reacted with fury to the image of the traitor. DuPris had stolen one of the Stones of Midnight from the planet, and they hated him for robbing them of the sacred power source.


When Max showed DuPris tricking the group into forcing Alex through the wormhole, the collective's fury was whipped into rage. Their anger was so potent that Max wondered if he should disconnect before the strength of their emotion did him damage.


But he had to stay strong. Max focused on channeling their wrath away from Alex. Too many of the voices in the collective were associating him with their feelings about DuPris, and that could be deadly. Max had to let them know what Alex was really like.


He started off with the strongest image of Alex he could rememberâ��Alex sitting in front of Isabel's closed bedroom door, keeping a vigil when Isabel was too destroyed over the death of her boyfriend Nikolas to get out of bed. Alex had stayed there, talking to Isabel through the door, saying anything that popped into his mindâ��jokes, stories, one-sided argumentsâ��anything to keep Isabel connected to the world. His patience had been endless, and his inventive mind had never run out of things to say.


A murmur rolled through the network of beings. A good number of them turned their attention to Max, and he could feel them considering his image of Alex as a good friend.


What else could he tell them to make them understand?


Humor, Max thought. Above all else, Alex is funny.


Would the web of alien minds understand human humor? Max had to tryâ��any picture of Alex would be incomplete unless his humor was factored in. He concentrated on sharing memories of Alex at his goofiest.


Alex mocking DuPris with an overdone, corn-fried southern accent.


Alex making his silly lists to post on the Internet. The twenty best-tasting fried snack foods. The ugliest American presidents in order of hideousness, from Taft to Kennedy. The top ten reasons why goldfish made lousy pets. The fifty funniest words in the English language. (Number one was panty.)


Even when Alex was most down, when he was crushed over Isabel or struggling against his got-to-be-a-military-man father, that spark of light that allowed him to find the humor in any situation never went out.


Max tried to express this all to the consciousness, flashing memories of Alex goofing around, his friends cracking up beside him. The collective absorbed those memories, and Max was relieved to feel amusement from some of the beings in response.


They were getting what Max was trying to tell them.


That Alex was good, Alex was his friend. It was as easy and as difficult to express as that.


There were still some rumblings in the corners of the collective that insisted Alex didn't belong on their planet. Dark rumblings.


Max couldn't agree more. He wanted Alex back on earth more than any of them. Max sent an image of the beings in the consciousness forming another wormhole and sending Alex back. Could they do it?


No, came the reply, they couldn't. Max received a sense of pure weariness and exhaustion from the friendlier members of the collective. A picture of a group of glowing moons traveling slowly through a dark, acid green sky flashed in front of him. Because he didn't know how fast the moons passed over the home planet; Max couldn't be sure how long it would take before the beings in the consciousness were recovered enough to send Alex back. But he understood that it would be a long while.


Max suddenly felt very tired. He wasn't strong enough for this kind of prolonged communication yet.


But before he detached himself, he sent one last message into the darkness.


Tell Alex I'm going to help him. Please tell him I'll find a way to bring him back.


He wasn't sure if the message would get to his friend, but it was the best he could do. Max separated from the collective consciousness and let himself slump down in his soft bed. Every limb on his body felt like it weighed about a hundred pounds.


All he could do now was wait. Wait and hope the collective would get his message to Alex. Hope that he could figure out a way to get his friend home.


















Chapter TWO



Isabel couldn't relax. All her usual tricksâ��organizing her jewelry, refolding all her clothes, giving her long blond hair one hundred strokes with a brushâ��had failed her tonight. She had even arranged the shoes in her closet by designer, subdivided by color, but that hadn't calmed her down, either. Isabel stood in the center of her room, surveying the impeccable order. There was nothing left that needed to be done.


Flopping down on her back on the fluffy bed, Isabel let out a long sigh. As soon as she closed her eyes, she thought about Alex. Alex, who she was trying so hard to avoid thinking about. Alex, who had loved her far more than she had deserved.


She missed him. That sounded so lame. Like he was on vacation with his parents or something. But she couldn't think of a better way to say it. She missed him.


Isabel turned onto her side, pulling her legs up to her chest. Things had been bad between them before he disappeared. And it was her fault. Guiltâ��her least favorite emotionâ��churned in her gut.


She sat up on the edge of the bed, clutching a pillow to her chest. You apologized to him for the way you broke up with him, she reminded herself.


Not that some lame apology could make up for the way she'd done the deed. She'd been ruthless and harsh. Maybe there wasn't any good way to break up with somebody, but any other way would have been better than the irrational tirade she'd subjected him to.


A memory of how hurt Alex's eyes had looked when she'd told him off forced its way into Isabel's mind. He had loved her, through some intensely bad times. He'd always been there, even when she tried to shove him away. And how had she repaid him?


Isabel covered her eyes with her hands.


She'd treated him like a toilet.


Flush.


Isabel couldn't stand it any longer. She had to do something to make herself feel better. She hopped to her feet and shook out her arms. Maybe she should exercise a littleâ��sweat it out of her system. Or she could reorganize her nail polish, maybe catch up on some homework. She glanced at her small white desk.


Or she could write a letter to Alex.


Before she could convince herself that writing a letter to someone trapped in another galaxy was a waste of time, Isabel sat down and pulled out a piece of cream-colored stationery. She grabbed a green fountain pen and started to write.


Dear Alex,


Now what? Should she say she'd be waiting for him when he came back, in that girlfriend kind of way? She nibbled on the end of her pen cap. Even if Alex still wanted that, she wasn't sure if she did. She decided to stick with what she knew with absolute certainty


I need you to know how much I care about you. You've been a true friend to me. I miss you every day you're gone. I miss the way you acted like the entire world was created just for me. You're the sweetest guy I've ever met, and I know we need to be important to each other, in whatever way that turns out to be.


I hope you're safe. And believe me when I say that I will do anything in my power to make sure you get back to us safely. Soon.


Love,


Isabel


Isabel put the pen down on the desk and stared at the long letter in front of her. God, it was so mushyâ��so unlike her. But she couldn't deny that she'd been as honest in it as she knew how to be. She wished she could give it to Alex. If he could read it, Isabel was certain he'd forgive her.


But Alex was trapped in another galaxy. That would take some serious postage.


In a flash, she had an idea. It was a goofy plan, but that meant Alex would love it. Isabel grabbed the paper and folded it into her pocket.


Twenty minutes later she was driving the Jeep through the desert. The night was chilly, and Isabel pulled her pink-and-gray sweater close to her skin.


A mile or so away from the site Isabel pulled over to the side of the road. Before she got out of the Jeep, she opened the glove compartment and took out the bottle rocket she'd brought with her. Her father loved the Fourth of July, and he always kept extra fireworks in a metal box in the garage. The box had been locked, but a simple turnkey clasp couldn't keep out someone with Isabel's powers.


Isabel tied the rolled-up letter to the bottle rocket, high enough on the thin red stick so that the paper wouldn't get burned. Then she got out of the Jeep and walked a few paces into the scrubby vegetation of the desert.


Isabel stuck the bottle rocket into the ground, leaning it against a small rock. Then she realized she'd forgotten to bring matches.


Not a problem. She took a deep breath, reached out with her mind toward the wick, and scratched. The friction produced a tiny spark, which was enough to get the wick sizzling.


As she stepped back, the rocket launched, whistling into the dark sky. Isabel watched its smoky path through the air until she lost sight of it against the canopy of stars.


Go, she thought. Go to Alex. Tell him how I feel.


The only reply was a sharp report and a shower of sparks as the rocket exploded in the distance.


Isabel smiled as she looked out across the desert. She'd just done a really silly thing, but it made her feel slightly better, and that was all that mattered.


A sudden breeze picked up, and Isabel realized with a chill that she wasn't far from the ruins of the compound. An inexplicable fist of fear gripped her heart, erasing any warm and fuzzy Alex feelings. She felt like she was being watched.


Okay. Enough with the midnight hike, Isabel thought.


She turned and hurried back to the Jeep, fully prepared to gun the engine and speed back to town. But the moment she slammed the door behind her, she realized she was acting like a child. No one was watching her. There was nothing out here for miles. She was perfectly safe.


And just to prove it to herself, she was going to drive over to the charred stretch of ground and check on the ship. It was the least she could do since she was already out here.


As she drove through the eerie darkness of the desert, Isabel felt the uneasiness start to creep up her spine again, and she gripped the steering wheel tightly. She tried to ignore the fear, but she couldn't. All she could do was defy it.


Something told her to stop a quarter mile from the compound and walk the rest of the way. Anyone who might be watching would see the headlightsâ��hear the engine. But Isabel wouldn't give in. Swallowing back her instincts, she floored the accelerator and drove right up to the perimeter of the compound.


Taking a deep breath, Isabel stepped out of the Jeep and looked around defiantly, tossing her long blond hair over her shoulder.


See? There's no one here, she told herself, climbing the small hill she, Max, Michael, and Adam had formed while digging the hole.


"Valenti's dead, so no Valenti," she muttered, scrambling over the loose dirt. "No DuPris. No cops. No news anchorsâ��"


Isabel reached the top of the hill and looked down into the gaping hole. Her heart dropped through her hiking shoes, and she sucked in a sharp breath.


"No . . . ship," she said quietly.


She shoved at the dirt with her mind. The digging went much slower now that she was alone, but she went deep enough to convince herself that she was right.


The hole was empty.


The ship was gone.





***





"The ship doesn't look anything like that," Adam said, stopping in the middle of Main Street. He pointed at a big plastic flying saucer that had been built into the side of a tourist souvenir shop as if it had crashed there.


Michael slammed into him from behind and gave him a little shove to get him moving again. A car sped by, narrowly missing their heels.


"Okay, you can't be stopping in the middle of the street like that," Michael said, trying hard to keep his voice from sounding harsh. "We'll be dead before we ever get to breakfast."


Adam wandered over to the souvenir store, staring up at the pseudo-flying saucer.


"Too bad it's not the real one," Michael said, standing next to Adam. "But somehow I don't think whoever stole it is going to make it that easy to find."


"Whoever?" Adam asked, raising his eyebrows. "I just figured that Project Clean Slate had it."


Michael's stomach twisted just from hearing the organization's name. "Clean Slate's history, remember? The place was flattened." He eyed Adam carefully. "Unless . . . wait," Michael said. "You don't know of other compounds or something, do you? There aren't . . . more of them."


Adam shrugged. "Not that I know of, I guess."


Michael wished he'd sounded a little more definite. Swallowing hard, Michael stared up at the fake ship. If there were more Clean Slate agents out there and if they'd somehow gotten the ship . . .


"How will we get Alex back now?" Adam asked, putting Michael's fears into words.


Michael's stomach turned. "I don't know," he replied. "We'll think of something."


"Can we get some toast for breakfast?" Adam asked suddenly.


"No toast," Michael said, managing a small smile. Adam's life was so simple. But Michael supposed that was what happened when you grew up with no knowledge of the outside world. "This morning I've got a surprise for you."


Michael led Adam down the sidewalk toward the doughnut shop on the corner. Wait till Adam gets his first taste of crullers with hot sauce, Michael thought. I'll never hear about toast againâ��it'll be doughnut shop, doughnut shop, doughnut shop until we feed him his first slice of enchilada with toothpaste.


As soon as Michael opened the door of the tiny shop, he was hit by a blast of greasy, sweet-smelling heat. He looked up at the rack behind the counter to see which doughnuts were left and caught a glimpse of mustard-colored aura out of the corner of his eye. A very familiar aura.


Two places ahead in line was Mr. Cuddihy, Michael's social worker.


Damn, Michael thought. He hadn't been home to his foster family, the Pascals, in a week or so. Hadn't been to school, either. First he was in the compound. Then he was trying to save their collective butts from DuPris. And now there was the Alex situation. There was no way he could follow all the Pascals' two billion rules and do what needed to be done to get Alex home.


He had to get out of there, pronto. He grabbed Adam and started to steer him toward the door.


"Michael, wait, what's a bagel?" Adam asked in a loud voice. "Can I get it toasted? With butter?"


At the sound of Michael's name, Mr. Cuddihy turned around and locked eyes with him.


Michael froze in his tracks. Busted. He gave his social worker a shrug and a rueful smile.


Mr. Cuddihy stepped out of line and put his arm around Michael's shoulders. "Look who it is!" he said. "Michael Guerin, my favorite magician. I heard you've pulled off quite a disappearing act."


Cuddihy's idea of humor. Ha. Ha.


"You heard that, huh?" Michael said. "Listen, I can explainâ��"


"No need," Cuddihy interrupted. "I don't know what you had planned this morning, Guerin, but your plans have changed. You and I have an immediate appointment back at my office."


"I'll meet up with you later," Michael told Adam. He definitely didn't want Cuddihy asking the toast boy any questions.


"Much later," Cuddihy added.


Great, Michael thought. I wish my powers included the ability to mute people.





***





Michael faced Mr. Cuddihy across a large cluttered desk. Mr. Cuddihy's office was cramped and reeked of the peppermints he ate constantly since he quit smoking, but Michael had spent so many hours in this room that he felt comfortable. Comfortable enough to space out during Cuddihy's predictably endless lecture on responsibility.


After a few minutes Cuddihy seemed to be winding down, more or less, so Michael tuned him in again.


". . . without even calling," Cuddihy was saying. "That doesn't sound like any kind of respect to me. The Pascals were good enough to take you into their home, give you a roof over your head, and you didn't even let them know if you were dead or alive. And it was something that could have been avoided if you'd bothered to pick up the phone."


"When you're right, you're right," Michael said.


"Well, you're going to call them and apologize," Mr. Cuddihy said. "In fact, I want to hear from them that you did some serious groveling."


"No problem," Michael replied.


For a moment Mr. Cuddihy gazed at Michael in silence. Finally he let out a long sigh. "The Pascals and I weren't the only people looking for you, you know."


That got Michael's attention. He sat up straight in the metal folding chair, causing a loud, obnoxious creak. All the tiny hairs on his neck stood on end.


"Who?" he blurted out. Had the Clean Slate people tracked him down? Had DuPris contacted his social worker? "Who else?"


"Oh, I doubt you know these people," Mr. Cuddihy said. "They had some news to share with you . . . good news, actually."


"Who?" Michael repeated.


"A legal firm representing a man named Ray Iburg," Mr. Cuddihy answered. "I believe you knew him, although I'm not sure how."


Ray? Michael thought. What could Ray's lawyers possibly want with him? He wasn't even aware that Ray had lawyers.


"My friend Max worked for him at the UFO museum," Michael explained slowly. "We both hung out there a lot. He gave us our own sets of keys."


Mr. Cuddihy nodded. "That's not all he's given you," he said. "Iburg's lawyers have informed me that there was a very interesting clause in his will, which he added recently."


"Yeah?" Michael said, clueless as to where this was going.


"Oh yes," Mr. Cuddihy said. "The upshot of the clause is that if Iburg didn't check in with his lawyers for one month, they were to take immediate action. All of Mr. Iburg's belongingsâ��including the museum, the apartment, the car, and everything contained thereinâ��are to be turned over to you, Mr. Michael Guerin, free and clear, for use as you see fit."


Michael stared at Mr. Cuddihy. He couldn't believe what he was hearing.


"I told you it was good news," said Mr. Cuddihy. "See, this is why I'm someone you should keep in touch with."


"There has to be a catch," Michael said. This wasn't the kind of thing that happened to him.


"No catch," Mr. Cuddihy said. "It's a bizarre request, but it's legal. And since good things seem to be heading your way at this point in time, I thought I'd help out a little myself. There's no reason to torture the Pascals with your presence any longer."


Michael blinked at his social worker. "What are you saying?" he asked.


Mr. Cuddihy smiled. "I've decided to help you get emancipated minor status. You're almost eighteen, anyway, and now that you have your own place to stay and you have the museum for income, I figured we could ease social services' burden of taking care of you. I don't see any reason why you shouldn't live on your own."


Michael sat back in his chair and gaped at . Cuddihy. "Really?" he choked out.


"Really," Mr. Cuddihy confirmed. "Of course, you'd still have to stay in contact with me until your birthday, but our biweekly meetings should be more than sufficient." He popped another peppermint, chomped it. "Michael, I know you've had a rough time over the years, and you've handled shuffling between homes better than anyone had a right to expect. It's my pleasure to tell you congratulations. And good luck. So how does this all sound to you?"


"It sounds . . . it sounds unbelievable," Michael said. He pushed himself out of his chair as Mr. Cuddihy came out from behind the desk. Michael reached out his hand for a handshake.


"Enough with the formality," Mr. Cuddihy said. "I'm happy for you, Michael." Before Michael had time to back away, Mr. Cuddihy reached out and gave him a bear hug. Michael stiffened automatically, but as he looked down at the social worker who had kept an eye out for him for years and who now had set him freeâ��freeâ��Michael couldn't help patting the guy on the back.


"Thank you," Michael said as Mr. Cuddihy let go.


"You have to promise me you'll show up for our meetings," Mr. Cuddihy said, trying to be businesslike again. "That's a firm condition of this whole deal."


Michael stood beside the social worker, what felt like a totally dorky grin on his face. A meeting every other week? For no more foster home boogie? For being able to live on his own? For being in control of his own life?


"I'll be there," Michael promised. "You can count on me."


















Chapter THREE



Liz wandered down the aisle of the auditorium at school, searching the rows for a glimpse of Max's shaggy blond hair. The auditorium was packed with studentsâ��all there for a mysterious all-school assembly during the period before lunch.


Finally she spotted Max a few seats in from the aisle in the middle of the auditorium. She squeezed through the row and plopped down into the empty seat beside him.


"Hey," she said. "Any idea what this is all about?"


"Huh?" Max replied. He turned to face her, and his beautiful silvery blue eyes seemed glazed.


"The assembly," Liz said. "Do you know what it's about?"


"Oh . . . no," Max said. He offered her a weak smile. "Sorry, I was . . . I was thinking about something else."


"Alex?" Liz asked.


Max nodded. "The ship was the only hope we had of getting him back. I mean, it was a long shot, but it was a shot."


Liz reached up and brushed a lock of hair out of his weary eyes. "All of us are going to have to get together later and figure out what to do," she said.


"Yeah," Max said, leaning back and closing his eyes. "I'm drawing a blank."


Liz peered at his gaunt, drawn face. He looked a little stronger than he had yesterday but was still obviously worn-out. He was gorgeous, of course, but Liz was starting to think that Max would look gorgeous to her if his hair fell out and he erupted in oozing volcanic zits. She was that far gone.


"You okay?" she asked.


Max turned to face the stage as the principal, Ms. Shaffer, walked toward the podium.


"I'll live," Max said. His voice sounded far away, as if it was an effort to speak.


Slumping back into the hard wooden seat, Liz thought that maybe he should have taken a sick day and spent the day with Rosie and Jerry and Ricki. She knew he couldn't tell his parents the real reason he was feeling so out of it, but couldn't he have pretended he had the flu or something so he could get some rest?


She was about to ask him that very question when Ms. Shaffer called for attention. The auditorium got a fraction quieter as the lights dimmed. Liz waited for Max to take her hand, but he continued to stare straight ahead, his hands clasped together in his lap. Wasn't this the guy who said touching her was absolutely essential, like breathing?


Well, it's not like he doesn't have a lot on his mind, Liz thought, swallowing her disappointment. She knew that Max felt responsible for everything that happened to anyone in their group of friends, and that meant he had to be blaming himself for what had happened to Alex. Which was an accident. Or more accurately, it was DuPris's fault. Certainly not Max's fault.


As Ms. Shaffer blathered on about someone she was very pleased to introduce to them all, Liz leaned against Max's shoulder and concentrated on sending him happy, positive love energy Maria would approve.


Liz decided that she would find a way to distract Max once the assembly was over. She basked in his nearness, wishing they could be alone together right now. The moment they had some privacy, she'd give him the kind of kiss that was guaranteed to take his mind off his problems, at least for a little while.


"Okay, everyone," Ms. Shaffer called, "may I present Kasey Dodson, the new interim sheriff of Roswell!"


Liz sat up, suddenly alert, and exchanged a startled look with Max as the crowd of students around her applauded halfheartedly. She shouldn't have been surprisedâ��after all, Sheriff Valenti had been killed at the Clean Slate compound. Even though no one but them knew that's what had happened, everyone knew the sheriff was gone. Obviously the town would have to appoint someone new. But Sheriff Valenti had been such a mainstay of her nightmares that Liz hadn't even allowed herself to consider that he might be replaced.


But here she was, the new sheriff. Liz watched as Sheriff Dodson walked toward the podium. She was a tough-looking woman with shoulder-length dark hair and a lean, muscular body under her brown uniform.


"Thank you, Principal Shaffer," Sheriff Dodson said with a smile. She had a warm, smoky voice that made her sound friendly, but Liz wasn't going to be fooled by that. She knew better than to be taken in by appearancesâ��after all, Liz was dating an alien disguised as a human.


"Roswell has never been a town with a high crime rate, and I pledge to do my best to keep it that way," Sheriff Dodson continued. "This town has always been safe to enjoy even at night . . . and barring an alien attack, I see no reason why that shouldn't continue to be true."


Most of the students laughed at her joke. Everyone in Roswell loved its weird reputation as UFO central. But a shudder ran through Liz from head to toe.


What did she mean by that? Liz wondered, rubbing her arms to ward off the sudden chill that had invaded her body. Was she joking, or was that a threat? Is she another Clean Slate agent like Valenti?


Liz glanced at Max. He was shaking his head. He had to be as worried about this new development as she wasâ��if not more.


She crossed her arms over her chest, trying to calm her pounding heart.


Liz and her friends would have to watch Sheriff Dodson carefully . . . very carefully. Valenti had come uncomfortably close to discovering Max, Isabel, and Michael's secret. In fact, he had discovered it. He'd just been killed before he could tell anyone.


Liz knew that Michael thought Project Clean Slate was destroyed along with the compound, but Liz wasn't so sure. It was quite possible that the organization existed outside of Roswell. And if it did, it made sense that Project Clean Slate would place another of their group in a hot spot like Roswell.


Just what we need, Liz thought. Something new to worry about.


Four months ago her biggest worries had been getting to work on time, making valedictorian, and making sure her parents never had to worry that she'd end up like her sister, Rosa, dead from an overdose. She'd been constantly stressed, but that was nothing compared to obsessing over whether or not some secret agencyâ��or some evil alienâ��was going to show up one day and kill you and your friends. Or that one of your friends might never make it back from another planet. It was insane. If only she could make everything go back to normal so she could hang out with Maria and Alex, make out with Max, study for SATs, and just worry about stuff like the promâ��


Stop. You've got to deal with reality before it deals with you, Liz told herself. No matter how twisted reality is.


". . . and if you need to talk about anything or if you have something to report, please don't hesitate to stop by the station," Sheriff Dodson said. "I'm looking forward to getting to know all of you very well."


The students applauded, but the sheriff's words sent a shiver racing down Liz's spine.


I'm looking forward to getting to know all of you very well.


Liz had to make sure that never happened.





***





Max was in shock.


As he filed out of the auditorium beside Liz, so many worries demanded attention in his mind that he couldn't keep track of them all. How to get Alex back. How to find the ship. How to find DuPris and deal with him. How to keep connecting to the collective consciousness without risking permanent brain damage. How to keep his alien identity secret. And how to avoid a new sheriff who might or might not be someone who wanted him dead.


Max followed Liz through the dispersing crowd in the hall. How was he supposed to handle all this stress while feeling more exhausted than he'd ever been? He was so turned around and tired that he felt like his whole life was happening underwater. And he knew he needed to be alert in order to survive.


"Hey, Max, are you there?" Liz asked.


He looked up to find that he'd followed her up the stairs and over to the supply room across from the bio lab.


"Wait. Shouldn't we be in the cafeteria?" Max asked.


Liz opened the supply-room door and stepped in. "Get in here," she said with a mischievous smile.


Max hesitated. "I don't think we're allowedâ��"


Liz groaned, grabbed his arm, and yanked him into the room with her, closing the door behind him.


Max leaned against a wall next to shelves covered with battered microscopes and Bunsen burners. "So what did you think of Kasey Dodson?" he asked. "Think I have another psycho stalker?"


"Besides me?" she asked. She used her body to press him up against the wall. "I don't know about you, but the smell of formaldehyde . . . it makes me crazy."


Max just looked at her, his brain a cluttered fog.


"Crazy?"


Liz put her hands on his shoulders and kissed him on the lips. Instantly the fog started to clear.


"Oh," Max said when she pulled away. "Crazy." He smiled as he tucked his hands under the hair that fell like a thick, silky curtain around her face.


He pulled her closer, releasing a long exhalation of breath as her warm, soft body pressed against his. How could he have allowed his worries to interfere with getting his minimum daily requirement of Liz? He was so stressed, he hadn't even been thinking about kissing her, and that was wrong. Deeply wrong.


His lips found hers again, and he opened himself up to the intense passion of their kiss. Liz tasted sweet and deliciously alive. Max could feel his heart racing as her tongue glided across his own, sending tingles of pleasure echoing throughout his body. As always, kissing Liz made him feel inside out, as if all of himself was concentrated on the one small, soft spot where they were connected. It was the best feeling Max could ever imagine.


As he lost himself in her, a strange sensation started to creep up his neck, tingling over his scalp. Suddenly his mind seemed to open, as if it were exposed to the universe. And then the myriad beings of the consciousness made themselves known, reacting to his and Liz's kiss. Confusion, curiosity, pleasure, amusementâ��Max received all of those emotions in flickering images. They wanted to know what Max was doing, and they were there to share it with him.


Startled by the unexpected intrusion, Max pulled away from Liz abruptly. He hadn't even tried to connect to the consciousness.


Liz's beautiful brown eyes fluttered open in confusion. "What?" Liz asked, sounding hurt. "What's the matter? Did I bite you or something?"


"No, no," Max assured her. "I just felt a little . . . dizzy for a second, that's all." And violated, he added silently.


Liz searched his eyes. "Are you okay?"


"I'm fine," Max said, attempting to smile. He couldn't tell Liz what had happened. She was already distrustful of the collective because of the physical effects connecting had on Max. If he told her about the intrusion, she'd be even more freaked out than he was. "It was nothing. Maybe all that formaldehyde went to my head." He smiled at her. "Or maybe it was you."


This time, as he leaned forward to kiss her, Max focused part of his attention on blocking the consciousness from trespassing again. He managed to keep them away, but it took effortâ��effort he should have been focusing on Liz. And he couldn't shake the creepy feeling that he was no longer completely alone with her.





***





"Is everybody coming over now?" Adam asked Michael.


"In a little while," Michael replied. He picked up a tiny plastic rocket ship off the floor of the museum and placed it on a shelf. "We're going to try to figure out what to do now that the ship's been stolen and maybe do a little work on this place at the same time."


Adam's eyes swept over the museum. He didn't remember trashing the place, but he had when DuPris had turned him into the Adam puppet.


"Is Liz coming?" Adam asked, trying to sound casual. He picked up another rocket and set it next to Michael's.


"Yeah. She and Maria and Isabel and Max," Michael answered as he continued to reorganize the shelves.


Adam smiled. He did that every time someone said the name Liz. They didn't even have to be talking about his Liz. Well, Max's Liz, really. Liz Ortecho. They could be talking about any Liz, and Adam's lips would just start to curve up. Sometimes just the sound of the letter L was enough to do it.


"Let's turn on some music," Michael suggested, walking over to a big, mailbox-shaped machine in the corner. The machine had lots of blinking lights in it, along with rows of strange silver disks.


"What is that thing?" Adam asked, gathering up the pieces of a broken table.


"This is a jukebox," Michael explained. "Have you ever heard Elvis? Ray was definitely an Elvis man."


"What's Elvis?" Adam asked. He hated asking questions like that. It made him feel like such a baby. But that's what Dad Valenti had wanted. A baby who depended on his daddy for everythingâ��including information. He'd never even given Adam anything to read besides picture books.


Adam had been logging in some major hours on Max's laptop since he escaped from the compound, but there were still way too many things he was clueless about.


Michael laughed. "Not what, who. Elvis was a guy. He was the king of rock. Man! You've been denied the classics." He pressed a few buttons on the front panel of the machine. "Now listen, and get ready to join the twentieth century."


After a moment a strange, thumping beat filled the room, followed by a high-pitched wail. Adam stared at the jukebox as he listened. The music didn't sound like anything he'd ever heard before. It throbbed in his chest, and he started to nod along with the beat.


"There," Michael said. "That's Elvis. You're getting it."


A deep male voice began to croon, singing about a hound dog. The singer's voice quavered and warbled, and suddenly Adam found the whole thing hilariously funny. He let out a loud burst of laughter.


"You like it?" Michael asked with a grin.


Adam sat down on one of the stools flanking the small coffee bar in the corner. "I love it," he said, twirling on the cushioned seat.


"Me too," Michael replied as he polished the jukebox's trim with the bottom of his T-shirt. "Although we should get some CDs from some people who are still actually alive, too. And I wouldn't mind having something to sit on besides those deflated beanbags upstairs. We'll have to hit some yard sales, see if we can find a sofa. Or maybe two recliners, like those guys on Friends."


Adam stopped twirling on the stool. Michael was talking about his place like it was Adam's as much as his. "Ray gave this place to you."


Michael shrugged. "If he'd known about you, he would have given it to both of us," he said. "We're from the same planet, you know? It's like we're family."


Family. Adam had seen pictures of families in those baby books Valenti had given him. But he'd never thought . . . He'd known they weren't for him.


"Thanks," Adam mumbled. It seemed the wrong thing to say, like there should be a better word.


"You know what the best part of having you live here is?" Michael asked. His tone was light, but Adam could see the emotion in his eyes.


"What?" Adam asked.


"You have to help clean." Michael handed him a broom, and Adam began sweeping shards of broken glass from the display cases into a small pile. Suddenly sweeping was an absurdly fun activity.


The door opened, and Maria stepped in, followed by Max and Isabel. "The cleanup crew is here!" Maria announced. Then she looked around the room. "And apparently we're extremely late. You guys have done a ton already."


"It's Adam," Michael claimed. "He tears into cleaning like he enjoys it."


"I do," Adam insisted.


"Whatever," Michael replied with a laugh.


Adam looked up just as Liz walked into the room, and his breath caught in his throat. She was wearing a red T-shirt that made her dark skin seem like it was lit from inside. Adam's face got hot, and he quickly turned away. He didn't want her or Max to catch him staring. Staring and smiling.


"I have to agree with Adam," Isabel said. "You guys know how I feel about clutter."


"No! You?" Maria asked. "Miss Anal USA?"


Isabel rolled her eyes but smiled. She pushed up the sleeves of her blue sweater. "So where can I start?"


"I'll take the alien autopsy section," Liz offered. "But first you have to tell me the truth. Those things in the jars aren't real aliens, are they?"


"They look like chicken embryos to me," Max said. "And I think that purple 'alien lungs' jar is nothing but a plastic bag floating in Jell-O."


"Ray was a sick puppy," Isabel said affectionately. She began to reorganize the moon rock display.


"Anyone want to join me?" Liz asked. Adam was about to drop the broom and volunteer, but Max beat him to it.


"I'm there," Max said, placing his hand on the small of Liz's back. Adam stared at Max's fingers, wishing they were his.


"The science geeks head for the biology display," Maria said with a laugh. "Shocker."


Adam gripped the broom handle hard and started sweeping with a vengeance. He might not have figured everything out about life above-ground, but Liz had made it very clear that Max was the only guy allowed to touch her. Adam had to remember that . . . no matter how beautiful she was or how amazing the sight of her made him feel.


















Chapter FOUR



Adam stepped back as Maria hung the last grainy, black-and-white picture of a flying saucer on the wall, moving her hips to the music pounding from the jukebox.


"It looks straight to me," Adam said, squinting as he tried to keep from laughing at Maria's bizarre dance moves.


"Good," she said, slapping her hands together. She turned around and addressed the room. "So, we've wasted enough time on housekeeping. How are we going to get Alex back?"


Adam glanced around at the blank faces of his friends, knowing his expression reflected theirs exactly.


"We could find the ship," Isabel said finally, hopping onto a stool.


"How, brainiac?" Michael asked. "We have no idea who took it . . . or even how they managed to move something so big."


"Yeah, it might take some time to track down the ship," Max added. "A long time. I'm not saying we shouldn't look for it, but we need to think of an alternate way of bringing Alex home. The sooner the better."


"So what's plan B?" Liz asked.


"That's the problem," Max said. "We're currently plan B-less."


"Comforting," Isabel muttered.


"Unfortunately, we can't rely on the collective consciousness for help," Max said. He closed the glass door of a display case. "I'm not sure how long it will take for them to recover from opening the last wormhole, but I got the impression that it would be a few months, at least. So that's out."


"Wait, you connected to the consciousness?" Liz asked, paling. "When?"


Max paused and looked quickly around the room, not really focusing on anyone. "Last night," he said quietly.


Isabel jumped off the stool and grabbed his wrist. "Why didn't you tell us?" she asked. "How's Alex? Did they say anything about him?"


"He's . . . fine," Max said, shoving his hands in the front pockets of his jeans as his eyes flicked from one face to the next. "Alex is fine. But we still have to get him out of there."


"Well, obviously," Isabel said, crossing her arms over her chest. "But at least he's okay."


"Yeah . . . so . . ." Max said.


Adam had the feeling there was something that Max wasn't telling them. His aura hadn't changed much, but there were a few minute flecks of oily yellow-green marring the rich jade.


"Wait a minute! If we all connected, could we open a wormhole ourselves?" Maria asked.


"Doubtful," Michael said. He walked over to the small sink behind the counter and started rinsing rags. "It takes a huge amount of power. . . . Right, Max?"


Max sighed, staring at the floor. "It was a struggle even with the whole consciousness working hard at it," he confirmed, running a hand over his blond hair.


"Well, what about the Stone of Midnight?" Liz asked. "Isn't that what that Stone is, really . . . a huge source of power?"


Wow, she's amazing, Adam thought as she brushed a stray strand of hair from her cheek. He wasn't able to stop the weird turmoil she caused inside him. Being near her made his mouth dry and his palms sweaty. Adam kept losing track of the discussion because his attention always seemed to return to Liz . . . and not to what she was saying, either. There was something about her warm, amber aura that made him feel both thrilled and queasy and made his knees weak.


"I don't think using the Stone is the best idea," Maria said. "I still see those bounty hunters in my nightmares."


The words bounty hunters got Adam's full attention. "The bounty hunters got sucked through the wormhole with Alex, though," he reminded everyone.


Not that any of them could have forgotten the sight of those two creatures getting pulled into the vortex, their tentacle-lined mouths open wide.


"You're right," Michael answered. "But we don't know how many bounty hunters were tracking the use of the Stone's power for DuPris. DuPris could have a whole battalion of them out there."


A tiny shudder crossed Liz's body. Max moved closer to her and slid his arm around her shoulders.


Get off her. The thought blasted through Adam's mind, and he reminded himself for the billionth time that he actually liked Max and that Liz actually loved the guy.


"It's Alex. It's worth the risk of using the Stone," Isabel said.


"Agreed," Michael said. He turned away from the sink and leaned on the counter.


Max cleared his throat. "I hate to be the voice of reason here, butâ��"


"You do not," Isabel interrupted. "You live to be the voice of reason."


Everybody laughed, and Adam couldn't help noticing Liz's happy, musical sound. He wanted to hear it as much as possible. He wanted to be the one to make her laugh.


Something was definitely wrong with him.


"You were saying?" Liz asked Max.


"Before I was so rudely interrupted," Max continued with a smirk at his sister. "Yeah, maybe we could use the Stone. But we don't have it. DuPris does. And we have no idea where he is."


Adam felt a chill. Max was right. DuPris could teleportâ��he could be anywhere. He could be halfway around the world . . . although that concept was a bit fuzzy to Adam, who had only taken his first steps outside a few weeks ago. Still, he understood the distance enough to know that DuPris could be far, far away. Unreachable.


Or he could be right nearby, Adam realized, hugging himself to ward off the wave of ice that had invaded his body. DuPris, with all his poisonous hatred, could be right here in Roswell, with someone else's face.





***





Michael could at least have the decency to look dumpy sometimes, Maria thought. It would make being around him a little easier.


She watched him out of the comer of her eye as he drove Ray's car along the boring stretch of Route 285 north toward Albuquerque. Michael had decided to check out the old ranch house in the desert where they'd had the showdown with DuPris. It was possible, if unlikely, that DuPris was holing up there, using the ranch house as a base. If they found DuPris, they'd find the Stone.


Maria stared out the window at a reddish tan ridge of rock that ran along the highway, jutting up from the desert in the distance. Like a wall, Maria thought. Like the wall that stood between her and Michael now.


Which was the reason she had volunteered to keep him company. She had to see if she could fix the mess that lay between them.


They rode in silence. Usually Maria would be chatting to fill the chasm of quiet that separated them, but she and Michael had always talked so easily before. . . .


Before she told him she loved him.


Oh, that was a great idea, Maria thought glumly. You told him how you feel about him, and now as punishment you have to sit in silence forever.


Maria peeked at him again. He was staring straight out the windshield, his mouth and eyes grim with concentration. What's he concentrating on? she wondered. Driving? DuPris? Cameron? Keeping me shut out of his life?


Say something, Maria ordered herself as he reached a junction and turned off Route 285 to Route 60 west. This is your Michael. Just talk to him. Say anything!


"Uh . . ." Michael said suddenly. He glanced at Maria and gave her a weak smile. "So . . ."


"Yeah?" Maria prompted. Talk to me! she screamed at him in her head. Can't you see I'm dying over here?


"Isabel seems really focused on getting Alex back," Michael said. "I guess she misses him after all. More than I thought she would."


"Why?" Maria shot back, more sharply than she'd intended. "I'm not surprised. Alex is a great guy. Of course she misses him. We all miss him."


"Yeah, but that's not the kind of missing . . ." Michael began. He adjusted his hands on the steering wheel. "Forget it."


Maria slumped back into the car seat. Isabel. Michael would have to mention her name, wouldn't he? Maria knew that Michael and Isabel had decided just to be friends, but hearing her name had made Maria remember the disgustingly embarrassing scene in which she'd tried to force Michael to choose between them.


He'd chosen Cameron instead. It had been one of the most humiliating, devastating moments in Maria's whole life.


Feeling more depressed now than when they'd started the trip, Maria turned to face the window as Michael pulled up in front of the ramshackle ranch house.


"What do we do now?" Maria asked.


"Have a look around," Michael said. "Ready?"


"As I'll ever be," Maria answered.


Together they walked up to the house. Maria found herself tiptoeing across the dirt yard, even though she knew it was impossible to sneak up on DuPris. At the front door Michael took a deep breath and turned the knob. The door swung open, and they both froze.


Nothing.


"He's not here," Michael said, stepping inside. Maria followed. The air smelled stale, like no one had walked through to circulate it in over a week. The large front room echoed with emptiness.


"I don't think he ever came back to this place," Maria said.


"I'm sorry for dragging you out here," Michael said. "This was a total waste of time."


Maria wandered farther into the room. She could still so easily picture the horrible scene that had taken place there, the sense of complete powerlessness, of being under DuPris's control.


She stopped over the spot where DuPris had kept her frozen in place.


What a good little bunny you are, DuPris had murmured into her ear. Her terror at that moment had been overwhelming, and even recalling it now made her shiver. I wonder what thoughts bunnies are capable of having. . . .


And then he'd plucked an image from her mindâ��an image of herself hoping to kiss Michael. Amused, DuPris had forced Maria to walk over to Michael and put her arms around him. It was the worst violation she'd ever experienced. At least touching Michael had allowed Maria to make a connection to him, which had broken DuPris's hold over them.


Now it seemed a total mystery how she'd made that deep connection with Michael. She couldn't even think of anything to say to him anymoreâ��never mind a union of their auras.


Suddenly all of itâ��the gulf between her and Michael, DuPris getting away, Alex exiled to another galaxyâ��it was all too much for Maria to handle. She took a deep breath and burst into hot, uncontrollable sobs.


This was the last place she wanted to have a meltdown. Here. In front of him.


"Maria, don't," Michael said, his voice soft and full of concern.


She wheeled around to face him, tears trailing down her face. She rubbed them away and struggled to get a grip, but fresh tears kept streaming down her cheeks. "How . . . how are we ever going to get . . . Alex back?" she choked out. "Everything's against us! Nothing . . . nothing . . . nothing's going right."


"Maria, youâ��"


"No!" she shouted at him. "Don't 'Maria' me! You don't even have the decency . . . the common decency . . . to look dumpy sometimes!"


"What?" Michael demanded.


Maria turned away. "It doesn't matter," she wailed. "Nothing matters. Alex is gone. DuPris has the Stone. And you . . ."


And you don't love me.


But Maria couldn't say that. She could never say that.


Instead she spun around and ran out the door. She bolted over to the car, jumped in, and slammed the door. She just wanted to be home. She just wanted to be away from Michael. She never thought she'd feel that way, but she did.


After a long moment Maria heard Michael climb behind the wheel. He didn't say anything, just wrapped his arms around her. His aura wrapped around hers with all the comfort of a towel straight out of the dryer.


"I just feel so awful . . . about everything," she said, pressing her face into his shoulder.


"I know," he said. "I do, too."


"What are we going to do?" she asked, her voice muffled.


Michael let out a long sigh. "I don't know."


He held her for a few minutes, rocking her until her tears stopped. Then he pulled away, holding her shoulders.


"You know what I've got?" Michael asked.


Maria wiped her nose with the back of her hand. "Uh-uh," she said.


He dug into his pocket and pulled out a small cloth satchel tied with a dark red ribbon. He waved it in front of her face. "Remember this?"


Maria's heart skipped a beat. It was the aromatherapy satchet she'd made for him. She couldn't believe he carried it with him.


"Take it," Michael said.


Maria held the little satchel up to her nose. The smell of rose petals, eucalyptus, and pine needles filled her sinuses, clearing them with the strong fragrance. She held on to the satchel for a few moments, inhaling deeply. Those were three of her favorite scents in the world.


"Better?" Michael asked.


Maria nodded, giving him a smile that felt like it could break into pieces any second.


"Thanks," she said.


"No," Michael said, putting his arm around her. "Thank you. Somebody's got to let themselves feel all this crap we're going through, and nobody can do it better than you."


And all of a sudden Maria didn't want to be anywhere but where she was.


Michael did love her. Not the way she dreamed of him loving her. But still.





***





Isabel winced as she watched a look of pain cross Adam's face.


She, Adam, and Max were up in Ray's apartmentâ��Michael's apartmentâ��and Max had connected to Adam, trying to find out if Adam had any buried memories of the time DuPris had been in control of his body.


Adam's face screwed up in pain again, and Isabel shut her eyes. After Max was done with Adam, she was next. Isabel knew it was important, even crucial, but she was looking forward to it like a trip to the dentist.


When Isabel heard Max sigh, she opened her eyes again. Max and Adam were sitting beside each other on Michael's bed, and Adam was rubbing his forehead.


"Anything?" Isabel asked.


"Zilch," Max said. "Except that Adam's interesting in there. He's got powers I've never even heard of."


Adam smiled. "I've just been practicing longer," he said.


"Okay, Izzy, it's your turn," Max said.


Adam hopped up and headed downstairs. "I'm going to go see what Liz is doing," he said.


Isabel took his seat, her heart pounding with apprehension.


"Ready?" Max asked.


"Sure," Isabel answered, trying to sound calm, even though she knew Max was the last person on earth she could fool. But he didn't call her on her false bravery. He simply took her hand gently, and they were instantly connected.


Isabel felt Max's emerald green energy mingling with her own rich purple, and they headed for Isabel's memory centers. Their memory center. The connection between them was more than a simple attachmentâ��it was a true sharing of souls.


The first image they uncovered was completely familiar. She was shopping at Victoria's Secret for something that would make Michael's mouth water. She'd taken the bus back to the museum, and then DuPris had used her to hurt Michael. Isabel watched in shock as the memory replayed in their mind. DuPris had made her betray one of her best friends. The very idea of it filled her with fury.


Max sent soothing images of family dinners with their parents at her until she calmed down. When Isabel had relaxed, she sensed Max asking her if she was ready to continue. Yes, she was ready. Go for it.


Her brother dug deeper, unleashing a torrent of memories of her time under DuPris's control. Isabel transformed into a child, hiding out with DuPris at the ranch. DuPris touching her face in the most loathsome way. DuPris laughing as Isabel raged against his hold on her. Isabel using her powers to fling Max against a wall.


There had to be something in her that would let them find DuPris. How she would love to rip out his lungs and use them as bagpipes!


Max soothed her again, willing her to stay calm. They'd learn nothing if she broke concentration.


Then Max poked at a dark, unformed image. Isabel concentrated on the black memory, curious despite her fear of what it might contain. There was no visual to it, only a sound . . . the sound of a car . . . and the smell of exhaust and oil.


Max encouraged her to replay the memory. DuPris had locked her in the trunk of his car. She'd felt so claustrophobic and terrified. Then DuPris opened the trunk, but the recollection remained hazy and dim.


DuPris was making her walk through the darkness. Isabel stumbled over loose rocks and held on to a guide rope to assist herself down the cavern path.


Cavern?


Yes, Isabel realized with a rush of excitement. They were in a cave. Her eyes were adjusting, and she'd seen stalactites, stalagmites . . . swooping bats. What cave was it? She just had to remember a little more, notice a landmarkâ��


But then the memory went black. Something had knocked her out.


Max let go of Isabel's hand. "Do you have any idea where that cave was?" he asked.


"Not a clue," Isabel said, her mind still reeling. "But we have to figure it out."


"There are a million caves like that around here," Max said, rubbing his forehead.


Isabel grabbed his hand and looked him directly in the eye. "I know it's practically hopeless," she said. "But it's the only chance we've got to save Alex."





***





I should have thought of coming here myself, Liz thought as she climbed through the first-floor office window of the Astral Projector, the tabloid newspaper DuPris had published before he disappeared. She fell through the window and landed on the floor at Adam's feet.


Adam had found a copy of the Astral Projector, with its pages of doctored photographs of alien encounters, in Ray's museum. Apparently Ray subscribedâ��probably to give himself a good laugh every month. As soon as Liz explained to Adam what the newspaper was, he'd been sure the tabloid's office was the perfect place to search for clues to DuPris's whereabouts. And he didn't want to wait for Max and Isabel to be done upstairs.


Liz didn't want to wait, either. She was glad to have something to do. Anything that might lead to getting Alex back home.


"Where should we start?" Adam asked.


"You take the desk," Liz said as she looked around the dark office. "I'll go through DuPris's file cabinet." She shut the blinds and flicked on the overhead light.


Adam started rifling through the desk, and Liz opened the top drawer of the file cabinet, marked Abyss-Humidity. She pulled out the first file and scanned it.


"Abyss" turned out to be a bunch of articles about a hole in Colorado that led to the center of the earth, where an alien race had built a civilization. This was according to some questionable sources that DuPris had interviewed. It sounded insane to Liz, but then the Astral Projector's stock-in-trade wasn't exactly reality. DuPris had just used the newspaper as a cover for his investigation of Michael, Isabel, and Max and his search for the Stone of Midnight. Liz was amazed that he'd kept records at all.


Diligently Liz skimmed every article in the drawer, even though there were hundreds of them. She didn't want to miss anything that might help Alex. By the time she reached the file titled Humidity, she was struggling to contain her giggles over the ridiculousness of it all. "Humidity" was an article about how aliens from some planet called Neutron-6 needed to keep their skin moist at all times or they'd shrivel up like worms on the sidewalk after it rained.


"The scary thing is that people believe this stuff," Liz muttered to herself as she replaced the file. She had just closed the top drawer of the filing cabinet when she heard footsteps in the hallway outside the office.


The hair on Liz's arms rose as the doorknob started to turn. She glanced at Adam, and his eyes were wide with fear.


"Quick!" Liz hissed. "Under the desk!"


A second later the two of them were smashed together in the small space in front of DuPris's desk chair. "The light," Adam whispered as the door creaked open.


Liz squeezed her eyes shut. There was nothing to do about it now.


Liz strained her back until it hurt and peered under the metal edge of the desk. She stretched and managed to glimpse a pair of sensible shoes and a set of wheels on a cart. An odor of disinfectant wafted through the room.


It was the cleaning service. Liz's heart calmed in her chest. Although it still wouldn't be good to be discovered, she'd take the maid over DuPris any day.


"Always leaving the light on," the cleaning woman mumbled to herself.


As the cleaning lady emptied a garbage can near the door, Liz started to become very aware of Adam's arm lying across her stomach and his cheek pressed up against her shoulder. She could feel his heart beating . . . and it was thumping pretty rapidly, too.


She glanced at his face, and in the moment before he looked away, she saw that he was staring at her with wide, amazed eyes. Liz tried to shift away, but the space under the desk wasn't exactly roomy.


Adam's obvious crush on her had always seemed kind of sweet . . . from a distance. But up close, it was making her nervous and tense. Liz held her body taut, trying to prevent any skin contact whatsoever, trying to send out an anti-attraction vibe. She listened to Adam's ragged breathing and felt her face flush.


Liz stole a peek at Adam again. It wasn't that he wasn't cuteâ��quite the contrary. He was muscular and sleek. But Adam wasn't Max, and that was that.


The cleaning woman finally left, shutting off the light and closing the door behind her. Liz scrambled out from under the desk as fast as she could and brushed herself off. The darkness in the office seemed far too intimate, so Liz hurried to turn the overhead light back on.


Adam didn't emerge for another minute, lingering as if he'd hoped their uncomfortable situation didn't have to end. He smiled awkwardly at her as he climbed to his feet.


Liz needed to take control before Adam said or, even worse, did something they'd all regret later. "Okay," she said. "Back to work."


"I'm done with the desk," Adam said. He sounded almost remorseful, as if he'd done something wrong. As maybe he had . . . in his imagination. Liz cut that thought off before her own imagination started supplying details.


"Then check out DuPris's bookshelf," Liz ordered. "Look inside the books, too, in case he's hidden something inside one of them."


Liz returned to the file cabinet, and by the time she was halfway through the third drawer, she had a monster crick in her neck. As she reached deep into the drawer to pull the files and condense them so they opened more easily, her finger grazed something along the side of the drawer. Liz yanked her hand away. "Ow," she muttered. She stuck her index finger into her mouth, tasting the coppery flavor of her own blood. Paper cut.


But what had she cut her finger on?


With her other hand Liz reached into the space between the hanging files and the side of the drawer. And found a manila folder that had been inserted into that space sideways.


She pulled it out, her hand shaking with excitement. It could be a folder that had been dropped there accidentally, or it could be something DuPris hadn't wanted to be easily found. . . .


Liz opened the folder. It contained a single photo.


A photo of a middle-aged guy in a military uniform shaking hands with Sheriff Valenti. Both men were smiling at the camera.


With a jolt Liz realized that she recognized the man in the uniform.


It was Mr. Manes.


Alex's father.


Liz's stomach lurched.


This doesn't have to mean anything, she told herself as she stared at the picture. Alex's dad is retired air force, and Valenti was the town sheriff. There could be hundreds of reasons why they were hanging out. It could be some kind of macho-guy barbecue.


But the scene in the picture didn't look like it was taking place at a barbecue. It looked like an office. Valenti's office at the Clean Slate compound, to be exact.


Liz's heart dropped to the floor. It can't be, she thought. But what other explanation is there?


If Alex's father was at the secret compound, he had to be a member of Project Clean Slate, too.


















Chapter FIVE



Maria tried to open the front door to her house as quietly as humanly possible, but she wasn't doing a great job. The keys seemed to be making an incredibly loud jangling racket as she unlocked the door. It was lateâ��very, very late. She'd still been on the road back from the ranch house with Michael at nine, and that was hours ago.


Not that it really mattered. Her mom was probably out somewhere wearing clothes that were way too tight for someone her age.


Maria stepped into the house and saw her ten-year-old brother, Kevin, standing on the stairs in his pajamas.


"You are in so much trouble," he whispered, his mouth exaggerating the shape of his words.


"Why?" Maria whispered back. "Is Momâ��"


"Maria, is that you?" her mother called from the living room.


As Maria groaned, Kevin zipped back up the stairs. Little weasel, Maria thought without any real malice. Her little brother was an expert at getting out of the line of fire, a skill she wished she possessed.


Maria turned to see her mother swooping toward her across the foyer, a worried look on her face. She was wearing regular mom clothesâ��sweatshirt and jeans. Not a good sign.


And right beside her was Sheriff Kasey Dodson. A very bad sign.


For a second Maria thought her heart, trailing her entire circulatory system, was going to leap out of the top of her skull. Sure, she was late, but so late that her mom called the police on her?


Or what if Sheriff Dodson was Clean Slate, like Liz and Max suspected? What if she knew who Marias friends were and had come there to interrogate her?


"Where have you been?" Marias mother demanded. "It's after eleven, and I got no call, no note. Not acceptable."


"I was just over at Liz's," Maria lied quickly.


She couldn't say she'd gone on a road trip with a guyâ��even Michael. Her mother would freak, and mentioning him in front of the sheriff seemed like a bad ideaâ��just in case she did know who Michael, Max, Isabel, and Adam really were.


"We got sucked into a late movie and lost track of the time. It was some old horror flick about giant ants." Maria knew that she ranked high on the list of the world's worst liars, but she could fool her mother if it was really necessary. Sheriff Dodson was another story. Maria glanced at the new sheriff to see how she was taking Maria's alibi.


There was a funny, small smile playing on Sheriff Dodson's lips, which could have been skepticism. But it was quickly replaced by a grim frown.


"You should call if you're out later than you expected," the sheriff advised sternly. "It's not fair to worry your mother when picking up the phone only takes a minute."


Maria blinked, turning over the sheriff's words, searching for any hidden meaning. She came up with nothing. The sheriff's statement seemed clean.


"You're so right," Maria told Sheriff Dodson, then turned to face her mother. "I'm sorry, Mom. I should have called."


"Next time, okay?" her mother replied.


"I will."


Maria's mother let out a long sigh. "Would everyone like some tea?" she asked. "I even have some with caffeine that Maria doesn't know about."


"Mom, you promised to cut out the stimulants," Maria protested.


"Sounds great, Mimi, but I can't," Sheriff Dodson interrupted, glancing at Maria. "If everything's okay here now, I've got to get home to Julie. If she wakes up and finds I'm not there . . . Well, it wouldn't be good."


Maria stared at the sheriff in confusion. Her mother's first name was Margaret, and only her close friends called her Mimi. What was going on? Why were her mother and Sheriff Dodson suddenly acting all buddy-buddy? And who was Julie?


"Some other time," Mrs. DeLuca said. "And thanks, Kasey, for helping me out tonight."


"No problem," Sheriff Dodson said as she headed toward the door. "You know where to find me if you need anything."


She walked out. It wasn't until after she closed the door behind her that Maria felt her heart rate begin to slow. Even though the sheriff hadn't said one word that seemed suspicious, Maria still felt like she'd just had a close call.


Mrs. DeLuca put her hand on Maria's shoulder. "I could still make teaâ��some of your stuff," she said. "I could use a cup myself. Want any?"


"Sure," Maria said.


She followed her mother into the kitchen and took two teacups out of the cabinet. "Who's Julie?" Maria asked.


"Kasey's daughter," Mrs. DeLuca replied. She filled a teakettle with water at the sink. "That's why she came over this evening. Tonight was my night to host my MWP group, remember? We had a good turnout."


MWP stood for Mothers Without Partners, a support group Maria's mother had joined after the divorce. So Dodson's being here really had nothing to do with Mariaâ��probably.


Maria took a deep breath. "That's great!" she said with a way-too-big smile.


"Kasey stayed after the meeting and helped me clean up," Maria's mother said. She put the kettle on the stove and turned on the burner. "Then she hung around to keep me company while I waited up for you."


"I didn't mean to make you worry," Maria said as she sat down at the kitchen table.


Mrs. DeLuca sat down across from Maria and smiled. "All's well that ends well, right?" she said. "Just call next time."


"I will," Maria promised. And she would because she had no wish to come home ever again and find the sheriff in her house.


Maybe I'm just being paranoid, she thought. But the whole story about Sheriff Dodson just happening to hang around tonight seems a little too convenient. What if she's part of Clean Slate and just using Mom to keep an eye on me?


Yeah, Maria was being paranoid.


But sometimes a healthy dose of paranoia could keep you alive.





***





"You're not going to believe this," Max said as Michael pulled himself into Max's bedroom through the window.


"Sounds big," Michael said, brushing off the front of his black T-shirt.


"It's huge," Max responded, his blue eyes wide. "Liz and Adam broke into DuPris's office."


Michael's face went slack. "They did what?" he demanded. "Do they have a death wish or something?"


"That's not even half of it," Max said, plopping down on the edge of his bed. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands in front of him. He looked up at Michael, hoping he wasn't going to lose it when he heard the news.


"What is it?" Michael asked.


"They found a picture of Valenti in his office at the compound," Max said. He took a deep breath.


"And?" Michael prompted.


"And he was shaking hands with Alex's dad."


Michael just looked at Max for a moment. Then he slowly lowered himself onto the desk chair. "The Major is Clean Slate."


It was a statement, not a question, but Max felt the need to answer it, anyway.


"We don't know that for sure," he said. "It could mean nothing."


"But it could mean something," Michael said, his gray eyes flashing. "If he's Clean Slate, he's already out for our blood, and if he finds out we're responsible for Alex's disappearance . . ."


Max's stomach twisted uncomfortably, and he found himself staring at the carpet. We're responsible. There should have been some way to tell the difference between Alex and DuPris while the wormhole was open. Even though Alex had been molecularly altered to resemble DuPris, Max still should have been able to tell them apart somehowâ��


"It was an accident," Michael said. "I can feel you getting your boxers in a bunch over there. Stop it, Max. How many times do we have to tell you it wasn't your fault? You were tricked. We all were. I was just thinking that any Clean Slate agent would assume it was us."


Max nodded, but he wasn't totally convinced. He knew he was going to feel guilty until Alex was back where he belonged. On earth.


"So . . . what do we do about the Major?" Max asked, changing the subject.


"Avoid him like the plague?" Michael suggested.


"There's still a possibility that he has nothing to do with anything," Max said. "I need more proof than a photo Liz found in DuPris's file cabinet. It's not like the Astral Projector ever printed a photo that wasn't doctored."


"Good point," Michael said. "We'll just keep an eye on him . . . from afar."


"And act cool if we run into him," Max added.


"Maybe you can act cool," Michael said, smiling. "But you're never going to be cool, geek."


"Dork," Max replied.


"I don't have to take this abuse," Michael said, pushing himself out of his chair. "I'm outta here."


"So soon?"


"Yeah," Michael said. He shook his new keys with a grin. "I want to go kick back at Ray's place, now that it's my place. Jealous?"


Max rolled his eyes. "Insanely," he answered. "Later."


"Peace out," Michael joked, climbing through the window.


When he was gone, Max lay back in bed and decided to distract himself with some mindless TV. He started surfing channels and stopped on a cooking show, but the combinations of ingredients didn't appeal to him. Humans just never mixed sweets and spicy foods for some reason. Like a hamburger covered in applesauce. Mmm.


The collective consciousness agreed with him. A ripple of approving images entered the back of Max's mind. Yes, they concurred. They loved fried meat and tangy fruit together. One of the beings gave Max a taste of a favorite dish, and he could feel the juices running down his throat. Awesome.


Then he realized he hadn't tried to connect to the consciousness at all.


Was it going to be like this for the rest of his life? The idea that the collective consciousness would always be peering over his metaphoric shoulder gave Max the creeps. Will the connection keep getting stronger? Max wondered. Even when I'm not trying to connect?


He sat up in bed and rubbed his eyes. Maybe he should cut back on the amount of time he spent willingly making a full connection to the consciousness. Maybe that would stop or slow down the automatic linking.


But if I do that, Max thought, then how can I keep tabs on how Alex is doing? I've got to keep everybody calm about Alex.


Max closed his eyes. That's what he should be doing right nowâ��checking up on Alex. No matter how it affected Max, making sure Alex was safe was his number-one priority.


With a deep breath Max opened himself up to the full force of the collective consciousness and sank into the ocean of interconnected auras. Like he was floating in a warm bath, Max felt buoyed up by the network of souls. Then he became absorbed by them, one among the multitudes.


Alex? he sent out, along with an image of his redheaded friend laughing at one of his own jokes. How's Alex?


Most of the responses Max received in return were positiveâ��friendly replies, from beings who had begun to adjust to Alex living among them.


Then Max bumped into an aura he recognized.


It was Alex himself. And he was terrified out of his mind.


Max received an image from Alex of pure fear, of shadowy threatening presences, of misery and loneliness. There was no place for Alex to relax or rest. He was constantly on the run. Running for his life.


What is it? Max sent out frantically. Alex, what's wrong? What are you running from?


But before Alex could reply, another being took his placeâ��an unfriendly entity who blasted Max with images of fire and destruction. Max recoiled . . . and lost track of Alex in the whirlwind of auras.


He thrust himself into the storm, struggling to hold on to Alex's signature energy, but to no avail. The angry being had blocked Alex from further communication.


How can I get him home if you won't even let me talk to him? We want the same thingâ��we both want Alex back on earth! He knew he wasn't getting his message across. His reasoning was too hard to express in images.


Max received no response, so he decided to shout directly to Alex.


Alex, he sent, Alex, if you can hear me, we're trying to bring you back! We all miss you, and we want you to come home! I promise . . . I promise we will find a way to get you here where you belong!


Max disconnected from the full force of the collective consciousness and sat up on his bed, gasping for breath. What was going on? Where had all that anger come from?


It made Max sick to think of Alex out there, alone and scared. But all Max could do was hope that most of the consciousness was still trying to understand and that those beings would keep his friend safe.





***





Liz looked incredible today, Adam thought. He lay on the living-room floor and let his mind drift back to the scene in the Astral Projector office. Liz under the desk with him. Her soft, sweet-smelling body pressed up against his. Her lips so close, he could have kissed her. . .


With a groan Adam flipped over and buried his face in one of the flat beanbags. He wished it was time for his short sleep period because then he wouldn't be lost in thinking about Liz. Probably.


I wonder if she dreams about me, Adam thought. Right, like that was even possible. But still, maybe he should go dream walking and check out her dream orb. He'd give anything to see what Liz dreamed about.


No, Adam told himself. It would violate her privacy. And what right did he have thinking about her so much, anyway? She was with Max. They were boyfriend and girlfriend. Adam was nothing to her. Nothing special, anyhow.


And Max had been so great to him. They all had.


So Adam definitely shouldn't peek into Liz's dream orb.


Definitely.


But nothing was stopping him from dream walking elsewhere. Even when he'd been confined to the compound, dream walking had allowed him a little taste of freedom. He could experience the whole world in dreams.


And if he stopped by Liz's dreamâ��just stopped by to look at it from the outsideâ��who would that hurt?


Nobody.


Adam flipped over on his back and closed his eyes. He let a wave of calm creep up his body, starting with his toes. When the current of relaxation reached his head, Adam opened his eyes on the dream plane. He was surrounded by billions of glowing spheres, a chaotic field of bubbles stretching into the distance. Brilliant colors swirled on the surfaces of the spheres, and each gave off a pure note so rich, it barely translated as sound. Adam felt the music deeply more than just heard itâ��this was a music all the senses had to share.


Each bubble was attached to a dreamer. Adam whistled softly, concentrating on picturing Liz. Sure enough, she was asleep, and her dream sphere floated toward Adam's summons. He held the whistled note until Liz's sphere spun close enough for him to see inside.


What he saw sent a jolt through him. Liz was having a nightmare.


Something was chasing her through her house. She ran up the stairs, her eyes wide with terror, as she searched for someplace to hide. The walls contracted until they were as narrow as tunnels. A thick blue fog filled the stairwell, making it hard for Liz to see who was chasing her and making it even harder for her to escape.


Adam placed his open hands around the orb, willing the sphere to expand until the figures inside were life-size.


Liz was in a bedroom now, surrounded by the fog, backing up against the headboard of the bed. Out reached a pair of hands and grabbed Liz by the throat. She saw its face for the first time, and Adam saw it, too. The thing . . . the thing was Liz. Another Liz. With lips and eyes sewn shut with thick black thread.


Adam had seen enough. He charged inside her dream orb. He grabbed the creature, and instantly it turned to dust. Then he took Liz by the hand and switched the scene to someplace Liz would feel safeâ��the ground floor of the UFO museum.


"Get it away! Get it away!" Liz screamed.


"It's gone," Adam said soothingly. "Would you like to hear some music?"


Still shaken, Liz nodded. Adam pressed a button on the jukebox. The music that poured out was smooth and slow, with a high, beautiful melody.


"That's nice," Liz said. She began to sway back and forth. And then she smiled at him, dimpling her left cheek.


A strong pang of guilt coursed through Adam. Was this okay, him here with Liz? Max wouldn't care if they were just doing friendly stuff, right?


Yeah, Max definitely would have wanted Adam to take Liz out of that nightmare. Do something to take her mind off it. Like . . . like ask her to dance.


Adam held out his arms to her. "Would youâ��"


"Sure," Liz said. She smiled again, but her expression was different this time. It was less friendly and more . . . interesting.


Adam gulped as he stepped toward her, but she didn't seem nervous at all. Liz met his gaze, her brown eyes glowing with warmth. Then she was in his arms, his hands clasped at the small of her back. Her tender amber aura washed over his lemon yellow energy like the first streaks of a sunset.


He couldn't forget any of this moment. It was too precious. Adam took a second to memorize everything he was sensing. The supple feel of her body against his own. The heat of her hands on his shoulders. The soft brush of her hair against his cheek.


After all, if it wasn't a dream, he wouldn't have the chance to hold Liz like this. He might never have the opportunity again.


Not in the real world.


In the real world, they would always be just friends.


















Chapter SIX



"How is anybody supposed to eat this?" Liz asked her friends, all of whom were seated around a long table in the school cafeteria. All her friends minus Alex, of course. And Adam. They still hadn't figured out a way to register him for school without every social services department in the country swooping down on him. So Adam hung out in Michael's apartment alone during the day.


Adam. Liz had woken up with an odd feeling about him this morningâ��a pleasant feeling, too. But she couldn't put her finger on where it came from.


"That's why I brought tuna fish," Maria said. "You couldn't pay me to eat this cafeteria garbage."


Michael looked at them with feigned shock. "What are you talking about?" he protested. He added extra pickles to the top of his slice of sausage pizza. "This is a gourmet meal."


"That is the most vile thing I've ever seen," Liz said, pointing at his lunch.


"Seriously," Isabel said. "You could have at least added some Sweet'n Low."


"Oh, yuck!" Maria said.


"Fine. More for me, then," Michael replied with a smile.


Liz smiled, too, but she was wondering why Max had been so quiet all lunch period. He hadn't joined in any of their joking around, and he hadn't even sat beside Liz at the table. Max was sitting on the other side of Isabel, across from Michael, lost in his thoughts. Drifting to . . . wherever.


"Max," Liz said. "Earth to Max."


He looked up at her, surprised. "Oh," he said, a faint blush coloring his cheeks. "Sorry. I was just thinking about the cave."


"Isabel's memory?" Maria asked.


Max nodded. "I've been wracking my brain for any distinguishing factors, but so far . . . zilch, zipâ��"


"Nada," Isabel said. "Me too. It's all a blur. I wish I could remember it better, butâ��wait, scratch that. . . . I'm glad I don't remember. DuPris's a pig."


"What do you remember? Is it like your cave?" Maria asked, referring to the cave where Michael, Isabel, and Max had broken free of their incubation pods. They used it as their hideaway from the rest of the world and had brought Liz, Maria, and Alex there when they'd first started hanging out together. Now they often used it as a sort of crisis headquarters.


"You mean our cave?" Isabel said, looking at Liz and Maria meaningfully. Liz smiled at her. She knew it took a lot for Isabel to include her new friends in something so close to her heart. "DuPris's cave was a lot bigger," Isabel continued, "but it had all your basic stuffâ��stalagmites, stalactites, bats, darkness, the works. A cave."


"There are a million places like that in New Mexico." Michael groaned. "Max and I have been searching the desert for years, and we've only hit the smallest fraction of the caves out there."


"It doesn't even have to be in New Mexico," Liz added glumly. "DuPris can teleport, remember? He followed us back to the museum from the ranch house. And he took the bounty hunters along with him that time, so he could have transported Isabel and Adam, too."


"I remembered being in the back of a car," Isabel argued.


"He could have done that just to trick you," Michael pointed out. "So it would be harder for us to follow him . . . which it is."


The bell rang, signaling the end of lunch period.


Biology, Liz thought as she stood up. At least it was her favorite class of the day, and Max was in it with her. Maybe he wouldn't be so out of it if they were sitting next to each other, doing experiments together.


Liz said her good-byes, and she and Max headed out of the cafeteria toward the biology lab. When they were halfway down the hall, Liz nudged Max with her arm.


"You ready for today?" she asked. "We're playing matchmaker to a bunch of mutant fruit flies."


Max stopped short. "You know what?" he said. "I left my book in my locker. I'll catch up with you, okay?"


"Yeah . . . okay," Liz replied, but Max had already headed down the corridor.


With a sigh, Liz continued to the lab. He's just preoccupied, she told herself.


She made a detour for the drinking fountain by the trophy case. As she bent down, a strong hand grabbed her shoulder. Her first thought was that Max had come back for her. But no way would Max grab her so hard it hurt.


She spun around quickly. Kyle Valenti stood there, glaring at her. Sweat was trickling down his forehead from his hairline, and his pupils were like tiny black pinholes.


"What are you doing?" Liz asked, trying to keep her voice as light as possible. She shrugged her shoulder free. "Is there a problem?"


"Problem?" Kyle repeated. He laughed, but it came out more like a choked gasp. "Yeah, there's a problem! Why don't you tell me where my father is?"


His father. Suddenly Liz was overwhelmed by a rush of fear, pity and confusion, and she had to fight to keep it all from showing on her face. Liz felt bad for Kyleâ��he had lost his dad. Sheriff Valenti was a horrible person, but Liz didn't even like to consider how she'd feel if her papa disappeared.


But how did he know she'd had anything to do with Sheriff Valenti's disappearance? How much did he know?


"Your dad?" Liz asked, carefully maintaining a calm exterior. "What are you talking about?"


Kyle narrowed his eyes, half covering his shrunken pupils.


"I know you had something to do with it!" Kyle snapped. "You were snooping around my house that dayâ��right before I saw him for the last time. You expect me to believe that's just a coincidence?"


"Kyle, I'm so sorry," Liz said as sincerely as she could manage. "But I honestly don't know where he is." She tried to push past him before he saw in her eyes that she was lying.


Kyle held on to her arm. "So then why were you in my house?" he demanded.


"Kyle, I already told you," Liz began with a nervous laugh, trying frantically to remember the explanation she and Maria had come up with when he'd found them there a week ago. "Maria . . . and I . . . were decorating all the football players' houses, just for a laughâ��"


"Don't feed me that bull again!" Kyle yelled. "Is he dead? Did you kill him? Either tell me what you know, orâ��"


"Or what?" Liz asked, taking a step back.


"Or I'llâ��," Kyle began. He looked around the hallway. "I'llâ��"


Kyle suddenly turned and smashed his fist through the plate glass of the trophy case beside them.


Liz jumped as shards of glass crashed to the floor. God, Kyle was out of his mind! He'd always been an idiot, but the sheriff's disappearance had sent him right over the edge. Liz winced as she saw blood oozing out of the cuts on Kyle's hand. For a moment she was so stunned, she couldn't even move.


"Security!" somebody called from down the corridor. Liz looked over to see Ms. Shaffer rushing toward them with the two burly security guys following close behind.


"What the hell's going on over here?" Ms. Shaffer took one look at the blood running down Kyle's wrist and the smashed trophy case and realized what had happened. "Kyle? Are you all right?"


"It's her!" Kyle shouted. "She did something to my father! She's in on it! She's in on it!"


Liz watched, stunned, as the security guards quickly led Kyle away. He kept shouting as they half pulled him out of sight around a corner. Liz's stomach clenched with a mixture of guilt, sympathy, and fear.


"Liz, what happened here?" Ms. Shaffer asked.


"Well . . . Kyle wanted to date me a few months ago, and I turned him down. He hasn't been too happy with me since then." She figured it was good to mix some truth into her story. "And just now? I don't really know what the deal was. Kyle started yelling something about his father. Some kind of family problem. I had no idea what he was talking about. And then he just snapped."


"Huh," Ms. Shaffer replied. "Strange. Very strange."


"You can say that again," Liz said. She scanned the principal's face for any sign of disbelief, but she seemed to buy Liz's story.


Ms. Shaffer touched Liz's arm lightly. "Are you all right?"


"Oh, I'm fine," Liz said. Only after the principal asked did she realize how fast her heart was beating. "Just a little shaken up." She took a deep breath. "Well, I guess I should get to class."


She took off down the hall, ordering herself not to break into a run. As soon as she turned the corner, Liz slumped against the wall.


Kyle knows, she thought. Kyle knows! Liz and her friends weren't responsible for Sheriff Valenti's death, but they were there when it happened. And DuPris had used Adam's body to do the dirty work. If Kyle suspected them and kept digging, Adamâ��and the rest of her friendsâ��could be in a lot of trouble.


Liz pushed herself off the wall and walked to the water fountain on the other side of the hall. Kyle'd grabbed her before she got her drink. As she sipped, she forced herself to look at the situation rationally.


What, exactly, did Kyle know?


Enough to accuse her, but not anything more than that, she decided as she straightened up and continued down the hall and up the stairs. He had no proof of any kind. And his accusations were based on circumstantial evidence at best.


But did he know more than he was letting on?


Did he know about Project Clean Slate? Did the sheriff tell his son he was on Max, Isabel, and Michael's trail? Had Kyle ever hung out at the compound?


Maybe Kyle is the one who chased us through the desert, Liz thought, taking a deep breath. He was obviously off at the moment. It definitely could have been him.


Liz headed toward the lab, her mind reeling. If Kyle was the one who'd chased them, did that mean he'd somehow managed to move the ship, too?


Pausing outside the biology lab door, Liz took one more deep breath to steady herself. Kyle couldn't have moved the ship.


Not without a lot of help.


Somehow that wasn't a very comforting thought.





***





Isabel drove the Jeep through the suburban back streets of Roswell, heading for Alex's house. Max and Michael might have decided to leave Mr. Manes alone for the time being, but that didn't mean Isabel had to do the same.


Since Valenti died, Isabel had felt safe. Or at least safer than she'd ever felt before. The man who had haunted her nightmares for years was no more.


But apparently the maniac had friends right here in Roswell.


Isabel had to know if Alex's father was Clean Slate. Until she found out for sure, it would drive her crazy. The whole idea that the Major could belong to an agency that seemed dedicated to her personal eradication made her feel like she was itching all over her body. She'd met him. She'd had dinner at his table.


What if Alex's dad is Clean Slate and he's the one who removed the ship? Isabel wondered as she turned up the Maneses' driveway. He could be jeopardizing Alex's only chance to get home . . . and not even know it.


Isabel had no idea what she would do if she discovered the Major was part of the same horrible organization as Valenti, but she'd think of something. She'd have to. No matter what it took, she couldn't allow Alex's own father to get in the way of saving him.


No matter what it took.


Isabel killed the engine. She'd risk anything to get Alex home safely. Even snoop around in the house of a man whose mission in life could be tracking Isabel down, locking her away, experimenting on her, and then . . .


Isabel ordered herself not to complete the thought. She climbed out of the Jeep and headed up to the front door. This is for Alex, she repeated in her head. Think of Alex.


Isabel was unprepared to have Mrs. Manes answer the doorbell. She'd been ready to flirt with the Major and sweet-talk him into letting her look around. Isabel liked Mrs. Manes, but she had no idea what Alex might have told his mother about their breakup. With his dad, she could have been sure that Alex hadn't told him anything. Alex and his dad didn't do the talking thing much.


She had to rethink her whole game plan quickly. "Yes?" Mrs. Manes asked. Her eyes were red and puffy, as if she'd been crying. "Oh, Isabel. I didn't recognize you for a second. I wasâ��come on in."


"If it's no trouble," Isabel said. "I don't want to bother youâ��"


"No trouble at all," Mrs. Manes broke in. "Please. I could use the company."


Mrs. Manes led Isabel through the wide foyer into the casual yet tastefully decorated living room. She sat in a short leather upholstered armchair and faced Isabel. "So, what can I do for you?"


"I can't stop thinking about Alex," Isabel answered. Her voice squeaked a little as she said his name, but she steeled herself and plowed on. "I've been worried about him. I guess . . . I guess I just wanted to see how you've been holding up and if you've heard anything."


Mrs. Manes picked at the seam of the leather armchair for a long moment, and when she looked up at Isabel again, her eyes glistened with tears. Her mouth twitched as she tried to reply. "I'm . . . I'm sorry," she said finally. "It's just that, with you being so concerned, I suppose I was caught off guard." A tear rolled down her cheek, and she wiped it away. "I'm not usually like this," Mrs. Manes explained. "I've been trying to be strongâ��"


"You don't have to be strong," Isabel said softly. "Nobody's asking that of you."


"If only that were true," Mrs. Manes replied. She rearranged herself on the chair and cleared her throat. "Listen, I've got one son in the marines and two in the air force. I've worked hard at preparing myself for any eventuality, no matter how grim. But this is Alex we're talking about. Alex is different. He'sâ��"


"Sweet," Isabel supplied.


"Sweet," Mrs. Manes agreed. "I know my youngest. He wouldn't have run away, not without leaving some sort of note. Which means something must have happened to him. . . ."


Mrs. Manes's face crumpled up, and the tears spilled over onto her pale cheeks.


Isabel knew she wasn't going to win any awards as the world's warmest person, but she had to do something. She stood up and walked over to Alex's mother and covered her hand with her own.


"Mrs. Manes," Isabel said. "You don't know what's happened. Nobody does. He could walk through that door any minute."


I wish, Isabel added silently.


"Thank you," Mrs. Manes said, clinging to Isabel's hand. Isabel almost cringed. The woman's fingers were so coldâ��as if the life were seeping out of her. "Thank you for your kind words. It means a lot to me."


"No problem," Isabel said. "Can I get you a cup of tea or something? Or maybe you should lie down for a while? You don't look like you've slept since . . . in ages."


"I could use a rest," Mrs. Manes said. "But my husband has the police calling in on the hour, and he calls even more frequently than that. I've got to answer those callsâ��"


"I'll handle it," Isabel offered. "You go lie down and take a good nap, and I'll cover for you for an hour or so. Okay?"


"You're an angel," Mrs. Manes said eagerly. "Now I know why my son thinks the world of you. But just for an hour or so. Promise you'll wake me then?"


Isabel nodded. "I'll just be here, watching TV," she said as Mrs. Manes rose from her chair and headed down the hall.


When Mrs. Manes had left the living room, Isabel did turn on the television, but she turned the volume down low so she could hear Alex's mother moving through the house. Isabel flipped around for a while, stopping on the shopping network, which had a special on metallic nail polishes. She watched that impatiently, waiting for Mrs. Manes to fall asleep.


When Isabel couldn't stand waiting another second, she got up from the couch and crept down the hall, pausing outside Mrs. Manes's open bedroom door. Alex's mother's breathing was slow and regularâ��perfect.


Isabel hurried as fast and as silently as she could in the opposite direction. She had her destination firmly in mind from what she remembered from Alex's tour of the house.


Mr. Manes's office.


In the center of the room was a huge wooden desk with a laptop computer. Isabel sat down in the Major's leather chair and popped open the laptop, pushing the power switch. She found a half-empty box of disks and began to copy as many files as she could from a directory marked Private. As she copied, Isabel listened for any sign of movement outside the office. The Maneses' house was as silent as a tomb.


The whirring of the disk drive sounded awfully loud to Isabel's ears. What could she say to explain why she was using the computer if Mrs. Manes found her in there? She was looking for the latest version of Doom? I don't think so, Isabel thought.


If Mrs. Manes found her, Isabel would have to knock her out and try to scramble her memory. As distasteful as that idea was, she couldn't think of any other way to escape.


When the Private files were copied onto disk, Isabel clicked around for a few moments, looking for anything else that seemed appropriate. She passed up the Major's financial records and personal correspondence and left his Memos folder alone. Then, in a subdirectory marked Xtra, she found a folder titled Tabula Rasa.


Vaguely Isabel recalled something from some PBS philosophy show her mom had on one night while Isabel was doing her homework. Apparently some philosophers thought that human children were born without any instincts or memoriesâ��just an empty brain. And that empty brain, if Isabel remembered correctly, was called a tabula rasa.


The phrase was Latin. In English it roughly translated as "blank slate."


A chill ran up Isabel's arms and down her spine. Blank slate. Clean slate. Bingo, she thought.


She inserted a fresh disk and copied and pasted the folder into the A drive. Now that Isabel might have found something important, the drive seemed to be taking forever to copy. Hurry up, she ordered it. Can't you go any faster?


Then the phone rang.


Isabel thought she was going to jump out of her skin. But she forced herself to calm down as she picked up the office extension.


"Hello?" she said as cheerfully as she could manage. "The Maneses' residence."


"Who's this?" a gruff voice demanded. "Where's my wife?"


"This is Isabel," she replied politely, although the bristling sound of the Major's voice set her teeth on edge. "I'm a friend of your son's. We met a few weeks ago? I'm answering the phone for Mrs. Manes while she rests."


"Oh," the Major said. "Thank you. Tell her I called when she gets up."


"Of course," Isabel said. "I certainly will." Being so polite made her teeth ache.


"Good." Mr. Manes coughed softly, and then he hung up without saying good-bye.


Isabel replaced the receiver and concentrated on listening, blood pounding in her temples. Had the phone call woken Mrs. Manes?


When she didn't hear anything for a few moments, Isabel sighed with relief and checked the computer's progress. The files were all copied. She pulled out the disk and added it to the two others she'd made.


Isabel checked her watch and quickly shut down the computer. Why did I tell her I'd stay? she thought nervously. She had to get out of here and bring these files to Max so he could sort through them. Part of her wanted to ditch, but she couldn't do that to Mrs. Manes. She could hang out and let the woman sleepâ��give Alex's mom a little comfort.


After everything Isabel had done to Alex, she figured she owed him that much.





***





Isabel burst into her family's kitchen and found Max sitting at the table. He was munching spicy tortilla chips and peanut butter, a snack they both loved. She waved the disks in front of him.


"Guess what I got?" she asked excitedly. It had taken forever for Mrs. Manes to get herself out of bed, and Isabel couldn't hold her news in any longer.


"Proof that aliens live among us?" Max guessed, dipping a chip.


"Such a comedic genius," Isabel said, rolling her eyes. "On these disks I happen to have copies of Mr. Manes's private files. And get thisâ��one of the files is named Tabula Rasa!"


Max's eyes opened wide. "No way," he said. "Where did you get those?"


"Reconnaissance mission to the Maneses' house," Isabel informed him.


Max frowned. "Isabel," he said in the big-brother voice that drove her up the wall, "are you out of your mind? I thought we decided that we'd leave the Major aloneâ��"


"Chill," Isabel told him. "I knew you'd start freaking, but I got in and out, no problem."


"Do you know how dangerous that could have been?" Max continued. "Michael or I should have come along . . . as backup, at least. What if you'd gotten caught?"


"But I wasn't," Isabel replied, tossing her long blond hair over her shoulder. "Now, do you want to lecture me all day, or do you want to go up to your laptop and see what's in these files?"


Max heaved a big sigh as he started out of the kitchen. "Let's go see what you've got."


"Wait," Isabel said. "Bring the chips."


Up in his room, Max took a seat at his desk, and Isabel hovered over his shoulder. "Forget the Personal disks," Isabel suggested. "Go right for Tabula Rasa."


"Right," Max said, clicking around with his mouse. The folder contained several files, all named with numbers. But when Max clicked open file l.mxl, the screen filled with nonsense characters. Pure gibberish.


"This program doesn't support this type of file," Max explained in frustration.


"Do you have a program that does?" Isabel asked.


"Maybe. I've got a translator that's pretty new." Max started the program, but it crashed the system, causing the little hourglass cursor to spin endlessly in the center of the screen.


As Max rebooted, Isabel ground her teeth. "What's the matter?"


"I think they're encrypted," Max said. "I'm not going to be able to open these files. Sorry, Iz. All that work for nothing."


"Encrypted," Isabel repeated. "If the Major's encrypting stuff, he's got to be hiding something, don't you think? He's got to be Clean Slate."


"We shouldn't jump to any conclusions," Max said.


But Isabel knew she was right. Encrypted files. Tabula rasa. The photograph of Mr. Manes shaking hands with the thankfully deceased Sheriff Valenti.


It all pointed to one inescapable conclusion. Valenti might be dead, but now they had a new force to contend with.


And Mr. Manes was just a little too close to Isabel and her friends for comfort. Make that a lot too close.





***





The Crashdown Cafe was a madhouse.


Maria had been working her butt off all afternoon, and she still had another half hour before her break. She navigated her way through the aisle of the Ortechos' diner with a teeming tray on her arm, sidestepping a little girl who was running back to her table. At least tips will be good, Maria reminded herself as she served three out-of-towners at a window table. The tourists who came to Roswell to check out UFO central might be annoying, but they usually tipped decently.


As Maria headed across the room to take the order of a couple who had just sat down, she glanced across the restaurant. Adam and Michael were hanging out in a booth in Liz's area. Liz hurried by them, rushing to the pick-up window, and Maria smiled to herself as she watched Adam following Liz with his eyes.


The boy had it bad. Maria had felt the same expression cross her face too many times when she looked at Michael. She could recognize a major crush when she saw one. She just hoped it didn't look as sweetly pathetic on her. But of course it probably did.


Michael, Maria thought as she half listened to the new couples drink order. My good friend Michael.


"I'd like an iced tea, no sugar," the woman said.


Maria nodded absently. It wasn't easy slipping back into thinking of Michael as just a friend. Understatement. It was one of the most painful processes of her entire life.


But that's the way Michael wanted it, so that's the way it would be.


Friends.


Good friends.


One of her best friends.


"Miss, are you even listening to me?" the man at the table in front of her asked.


"Oh," Maria said. "Oh, sure. You wanted an icecream sundae, right? With a cherry?"


"No," the man said. "I wanted a beer."


"Right," Maria replied. "Beer."


As she bustled away to get the drinks, Maria caught a cute girl shooting Michael a flirty look. Please, just don't let him start bringing some girl around me, she thought. At least not for a while. Not until I've . . . mended a little more.


Maria filled a plastic tumbler with iced tea. When he does find some girl, some girl he looks at the way he looks at Cameron, Maria told herself sternly, you are not going to allow yourself to be pulverized again. You will still be Michael's buddy. Get used to the idea of him dating because it's going to happen.


She put the iced tea on a tray, along with a bottle of beer and a tall glass. Maybe we'll even discuss what to get Michael's girlfriend for Valentine's Day and stuff, Maria thought, like I do with Alex.


Why don't I just stick needles in my eyes while I'm at it?


As she brought the tray over to the tourist couple, Maria continued her conversation inside her head. Not pins, but needles, she clarified to herself. Because needles have nothing to stop them from traveling through your bloodstream until they pierce your heart.


Maria put the tourist woman's iced tea down too hard on the table, splashing some on the woman's T-shirt.


"Yikes, sorry," Maria said. "Here." She pulled a handful of napkins out of her apron and handed them to the shocked woman. "The tea's on the house."


Then Maria noticed the woman's T-shirt. Or rather, what was printed on it.


It was a logo for My Favorite Martian, the old TV show.


As Maria gave the guy his beer, she glanced at his T-shirt, too. Tourist couples often had matching or similar slogans on their shirts, which always amused Maria.


But his didn't match. Instead it proclaimed, I've Gone Underground . . . in Carlsbad Caverns! over a picture of the gigantic cave's yawning mouth.


Carlsbad Caverns, Maria thought, staring at his T-shirt. Couldâ��


"Miss, is there something wrong?" the man asked.


"Uh, no," Maria replied. "Sorry, I was just spacing out. Are you ready to order your food?"


"Ten minutes ago," the woman piped up.


But Maria barely heard her.


Carlsbad Caverns. Stalactites? Check. Stalagmites? Check. Bats? Check. A possible hideout or whatever for DuPris, down deep in the cavern where no tourists or explorers ever went?


Check.


"Miss?" the man at her table asked. "Can we just forget about the food and get a check for the beer? Quickly?"


Check.


















Chapter SEVEN



Liz grabbed the dashboard for support as Max drove over a pothole and her knee slammed into the center console. "That was pleasant," she grumbled, trying in vain to get comfortable. "We have to get ourselves a bigger car."


She was mashed in the shotgun seat of Max's Jeep with Maria, and she felt like her legs were going to be eternally cramped. Max was drivingâ��somehow managing to hit every bumpâ��and Adam, Isabel, and Michael were in the backseat.


Just be thankful that Papa let you come on this trip at all, Liz told herself. She loved her father, but the strain of constantly proving herself stable, responsible, completely Liz-not-Rosa was almost too much sometimes. She was hoping that the fact that he'd approved this weekend trip to Carlsbad Caverns meant he had actually developed some kind of trust in her.


Of course, Liz thought with a pang of guilt, he thinks Maria's mother is coming along with us. But still.


It hadn't hurt that Carlsbad Caverns was less than a hundred miles from Roswell. It was a major tourist destination and a favorite campsite for lots of families in town. The grounds around and above the vast network of caves were a national park, and her father had been relieved to hear that the park was policed by rangers. Liz had known to come to that discussion armed with ammunition in the form of information off the Internet.


"I am so psyched for this trip!" Maria called out suddenly, turning to grin right in Liz's face. "I haven't been camping since forever."


"This is not a pleasure trip," Isabel said grumpily. "We're going there to find the guy who killed our parents."


"And hopefully find a way to get Alex back," Max added.


For a long moment they were all silent, all thinking about Alex.


"Still," Michael finally said, "I brought marshmallows."


Everyone cracked up, including Isabel, releasing the heavy tension. Liz caught Max's eye and smiled. Marshmallows, campfire, dark starry sky. It could be a pretty romantic night. If Max could stay focused on her long enough to enjoy it with her.


Liz glanced in the rearview mirror to see if Adam was staring at her. She had that hot back-of-the-neck feeling that made her think he was. Just as Max changed lanes, she caught sight of a small blue clunker a few cars back abruptly swerving to follow them. Liz's heart gave a hard double thump.


She craned her neck to look out the back, but Adam was blocking her view. And yes, he was staring. "Duck for a sec," Liz told him.


Sure enough, a blue Nissan Sentra was keeping pace with the Jeep. "Speed up a little," Liz said to Max. "I want to see something."


"Your wish is my command," Max said.


"Oh, please," Isabel said with obvious disgust.


Liz ignored her. "Maybe pass somebody, too," she suggested.


Michael sat up straight. "Is somebody following us?" he asked.


"That's what I'm trying to figure out," Liz replied.


Max accelerated, and the blue Nissan sped up, too. And as Max passed a slow truck in the right lane, the Nissan zoomed closer.


Liz's stomach dropped. "Oh yeah. We're being followed," she declared. "What do we do?"


"Is it the Major?" Isabel asked.


"I don't know. Can you see from back there?" Liz asked. "I can't make him out. Slow down a little, Max."


Max pressed his lips together and did as she asked. Caught off guard by Max's sudden deceleration, the Nissan caught up to the Jeep. And Liz could see that it wasn't Mr. Manes at the wheel.


It was Kyle Valenti.


"What does he want?" Isabel muttered, tension putting a sharp edge on her voice.


"After the way he freaked out on me, who knows?" Liz replied. "I told him I didn't know anything about his father, but he didn't come close to believing me."


"Like he would have believed the truth," Michael put in. "'Yeah, I know what happened. An evil alien turned your dad into a one-man Hiroshima'?"


"You're right," Liz agreed.


"He saw us!" Adam called out. "I mean, he saw us seeing him." Adam cleared his throat. "He knows he's been spotted."


Liz kept her eyes locked on the rearview mirror. Kyle accelerated until the Nissan was practically kissing the Jeep's bumper. His eyebrows knitted together, and his eyes grew squinty.


"Ohmigod!" Isabel cried. Her startled shout was still lingering in the air when Kyle rammed them from behind. The crunch of metal and the screeching of tires rang out as Max fought to keep the Jeep steady


"Is he crazy?" Max shouted.


"Very possibly," Liz shot back, her heart going into high gear. She braced both hands against the dashboard.


Kyle bumped the Jeep again, shoving them to the left. He was playing for keeps, trying to force them into oncoming traffic.


"Do something!" Maria screamed. "Can't you blow out his tire?"


"I think he's close enough for us to aim, even though we're going so fast," Adam answered.


"Let's try it before he turns us into roadkill," Michael yelled, grabbing hands with Adam and Isabel.


A second later Liz heard a sharp report, like a gunshot, echo behind the Jeep. Liz watched through the rearview as Kyle's car started wobbling and then went careening off the highway into the shrubs and cacti of the desert. In moments they'd left him far behind.


"Good work," Max said.


"My friends, the superheroes," Maria added proudly


"Do you think he had any idea where we were headed?" Michael asked, still staring out the back window.


"I didn't tell him," Liz replied, "although he could pretty easily find out by asking my father, if he thought of it."


"I wouldn't worry about it," Max said. "The park is huge. He'll never find us in there."


"Yeah, he's history," Isabel said.


Liz hoped Isabel was right. But Kyle could be persistent. And if Sheriff Valenti had told him anything about alien powers, a blown-out tire wouldn't make him give up.


It would just make him more suspicious.





***





"Hey, Max," Adam said, pulling a small gray laptop out from under his feet. "Why did you bring your computer?"


"I thought I might work at decoding some of those files Isabel found at the Major's," Max answered. "I don't think I'm gonna have much luck, though. I don't have the right software. And I don't think it's anything we can pick up at The Wiz."


Adam flipped open the screen and hit the power button. The computer whirred to life. "You don't need software," he said. "I used to do this all the time at the compound."


He opened up one of the files, and it flashed onto the screenâ��a jumbled mass of gibberish.


"Wait a minute," Michael said, shifting in his tight seat. "What do you mean, you don't need software?"


Adam smiled. "You guys are going to love this," he said. He loved it when he could show his friends a new power. At least then he didn't feel like the world's biggest two-year-old, asking stuff like, "What's Elvis?"


"It's like that Magic Eye book Ray had in the living room," he explained. "All you have to do is stare at the code for a while and eventually your brain sorts through the garbage and you can read the file."


"Seriously?" Isabel asked. "It's that simple?"


Adam shrugged. "Well, it takes some concentration, but it's not that hard."


"Cool. We have a secret weapon," Maria joked.


Taking a deep breath, Adam gazed at the screen. You can do this, he thought. Sheriff Valenti hadn't exactly been a candidate for Father of the Year. But Valenti had been good at teaching Adam how to use his powers in many different, useful ways, even if most of those ways were violent. Adam had always been told that those practice exercises were "games," when actually Valenti was training him to be a living weapon or experimenting on him like a lab rat.


What a difference it was to use his powers to help his friends instead of to destroy Valenti's enemies.


For the next ten minutes Adam stared at the screen. His eyes started to burn, and a little pinprick of pain started digging into the back of his neck. But nothing was coming together. No pattern emerged. Frustrated, Adam closed the file and opened another in the folder.


"Tough going?" Michael asked.


"It's like the most complex code or cipher I've ever seen . . . times ten," Adam explained.


"Well, keep at it," Michael said. "You're the only one of us who can even begin to make sense out of that garbage."


Adam nodded, hoping Michael couldn't see how much what he'd just said meant to Adam. He concentrated on the new file and felt a little jolt as the symbols in front of him seemed to separate into distinct layers. The first four layers were just screens to confuse anyone who got their hands on this file, but the fifth layer . . .


The fifth layer had words.


As Adam read, his stomach turned over in revulsion. He couldn't believe that there were people on this planet who would do such a thing . . . plan such a thing. The very idea of what he was reading made him want to cry, scream, tear out his hairâ��and fight back.


When he had finished, Adam sat for a moment, absorbing the magnitude of the horror he'd just read. How was he supposed to tell his friends?


"Um . . . you guys?" Adam called out, interrupting various conversations floating around the Jeep. "I managed to decode one of the files."


Instantly he had everyone's attention. The way Liz's eyes focused on him made Adam swallow with nervousness, so he turned to look at Michael.


"It's plans for a weapon," Adam said. "A chemical weapon."


"What does it do?" Maria asked.


Adam closed his eyes.


"It recognizes alien life-formsâ��and destroys them."





***





Maria's heart was slamming against her rib cage as she dug in her woven purse for her vial of cedar oil. She knew it would calm her down, and she'd never needed calming more badly than she did at that moment.


"A chemical weapon?" Isabel said faintly.


"It looks like all they have to do is release this gas into the air and it takes effect immediately," Adam said slowly. "But only on extraterrestrial cells."


"What is wrong with these people?" Isabel asked. "Why do they hate us so much?"


Maria found the bottle she was looking for, unscrewed the cap, and inhaled. She tried to picture herself walking through a forest of the ancient trees, but all she could see was people she loved lying dead on the ground.


"Houston, we have a problem," Michael announced. "Another one."


Maria followed his gaze and caught a glimpse of flashing lights. Red and blue lights. A police cruiser was approaching up the highway. With a gasp Maria spilled the entire contents of the vial into her lap.


"Max, you'd better pull over," Liz said.


"Can't we just blow out the police car's tires, too?" Adam asked.


"Not a good idea," Michael answered. "They could just radio ahead and get someone else to stop us."


"Maria, can't you do something about that smell?" Isabel asked. "It's gagging me."


"We're in a Jeep. Deal," Maria snapped as Max slowed down and drove onto the shoulder.


The cruiser pulled up behind them, and Maria was stunned to see Sheriff Dodson climb out of the police car and stride up the road, carrying a lumpy, rolled package.


Is she Clean Slate? Maria thought frantically. Is that one of the Major's chemical weapons she's carrying?


"This is all we need," Isabel whispered.


The sheriff stopped next to Maria and nailed her with a cool glance that made Maria want to confess everything, even stuff she hadn't done. "Hi," Maria said in a rush. "I know we're not supposed to ride with two of us in the front seat like this, but the Jeep was the best car to take camping, andâ��"


"No, you're not supposed to ride like that," Sheriff Dodson said. "But that's not why I'm here." Then she handed Maria the package she was carrying. Maria just stared at it in her hands, unable to recognize it for a moment.


"It's your sleeping bag," the sheriff said. "You forgot it, and I told your mom I'd track you down and give it to you."


"Oh, thanks," Maria said. She wondered if she sounded as dumbfounded as she felt.


Then Sheriff Dodson got a whiff of the cedar oil. "That's some interesting perfume you're wearing, Maria."


Maria giggled uncontrollably. A voice in the back of her mind told her she was acting like a freak, but she was too nervous to stop. "It's cedar oil," she exclaimed through her laughter. "It was an accident! I'm going to smell like this all day! Maybe even for the rest of my life."


Shut up, she ordered herself. Please, please, just shut up and let Sheriff Dodson go.


"Are you okay?" Sheriff Dodson asked, peering through the window at the rest of Maria's friends. Maria's heart pounded. The sheriff was probably thinking her bizarre behavior was drug induced or something.


She took a deep breath. "I'm fine," she said. "I just feel like an idiot. . . . You know, making you come out here with my bag and spilling oil all over me." She paused and looked into the sheriffs amused face. Maria blushed. "Sorry."


"That's okay," Sheriff Dodson said. She patted the side of the Jeep. "You kids have fun." Then with a small wave she turned and headed back to her cruiser.


Maria pressed her hands to her forehead and groaned.


"I feel like I just swallowed a pair of spiked heels," Isabel said.


"That was pretty intense," Max agreed. He waited for Sheriff Dodson's car to pass them before he headed back out onto the road.


"Maria," Michael said, "I'd suggest you start checking that sleeping bag for some sort of tracking device."


Maria giggled, clutching the bag to her chest.


Michael just looked at her. "I'm not kidding."





***





It was dark by the time Max had found a place to park and everybody had agreed on where to set up camp. Max liked the spot they'd chosen. It was a mile or so from the main cavern in an area called Whites City, out in the backcountry open desert but protected from the wind by a jagged, crumbling outcropping of dark red rock. Nearby, large serrated cacti cast eerie shadows in the moonlight.


"So, we'll just camp out tonight and then take the first tour of the caverns in the morning?" Maria asked, dropping her bag on the ground.


"Yeah," Max said. "I think we should get a sense of the place first."


"How are we going to know if DuPris is there?" Liz asked, pulling the cooler out of the Jeep. "It's not like the guide's going to point him out along with the bats and other interesting features."


"Well, with luck he'll use his powers and we'll be able to sense him," Michael said. He pulled on his jacket and handed Max his sweater.


"We're probably going to have to go into the closed-off section," Max said. "Hope everyone's ready for some spelunking."


"Some what?" Adam asked.


"He's just trying to sound like he knows what he's talking about," Isabel said. "Ignore him."


"Cave exploring," Michael explained. He shook his head. "I can't believe I actually associate with someone who uses the word spelunking in conversation." He turned to Adam. "I'm going to make a fire. Help me out?"


"Sure," Adam said. "What do I do?"


Max smiled. Sometimes Adam was like a puppy dog around Michael. And the amazing part was that Michael actually put up with it.


"Go out and collect some dried tumble-weedsâ��thick ones if you can find them," Michael instructed.


Soon the fire was roaring, sending up sparks and smoke into the starlit sky. Everyone gathered around the fire, pulling out food they'd brought.


"Guys? What are we going to do if we don't find DuPris?" Maria asked tentatively as she settled to the ground. "I mean, without the Stone . . ." She trailed off, leaving only the crackling of the fire to break the tense silence.


"Without the Stone, how are we going to bring Alex back," Max finished finally.


"We're gonna find him," Isabel said firmly, staring into the fire. "I know we are."


"And that's the attitude we should keep," Max said, looking at each of his friends. "We're going to find DuPris, and we're going to figure out a way to bring Alex home safely. We have to believe it, or we shouldn't even bother trying."


Liz looked up at him and smiled. "Right," she said firmly. "Tomorrow we bring Alex back."


"Right," Maria repeated.


Michael slapped his hands together. "Well, now that we're all settled on that, let's eat."


"Mr. Sensitive," Isabel muttered.


"What?" Michael asked, his eyes wide. "Alex wouldn't want us to starve."


Liz laughed. "The man has a point. Alex didâ��" She corrected herself quickly. "Does. Alex does love his food."


"And so do I," Michael answered. He reached out and grabbed the Tupperware container filled with nachos from the cafe. "Mine," he said, cradling the nachos close to his chest and stroking the blue plastic lid lovingly. "Mine."


Max ripped open a bag of Cosmic Crunch, stuffed a handful into his mouth, and passed the bag to Liz. It's like a celebration before the apocalypse, he thought, feeling a little creeped out. Enjoy yourself now because tomorrow . . . who knows what will happen?


"Max? I brought jalapeĂąo potato chips and soy sauce just for you," Liz said, holding up a bright red bag.


"Thanks," Max said with a small smile. "But I think I'll go for a walk first."


Liz's lips tightened slightly, and Max's heart responded with a sharp pang. "I'll be right back," he promised. Then he shoved himself to his feet and headed off before she could argue or volunteer to come with him.


Max found a big shrub a few yards from the campsite and took a seat on a large flat rock behind it. He needed to connect to the consciousness.


Connect more deeply, to be exact. The connection was never broken anymore.


Max concentrated on shutting out the sounds of his friends and took a deep breath. He hadn't told the others about his encounter with Alex. He didn't want to worry them, and he'd been hoping against hope that the anger had died down. That Alex wasn't so terrified.


"Just let me be right," Max muttered.


He leaned back and opened himself up to the maelstrom of images hovering at the back of his mind. Then he waited for the sense of belonging that always greeted him on his immersion into the consciousness.


Instead he was enveloped in a pocket of rage. Shrieks of fury in frenzied voices swirled around him from beings surrounding him. Max felt like he'd been sucked into a whirlpool of lava and then tossed to crash against jagged, molten rocks.


These beings were calling for Alex's life to be extinguished. They wanted him dead.


Now.


















Chapter EIGHT



Isabel leaned against Michael's shoulder, enjoying the flickering warmth of the bonfire. Michael felt solid against her arm. Comforting and protective.


Brotherly.


"How was it I ever thought I could date you?" she asked Michael cheerfully, tilting her head back to look up at him. "It would have been a huge mistake."


"Definitely. But you're beautiful and I'm beautiful, so it seemed to make sense at the time," Michael joked.


Isabel sat up on the thick plastic pad she'd brought with her. "Beautiful! Beautiful? You're so conceited!" she squealed.


"Men are not beautiful," Maria jumped in. "Only women can be beautiful."


"I am beautiful, and you both know it," Michael replied with a smile.


"God!" Isabel exclaimed. "You're more arrogant than I am."


"Nah, it's not arrogance," Michael said. "It's just a basic understanding of reality."


"See?" Isabel said to the others. "Total arrogance."


"He's self-centered, too," Maria piped up.


Isabel grinned. Maria deserved to get in a few jabs of her own.


"Hey!" Michael protested. "Don't hate me because I'm beautiful, all right?"


"We don't," Maria reassured him. Then she gave him a long look up and down. "In fact, I've changed my mind. I do think you're beautiful."


"Hey!" Isabel protested.


"Thank you," Michael said primly.


"And you're lucky you are," Maria continued. She leaned closer to him. "Because if you weren't beautiful, we'd have no use for you. You're way too conceited!"


"Go, Maria," Isabel said, impressed. Who knew the girl had it in her?


Michael rolled his eyes and pretended to ignore them.


"Michael, Michael," Isabel continued, enjoying herself. "So vain, it's insane."


"I am not listening to this," Michael said.


"That rhymes," Maria called. "It's a song."


Isabel laughed, watching Michael's face start to turn red. "Michael, Michael," she repeated, adding a lilt to her voice. "So conceited . . . I'm defeated."


"That doesn't even make sense," Michael protested, obviously trying hard to keep his cool.


"Yes, it does," Adam jumped in.


"Michael, Michael," Maria sang. "So arrogant, he makes the girls pant."


"All right, that's it," Michael said. He grabbed the bag of marshmallows away from Adam. "One more little rhyme from either of you and it's war."


Right, Isabel thought. I'm so scared.


"Michael, Michael," she sang, batting her eyelashes at him. "So egotistical, it's almost . . . metaphysical."


Michael flung a marshmallow, and she felt it bop onto her forehead. He instantly doubled over in laughter.


Isabel narrowed her eyes at him. "You're so dead." While he was busy laughing, she grabbed the bag of marshmallows out of his grasp and pulled one out.


"Don't even think about it," Michael said. He had stopped laughing.


"Oh, you have no idea what I'm thinking, my friend," Isabel said. She hurled the marshmallow at Michael. It flew off into the desert, missing him by at least five feet. Isabel winced. Her aim had never been that great. Michael shook his head, laughing at her lack of coordination.


Irritated, Isabel reached out and snapped the marshmallow with her mind. It had already passed Michael by, but it veered awkwardly and hit him on the back of the head.


"My turn!" Maria shouted. She tore open a second bag and began lobbing marshmallows in Michael's direction.


Michael picked up marshmallows that had landed near him and returned fire at both Maria and Isabel. Liz screeched and scrambled away from the fray while Adam just looked on with interest.


As Isabel ducked and threw, she decided that Liz and Adam shouldn't be allowed to stay neutral in this war. Her next volley was directed at their heads.


Suddenly they had a full-fledged marshmallow fight on their hands. Shrieks of laughter filled the night sky.


My friends are so juvenile, Isabel thought, whipping another marshmallow into the fray.





***





Liz mashed a marshmallow on Adam's forehead, then turned to flee. But before she could make a move, Adam grabbed her around the waist, wielding two marshmallows with his free hand.


Liz screamed but was silenced when Adam stuffed the two marshmallows into her mouth. She started to laugh, but when she sucked in her breath, she pulled her mouthful of marshmallow goo down into her throat. In a moment of panic she realized the goo had lodged there. She wasn't getting any air.


As she gasped for breath, Liz saw Adam's eyes widen in horrified shock. He pounded on her back as Liz attempted to force the marshmallows either up or down.


I just want to breathe, her brain screamed as her eyes watered. Breathe!


Finally she swallowed painfully and took a gulp of air. She dissolved into coughs, and Adam stopped pounding and started rubbing her back soothingly.


His hands were warm and comforting as she dropped shakily to the ground, holding her aching throat with both hands. Adam sat with her.


"Sorry! I'm so sorry! Are you okay?" he asked. His hands were still touching her back, lightly caressing her shoulder blades.


All Liz's perceptions focused on the touch of Adam's hand. She felt light-headed, almost as if she were tipsy. "Who spiked the 'mallows?" she mumbled.


I felt like this when we were dancing, Liz remembered, her thoughts coming slow and somehow soft. It felt . . . good.


Liz frowned. When had they gone dancing? Suddenly the dream she'd had the other night flooded back to her. Adam was there. He had done something to a nightmare she'd been having. He'd changed it, made it safe.


"You were in my dream."


"Liz, I'm so sorry," Adam said gently, his breath against her ear. His low voice sent a tingling shiver down her side. "I wasn't trying to spy on you or anything. I justâ��"


"Don't worry about it." Liz jumped up. "I'm going to bring Max some marshmallows," she blurted out. She grabbed an almost empty package off the ground. "He loves these things."


Liz ran her hand through her hair as she walked away from the campfire. She suddenly realized she was trembling, and she wrapped her arms around herself. Things had been getting a little . . . complicated there with Adam for a moment.


She had to see Max. Right now.


Where had he disappeared to, anyway? When he wandered away from the campfire, Liz had assumed he wanted to find someplace private to connect with the collective consciousness, but he'd been gone a long time. Too long.


Liz shook her head. She was actually feeling jealous of a group of beings on a planet that was so far away, it couldn't be seen from the earth. She was losing it.


She kept walking, trying to enjoy the peace of the desert and not get all crazed. Her feet crunched on the dry ground as she wandered in a rough circle around the campsite.


She was about to give it upâ��or start screaming his name like a loonâ��when she spotted him. He was sitting cross-legged on a rock, staring away from her. His skin seemed to glow with a slight silver tint in the starlight.


Liz hurried over to him. "Hey, Maxâ��"


She froze when she got a good look at his face. His eyes were glazed, expressionless, and his cheeks were slack. There was more movement in the vast emptiness of the desert than in Max Evans's body. He looked like the living embodiment of a black hole.


Liz shivered. She knew Max was just connected to the consciousness, but the sight of him so motionless and . . . vacant was deeply disturbing.


For a second she considered shaking him. But Max would only be annoyed that she'd interrupted himâ��not the mood she wanted him in. She turned away and began walking slowly toward the camp.


Why couldn't she have found Max talking to a cute girl or something? At least Liz knew how to deal with other girls.


When she reached the campfire, Liz hesitated. Maybe this wasn't the best plan. Adam was over there, and . . . Well, it just wasn't a good idea.


I should just pack it in, Liz thought as she veered off to the flat area where they'd all set up their sleeping bags. Tomorrow's going to be a long day, anyway.


As she crawled into her sleeping bag, Liz pushed aside a strong feeling of disappointment. This wasn't the way she'd expected to be going to sleep when she'd first heard about this trip. She'd been looking forward to falling asleep curled up beside Max after some romance under the stars. Obviously that wasn't going to happen.


Liz closed her eyes and sighed, willing herself to stop obsessing and go to sleep.


But right before she drifted off, a thought crept into her mind unbidden, causing her heart to skip a beat.


Would Adam visit her in her dream again?





***





Even though the night had become cool, Michael's face felt hot and sweaty. The marshmallow war had been good exercise. He began to pick up the dirty marshmallows off the ground, tossing them into the fire.


"We didn't save any to roast," he complained. "All day I'd been looking forward to toasting marshmallows on a stick, and now we wasted them all."


"It wasn't a waste," Isabel said with a smile at Maria. "At least we managed to kick the guys' butts."


"Keep dreaming," Michael said. "You two were running for cover. Adam and I dominated, right?" He looked at Adam expectantly.


"Right," Adam said, sounding less than enthused.


Michael felt for the guy. Liz had taken off kind of abruptly, and it was obvious Adam had a crush on her. It wasn't that Michael wanted Max and Liz to break up. Max was his best friend, and Michael thought Max and Liz made a good couple. But Michael knew what it felt like to get your heart trampled on.


But Michael was not going to think about Cameron.


"Oh, please," Maria said. "Isabel and I beat you and Adam into the ground with our patented marshmallow bombardment."


"Guys don't know how to fight," Isabel added. "Oh, they think they're so tough, with their wars and everything, but for true combat, we girls win every time. Just think of that old saying, 'Hell hath no furyâ��'"


"Get real," Michael interrupted. "If Alex was here, we would have . . ."


Michael let his words trail off. Mentioning Alex had been a mistake. The party had crashed with a thud almost loud enough for Michael to hear. Everybody stared into the embers of the fire.


"Hey," Michael said, trying to salvage the evening, "you know those lists Alex used to make?"


"Like the one about bad business ideas," Maria said. "That was one of my favorites."


"Exactly," Michael said. "So I was thinkingâ��"


"What was the number-one idea?" Isabel asked.


"Months-of-the-year underpants," Maria replied. "Alex is so twisted."


"Hello!" Michael shouted, and his friends turned to look at him. "As I was saying, Alex's web site has been just sitting there since he got transported. And it's getting old fast. So we couldâ��"


"Update it!" Maria filled in. "So it's like we haven't forgotten about him. He'd be kind of still here."


"Great idea," Michael said sarcastically. "Why didn't I think of that?"


"I've got the laptop," Adam said. He pulled out Max's computer from his knapsack.


"We can't upload anything since we don't have a phone, but we can make the list and then put it on-line later," Isabel said.


Maria clapped and then rubbed her hands together. "Okay, let's go. Who's got an idea for a list?"


"Favorite kinds of toast?" Adam offered. "There's wheat, and rye, and with jamâ��"


"No," Isabel said. "Next."


"Um . . . ," Maria began. "How about The Ten Best Holidays'? We could pick little ones, like Groundhog's Day or Flag Day."


"Nah," Michael decided. "Needs more of an edge. How about The Five Coolest Foreign Cars'?"


"And that has an edge?" Maria asked, crossing her arms over her chest.


"They're foreign cars," Michael explained.


"Lame," Isabel said. "Let's do 'The Ten Ways to a Man's Heart.' That's perfect."


"Perfect?" Maria asked. "For Alex? His father and his brothers would kill him. Alex is sensitive, but he's not that sensitive."


"I withdraw the suggestion," Isabel said.


Everyone fell silent, once again staring into the fire. This is hard, Michael thought. No wonder Alex was always rewriting his lists.


"No other ideas?" Maria asked.


Nobody replied.


Isabel heaved a giant sigh. "I think we should just give up," she said. "Trying to think like Alex is just making me miss him more."


Michael nodded. Thinking like Alex was impossible.


Because Alex was the only Alex.


















Chapter NINE



Adam took a deep breath of the dank air of Carlsbad Caverns and smiled. Somehow the dark caves felt like home.


Which was actually pretty sick. Sick, but true.


As planned, Adam and the others were on the first morning tour. They'd avoided the Red Tour, which took the elevator down into the caves, and opted for the Blue Tour. This one followed a winding switchback trail down from the enormous cave mouth to the famous Big Room. Adam's group was bringing up the rear of the tour just in case they had to veer off the beaten path undetected.


They'd already passed the thousand-year-old Native American paintings near the entrance and had walked along a black asphalt paved path through several smaller rooms with fantastic limestone formations. In his head Adam ran through the names of some of the most spectacular natural creations: the Iceberg Rock, the Veiled Statue in the Green Lake Room, the Soda Straw formations in the Papoose Room, the ornate natural rock sculptures in the King's Palace.


He hurried to keep up with the tour group as they passed the six-story-high formations in the Hall of Giants, heading toward the Big Room.


Suddenly Adam stopped short. He'd felt something . . . a little tingle, like someone had run a feather down his spine.


Somebody nearby was using power. Power no human possessed.


The twinge hadn't been enough for Adam to be able to locate the source, but it was close. In the cavern.


Adam rushed over to his friends and grabbed Michael's shoulder.


"I think DuPris is nearby," Adam whispered hoarsely


Michael's eyes grew sharp. "Where?" he asked. "How do you know?"


"Didn't you feel it?" Adam asked. "He was using his powers."


"Shhh! Not so loud," Max said. He led Michael and Adam over to a fat, rippled stalagmite, away from the rest of the tour group. Liz, Maria, and Isabel followed. "Now, what did you feel?"


"Just a little tingle," Adam replied. "Somebody using their power, but I couldn't tell where it was coming from. Neither of you felt it?" he asked, searching their faces.


"I didn't," Michael answered. "But your powers are more developed than ours."


They needed him. That realization still gave him a rush.


"Let's keep looking around," Max said decisively. "We'll rejoin the tour. Everyone just act normal. Adam, tell us right away if you feel it again, okay?"


"I will," Adam promised.


Adam hung out beside Liz as the group moved into the Big Roomâ��the second-largest cave room in the world. The tour group guide said that the largest cave was in Borneo.


Adam stared up at the high, pointy ceiling of the vast cave. The room was so big, it wouldn't even have felt like it was underground . . . if it wasn't so dark. The people who ran the park had done a good job with placing small lights around the room. Adam couldn't see any of the fixtures, but the more stunning formations were backlit, illuminating their eerie shapes and colors and throwing mysterious shadows on the cave walls.


Although for some reason he found that his eyes kept drifting away from the awesome sight over to Liz. Another awesome sight.


As the park ranger led them around the edge of the Big Room to a small, damp offshoot called the Painted Grotto, Adam felt another twinge of power and stopped.


Liz turned around, her brow creased with concern. "Do you feel it again?"


Adam opened his mouth to answer, but before he could, a blast of sizzling, white-hot power slammed into his heart and vibrated through every molecule of his body. Adam strained against the overpowering pain, closing his eyes to keep them from bursting out of their sockets. The pain was viciously intense, and Adam was vaguely aware that he was shaking violently.


Make it stop, he begged silently. Someone make it stop.


And then it did.


Adam gasped in a ragged breath. His eyes felt dry and shriveled, but he managed to blink and look around. Max was pressing his hand to his chest hard, and Isabel was grasping Max's arm, her eyes closed. Michael's fists were clenched, and he stared at Adam, his eyes wide.


"What happened?" Maria asked, her voice trembling.


"You felt that one," Adam said.


"Oh yeah," Michael agreed in a low voice.


"If I never have that experience again in my life, it'll be too soon," Isabel said, still clinging to her brother. "What was that?"


"DuPris," Adam answered. "At least I think so. It sure felt like the Stone of Midnight to me. What else is that powerful? And it was pretty close this time."


Liz slipped her hand into Max's and looked into his eyes, brushing a lock of hair from his forehead.


"Are you okay?" she asked in a low, caring voice.


The pang to Adam's heart was almost as painful as the shock had been.


"We're losing the tour group," Adam said flatly. "Should we catch up?"


"No," Max said. "I think we're close to finding what we came here for. Could anyone tell where the power was coming from?"


Adam closed his eyes, blocking out the sight of Liz's concerned expression, and forced himself to remember the shock . . . to feel it again so that he could concentrate on which direction it had come from.


"That way," he said, pointing toward a path that led away from the Big Room. It was a walkway with a steep slopeâ��so steep that the asphalt paved over it was made with textured ridges in it to help with traction. "It's down there."


"Let's go," Michael said, his tone grim.


Adam started down the path, his friends following close behind as they picked their way down the damp, slippery route. He braced himself for another sudden shock of stinging energy, but it never came.


Adam felt comfortable leading the group. He ducked under a low, misshapen overhang and skirted a stone "drapery" that ran down a wall, the rock patterned like hanging curtains. Then he came face-to-face with a swinging chain cordoning off a tunnel that led into darkness. The paved path ended there.


"What do we do?" Adam asked.


"We keep going," Max said. "We can't stop now."


Adam nodded. He swung his leg over the chain.


"Hey!" a deep voice shouted from up the corridor. "You can't go in there."


Adam yanked his leg back onto the asphalt path. A young ranger, dressed in his uniform of a brown shirt and green trousers, was hurrying toward them. His almost childlike features wore a stern expression.


Isabel stepped up to face the ranger, smiling flirtatiously and looking up at him with her big, blue eyes. "We're sorry," she said. "We didn't realize we weren't allowed in there. We'll stay on the path from now on."


"See that you do," the ranger said with less certainty. "It's dangerous in the back tunnels, and leaving the path is a felony."


"A felony?" Maria squeaked.


"These caves are a World Heritage Site and a natural preserve, miss," the ranger answered. "Foot traffic destroys them."


"No problem. We're not looking for trouble," Michael said, shooting Adam an ironic smile. Michael turned and started back up the slope.


Adam reluctantly followed the group back to the Big Room. They'd been so close. Why did that ranger guy have to wander along at that moment? But at least now they had reason to hope. They knew where DuPris was hiding.


And felony or no, Adam knew that his friends weren't about to give up that easily.





***





"Is it time yet?" Maria asked. She knew that she'd asked that question a dozen times in the last hour, but anticipating the showdown with DuPris was driving her crazy. Plus she was out of cedar oil to calm herself down.


Max glanced at his watch. "Yeah, we should be okay now," he said. "The last tour ended an hour and a half ago."


Maria nodded and tapped her foot nervously, staring out at the vastness of the desert.


She and her friends were standing a hundred or so yards from the cavern parking lot, behind a low mesa. It had taken them a few hours to walk out from the caves to this spot, but they wouldn't have to walk back. Not when they had Max around.


"Everyone ready?" Max asked.


Maria took a deep breath and reached out to grab Liz's hand. Adam took Maria's other hand, and Maria glanced across the circle at Michael. Part of Maria wanted to be holding hands with him, but that wouldn't do anything good for her resolve to be just friends. Touching him and still thinking of Michael as a friend was impossible.


"You okay with this?" Michael asked Max. "You've only moved us this way once beforeâ��"


"And you're still kind of weak," Liz pointed out.


"I can do it," Max said. His voice was so firm and sure that a tense knot of fear in Maria's shoulders loosened. She hadn't even realized how rigid she'd been holding them until the stiffness disappeared.


Michael nodded once, and then he grabbed Max's hand, completing the circle. The force of the connection surged through Maria, and she welcomed the comforting warmth that came with it.


Their aurasâ��Max's emerald green, Michael's brick red, Maria's own sparkling blue, Liz's warm amber, Isabel's rich purple, and Adam's bright yellowâ��blended into one potent rainbow.


Maria wasn't sure what to call Max's bizarre method of transportation. She'd heard DuPris mention something called a lavila, which she'd assumed was a kind of teleportation, but Maria had no way of knowing if DuPris had been referring to the power Max possessed.


Then Maria silenced her chattering thoughts as she felt her body coming apart. Max was doing his thing.


He was disassembling them all, molecule by molecule.


For a long moment Maria felt like she was expanding, spreading like smoke dissipates in the air.


A disorienting sensation of vertigo overcame her as she realized she could see through the bodies of her friends. The feeling of her molecules drifting away was terrifying. Maria focused on Michaelâ��on feeling his aura brushing against her own in the mixtureâ��and felt calm.


A moment later she couldn't think at all.





***





Isabel heaved a sigh of relief when she'd re-formed in front of the chain deep in the caves. Max had pulled it off. Of course, she'd never doubted him for a moment. Still, it felt very good to have her body back in one piece.


"Good work," Michael said. He patted his body like he needed to make sure he was all there.


"Thanks," Max said, sounding tired. Isabel glanced at him, concerned. Max always seemed so in control of himself that it was easy to overlook how much he gave to their efforts. She was about to ask him how he was holding up but didn't. She knew he was sick of being asked.


"C'mon, you guys," Isabel said, rubbing her chilled hands together. "Let's find the maniacal twit and get this over with."


"Isabel, you never disappoint," Max said with a smile. Isabel grinned back, and Max turned to Adam. "You found this tunnel in the first place. Want to do the honors?"


Adam nodded, his eyes wary and alert as he stepped over the chain.


Maria and Liz flicked on their flashlights as soon as they entered the tunnel. Isabel smiled. She, Adam, Michael, and Max could actually see better in the dark, but she knew the trek was probably scary for her friends. She pulled out the flashlight she'd packed as an afterthought and turned it on to give them more light. Michael did the same.


"Does anyone feel anything?" Adam asked from the head of the group. "I'm not even getting the little twinges of power this time."


"Not a thing," Michael replied with a slight tremor in his voice.


Isabel could relate. She wasn't looking forward to another shock wave.


"The power surge came from this direction . . . generally," Adam said. "I think I'm going the right way, but I just don't know." He sounded frustrated, as if afraid to let the rest of them down.


"Just keep going," Isabel said. "We'll find him."


"Yeah." Max's voice was right behind her. "We have all night."


"Hey, you guys!" Michael called urgently. "Wait up a sec."


"You felt something?" Max asked.


"No, saw something," Michael said. He shined his flashlight on the damp, loamy path. "Look. Someone's been back here."


In the center of the beam of light was a footprint. Isabel's heart jumped to her throat.


"Good work, Sherlock," Maria joked nervously "Did you join the Boy Scouts while we weren't looking?"


"It could have been there for a while," Isabel said, glancing at Max. "There's no reason to think it's a fresh print. I've got a feeling stuff goes undisturbed back here for decades . . . maybe centuries."


"But maybe it's a good sign," Liz said, pulling her hair back from her shoulders. "Maybe it's DuPris's footprint." She paused and glanced around. "Or would that be a bad sign?"


Adam knelt down beside the shallow, shoe-shaped indentation on the ground. He reached out his finger and lightly touched the center of the footprint.


Isabel felt a tiny surge of energy as the air over the print began to shimmer. She stepped back uncertainly.


In a tiny shimmer of light a holographic image formed, hovering in the tunnels darkness like a phantom.


"Oh my God," Isabel said with a gasp. "How did youâ��" But she didn't finish her sentence. A cold finger of fear traced her spine. The hologram was of Mr. Manes. He was walking through the passage where they were standing.


Isabel looked at her brother and saw a grim expression cross his face as the holographic image dissipated.


"That was not a good sign," Maria said.


"What was the Major doing back here?" Liz asked. "Do you think he was looking for DuPris, too?"


"Who knows?" Michael said. "But after finding those chemical weapon plans in his files, Manes is definitely not someone I want to be trapped in a cave with."


A long silence hung in the air, suffocating Isabel like a cloud of thick smoke. One enemy had definitely been here. And the otherâ��DuPrisâ��might be very close, too.


"Do we keep going?" Max asked finally.


"We have to," Isabel said, swallowing her fear. The only route toward rescuing Alex was forward, and for him she could face her demons. Even if one of those demons was his own father.


"We might as well follow the footprints," Max said, looking at Isabel. "If the Major was looking for DuPris, he may lead us right to him."


"Oh, yay," Maria muttered.


"Let's go," Michael said.


Carefully Adam resumed picking his way through the convoluted passageways, following Mr. Manes's path. The caves felt infinitely more threatening to Isabel now . . . now that she knew a Clean Slate agent was somewhere up ahead.


Adam led them through a series of narrow fissures, and then they emerged into a larger cave. For a moment Isabel was glad for the open space.


But then she gasped as a sharp pain sliced through her heart like a saw. Isabel crumpled to the damp ground as fear clenched her lungs. Her throat burned, and she could barely breathe.


Isabel smelled something acidic. Fumes.


Vaguely, through her disorientation, she heard the painful, horrifying sound of Max choking next to her. She looked around wildly but could focus on nothing.


"It's the chemical weapon!" she heard Liz cry from somewhere far, far above her. Liz's voice sounded like it was spinning away, falling into the distance. "We have to get them out of here!"


And then Isabel heard no more.


















Chapter TEN



For a split second Liz stood in horrified shock as Adam, Max, Isabel, and Michael crumpled to the ground, one by one. It was like something out of a nightmare, watching their eyes roll back and their bodies go limp as if someone had sucked the life right out of them.


Then Maria screamed, and Liz snapped into crisis control mode. If she and Maria were still standing, the chemical weapon Adam had discovered must be at work. Liz had to help her friendsâ��now. She'd always wondered what she would have done if she'd been there when her sister, Rosa, overdosed, and now she knew. There was no way she was going to lose her friends, too, not if she could help it.


"Grab Max's leg," Liz barked at Maria. "We need to drag him to clean air."


Maria was obviously panicked, but she responded to the authority in Liz's voice and did as she was told.


Liz backed up as fast as she could while towing Max. She and Maria back-stepped up the passage they'd come down. Liz hoped that pulling Max to an elevation higher than the ceiling of the poisoned room would keep him safe. She knew most gases were pretty easily trapped at their own level, and she could only pray that the chemical weapon's fumes acted the same way.


For good measure they dragged Max through a few of the fissures in the cave walls that they'd passed on their way in.


Liz had no way of knowing if he would be all right now as she laid him out on the ground. The gas was odorless and colorless, and it didn't affect her at all. Max could be sucking it into his lungs right now.


She stared at Max for a long moment, waiting to see if he'd come to.


"Liz," Maria said, her voice low and urgent.


Liz jerked her head away from Max. She had to leave him. "Let's go," Liz said. She raced back to the others, her flashlight beam bouncing wildly as she ran.


"Isabel next," she called as she scrambled through one of the fissures.


"But Michael mightâ��," Maria began, her voice cracking with emotion.


"No buts," Liz replied sharply without looking back. "We're pulling them out in order of danger, and Max was the weakest. Michael is stronger than Isabel, and Adam is stronger than all of them put together. Case closed." Adam's powers were certainly stronger than the rest of her friends'. She could only hope her assumption about his stamina was right.


When she burst into the room where they'd left the others, Liz ordered herself to focus on Isabel. Only Isabel. The only way to get through this was to decide on an action and not think about anything else. Not Max. Not Adam. Not anything.


She dashed to Isabel's side, crouched down, grabbed her ankles. Maria had Isabel's wrists a second later. And they were moving. Through the passage. Through the cracks in the cave wall. And over to Max.


The second Isabel was on the ground, Liz jerked her focus to Michael, flying back through the fissures, flying back down the passage, flying over to Michael's side. She ignored the burning in her lungs. Ignored the pain in her shoulder where an outcropping of stone had ripped through her shirt and what felt like a couple of layers of skin.


All that mattered now was Michael.


"Hurry, hurry," Maria cried as she grabbed Michael's feet. Liz tried to obey. But Michael was heavy, and it felt like it took years to maneuver him to the spot next to Isabel.


"Only one more to go," Liz called as she started back through the first fissure. Maria gave a grunt in response.


Adam, Liz thought as she ran. Adam, Adam, Adam. His name thudded through her brain with every footfall until she reached him.


Her shoulder screamed in protest as she grabbed Adam under the armpits and hoisted him. She ignored the pain as she and Maria half carried, half dragged Adam back to the others.


When Adam was in place beside Michael on the cold, dank floor, Liz fell to her knees beside Max. She was gasping for breath as she touched his face.


"Wake up, Max! Please!" she said, taking his hand with both of her own. There was no response, and Max's hand was as cold as ice. Liz's heart slammed to a stop. He couldn't beâ��


Max gasped for breath, his eyes opening. Liz burst into tears of relief.


Isabel started to sit up, and Michael stirred slowly. Liz quickly kissed Max's forehead and went to check on Adam.


He wasn't breathing.


"Oh my God," Liz choked out. They'd left him down there too long. They hadn't been fast enough. She held her ear to his chest, knowing with an awful certainty that she would hear no heartbeat.


Please, please, prove me wrong, she prayed. For a long moment she heard nothing but silence in his body. Then Liz picked out a faint, irregular thump.


She held her fingers up in front of his mouth and nose. He still wasn't breathing. He needed mouth-to-mouth resuscitation or he would die.


Without a moment of hesitation Liz pressed Adam's nostrils closed with two fingers and covered his soft mouth with her own.





***





Adam woke to the bizarre feeling of his lungs being inflated by three short puffs of breath.


Then he realized that Liz's lips were pressed against his own. He didn't know why. He didn't know how it happened. All he knew was . . . soft. Liz's lips were so soft. He'd thought about Liz's lips a lot, but he'd never realized how soft they would feel.


How would they taste? Would they taste the way he'd imagined? He flicked his tongue across her bottom lip, and Liz pulled away, startled.


Adam sat up dizzily, not ready to give up the contact with Liz. She leaned forward, hugging him tightly. "I thought you were dead," she said softly.


Adam buried his face in her hair and hugged her back. "Are you okay?" Liz asked, pulling back to look into his eyes.


Adam tried to nod, which wasn't a great idea. His head was flooded with darkness the moment he moved, but it faded. Through his shaky vision he could see Max, Isabel, and Michael struggling to their feet behind Liz. "What . . . what happened?" Adam asked.


Liz smiled and rubbed his arm gently, which made Adam feel like curling up against her warm body and going to sleep.


"My guess is that you guys got a good dose of that chemical weapon you read about in the Major's files," she answered.


"That's a good guess," Max added softly.


Michael stood up, rubbing his temples. "Well, we've found out that the weapon works," he said ruefully. "I was out before I even knew what hit me."


Isabel coughed harshly. "Ugh!" she cried. "That's a taste I could do without."


Adam still felt pretty ill himself, but his head was starting to clear. "You saved us?" he asked Liz. His heart lurched. "You pulled us away from the gas?"


"Well, Maria and I did," she said, her eyes meeting his quickly, then flicking away.


Max shuffled over to Liz and wrapped his arms around her. She clung to him, closing her eyes tightly. Adam forced himself to look away. He didn't need to torture himself.


"What now?" Max asked the group.


"We go home, right?" Maria said. "You beam us out of here, and we all go home until you've recovered enough to try again."


"I say we keep going," Isabel countered. "This might be our only chance to get to DuPris. We have to do this for Alex."


"You almost died," Maria reminded her.


"Not for the first time," Isabel shot back. Her words sounded tough, but Adam could see from the bleached white squiggles in her purple aura that she was terrified of what lay ahead.


"And probably not for the last time, either," Michael added. "I, for one, want Alex back here as soon as possible. I say we go ahead."


"I'm with you guys," Max said. "That gas is quick, but its effects don't seem to linger very long. I say we go for it."


"Yeah," Liz said. "Let's get this over with."


"Adam?" Max asked. "What do you want to do?"


A shot of guilt struck Adam like a shovel. Max was treating him like an equal, and all Adam could think about was getting him out of the way. At least far enough out of the way that Adam could taste Liz's lips again.


"Let's go get DuPris," Adam said, looking Max in the eye. "And the Major. They've gotten away with enough."


"Fine," Maria piped up. "I'm not going to be the only holdout here. Let's go get Alex back."


Adam led again as they searched for another, untainted passage through the jagged maze of hollowed-out, intertwined tunnels. Maybe it was because he'd spent his life wandering down the labyrinthine corridors of the Clean Slate compound, but Adam didn't hesitate as he forged ahead.


As Adam scrambled over a wide, convoluted mass of hardened limestone deposits, he felt it againâ��the violent surge of power that had knocked him senseless back in the Painted Grotto. But this time he was prepared for the torrent of energy and closed his mind to it before it could hurt him again.


He glanced back to see how the others had fared. Isabel, Max, and Michael looked pained and weakened, but they had weathered the intense flood.


"It's close," Adam said.


"Very close," Max agreed.


Once he had cleared the deposit of limestone, Adam ran toward the source of the surge, the others keeping close behind.


Then he stopped in his tracks. He'd hit a dead end.


"It's this way," Adam said. "I know it is."


"We need to go through the wall," Michael said. "You guys feel strong enough?"


"Let's connect," Isabel suggested.


Adam held out his hands to Max and Isabel, and Michael took Isabel's other hand. Their connection was forged as easily as if they'd been doing it their whole lives.


Ready? Adam asked.


Ready, came the reply.


They had to be careful not to blast away too much, or the cave ceiling would come tumbling down and bury them all. Adam used his trained skills to focus their energy down to a single beam of pure force. They collected their power for a moment, building up a reservoir.


Now! Adam ordered. They released the built-up beam at the center of the cave wall.


The explosion was deafening. Clouds of dust and debris billowed around them, and for a second the only sense of his surroundings Adam had was the pressure on his hands from Max and Isabel.


Finally Adam's ears stopped ringing and the dust settled.


"The ship," Isabel exclaimed.


And there it was. The ship was docked directly in front of them, its otherworldly metal hull shimmering and rippling. It looked as unreal and out of place as an animated cartoon character walking down the main strip of Roswell.


Adam dropped Isabel's and Max's hands and started toward it. But then he saw something that made his heart freeze in fury and fear.


Elsevan DuPris was standing across the room, glaring at them. The Stone of Midnight was glowing in his hand.


"Mr. Manes!" Liz shouted.


"What?" Adam asked. He turned around to see what Liz was talking about.


It was the man from the hologramâ��the Major. Adam watched in horror as Liz hurled herself at him and grabbed the Majors arm, struggling with the man, who was twice her size.


Adam didn't hesitate. He ran straight toward Liz.


"Adam, no!" Liz screamed as the Major pushed her out of the way.


It was only then that Adam noticed that the Major was pointing a laser at Adam's chest.


A bright flash of white light blinded Adam just as he realized that Liz had been trying to save his lifeâ��again.


And then everything went black.


















Chapter ELEVEN



Michael watched in shock as Adam crumpled to the ground, smoke rising from his chest. Slowly he raised his chin to glare at his two greatest enemies, wondering which to go after first.


DuPris, an alien like himself, with no sense of decency or honor, or even right or wrong.


Or the Major. An agent of Project Clean Slate, dedicated to eradicating alien life on earth.


He wanted them both. But Adam was down. For now that was all that mattered. Michael rushed over to Adam and knelt beside him. He had to connect now.


Confused shouting filled the large cave, but Michael blocked it all out and concentrated on joining himself with Adam. He felt the pulse of Adam's blood, and he shifted his energy to match Adam's aura.


He was in; he and Adam were one. Now all Michael had to do was repair the damage the Major's laser had done to Adam's body. Their body.


And hope Mr. Manes didn't decide to fire that laser at him.





***





The collective consciousness roiled with venomous rage at the sight of DuPris. For a moment Max was scared that the consciousness would surge forward in his mind and take control of him once again . . . like the time he'd encountered DuPris in their cave.


Max waited for the overwhelming rush of force of the consciousness taking him over, but it didn't come. For whatever reason, they remained separate. Although they still filled Max's mind with furious, violent images that he was afraid to inspect too closely.


Isabel stepped up behind him. Max knew she was ready to join powers with him. But it wouldn't be enough. With Michael, Adam, Liz, and Maria it might be enough. But just him and Isabel. Forget about it.


DuPris raised one eyebrow, as if he knew exactly what Max was thinking. Then he casually glanced to his left, toward the sound of footsteps pounding across the cave floor.


Max followed DuPris's gaze and saw Mr. Manes running toward DuPris.


"I wish I could take the time to play with all of you," DuPris said, "but I just have too much to do today." He raised his hand, the Stone glowing purple-green in his fingers.


"No!" Mr. Manes yelled, lurching forward in an obvious attempt to grab the Stone. But he was too late.


The Stone of Midnight flashed, and Max found himself flying through the air. Literally flying. He sailed across the long cave toward the ship, too startled to even scream.


Out of the corner of his eye Max saw Liz tumbling through the air, too. Her hair covered her face like a flapping veil.


In front of him a portal gaped open in the side of the ship, just in time for him to fly through it. Max somersaulted once and landed hard on the seamless metal floor of the ship's interior.


A split second later Liz rocketed through the door and crashed into Max, knocking the wind out of him.


"Are you hurt?" Max asked breathlessly. Liz shook her head, and Max struggled to get out from under her, but before he could extricate himself, Isabel came flying through the door, too, followed by Adam, Michael, and Maria. They landed in a tangled heap atop Max and Liz as the portal swirled shutâ��without leaving so much as a seam.


In the moment of calm that followed, Max managed to pull himself to a sitting position. Isabel shifted, and suddenly Max's heart gave a painful kick. Mr. Manes was sitting right behind Isabel. DuPris had thrown him in with the rest of them.


"You're dead!" Michael shouted, scrambling across the ship and hurling himself onto the Major. "You tried to kill Adamâ��you die!"


"I didn't mean toâ��"


"Shut up!" Michael shouted.


He frisked the guy, Mr. Manes not making any attempt to stop him, and came up with a small metal canister. Michael tossed it to Max.


Max caught the canister as Michael pulled back his fist, aiming for the Major's face.


"Stop!" Max shouted.


Michael froze.


Max scrambled to his feet. "That's Alex's dad you're about to pound on," he told Michael, his voice sounding unnaturally calm to his ears. "You might want to reconsider."


"Why?" Michael shot back. "He's a Clean Slate agent . . . and he just tried to kill Adam!"


The Major cleared his throat. "Can I say something hereâ��"


"No!" Max and Michael both shouted at the same time.


"You should probably just shut up," Isabel added.


At that moment Max's ears rang with a huge metallic crunching sound and the floor convulsed. He had to sidestep to stay on his feet. His eyes widened as he realized that the walls had just shifted closer, making the space in the ship significantly smaller.


Almost immediately another resounding crunch shook the ship. And again the walls closed in. The floor buckled under Max, and this time he was thrown to the ground.


"DuPris is crushing the ship," Adam said in a tired voice. "He's compressing it with his mind."


Michael released the Major and scrambled to the center of the room, turning from side to side to study the walls. "It's okay," he said. "Nothing can hurt this material."


"Yeah. The ship always returns to its original shape," Adam added.


Isabel laughed frantically. "Oh, goody," she said. "That's nice for the ship. But if you think for a second, you might notice that by the time it does, we're going to be nothing but ugly splats on the floor! Or the ceiling!"


Everyone in the ship was struck silent for a moment, realizing the horrible truth of Isabel's words.


"Or both," Maria said.





***





"So what do you propose we do?" Michael asked Isabel.


"We bust out of here," she answered instantly. "We blast a big hole in the wall and get the hell out!"


"We can't hurt this metal," Michael told her. "It's made for intergalactic travel. I don't think we can compete with that."


"DuPris opened the wall," Liz said, "So it's possible."


"Yeah," Michael said. "Possible if you have the Stone of Midnight."


"Well, we have to do something," Isabel shot back as the walls crunched ever closer. "I'm not going to just sit here until DuPris squishes us like snails. We can at least try. Let's link up."


Adam hurried over, and Isabel grabbed his hand and Michael's. Max hooked up with Adam, and then they were one unit again, a single force with the power of all four of them combined.


Isabel concentrated. She imagined the side of the ship, pictured its shiny, shimmering wall, and then she pictured that same wall with a big hole in it. They urged the molecules of the wall to separate, to stretch, to stand aside. It was exhausting. The alien metal was stronger than anything Isabel had dealt with before.


Then she felt a slight give in the wall's integrity. A space opened, about as big as a pea.


Wider, Isabel screamed. Wider!


But the hole slid closed without leaving a mark.


Isabel groaned in frustration.


"We need more power," Adam said.


"Maria?" Max asked. "Liz?"


Without any hesitation they rushed over and joined the circle.


This time the six of them managed to open a hole the size of a quarter.


Which closed again almost immediately.


The ship crunched again. Isabel could now touch both walls at once with her outstretched hands. "What are we going to do?" she cried.


"If you can open that hole again," Mr. Manes said, "I might have a solution."


Isabel turned to glare at the Major. As if he even had a right to speak! "We don't need help from you!"


"C'mon, Isabel," Maria shouted. "He doesn't want to be smushed, either!"


"What is it?" Max asked.


"If you can open that hole again, I could activate a chemical weapon and aim it out the hole into the cavern," Mr. Manes said. "That should take care of DuPris."


"Not a bad plan," Michael said. "Maybe even a decent plan. But I'll be the one to activate that canister, not you. I'm not going to risk you killing us all."


The Major swallowed hard. "The weapon is keyed to my DNA," he told Michael. "It won't function for anyone but me."


Another forceful crunch rocked the ship as DuPris squeezed it like a lemon from the outside. Isabel noticed with alarm that the ceiling was now pressing down against Max's head.


"He's already tried to kill us once with the gas that comes out of that thing," Isabel yelled.


"I didn't know you were in the caverns," Mr. Manes protested. "Those weren't set for youâ��I placed them around DuPris's cave so that he couldn't escape. . . ."


The Major's voice trailed off, and he paused a moment before speaking again. "Wait a minute," he said. "If those weapons worked on you . . . and all this talk about 'linking up' . . ."


"So you've figured us out," Isabel said. "Good for you. But I know the truth about you, too, Mr. Clean Slate. At least we don't go rounding people up in order to lock them away . . . or kill them!"


The Major blinked at Isabel, looking confused. "What do you mean?" he asked. "It has never been Clean Slate's agenda toâ��"


The ship quaked again, knocking them all to the floor. Isabel gasped as Max got back on his feet. He could no longer stand upright. There were now less than five feet between the floor and the ceiling.


At that moment panic overtook Isabel's indignation. If they trusted the Major, they could die. But if they didn't trust him, they'd definitely die.


Once again the ship let out a metallic squeal as DuPris compressed it further. Isabel was thrown onto Adam, and she didn't bother getting up again. There was no place for her to go. The walls around them were so close now, it was painful just to be in the ship. There was no time left.


"Let's just do it!" Isabel shouted.


Max handed the canister to Major Manes, and all Isabel could do now was hope that they'd made the right decision.


Quickly Isabel grabbed Michael's leg, and Adam grabbed Max's arm. Maria and Liz were already connected through Max. Together they opened a hole large enough for the end of the canister.


Mr. Manes thrust the tip of the weapon through the hole and squirted a long stream of chemicals into the cavern outside.


He pulled the spent canister back in just as the group could hold the hole open no longer.


Isabel slumped against Adam, feeling more drained than she'd ever felt before. They were in here. The chemicals and DuPris were out there.


Now all they could do was wait.


And hope.





***





Max waited. He waited for the crunch of the ship that would let them know they hadn't been successful in neutralizing DuPris. The final crunch that would end their lives.


Then a thought struck himâ��a disturbing thought. Something none of them had even considered.


DuPris had opened the wall of the ship and jammed them inside. If the chemical killed DuPris and the walls stopped closing in, who would let them out?


Panic started to squeeze Max's heart the same way DuPris had crushed the shipâ��in sudden, painful jolts.


But then, miraculously, the walls of the ship began to fade.


Max climbed onto his knees, peering at the wall closest to him. It definitely seemed less substantial than it had a moment before. It was becoming transparent!


It was dissolving.


In less than a minute the ship had melted away, leaving Max, Liz, Isabel, Michael, Maria, Adam, and the Major lying on the slick floor of the cavern.


"The gas!" Isabel cried, sitting up. "Is it still in the air?"


"Don't worry," Mr. Manes said. "I only used a minuscule amount. It should have dissipated by now."


Max took a deep breath and glanced quickly around the cave.


DuPris was nowhere to be seen. He had vanished.


Taking the ship with him.


Max's first reaction was disbelief. DuPris was unbelievably strong. He had survived the chemicals and managed to transport himself away with the ship. How were they ever supposed to fight someone that powerful?


A cold wash of disappointment flooded Max. Without the ship, their chance at saving Alex had vanished, too.


DuPris could have transported himselfâ��and the shipâ��to anywhere on earth. Maybe DuPris was even strong enough to teleport someplace off the planet . . . like the moon.


Alex was trapped until they found DuPris again or until the collective consciousness recovered their strength enough to open another wormhole. But by that time Alex could already be dead.


"What do we do now?" Maria asked Max.


He was the one who always got asked questions like that. He was the one his friends turned to. "I have no idea," he admitted, forcing himself to look at her as he answered.


"What does that do?" Adam asked.


At first Max thought Adam was talking to him. Then he realized Adam's question was for Mr. Manes.


Max turned toward the Major. He had a shiny, copper-colored ball in his hand. As Max watched, he gently placed it on the floor of the cave.


"The orb, that is, this little ball here, has the ability to store and magnify power used in its presence," Mr. Manes explained. "More specifically, power thrown off by that stone DuPris had in his possession."


Mr. Manes swallowed. He now had Max's full attention, and Max was sure that all his friends were listening as intently as he was.


"It might have stored up enough power now to bring Alex home," the Major said.


Max blinked at Alex's father. The Major knew where Alex was. That surprised Max so much, he was left speechless.


"How do you turn it on?" Liz asked, pointing at the ball. "Or use it. Whatever."


"Like this," Mr. Manes replied. With a flick of his wrist he set the ball spinning on the cavern floor. And then he scuttled back out of the way.


After the initial force to get it started, Max noticed that the ball spun faster and faster under its own power, seemingly in defiance of several basic laws of physics.


Max couldn't take his eyes off the spinning orb as it began to whirl so rapidly, it was nothing but a coppery blur.


Then it began to throw off sparks.


Dazzling lights surrounded the ball, also whirling in some intricate dance of their own. With the brilliant satellites swirling around it, the ball reminded Max of an atom and its electrons. Or the planets revolving around a star.


Something began to form in the air over the gyrating orb. A whirling haze of molecules.


Max squinted, trying to bring the fuzzy shape into focus.


It was an image.


An image of Alex.


Max felt Liz take his hand, and he gave her hand a soft squeeze in response. He couldn't stop staring at the image sharpening over the spinning, sparkling, luminous ball.


The image was growing strongerâ��clearerâ��with every passing second. And it wasn't just a hologram. Those were physical, solid molecules gathering above the ball. It wasn't merely made of light.


The ballâ��whatever it wasâ��was bringing Alex back.


Excitement rose in Max's throat like a bird trapped in a chimney. It was going to work! Alex was coming home!


But then the ball began to slow down.


Mr. Manes let out a pained growl from deep in his chest as the ball developed a wobble. The image of Alex began to fade.


"No!" Max shouted. "Don't let it stop. Connect, everybody connect now!"


Max was already holding hands with Liz, so he reached out with his free hand and clamped onto Isabel's arm. In less than a second all six of them had once again formed their thrilling, essential union.


They were one.


Send everything we've got at the ball, Max instructed the group. Send it all! Keep it spinning! Keep it spinning!


For a moment Alex's image became clear and crisp. His eyes moved from Isabel to Max to Liz, and Max was sure that Alex saw them. Saw them!


But then the image flickered.


And winked out.
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