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			THE LAST WORDS
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			Birdie Golden’s fingers were still stained with dirt from digging her father’s grave. Tears smudged her cheeks.

			“When I’m gone,” he’d whispered to her, “look through my crate. I’ve left you . . .” His fingertips had sparked one last time and gone out, leaving them charcoal-tinged and lifeless. His labored breathing had slowed, and he’d closed his eyes.

			Left her what? Or maybe he’d just . . . you know. Left her. “Dad?” Her chest had tightened. She’d squeezed his hand. “Dad?”

			A moment later, his eyes had fluttered. “Find your mother,” he’d said with a gasp. “Tell her . . . I did my best.” And then he’d died.

			Birdie hadn’t expected him to say anything like that. Her mind had been churning the words around ever since. Through the digging. The funeral. And the burying. Today’s glorious sunshine hadn’t penetrated the numbness. Not even the call of the gray whale. Only those words: Find your mother.

			Birdie would check Dad’s crate in the morning. But tonight, she left their cabin and headed for the fire pit with her ten-year-old brother, Brix, who was bouncing—not joyfully—by her side, and her tiny pig trotting behind. Only the five kids remained in the hideout built by their supernatural criminal parents. Forgotten and alone. And they had a lot to talk about.
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			TRADITION
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			Tenner Cordoba scraped the last serving of fish from the skillet onto his plate as the other four ate around the tree-stump table. The wind picked up, rustling the thick trees, and the surf pounded the shore at high tide. An animal howled far away. Tenner turned sharply toward the noise, narrowing his eyes.

			Puerco, Birdie’s pig, stirred uneasily. Shh, Birdie said with her mind, and Puerco settled down.

			At the far end of the table was Seven Palacio. He was thirteen like Tenner and Birdie and sat camouflaged by shadows and the black parachute-fabric clothes he wore. Next to him, Cabot Stone, eleven-going-on-thirty, ran a hand over her buzz-cut hair and cast a worried glance at Brix to see how he was holding up. He’d stopped crying.

			Tenner dropped into the log chair next to Birdie. “Are you doing okay?” he asked her. He looked at his food, then pushed it around with his fork. For once he had little appetite.

			“Better,” she said. “Thanks.” She caught his eye and smiled sadly.

			Tenner lowered his gaze. “No problem,” he mumbled, then dropped his fork in the dirt and muttered under his breath. After retrieving it and wiping it off, he looked around the table. Everyone was red-eyed and exhausted. It had been the longest day. They’d never buried anyone before.

			Louis had told them what to do when the time came, but that hadn’t made it any easier. Pushing dirt over his wrapped-up body . . . It had been the hardest thing Tenner had ever done. Birdie and Brix had been sobbing. Seven had leaned on his shovel, his arms shaking, unable to do anything but comfort those two. Cabot had stepped in, her face a mask. She’d dropped the first handful of dirt. Then she’d taken Seven’s shovel. Tenner had helped her with the rest of it. He’d cried in the ocean later.

			Tenner wanted to go to bed and forget this day. But there was one thing that still needed to happen. A few weeks ago, Tenner had brought Louis some soup and sat next to him to help him eat it. Louis had put down the spoon and taken the boy’s hand.

			“You can go your own way, Tenner,” Louis had said. His hair was only beginning to gray, and it spread wildly on the pillow.

			“What do you mean?” Tenner had asked, confused.

			“You’re not like your parents. You’re in charge of your decisions. I believe in you.”

			“Oh.” Tenner’s face had burned, but he’d managed a smile. “Thanks, Louis.”

			“Will you do me a favor?” Louis had closed his eyes and taken a labored breath. His fingers sparked.

			Tenner leaned back to avoid injury. “Of course. Anything.”

			“Continue the tradition. Keep telling the story of the criminals’ escape. It’s important. Do it after I’m gone.”

			Tenner had promised.

			And now the time had come. “Okay,” Tenner said, glancing worriedly at Birdie. He wasn’t sure she was ready for this. “I promised your dad we’d do the story after . . . well, you know. So, who’s going to start? Birdie or Brix?”

			Birdie’s face was pained, but she didn’t object. The siblings glanced at each other. “Brix should do it,” Birdie said. “It’s his turn.”

			Brix sat up. The story had been part of their lives since they were little. All the people in this hideaway had been supernatural, extremely rare compared to the rest of the world. Dad had said it was crucial that the children not only remember but be able to recite their family history. Knowing that, and hearing his father’s voice saying it in his head, made Brix’s throat close up for a moment. But then he began the way someone always began. “How did our parents get here?”

			They all knew the answer but still looked forward to the story of the criminals’ failed heist. Or, as Louis referred to it, their successful escape.

			From the shadows, Seven spoke. “Fifteen years ago, after decades of being oppressed in Estero, our parents decided to come to their hideout, where they’d be safe. But first they wanted to do one last heist—of the famous Stone Crown on display in President Fuerte’s palace. It had belonged to the first ruler of Estero over a thousand years ago, and it was the president’s most prized possession. The criminals knew they would never be able to sell it because it was well-known around the world. But they wanted to teach the country, and the president, a lesson about shunning people like them.”

			He leaned forward and added a log to the fire, his face appearing to be engulfed in flames. “The plan went wrong. They were recognized and chased by police. But they made it to the roof of the hospital where Cabot’s mom worked. And then they came here.”

			“In a helicopter,” Tenner added. “Cabot’s mom flew.”

			“They didn’t get the crown,” said Brix, “but they didn’t need it. They’d left their stash of gold and jewels hidden in Estero, for whenever they decided to go back.”

			Birdie stared at the fire. Some of the parents were there, no doubt. Like her mother.

			“My mom flew the helicopter across the bay through the dark night,” Cabot said, scooting forward in her seat to tell her favorite part. “The criminals were ready to jump with parachutes, and they tied their belongings in a cargo net attached to parachutes, too. Then my mom programmed the helicopter to fly on its own, out of sight, to run out of fuel and crash into the ocean miles and miles away from here.” She sighed. That was the most romantic of all the details. Even though she hadn’t witnessed it, it was a prominent image in her mind—eight supernatural thieves jumping out of a helicopter and parachuting to the jungle beach on this narrow slice of land. Cabot was wearing part of one of those parachutes right now, fashioned into baggy trousers.

			Her thoughts flickered to her parents, and her enthusiasm for the story waned. Louis Golden’s death had her pining for them again.

			“They didn’t even have to slow the helicopter down,” said Seven.

			Brix looked up. That was a detail he hadn’t noticed before. “Does it matter that they didn’t slow the helicopter?” he asked.

			“Yes,” said Tenner. His thick eyebrows almost met in a stern expression, and he set his uneaten plate of food on the table. “Every part of the story matters.”

			Birdie pulled her knees up and hugged them. “It was so anybody tracking their flight pattern wouldn’t be able to guess where they’d jumped out.”

			Cabot nodded. Despite her funk, a small, melancholy smile appeared on her face after talking about her mother.

			“It’s going to be different here without Louis,” Tenner said, his voice catching. Louis had been there for him when his own parents hadn’t.

			Cabot and Brix nodded, eyes wet. Everyone went silent for a long, reverent moment, almost as if they’d planned it in honor of the parent who’d stayed.

			After a while, Seven cleared his throat and wiped his face with his sleeve. “I’m glad we’re not going to Estero. This is our home. And we’ve been through enough.”

			Birdie rested her chin on her knees and closed her eyes. Her father’s dying words pulsed in her ears like a heartbeat. Find. Your. Mother.
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			THE CRATE
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			Kneeling on the hard-packed dirt floor of their cabin the next morning, Birdie pulled out the hand-hewn crate that held her father’s personal items. Find your mother. Why? How? That wasn’t the plan. Why wait until your last breath to say that?

			A few years before, Birdie’s mother, Elena, and Mr. and Mrs. Stone—Cabot’s parents—had left their secret tropical hideout to get supplies: Fabric to make clothing. Tools, ropes, and seeds for their garden. Maybe some sweet treats if they had room in their backpacks.

			Everyone knew the route would be treacherous. That was one of the reasons the group was safe here on the peninsula.

			The three didn’t return.

			Four more parents, the Palacios and the Cordobas, had followed to search for the missing three—or so they’d claimed. But they hadn’t come back, either. That left Louis Golden in the hideout with the five children.

			Mourning the loss of the missing ones was rough. But Louis, despite his criminal past, had been a good parent. The kids had been managing—some better than others.

			Birdie wiped her eyes and squared her shoulders, then drew her straight black hair back and tied it with a strip of cloth from her pocket. She began to examine the crate’s contents.

			At first glance there seemed to be nothing she hadn’t seen before. On top were her parents’ old, dust-covered cell phones. Telephones, as Birdie and the other children understood them, were used by people to communicate from afar, giving you a kind of handheld telepathic ability. There were also some tightly wrapped cords that possibly went with the phones, but Birdie wasn’t sure. If so, the whole conglomeration required “electricity” to make them useful. Birdie set the cords aside to give to Cabot—she’d make something actually useful out of them.

			Dad’s wallet sat next to the phones. Birdie had looked through that plenty of times and knew it contained bills with different numbers on them—he’d shown the kids when teaching them about money. But, to be honest, Birdie hadn’t paid much attention. They had no need for money here, and the plan was to stay. So why bother?

			Also inside the wallet was Louis’s driver’s license and some plastic cards that he’d said were useless now. Behind the cards was a picture of Birdie’s mother as a young woman in Estero. There was a grassy area with trees around her, and tall buildings off to one side. Birdie touched her mother’s face and accidentally left a smudge on the photo, which she quickly wiped clean using the edge of her shirt. Mom’s smile was the same as Birdie remembered.

			Instantly the lullaby her mother had sung to young Birdie was in her head. It had been a simple tune that Elena Golden had composed—it even had Birdie’s name in it. She longed to feel her mother’s arms around her and hear her sing it again.

			Fresh pain hit like a tidal wave as she imagined telling her mom that Louis had died. She held the photo to her chest and pinched her eyes shut as a sob escaped. How on earth was she supposed to find her? Especially without her dad’s help? Louis believed she’d been captured and jailed in Estero. But . . . she could be dead. Sure, she was supernaturally fast and agile, which had made her the obvious choice to make the trek. But she wasn’t invincible. None of them were.

			Birdie blew out a steadying breath, then opened her eyes and returned to the task. Underneath the phones and wallet rested a small collection of books and journals Dad had brought with him fifteen years ago. Birdie hadn’t paid much attention to her father’s personal journals, though he’d shown them to her a few times. “Someday you’ll want to read these,” he’d said not long after he’d gotten sick. “There’s some interesting stuff that might be helpful if you ever decide to go to Estero.” But Dad’s handwriting was hard for Birdie to read. She’d preferred listening to his stories of their sordid past.

			She’d read all the books in the crate at least ten times, though. She lifted the familiar worn stack and looked at the books one by one. Sticking out between the pages of her favorite book, the Encyclopedia Minorica Volume C–D (which had pictures of all kinds of glorious castles, cathedrals, and cities), were two new notes: one for Birdie and one for Brix. Birdie pulled them out. With trembling fingers, she put the one for Brix in her pocket to deliver later and examined the one for her. It was written on an end page torn from one of the books. Could this be what her father had left her? After his stunning final words, she was nervous to read it. Steeling herself, she opened it.

			
				Dear Birdie,

				Now that the end of my life is approaching, I have a confession to make. Fifteen years ago, right before your mother and I and the other adults were forced to leave Estero, I moved our hidden stash . . . without telling anyone. I’ve created a map that leads to it. When you are of age and feeling especially brave, I want you to go to Estero, find your mother, and give her the map.

				Please be careful.

				I love you, and I’m sorry . . . about everything.

				Dad

			

			The sentences were so shocking that Birdie couldn’t totally comprehend them in her grief. The few words that stood out rotated through her mind: Confession. Stash. Mother. Map.

			Her focus sharpened on a water stain near the words sorry . . . about everything, and she choked up. The stain might have been caused by a teardrop. Louis had softened as he lay dying.

			Feeling light-headed, Birdie set the note from her father on top of the stack of books to read again later when she could collect her thoughts. Then she moved a pile of loose papers aside and carefully picked through the journals, examining the exterior of each one curiously and noting that they were numbered and dated in the order he’d written them. She opened his most recent one to a page with a sketch of a group of trees and a mound of earth with an iron ring sticking out of it. Words, blurred by Birdie’s tears, danced on the page. The entry was dated a few months before—around the time Dad had taken ill.

			
				The ancient lower tunnels of Estero would be a safe place to hide if any of the children decide to go. After years of searching, I found an entrance days before we became fugitives. I told Elena but no one else. I’ll never trust Troy Cordoba again . . . and the children shouldn’t either.

			

			Another secret? Birdie closed the journal. It was too much. Too soon.

			She reached back into the crate. Tucked along the bottom edge was a scroll with charred edges. Birdie picked it up and felt her father’s fire-based energy pulsing inside. Her heartbeat quickened, for it seemed as though some small part of him lived on, beyond death.

			When she unrolled the scroll, it burst into flames.
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			MAP OF FLAMES
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			Yikes!” Birdie exclaimed, dropping it. The map rolled up automatically, extinguishing the flames. After checking her hands for burns and making sure her eyebrows were intact, she picked up the map by the edge and opened it again, this time holding it farther away from her face. The drawing exploded in fire again, then settled. The flames were her father’s special touch. He’d probably added them as a deterrent for ordinary people in case the map ever got into the wrong hands. But there weren’t any ordinary people here.

			Birdie had never seen a map to Estero before. Her eyes were drawn to the southernmost tip of a peninsula—which she realized was the place they called home. She followed the shoreline up, imagining the path her mother and the other adults must have taken to get supplies. Up the cliffs, through the jungle, over the mountain, and around the curve of the bay to the nearest village outside of Estero.

			“She could handle the terrain,” Dad had insisted. “Something else happened. She’s in jail, I’m sure of it.” But what about the rest of them? Had they all been captured? Or had some decided to go back to Estero without their children? A few of them were pretty rotten people. But not all. Not Mom. Not Cabot’s parents.

			The mass exodus of parents three years ago intruded into Birdie’s thoughts again. She remembered how gray her father’s face had gotten when too much time had passed with no one returning. Remembered him wringing his charcoal-stained hands in grief and sorrow as he faced the five young children who wanted him to fix this.

			Louis had explained what it would take to search for the seven missing parents. The journey would have been much harder for a single adult with five children. And even if the kids could handle the dangerous terrain, they knew supernatural people weren’t safe anywhere in the world. Especially the wanted-criminal kind. Louis’s biggest fear was that, if they made it to Estero, he’d be recognized and arrested, which would leave the five young children alone and vulnerable in a strange place, and in danger once their burgeoning abilities developed.

			“Maybe when you’re a little older,” he’d concluded, his voice strained. “Old enough to take care of yourselves if something happens to me.” That had been scary to think about, too. They didn’t want to lose the only parent they had left.

			Over the next few months, Birdie, Seven, and Tenner, all ten, had developed their abilities. As luck would have it, Birdie’s wasn’t obvious. And Tenner’s was so slight, you had to be looking at him up close to see it. But Seven’s proved to be highly noticeable and made him especially vulnerable, easily recognizable as a supernatural person.

			In light of that, Louis had decided he would make the trip alone when the children were teens. He taught them how to take care of themselves and their camp. And he’d started building a boat.

			But then, a few months later, he got sick.

			When it became clear Louis was dying, Birdie gathered the other children. “We’ll stay here like we planned,” she said. “We don’t have to go anywhere.”

			Seven had been relieved. “If our parents are alive, they know how to find us—if they want to.” And that was that.

			The five would remain indefinitely in the six-cabin village the criminals had built on the tip of a narrow peninsula at the edge of the sea, guarded by cliffs and rocks and a jungle. Sheltered from a civilized world the kids had never known or understood. Safe from a world that hated supernatural people like them. Despite their losses, it was a good life.

			Birdie shook her head to clear it, then returned her attention to the map. She narrowed her eyes as she studied it. “That’s odd,” she muttered. The thickest line of fire was a directional arrow stretching from their camp across the mouth of the upside-down-V-shaped bay, to the small country of Estero on the other side. Estero City, the capital, was near the southern point.

			In the bottom right corner of the smoldering page was an inset map, which magnified the city with a grid of streets. A flaming sketch of a bag of gold was set in the section of the city labeled OLD TOWN, and there were at least ten other points labeled with initials. Intent on studying the map, Birdie didn’t hear the footfalls outside the open window.

			“You all right, Bird?”

			Birdie gasped and turned sharply. It took her a few seconds to locate Seven, since he was standing shirtless outside the window. Seven’s constantly changing camouflage skin and hair blended perfectly with the slow-dancing willow branches behind him. When he came in through the doorway, Birdie could see his shorts and shoes, and when he got closer, she could detect the faint outline of his body that she’d learned, over time, to look for. “Didn’t see you there,” she said weakly, then cringed.

			“Story of my life,” Seven said for about the millionth time since he’d developed this unfortunate ability. He was brownish gray now, with knots and lines like the split log wall behind him. “Where’d you get that map?”

			Birdie froze. Of course he’d seen it through the window. How long had he been standing there? Flustered, she tried to figure out why she felt reluctant to show him—what had Dad’s note said? Obviously it was too late now—he’d seen it. Besides, Seven was her best friend. They’d been born a few weeks apart, Birdie the elder of the two, and had spent every day together since.

			“It was in my dad’s crate,” Birdie said, keeping her tone light. “He put a flame charm on it.”

			“Is that why you yelled?”

			“Yeah.” She found his eyes. “Is that why you came?” Birdie had told the others to give her some time to go through her father’s things privately, as he’d asked her to.

			“Yeah,” Seven admitted. “I was going to leave you alone, but then I got worried that something happened.” He hesitated, and Birdie caught the tiny, swift movement of his blink. “So,” Seven asked contritely, “since I’m here, do you need anything?”

			Birdie dropped her gaze as sorrow thickened in her throat. “I’m okay. Thanks.”

			The emptiness inside her made her yearn for little Puerco. She’d found him as a sickly piglet and nursed him to health. It was with him that Birdie had discovered her supernatural ability to talk with certain types of creatures. Since then, she’d interacted with several whales, an octopus, and an old crow, who now blessed her with a variety of shiny pieces of trash plucked from the shoreline. “Have you seen Puerco?”

			“Brix has him.”

			“Is Brix . . . ?” Birdie pressed her lips together.

			“He’s all right. Sitting under the willows by the grave. I think the pig is making him feel better. Cabot’s keeping an eye on him, too. She brought him some lunch and ate out there with him.”

			“It’s past lunchtime already? I got kind of lost there.” Birdie sent a quick message of thanks through her mind to Puerco for helping her brother.

			“Everyone is struggling today,” Seven said.

			“I’m sure.” Birdie’s face flickered. Her mind turned back to the note, and her eyes darted to it on the stack of books. The words when you are of age jumped out. She’d stumbled over the phrase when she’d read it earlier.

			“What does ‘of age’ mean exactly?” Birdie asked, glancing up. She detected the two black dots of Seven’s pupils—one more thing she’d trained herself to look for. Focusing on those living dots brought her more comfort than almost anything at the moment.

			Seven shifted. “I guess it means when you reach a certain age.”

			“Yes, but which?”

			Seven laughed. “I have no idea. Maybe . . . old enough to take care of yourself without a parent?”

			“That’s . . . now.”

			“Your dad made sure we knew how,” he said agreeably. Then he cleared his throat and inched closer. “So, can I see the map?”

			Anxiety rippled Birdie’s skin as she put the “of age” query out of her mind. “Sure. Stand behind me,” she cautioned, then unrolled the scroll again.

			After the initial burst of flames settled, Seven rested his chin on Birdie’s shoulder and studied the map, then let out a breath and moved to Birdie’s side to get a closer view. “This is a map to Estero! Is that bag of gold in the middle of the city supposed to be the hidden stash?”

			Birdie stiffened. “Uh . . . it seems like it.”

			Seven scanned the inset map, and his tone turned fearful. “Wow. That’s, like, a huge city. Look at all those streets. It’s probably full of . . . people.” He said people with a sneer, as if it were a bad word. “We’re much better off here.” He reached for the edge of the map to study the inset.

			Birdie’s chest tightened. She tugged the scroll away and let out a shaky laugh. “Definitely,” she said. But the last words of her father wouldn’t stop ringing in her ears. And the words of the note came rushing back to mind. I moved the stash . . . without telling anyone. What would the other kids think? They’d all held up Louis Golden as the model of a good parent. But his underhanded move against their parents could tarnish that.

			Seven pulled his fingers back. “When did your dad make this?”

			“It’s probably old,” Birdie said. “From . . . before.” Her uneasiness grew. She was lying to Seven, and it felt terrible. But she just . . . needed more time to process the note. “Or maybe he did it in case we ever changed our minds and wanted to find Estero. And the money.”

			Seven snorted. “That stash is long gone by now,” he said with a cynical tone that hadn’t been there before.

			“We don’t know that,” said Birdie.

			“Please. I’m pretty sure at least some of them saw an opportunity to not have to split the money eight ways and went straight for the stash.” He didn’t say who, but they both knew that Tenner’s parents, Troy and Lucy Cordoba, were most likely to do something like that. Louis had held a grudge against Troy Cordoba that dated back to a heist they did shortly before escaping Estero. They’d broken into a jewelry shop and stolen thirteen flawless diamonds intended for the president’s daughter’s wedding jewelry. But then the diamonds, in Troy’s possession, “went missing.” Troy had apologized profusely for losing them and insisted he was telling the truth, but he couldn’t hide the smug look on his face. Search as they might, none of the others could find the diamonds. Louis had been wary of Troy ever since.

			Seven’s parents, Martim and Magdalia Palacio, were easily swayed by Tenner’s parents, and they’d taken Troy’s side back then and ever since. Louis had shared with the kids his suspicions about the real reason those four had gone after the other three. He’d doubted they searched for Elena Golden and Cabot’s parents at all.

			“They’re probably enjoying a lavish life in Estero right now,” Seven said bitterly. “Living it up with the stash and Troy’s thirteen diamonds.”

			“Possible,” Birdie said. “I still think my mom got caught. Maybe your parents did, too.”

			“My dad can go invisible,” Seven reminded her. “And my mother—don’t get me started. They would not get caught. So they’re either dead or living it up. And they didn’t care enough to come back and get me.”

			Birdie cringed, knowing what he said could be true. “Well, my mom can run faster than anybody, but my dad still thinks—thought—she was captured. Our parents’ abilities are great, but your theory only works if they know someone’s about to grab them. They could’ve been ambushed.”

			Seven mulled it over. “Maybe,” he said with a sniff. It didn’t matter, though. He knew his parents wouldn’t be coming back.

			Birdie dropped her gaze. “I’m sorry my mom wanted to go for supplies in the first place. We’ve managed to make it all right without any of the things she wanted to get.”

			“I’m not blaming your mom. She’s cool. She just inadvertently gave the bad parents an excuse to leave.” He shook his head. “Look out the window. The trees, the sparkle of the sun on the waves, the cliffs—it’s way better than what I can see in the photos that my parents left behind, with all those massive buildings and hardly any trees, and cars buzzing around to run you down. And people everywhere. Who needs civilization and money when we have everything we want right here?”

			“Everything except my dad,” Birdie said dully. Her mind returned to the note, and more phrases came back to her. Find your mother. Give her the map. Dad’s last communication. Could she actually complete the task? She’d never considered it possible to do without Dad before, but now . . .

			Seven checked himself. “Yeah, of course. Geez. I’m sorry. You know I miss him. A lot.”

			Birdie nodded. “I know.”

			Seven moved toward the door, then paused halfway. “Your dad was everything my parents weren’t.”

			Birdie drew her shoulders in and blinked hard at the floor. She loved Seven. And she knew he was hurting, too. But right now, she needed him to go away.

			“And I know I’m intruding,” Seven added awkwardly. “It was just that I heard you . . . yell . . .” He gave up.

			“It’s fine,” Birdie said with a quivering smile. Her eyes were brimming again. She couldn’t see his expression, and she missed that desperately. But she could hear the compassion in his voice. Complicated emotions pounded her. The grief over the loss of her father felt different from when her mother had disappeared. Back then they hoped that she and Greta and Jack Stone would come back. Then, when they didn’t, that the other parents would find her.

			There was no hope of bringing Louis Golden back. For the past three years, the five children had leaned heavily on him. Even in his own grief over his missing wife, Louis Golden had done his best to make life normal for them.

			He’d taken over Greta Stone’s school and taught them about the world beyond their beach, then gone out after class to play with them in the water and toss coconuts back and forth. He’d continued their swimming and fishing lessons, shown them how to hunt for bird eggs in the cliffs, and explained which mushrooms and berries were safe and which were poisonous.

			Louis had also taught them how to tend the fire and cook. And, after one harrowing incident, he’d emphasized the importance of cleaning up after dinner. Louis, Brix, and Birdie had been asleep one night after the kids had stayed up late around the fire. They’d heard the hiss of a mountain lion through the open window. Puerco had squealed and run under a chair. A low whine turned into a sharp, growly roar. Cabot had screamed from the next cabin, and Louis had rushed outside, fingers sparking. While Brix and Birdie had watched fearfully from the window, Louis ran at the mountain lion, yelling and sending bolts of fire flying into the dirt around it to scare it. He chased after the giant cat, throwing sparks until it ran deep into the woods where it belonged. When Louis returned, they heard him cleaning up the dirty dishes they’d left out. When he’d come back to the cabin, all five kids were huddled in Birdie and Brix’s bed for the night, offering tearful apologies. The children hadn’t needed a lesson about cleaning up their dishes ever again.

			The reality was that Louis Golden had prepared the children for this terrible moment none of them had expected to come. They were of age. Able to take care of themselves.

			Seven continued to the door, seeming unsure if he should offer a final hug or leave, and deciding on the latter. “I’ll go check on Brixy. Call me if you need anything. I can . . . be here. For you.”

			“Thanks,” said Birdie with a crooked smile. “I know.”

			With a pattering roll of his fingers on the log doorway, Seven left the Goldens’ cabin and disappeared. Literally.

			Once he was gone, Birdie blew her nose, then washed her face in a water basin made from a large shell. She took a few intentional breaths and blew them out between pursed lips. Then she went back to the note from her father and reread his confession. I moved our hidden stash . . . without telling anyone. I’ve created a map that leads to it. When you are of age and feeling especially brave, I want you to go to Estero, find your mother, and give her the map.

			Birdie sat down on a log stool that her mother had painstakingly sanded smooth to keep the children from getting slivers. “He moved the stash so Tenner’s parents and Seven’s parents wouldn’t steal it,” she murmured. “But why didn’t he tell my mom?” Maybe he’d been worried that Mom or the Stones would accidentally leak the information to the bad parents. Or maybe he thought it would only add to the tension between them all, and he wanted to shoulder the blame alone.

			This note changed everything. The five loved their little beach village and could live off the land and ocean indefinitely—that had been the plan. Sure, they struggled sometimes, especially when it came to making clothing for the growing children. They’d used up all the parachutes for clothes and blankets, but their parents had left some old clothes behind that were starting to fit. They’d be fine.

			But now Dad’s dying wish was messing everything up.

			Birdie put down the note and opened the map again. This time, with a clearer head, she studied it thoroughly. She focused on the initials written in various places around the city and beyond—what did they mean? Were those the jails where her mother could be?

			And the directional line across the bay leading to the hidden stash seemed strange. Why would Birdie’s father suggest a route across the huge mouth of the bay when the boat he’d started building was barely a shell and would take skills the kids didn’t have to make it seaworthy?

			Using a boat seemed fruitless anyway. With all the rocks hidden in the water, it was questionable if they’d even be able to get through the maze without wrecking. But doing that might be safer than traveling by land.

			The route skirting around the bay, which their parents had taken, was longer, and there was no arrow suggesting it. Clearly Dad still had grave doubts about the feasibility of going that way.

			A whale called from far out in the ocean and filled Birdie’s mind, like it was mourning with her. She closed her eyes and sent it a greeting. She’d visit it later.

			She looked at Estero again. The children had all heard tales of their parents’ former lives in the big city full of old cathedrals and museums and palaces, roads and vehicles, and trains and airplanes that sometimes crashed and hurt people. They’d even seen some planes out here, way up in the sky, the size of birds. Tenner’s dad had once told them that the planes were actually huge—one of them could fill their entire beach at low tide and fit hundreds of people inside. It was impossible to believe something that big could defy gravity and fly through the air, so they remained dubious. Especially since the story had come from Troy Cordoba, who thought it was funny to tease the children. Like the time he sent Tenner up into a tree to get coconuts and then took the ladder away and returned to camp. Tenner had been stuck for hours, screaming for help, before Seven and Birdie had found him. Mr. Cordoba had laughed and said it was a character-building exercise.

			“Maybe we should do it to you, then,” Tenner had retorted.

			His dad had slapped him in the mouth.

			“Knock it off, Troy!” Louis had shouted, and he went at the bigger man. Jack Stone was right behind him.

			“Get away from me,” Troy had warned. He’d stuck out his chest and raised his fists, but Martim Palacio had gone invisible and shoved Troy back before he could strike anyone. The other parents pulled them apart and held them. Brix had started crying because he was scared. And Tenner had looked like he wanted to sink into the earth, mortified that everyone had witnessed it.

			Troy didn’t slap Tenner again after that, but he was still mean to him. Tenner wished his mom had tried to stop his dad. But she never did.

			After the Cordobas left, Dad told Birdie that Troy had always been a bully. That his parents had been mean to him, too. And though this group of supernatural people supported one another and hid out together because the rest of the world was a bigger enemy, Louis said they weren’t exactly friends.

			“What were you like when you were a kid?” Birdie had asked her father countless times. But he’d always answered with some sort of joke, like he didn’t want to say. “I’ve always been an adult.” Or, “I was born a bearded man.”

			By the time he was dying, Birdie and the others had grown desperate to know more about Louis and the rest of the parents. And this time, when they’d asked, he’d answered.
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			I want you to understand what it’s like being supernatural when you’re not on this beach,” Louis had said one evening after dinner. He’d sat wrapped in the frayed blanket from his bed, shivering even though it was still warm out. Tenner ran to his cabin and brought out another blanket for him.

			Louis smiled his thanks and continued. “I was sent to a home for unwanted supernatural children when I was eleven. It was in the heart of Estero City, right across from a park where I took that photo of your mother when we were about to graduate.” He’d glanced at Birdie and Brix. “I nearly burned the park’s restrooms down once after I got rejected from another job interview. You’d think a welder would have seen the value in a guy like me, but no.” He flicked his wrist, sending flames shooting from his fingertips at the fire pit. The burning log split, and ash clouded up and settled. The action started him coughing fitfully, and Birdie had feared that would be the end of the story. But after taking a moment to catch his breath and sip some water, he went on. “The home was filled with young supernaturals in trouble, with parents who couldn’t handle their abilities or didn’t want to raise them because of the stigma.”

			“What’s that?” Brix had asked. “Stigma?”

			“It’s like a stain or a black mark,” Seven had said. “Since the whole world is against supernatural people, nobody wants to be associated with them. They don’t want other people to think they’re sympathetic toward them.”

			“Us,” Tenner had said.

			“Toward us,” Seven agreed.

			“But weren’t their parents supernatural, too?” Birdie asked. “Like ours?”

			“Some of them.” Louis dotted the corners of his mouth with a handkerchief, then folded it carefully.

			“It’s like an epidemic,” Birdie mused.

			He turned toward her. “What is, sweetheart?”

			“Parents of supernaturals leaving their kids.”

			That had made Louis Golden go quiet. A tear slipped down his cheek, which had horrified Birdie. Brix ran over to him, and Birdie apologized profusely even though it was the truest fact ever uttered. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Tell us more about the home.”

			Mr. Golden had wiped his eyes. “It’s where I met your mother and the others.” He’d begun speaking slower, gasping for air every few words, as if exhausted after crying. “We were all from different backgrounds, and we didn’t always see eye to eye. But we were bonded by our experiences: given up by our parents, sent to this place for kids like us, then shunned by everyone in Estero and the world. We had to stick together. We were family.” He closed his eyes.

			The five children had looked at one another soberly, all feeling the same sense of relief that they hadn’t been forced to grow up in a place like that. Later, Tenner and Seven had helped Louis to bed.

			Another evening, Birdie had asked, “Why didn’t your parents think they could raise you?”

			Her father waved his fingertips, then shot flames into the air, startling Cabot and making Brix shrink back. “I was setting fires left and right—purely by accident, back then. It was too hard to control. I set my mother’s sewing room on fire once when we were arguing—the flames shot out whenever I got upset. Thank God we had extinguishers everywhere, or the whole house could have gone up.” He took in a ragged breath. “I don’t blame my parents. I was a terror.”

			“Why did you and the others steal things?” Cabot asked.

			Mr. Golden closed his eyes. “It started because we needed resources.”

			“Resources for what?” Cabot leaned forward. “You mean money?”

			“Yes—money for food, a place to stay. We’d been registered as supernatural when we got to the home, and after graduation it went on our work permits, our driver’s licenses, our identification cards, our passports. No one would rent us a house or give us jobs. Your mother,” he said to Cabot, “was the exception. She managed to use her superintelligence to manipulate her way into university and later on get a job as a doctor. She helped us all a little whenever she could.”

			He coughed, then continued. “For people with obvious abilities, like me and Seven’s parents and Tenner’s dad, there was no way to make money honestly. Look at Seven with his camouflage, or Brix with his bouncing gait—they wouldn’t be able to get work in Estero.” The younger boy’s eyes widened. It sounded terrible.

			“Tell us more,” Birdie had begged. But her father had closed his eyes.

			That was the last time he told stories around the fire.
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			Tenner Cordoba had just turned thirteen. He was a few months younger than Birdie and Seven, and perpetually a step behind them in everything—that’s what it felt like to him, anyway. It seemed like Birdie and Seven had their best talks and private jokes when he was out catching their dinner.

			When he was alone with either of them, he got along all right. But when they were together, he felt a little bit like their servant. It was fine. His parents had never fit in with the others, either. Not that Tenner wanted to imitate them. But it seemed like he was at the bottom of the hierarchy because his parents were the worst.

			No one ever said that. But Tenner always felt like he had to do extra to prove that he wasn’t like his crappy parents. Or maybe it was all in Tenner’s head and he was super insecure. Tenner had learned at a young age that if he kept his emotions in check and didn’t cry or get mad, his dad might leave him alone. Now he thought that if he didn’t act like a bully, or play awful tricks, or get angry . . . maybe in time the other kids would forget that he was Troy’s son.

			When Tenner removed his parents from the scenario and tried to look at himself objectively, he could see that the others appreciated him. They thought his extrasensory abilities were cool. And he could hold his breath for a ridiculously long time, which made him by far the best swimmer and fisherperson among them, which was useful. His extra-large, oval pupils allowed him to see long distances and in the dark, and their unique shape made him feel special . . . even though the others said the difference was barely noticeable. And his slightly larger-than-normal ear canals allowed him to listen in on their conversations when they didn’t know he was close enough to hear. But it wasn’t like they were ever talking about him. Maybe he wished they would.

			Growing up in a group of families like this, when his parents were the least liked of them all, felt kind of bad. Everyone thought Troy and Lucy Cordoba would use the excuse of finding the missing parents to go back to Estero and steal the stash, and . . . not return. Whenever the others said this out loud, they gave Tenner a pitying look, which made him want to sink into the ground. He wished they understood that he disliked his parents as much as everyone else did. But he didn’t know how to say that, or how to explain how guilty he felt about their rottenness. He knew it wasn’t his fault. But he wondered if the others thought he might be rotten deep down, too.

			Tenner waded into the blue-green water with his spear. His brown skin shone with droplets from a rogue wave that slapped his chest. He wore his wavy brown-black hair shoulder length and tangled by the sea. Louis had called him a surfer boy, and he quite liked the sound of that. Maybe later he’d ask Cabot to help him design and build that surfboard Louis had described, sort of as a tribute to the parent who’d stayed. Then he rolled his eyes. He’d probably crash it on the rocks.

			Before diving under, Tenner glanced back and saw Birdie parting the lush green plants, coming up the main path to the beach. He hesitated, waiting to see if she would call to him, but no. She was just walking. Not noticing him. He sighed, noting he should probably trim back the overgrowth sometime. Then he took a deep breath and pressed forward into the ocean. Even in grief, they needed to eat. And Tenner longed for his quiet place where he could be his real self. The ocean wouldn’t notice his tears.

			“Hi, Tenner,” Birdie called, but he was already underwater. She turned to walk along the shoreline where the sand was wet and packed down. The tide was going out, and she could see the tops of many of the rocks that jutted up for hundreds of yards all around in front of their hidden home. The rocks kept ships from coming near enough to see or approach them. That was the reason their parents had chosen this location. This narrow peninsula, with high cliffs and mountains to the north and rocky ocean to the south, west, and east, was virtually inaccessible from any direction except from above.

			A crow dropped down from a tree branch to Birdie’s shoulder, as if he’d been waiting for her. He deposited a small, shiny piece of metal into her hand. “Ooh, thank you, Seymour,” she said, admiring it. The crow preened his feathers, then flew away.

			As Birdie pocketed the gift and continued down the beach, the note from her father stayed heavy on her mind. What would it be like to actually go to Estero? To search in a big city for a person in jail? Mom would need the map for when she got out—she’d have no money.

			She spotted Brix sitting in the shade of the willows with Puerco. She didn’t notice Cabot above her in the treetops, watching everyone.
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			Eleven-year-old Cabot Stone had white skin that was tan from the sun. Her piercing green eyes caught most of what happened in their tiny village, and her pale pink lips were full like her mother’s. Cabot found hair to be annoying, so she’d designed and carved a hair-cutting tool out of driftwood. She’d added a spring mechanism she’d taken from a small radio in her mother’s crate and some razor-sharp glass from a broken bottle Tenner had found on the ocean floor. Ever since, she’d worn her white-blond hair super short. Louis had called it a buzz cut. Tenner’s dad had joked that she was a boy, but Cabot didn’t understand why that was funny, and when she didn’t laugh, he’d stopped laughing and scowled, then walked away.

			Cabot was a late bloomer as far as her supernatural ability was concerned. The other four children had developed theirs at around ten, with Brix recently discovering his. It was possible that Cabot was the rare child of supernatural parents who possessed no extraordinary features.

			“Your ability could still come,” Louis had assured her a few weeks ago when she’d brought him some tea she’d made from herbs to help his pain. She’d sat next to his bed to help him drink it, and he’d paused halfway and looked her square on. “Sometimes the greatest abilities are slow to develop. And, ability or no, if anyone has greatness in them, Cabot, it’s you.” His eyes had shone with unshed tears. “You’re going to do incredible things.”

			The idea that her ability could be late in arriving had bolstered Cabot for days. But she knew she might have to settle for being skilled in other ways. And the incredible things part—what did it matter here in this hideaway where no one knew they existed?

			Cabot had inherited her brains and a photographic memory from her superintelligent mother. Sometimes the kids would play “What page?” with her—they’d open the C–D encyclopedia and ask her what page castle or downtown or capybara was on. She always got it right. She could see the page in her mind.

			She’d inherited her handiness from her father, who, in addition to having telepathic abilities, was something of an inventor. Though her father had built the community shower before she was born, Cabot had recently improved it by staining the outside of the water tank with black squid ink. The dark color absorbed sunlight. She’d raised the tank, as well, in order to expose more surface area to the sun. Both improvements heated the water so the children could have warm showers. And the added height made the water pressure seem stronger, too. Now, if she could get everyone to remember to refill the tank first thing in the morning so the sun could beat down on it all day, it would work perfectly.

			She’d also started harvesting bamboo. She discovered that by smashing the stalks into pieces and adding water to make a mushy pulp, parts of the grass broke down and she could pull out the soft fibers, which could eventually be wound up to make yarn. It would take a long time to have enough to knit, but bamboo was plentiful and grew fast. That could help solve the problem of the kids’ need for clothes.

			Everyone came to her with their found treasures and seemingly useless goods to see if she could make something of them, and she always did. Hair ties out of ripped fabric, clotheslines out of frayed rope or useless cords, knitting needles out of rusted aluminum wheel spokes that had washed ashore after a storm.

			Cabot often dreamed about what her latent ability might be. She wanted some sort of telepathy that would allow her to send her parents a message to see if they were alive. But she doubted it. If her parents were alive, they would be here with her.

			The girl frowned and focused on the activity below. From this particular treetop she could keep an eye on everyone and stay away from them at the same time. She’d started coming up here a few weeks after her parents had left so she could cry without anybody trying to hug her. Greta and Jack Stone were the most incredible people Cabot knew. Greta had beat the system. She’d manipulated documents and people in influential places in order to get a higher education and become a doctor.

			She’d taught Cabot everything, from how to clean wounds to placing a tourniquet. And once, when Brix dislocated his shoulder while climbing, Greta had shown Cabot how to help him pop it back in place.

			Cabot’s mind-reading dad had manipulated the system, too, in his own way, by finding occasional underground work as an inventor back in Estero. He’d said there were a few people there who would look the other way when it came to his supernatural status . . . especially if his work would make them a lot of money. It helped that he could sometimes read people’s thoughts, so he knew who to approach. But Jack’s successes had been few and far between. Not enough to survive on.

			When Cabot was little, she’d caught her parents talking quietly about how much Greta missed being a doctor. How she loved the hideout but there wasn’t much to aspire to. “I want to be in a place where we are accepted and I can make a difference,” she’d said. But that place didn’t exist for supernatural people.

			Even after Cabot’s bouts of sorrow lessened, she kept coming to this tree because she realized she could see almost everything—the outdoor kitchen, the willow trees, the cabins set back from the beach, the creamy brown cliffs to the north, where Seven and Brix gathered eggs, and the ocean to the south, where Birdie spoke to whales. And no one could see her through the thick leaves. It was a quiet sanctuary in which to work on her own nonexistent telepathic skills. She figured she might as well try. But so far she hadn’t been able to do anything.

			She sat down in the log chair she’d hauled up here from her cabin a few months ago—she’d tied a rope to it, flung the other end of the rope over a branch, and Tenner had helped her pull it up. Then she picked up the binoculars that had once belonged to Troy Cordoba. She’d snagged them after he’d been a jerk to Tenner. He’d grumbled about losing them for weeks while Cabot hid them under her cot. Now she kept them up here and watched approvingly through the branches as Birdie made her way to Louis’s grave. It was about time she took care of poor Brixy. He’d been sitting there half the day while Birdie had been in their cabin. By herself first, then talking to Seven, even though she’d asked everyone to give her some space. What had kept her? Just reminiscing? Or needing to be alone? Cabot could understand that. It was a shame she couldn’t quite see into the cabins.

			Sometimes Cabot regretted not starting to spy years ago. If she had, maybe she would have learned more about the grown-ups before they left. Maybe she could have gotten a clue about where they’d be if they didn’t come back.

			Cabot sighed and settled back on her perch, waiting to cast judgment on whoever happened by next.
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			Brix Golden was the youngest person he knew. His fair skin was suntanned like Birdie’s and Cabot’s from spending time outdoors and had a smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose. While Birdie had dark brown eyes and straight black hair, Brix’s eyes were light brown like his wavy hair, which was streaked with gold highlights.

			His supernatural abilities were still developing. He’d always been small and agile and fond of climbing. And he could run pretty fast like his superspeedy mom, so he’d always wondered if his ability would bring his running to a super level. But after a recent fall down a steep cliff face, he’d simply bounced gently on the ground. Then he’d gotten up and walked away, jumping and cheering, because this was clearly a new ability he could use.

			Now when he got injured—stung by a jellyfish or scraped by sharp rocks while climbing—his injuries healed quickly. And he walked with a new bounce in his step that he couldn’t control, but he didn’t mind that, either. It was fun to bound from rock to rock and to jump from heights he never would have attempted before.

			Everyone had speculated that either Birdie or Brix would inherit some iteration of their dad’s fire-charm ability. But Brix’s was definitely more like his mother’s. And Birdie’s ability to communicate with animals was nothing like either parent’s.

			Brix’s ability to heal quickly didn’t seem to work on the pain in his heart, though. Brix had been growing closer with his dad, reading to him from one of his books when he couldn’t read for himself anymore. Talking about the future with his cool new ability.

			Dad had been excited to hear about what Brix could do—and relieved to know Brix could heal well. But now Brix was floundering. Cabot had brought him lunch and sat with him for a while, which was nice. But there weren’t any parents now. It was hard to get used to.

			Birdie approached. Puerco saw her coming and scrambled out of Brix’s grasp, scraping his leg in the process. “Ouch!” he said, annoyed, but the pain only lasted a second. The scrapes sealed up before they could even start bleeding.

			The tiny pig ran to Birdie and circled her, prancing and splashing in the waves. Birdie sent another message of thanks to him and felt the warmth of his answer, which gave her a rush of comfort when she needed it. The pigs and other animals never spoke in words, but they sent feelings to her, which Birdie had learned to read. Puerco was telling her that Brix was sad but he would be okay. That was good to know. She almost asked the pig if she would be okay, too . . . but she didn’t think she wanted to know the answer.

			“Hey, Brixy,” Birdie said. She stood for a minute, shifting cool sand over her feet, then sat down next to him while Puerco nosed around in the dead leaves nearby. “Nice here in the shade.”

			“It would be nicer if Dad wasn’t dead,” said Brix. He sniffed and couldn’t quite look at his sister. He didn’t want to blurt out his worries, or she’d think he was a baby.

			“Wow.” Birdie gazed over the water, her tears having run dry for the moment. “I found a note for you. From Dad.” She fished it out of her pocket and handed it to him. Then she let her eyes rest on the grave while he read it. It was weird that her father’s body was right there, under the ground. And Mom and the other criminals had no idea.

			Brix looked up from reading. “It’s a nice note,” he said, his voice shaking. He held it out to her.

			Birdie took the note and read it aloud.

			
				Dear Brix,

				I love you so much. I’m excited about what a great young man you will become. I wish I could be there to see you grow up.

			

			Birdie put a hand to her mouth and choked back a sob, then continued.

			
				I know that a part of me will always be with you.

				Stay safe and listen to Birdie. She’s your grown-up now.

				Love you forever.

				Dad

			

			“Oh,” Birdie said. “This is lovely.” She handed the note back to Brix, then added, “Especially the part about how you have to listen to me now.”

			Brix swiped at her, and Birdie laughed through her tears and hugged him, thinking about how different his note had been from hers and feeling a bit hollow from it. After a moment, she ventured, “Hey, Brix?”

			“What?”

			Birdie picked up a loose strand of a beach plant and smoothed it between her finger and thumb, noticing its milky green and yellow stripes. The note from her father weighed a thousand pounds on her mind. Should she tell him about it? It had been addressed to her, not him. Not both of them. And Birdie still wasn’t sure what to do. Dad’s confession and how he’d hidden what he’d done from the other criminals made her want to keep it close a little longer. Long enough so she could figure out what to do about it.

			“Never mind,” she said finally. She loosened her hug and pulled back. “Are you holding up okay?”

			“Not really,” Brix said miserably.

			Birdie leaned up against the bark next to her brother and settled in, then drew him close again. “Neither am I.”

			Later, Birdie made her way to her favorite rock in the water and called silently to the gray whale. After a moment it rose out of the water in a glorious arc, then hit it with a magnificent splash. It drew closer and did it again, twisting in the air this time to cheer her. Birdie breathed in the salty air with a half smile on her face. Even in the midst of sadness, there were still good things in the world.
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			Around the fire that evening, Birdie couldn’t keep her father’s dying wish to herself any longer. As Seven served dinner, Birdie sighed heavily. Then she blurted out, “I’m thinking about going to Estero.”

			Everyone turned to stare at her. “What?” cried Seven.

			“Why?” asked Tenner.

			“How?” mused Cabot.

			Brix’s face screwed up in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

			Birdie gripped the edge of her chair, instantly regretting her decision to speak, but she plowed forward anyway. “It’s been on my mind since . . . yeah. So, I didn’t mention this before because it was hard to tell you. But the last thing my father said to me before he died was ‘Find your mother. Tell her I did my best.’ And I . . .” She choked up. “Ugh, my heart. But how . . . ? I need to think about that.”

			“This . . . is unexpected,” said Seven. He went to his chair and set his plate down hard on the table. “We have a plan. We confirmed it last night.”

			“I’m sorry I didn’t say it after it happened,” Birdie said. “It was so shocking, and then the funeral . . .” It felt good to get it out now.

			“Birdie,” Seven said gently, leaning forward, “Louis was delirious for the past week. Maybe he didn’t know what he was saying. He was clear about supporting our decision to stay. He wanted that.”

			Birdie scraped the toe of her shoe in the dust. “I know. But something must have changed. He left me a note, too. Like, he must have written it weeks ago when he was still strong enough. I just . . .”

			“This is . . .” Seven’s voice tightened, and he yanked his chair forward. “Look. We talked this through. Our parents know how to find us if they want to. We’re safe here. We’re not safe there. I’m not, for sure.”

			“I know all that,” Birdie said faintly. The toll of Dad’s death had her faltering and wondering if she was making sense. “Maybe we could find a way for you . . . Or I guess I could go alone.” She didn’t want that. It scared her to death.

			“How?” Cabot said again, lifting her head. Her green eyes pierced the darkness like a cat’s. On the off chance her parents were still alive, Cabot might be interested in going along. She was the only one who didn’t have a supernatural ability to worry about.

			“Like I said, I haven’t figured that out yet.” Birdie shrank back in her chair. Saying it out loud had made it clear: This had been a bad idea. She glanced at Seven but couldn’t see much of him.

			He saw her, though. “Have you told the others about the map?” he asked accusingly. His voice grew louder. “Is that why Louis made it? So you could find your mom? Why didn’t you—and he—tell me this before?”

			“I’m wondering the same thing.” Birdie shot an annoyed look in his direction. “I wasn’t trying to hide the map.” She stood abruptly and accidentally sent her plate and fork clattering to the ground. “Everyone, my dad left me a map to Estero.” She cringed. “I didn’t know any of this before he died.” She should have thought this through a lot more before saying anything. Should have expected the strong pushback from Seven. “Sorry—forget I brought this up. I’m thinking out loud about his final words, you know? Trying to process all of it. Please—I’m tired after . . . everything.”

			“Well, that was a pretty big announcement,” Seven muttered.

			“I shouldn’t have said it like that.”

			“Like that?” said Cabot, one eyebrow raised.

			“At all,” Birdie said. She covered her face, frustrated.

			“It’s okay, Birdie,” said Tenner, trying to calm the situation. He picked up her plate and fork and set them on the table.

			Cabot remained silent and studied Birdie. There was no easy way for her to make it to Estero, so at the moment it wasn’t worth arguing about, but she was curious about what led to Birdie blurting it out like this.

			“Seven,” Birdie pleaded, “will you say something, please?” She understood why Seven was rattled. “I—I don’t want to go anywhere but to bed. It’s been a hard day. My mind has been all over the place.”

			“Sure,” said Seven coolly. Then, more kindly, “I mean it. It’s forgotten.”

			Cabot shifted but didn’t take her eyes off Birdie.

			“Cabot,” Birdie said quietly. “Are we good?”

			“We’re good,” said Cabot, measured. “I mean, but how did you anticipate getting there when you brought it up five minutes ago?”

			“Cabot,” Birdie said with a frustrated sigh.

			“Okay, sorry.”

			“So we’re solidly back on plan?” Seven asked.

			“Yes,” said Birdie miserably. “Solidly.”

			“Good,” said Seven, sounding relieved.

			“Okay, well,” Birdie said, “thanks for being understanding on a hard day. Tomorrow will be better. Sorry if I upset anyone. I didn’t mean to.” Birdie took Brix’s hand and pulled him out of his seat. “Come on, buddy. Let’s go to bed.” Birdie put her arm around her brother, then whistled for Puerco. They walked away as the others called out their good-nights.

			After Birdie and Brix were out of sight, Tenner let out a breath. “That was intense.”

			Cabot turned to Seven and leaned in. “Did you see this map?” she asked.

			“Yeah,” said Tenner, turning to him. “What’s it like?”

			Seven was quiet long enough to make Cabot wonder whether he was scrambling for an answer or if he’d slipped away unnoticed to argue more with Birdie. But Tenner, with his night vision, could easily see his clothing. Seven’s chair creaked as he picked up his plate and fork. “It’s some map Birdie found when she was going through her dad’s things. It had a bunch of markings on it. A big one that pointed to where the stash was hidden.” He took a few bites and chewed. “Which,” he pointed out, “we all know is long gone by now. So.”

			Tenner nodded, ready to be done with the conversation. “Okay. Well, I guess I’ll clean up.”

			“Thanks.” Seven quickly finished the rest of his dinner. Then he scraped his chair away from the table and got up. “I believe Birdie. She was tired. And what her dad said about telling her mom he did his best—I don’t blame her for wanting to do what he asked. But after a good night’s sleep, she’ll see it’s a bad idea.”

			“Sure,” Cabot assured him.

			“I’m going to bed, too,” said Seven. “Good night.” They heard him moving down the path in the direction of his cabin.

			“Night,” they echoed.

			Tenner looked at Cabot. “What do you really think?” he asked.

			After a split second, Cabot shrugged. “Birdie’s feeling the weight of the past few days. I would be, too, if my parent said something like that to me before . . . dying.” She cringed.

			“Me too, I guess.” Tenner flinched because it wasn’t true. He moved to clean the dishes as Cabot went for water to douse the fire. Then they split up and headed for their cabins. Tenner fell right to sleep. But Cabot lay awake, staring at the log ceiling, thinking things through. She couldn’t imagine that Birdie would give up this easily when it came to fulfilling her father’s dying request.
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			Birdie woke up with her heart thudding and an overwhelming sense of loss. Dad was gone. She wondered if the shock would hit this hard every time she woke up. Why couldn’t she remember it during her dreams so waking up wouldn’t be as sad? She lifted her head and glanced at Brix, still asleep on his cot, and her heart broke for him—he’d go through the same thing.

			She rolled to her side and let her thoughts wander to the note and map. Last night she’d blurted out her half-baked idea of going to Estero and then immediately canned it, mostly because it had upset Seven. But having the detailed map made imagining this journey much easier than earlier, when she’d only had a vague understanding of Estero being out there somewhere to the west.

			Dad’s belief that Mom had been captured and was being held in Estero clearly hadn’t wavered. Otherwise he wouldn’t have told Birdie to find her. The thought of seeing her mom again after three years was mind-blowing. Could it be possible for Birdie to do this?

			Birdie sat up with a sense of clarity. If Mom and the other criminals had actually gotten captured and were in jail, they’d definitely need the stash when they got out in order to survive . . . and to be able get back here. And if Mom was the one with the directions to the stash, she’d be sure to get her portion of it, and she could decide who to share the rest with.

			After Brix got up and went to breakfast, Birdie looked at the map. She thought about what life might be like in a city with people everywhere. With huge buildings and old palaces and cathedrals, and cars and buses and trains, and cell phones . . . and money. Would she blend in? Or would the people of Estero sense that she was supernatural and do something to her?

			When the kids were little, Cabot’s mom had spoken wistfully about her former life working at the hospital in the big, busy city. Birdie thought it sounded intriguing, though it seemed scary, too. She couldn’t figure out how a car could roll along on a road with nobody pushing it—even uphill. Her dad had told her plenty about what vehicles looked like, and there had been a whole section on cars in her encyclopedia, but she wanted to see them—see for herself how they worked. See the places her parents had spent time in, now that Dad was gone.

			Yes. She was going to do it. Find her mother. Tell her the sad news and that Dad had done an amazing job raising the kids. Give her the map to the new stash so she could distribute it.

			None of the other kids needed to know that was what this was about. It would only make Tenner feel bad that Louis had thought it necessary to move the stash because he didn’t trust the Cordobas to share it. Besides, the kids had the best memories with Louis—they didn’t need to think he’d double-crossed their parents. It would leave a stain on his memory.

			Birdie would call a meeting as soon as she figured everything out, like how to follow the route across the sea. Could she continue work on the boat Dad had started building? Was that what he’d had in mind when he drew the map?

			And would any of the others support her? Go with her? Brix would want to see Mom, but he’d also be scared, especially since his bouncy gait might be suspicious to anyone on the lookout for supernatural people—Birdie would be scared for him, too. But, then again, he might prefer to stick with Birdie. Cabot was probably a yes. She seemed convinced her parents were dead, but she’d still want to look for them—just in case they weren’t. And she’d be curious about Estero. Birdie could probably talk Tenner into going, like she’d talked him into being the chief fisherperson so she didn’t have to do it. He wouldn’t want to search for his parents, though, because they were the worst. But Seven?

			Birdie’s shoulders slumped. He was obviously supernatural, and there was no way to hide it unless they wrapped him up like a mummy, and that would be obvious, too. Birdie would never want to put him in that kind of danger. But he was her closest friend. Maybe she could convince him to confront his parents. It would be nice to have him around for support.

			Birdie and Puerco went out to the sharp point of the beach at low tide, near where a few large rocks poked up above the surface. She climbed onto her favorite flat-topped one and sat like a monkey—feet flat, knees bent all the way, bum tucked, and arms wrapped around her shins. She felt the warmth from the stone through the thin, slightly-too-big dress that her mother had left behind when she disappeared. It was starting to fit her.

			Strange. Mom had been the first to go, and Dad, the last. Like bookends that contained all sorts of mysteries. Were they at the end of the first volume, embarking on the next?

			Birdie glanced at the distant willow tree that marked the location of her father’s grave, and a horrible thought crossed her mind. What if Mom had actually abandoned them on purpose? Birdie gripped her shins tighter as doubts crept in. It might be easier to stick to the plan and stay here.

			But Mom would never do that. She, like the Stones, would come back if she were able. As the waves lapped the rocks, making the long strings of moss attached to them flow like a mermaid’s hair, Birdie moved her hand to Puerco’s pinkish-gray back and felt his breathing and occasional grunts and tiny, adorable snorts. She thought about the map.

			Birdie tried to imagine finding her mother behind bars and was alarmed that she couldn’t quite remember the contours of her face. Thankfully, after a moment, the image came back to her. But the thought of going to an actual jail in an actual big city was terrifying. Especially without friends she could count on. She had to convince Seven that this was a good idea.

			She turned to the ocean and wondered again what the city looked like in person compared to the pictures in her books and the photographs Seven’s parents had left behind. Did it have water all around or jungles nearby filled with animals Birdie could speak to? The pictures didn’t show that.

			As if on cue, a dark red octopus tentacle reached up around the point of a rock near Birdie’s foot, its suckers tasting everything. Soon the bulbous portion of the octopus’s body broke the surface. Birdie reached her hand near the tentacle, and the octopus took her fingers. “Hello,” said Birdie. She didn’t recognize this one, but she spoke kindly to it through her mind. There’s room for you here on this rock. She could tell the octopus wasn’t afraid, and it climbed up and regarded Birdie and Puerco. It sent a warm greeting, stayed a moment longer, then slid back into the water.

			Puerco had fallen asleep on his side, his back curved and his short legs extending into a crescent moon shape. Birdie sensed movement on the beach and glanced over her shoulder to see Tenner coming toward her. She sighed. Tenner was great, but he was a lot to deal with sometimes. She turned back to the low waves, looking for other signs of life. A small hump rose up in the distance, then disappeared.

			I see you, Birdie said to it. Hello. Come closer.

			It rose again, gray and enormous this time, like before. It flipped in the water, letting its tail slap down and causing a huge spray. “Wow,” said Birdie, in awe. You’re beautiful. She waited to see if the gray whale would approach on its own, but it didn’t, and Birdie was too weary today to try harder.

			“That was cool,” said Tenner uncertainly from behind her. “Did you ask it to do that?”

			“We’ve been communicating a lot lately. I said hello. Maybe it was waving.”

			Tenner shifted on the sand, then eyed the slippery seaweed growing on the rocks and hopped carefully to the one next to Birdie. “So, how are you doing? Do you need anything?”

			“What would I need?” Birdie asked without looking at him. She was starting to grow tired of people asking how she was doing. How did they think? Her father, the caretaker of all of them, had just died. She was doing poorly, thank you very much. Everyone was. It was a terrible situation.

			“I don’t know,” said Tenner. “Maybe a hug? Or lunch? You didn’t eat lunch yesterday.” Louis had fondly referred to Tenner as the grandmother of the group because he was constantly feeding them, and ever since then, Tenner had done it even more.

			Birdie closed her eyes. Tenner was being nice, but his niceness chipped away at her more than usual today. “I had a huge breakfast,” she said, holding back tears for the hundredth time in days. “Did you go fishing yet?”

			Tenner tapped something on the rock until Birdie finally turned. He had his spear in hand. “That’s where I’m going now. Do you want to come?”

			“Uh, no thanks.” Birdie wrinkled up her nose. “Watch out for the dark red octopus. He’s new.”

			“They change color,” Tenner told her. “Besides, I wouldn’t hurt an octopus. You know that.”

			“I know.” She squinted up at him. “You’re a good guy.” It was true. When Birdie’s ability had become apparent, Tenner had made a pact with her not to kill any creatures that Birdie could communicate with.

			“Thanks.”

			“Do you know where Brix is?” Birdie asked.

			“He’s back by the grave.”

			“Oh.” Birdie squinted in that direction, and now she could make out a spot of black under the tree that was probably Brix’s shorts.

			The gray whale breached again, farther out. Going away. Unlike Tenner.

			Birdie stood up and balanced on the rock. Then, with a mischievous grin, she jabbed her hand out, hitting Tenner in the shoulder. He lost his balance and fell in. The splash startled Puerco, and the pig jumped to his feet.

			“Hey!” Tenner cried when he surfaced. “I could have landed on rocks.” He whipped his head around, spraying Birdie with water from his hair.

			“I knew you’d miss them,” said Birdie, though she was relieved he actually had. She probably should have thought about that before knocking him in.

			“I do know where they are,” Tenner said agreeably.

			“You’ve actually cheered me up,” Birdie said. “So thanks. And sorry about that.”

			Tenner flashed a forgiving grin. “Byeee.” He turned and slipped under the surface, still smiling as he weaved through the underwater obstacle course with his spear.

			Birdie hopped across the rocks, back to the point of sand, and headed in, knowing Tenner would stay underwater for up to a half hour until he had enough fish to feed everyone. His abilities came in handy here by the sea. But if they ever left . . . if they ever went to the city, where supernatural people were not welcome or treated nicely . . . what use would his abilities be? Could he protect them by holding his breath and seeing in the dark? She almost laughed, picturing it. At least his sensitive hearing might come in handy.

			“Seven!” she called as she reached the beach near their cluster of cabins. She may as well give this idea another try. And Seven would be its biggest critic—if she could convince him, the rest would be easy. She turned toward the sound of running water coming from the shower hut. “Seven!”

			“I’m in the shower! Sheesh. Give me a minute.”

			“Come here!”

			“Hang on while I get clean clothes.” The water shut off.

			“It’s not like I can see anything,” Birdie called out. She couldn’t even find him, much less see anything he didn’t want seen.

			“I don’t care,” Seven muttered. “It feels weird. Why don’t you get that?”

			Birdie waited a moment, then glanced down the shoreline. “I can come back in a bit. I’m going to go see about the baby.” She realized how silly it was to call Brix that now that he was ten. But his nickname had stuck.

			“I’m coming.” Seven’s voice was closer now. “Is he okay?”

			“He’s hanging out by the grave again.”

			“So that’s a no.” Seven emerged from the shower area wearing shorts, and he had a towel around his neck. He came up to Birdie, close enough for her to see his eyes—she always liked to be able to see his eyes, she’d told him once. And he liked being with her. Most of the time, anyway. When they weren’t at odds, like last night. Because even though he could be easily overlooked, Birdie never forgot to seek him out first whenever they had a decision to make. With her, he felt like he still existed. Even so, Seven wanted desperately, more than anything, to be visible like he used to be. Not just his clothes. Him. It had been a hard three years. Louis had been there for him, though.

			“You’re like me,” Louis had told him a few weeks before he died. Seven had brought him some cold water from the creek, and he’d waited at his bedside to help him drink it.

			“I am?” said Seven, surprised.

			“We’ve got an extra burden with our abilities. You especially. At least I could put fireproof gloves on to stop my fingers from randomly sparking. Only one body part. But I couldn’t do much with them on. I couldn’t write; I couldn’t operate my phone. I had to take off the gloves to fill out any sort of paperwork, and then suddenly I was a menace. Shunned immediately.”

			Seven had nodded. “I’ll be shunned wherever I go. Immediately.”

			“Yes,” said Louis. “Unless something changes. But people have to want change in order to bring it about.” He’d coughed violently, then sipped the water. “You’re safe here in the meantime.”

			It had been a thought-provoking conversation. But somehow it had made Seven feel less alone.

			He turned to study Birdie. “So, last night was . . . different.” He toweled off his hair, which changed and blended like the rest of him. Then, as they turned to walk, he slung his arm loosely over Birdie’s shoulders, which they’d done with each other since they could walk.

			Birdie’s shoulders stiffened. “That’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about.”

			“Okay . . . what about it?” Seven dropped his arm.

			Birdie winced. “The map. And—” She could sense Seven’s body tensing.

			“And what?” he asked, guarded.

			She stopped walking and faced him. “And my father’s dying request. I think he needed my mom to know he’d kept his promise to take care of us when she left.”

			Seven’s pupils didn’t waver, but his heart sank. After a minute, he blinked. “Birdie,” he said, like he had so much to say and didn’t know where to start.

			“What?”

			“You know what.”

			“I think I’m going to do it. And I want you to come.” The moment she said it, pain and longing seared through her. She wanted it very badly. She’d never been away from Seven before. And this was scary. She needed him.

			Seven let out a deep sigh. “Last night you said you weren’t thinking straight. You said—” He gripped his hair. “Ugh. I cannot do this. It’s too dangerous. We already decided to stay. Can’t you understand what this means for me?”

			“We can figure out how to keep you safe.”

			“I don’t want to live like that! Besides, you’ll be in danger, too, if anyone finds out you’re supernatural. And Brix won’t be safe bouncing all over the place. Heck, even Tenner could be noticed if somebody looks too carefully at his eyes.”

			Birdie blew out a frustrated breath. “I don’t want to fight.” Rogue tears pricked her eyes. “I still need to figure out how to do it. You have time to think about it.”

			“I don’t need to think about it.”

			“Think about it anyway, please,” Birdie said through gritted teeth. “Don’t you want to find out if your parents are alive?” Her emotions were still high after her father’s death, and she could feel anger and sadness and fear welling up and complicating things. She took a deep breath and let it out. “Let’s talk more later,” she said, her voice strained.

			Seven didn’t answer. His feelings about his parents were complicated. Sure, he wanted to know if they were alive. He also wanted to yell at them for not caring about him.

			Birdie watched for him to roll his eyes, but he didn’t—not that she could tell, anyway. She reached out to find his arm again. “I need to go see Brixy.”

			“All right, all right,” he said quietly. “I’ll think about it.” But there was no way he was going to change his mind. He wasn’t leaving here. Ever. Not even for Birdie.
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			Seven’s ability had come on slowly. His body had become translucent, and his skin began to take on the traits of its background. Unlike his invisibility-gifted father, Seven couldn’t turn his ability on and off. And he also wasn’t completely undetectable, though it grew harder and harder to notice the narrow blur of his edges and the black dots of his pupils unless you knew what to look for. He hadn’t been able to talk to his parents about his ability—they’d disappeared right before the big change had begun. They might never learn what had happened to him. Did they wonder? Did they even care? Were they alive? How could they have gone away and not come back, knowing Seven’s ability-reveal was imminent? But Tenner’s parents had talked them into going on the search for the missing ones. So they went. And Seven believed they’d kept going all the way to Estero City to get the stash.

			He wouldn’t put it past Tenner’s parents. And his own? They slid into a similar category. They weren’t outright mean to Seven, like Tenner’s dad was, but they didn’t seem to enjoy having a kid, either.

			Sometimes when Seven had wanted them to play with him, his dad would go invisible and sneak away. And his shimmering, hologram-projecting mom would cast an image of herself onto the sand near him, like a fake babysitter, while she was actually hanging out somewhere else with the other adults.

			Louis had pulled Seven aside when the camouflage was developing. “I know this is scary. How do you feel?”

			“I . . . don’t know.” It was hard for Seven to express what was going through his mind. “It’s not what I was hoping for. I mean, I’m glad I’m not constantly shimmering like my mom. But this is just as bad. At least my dad could look like a regular person most of the time and go invisible when he wanted to. I thought I might get invisibility, too. Not . . . this.”

			Louis nodded. “Your dad had problems controlling his ability for years—he could choose to go invisible and hold it. But he also sometimes went invisible accidentally, when he didn’t mean to. Because of that, he only went out at night when we were doing heists. I think the isolation took a toll on him. He finally managed to control it here in the hideout.” He paused. “What ability were you hoping for?”

			Seven dipped his head. “I didn’t care what it was as long as I looked normal. Now, if we lived anywhere else, I’d have to isolate, too. Forever.”

			“You could always go freestyle like your dad did on our heists,” Louis said. “In case you ever decide to go elsewhere, I mean. Nobody would see you.”

			“Freestyle?” Seven gave a quizzical look. Then his eyes widened. “Oh. You mean naked?” He felt his face burn. “No way. I’m not doing that. Ever.”

			Louis nodded. “I understand. I wouldn’t want to, either.”

			To be honest, Seven was crushed. His ability was so . . . loud. And it didn’t seem useful at all. Maybe if his dad had been here to support him, or tell him it was going to be okay, or offer suggestions on ways to control it based on what he’d learned, Seven would have handled it better. Louis was a great comfort, but he wasn’t his dad. So Seven had buried his confused and dismayed feelings about it inside. Right next to all the other feelings about his parents’ disinterest in him, and their disappearance.

			In Seven’s mind, there was little chance of a hologram-projecting woman or man with an invisibility trait being eaten by animals or captured by police—they could outwit anyone. Unless the two had fallen off a cliff, they’d probably made it to civilization. But then what? Had Tenner’s parents talked them into going after the stash? Had they chosen money over him? It had taken a while to accept it, but now Seven was sort of glad they were gone. That way they didn’t have to see him . . . like this. He’d been fading away from his parents his whole life. They’d probably be glad they didn’t have to see his face ever again.

			Good riddance to them all. The kids didn’t need anybody’s stolen artifacts to have a good life here. And they didn’t need a big city full of horrible people who hated supernaturals like them. Like him. This beach was a place where a camo boy could be safe.

			Maybe someday Seven would feel braver about it. Brave enough to face his fears and go after his parents to say how disappointing they were. This place was a paradise. But forever was a long time. Seven left room in the future to change his mind.

			For now, it was better to stay.

			Convincing Birdie would be another matter. He understood her wanting to go. And maybe . . . maybe she’d have to do that without him.

			He closed his eyes and tamped down the fear that threatened at his throat. Seven was safe in the hideaway. It was the only place in the world he could live freely. Without ridicule. Without having to defend who he was to a frightening, angry sea of nonspecial people day after day after day. Without being a camo-skinned freak in pants.
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			Cabot hadn’t forgotten about the map, and she wanted to see it badly. She’d waited to give Birdie a chance to show it to them—after all, the five normally shared everything with one another, didn’t they? Or at least they had before Mr. Golden died. It was hard for Cabot to bring it up because she got a lump in her throat every time she spoke about the dad who’d stayed, but her curiosity brought out the question anyway. She spotted Birdie by the creek washing her father’s bedding and grabbed the near-empty water container from the shower. She went upstream from where Birdie worked and knelt to fill it.

			“Hey,” Birdie said in greeting.

			“Morning,” said Cabot cheerfully. “Sounds like that map your dad made was pretty special—he put flames on it or something?”

			Birdie shrugged. She lifted a soaked blanket and twisted it to get the water out. “It was probably something he did because he was bored. Did Seven tell you that?”

			“Yeah. I still don’t totally get it, though. Is it a map to where Louis thought your mom is?”

			Birdie twisted the blanket so hard, her face turned red with effort. “Ah,” she said, panting as she put the blanket down. “No, I guess not . . . Not that, specifically.”

			“Then what is it a map to?”

			“It’s just—I don’t know, Cabot. It’s a map, okay? A map of.”

			“Of what?”

			“Estero! And, like, the whole bay, and our hideout area and stuff.”

			“And the stash?”

			“There are markings,” Birdie said vaguely. She got up hastily and grabbed the wet blanket. “You’re making too big a deal of it. And I need to put this in the sun to dry before bedtime.” She left abruptly.

			“Can I see it?” Cabot called after her.

			Birdie kept going and didn’t answer.

			“Hm.” The way Birdie was acting made Cabot suspicious. Was there something more to this map that Birdie wasn’t talking about? Why wouldn’t she want to show off a map made of flames? That was so cool!

			Something was fishy. And while Cabot wanted to respect Birdie and Brix’s space while they were grieving, she was absolutely determined to have a look.

			Cabot watched and waited in her favorite tree perch until the right moment came. Brix and Seven had gone hunting for bird eggs and berries on the cliffs and wouldn’t be back for hours. Tenner had waded out to catch fish and would no doubt be cleaning them immediately after, so that took him out of the area for at least thirty minutes. Birdie was on the farthest-out rocks, talking to whales or dolphins like she’d been doing for hours each day since her father had died. Today she’d managed to coax a gray whale closer and closer toward the maze of rocks until it was only a short swim away. She would be occupied there for a while.

			Cabot climbed down the tree and ran stealthily to Birdie and Brix’s cabin. She pushed the door open and slipped inside, then hesitated for a moment to get her bearings in the dim light.

			She spotted the family’s crates—her father had built storage crates for all the criminals when they first came here. Cabot went over to them and knelt next to the fullest one, which looked like it might have belonged to Louis. Carefully but swiftly, she pulled the crate out and removed the items, noting the order so that she would be able to replace them exactly. At the bottom she found what she was looking for: The scroll with singed edges must be the mysterious map in question.

			Cabot took it out, then checked the windows to make sure no one was coming. Seeing Birdie still occupied with the whale, she unrolled it.

			The map erupted in flames. “Holy coconuts!” Cabot exclaimed, throwing the thing to the floor. It rolled up, extinguishing itself. “That’s some charm.” Cabot blew out a few heavy breaths and collected her wits, then picked up the map and tried again, unrolling slowly this time and holding it at arm’s length. When the flames died down, Cabot quickly realized it was exactly what Birdie said it was—a map of Estero. And there, in the center, was a symbol of a bag of gold. Probably the location of the hidden stash. But there was no obvious mark that showed where Elena Golden might be.

			Cabot frowned at the other markings. She couldn’t decipher them . . . but she could memorize them and think about them. Her skin tingled and her instincts kicked in. She scanned every line and detail, even the letters that didn’t make sense. Then she calculated various distances based on the key and the terrain. Within a few minutes, she had the entire thing committed to memory. Cabot would never have to look at it again to recall what it contained.

			She was startled by Tenner whistling as he sloshed ashore and up the path into the cabin area carrying a string of fish. Cabot’s chest pounded even though she knew his routine—he wouldn’t be coming past this cabin any time soon. Sure enough, he stopped at the fish cleaning station with today’s catch.

			Cabot took one final glance at the map, closed her eyes and saw it in her mind, then rolled it up and put it back inside the crate. She replaced everything else exactly as she’d found it, ending with a few papers and a folded note on top. The name Birdie was written on the outside.

			Cabot hesitated, bit her lip, then picked up the note. She yearned to open it and see what it was, but something made her hold back. Instead she slid it open slightly until the words Dear Birdie appeared at the top. She cringed, then slid it further to read the first line.

			Now that the end of my life is approaching, I have a confession to make.

			Her eyes widened.

			“Cabot!” Tenner called. “A little help?”

			Cabot gasped. She dropped the note, feeling like she’d crossed a line. The note from Louis to his daughter . . . it was sacred. She wished she’d had a special note like that from her father. And she’d never want anyone else touching it. “Coming!” Hastily she shoved everything into place.

			Shaken by the whole experience, she left the cabin and helped Tenner dispose of the fish bones in the compost bin. Then she went back to her observation treetop. She sank into her chair and gazed over the ocean, pondering what she’d done.

			It wasn’t too bad, she concluded, now that the mission was over. Yes, she’d gone into Birdie and Brix’s cabin uninvited and looked at the map. But their door had been standing open. And the map was just a map. And yeah, maybe she’d read a tiny part of a private note, but she’d stopped reading when she realized it was personal . . . thanks to Tenner.

			“It’s fine,” she said, sitting up. “I’m keeping Birdie honest.”

			But now the words she’d read in the note were burned into her mind. Louis had a confession. What was it? And . . . could that be what was making Birdie act strange?

			Cabot blew out a frustrated breath and told herself to forget about it. Maybe Birdie would tell them in time.

			Out in the ocean, Birdie slid into the water and swam out past the rocky barrier, presumably toward the whale, which wasn’t visible at the moment. The move was uncharacteristic and unsafe, and it caught Cabot’s attention. She tipped her head to one side and watched closely, forgetting the map and note for the moment. “That’s curious,” she murmured. None of them went swimming beyond the rocks alone—it was very deep, and the currents were strong. But then the whale surfaced and pushed up underneath Birdie, lifting the girl onto its huge, broad back. Cabot gasped.

			“Birdie!” she shouted. “What the—”

			But Birdie was too far out to hear. She looked tiny compared to the great gray creature. And while she seemed to be mostly in control of the situation, it was a shocking sight. Cabot watched slack-jawed as Birdie stayed low on the whale’s back. Waves splashed over her, but she held on. Cabot grabbed the binoculars and focused, then set them down and started down the tree.

			“Birdie!” Tenner called from the ground, and headed toward the sandy point. “You all right?” He’d been watching, too. Cabot scrambled the rest of the way down and emerged onto the beach. She and Tenner ran up the point as far as they could. Puerco stood alone on the tip of land, his pink snout pointed into the breeze and his little tail in a loop, waiting for Birdie to return.

			“Would you look at that,” Cabot murmured. Her hand grazed her short crop and stopped above her eyes to block the sun that bounced off the waves. “Amazing.” The older girl had used her ability to ride a whale, and it was magnificent.

			“How the heck did she do that?” Tenner marveled. “I can’t believe it.”

			“Was she trying to ride it all this time? She’s been talking to it for days.”

			“I guess.” Tenner hesitated and adjusted his parachute swim trunks, which were almost dry. “I hope it doesn’t hate me.”

			Cabot frowned. “What? The whale?”

			“Yeah.” He gathered his damp hair into a knot at the back of his neck and absently tied it in place with a rope made of braided strands of seaweed. His brown shoulders and upper back were speckled with sand that had dried in place.

			“Why would you think that?”

			“Because I’m always hunting for fish. Stealing from the sea. Or . . . maybe I’m kidnapping its friends?”

			Cabot gave him a quizzical glance. “A whale would probably understand the concept of survival of the fittest.”

			Tenner looked at her sidelong, eyebrow raised. Half the time he had no idea what Cabot was talking about.

			“But oh!” Cabot exclaimed. “Look!” Tenner turned back to Birdie. The whale raised itself out of the water, making a perfect, achingly beautiful arc. Birdie stayed on, but barely. Was she asking it to do that? Out of nowhere, a pang of jealousy hit Cabot. What if her supernatural ability never developed? She might never have an amazing moment like this in her life. She tried to shrug it off, but it smoldered beneath her skin.

			“The whole thing seems a little dangerous, doesn’t it?” Tenner asked, now that the shock had worn off. His hands made fists and loosened again, over and over. “I’m not sure I like it.”

			“She’ll holler if she needs help.” Cabot nimbly hopped onto the rocks to get closer. She teetered on the tip of one—her favorite, the one with the sharpest point—and deftly found her balance on one foot. She loved the way the point dug into the sole of her sandal as if it wanted to pierce right through her. She held the position to try to improve her balance while watching the whale-and-Birdie show.

			Tenner followed her to Birdie’s favorite, the flatter rock next to it, and stood like a worried lifeguard, ready to go in after her if needed. Though he wasn’t sure how he’d fare against a whale. What Birdie was doing seemed terribly reckless. She was sliding all over the place. This kind of whale wouldn’t eat a human, but what if it batted her with its tail? She could die!

			Cabot noted Tenner’s tense face. “She’s using her ability the way it’s meant to be used,” she said quietly.

			“With whales?” Tenner muttered. “I’m going after her.”

			“No.” Cabot grabbed Tenner’s arm before he could enter the water. “Don’t. She’s fine—just look at her. She’ll have this memory forever, and she won’t want you barging into it.”

			Tenner grimaced. But he kept watching the whale and reluctantly agreed. “Okay. Yeah.” He blew out a breath. “You’re right.”

			Cabot switched feet, making a mental note that her right side felt slightly weaker than her left today. Though she was naturally left-handed, she was working toward complete ambidexterity in all things. Louis had once told her that the world was made for right-handed people, which seemed rude (of the world, not him). Cabot thought that maybe by being ambidextrous, she might be able to see things from the others’ perspectives.

			The whale swam steadily now, and Birdie pushed up on the creature’s back to a sitting position. She wiped the spray from her eyes, then turned toward shore to get her bearings and noticed the two standing on the rocks. Her joy was visible, and she waved, her arm sweeping the backdrop of the deep blue sky. She held her finger to her lips so Cabot and Tenner wouldn’t shout or disturb whatever strange sorcery was at play here, for it was magical. Majestic. Birdie was riding a whale.

			After a while, the creature sank with Birdie still on its back. Tenner tensed, ready to jump in, but seconds later, Birdie resurfaced alone. She struck out toward home.

			When she reached the rocks, Cabot and Tenner bent down and helped her out of the water. Birdie’s chest heaved from exertion, and water streamed down her body. Her legs trembled. But her grin went on and on. “Did you see me?”

			“Yes!” Cabot told her, pride and curiosity swelling and dousing the jealousy and suspicion she’d felt earlier. “How did it feel? Tell me everything.”

			Birdie adjusted her swimsuit, which was made of shorts and a tank top she’d cut and sewn from a long floral, bohemian-style dress her mother had loved to lounge in when the kids were small. The swimsuit hung a bit limp around the arm and leg holes, for Birdie had used all of the dress’s elastic for the waist to keep the shorts from falling down. “Absolutely indescribable. Like I’ve made the most amazing friend.”

			“You were great,” Tenner said, jumping to the next rock. “Were you scared?”

			“Not much,” Birdie said, though her limbs still quaked. The three started back to the sandy point. “I couldn’t think about being scared. It was the best thing I’ve done in my entire life.” She was quiet for a moment as she stopped to pick up Puerco and looked over her shoulder across the expanse of ocean where the whale had taken her for a ride. “I can’t wait to do it again.”

			Hope stirred in Birdie’s heart. Had she found the answer to her problem of how to get to Estero? Could this be what her father had meant when he’d drawn that arrow across the sea?

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			LONGING FOR SOMETHING

			
				[image: ]
			

			
			After Birdie dried off and got dressed for dinner, she started to go outside to help with the food prep, but something in the cabin seemed . . . off. She stopped at the door and turned back, sweeping her gaze around the small space. Then she went over to the bookshelf and studied her father’s crate that sat beneath it. The hard-packed dirt in front of the crate had fresh lines scraped in it. Birdie thought they had to be fresh because she’d swept the floor since the last time she’d pulled it out. Had she accidentally skipped this spot? Or had Brix been looking through Dad’s things? He’d been missing their father—maybe he’d gone in search of something to comfort him.

			Birdie’s heart leaped to her throat. What if he’d read the note and seen Dad’s confession? She pulled out the crate and reached for the folded paper. It didn’t look like it had been disturbed. And if Brix had read the shocking stuff Dad had written, he would have definitely come to her.

			Maybe she was being paranoid.

			She hid the note inside the encyclopedia, then dug through the crate to the bottom. The map was in its usual place. None of the kids knew where the original stash had been located, so it was probably safe to show them the map to the new one. Maybe it would satisfy Cabot’s curiosity.

			She called to Puerco and gathered the pig in her arms. She wiped the sand off his snout and pressed her cheek against his warm side, closing her eyes and trying to draw strength from the feelings the pig was sending her. She wouldn’t be able to bring him with her.

			Together, she and Puerco went to help Seven prepare a meal out of the eggs he and Brix had collected and the fish and seaweed from Tenner’s dive. She found Seven on a stool in the open-air kitchen and dining area, cracking eggs into one of the skillets their parents had brought when they’d built this hideout.

			“Hi,” she said brightly.

			Seven looked up. “Hi. Did you have a good day?” His top half was blue-green and moving like the ocean behind him, and his legs were sand and waving beach grass.

			Every time Birdie saw Seven, she thought he was beautiful in a new and different way. She wished he loved his camouflage as much as she did. Birdie hesitated, not wanting to tell him about the whale ride quite yet . . . and about what it could mean. “Yeah. Good. How is Brix doing on the cliffs?”

			“He’s smashing it. I’m actually jealous. He’ll be quicker than me soon.”

			“He’s got a gift,” Birdie said in agreement. “Our mom was a great climber, too. Me, not so much.”

			“The thing is, he has no fear. Today the kid jumped down from a fifteen-foot ledge, hopped a few times, and was fine. His built-in suspension system is developing quickly.” Seven cracked open the last egg into the skillet, then held the handle out to Birdie. “Can you season this? My legs are so tired from chasing him that I can barely stand up.”

			“Did he talk about . . . our dad?” She took the skillet.

			“Yeah,” said Seven, pausing to look at her. “He’s processing. Doing okay.”

			“I appreciate you working so hard at everything. You know.” Birdie turned sharply as tears stung her eyes. She walked the eggs over to the counter where they kept herbs. “And I definitely wouldn’t want to watch him jump from those heights. I don’t think my stomach could take it.”

			“I trust him to know what he can do.”

			“That makes one of us,” Birdie said, forcing a laugh.

			They each focused on their work for a moment while Birdie steeled herself for the conversation they’d both been avoiding. She glanced sidelong at Seven. “Did you have time to think about what I asked you to think about?”

			“Come on, Birdie.”

			“Just answer me.”

			“You still want to do this?” asked Seven. His fruit cuts got louder.

			“Yes.” Birdie took a large pinch of dried herbs, crushed them, and sprinkled them over the eggs, then reached for the salt they’d mined from evaporated ocean water.

			Seven put down the knife and pressed his fingers on the edge of the table. “I can’t go with you. You know? I’m not—I can’t.”

			Birdie’s heart thudded in her ears. She knew he’d say that, but it was still sad to hear. She wasn’t sure how to answer.

			Seven looked at her. “I wish you wouldn’t go, either.”

			They could hear Cabot not far away by the stream, muttering as she filled the water container for the shower again because nobody else remembered to do it. Then she snapped it back into place and turned the handle so it would be ready for the next person.

			“I need to,” Birdie said. “My heart won’t let it go.”

			Seven threw her a hard glance. “I took an extra-long hike on the cliffs in that direction. The route is tough for someone who’s not a climber. You won’t make it.”

			“There are other ways.” Birdie was glad Seven had made some effort, but her insides started to ache. She wanted him—all of them—to go with her. But that couldn’t happen. “You’re sure you can’t go? Not even with different clothes? Cabot could design something special.”

			“I’d look like a . . . like that beekeeper in one of your books. You’d have to cover every inch of me. It would be more noticeable than anything. I’d rather . . .” He didn’t say what he’d rather do.

			Birdie fell silent as she put the skillet on the fire. “I wanted us to do this together,” she whispered. Pleaded. “We’re a team, Seven. You and me. We’ll lead the others.”

			They caught each other’s gaze and held it until they heard footsteps coming up the path toward them. “I can’t,” Seven said, his voice breaking.

			Brix bounded into the clearing after a quick swim. His wet hair was standing up all over, and his arms were laden with coconuts and figs. He put them in the produce bin. “When’s dinner ready?” He looked expectantly at the two.

			Seven pressed his lips together. He’d made up his mind. Birdie couldn’t make out his expression, but she could feel the finality in the air. She dropped her gaze. She’d made up her mind, too.

			Dinner was tense. Cabot was unusually quiet and threw measured glances at Birdie, worried she’d detected the break-in and wondering about Louis’s confession. She was starting to regret not reading more of the note.

			Brix talked about the climbs and jumps he’d made, and Birdie tried to sound excited about them, but her heart and head weren’t in it.

			Tenner seemed to want to tell Seven and Brix about what had happened with Birdie and the whale but knew enough to let her bring it up, which she didn’t do. And Seven stared moodily at the fire, then went to his cabin early.

			After sunset, when the sky was still orange and pink, Birdie went alone to the sandy point. It was high tide, so the rocks she’d stood on earlier were barely submerged, and the sandy point was more like a small bump-out. There were no whales or dolphins in sight, but she could sense them in the waters, and she sent out a good-night message to them. Thinking about the map and the note, she turned and looked in the direction of the arrow and imagined following the flaming line across the ocean. The bay was vast enough that she couldn’t possibly see the land. But she knew where it was. She knew how to get there.

			Now she needed someone to go with her.
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			Why didn’t you tell me you rode a whale?” Seven demanded when Birdie appeared for breakfast. His voice had been changing for a while, and the word whale came out in a two-tone squeak.

			“How did you hear about that?” Birdie asked while shooting daggers with her eyes at her brother, who was sitting at the table already.

			Brix’s eyes widened. “I thought you’d tell him before you told me!” He slurped the rest of his coconut water so fast that a dribble ran down his chin. He wiped it up with his sleeve. Birdie had told him about her major accomplishment last night before they went to sleep.

			“I guess I forgot to tell you,” Birdie said apologetically, “since we had a lot of other things to talk about. But I’m heading out now to work with my whale friend again, if you’d like to come.”

			“I’ll come,” Tenner called from afar. Anyone else would have been out of hearing range. Soon he walked into the clearing. “Where are we going?”

			“Nowhere,” Birdie muttered. She grabbed some fruit and a scoop of the root vegetable hash Seven had cooked, then sat next to Brix to eat.

			Tenner’s face fell, and he turned away.

			“It’s a little unsettling when you do that,” Birdie explained.

			“Okay. Fine. I’ll stop.” Tenner hovered over the skillet, taking his time selecting his breakfast as he tried not to feel defensive. He’d only done it to be funny.

			Birdie frowned. She studied Tenner’s blank expression. Was he hurt? She couldn’t tell with him. “Sorry. I’m feeling cranky at the moment.”

			Tenner stirred the hash.

			Birdie sighed. “You can come with me. I’m going to try to ride the whale again.”

			“Oh.” Tenner sat down at the table and started eating. He struggled to put his feelings in check. And he didn’t want Birdie to think he’d drop everything to do what she wanted . . . even though that was always what he did. This time would be different. “I’ll think about it.”

			“Why is everybody so tense?” Brix asked. He bounced his feet on the ground, shaking the table, and looked down the path, waiting for Cabot to come and lighten things up. But she hadn’t shown her face yet today.

			“I know what you’re doing,” Seven said evenly.

			Everyone looked up. “Who, me?” asked Birdie.

			“Yes, you.”

			“I’m utilizing my ability,” said Birdie. “Trying to get stronger.”

			“What are you two talking about?” Brix demanded.

			Seven and Birdie didn’t answer. Brix rolled his eyes and sank into his elbows on the table. “Annoying,” he muttered.

			“What do you think she’s doing?” Tenner asked Seven. “I don’t get what’s happening.”

			Birdie glared holes through Seven to warn him to keep quiet, but he wouldn’t look at her. Their talks about going to Estero were private. Now that he was for sure not going, Birdie had to figure out who was. And she didn’t want to talk about it with the others until she’d thought it through this time.

			“Never mind, everyone,” Birdie said with finality. “This conversation is over.” She stood up, then looked down at Tenner with his plate of food. “Are you coming or not?”

			Tenner gulped down a bite of his breakfast, trying and failing to feign indifference. “I mean, yeah. Can I just go to the—”

			“No.” Birdie tossed her last bite of hash to Puerco, then set her dirty plate down hard in the wash bin next to Seven. She turned and started toward the sandy point with the pig at her heels.

			Seven pretended like nothing was wrong. Tenner and Brix exchanged a look of mock panic, then Tenner got up and sheepishly trotted after Birdie, carrying his plate of food. “Sorry, boys,” he said over his shoulder. “Gotta go.”

			Maybe he’d get a chance to find out what they were fighting about. Maybe Birdie would see that he was the less combative friend, the one she could count on. And confide in. And eventually she’d see he was more like a partner and less like a servant. Maybe she’d start to rely on him a little more than Seven and start having secrets with him while Seven was away, rather than the other way around. Maybe.

			Probably not, Tenner thought with a sigh. The camouflaged person was the only one Birdie seemed to see. He slowed his pace to a trudge and shoveled another spoonful of food into his mouth. But he kept following, holding on to the hope that one day his luck would change.
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			Birdie stood on her rock, trying to calm the upheaval in her thoughts so she could call to the whale she’d ridden the day before. Tenner dropped his bowl and spoon on the sandy point and hopped onto the rock next to her. Birdie’s eyes were closed and her lips slightly pursed, almost as if she were about to whistle. She rotated slowly, then stopped with her back to him.

			A whale breached in the direction Birdie was facing. Tenner knew better than to say anything to disturb her, but a nervous thrill went through him. Was she actually going to let him ride it with her? Or . . . was this merely an invitation to stand here and watch her do something great?

			Sometimes Tenner was annoyed with himself for not being able to break into the tight bond between Birdie and Seven. But he wasn’t all that close with the younger two, either. He and Cabot often helped each other out with kitchen duties, but they hadn’t exactly bonded. Her intelligence was intimidating, and that sent Tenner’s insecurities into overdrive.

			Did that mean he was the problem? What would it be like to go someplace else and make new friends?

			The whale appeared again, much closer. After a few minutes, Birdie opened her eyes, then slid off her rock into the water and started out.

			Tenner watched her, confused. Felt the air being let out of him again. He thrust his tongue into his cheek to stop himself from calling out to her, What about me? He wasn’t going to cave and be the first to say something. He’d rather stand there until she came back and noticed that she’d left him.

			Yeah, that was what he’d do. He’d wait and confront her. Tell her that he was a human being with feelings and say that she didn’t treat any of the others like this—like they were . . . expendable. And he shouldn’t have to put up with it.

			He’d never dared tell his father those things. But he would tell Birdie. Soon.

			Birdie started swimming, and Tenner stood there, awkward and embarrassed. He looked over his shoulder toward land to make sure nobody was watching, then pretended like he was shaking his head because that felt embarrassing, too.

			His plan to stay until she noticed him started sounding bad. It could take hours. He’d look even more ridiculous if he did that. After a minute he turned and checked the shore again. Of course Cabot was there now, standing by one of the trees she liked to climb, waiting for him to make a move. She pretended not to be watching him, which was generous, but they both knew the truth. Cabot was always watching everyone.

			“This is super annoying,” Tenner muttered. He gave up and started back across the rocks.

			Birdie stopped swimming and turned in the water, looking back. The sun lit her path across the water—a big white glaring path, with the ripple of waves making sharp teeth along both sides. “Did you forget how to swim?”

			Tenner turned. “Huh?”

			Birdie blew a stream of water from her lips. “Aren’t you coming? Our ride is here! Geez, I don’t understand you sometimes.”

			Tenner blinked. Had he missed something? She was the one who’d gone off without a word.

			“Tenner!” she exclaimed. “What is going on with you? Don’t you want to swim with the whale?”

			“I’m coming!” he said. Heat flooded his cheeks. Annoyed. But . . . Yeah. Whatever. Before she could see how flustered he was, he jumped to the farthest rock and dove expertly into the space he knew was clear of hidden obstacles. Underwater, anger boiled and fled through his eyes with their extra-large pupils, through the bubbles of his exhale, as he swam to her. Not to her, but past her. And on toward the whale.

			Soon she was trying to catch up to him.

			Birdie was right—she didn’t understand him sometimes. And he didn’t always understand her. He wished he could accept that. But could it ever be okay that they didn’t get each other when their whole world consisted of five people?

			After his burst of frustration, he slowed down in the water and let her pass him. After all, he didn’t know how to approach whales. But hopefully he’d shown her how rude it was to leave people behind. He didn’t have to point it out face-to-face. He could only imagine her reaction—confusion? Anger? He didn’t want that. He wished he could say something to her and then pause the world so she couldn’t respond.

			Tenner didn’t surface, and instead watched from underwater as he swam behind Birdie. The water was clear today, and he could see the bottom way out here—the beauty of it made him ache inside. There was something about the ocean that allowed him to feel things in a way he couldn’t on land. The ocean was supportive. It didn’t scrutinize him or judge him.

			The gray whale moved closer. What a beast! It threw a huge, ominous shadow over the sea plants and fish below them. Some fish swam alongside it, and others scattered. Tenner caught a glimpse of the new octopus, who seemed to have made a den in a cove of rocks and plants. The octopus didn’t appear bothered by the whale or the humans. Tenner’s heart pounded, and for once he fought to catch his breath, but he took his cue from the octopus and stayed steady.

			He could see barnacles populating the whale’s underside—they would be sharp, so they’d need to take care not to cut themselves. Tenner put aside his list of grievances with Birdie. This whole experience, compared to his normal fishing expeditions, was a once-in-a-lifetime thing.

			Birdie swam up, touched the whale’s fin in greeting, and went to float above its slick back. Tenner followed, situating himself behind Birdie. When the whale moved up, it caught the two floating humans and brought them above the surface.

			Was Birdie directing all of this? Or did the whale already know its riders needed to be above the water? Whales were mammals that breathed air like humans did. How long would it ride this close to the surface?

			Soon they were moving forward. The top of the whale’s back was out of the water, leaving Birdie and Tenner sitting together, one in front of the other, both sliding a bit but glad for the parachute material of their shorts, which clung to the whale’s skin.

			Birdie looked over her shoulder with a blissful expression. Water droplets shone on her eyelashes. “Can you believe this?” It was clear to her who would be the best companion across the sea. Tenner wasn’t her first choice, but he was an expert in the water. That was exactly what she needed to stay as safe as possible.

			Tenner shook his head and brushed the wet hair off his forehead. Sometimes he felt like he belonged in the ocean. He wished he’d gotten Birdie’s ability to talk to animals, because there were a lot of them out here. He’d never been this close to a whale before, much less riding on its back. “This is incredible.”

			“Well, you might want to get used to it,” Birdie told him.

			Tenner frowned. “What do you mean?”

			Birdie smiled. She gazed out to the west, thinking about that blazing arrow across the water. “Oh,” she said, “you never know.”

			“If you think you’re going to do this a lot,” said Tenner, “you might want to wear full parachute pants that will give you more surface area to connect with the whale’s skin.”

			“That’s a good idea,” said Birdie. She eyed him appraisingly, then faced forward again. Maybe he wouldn’t be so bad.

			Tenner lifted his chin. Perhaps she’d gotten the message.

			They rode around for several minutes before the whale submerged near their rocks. They swam to the surface and floated, unsure if they were done. But then it came back and lifted them up again. “Can you tell the difference between the whales you’ve been talking to?” Tenner asked.

			“I can in my mind—they sound different. And they grow . . . warmer, I guess, the longer we communicate. But physically? All I’ve noticed is that this one has eight little knuckles on its dorsal ridge back there,” Birdie said. “There’s another that has six, but I haven’t touched that one yet.”

			“Interesting.” Tenner glanced back, noting the bumpy ridge near the tail. He leaned forward as the whale picked up speed. “What are you and Seven disagreeing about?”

			Birdie sighed. “You’ll find out soon enough. I think I’m going to call a meeting when we get back.”

			Tenner grimaced. “Is this about finding your mother?”

			“Yeah,” said Birdie. “I know I said everyone should forget about it, but I can’t. And I feel like I have to go. I talked to Seven . . .” She flashed Tenner a guilty look, as if apologizing for doing what she always did. “He won’t go. So . . .” She bit her lip. “I’ll either go alone, or maybe . . . you or someone else would want to come along.” She hesitated. “You’d be the best choice.”

			“Oh.” Tenner coughed into his hand, then cleared his throat. “Wow. Okay. Something to think about, for sure.” It was hard to mask his surprise. Go to Estero? The best choice? It was something he’d given up thinking about. Now it sounded scary . . . but exciting. His mind whirled, but he knew better than to fire questions at her—that would be annoying. And then she’d pick someone else.

			Once they reached dry ground, Tenner looked to see if Cabot had noticed how much fun he was having with Birdie. Instead he saw Brix storming down the path toward them, holding something that appeared to be on fire.
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			Birdie muttered under her breath as Seven and Cabot followed Brix, all three coming toward them.

			“What’s he got?” Tenner asked.

			“It’s the map,” Birdie said. Her stomach churned, worried he’d found the note, too, but she’d tucked it out of sight.

			“Why didn’t you show me this before?” Brix asked, holding it up and shaking it, making the flames sway. “This is neat!”

			“Careful!” Birdie said. “Don’t wreck it!” She grabbed his wrist and pried the map away, then held it above her head so he couldn’t grab it back, but he started bouncing to reach for it.

			Seven stepped in and gently held Brix back.

			“I was going to show you all today,” Birdie said. “But I’ve been preoccupied with the whales.”

			“Seven told us you’re definitely going to Estero,” Brix reported.

			“Seven!” Birdie exclaimed. “Why did you tell him that?”

			“He asked what we were talking about at breakfast.” Seven said. “I got tired of keeping it a secret when it didn’t need to be.”

			“I wanted to figure out a few things first,” Birdie grumbled. “How did you find the map?”

			“It wasn’t me,” Seven said, holding up his hands.

			“Cabot told me what it looked like,” Brix said.

			“Cabot! How would she know?” Birdie turned sharply to look at her. “You snooped around in our cabin? How would you like it if I did that to you?”

			Cabot shrugged. “You couldn’t get past my security system.”

			“Your what?”

			“I’m . . . joking.” Cabot wasn’t joking. She had a trip wire at her cabin door she could employ, and nets full of rocks at both windows that would hit anyone in the face if they tried to open them from the outside. And why not? There were wild animals out there. And maybe even police searching for supernatural criminals. She threw Brix a snide look for getting her in trouble. She’d been hoping Brix would find the note, too, but he said there wasn’t one. Now what was she supposed to do?

			Birdie made a frustrated noise. “Stay out of my private stuff!”

			Cabot took a step back and put her hands up in defeat. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

			“Sheesh, Cabot,” Birdie said, still rattled. If Cabot had found the map, did that mean she’d seen the note? It had been right on top until Birdie had buried it in the encyclopedia. Hopefully she hadn’t snooped until after that.

			Cabot eyed her back, eyebrow raised as if issuing a challenge.

			Birdie was the first to look away. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s have a group meeting at the fire pit in ten minutes. We need to talk about this . . . and about what we’re doing next.”

			She and Tenner walked toward the cabins so they could change. Birdie pressed her lips together as she watched Seven peel off from the group, heading for the fire pit. His eyes flickered back. This was going to be interesting.

			—

			Seven was tending to the fire when the rest of the kids gathered. Birdie held the rolled map tightly in her fist. Seven remained standing, unnecessarily prodding the logs with a stick, while the others sat. “Does this mean we’re going to Estero to look for Mom?” Brix asked.

			“I will be,” said Birdie. “Seven will stay here.”

			Cabot’s expression flickered. She closed her eyes and sank back in her chair, trying to decide how she felt. Believing her parents to be dead had given Cabot a reason to forgive them for not returning. And knowing they were going to stay here indefinitely had doused all thoughts of going to Estero to look for them. But now that Louis had opened that door and told Birdie to find her mother, maybe it would be smart to go along with her.

			“We can’t stay here forever,” Birdie was saying.

			“Why not?” said Seven. “We have everything we need.”

			“But there’s much more out there,” Birdie said, sweeping her arm to the west, in the direction of the mainland.

			“A lot more,” Tenner chimed in. After what she’d said earlier about him joining her, he was all for it. But she hadn’t mentioned him to the group yet. Was she going to? Or was he supposed to declare he was going? He never knew what to say.

			“I want to find Mom,” Brix said.

			“It would be hard, though,” Cabot said, seeing where she was needed to balance the discussion. “We have no money. From what I understand, you need money for everything. Like, even for food.”

			“My dad’s wallet has money in it,” Birdie said. “Remember? He taught us about it.”

			“That’s weird,” said Brix, shaking his head. “Do you pay when you slosh up to the shore with your fish or what? Who would trade a piece of paper for a whole fish? It doesn’t make sense. Unless maybe if you don’t have any paper.”

			“My parents also left money behind,” Tenner announced, and they all turned to look at him in surprise.

			“They did?” Birdie asked. “Are you sure?”

			There was Birdie, right on cue. “Yes, Birdie,” he said, sounding more impatient that he meant to. “I’m sure it’s money.”

			“You never mentioned it before,” Birdie explained.

			“That’s because I just found it in one of my dad’s pants pockets when I went to make shorts out of them. Folded in a clip. It’s, like, a hundred and twenty, or whatever,” Tenner said, sounding less sure now about how to speak about the bills. “Which seems like a lot.”

			“Are you going to look for the stash, too?” asked Brix, sounding confused. “It’s marked on the map.”

			Tenner shook his head. “I keep telling you. My parents would have gotten it already.”

			Birdie threw him a pitying glance that Tenner intentionally ignored. “This trip is about fulfilling my father’s dying wish,” she said. It wasn’t a lie.

			“That’s it?” Cabot asked. “You’re going to find your mom and then come home?”

			Birdie softened. “We can look for the other parents, too, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			“Hm.” Cabot narrowed her eyes. “Maybe I’ll go with you. When are you leaving? And how . . .” Then she blinked and looked out to the ocean. “Oooh. I get it now, you clever Bird.”

			“We can ride a whale there,” Birdie said, filling in the answer for those who hadn’t figured it out.

			“I knew it!” Seven tossed his stick into the sand. “Ridiculous.”

			“Yeah,” said Cabot. “It’s cool in theory but super unpredictable in reality.”

			Birdie flinched. “I’m serious.”

			“I know you are,” Seven said. “But it’s such a long way. You’ll never make it.”

			Birdie’s cheeks turned red. “I’ve been working with the whale, and I think it can be done.”

			Cabot slumped as reality set in. While she was all for searching for her parents, Seven was right about the transportation. It was a ridiculous idea. Cabot wasn’t a strong swimmer, so the prospect was extremely frightening.

			“How far is it?” Brix asked anxiously. He wasn’t a great swimmer, either. And Seven seemed to be making more sense than Birdie right now.

			“I don’t exactly know,” Birdie admitted. “I can probably figure it out, though.”

			Sixty-three miles over water, thought Cabot. Ninety-eight by land, unless you swim part of the way where the bay is narrowest, which shaves at least twenty miles off the trip. Her brow furrowed. Doing that could save a couple days of walking, depending on the terrain.

			“You can all go without me,” Seven announced. “I’ll be here when you come back. I don’t care.” It wasn’t true. He cared a lot. But he wasn’t going to force anyone to stay with him.

			Birdie went over to him. “I care,” she said, and tears sprang to her eyes. “I wish it were safe for you.”

			Seven pulled away. “That whale isn’t safe for anybody.”

			“I agree with Seven,” Cabot said. Her chest felt heavy. “I’m staying.”

			“Tenner?” Birdie said, trying to be patient. “You’ll come with me on the whale, won’t you?”

			Finally. Tenner looked up, trying to be nonchalant. “Yeah. Sounds fine to me.”

			“Brix?” Birdie asked. “We have to be prepared to do a lot of swimming out in the deep water, where it can be very choppy or have high swells. What do you think?”

			Brix looked at Seven with a fearful expression. The whale freaked him out, and the whole trip over the ocean was frightening. “Will you bring Mom back with you?”

			Birdie flashed a small smile. “I’ll do everything I can,” she promised.

			Brix nodded. “I guess . . . I’ll stay here with Seven.”

			Birdie nodded. “That’s probably for the best with your bouncing. Seven will keep an eye on you.”

			“I’m not a baby,” Brix muttered.

			“I know. If you want to write Mom a letter, I’ll give it to her if I find her.”

			That cheered Brix slightly.

			Birdie glanced at Tenner. “I guess it’s just us,” she said with a wan smile.

			Tenner shrugged. “Looks that way.”

			Cabot closed her eyes, wishing she dared go with them. She longed to know something more of her parents. “If you see my parents . . .” she started to say, but then she choked up.

			“I’ll find out what’s keeping them,” Birdie said quietly.

			Cabot nodded. “Thanks.” The memory of Louis’s note flickered before her, and again she wondered what his confession was. Maybe it had nothing to do with his dying wish.

			Seven slumped into his chair. “What if you drown?” he blurted out. “I’m scared for you.”

			“It’s going to be okay,” Birdie said, pushing down the fear that jumped into her throat. “The whales are my friends. They won’t let that happen.” She glanced at Tenner. “We’ll leave in the morning.”

			That night, Birdie dozed uneasily with the map clutched in her hand. Brix cried in his sleep. Tenner slept soundly with the hint of a smile on his face. Seven stared at the ceiling of his cabin for hours, then got up and packed a bag. He stared at it for a long time, and then, with a sigh, he unpacked it and put everything away. And Cabot tossed and turned, wondering what Louis could have possibly confessed to his thirteen-year-old daughter . . . and if it had anything to do with Birdie and Tenner leaving.
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			Brix got up first and woke his sister. “You’re not really leaving, are you?”

			“I really am,” Birdie said, and the feeling of calm that washed through her gave her the confidence she needed. She got up and dressed in full parachute pants and a long-sleeve shirt. Then she took some of her mom’s old sneakers and put them into her backpack. Mom’s shoes fit her now, even if some of her other clothes didn’t quite yet.

			Brix frowned.

			“Aw, buddy.” Birdie gave him a hug. “We’ll be gone less than two weeks,” she promised. She whipped open the flaming map to show him. “We’ll travel across the bay and figure out the layout of the city and how to buy food and stuff like that. Then we’ll check out all the marked spots on the map. I think they’re places where Dad thought Mom might be.”

			“But where are you going to sleep?”

			Birdie shrugged. “There’s probably a beach there, since the ocean touches it. I’m not worried.”

			“I’m worried. What if . . .”

			Birdie tipped her head to one side and regarded him with concern. “What if what?”

			“What if the bad parents are there, too? Like Tenner and Seven think they might be?”

			Birdie had thought about that. If they’d figured out that Louis had been the one to move the stash, they’d be mad. Hopefully they thought it was stolen by someone else. “If we see them, we’ll talk to them. They might know where Mom is. But Estero is a big place with thousands of people,” Birdie said. “Maybe millions.” The thought was overwhelming, and she couldn’t picture it. “There’s not much chance we’ll run into them.”

			“But what if you do?” Brix asked. “What if they’re mad that you left the hideout?”

			Birdie felt a pang strike her chest. “They won’t find us. They don’t know we’re coming. Besides, I doubt they’d even recognize us. We’ve grown up since they left.”

			“What if you talk to them and they . . . do something to you?”

			“Brix,” Birdie chided. “They’re thieves, not murderers. We’re coming back. I promise.”

			Brix’s face remained clouded as the siblings went to the dining table.

			Tenner was already there with a waterproof backpack. Their camp had two of the high-tech packs left from when the criminals had parachuted here—the one belonging to Louis, and an extra one that had held supplies. Tenner had filled his halfway with necessary items and didn’t squeeze out the air before he’d sealed it—it would act as a life preserver and keep him afloat if necessary. “I’ve got the money,” he announced to Birdie, patting the pack. “The big One-Two-Oh Money. Dollars.”

			“Great,” said Birdie. “And I’ve got the bills from my dad. We should have enough for . . . things.”

			Tenner bounced on the balls of his feet. “I packed food, too, in case it costs, like, a hundred or whatever and we run out. I got up before sunrise and smoked some fish so it’ll stay fresh for a few days. I made extra for breakfast.”

			“Wow,” said Birdie, blinking. “You’ve been busy.”

			“I packed a few oranges, too, and some wild carrots I found at the edge of the jungle last night. Oh! And I brought a pair of sunglasses from my dad’s crate. I don’t want anyone to notice my extra-large pupils.”

			“All right, Tenner,” Birdie said, moving to the counter. She rummaged in the silverware bin for a fork and grabbed a plate, then loaded it up with sauteed mushrooms and the smoked fish. She didn’t think anyone would notice the minuscule difference in his eyes, but he was convinced of it. It would be easier for her to appreciate Tenner when he was the only one she had. She glanced around. “Is Seven up yet?”

			Cabot spoke from the turned-around chair, startling them. “He’s on the beach.” She turned around on her knees to face them, then decided to go for it. “Is there anything else going on with this trip, Birdie?”

			“Like what?” Birdie’s eyes widened. She took a bite of food as she moved toward the table, then chewed slowly as her stomach twisted.

			Cabot’s face wrinkled in consternation. She didn’t want to admit to reading the first part of the note and had exactly zero reasons to question Birdie’s intentions other than an overactive brain. She chickened out. “Nothing. Like I said, Seven’s on the beach.”

			“Ooh-kay.” Birdie shook her head, then stubbed her toe on the chair leg and caught herself on Tenner’s arm. “Thanks,” she said, and she and Tenner exchanged quizzical glances. As Birdie went down the path, she looked back at Cabot, who was watching her go. It was time to get out of there.

			“I gotta go write my note to Mom,” Brix called to Birdie, and went bounding back to the cabin.

			The morning tide was coming in. Seven was standing where the frothy waves could lick his feet. His body was the sea, except for his shorts and part of his feet, which blended with the wet sand. Birdie cleared her throat as she approached so she wouldn’t startle him.

			“Hey,” she said.

			Seven turned. “Hey.”

			“You okay?”

			“Not really.”

			A pang struck Birdie’s heart. “I told Brix we’ll be back in two weeks, tops.”

			“Two weeks,” Seven said thoughtfully. “I’ve never actually been away from you for more than a few hours in my entire life. So . . . it’s hard.” He hesitated, almost wanting to tell her he’d packed a bag in the night. Almost. He’d come to his senses once the morning sunlight had streamed through the window and landed on his arm.

			Birdie felt the distance between them. Seven meant everything to her. It seemed wrong to be leaving without him. “It’s strange for me, too. You can still come if you want.”

			Seven was quiet for a moment. “I actually thought about it, you know?” he said. “I thought maybe I was being selfish or something.”

			Birdie frowned. “Well . . .”

			Seven continued. “I hope things have changed for supernaturals there. If they have . . . maybe I’ll go next time.”

			“Deal,” Birdie said with a grin.

			“If you happen to see my parents . . . just . . . I don’t even know.”

			“I’ll kick ’em in the teeth for you,” Birdie said. “Though I’ll probably miss on both counts if your dad goes invisible and your mom’s only a projection.” She gave him a sympathetic smile. “Are you going to be okay while I’m gone?”

			“We’ll be all right.” Seven didn’t sound fine now, though.

			Unsure what else to do, Birdie reached her arms around her best friend and gave him a hug. “I need to go get my things. We have a long day ahead of us.”

			Seven slid his cheek alongside Birdie’s. “Please don’t drown.”

			“We have the special backpacks. And I won’t be alone—Tenner will be there,” she said. “That’s the main reason I’m bringing him along. I’m being careful.”

			“I know.”

			“And I’ll be careful while we’re in Estero, too.”

			Seven smoothed her hair, then turned and took her hand, and they started back toward the cabins.
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			Brix handed the note for his mother to Birdie. She put it in her backpack, then gave Brix a solemn look. “Take care of Puerco for me.”

			“I will,” said Brix. His face was etched with worry.

			Birdie gave him a hug. “I’ll miss you.”

			Brix nodded against her shoulder, and then they released each other. It was time to go.

			Birdie grabbed her backpack and took a last look around. Four family cabins set among the trees. The school cabin, the kitchen, two toilet rooms, and the shower. All built by people who were no longer there. The thick bushes and beach grass around the cabins were startlingly more overgrown than Birdie remembered. Even the trees seemed taller—when had that happened?

			It was her first time leaving this place. First time for any of the kids. She glanced at Tenner, who was intently scraping something sticky off the bottom of his shoe as he waited for her. “See you soon,” she whispered to the hideout. And then she slung the backpack over her shoulders and headed to the beach.

			Birdie’s pack contained essentials like clothes and food, and she’d also packed the earliest of her father’s hideaway journals. She hadn’t gotten very far because Louis’s long entries were filled with tight, cramped lettering. But it might help to read it if she was having trouble getting to sleep in Estero.

			Birdie began mentally calling to the whales while Tenner hugged the others goodbye.

			Cabot shifted from one foot to the other in the cool sand, squinting at Birdie while she wasn’t looking. Sweat glistened on her forehead, even though the heat of the day was not yet upon them, and her skin looked pasty.

			“Are you feeling sick?” Brix asked her.

			“I . . .” said Cabot. She stopped shifting. “No, I’m fine.”

			The gray whale surfaced nearby, surprising them all with its quickness to respond. Birdie didn’t want to make it wait, so their final farewell was hurried.

			“What if something happens?” Brix asked for the umpteenth time.

			“Oh, I’m sure something will happen,” Birdie said, moving to the sandy point and pulling Tenner with her. “And we’ll tell you all about it when we get back. You’ll hardly miss us.”

			“We might miss the fish for dinner,” Seven pointed out, trying to lighten things up for Brix’s sake, but his voice was shaky.

			“That’s all part of my plan to make you appreciate me more,” Tenner called over his shoulder.

			“Love you all!” Birdie said with a wave, and Tenner echoed her. “Love you! See you soon!” They hopped across the rocks, then jumped into the water.

			“Bye!” cried Brix. He followed them across the rocks and stopped, peering anxiously after them. Seven came after him, while Cabot trailed behind.

			Birdie and Tenner swam out to the open sea. Soon the gray whale rose up, and they found their seating. In seconds they were heading west.

			When they were out of sight, Brix sighed and turned back. “I have to clean my cabin,” he said. “I threw things everywhere trying to find a blank piece of paper.”

			Cabot looked up sharply. Maybe the note was still in the crate. “I’ll help you.”

			Seven followed, feeling out of sorts. “I may as well help, too.” The three went to the Goldens’ cabin and started picking up all the journals and books that had been in Louis’s crate.

			Cabot riffled through the first journal, then casually shook the other ones, hoping the note would fall out. She put them in order the way Louis had numbered them. The most recent journal was open to the last entry. The page opposite had been roughly ripped out—probably the piece of paper that had become Brix’s letter to his mom. Cabot shook that one in case the note was there.

			It wasn’t. But she glanced at the final journal entry title, which was written in shaky, bold letters dated a few days before Louis had died. BIRDIE & BRIX: In case you go to Estero. Cabot set it aside to read later—it was more important to find Birdie’s note without appearing to be sneaky.

			She reached for the worn-out C–D encyclopedia. She picked it up and flipped through the pages carefully, in case the note was tucked deep inside there somewhere. “Remember when we used to play ‘What page?’?” she asked.

			“Do you think you could still do it?” Seven reached for the book.

			Cabot’s smile faded. She handed it to him, trying to shake all the pages loose, but it was too heavy. Nothing fell out. “Uh, sure,” she said. “Give me a word.”

			Seven let the encyclopedia fall open to the Ch section. There was a folded slip of paper inside that he thought at first was being used as a bookmark. He pulled it out and opened it. “What’s this?”

			Cabot’s eyes widened as Seven examined it. She casually leaned in to read it, too.

			
				Dear Birdie,

				Now that the end of my life is approaching, I have a confession to make. Fifteen years ago, right before your mother and I and the other adults were forced to leave Estero, I moved our hidden stash . . . without telling anyone. I’ve created a map that leads to it. When you are of age and feeling especially brave, I want you to go to Estero, find your mother, and give her the map.

				Please be careful.

				I love you, and I’m sorry . . . about everything.

				Dad

			

			Seven stared at the words. Cabot’s throat tightened. They looked at each other.

			“I don’t think we were supposed to read this,” Seven said quietly.

			“What is it?” said Brix. He took the note out of Seven’s hand and bounced around the room, reading it out loud. “Whoa,” he said when he finished. “That’s a lot different from the note he left me.” He stopped bouncing and looked uneasily at the other two.

			The confession slammed into Cabot. “Louis . . . rehid the stash? So no one else could find it?” She was flabbergasted. “Not even my parents? How could he do that to them?”

			Seven turned away as betrayal and fear seized him. “Birdie didn’t tell me anything about this.”

			“Was it because she’s doing something underhanded, too?” Cabot said sharply. “Like her dad?”

			Tears sprang to Brix’s eyes. “My dad didn’t do bad things.”

			“Of course he did,” Seven said. “He’s as much a criminal as the rest of them.” He blew out a breath and put his hand on Brix’s shoulder. “Look. He was good to us, but this is a confession—even he says so. I’m sure there’s an explanation for why he did it. But Cabot’s right. It’s kind of suspicious.”

			“Kind of?” Cabot said with a snort. “Birdie lied to us!”

			“She didn’t lie,” Brix retorted. “She just didn’t tell us everything.”

			Seven sat up on his knees, thinking. “If Troy and Lucy and my parents went searching for the stash three years ago and it wasn’t there . . .”

			“They must have been mad,” Brix said anxiously. “Would they know my dad was the one who moved it?”

			“Louis would be the obvious guess,” Seven said slowly. “He was pretty open about not trusting Troy.” He imagined the implications, then shook his head. “Birdie is being reckless. If Troy found out she and Tenner were in Estero with a map to the new stash location, he’d go after them.”

			“And Troy has X-ray vision.” Brix’s eyes widened, and he shivered. “There’s nowhere for them to hide.”

			“Do you think Tenner knows what Birdie is up to?” Cabot asked.

			“If not, he’s even more vulnerable than Birdie,” said Seven. “I hope she told him for his safety.”

			Cabot agonized. “What if my parents are alive, and they needed their share of the stash to get back?” Her hand rose to her throat. “What if that’s what’s keeping them away?”

			Brix’s face went gray. He’d always been afraid of Troy Cordoba’s booming voice. “I’m scared for Birdie and Tenner.”

			“Me too,” said Seven. He started pacing, then took the note from Brix and read it again. “Maybe they won’t run into anybody. It’s a big place. What does a thousand people look like, especially if they’re all moving around? Or . . . a million?” Try as he might, he couldn’t fathom it.

			“I’m more worried about my parents,” Cabot said. “The note doesn’t say Elena will distribute the money. Did Louis do it this way so she could keep it all? Is that why Birdie didn’t tell us?”

			“I don’t think Louis would want that,” Seven said firmly. “And I don’t think Birdie would want that, either.”

			“Then she should have told us,” said Cabot.

			“At least now our parents can find it if they need it,” Brix said, trying desperately to smooth things over with Cabot.

			“It’s not our parents who can find it,” Cabot said. “It’s yours.”

			“But I know my mom will share,” Brix insisted.

			Cabot shoved the crate, disgusted. The crate sent the journal spinning in front of Seven. “I knew I should have gone with them,” said Cabot. “I had a gut feeling . . .” A gut feeling that had started when she read that first line a few days ago. She didn’t think the boys needed to know about that. She regretted not reading a little bit farther. Maybe she could have stopped Birdie.

			“I feel sick,” Seven said. He couldn’t get the picture out of his head of Troy coming at Tenner and Birdie in some unfamiliar place. Not understanding what Estero was like made it all worse.

			“I’m mad,” Cabot said, though she managed to flash a comforting look at Brix. “But not at you, Brix. Okay?”

			Brix nodded. “Okay.”

			“I don’t know what to do,” Seven said as conflicting thoughts pounded him. And then his eyes landed on the journal.
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			Seven picked up the journal and read the last entry aloud. Parts of it were hard to read because Louis’s hand had been very shaky in his final days. It was more like a note to his kids than a journal entry.

			
				BIRDIE AND BRIX: In case you ever go to Estero

				The ancient lower tunnels of Estero would be a safe place to hide if you are in danger. After years of searching for an entrance, I finally found one days before we came to the hideout. I told your mom but kept it a secret from the other parents. I don’t trust Troy . . . and you shouldn’t either.

				The entrance is a near-invisible, moss-covered door in the ground. It lies in the shadows and overgrowth of trees on the edge of the park across from Sunrise Foster Home.

			

			“A safe place to hide,” Seven murmured. “One that Troy doesn’t know about.” That was exactly what Birdie and Tenner needed. He looked up at Brix. “Do you think Birdie has read this journal?” He held it up so Brix could see the cover.

			“Not that one,” said Brix. “My dad kept telling her to read them, but she only just started the first one after he died—that’s the one that’s missing.”

			Seven’s heart wouldn’t stop racing as he imagined how angry the bully would have been to discover the stash missing. “I know Estero City is a big place. But if one of the bad parents runs into them as they’re scouring the streets . . . Birdie and Tenner are definitely not safe with that map.”

			“And if they get ahold of it,” said Brix, turning to Cabot, “your parents for sure won’t get their share.”

			Cabot gripped her head in angst. “Should we—” She lowered her hands and looked at Seven. “Should I—” She got to her feet and put her hands on her hips. “I’m going after them.”

			Seven dropped his head into his hands. “Cabot . . .”

			“Somebody needs to make sure the money gets distributed fairly. And I’ll tell them about the secret hiding place in the lower tunnels, too. I’ll take the land route, obviously.” She reached for the journal.

			Seven gave it to her. But he couldn’t let Cabot go alone—she was a good climber but the weakest of the three of them. And she was eleven. Brix could help her, but what kind of guardian would Seven be if he let her go with a ten-year-old? Birdie would never forgive him. And even though he was hurt and angry that she didn’t tell them what the note said, he wouldn’t put Brix’s life in danger because of it. He’d have to go.

			His throat closed in fear. Even if they made it through the treacherous journey, he’d be in even worse danger than Tenner and Birdie because of how he looked. Brix wasn’t much better off. He broke into a cold sweat. “We don’t have a map,” he said weakly.

			“I memorized it,” Cabot said. Sensing his turmoil, she added firmly, “We have to make sure Elena—or the other criminal parents—don’t find the stash and keep it for themselves. It belongs to all of our parents.”

			Brix nodded and let a sob escape. “Birdie and Tenner are in danger. We need to tell them about this hiding place. I’m going with Cabot.”

			“Augh.” Seven closed his eyes and filled his chest with air. Then he let it out slowly between pursed lips. He didn’t care if his parents got cheated out of their part of the stash. It was Brix’s argument that got to him. And Brix and Cabot’s insistence on going that forced his hand.

			“Okay,” he said. It sounded like another person’s voice. “We’ll all pack up and go. Now . . . before I change my mind.” He got to his feet, then picked up the rest of the journals to take with them in case there was more important information inside. “Are you both up for the hardest journey of your life?”
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			The whale went at a steady clip as Birdie directed it. She and Tenner had talked excitedly at first about what they faced, but the farther they went from the land, the more Birdie started to think Seven had been right about worrying over this trip. They were out on the open sea, far from everything. She felt tiny.

			Tenner pointed to a distant spot. “Dolphins,” he said. Then added nervously, “Or sharks.”

			When they got close enough for Birdie to see the fins, she shivered. Hello, dolphins.

			There was no response. Did that mean they were sharks? “Real life hitting us in the face right now,” Birdie muttered. She kept up a mental conversation with the gray whale they rode, but after about thirty minutes, it submerged without warning, leaving Tenner and Birdie skidding through the waves. They bobbed in the water, their backpacks puffed up behind them and keeping them afloat. The bright morning sunshine made the water seem turquoise on the horizon, but it was murky green here in the depths. There was no land in sight. They felt like two tiny dots in the giant ocean.

			Come back! Birdie called. But the whale was gone—needing to eat, or perhaps attending to the call of another whale. Thank you! Birdie added, trying not to project her distress in case sharks were able to pay attention. She looked at Tenner as they treaded water and tried not to think about her legs getting bitten off. “I was afraid this might happen. I’m going to try to find another whale.”

			“I’ll have a quick look around for sharks,” Tenner said. He flipped out of his backpack and gave it to Birdie to hold on to while he dove under. His vision focused in the dark water, but he still couldn’t see the bottom. Brightly colored fish, speckled and striped, shimmered past, and plankton floated all around. A large swordfish, longer than Tenner was tall, appeared, making Tenner bolt toward the surface and wish for his spear. He didn’t think it would attack them . . . but if it did, that needlelike sword would hurt.

			It kept moving. A moment later, a pod of dolphins interrupted his sight line. He could hear their trills. He surfaced next to Birdie. “Dolphins?”

			“They’re coming?”

			“Yes! Thank goodness.” He didn’t tell her about the swordfish. He took his backpack from her and wriggled into it. “How do we ride them? They have a dorsal fin about halfway back.”

			“I’m not sure. We’ll figure it out. Maybe they’ll show us.”

			Soon nine dolphins surrounded them, gray and silvery and shiny with intelligent eyes and boopy snouts. “Wow,” Birdie said. “Grab a dorsal fin or two. And prepare for some spray to the face.” As she reached both hands around a dolphin’s dorsal fin, she spoke to the pod, directing them due west toward the mainland, which was still far away. In a moment they were speeding along much faster than they had with the whale, but also with great discomfort as water pounded them in the face. The dolphins occasionally submerged without warning, dragging them with them. Their backpacks fought to keep them afloat, making their ride even more of a struggle, but the fear of letting go of the dolphins and being left behind kept them hanging on for dear life. Birdie pleaded with them to stay closer to the surface, which they began to do.

			Once they stopped submerging, Tenner swung himself around so that the water hit him in the back of the head instead. He lodged the dorsal fin into one of his armpits and held on with the other hand. “Turn backward!” Tenner called out to Birdie, who was still floundering.

			Birdie’s face was being pummeled with water so hard, she couldn’t get a breath to yell for help. Her grip began to slip, and she feared she’d drown if she didn’t let go. Tenner lunged for her to try and boost her up above the spray, but he couldn’t reach. Finally she let go.

			“Birdie!” Tenner cried. “Tell them to stop!” He didn’t know what to do.

			Before he let go to help Birdie, two lagging members of the dolphin pod scooped her up between them. They rode together until she could stop coughing. She lifted her hand to Tenner to let him know she was okay and thanked the dolphins who’d saved her. As they sped up, Birdie turned to face backward so she didn’t get drowned by spray again, and soon everyone was together and moving swiftly.

			“That was a learning curve,” Birdie joked once her nose and throat stopped stinging from the saltwater rinse. She was still shaky from the experience, but she had to concentrate on directing the dolphins to keep them on task. She hoped they would travel more miles than the whale had. “Dolphins will protect us from sharks,” Birdie told Tenner. “I read about it in the C–D encyclopedia.”

			“I remember that, too,” said Tenner. He kept a wary eye out.

			The dolphins continued, constantly switching places to allow each to fully submerge in turn, for the better part of an hour. But Birdie still couldn’t see land. This was a lot farther than Birdie had imagined. She had no frame of reference, no real understanding of distance, since they’d spent their entire lives on the narrow peninsula.

			As they traveled, Birdie began pinging other communicative sea creatures, saying hello and making sure there were more around in case this pod of dolphins decided they’d gone far enough.

			Tenner, sensing Birdie at work, remained quiet, but he longed to talk about this process with her. They’d hardly had a conversation since the giddy few moments after they’d left. This wasn’t how Tenner had pictured this trip. He’d imagined a leisurely ride where they would plan out what they were going to do once they reached the mainland, because those details were pretty sketchy to Tenner. But now all sorts of fears mingled in his mind. There were dangerous creatures out here. Were they even going the right way? What if they accidentally veered too far south and missed the land completely? Was Birdie paying attention to that? How do you tell a sea creature to go due west? He had a lot of questions.

			As they rode, Tenner started imagining what Estero would look like and how the two would be received. Fear niggled at him. Would the people of Estero have some sort of sensor that would detect supernatural people? And what if he saw his parents? There was no easy way to hide from Troy Cordoba and his X-ray vision.

			“Tenner,” Birdie said in low voice, jolting him back to the present. “Look ahead. Do you see a shark fin, or am I imagining it?”

			Tenner sat up, immediately feeling bad for not being a better lookout. His father had given him one good thing—amazing eyesight. “You’re right,” Tenner said, spotting multiple fins. Then his eyes widened as he scanned the ocean all around them. He gasped. “They’re great whites.”

			“What do you mean, ‘they’?”

			“It’s a whole shiver of them.”

			“A . . . wow,” said Birdie, drawing her legs up. “A shiver? Did you make that up?” She couldn’t imagine he’d know something like that.

			Tenner eyed the fins, trying to count them, but they appeared and disappeared too often to tell. “I did not,” he said, too busy to be annoyed by Birdie assuming he wasn’t smart. “Greta taught us that when we were seven.” Then his voice cracked. “Where are our dolphins going? Tell them to come back!”

			Birdie swiftly glanced around as two dolphins left the pod. She pleaded with them. Please don’t leave us. We’re in danger! But how could she convince the dolphins not to save themselves? More dolphins peeled away from the group.

			“This is bad,” Tenner said. He reached over to Birdie as their dolphins slowed down. “Grab my hand. If our rides go under, we need to stay together.” For the second time he wished he’d brought his fishing spear, but there’d been no way to carry it safely.

			Birdie lunged for Tenner’s hand as their dolphins submerged, leaving Birdie and Tenner bobbing in the water like bait with sharks circling. Help! Help! Birdie screamed through her mind. Was there a whale nearby that could rescue them? Birdie’s breath came in short bursts, like she couldn’t get enough air. She was panicking. Tenner put his face under.

			“What’s happening?” Birdie cried.

			Tenner lifted his head and swung his hair around. “They’re swarming around us! Kick their noses! Punch them in the gills! Go underwater so you can see!”

			“I can’t catch my breath!” Birdie tried to take in a deep breath, then did what Tenner told her to do.

			Then the water in front of them exploded. Dolphins slammed into the sharks from beneath, striking them in their tender bellies, then swam down and did it again. Tenner realized the dolphins hadn’t abandoned them—a few had stayed nearby to protect them, and the others were fighting.

			A shark made it through the maze of dolphins and came straight for Tenner and Birdie. Tenner swam at it, then flipped around and kicked it in the snout. Birdie twisted and connected, though she wasn’t sure where. Her lungs burned. Then Tenner was shoving her legs away and slamming his fist into the shark’s gills. Its sandpaper-like scales sliced a layer of skin off his knuckles.

			Finally two dolphins came at the shark and plowed into its belly like they’d done with the others. The sharks retreated. A moment later, the dolphins came together once more around the two. Tenner surfaced and took in a long breath. His hand was bleeding, and his face was contorted in pain. “You okay?” Tenner asked, breathing hard. Four dolphins came up alongside them to continue their journey.

			“We could have died,” Birdie said, her voice breaking. “Is your hand all right?” She thanked the dolphins for protecting them.

			Tenner inspected his bleeding hand, then nodded. He ripped off a strip of his shirt and tied it around his knuckles. They didn’t need to attract more sharks.

			Then they slipped into place between dolphins and kept going.
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			ON FOOT
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			Seven, Cabot, and Brix, with Puerco peering out of Brix’s backpack, moved swiftly on adrenaline and worry. They wore boots belonging to their parents—anything with a tread was going to help them. Seven’s fit nicely, and he’d also packed clothes from his father’s crate. Brix’s and Cabot’s boots were too big, but they wore extra layers of old socks, despite the holes in them, to help with the size issue.

			Those two were too small to wear their parents’ clothes, so they stuck to layers of the parachute variety. They trekked north at a jog, using the path they’d created over the years through the heavy woods, heading toward the cliffs where Seven and Brix often hunted for eggs. They had their parents’ climbing tools, like ropes and grappling hooks, and they also carried food and water, medical supplies, and the aforementioned pig, who might be good for digging up truffles but not much else. However, Brix had refused to leave him home alone, so here they were.

			“It almost seems like we’re making a rash decision,” Seven joked, trying to keep the mood light. He’d committed to doing this. Now he had to step up and lead the younger ones. The dirt path began to ascend and grow narrow, leading them right to the edge of the land as the trees grew thicker, crowding beside them. If they tripped on the path, they’d fall straight down onto giant rocks at the edge of the sparkling bay. Thirty minutes later they were at a dizzying height above the water. They stopped to catch their breath. Brix tossed a branch over the edge and watched it fall.

			“It’s a long way down,” Cabot said.

			“We can always go back if it gets too hard,” Seven said hopefully.

			“I’m not going back,” said Brix. “No matter what happens.”

			“Easy for you to say,” Cabot remarked. “If you fall, you can bounce to your feet and try again. But me? Splat.”

			“You’re not going to fall,” Brix said.

			“You don’t have a clue what you’re in for,” Seven warned. “You haven’t gone as far as I have.”

			“What if we get lost?” Brix asked.

			“That’s the one thing I’m not worried about,” Cabot said, visualizing the map. “All we need to do is keep the bay in sight the whole way.” They picked up the pace in order to get to the top of the cliffs before it was too dark to see. There’d be no place to camp for the night until they got there.

			The unknown terrain worried all three. But what Birdie and Tenner might face worried Seven even more. He began to wonder aloud as they inched along the narrowest part of the path, going around a huge jutting rock. “I hope Birdie and Tenner are okay.” In the distance he spotted the sheer cliff they needed to climb and could see a few trees at the top of it. They would come in handy later.

			“If they’re not, it’s Birdie’s fault,” said Cabot. “Tenner is an unwitting accomplice. Along for the ride because Birdie needs him.”

			“I object to your assumptions,” Seven said loftily—he’d read that phrase in one of Cabot’s mom’s books and liked it. He continued up the path, moving along a narrow ledge, and peered down. One false step, and he’d be falling to his death. “Careful here, okay?”

			The other two inched along with their hands against the sheer rock, and soon they were on a wider path once more. The forest opened up again, but it was thinner here, and cooler.

			“Assumptions about Tenner?” asked Cabot, picking up where they’d left off. “Why do you object?” She was truly curious. In her mind, she possessed the most well-rounded impressions of everyone else because she could see them when they didn’t know they were being watched. But she was also begrudgingly glad to be challenged, because it kept her from boredom. “What don’t I understand?”

			Seven trudged on, reaching to move the occasional branch that crossed their path. He frowned and stopped for a moment. “It sounds like you think Tenner is, well, not very smart. And that’s not true.”

			“Hmm,” said Cabot, unconvinced. Of course another not-very-smart person would say that. But at least Seven and Birdie were good for a lively debate now and then. They reached a wide fissure, and Seven pointed out the way they would climb down into it, then up the other side. Once they were on their way, Cabot continued her thought. “I don’t see how Tenner is smart, so you need to explain.”

			Brix listened curiously. Tenner seemed pretty smart. He loved it when the older four had deep discussions around him. Sometimes he tried to participate, but more often he preferred to listen.

			“Just because Tenner doesn’t have your vocabulary doesn’t mean he’s not smart,” Seven told Cabot. “He probably has the most common sense of all of us. And common sense is severely underrated. It’s more important than intelligence.”

			Cabot sniffed, mildly offended. The scent of pine trees filled her nose. “Don’t you think I have a lot of common sense?”

			Puerco snorted inside Brix’s backpack and rammed around, then calmed down and poked his snout out again.

			“I think we all have enough to get by,” said Seven agreeably. “You? I think your intelligence can get in the way of it sometimes.”

			Cabot frowned. She weighed the likelihood of that theory and was silent. Seven had a point.

			The route became steeper, though it moved slightly away from the edge, between the trees. But the biggest challenge was still ahead. They could hear a low rumble and climbed their way up to the base of a waterfall. “This is the water source that feeds our creek,” Seven told them. “If you ever get lost out here, find the creek and go downhill. It’ll take you home.”

			“My dad taught us that,” Brix said.

			Seven nodded. “Glad you remember.” They stopped to refill their canteens.

			“I spy wild carrots,” Cabot said. “We can have them with dinner.” She picked them and rinsed them in the waterfall, then sniffed the air. Spearmint mingled with the pine trees. She located the plant along the bank and grabbed a few leaves to chew on later.

			“Let’s stay here for a few minutes and eat,” Seven said, squinting through the trees to judge the time of day. He let Puerco out of Brix’s backpack to forage. While they ate and rested, Seven peered over the edge at the bay below. It was a long way down, and they’d made good progress. But not far ahead of them was the spot he was dreading. The place where they’d have to make a tricky move: jump a deep, three-foot-wide fissure and grab on to a tiny handhold all in one fluid movement, then scale a sheer rock wall. One slip would dump them into the fissure, and he didn’t know how deep it went.

			That was where Seven had stopped the other day, when he was alone. It was the farthest he’d ever been. He knew that if he wasn’t able to jump high enough to grab the handhold, he would fall into the fissure. And no one would have found his body down there.

			With all three of them helping one another, their chances of making it were decent, especially with Brix along. As they packed up the pig, Cabot spied more wild carrot tops off the path. She ran to pull them and kicked something in the overgrowth. She bent down to see if it was anything useful, then picked it up and shook off the decaying leaves and dirt. When she realized what it was, she dropped it with a shriek.

			“What’s wrong?” Seven asked, alarmed. “What is it?”

			“Ugh,” said Cabot with a shudder, “it’s a human bone.”
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			A CLOSE CALL
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			There were more bones in the overgrowth. They found six altogether. Cabot, Brix, and Seven looked down at the short row of them. “Boys,” Cabot said, “the whole thing—it’s . . . a leg. That big one is the femur. Tibia and fibula—I can’t remember which is which. There’s a kneecap . . . and those little bones are from the foot, I think.”

			“How could there be only one leg?” asked Brix, wrinkling his nose. “Where’s the rest of the body?”

			“And more importantly, whose leg is it?” Seven said.

			“It’s not . . . one of the parents,” Brix said, his face growing pale. “Is it?”

			“I don’t know,” Seven said quietly. He watched Cabot, knowing the conclusion she’d jump to. It was the story she’d been telling herself for three years.

			Cabot’s stomach clenched. She was already calculating. “Three years. Exposed to the sun and rain. And with wild animals tearing things up . . . Which, by the way, is probably why it’s just a leg, Brix—some big animal tore off a manageable piece and ran off with it.” Cabot pressed her lips together as her heart sank. “This could totally be one of my parents. I told you they’d have to be dead to not come back.” Hot tears sprang to her eyes, and she willed them away. She didn’t want pity or comfort—it only made her feel awkward on top of sad. When Cabot cried, she cried alone.

			Seven didn’t know what to say.

			Cabot continued even though her throat started to ache. She picked up the largest bone and held it alongside her thigh. It was a little longer than hers. “The femur is pretty short. I think it could be a woman’s.” She’d had her mother’s medical books to thank for that knowledge.

			She was hit by a sudden wave of longing. She missed her mother and father so much. And the bones, even if they didn’t belong to her parents, made death real.

			“It could be my mom,” Brix said, his voice quavering.

			“It could also be a complete stranger,” Seven said gently. “A police officer or someone else who was searching for the criminals. Or these bones could have been here for decades. We don’t know.”

			Cabot turned away until she could compose herself. “Maybe.” It was possible. But it seemed more likely that it was one of their parents who’d fallen or been attacked.

			They combed the area for identifying features, and Brix thought he spotted a bit of cloth . . . which turned out to be coconut husk.

			“We should keep going,” Seven said gently. The ground was too hard to dig into without tools, so they left the bones in the hollow of a tree near the river’s edge.

			Cabot’s mind wouldn’t settle. Her father was pretty tall. It probably wasn’t him. The feeling that the bones belonged to her mother was so strong that she couldn’t stop the looping, intrusive thought that her theory about her parents must be partially true.

			At least she could be distracted by the fissure and the rock wall.

			Seven scanned upward. None of the children had ever ventured beyond this point. “There are trees up there,” Seven said. “I saw them when we were a bit farther back.” They were too close to the wall now to see over it.

			He tried launching a rope with a grappling hook. At first he couldn’t get it high enough. Then it wouldn’t catch on anything. After multiple tries, he gave up. “Brix, you should go first. Once you get up there, you can leverage the rope around a tree like I showed you the other day. Remember?”

			Brix nodded. “I can do it.”

			“I’ll take Puerco,” said Seven. If Brix fell, he’d be able to heal. But the pig wouldn’t be that lucky. He fished the animal out of Brix’s backpack and set him on the ground.

			“Be careful, Brixy,” Cabot said quietly.

			“I will.” Brix hopped in place a few times as he eyed the gap he needed to launch over and the handhold that he’d need to grip securely to help him stick to the wall and allow him to climb up the rest of the way. His ability to bounce when landing also worked in his favor when jumping—he’d be able to easily clear the fissure. But his hands were small, and his grip strength wasn’t the strongest. He was most worried about that.

			Seven clipped a rope to Brix and held it loosely so he could pull him to safety in case he fell and kept going down into the fissure. Cabot leaned over to see. Were the rest of the bones down there? It was too dark to tell.

			Brix took a few deep breaths, shook out his hands, and flexed his fingers. Then he bounded for the wall. He sprang on his bouncy feet, easily clearing the gap. Instead of grabbing on to the lowest rocky handhold, he landed with one foot on it and kept going, running up the wall a few steps. He reached the next handhold and clung to it with one hand, his legs dangling as he twisted in the air. Then his feet found the wall, and he reached for the next handhold, and the next, all the way up until he grabbed the edge. He hung there for a moment, then pulled himself over the top. Seven and Cabot craned their necks to watch.

			Brix peered over. “I’m just getting started,” he called down. He unclipped the rope from his waist.

			Seven laughed. “Good. Is there anything up there to attach the rope to?”

			Brix disappeared. “There’s a little tree,” he called.

			“How little?” asked Seven, looking up. All he could see was the overhang and the sky beyond that.

			“Thicker than my leg. It’s the only thing close enough. I’ll clip the rope around it. Then I’ll help pull you up.”

			“Perfect.” Seven turned to Cabot. “You ready?” He gave her some pointers on how best to do it. Then he clipped her to Brix’s rope.

			Cabot wiped her hands on her pants and tried not to look down into the deep, dark gorge.

			“Here I come!” she called. Brix watched from above. She backed up as far as the rope would allow, then ran forward and jumped, legs extended, over the gorge. She missed the handhold, hitting the wall with her feet flat and bouncing off. Holding the rope, she swung there, stunned she’d made it, then lunged for the handhold the next time she swung near it. This time she got it.

			“Great job,” Seven encouraged. “The hard part is over.”

			Cabot started climbing. She tried to stop imagining her mother doing this same thing and falling to her death.

			“Almost there!” Seven paced along the fissure, sounding worried.

			Cabot moved slowly but steadily and finally flung herself over the edge to safety. Brix helped her up. “Climbing trees is more my thing,” she called down. This experience had unsettled her, but she’d made it.

			Below, Puerco seemed agitated and ran around in circles like he sometimes did when he thought Birdie was in danger. Seven chased him, then scooped him into his backpack, and the pig settled down. Cabot unclipped and tossed her end of the rope to Seven. He clipped it to his belt and did much like what Cabot had done—he took a short running leap with the rope and planted his feet against the vertical rock. The force against the tree made it crack.

			Brix and Cabot turned sharply at the sound and saw the tree bending, threatening to break off. With a yell, they lunged for the rope.

			Seven didn’t hear the crack, but he knew a yell never meant anything good. He glanced down, weighing his options—climb fast, or try to jump back down across the gorge to safety without falling in or smushing Puerco. He started climbing as quickly as he could. As he neared the top, he heard the other two grunting and exclaiming, “Hurry, Seven!” Spooked, he continued up and lunged for the ledge.

			The force of his lunge yanked Brix and Cabot to the edge. With another yell, they let go of the rope to stop themselves from plunging over. Seven hung from the edge. One hand slipped. “Help!” he screamed. “Pull me up!”
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			A BLEAK DISCOVERY
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			Puerco squealed from inside Seven’s backpack.

			Brix and Cabot desperately felt around, trying to locate Seven’s camouflaged arms. Seven reached for Cabot’s hand and connected. Cabot latched on and pulled. Brix grabbed Seven’s backpack strap and pulled that, too. Finally, with no help from the little pig ramming around, Seven clawed his way up and over the edge to safety.

			The three lay heaving, staring at the sky as the sun began to set. “That was scary,” Seven said, flexing his fingers and wrists as the immediate pain started to fade. “Thank you. What happened?”

			Brix told him how the tree had bent and cracked, and he and Cabot had hung on to the rope and slid across the loose dirt as Seven climbed up.

			“You saved my life,” Seven said.

			Cabot tried to imagine life without Seven and broke into a cold sweat. “That was a close one,” she whispered as tears sprang to her eyes for the second time that day. Something about this, about Birdie’s lie of omission, about finding the bones and the looping thoughts of her mother, about Seven’s near tragedy, made her emotions stick near the surface. “Glad you’re okay.”

			After a rest, they got up and looked around. The trees were sparse in this rocky area. There was a cave nearby, and the rocks surrounding it were light orange and red, like clay. To the left, the rocky ground gave way to the ocean bay, even farther below them now. The journey ahead looked fairly flat for a quarter mile, then the trees thickened and grew into a great tangle of jungle. Beyond it, Cabot knew from the map, a mountain rose up. And after the experience they’d had so far, she was starting to wonder how they would make it.

			Brix checked the sky. “It’ll be dark soon.”

			“We’ll camp here,” Seven said. “And tackle the jungle tomorrow.” He opened his backpack, and Puerco clambered out. He shook his body, then dropped to the dirt and rolled around to scratch his back. He snorted and sneezed. Orange-brown dust scattered.

			“Good,” said Cabot. “I’ll draw the map for you in the rock dust. I know exactly where we are.” She calculated the distance in her head. “We’ve gone about twelve miles today, but that’s okay—we did a lot of climbing. Tomorrow’s route will be flatter. We should shoot for twenty.” Her feet hurt imagining it. She went to the edge and looked down at the bay, thinking aloud. “There are rocks lining the edge of the bay as far as I can see. Once we’re through the jungle and approaching the mountain, it might be smarter to go down instead of up, and walk across the rocks. Then maybe we can swim across the narrowest part of the bay. We’ll save a lot of time if we do that.”

			The boys listened half-heartedly. Not knowing the map like Cabot did meant her musings didn’t make a lot of sense. Brix wrinkled his nose at the thought of swimming across the bay. But his mind was on the nearby cave. “Do we want to check out that cave and maybe use it for shelter?” Brix asked slowly, as if he thought it might be a bad idea but wasn’t quite sure.

			“Ah, no,” said Seven. He shivered as evening fell and reached into his backpack for a thin sweater his dad had left behind—tan, soft, lightweight but warm. The neck was stretched out, and the elbows had holes in them from age and overuse, but it wasn’t way too big on him anymore. “Let’s stay away from the cave. We’re near the jungle, so we don’t want to disturb anything that might live there.” He scouted around, steering well clear of it, and eventually called to the others. “This is a good spot—we’ve got some rocks around us for protection. We’ll keep watch in shifts tonight. That way we can each get a decent amount of sleep. Cabot, you do the first watch, then wake me up when the moon is overhead. Brix, you can do the third watch. Let’s skip the fire and eat something. That’ll lighten our loads a bit. Then we can go at sunup. We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

			As Cabot searched for a stick to sketch the map in the dust of the red rocks, she came to an abrupt stop. Lying in the dirt was a cracked human skull.

			Cabot cringed. It probably went along with the other bones they’d found. She looked all around—was there anything else? Clothing? An earring or anything else to identify who this person was? Other bones? But there was nothing.

			Cabot went to nudge it into some overgrowth with her foot but stopped and picked it up instead. She looked into its eye sockets. The skull had been cleaned by animals, birds, maggots, the elements . . . whatever. It had been here a while. Was three years long enough for it to be in this condition? Maybe in Estero Cabot could find a book about human body decay. She placed the skull by a tree and pushed dead leaves over it.

			While the others fell asleep, the thought kept coming back. What if that was her mom?
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			A DIFFERENT KIND OF EVENING
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			The dolphin pod carried Birdie and Tenner into late afternoon, then signaled to Birdie that it was time for them to go. Soon Birdie and Tenner were alone again in the sea, looking to hitchhike with the next creature who would give them a lift.

			As Birdie concentrated on finding another ride, Tenner alternately scoped out the water for sharks and scanned the horizon. There were clouds ahead. A single gray wisp of smoke rose up to meet them, and Tenner wondered if that meant land was near. “I think we’re getting close,” he said.

			Birdie didn’t respond at first. But then she turned sharply. “Heads up, Tenner!” A moment later Birdie gasped in surprise as a huge black-and-white orca rose up beneath them.

			“Oh my God, what have you done?” Tenner shrieked. He’d never seen a creature like this before. Its broad back was slick and rubbery, and the black-and-white design startlingly distinct. But its mouth wasn’t too big, so that was a relief. “Does it eat humans?”

			“I hope not,” Birdie said, trying to get a look at the thing’s teeth. “I didn’t realize what I was talking to.” The two waterlogged kids clung to the frightening creature’s large dorsal fin, wondering if it would be better to let it go and have Birdie try for dolphins again.

			But the orca didn’t try to eat them, and it seemed to like when Birdie rubbed its skin. Eventually Tenner calmed down enough to realize land was in sight. This turned out to be the most pleasant ride of all of them, for they could both face forward, side by side, holding the dorsal fin between them.

			As the sun dropped low in the sky and a beach and city appeared before them, the orca drew close enough for the two to swim the rest of the way. Birdie said goodbye, and they struck out toward shore. They were here. In Estero—or at least that was where Birdie thought they were. Countless buildings rose up beyond the beach. The buildings were in layers, each taller than the last. Lights shone brightly from them even as darkness descended.

			Their skin was wrinkled, and both shivered as they swam. Swimming had helped them warm up a little, but by the time their feet could touch the bottom, they were exhausted, sore, hungry, and afraid. They were in the world, and the world was against them. Would anyone approach them? Would people be able to tell they had supernatural abilities? What would happen if they could? Birdie grabbed Tenner’s wrist before he went barreling onto land, and she shrank in the water, pulling him with her. “Look!” she whispered. “People everywhere. Can you believe those buildings?”

			“And the lights,” said Tenner. “I wonder how they do that.”

			There were groups of people on the beach, and some of them had dogs—they’d never seen a real dog before, except in the C–D encyclopedia. The groups tossed or kicked bright-colored balls to each other, or sat on blankets watching the sunset, eating dinner, joking, and laughing. The tallest structures in the distance were so shiny that they reflected orange from the setting sun. Birdie stayed low, chin riding the gentle waves. “What if they see us?”

			“We run,” said Tenner, nodding emphatically.

			“No. We’re not going to run.”

			Tenner felt his face heat up, and he scrambled to change the subject. “Do all of these people know one another?” How did that work? Both of them had a hard time understanding how big everything was compared to what they were used to. “We can’t stay in the water, though,” he added. “I’m freezing.”

			Birdie blew out a nervous breath. “I didn’t imagine that people would be right here staring at us. Don’t they have cabins? Dinnertime?” Back home the five would have finished with the dishes before it got too dark for most of them to see. Here, more and more lights were turning on.

			“Let’s walk ashore,” said Tenner, shivering in the water. “If anybody talks to us, we’ll pretend we live here.”

			“Yeah—we’ll say we live at the beach. That won’t even be a lie.”

			“Well . . . I’m not sure people would believe it,” said Tenner. “Remember our parents talked about their houses? See all those short buildings? I think those are houses. We’ll say we live ‘up the street’ or ‘in the city.’ Something like that. Those are the kinds of things your dad said when he told us about life here.”

			Birdie nodded, then tried out the phrases casually. “Oh, we live up the street,” she said with confidence. “You know, in the city.” She took a deep breath and started forward. “Okay. Let’s go.” They went together, rising out of the water in their gray parachute clothing and backpacks. When they were waist deep, Tenner stopped to pull the sunglasses out of his backpack and put them on. Then they casually walked ashore.

			“Smile,” Birdie hissed. Tenner and Birdie smiled brightly as they reached the sand, ready to greet strangers who might talk to them and defuse any confrontations they might face. But no one paid them any attention. Did they look like they belonged here?

			“What’s happening?” Birdie said through gritted teeth.

			“I don’t know,” said Tenner. “Keep walking.”

			They did. A few people looked curiously at their dripping backpacks, and one woman in a bright green swimsuit eyed their clothes, but the rest gave them no more than a passing glance. They were watching the sunset. A group of kids about Tenner and Birdie’s age were eating triangular, crunchy items out of very crinkly bags, using their fingers, which were covered in an orange substance that they occasionally licked off with a smacking noise. “A lot of noisy food,” Tenner murmured, aghast, as it was all amplified inside his ears. He wasn’t sure he would want to be friends with people who ate such crunchy things. It would be too stressful. The smell made him hungry at first, then nauseous after the scent grew overwhelming.

			He turned to watch a man throwing a ball to a dog, and the dog brought the ball right back to him. Tenner poked Birdie with his elbow. “You need to teach Puerco to do that.” They continued walking, and Tenner took in more food smells from the groups as they passed by, but nothing smelled as good as the fish and root vegetable hash they made at home.

			“I thought . . .” Birdie began, but then realized how silly her thoughts were. She’d imagined that people would come running over to them. Ask them who they were. Did they look different, like they were from another land, like these people looked to them? Almost everyone here wore colorful things. Stripes and patterns, some like ones on their parents’ old clothes, but very unlike their dark-colored parachute pants and tank tops, and Tenner’s tan cutoff dad shorts. Though Birdie saw a few black swimsuits. Maybe, because everyone looked different, they fit in already.

			But they wouldn’t fit in when people found out about their abilities. Still, if they didn’t use them or talk about them, maybe this wouldn’t be hard after all. They could be like Cabot’s mom, who managed to beat the system and trick people into treating her better than other supernaturals.

			Birdie stopped when she saw a man on a blanket. His black hair was shoulder length, wavy, and graying at the temples, like Louis’s had been. He looked around the same age. As she stared, two teenagers plopped down on the blanket next to him with an oval-shaped ball, talking at top speed. And then a woman joined them, too, in a long, flowing dress. The adults laughed at what the kids were saying. Were they a family?

			Birdie swallowed hard and looked away. They crossed over the beach and made it to a hard, surprisingly level surface.

			“Do you see any toilet cabins?” Birdie asked.

			“I peed on the orca,” Tenner confessed.

			“Tenner, gross!” Birdie hissed. “That’s not respectful of our ocean friends. Or me.”

			“Actually, more in the water above it,” Tenner went on, remembering.

			Birdie rolled her eyes, but the truth was, she’d peed, too. All the sea animals did. It was fine—they didn’t have a choice. But she didn’t want to announce it to the world, especially since they didn’t understand this place yet. She imagined a conversation:

			What were your first words in civilization?

			I peed on the orca.

			Terrific.

			Soon her annoyance was replaced by awe as her eyes strayed to what was beyond the beach. The shorter buildings, or houses, were much bigger than their cabins in the hideout. And there was a long stretch of hard, black road separating rows of them. There were cars parked on both sides. The cars didn’t look like the ones in the encyclopedia, but they were still recognizable.

			This beach and the edge of the city, with all these people and blankets and dogs, felt vastly bigger than home. But the kids had a few things to take care of. “I want to change into dry clothes,” Birdie said. “And I need to open the map in a private place so we can figure out where we are. But I don’t think I should do it out in front of people, or they’ll know we’re supernatural.”

			“Right.” Tenner adjusted his sunglasses and watched people standing in line to enter a small, flat-roofed building. Light flooded out the open door. There was a small sign on the outside wall depicting a stick person. “I wonder what’s going on in there?” He shrugged, and they started walking up the street, looking curiously at the structures around them but keeping their exclamations to a whisper so as not to draw attention to themselves.

			“Why so tall?” Birdie mused as the buildings grew in size.

			“Maybe people are bigger here,” Tenner guessed. They stopped in front of a small building with a huge window. Light flooded out. Inside, two women wearing nets on their heads were working, with steam or smoke rising around them. A curly word blinked on and off in the window. “Tacos?” Tenner said. The word sounded familiar, like maybe one of the parents had said it before, a long time ago.

			“It smells good,” Birdie said, but she was too afraid to venture in. “Maybe it’s someone’s house. Like the Tacos family.”

			They went farther, finding no toilet rooms, until they came upon an empty bench. “Can we stop to eat something before I die?”

			Overwhelmed, Birdie nodded. They hadn’t wanted to risk opening their backpacks on the bay for fear of water getting inside, so their last meal had been breakfast that morning, which felt like a lifetime ago. “Sure. Maybe I’ll have a chance to steal a quick look at the map.” Her expression flickered. She’d hardly thought about the map all day. But now they were here, and she had to find her mom. She glanced at Tenner, feeling a twinge of guilt from omitting the whole truth. “Hey, Tenner?”

			“What?”

			She sat down on the bench. “Never mind. Let’s eat first.” She pulled her backpack to her lap, then unsealed the watertight flap and rummaged around the interior, careful not to let her wet hair drip onto anything inside. The cell phones were there. Dad’s first journal. Tenner’s smoked fish and coconut wrapped in a palm leaf. She doled out a portion to Tenner and started inhaling the rest. A couple walked by from the direction of the beach, giving the two sodden children in strange clothing a lengthy glance but saying nothing and continuing on their way. By the time Birdie was finished eating, more people were coming.

			The sunset display was finished, and foot traffic picked up. A few people stopped at the Tacos’ house and went in. The rest swarmed the street and started opening doors of cars, getting inside, and slamming them shut in a startling manner. The vehicles roared to life—even more startling—and bright headlights blinded Birdie and Tenner as an acrid burning smell filled their nostrils. Birdie could feel the vehicles’ energy vibrating in her chest, and she had the urge to run for her life as they passed by. The two were half-mesmerized, half-fearful as they watched the large containers carry people who were rigid and facing forward inside them. When people got into the car nearest them, Birdie stood abruptly and moved behind the bench for safety.

			If people here thought that kind of energy and power was perfectly normal, it seemed even more horrible that they would have a problem with a girl who could talk to animals or a boy who had heightened senses and could hold his breath. Or even a boy you mostly couldn’t see.
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			Nobody said a word to us,” Birdie marveled as they started walking back to the beach. She was amazed by how invisible they were. After what Dad had implied, she’d worried she and Tenner would be stopped and questioned or checked over upon arrival. But they’d seemed to blend in with the crowd.

			“Can I take these glasses off now that it’s dark?” Tenner asked.

			“Yeah, I think you’re fine.”

			“I’ll keep them in my shirt pocket.”

			Birdie closed her eyes. “Okay, Tenner. I honestly don’t believe anyone will notice your pupils even in the light, but especially not in the dark, when everyone’s pupils are big.”

			Tenner frowned and put the glasses in his pocket in case of emergency.

			Most of the cars were gone now, and the crowd had thinned. Back at the entrance to the beach, a woman in a dark blue uniform hung long chains on poles across the road in what seemed a half-hearted attempt to block access to the beach. When people walked around the poles to avoid the chains, there were no consequences.

			“Why . . . ?” Tenner started to say as they both watched.

			“No idea,” said Birdie. “Does it keep the cars out?”

			“What, that little chain? I think a car could probably push right through.”

			When the woman was gone, Birdie and Tenner slipped back to the empty beach and cased the area for a private spot to sleep. They found a place behind some tall grass not far from the building where Tenner had seen the line of people earlier—they were gone now. Birdie unrolled a parachute blanket and spread it out on the ground.

			There was a light fixture stuck to the wall of the building. They knew that somehow, through electricity, the fixture could stay lit without fire being involved, but they still didn’t understand it. Tenner was curious enough to go up to it. But it was bright and hurt his eyes, and there were at least ten moths fluttering around by it, which was unnerving. After that, he hesitantly poked his head inside the building and discovered what he determined to be very fancy toilets and washbasins.

			“A whole room full of them?” Tenner questioned aloud. The toilets back home were made of wood: flat and uncomfortable. The basins in here were white, like the toilets, and there were curious knobs at the tops of them. But there was no water in them. “How the heck . . . ?” Tenner wondered. What good was a basin without water? He called Birdie over to let her know about the facilities, and she joined him.

			Using the booths for privacy, the kids changed into dry clothing. After Tenner relieved himself and moved away from the toilet, it emitted a deep-throated gurgle. A rushing sound accompanied a wild swirl of water in the bowl. Tenner shrieked and backed up against the door as it drained and refilled.

			“What’s happening?” Birdie called anxiously from the stall next door just as hers roared to life, too. “Yikes!”

			A tiny red light blinked near pipes that led into the wall. “It’s stopping now,” Tenner called over the noise. “It’s like it knows.” Tenner, who’d put on the shorts he’d made from his dad’s old trousers, cinched his belt tight to keep them from falling off and exited the stall. He stopped in front of the mirror and studied his reflection. “These shorts look like a skirt on me,” he said after a moment, adjusting them. “I wish I’d sewn the waist up a little.”

			“Too late now,” Birdie said, joining him. There was only a small mirror back home—she’d never seen one this big before. She gazed at herself and adjusted the oversized sweatshirt that her mom had left behind. Then she found her brush and worked it through her tangled hair.

			Satisfied, she started messing with the knobs on the basin, and soon a gush of water was hitting the bottom and splashing over her dry clothing. She shrieked and jumped back. “It’s like a waterfall,” she said once she realized what was happening. She turned the knob the other way, and the water ceased. Then she turned it on again, and off again. “Okay,” she said. “This is how water works here.” Tenner tried it, too, and they put their mouths to the stream of water to get a drink. The water tasted strange, but it was refreshing. They filled their canteens and went back to their blanket on the beach. At least the beach part of this experience felt like home.

			Thinking about home sent a pang of longing through Birdie. She missed the others already. She lay on the parachute fabric, thinking of Seven and Brix and Cabot. And Puerco. She’d sensed the pig checking in when they were fighting the sharks, but she’d been too busy to respond, and then she’d forgotten about him. Could she communicate with him from this far away? She faced the direction they’d come from and sent a message of love to the pig, letting him know they were safely on land. After a few minutes, Birdie thought she felt him respond, but the feeling was coming from a slightly different place than she had anticipated. Or maybe her bearings were off. “What do you think the others are doing?” she asked Tenner.

			Tenner put his hands behind his head and glanced at the sky. “By now? Sound asleep. Counting the days until we get back.”

			Birdie thought about how they’d get back, and groaned. “I’m not ready to jump back into the ocean quite yet.” She lay quietly for a moment and thought about their task. “Tenner?”

			“Yeah?” He turned his head toward her and realized this was the calmest he’d felt in a long time.

			“There’s something I didn’t tell you and the others about my dad’s final request.” She cringed.

			Tenner’s calm feeling dissipated. He sat up on one elbow. “What is it?”

			Birdie told him everything the note had said.

			Tenner’s face twisted as he listened. He was quiet for a moment, thinking it through. “Why didn’t you say something?”

			Birdie searched his face. “Because the way it’s written seems like my dad wants me to give the map to my mother so she could get the stash and keep it for herself. But you know my dad. He wouldn’t do that. I mean, maybe he would have a long time ago, but he changed. I’m sure he meant for my mom to find it and distribute it to the other parents.”

			Tenner nodded slowly, taking it in. He thought about how his dad had probably stolen the thirteen diamonds from the others a long time ago. He didn’t think Troy would have changed at all. But Louis surely had.

			Birdie continued studying him, but his expression wasn’t giving anything away, as usual. “Are you mad? I promise I won’t give my mom the map if she seems like she won’t share the stash.” She gave him the standard sorry-your-dad-is-a-horrible-person pitying glance.

			Tenner scratched his head. “To be honest, I don’t care whether my parents get any of it—in fact, I hope they don’t. And I don’t blame Louis for moving the stash in the first place. He knew my parents weren’t trustworthy. You could have explained this to the others.”

			“I know,” Birdie said miserably. “I should have. I just—it made my dad look bad, and I didn’t want anyone to be suspicious of me wanting to come here.” She hesitated. “I’ll explain it all to everyone when we get back.”

			“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” said Tenner. “Really.” He smiled to let her know he was okay with it. Then he rolled onto his back and shifted around on the blanket, making a comfy spot in the sand. He closed his eyes. “Good night, Birdie.”

			“Night.” Birdie settled in, too, feeling much better now that she’d confessed.

			Soon Tenner’s breathing evened out. Birdie closed her eyes and drifted to sleep to the sound of waves. Just like home.
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			In the morning, Birdie awoke to mournful bird calls. A raven landed on the top of the toilet building, and Birdie greeted it sleepily. For a moment she didn’t know where she was, but then she remembered. She sat up on the parachute blanket in the beach grass and saw the orange-and-pink sky over the bay. She knew there were mountains somewhere curving around the bay and disappearing into the mist, but she couldn’t see them with all the buildings in the way.

			Birdie turned toward the city. The buildings were stark and gray now, lit from behind by the sunlight. Not as glitzy or enticing as last night. Everything in that direction felt cold and uninviting. Perhaps, when more people were bustling about, it would be better.

			Tenner stirred and rolled over, bumping Birdie’s thigh with his elbow. He opened his eyes and groaned. “More sleep,” he mumbled.

			“Go for it.” Yesterday had been exhausting, and it was still early. Birdie got up to go to the toilet building and put on her now-dry parachute pants and top from yesterday, along with her mom’s old sneakers whose laces had worn out and been thrown away long ago. They were a little bit big on her, but not much anymore. Her heels slipped out, but most of the time they stayed on, even without laces.

			As she dried her hands on her pants, a man pushing a large yellow bucket on wheels came in and started at the sight of her. “This is the men’s bathroom,” he said, pointing to something on the wall outside that she couldn’t see. “You can’t be here.”

			Birdie’s eyes widened. “The . . . what?” A bathroom for men? What was the point of that? Everyone had to use the bathroom.

			“The women’s is on the other side.” The man jerked his thumb out the door. “Beach isn’t even open yet.” He grumbled something about what she was doing here at this hour.

			Birdie tried not to panic or say anything odd. She’d never spoken to a stranger before—unless animals counted. “Sorry,” she murmured, and fled past him. She went around the building and saw there was another room that was a mirror image of the first. On the wall outside, the blue sign was different—this stick figure had a triangle bottom half.

			“I’m a triangle?” Frowning, she went inside and washed her hands. It was a mystery. Back home they had two toilet rooms, and anyone could go into either one. There were no stick figure signs, with or without triangle bottoms.

			She went back to the sleeping spot and found Tenner sitting up and eating an orange from his backpack. His hair was fuzzy, and he had a spot of sand stuck to his cheek. “Hey,” he said. “Can we make a fire and cook some real food?”

			By “real food,” he meant fish. They’d eaten all of the smoked fish last night. Birdie looked around worriedly. “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem like there are any other fires around, and I don’t see any remnants, either. Maybe we have to buy a fish.”

			“How do we cook it, though? Why buy a fish when I can catch one? I’m starving.” Tenner was always starving, and after a light meal day yesterday on top of the stress of all the new things they were experiencing, they were both getting a little bit cranky.

			“I’m not sure how the rules work here,” Birdie said. Hunger pangs stabbed as the scent of the orange wafted her way. She pulled out the wild carrots and split them between herself and Tenner. It wasn’t much.

			Tenner carefully picked up the orange peel and the carrot greens and found a tall can with the word TRASH on the outside to put it in, even though back home they’d feed those items to Puerco or use them in their wild garden as compost. He didn’t see any gardens or compost bins around here.

			The smell of something cooking wafted their way and spurred them on as they packed up their things. Tenner put on his sunglasses, and they headed toward the city to find out what it was, trudging up the sidewalk alongside the road, past the Tacos’ house, which was dark now. They went farther than they’d gone last night, until they came to another street, this one running crosswise. Cars were moving along both streets, stopping and starting randomly but managing to not hit each other. “There’s got to be some code,” Tenner said, trying to make sense of the traffic.

			“Yeah, code,” said Birdie. “Like with the toilet rooms.” She told him what had happened with the yellow-bucket man and described the blue signs with stick figures. Tenner stopped walking and looked at Birdie. “You don’t look like a triangle,” he said.

			“Thanks?” said Birdie. Unsure what the street symbols meant, they simply waited until there were no cars anywhere before cautiously crossing the street. There were round, colored lights everywhere—red, yellow, green; and flashing red and solid white stick figures by the street corners. No triangle-bottomed people here. “Estero loves stick figures,” Birdie noted. There were lights on cars even though it was daylight. More words in windows lit up, blinking OPEN or CLOSED. Streetlamps faded off by themselves, as if they knew it was daytime now.

			They stopped in front of a huge screen above a shop, on which tiny people were running over a green field, chasing a black-and-white ball. Other tiny people crammed into a space off the field watched and screamed in excitement. Then a big man’s face came on the screen and words scrolled across the bottom at a dizzying speed. Tenner’s jaw slacked. “What is happening here?”

			Birdie couldn’t take her eyes off it. Where did the green field and running people go? Who was the big-faced man? She was repulsed by the size of him and puzzled by how all the others were so tiny. “Is this a computer?” She’d seen computers in the encyclopedia. “Can they see us?”

			“I don’t think so,” said Tenner. “Hey, maybe the big-faced people live in the tall buildings.”

			Finally they pulled themselves away and continued on. As they crossed a second street, they saw a large sign with arrows pointing in different directions. RESTAURANT ROW straight ahead. CORDOBA MUSEUM a mile to the right. And PALACIO DE MAGDALIA two miles to the left.

			“Hey, look,” said Tenner. “There’s a museum named after me.”

			Birdie giggled. “That’s funny!” Then she stopped laughing. “And Palacio, like Seven’s surname.” She frowned. “With his mother’s first name—Magdalia.” The two went silent. Three extremely familiar names, all on one sign?

			“This seems like too much of a coincidence,” Tenner said. He glanced around uneasily. “Are these places on the map?”

			Birdie tried to remember the initials she’d seen, but they all swam around in her mind. “I’m not sure. Maybe? I think CM was one of the markings—that might be Cordoba Museum.” She started toward the museum excitedly. “Let’s check it out.”

			“What about food?” Tenner asked, pointing straight ahead like the Restaurant Row arrow to where the tantalizing smells were coming from. He hoped RR was on the map.

			But Birdie was already crossing the street.
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			Seven, Cabot, and Brix got up bright and early, too, and they picked their way through the jungle as fast as they could manage. Soon they were surrounded by a prison of tree trunks and thick vines. The canopy overhead was often too dense for them to see even a tiny patch of sky unless they looked toward the bay. It was gloomy and dark, and they stayed on the jungle’s edge, keeping the bay in sight so they wouldn’t get lost.

			Periodically Seven peered at the treetops for mountain lions or other animals that could tear their faces off. “We need to pick up the pace a little,” he said.

			They sped up, hopping over vines and dodging clusters of trees, prickly bushes, sticky vines, and other overgrowth. Brix bounced his way through. There was no path to follow in this remote place. The jungle vines spilled over the cliff, leaving tangles of ivy crawling down the sheer rock wall as if inching toward the water or trying to escape. Birds squawked, and squirrels leaped over their heads.

			Everyone froze when they heard a high-pitched, raspy shriek.

			“What was that?” Brix whispered.

			“Could be a mountain lion,” Seven replied. “Keep moving.” Puerco squealed and ducked inside Seven’s backpack.

			“Quiet, Puerco,” Cabot whispered, touching his side through the fabric to comfort him. The pig would only draw a mountain lion toward them.

			“What do we do if it comes after us?” Brix asked.

			They heard a thud, like the sound a mountain lion might make when jumping from a tree to the ground. Then a flurry of crunching noises, which grew louder. They couldn’t see anything in the gloom.

			“I think it’s doing that now,” Seven replied, starting to tremble. “Where is it? I wish Tenner were here.” He tried to shush the pig, too, but Puerco sensed the predator and squealed again.

			“Or Birdie, to quiet Puerco down.” Brix headed for a tree and started to climb.

			“No, Brix,” Cabot said, picking up a stick. “They’re climbers, too. And we can’t outrun it. Just . . . act big! And scary! Roar at it!”

			“Roar at it?” Brix scoffed. “That won’t work.”

			The three finally located the giant cat coming at them. Its eyes glowed yellow, and its mouth was open, with short, sharp fangs coming down. Its tail swished.

			“ROAR!” Cabot screamed at it, waving her arms and the stick. “Come on, you guys! Be big! Hands up!”

			“It’s not like it can see my hands,” Seven muttered, but he did it anyway. Brix abandoned his skepticism and roared as loudly as he could, and then all of them did it together. Cabot took a step toward it, still screaming and waving her stick. Brix, worried, stepped in front of her—if the mountain lion came at them, at least he could heal fast. But Cabot and Seven would bleed to death. And end up being more bones scattered across this land.

			The creature seemed confused. It stopped ten feet away. Puerco squealed again. The mountain lion shrieked and charged.

			“No!” shouted Seven. The camo boy found a stick, too, and ran at the mountain lion as Brix lowered his head and tried to ram into the creature’s chest. Cabot stormed toward the clashing bodies, shouting and waving her arms, trying to be big. She kicked the creature in the ribs, causing it to swipe at her and knocking the stick out of her hand. She fought her way out of her backpack and swung it around, walloping the mountain lion with it.

			Puerco snorted and squealed.

			All three kids, yelling, screaming, bleeding, held their ground until finally the creature had had enough.

			“Roar again,” Cabot whispered.

			They all roared and waved their arms in the air, then charged at the mountain lion.

			After a long moment of staring them down, the creature turned and loped away, licking blood off its chops.

			“Holy coconuts,” Cabot whispered. “Who got bitten?”

			“Me,” Seven said. “It’s not deep.” He grabbed her and Brix by the hands, and the three ran together in the opposite direction. Eventually they stopped to take a breath. “Are you okay?” Seven asked, checking them over.

			They’d both been swiped by the creature, too. Brix’s cuts were already closing up, while Cabot’s were bleeding bright red. Seven was bleeding, too—they could tell by the drops falling to the jungle floor beneath his elbow. Cabot got the first aid kit from her backpack—the one her mother had left behind, filled with their homemade bandages and herbal remedies. She cleaned and bandaged her wound, then held out the antiseptic to Seven.

			He took it and apparently found the right spot, based on the sharp intake of breath.

			“How big a bandage do you need?” Cabot asked him.

			“About a two-by-two-inch patch will cover it,” Seven said, feeling the edges of the injury. Cabot pulled the appropriate bandage and readied it for him to put on. He did so, and they could see the bandage affixed to his arm, but not the arm itself.

			They made sure Puerco was okay, too, and let him out. Then they took in some water and food, collected their things, and continued. Eventually the trees thinned and they could see occasional patches of sky. Brix charged ahead, happy to get out of the jungle. The other two followed.

			Finally they emerged from the jungle and entered a triangular meadow. There were a few large trees and lots of long yellow grass. The kids could see a big mountain range that ended abruptly at the water, as if some huge god—or a glacier—had sliced the rock away. The floor dropped away to the calm bay. The open ocean was too far away to be visible behind them.

			Cabot observed the mountain with trepidation. It was much bigger than she’d expected—the terrain was not to scale on Mr. Golden’s map. Then she knelt at the edge of the land to gaze down at the bay below them.

			Seven pivoted to take in their surroundings, then took a long drink from one of the canteens and sat on a rock to rest and check his wound. Constant dull pain pounded around it. The heat of the day and the brisk pace had him sweating. He took his sweater off, rolled it tightly, and put it in his backpack.

			Cabot and Brix traded vantage points, had a quiet chat about options, then came back together with Seven.

			“What’s the consensus?” Seven asked. His bandage had a few dark red stains on it now, but it looked like the bleeding had stopped. He looked up expectantly.

			“The what?” asked Brix.

			“Did you decide on the best way to go?” He whistled to Puerco, who’d strayed a little too far for comfort. The pig bounded back to them.

			“Oh. Yes,” said Brix.

			“We did,” Cabot agreed. She took her long-sleeve parachute shirt off, leaving her in a tank top and baggy parachute pants. She could feel a blister on her little toe from the too-big boots and sat down to adjust her layers of socks. “The rocks that line the water’s edge stretch as far as we can see. If we can scale down to them here, we can avoid climbing the mountain . . . which I might not be able to handle. It looks hard.”

			Brix nodded in agreement, though he seemed slightly disappointed.

			“And what happens,” Seven said, “if the rocks run out?”

			“Then we either climb back up if there’s a ledge to get to, or swim across the bay to the other side.” Cabot put her boot back on and beckoned the boys to come with her to the edge of the cliff. The view from here was stunning—sparkling bay, sheer cliffs, light blue sky with a few wispy clouds. She pointed toward a misty spot far across the bay, where the land curved around. “We’ll cross at the narrowest part and head toward Estero,” she said. “Once civilization begins, it’ll be easier.”

			“How long before we get to Estero?” Brix asked.

			“Two or three more days should do it,” said Cabot.

			Seven grimaced, though the others couldn’t see it. Once civilization begins. Cabot’s “easier” was Seven’s nightmare.

			They set up the rope, then determined the order of descent to the bay. Brix went first again. “Down is always easier,” he called out, taking fearless bounds down the side. He let out the slack of rope generously until he reached the rocky area at the water’s edge. He stepped out of the way so the next person could go, then turned to look around the pile of boulders on which he stood. Waves slapped them and sent sea spray to cool him off.

			As Cabot called down to let him know she was coming, Brix spied something in the shade of a small cove. His eyes widened. More bones.

			And a high-tech backpack.
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			THE CORDOBA MUSEUM
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			Birdie and Tenner circled the museum, not daring to approach as other pedestrians streamed up a walkway toward its open doors. Next to the doors was a daunting army of guards in uniform, apparently protecting whatever was inside. Other people seemed unbothered by them. But Tenner shivered. The guards had weapons.

			There was a sign at the entrance to the grounds that told about the history of the building and what it held. Birdie began reading:

			
				The Cordoba began as a museum of fine art but was forced to close after the theft of a number of valuable paintings and sculptures. President Fuerte moved the remaining art to his residence, the Magdalia Palace, along with the priceless Stone Crown, a symbol of peace. The Cordoba Museum recently reopened to house local and foreign relics, as well as currency no longer used in Estero.

			

			“Relics and currency?” interrupted Tenner, wrinkling his nose.

			“That part where it says valuable paintings and sculptures were stolen . . .” She turned to Tenner and raised an eyebrow.

			He gave her a knowing nod.

			“Listen to this,” said Birdie, continuing to read the plaque.

			
				The Cordoba Museum gained international notoriety for housing an extensive collection of gold, jewels, and gems dating back centuries to the early rulers of Estero and other parts of the world. But supernatural criminals are believed to have made off with the majority of the collection.

			

			“Supernatural criminals!” Birdie exclaimed too loudly. A couple of people nearby turned to look at her with a hint of disdain—for being loud or for talking about supernatural criminals, she wasn’t sure. She clamped her mouth shut.

			Tenner scrambled to say something that would make the people stop paying attention to them. “Can you even imagine a stone crown?” Tenner said. “Sounds like a headache waiting to happen.”

			“Good one,” Birdie said with a groan. The people turned back to their companions. Birdie flashed Tenner a grateful look. They’d been getting along well. He was easier to deal with when it was only the two of them. When he wasn’t trying so hard to grab her attention all the time. Was there a nice way to tell him that? She’d have to figure out how to phrase it.

			Tenner blushed and kept going. “I mean, think about it. Try to hold your head up after wearing that thing all day.” He laughed alone this time. Thankfully he stopped. “Do you want to go inside?”

			“I don’t know . . . relics and currency?” She made a face.

			“It must be at least a little interesting if these people are going in,” said Tenner. “And with all of those guards there—they have to be protecting something important.”

			Birdie glanced at the guards and the open door, watching what the people did. They either held a small piece of paper that didn’t look like money or a device that they showed to a person standing inside. Birdie shifted uneasily as she imagined her parents staking out a place like this, preparing to steal things and sell them elsewhere. She felt guilty by association just standing outside the building.

			Birdie focused on the guards. They weren’t interacting with anyone, and their weapons were in place in their belts, so the situation wasn’t quite as alarming as it could be. But one of the guards seemed to be looking straight at the two, noticing their hesitation. Birdie felt caution welling up inside. Her father hadn’t spoken highly of people like them. They’d gotten in the way of the heists. From Birdie’s perspective, they were sort of the bad guys, even though she knew her parents were the actual criminals. It made everything confusing.

			“The people are showing something to that woman inside,” Birdie said in a low voice. “It seems like you need to either give them a paper or hold up a device before you can go in.”

			Tenner lifted his glasses and squinted to focus on the transaction. “They’re holding up cell phones, kind of like the ones your parents had. You brought them, right?” He dropped his glasses into place.

			“Yeah.” If holding up a cell phone was all it took, it would be easy to go inside. But her stomach did a little flip. “Let’s keep exploring Estero and learning about how to do things. We can go inside the museum another time. I think we should find food.”

			Tenner lifted his eyebrows and straightened his shoulders. “And I think you are right.”

			He hitched up his too-big skirt-shorts, and the two headed back the way they came. When they got to the corner with all the lit-up circles and blinking symbols, Tenner studied the one directly in front of them, across the street.

			“I’ve noticed that the white symbol is a walking stick person,” he said. “It changes at the exact same time the circle lights above the road change. The cars stop when there’s a red circle in front of them.”

			“Oh, interesting!” Birdie smoothed her hair back and tied it with a frayed rope as the wind whipped around near the speeding vehicles.

			“Watch,” Tenner said. “The cars slow down when the yellow circle appears, then stop when the red one comes. After that, the white walking figure turns on, which I think means we can cross the street.”

			“Even though the cars are so close?” Birdie eyed them anxiously. Dead bugs spattered their bumpers. The cars were big and fast and not to be trusted. Drivers peered through their windshields at them, not smiling. As she and Tenner ran across the street in mild fright, looking in every direction, a giant flat-faced vehicle groaned to a stop a few feet away.

			“Yikes!” Birdie sped up, and they leaped safely to the curb. A line of people got into the giant vehicle.

			“Now watch,” Tenner said, stopping and pointing up. “The walking person will disappear and the red hand will appear, which means stop. And then the circle lights will change to green, and the cars and that big monstrous thing will move again. That’s how they don’t hit each other. It’s all a bunch of symbols. Like, everywhere. It’s exhausting.” But he lifted his chin and smiled with satisfaction at figuring it out.

			“I’m glad you’re paying attention,” Birdie told him. “I didn’t expect this to be so hard. Why make roads that cross other roads? Very dangerous.”

			“At least the people are leaving us alone,” said Tenner. He lowered his voice. “It doesn’t seem like there’s anyone checking to see if people are supernatural. Or detectors that beep if a person like us walks by. I was worried about that.”

			“Me too,” Birdie said. “But nobody notices us, except to look at our clothes. Or, you know, when I shouted ‘supernatural criminals’ back there.” She started to giggle. And then she couldn’t stop. Soon Tenner was laughing into his hands. Then he snorted really hard, and they had to lean against a building and pull themselves together. Hunger plus exhaustion plus Birdie practically announcing their special interest in supernatural criminals had done them in.

			They kept walking, Tenner’s keen sense of smell leading them to food. A low hum of anxiety returned as they headed for more new experiences. The buildings there were the super-tall kind, which in Birdie’s mind made them useless and seemingly inaccessible. It didn’t make sense—what was the purpose of something this tall? Maybe Brix and Seven could climb well enough to look out some of those windows, but why bother? At least on the ground floor, there were little shops. Each one had a delightful name. “Magda’s Produce,” Birdie said, and marveled at the perfect displays of fruit and vegetables they’d never seen before. Who was Magda? What was she all about?

			They went up to a shop called Bootsie’s Boutique. The second word had Tenner stumped. “What’s a bout-i-cue?”

			Birdie shrugged, then gasped. Inside the window was a headless plastic person. It was wearing neon-colored clothes and jewelry, and standing with arms and legs bent in unnatural positions. “Whoa,” Birdie exclaimed. The headless person—was that supposed to make you want to go inside? She made binoculars with her hands and pressed them against the window so she could see inside. Did they dare enter? She saw racks and racks of clothing, purses, and more headless people, sparkling jewelry, shoes . . . “I’m going in,” she declared. “Come on, T. Just for a minute, and then I promise we’ll eat.”

			She pulled on the door, but it didn’t open. Then she tried pushing, and it swung open fast, flinging her forward and making her trip over the threshold and lose one of her sneakers. A bell sounded, and the two froze. Was that supposed to happen? After Birdie got her sneaker back on, she continued into the shop. Tenner walked stiffly behind her, senses heightened. He could hear a person moving around somewhere inside the shop, but he couldn’t see anyone. He eyed the fake headless person in the window with suspicion. The bright-colored clothing made him glad for his sunglasses.

			A woman with light brown skin and long straight black hair like Birdie’s came out from a back room. She was wearing a bright pink skirt and blouse, with several necklaces and sparkling rings. Everything she wore looked like she’d gotten it in this store. “Welcome,” she said with a bright smile. She was wearing a lot of makeup on her face, and her eyelashes were like the hairy spiders they sometimes found inside a cracked coconut that had lost its water. Seven’s mom had put on makeup from time to time to tone down her shimmering when she wanted a change from everyday, but the other parents had either run out of product years before or preferred not to wear it.

			“Let me know if I can get anything down for you,” the woman said, sounding extra cheerful.

			Birdie smiled hesitantly. “Thank you,” she said. Talking to the stranger gave her goose bumps. She rubbed her arms and walked past a full-length mirror, then returned to it and looked at herself—her parachute clothing looked out of place in this shop. In the reflection she also caught the woman looking at her with a strange expression on her face. Birdie felt her stomach twist. Did the woman suspect anything? Or did she just think her clothes were weird? Birdie tiptoed backward to position herself behind a rack of dresses and bumped into one of the headless people, making it wobble on its stand. Spooked, Birdie whirled around and grabbed at it, thinking it was going to topple over. She clutched it to her chest. “Ack!” she said, realizing how odd she must look. She let go of the fake person and zigzagged for the door, banging into a rack of earrings with her shoulder and sending it spinning, flinging earrings around the store. She didn’t stop.

			As the woman—no longer smiling—came swiftly over, Tenner scurried to help pick things up. “Sorry,” he said. He shoved the earrings into the salesperson’s hands and fled. Back on the street, Birdie and Tenner snickered into their hands and then ran down the block to get farther away.

			Delicious smells made them stop in front of Cosimo’s Bistro. They peered through the window. There were several tables inside. A few were occupied by people who were talking and eating. Birdie’s stomach growled wildly. “Should we go in?”

			“Yeah,” said Tenner, but he seemed unsure. “I’m nervous after the bout-i-cue incident.”

			“I’ll do better,” Birdie said. “What’s the worst thing that could happen?”

			“That’s the problem,” Tenner said. “We have no idea what the worst thing is.”

			“Let’s get it over with.” Birdie put her hand on the shiny brass handle and took a second to examine it. It was cool and solid and seemed unnecessarily large compared to the clothes shop. She pushed it, then pushed harder, but nothing happened. She stood back and tried pulling it, and the great door swung open. It was ten times heavier than their swinging cabin doors at home. “Doors,” she muttered. “They should all swing both ways, like at home.”

			Inside was dimly lit. A man stood a short distance away behind a raised desk and nodded at Birdie and Tenner. “Hello,” he said. “Welcome to Cosimo’s. Are you waiting for your parents?”

			“What?” Tenner said, alarmed. He looked around.

			“No?” The man smiled. “Perhaps you are alone? Table for two?”

			Birdie was also thrown by the “parents” line. Could the man possibly know something about their parents? “It’s just us,” she said, her gaze darting around the place. Big lights with green shades hung from heavy gold chains hooked to the ceiling. There was a long wood counter with little circular red seats on the right, and tables with chairs on the left. And in the center of the room was a wide, hulking . . . something, with platforms that went all the way up toward the ceiling. Birdie searched her mind, trying to remember what that thing was called. And then she realized that was how people climbed higher in these tall buildings. You could step up on the platforms like they were rock formations.

			She turned her attention back to the man as he pulled two large, shiny cards from a slot and started walking. “Follow me, please,” he said. “Is this your first time at Cosimo’s?”

			“I—yes,” said Birdie. She went after him. “How much do things cost, please? We have, um, about twenty.” Her voice shook, and she wasn’t sure why she said that, other than knowing that at least one of their money papers had a number twenty on it.

			“The prices are on the menu, miss,” said the man, eyeing her with a bit of concern now. He frowned at her rope hair tie and her worn-out sneakers, which were missing shoelaces. Then his eyes widened as he took in Tenner’s oversized dad shorts that hung on his narrow frame. “You might want to split a main course or order from the à la carte menu.”

			Birdie gulped and nodded. “Yes. Right. Okay.” The what menu?

			The host came to a stop. “Along the staircase?” he said, as if that were a real question.

			But at least it gave Birdie the word she was looking for. She smiled, and he took that as a yes. He set the shiny cards on the table in front of the padded bench seats and left them to sit down.

			Birdie and Tenner each let out a breath of relief and slid into the seats. The staircase wound around next to them, and they could look up into the space above. It seemed like there was even more restaurant up there. “Everything is enormous,” Tenner remarked, bouncing on the seat. He’d never had a springy, cushiony seat before.

			Birdie nodded and bounced, too, but less obviously. She looked at the shiny card, which had the word Menu written on the top. “Oh, cute,” she said. “It’s like when we were little and played chef, making up dishes to serve our parents and putting pebbles on plates instead of food. Remember?”

			“I guess our parents taught us about restaurants without us realizing it,” Tenner said. He deciphered the curly script carefully. “I have no idea what half of this stuff is. Toast?”

			“I’m looking at the cheapest things in each section,” Birdie said. “I assume the numbers mean how much it costs.” She was silent for a minute. “Oh! Eggs only cost three. Way down at the bottom, see? And fruit. And near the top there’s some kind of hash. Brisket?”

			“What’s brisket?”

			“No idea, but the picture shows a lot of food. If we get one brisket hash and two eggs, it’s less than twenty.”

			“Where are you even getting twenty from? I thought you made that up.”

			“I saw it on the corner of the money, and I only wanted to use up one of them.”

			“Oh.” Tenner settled back in his chair. “That sounds good. But you should remember I can eat, like, twelve bird eggs.”

			“We’re just trying to figure this out, okay?” Birdie said. “I have a few more snacks in my backpack if this isn’t enough. We don’t want to spend all the money in one meal.”

			The man walked up. “Are you ready to order?” He gave Tenner a mildly puzzled glance, since he was still wearing sunglasses, but he didn’t say anything.

			“Y-yes,” said Birdie.

			“To drink?”

			Birdie froze.

			The man narrowed his eyes. “Perhaps water?”

			“Yes,” Birdie said. “Yes, we love water. Fresh, right? Like . . . from a . . .” She trailed off, sensing “from a stream” didn’t sound like the right thing to say here, but she didn’t want to drink ocean water, so she wanted to be sure.

			The man blinked. “Yes, very fresh from the tap, okay? It’s free. And to eat?”

			Birdie consulted her menu again. “Two eggs, please, and brisket hash.”

			“To split?” the waiter prompted.

			“Yes.”

			“And how would you like the eggs prepared?”

			“Uh . . .” Birdie looked at Tenner.

			“Cooked, please,” said Tenner.

			The man took in a breath and let it out slowly. “Perfect.” He smiled condescendingly, indicating Tenner’s answer was somehow not perfect at all. Then he took their menus and left them to sit.

			“Are we supposed to go get it somewhere?” Tenner asked. He looked around for the kitchen but didn’t see anything.

			“I think they bring it out,” Birdie said, eyeing someone bringing plates to a different table. She recalled a conversation with her father from long ago when he told her about meeting someone famous at a restaurant. He’d said the servers had kept bringing out more and more food.

			“I feel bad,” said Tenner. “I could go get the food if I knew where it was. When do we pay?”

			Birdie shrugged. “Wait until he asks for it, I guess.” The two sat in silence for a moment and looked around. “Staircase,” Birdie said aloud, tapping the exterior of it. “That’s how you climb to the top of the building. This ceiling is like the floor for up there.”

			“Why not stay on the ground? There are plenty of places there, all crammed next to each other.”

			Birdie nodded. She picked up a fork and examined it. They had some of these at home, and a few spoons, and a hatchet and a sharp, dangerous knife, and a couple of other knives. Some had broken or gotten lost over the years, but Seven had whittled more spoons from sticks. This fork was metal.

			A woman came out of a doorway nearby, and Birdie caught a glimpse of what was inside—a toilet room. On the door it said LADIES and had a triangle person, like the sign at the beach. A little farther down was another door that said GENTLEMEN with a stick person. Between the two doors was a shiny metal box sticking out of the wall. The woman stopped in front of it, pushed a button on the box, and water came out in an arc. She bent down and drank from it.

			“Whoa,” said Birdie. “It’s like they rerouted a stream to come out of that little mechanism. And you can turn it on and off.”

			“It’s a little like our shower valve,” Tenner said. “And the basin knobs in the toilet room at the beach. The lever is like a dam that you can move. It controls the way the water comes out.”

			“Oh yeah,” said Birdie. “That makes sense.” It was nice to be able to equate something to the world they knew.

			Birdie looked around at the people in the restaurant. They all had different skin colors, like the criminals and kids had. But no one bounced when they walked or had bodies that shimmered or fingertips that sparked fire. And there were definitely no people here that looked like Seven.

			She was glad, now, that he hadn’t come with. He’d have been absolutely miserable. She remembered the way the people had looked at her when she’d said “supernatural criminals.” And she thought about the server who’d taken their order. Would he look at Seven with a sneer and say he was perfect, too? Or maybe he wouldn’t have let him come in at all.
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			A BIT OF A PROBLEM
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			Soon the food came. “Enjoy,” the server at Cosimo’s said. He set down a large plate of brisket hash between them, then two separate smaller plates with one sunny-side-up egg on each.

			“Thank you,” Birdie said primly as the server filled their glasses with a pitcher, then left.

			Tenner lifted his sunglasses and stared at the eggs. “Those are the biggest eggs I have ever seen,” he said. “And that hash looks weird, but it smells good.”

			They each slid their egg on top of the hash, then portioned out their food onto their empty egg plates and began eating.

			“I love brisket,” Tenner declared after a while. “It’s my new favorite thing.”

			“This is delicious,” Birdie said. “Seven and Cabot would like it, too. Brix might be a little picky about the huge eggs.” She paused and took a drink.

			Tenner wiped his mouth and sat back. “I don’t see Seven ever wanting to come here.”

			“Here, to this restaurant?” asked Birdie.

			“Here, to this city,” Tenner said. “He’d stick out. Badly.”

			Birdie nodded. “I was thinking that, too. Do you like it here?”

			Tenner glanced around. “It’s not bad. But I’d rather be home, where I don’t have to worry about doing something wrong.” He frowned and realized that wasn’t exactly true—he did have to worry about that at home. Birdie was often rolling her eyes because he’d talked too much or about the wrong things according to her. He was constantly trying to perform a certain way there. It had made him self-conscious, which usually led to him getting flustered and her looking down on him even more. Today was going pretty well, though, he realized with a note of satisfaction. Maybe it was because this was all new and scary to Birdie, too.

			Birdie sighed and placed her fork carefully on her cleaned plate, then wiped her mouth. It seemed normal. A meal at a table. It was almost a letdown. “The mystery is gone,” Birdie said dramatically.

			Tenner nodded, pretending to understand what she was talking about, as the server approached. “All set?” said the man.

			Birdie looked at him quizzically.

			“Finished?” the man said.

			“Ah. Yes. Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.” There was a hint of warmth in his voice now as he picked up the plates. Before he left, he reached into his apron and pulled out a slip of paper, then set it on the table upside down. “I can take that up for you whenever you’re ready.”

			The two kids exchanged a questioning glance. “Do you have the money?” Birdie asked Tenner. What else could the man mean?

			“Yeah. Sorry.” Tenner reached for his backpack on the bench next to him. He rummaged through it and pulled out the money. Then he laid out each piece on the table in front of him.

			The waiter’s eyes widened. “Oh,” he said at the sight of the bills.

			Birdie saw his hawkish glance and reached across the table, gathering up all the money along with the receipt that the server had set down. “One moment, please,” she said icily.

			“Of c-c-course,” said the server, who seemed strangely rattled now. Birdie wondered if maybe he’d never seen this much money before. “I need to check on something,” the man said. “I’ll be right back.” He slipped away.

			Birdie leaned across the table and whispered, “Don’t show people the money.”

			And just like that, Birdie was scolding Tenner and things were back to normal. “Sorry,” said Tenner. His face flushed. “You can hold it from now on if you want.” He looked where the server had gone, but the man had disappeared.

			Birdie studied the receipt. There were some abbreviations and numbers on it that made no sense, except for the words brisket hash and egg 2. At the very bottom there was a stack of numbers like a math problem with the answer being $17.46. She squinted at it. She remembered Dad teaching them about dollars and cents, but it hadn’t seemed important at the time. What she could recall was that the dot separated the dollar part from the cents part. She didn’t have any of the cents, only dollars. After an exasperated moment, she laid a twenty-dollar bill down on the receipt. “Maybe he’ll give us change back.”

			In an instant the server appeared at their table again. Birdie tentatively held out the twenty and the receipt. “Do you bring the change back?”

			“Well,” said the man, eyes darting, “uh, first, I’m not sure where you got this money.”

			Birdie tensed. She kept her gaze steady, and when she didn’t answer, he continued.

			“I . . . had to check with my manager to see if we would accept it. I told her that you were children, and she seemed . . . sympathetic, but . . . she’s . . . checking. There may be a, um, a problem.” He looked increasingly uncomfortable. “Unless you have the correct local currency?”

			Birdie stared, feeling like she was slipping underwater with terms she didn’t grasp. Was he trying to scam them? “What’s wrong with our money?” she asked.

			“It’s . . .” He seemed momentarily baffled. “Don’t you know?”

			“Know what?”

			“It’s . . .” His voice grew thin. “It’s the currency from before.”

			“Before what?” asked Birdie. But she was reminded of what the sign outside the Cordoba Museum had said about housing old currencies.

			“Before President Fuerte changed it. Fourteen years ago?” The server glanced uneasily over his shoulder at the restaurant’s entrance, and then turned the other way to look at an office. A woman appeared in the doorway, and she stood there with a phone to her ear, watching them. She wasn’t smiling.

			“Fourteen years ago?” Tenner asked. That was right after their parents left.

			The server narrowed his eyes. “Are you from a different country?”

			Both kids knew the answer to this one. “We live in the city,” said Birdie as Tenner said, “We live up the street,” both of them insisting a little too loudly.

			“Then surely you must have . . . regular money?”

			“Nope.” Birdie shoved the twenty-dollar bill at him. “Do you want this or not?”

			The man’s eyes widened. “Ah . . .” He looked back at the woman. She gave him a subtle nod, but Tenner noticed it. He tuned in to see if he could hear what she was saying into the phone.

			“It’ll only take a moment,” the server said, not looking at them. “My manager is checking with the authorities to, um, see if we can accept it.”

			Birdie’s expression flickered, and a sense of dread stirred in the pit of her stomach. Authorities? She studied the server’s face. His eyes were shifting like Troy Cordoba’s when he’d told a lie. He looked away and tried to brush things off too easily, like Lucy Cordoba did whenever Troy was being a bully. Was he a criminal? If so, he was messing with the wrong kids. The two might not know much about culture or currency. But they knew about criminals.

			Help, Birdie thought. She closed her eyes and thought it again. Help! What were they supposed to do?

			Tenner’s eyes widened as he listened to the manager’s conversation from afar.

			The server dabbed sweat off his brow. “I’m sorry for this inconvenience,” he said. “It’s just that my manager insists we wait.” He stood close to the table, blocking Birdie in the booth so she couldn’t get out, and sent a searing glance at the manager. The woman put her phone in her pocket and stared back at the man. What silent conversation were they having?

			Tenner had a clue. He kicked Birdie under the table, then winced, knowing she’d be annoyed by it. But it couldn’t be helped. “We’ll go get the other money,” he said smoothly. “I’m sorry—we found this money in our grandfather’s old desk, and he said we could keep it. We thought we could still use it, but I guess not. I wish we’d brought the other kind. But we can go get it.”

			Birdie stared at him. What was he talking about? Outright lying like it came naturally. She’d never seen him do that before.

			“You’re staying with your grandfather? What is his name, please?”

			Tenner inched to the edge of his bench. “Come on, Birdie. Papa’s probably on his way to pick us up right now. We’ll go get regular money from him.”

			“Okay,” Birdie said. When Tenner hopped out of the booth, the waiter lunged at him and grabbed his hand where he’d rubbed it against the shark’s scales. Tenner yelped in pain.

			“Leave him alone!” Birdie slammed her fist into the waiter’s stomach, and he let go of Tenner. The two started running for the exit. HELP! cried Birdie again.

			Just then, two police officers rushed into the restaurant, blocking the door. Birdie and Tenner slid to a stop and whirled around, but the server and manager were coming at them from that direction. The police lunged at the kids and grabbed their shoulders, sending Tenner’s sunglasses skidding across the floor. The officer holding Birdie turned her around. “What’s this all about?”
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			Cabot, Brix, and Seven stared at the nearly complete skeleton and familiar-looking backpack before them. They’d come down the cliff to the rocks that lined the bay, and the rolling waves lapped at their feet. The bones were nestled inside the cove, laid out as if the person had been lounging there . . . or perhaps was moved to that spot by others. A few bits of thin, faded cloth remained trapped under the bones, decomposing in the harsh sun and salt water.

			Cabot’s eyes moved to the backpack. “Should I open it?”

			The fresh spray of the waves hitting the rocks was a welcome coolant after their recent trek through the jungle and journey down the cliffside. The rocks spread ahead of them like a wide, uneven path along the bay shore, as far as they could see in the direction they needed to go. The mountain, which they were glad to avoid, shot up. But down here were the bones. Several of the ribs were cracked, and a few were broken in half. Part of the skull had crumbled away, as if it had been crushed. Brix spied a piece of frayed rope that had caught on a sharp piece of jutting rock above them. It dangled down near the skeleton. Clearly someone else had tried to come down this way . . . and failed.

			Seven’s heart thudded. Would the backpack reveal who this was? And if so, was he ready to know if it was one of his parents? He glanced at Brix. “You okay if we find out who this is? It could be anybody.”

			Brix’s face changed, realizing that it could be his mother. “Uh . . .”

			Cabot glanced at the skeleton again, then turned to Brix. “This is a tall person—see how much longer the femurs are than the one we saw earlier? Your mom is short like you. So I don’t think this is her.” She cringed. It could be her father.

			Brix’s shoulders relaxed. “Oh. Okay, yeah. Ready when you are.”

			“Yeah,” said Seven. “Open it.”

			Cabot nodded, steeling herself for the worst. She knelt on the wet rock and yanked on the pack until it pulled free. “It feels empty,” she said, holding it up. The mouth of the backpack flopped open. Cabot looked inside. “I don’t see anything.” She stuck her hand in and felt around. “Nothing.” She lifted it and turned it upside down and shook it. “Empty.”

			“What about the front pocket?” said Brix.

			Cabot turned the backpack around. That pocket was already open, too, and empty, like it had been ransacked. “Someone took everything,” she said. She turned the backpack inside out, looking for a name tag or anything to identify who it belonged to. At the bottom of the main compartment, she spied a small pocket held shut with Velcro. She pressed it and felt something lumpy. “Hold on,” she said. “Secret compartment.” She pried the Velcro apart, then reached inside. Her eyes widened as she pulled out a tiny velvet pouch, about one inch square. Carefully she loosened the pouch strings, then poured the contents into her hand. They sparkled in the sun. “Diamonds,” she whispered, then swiftly counted them. “Thirteen of them.” She looked up.

			Seven took in a sharp breath. “Thirteen diamonds?” The three looked at one another, then at the skeleton. “It’s Troy Cordoba,” Seven said. “Louis was right. He did have them all this time.”

			Cabot blew out a relieved breath. It seemed almost certain this skeleton was Troy. If any of the parents had to die, he was the best one to go.

			Brix wasn’t sure how to process it. How was a kid supposed to feel about the death of a parent who’d been a bully? Was it okay to feel bad? Because he felt terrible. “No wonder my dad moved the stash,” said Brix after a while, glancing up at Cabot. “He was keeping it safe from Troy.”

			Cabot dropped her gaze. “Yeah.” She still didn’t like it. Her parents had been trustworthy, while Louis kept important information from them. It wasn’t right. But she didn’t feel like fighting about it.

			Two dead. The three children survived something multiple parents hadn’t, which seemed impossible.

			A rogue wave doused their legs. The water receded. The bones, freshly sprayed, stayed tucked in their spot except for a few phalanges in a shallow divot in the rocks. They wobbled and rolled around in the pool of water. Cabot studied the location of the skeleton, then looked up at the top of the cliff. “The person couldn’t have fallen into this protected spot. I think Troy—if it’s really him—died in the fall and someone moved him here.” She glanced over the water, wondering why they didn’t bury him at sea. Maybe they intended to come back for his body but couldn’t. Maybe because they needed the stash money, too, in order to hire a boat to use. Cabot couldn’t stop her mind from churning over these unknown details. She wanted answers.

			“Why would they leave the empty backpack, though?” Cabot asked.

			“They were each carrying one already,” said Seven. “Maybe they needed their hands free and divvied up his stuff. But they missed the secret compartment.”

			“What do I do with these?” Cabot asked, carefully pouring the diamonds back inside the pouch.

			Seven shrugged. “I wonder if we can trade them for food in Estero. Birdie and Tenner took all the bills.” Tenner. Now they had something else to tell the other two. How would Tenner feel about his dad being dead?

			“I’ll keep the pouch in my backpack.” Cabot placed it inside carefully and showed the boys where it was. “In case you want to check on it.”

			After the next wave splashed their legs, Cabot fastened her backpack and stood up. “Let’s keep going.”
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			AN INCIDENT
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			As the police held tight to Birdie and Tenner, the restaurant server handed over the twenty-dollar bill. “We called you as soon as we saw it,” the woman said to the officers. She seemed worried.

			An officer took it. “We’ll run the serial number. In the meantime, we’re going to take these two with us.”

			Tenner kept his head down, his heart racing—his sunglasses were on the floor, out of reach. If he said he dropped them and asked for them back, would they find that suspicious? Would they look at his extra-large pupils and figure him out? He and Birdie exchanged a glance. What was happening? Why were the police doing this?

			“Where are you taking us?” Birdie said, her voice trembling. She didn’t like being held by a stranger.

			“To the station for a few minutes,” one of the officers said.

			Birdie and Tenner had no idea what a station was. “Why?” asked Tenner. “We didn’t do anything. We thought the money was fine.”

			“We want to ask you some questions.” The authorities seemed calm. Maybe a little too calm. But Birdie and Tenner had no choice but to go with them. Tenner glanced back at the sunglasses, but he was too scared to ask someone to get them. Maybe Birdie was right, that no one would notice his eyes if he didn’t bring attention to them. He squinted, trying to keep them half-closed.

			The officers put them in the backseat of their car and belted them in, all of which was alarming—it was their first time in a vehicle. The driver started it up, and soon they were going dangerously fast over the roads and bumping around in their restraints. Birdie’s face paled. The brisket hash and egg and all that water sloshed around in her stomach.

			Tenner looked out the window as a blur of grass and road went by. He wondered if they could escape, and he even tried the door handle, but it wouldn’t open.

			There was a metal grid with tiny holes separating them from the officers in the front seat. Tenner listened to their low conversation. He’d been picking up more than Birdie, but he hadn’t had a chance to tell her what he’d heard the manager say on the phone. He’d figured out she was talking to the police, but he didn’t know what to do about it. Everything was scary here. Strange people, strange signs and symbols, and the money? Why would an entire country change their money system? According to the server, it happened right after their parents left. That’s why their parents had the old kind.

			Tenner had a sinking feeling about it all. He didn’t know for sure, but it didn’t seem right for authorities to take children to their station to talk.

			Birdie let out a small burp, and then a larger one. In her mind she pleaded for help once more. Puerco sent a weak response of warmth and comfort, but that was all she was getting despite multiple silent calls. Where was the raven? Were there any other animals in Estero who could understand her? Her stomach kept sloshing, and her face felt like all the blood had drained from it. She broke out into a cold sweat, and excess saliva forced her to swallow again and again. When she glanced at Tenner, the buildings flew by his window at a dizzying rate. She clutched her stomach . . . then covered her mouth.

			As the vehicle turned sharply and went up a circular driveway, Birdie could take no more. “I’m going to throw up!” she whispered between her fingers.

			Tenner turned sharply and noticed how green Birdie looked. “Oh, no!” He petted her shoulder helplessly, then pulled back as she yanked at the door handle. But hers wouldn’t open, either. As they drove up to the building, Birdie leaned forward and retched, spewing the contents of her stomach over the car floor. The officer in the passenger seat jumped out and pulled Birdie’s door open, trying to get her to point the stream outside, but it wasn’t happening.

			When she finished, she sat up, horrified.

			“Are you okay?” Tenner asked, wide-eyed and forgetting his extra-large pupils for a moment. He wrinkled his nose. While the officers spoke sharply to each other outside the car, barking orders about getting towels and a shop vac, Birdie wiped her mouth on her sleeve. She nodded slowly. Then she daintily moved her splattered shoes out of the vomit area. Tenner helped her unbuckle her seat belt.

			The two kids stepped out of the car and walked in a daze to the building. Birdie left a faint trail of vomit footprints behind.

			Once inside, one of the police officers handed Birdie a small bucket to carry in case she had to throw up again. But she was pretty sure she was done.

			Hopefully things would all get sorted out in a few minutes, Birdie thought, and they’d be on their way back to the beach—on foot this time. Maybe once they reached the sand, they’d keep going—walk into the sea and lie down on an orca and head home, and forget about Dad’s last request.

			In her weak state, Birdie hadn’t noticed the shiny black raven landing on the roof as they walked into the police station. And Tenner’s squinting eyes were on something else: the gold lettering on the door to the police station that read ESTERO POLICE DEPARTMENT & JAIL.
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			HAVING A BAD DAY
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			The two officers seemed nice enough, so that was a relief, but Tenner and Birdie remained cautious. Tenner kept averting his gaze, which he was sure made him look guilty, but he had to protect his supernaturalness at all costs. The male officer, whose gray hair and mustache were neatly trimmed and styled, brought the kids into a small, stale-smelling room and told them to sit at a table. “You want a soda? Maybe some ginger ale to calm your stomach?”

			Neither of them knew what those things were. Tenner shook his head, but Birdie said yes—something to calm her stomach would be good, though she was feeling immensely better now that they weren’t bouncing around with the world rushing by. The man went to the counter, opened a low metal door, and pulled out a can. He set it in front of Birdie and left.

			The table had crumbs and stains on it, and a stack of papers with tiny words. Tenner sniffed, trying to identify the smells. Vomit still hung predominantly around Birdie, which was unfortunate for a companion with an especially good sense of smell. There was a bitter odor coming from a machine on the counter. The machine had a small orange light on it and a carafe containing dark brown liquid. It smelled burnt.

			Tenner hoped a soda was something that smelled good. As he reached for the papers in the middle of the table, Birdie lifted the can and bobbled it. “It’s freezing!” she exclaimed, then pressed it against Tenner’s cheek. “Feel it.”

			“What the—stop that!” he said, sliding away. It was colder than the water from the stream back home.

			Birdie pulled it away and examined the top of the can. Words were indented in the metal. “Lift tab to open,” she read aloud as she turned the can and noted the tab on top. Then she turned the can upside down to see if there was writing on that end. She could hear liquid sloshing around inside, kind of like her stomach had done earlier. She shook it near her ear. Then she set it on the table and pried up the tab.

			The can exploded, spraying Birdie in the face. She yelled, and Tenner jumped and nearly overturned his chair.

			“What the heck, Birdie?” Tenner exclaimed, using the papers to shield himself from the spray. “Can you please keep all of your liquids, like, over by you?”

			“Sorry! I don’t know what to do!” Ginger ale continued to froth out of the slit-sized opening she’d made in the can, and the liquid started spilling over the edge of the table. Birdie pushed the can away, leaving it spewing like a volcano in the center of the table while she wiped her eyes with her sleeve. She looked around helplessly. “I don’t like soda.”

			“You are a complete mess,” Tenner remarked. He moved to the counter and grabbed a towel, then started cleaning it up, but the towel was soon drenched and the liquid kept oozing out of the can. Tenner threw his hands in the air and gave up, then rescued the papers and scooted his chair away from stinky, sticky Birdie. He turned back to the paper he was reading, leaning over as he absorbed the small print. Birdie pushed her chair back as a new stream of bubbly liquid surged toward her.

			A uniformed woman they hadn’t seen before came in and stood for a moment, taking in the scene. “What happened here?” She hurried to a cupboard, grabbed a roll of paper towels, and tossed it to Birdie. Startled, Birdie caught it, then deduced that she was to use the roll to continue wiping up the mess. She did so, rubbing the entire roll over the table to great effect. The woman’s lips parted in confusion.

			Birdie set the stained roll on end and smoothed her shirt. Her fingers stuck to her parachute top, and she peeled them free. “Sorry about that,” she said, feeling mildly faint again. She dropped into her chair and tried not to cry. “There’s a lot going on today.”

			The woman’s expression softened. “So I’ve heard.”

			Birdie glanced up. The woman had light brown skin and short wavy brown hair, and she looked a little older than the moms Birdie knew. Her skin was wrinkled at her neck. She had extra-long eyelashes—but not the spider kind—and wore a burnt orange color on her lips. She took the can away and put it in the sink. “You want to try again?”

			“No thank you,” said Birdie. “Can we go soon?”

			“Not quite yet.” The officer closed the door and sat at the table. She cleared her throat and looked pointedly at Tenner. “Something interesting in that newspaper, young man?”

			Tenner startled and sheepishly folded it, struggling a bit with the big, thin pages. “No. Sorry.” He set it on the table and tried not to look at her.

			The woman eyed the two. “I’m Commander Collazo. You’re Birdie,” she said, pointing to her. She must have overheard Tenner say it. “And you are?” She looked at Tenner.

			“Um, Tenner.”

			“Siblings?”

			“No.” Tenner sat back, keeping his eyes narrowed, which was starting to make his face ache. All five kids had heard about what it was like to be interrogated by police. Somehow this room seemed the most familiar of any place they’d been thus far . . . though from the description Louis had given them, none of them could have imagined it was a room with kitchen items and soda and newspapers in it.

			Birdie’s eyes widened. Tenner had told the police earlier that they were staying with their grandfather. “Cousins,” she said.

			The commander nodded. “All right. And what’s your address?”

			Birdie blinked. “We don’t have to tell you that.”

			The commander pulled out a notepad and pen from her shirt pocket and wrote something down. Birdie shifted uncomfortably. Tenner trained his eyes on her notepad but couldn’t see what she was writing because she held it facing her. Without looking up, Commander Collazo asked, “Where did you get the contraband?”

			Tenner frowned. “The what?”

			“The illegal tender. The cash. The bucks. What do kids call money these days?”

			“We call it money.” Birdie glanced guiltily at her backpack as she remembered she had even more of it there.

			“All right. Where’d you get it?”

			Birdie looked at Tenner. He’d started that wacky story earlier—he may as well finish it.

			Tenner shifted. “Our grandfather had it in his desk. We were helping him clean, and he said we could have it. We didn’t know it wasn’t real money.”

			The commander studied the two. “How old are you?”

			“We’re kids,” Birdie said, and then lied. “Twelve.” The lie came easily, which was a bit of a thrill.

			“And have you ever seen this kind of money before?” The commander set her notebook facedown on the table and leaned forward on her elbows, scrutinizing the children’s faces.

			“Yes,” said Tenner at the same time Birdie said, “No.” This time they didn’t exchange a glance. Birdie stared back at the woman. Her hands started to sweat.

			“In books,” Tenner explained weakly, keeping his eyes down.

			The commander tapped her pen on the table for an agonizing moment. Then she put the notebook and pen into her pocket. “Okay. Well, now you know you can’t use that money, and if you have any more, you should turn it over to me now.”

			Birdie glanced at her backpack. The server had seen all six of Tenner’s bills—and they weren’t any good here, so they might as well give them to the officer. She reached into her backpack and pulled out the other five, then laid them neatly on the table. But she left the ones from her father buried. She looked the woman in the eye. “That’s all of it.”

			“Perfect,” said the commander. “Now, if you give me your grandfather’s phone number, I’ll call and he can come pick you up.”

			“We’re fine walking,” Birdie said. “Papa is . . . not much of a driver. And I’m . . . not much of a . . . passenger.”

			The officer with the gray mustache from earlier opened the door and poked his head in. “Confirmed that the serial number doesn’t match any of the stolen bills,” he said.

			“That’s what I expected,” said the commander. She handed him the rest. “These won’t match the stolen ones, either.”

			The kids perked up. Stolen bills? But this money wasn’t any good. Why would anyone steal it?

			“But . . .” the man said hesitantly. “There’s been another . . . incident.”

			The commander’s face flickered. “Get the squad assembled for a briefing,” she said to him. “Five minutes.”

			The man left, and the commander turned back to grab her notepad, then got up. “Okay. You’re free to go. I’ll smooth things over with the restaurant, but you might not want to go there again unless it’s to pay your tab with real money.” She went to the door, then called over her shoulder to Birdie, “You can clean yourself up in the bathroom on your way out.”

			“Thanks.” Birdie stood, too, and once Commander Collazo was out of sight, Tenner grabbed the newspapers, quickly folded them, and slid them into his backpack. As they entered the hallway, a crowd of uniformed men and women walked together and went into a large room—probably for the briefing. Once the hall emptied of officers, Tenner peered both ways as if looking for something. But Birdie was too focused on her disgusting self to notice. She beelined for the bathroom with the triangle sign.

			Instead of waiting for her, Tenner snuck down the hallway and peeked around a corner. Down the hall was a desk with a sign overhead that read ESTERO JAIL. Five or six chairs lined one side of the hallway, all empty. There was no one standing by the desk, so Tenner moved swiftly toward it, his senses buzzing, trying to detect anything that would tell him if Elena Golden was there. He could hear clanging noises and low voices. A faint smell of smoke and body odor grew stronger. And as he drew close, he could see a long hallway of cells with vertical bars, but there was a metal gate keeping anyone from entering the area without a key. Tenner kept going, hoping to get a look inside the nearest cells before whoever was supposed to be at the desk came back.

			“Elena!” he shouted, running up to the gate. “Elena Golden! It’s Tenner!”

			“I’m here,” said a man in falsetto voice. Others burst out laughing.

			Tenner frowned. His superhearing detected distant footsteps behind him, and he glanced over his shoulder. A uniformed officer with a weapon was at the far end of the hallway, coming toward him. He turned back to the gate, desperate. “Elena Golden!”

			“Hey, kid!” the officer shouted. She started to shuffle faster toward Tenner. “Kid—what do you think you’re doing?”

			Tenner pushed his face against the metal gate. “Elena! Are you in here?”

			He waited an endless second as more voices jeered back at him. “I’m Elena. Get me out of here.”

			Anger and embarrassment welled up inside, and Tenner started to sweat. He turned abruptly and gave the officer a helpless shrug, keeping his eyes lowered. “My friend Elena said to meet her at the main exit. Where is it?”

			“This is definitely not it,” the officer said, sizing him up. “You don’t want to go back there. Those people will eat you for lunch.” She pointed down the hallway. “To the end, turn right, then past the bathrooms.”

			“Thanks,” Tenner said. He hurried away, all the while listening to the chatter in the jail cells. There was definitely no one who sounded anything like Elena.

			Inside the toilet room, Birdie splashed her face. She cleaned the dried vomit out of her hair and washed the sticky ginger ale off her arms, neck, and shirt. She sniffed herself carefully to see if she’d missed anything, then took off her sneakers and cleaned those, too. When she exited the bathroom, Tenner was jogging toward her down the empty hallway.

			“Where did you come from?” Birdie asked.

			“Tell you in a bit,” Tenner said in a low voice.

			They exited into the parking lot, and both let out a sigh of relief. Three ravens swooped around their heads and landed on the pavement. One was the raven from the beach last night. They each sent Birdie a warm greeting.

			Birdie felt tears well up. Finally. “Hello,” she murmured. She closed her eyes and let the feelings from the birds flood her. Feelings of strength. They’d heard her and responded. “Help is here,” she said to Tenner.

			“We’re beyond help at this point,” Tenner said. He glanced nervously over his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

			Birdie ignored his snide comment and fished through her backpack for some berries she’d brought from home, then bent down to offer them. The birds crowded around to eat from her hand. Birdie looked them in the eyes. “Hello,” she said to each. “Hello. Hello. I’m glad you’re here. You have no idea.”

			Tenner glanced back again and saw the commander breeze past the window, then stop, back up, and look at them. Her eyes narrowed as she observed Birdie’s unusual interaction with the ravens.

			“Come on, Birdie,” Tenner urged in a low voice. “I’m serious. Don’t look back.” He started walking.

			Something in Tenner’s tone told Birdie to follow his lead. She slipped the remaining berries inside her backpack and jogged to catch up. They started down the road to the seafront, with the ravens darting and circling overhead. Two of them flew off, but the one from the beach stayed with the children. The commander turned away from the window with a look of consternation on her face.
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			THE NEWSPAPER
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			When Birdie and Tenner were far enough from the police station to talk freely, Tenner told Birdie what he’d done. “Your mom isn’t in the jail,” he said.

			“Oh,” Birdie said, deflated. “I didn’t even realize that the jail was in that building. Are you sure she wasn’t there?”

			“I called out her name a few times, and others repeated it . . .” He wrinkled his nose and decided not to tell her how the men had done it. “And I listened the whole time I was there. I remember her voice,” he said. “I would have known it immediately.”

			“Maybe there are more jails,” Birdie said uncertainly. “We’ll search the map and start checking out all the marked places.”

			Tenner stopped on the side of the road to pull the newspapers out of his backpack. “But there’s something else,” he said. He showed a page to Birdie. “The commander called this a newspaper. It looks to me like some sort of group journal, like a whole pack of entries is written every day by lots of different people. Reports of events, business news, crimes, and stuff like that.”

			“Crimes?” Birdie raised an eyebrow at him, impressed.

			He pointed to the date. “That’s today, right? I also took the pages from yesterday.” He hesitated, then confessed. “And . . . I grabbed a small bag of corn chips, too. Not sure what they are, but it was kind of a rush.”

			“You are a thief,” Birdie said, slightly appalled by both of their actions today. She thought about how easy it had been to lie to the restaurant server and the police commander and to not hand over all the money. Her face flickered. Was that something her parents would have done?

			“These papers are important,” said Tenner. “Look—this is why I took them.” He pointed to a line in large capital letters: CORDOBA MUSEUM LOOTED OF OLD LOOT. “Check out the reason why the president changed the currency.”

			“Wait a minute. What?” said Birdie, taking the newspaper. She scanned the article and stopped cold when she reached the last paragraph. “Detectives speculate that a supernatural band of criminals have resurfaced after disappearing fifteen years ago. Estero residents may recall it was their large-scale thievery that prompted President Fuerte to change the national currency to keep them from spending their stolen money here. Unfortunately, this isn’t the first sign of their resurgence. A few small heists in the past three years point to the criminals’ uncanny abilities to do what ordinary people can’t. Based on the history of these supernatural criminals, the great loot heist from the Cordoba Museum likely won’t be their last.”

			“See what I mean?” Tenner asked. “And the new supernatural-style heists started three years ago.”

			Birdie looked up. “Holy expletive,” she murmured. “This proves it. Some of our parents are here.” The thought bolstered and terrified her at the same time.

			Tenner nodded, then glanced around nervously as if Troy and Lucy might jump out of the bushes any second. “Now we need to figure out how to find your mom and give her that map so we can go back home. I don’t want to run into my parents.”

			—

			That afternoon, Birdie and Tenner looked for a more private place at the beach to set up their camp, open the map without anyone noticing, and organize their plans to search for more jails. They found an old, unkempt picnic area near a cypress tree on the water’s edge. The table’s planks were weathered and peeling, and its hinges were rusty. But there was a fire pit nearby with some scraps of dry wood scattered about. They dropped their packs under the tree and sat with their backs against the trunk, reading the newspapers and nibbling on the corn chips Tenner had swiped.

			There weren’t any more stories about the Cordoba Museum or the old money that had been stolen, but there were all kinds of other entries. It was amazing to be reading new content for the first time since they’d learned to read. Some of it was boring, like the articles under the “Business” heading. But others gave them valuable clues into how things in Estero worked, like one about different programs for kids that the library was hosting, which made it clear that the library was probably a safe, friendly place full of useful information. Perhaps, if there were more newspaper articles there about past heists, they might contain a clue to finding Birdie’s mom.

			When Tenner got to the “World” page, he scanned the headlines until he came across one that said “Intracontinental Unrest: Are Supernaturals to Blame?”

			Birdie looked up sharply and leaned in. “Intracontinental?” she said, unsure of what that word meant.

			Tenner read the short article aloud. “A spate of high-stakes heists in several countries surrounding Estero in recent months has international officials laying blame on supernatural people. ‘It’s deeply troubling,’ President Fuerte told Estero City News. ‘I will be meeting with neighboring leaders to get to the bottom of this. Supernatural thieves must be stopped at all costs—domestically and internationally.’ The president offered no plan on how they hoped to succeed.” He looked up. “Supernatural people in other countries are copying what our parents did?”

			“Either that or it’s our group getting around.” Birdie reached for her ponytail and started braiding absently, deep in thought. “Stop them at all costs?”

			“What does that mean for us?” Tenner pulled his fingers through the sand and tuned in to the tiny grains squeaking against each other. “I wish I’d asked for my sunglasses.”

			“I don’t think the president’s got his sights set on a couple of kids,” Birdie assured him. “And nobody at the police station noticed your eyes. You don’t need the glasses.”

			Tenner sighed. “I know. I just . . . I guess I liked feeling like I did.”

			“Hmm.” Birdie studied him with a funny look on her face. Then she realized he was serious, and her look softened. Tenner was always trying to get noticed, and it was sometimes annoying. But maybe he was only trying to feel special.

			While Tenner continued reading newspapers, Birdie pulled out her father’s journal. The pages were dog-eared and turning yellow, and some were scorched at the edges. She’d already read the first, extremely long entry—mostly about stuff she knew, like a recounting of how the criminals had brought supplies and tools to the peninsula ahead of their escape so they could build their tiny village.

			The next entry was dated a few months before Birdie was born. It was titled TUNNELS and began with a drawing. Birdie studied it—a sketch of a dove etched into a brick post.

			She read the page opposite the sketch.

			
				Estero has two levels of tunnels. The upper tunnels are aboveground in the heart of the city and are known to most city residents. Their walls are painted by artists and pleasant to travel through. These upper tunnels weave through neighborhoods and businesses built closely together. One might come across an entrance to an upper tunnel on any city street. Most are marked with a symbol to help visitors identify the correct door. The bird in the bricks that I sketched is outside the tunnel where Elena and I shared a tiny apartment after we graduated from the foster home. Living there was intended for short-term only while we found our footing as adults. That proved to be harder than expected, and we ended up staying.

				It is considered trespassing to enter an upper tunnel after dark unless you live in that community or have been invited in. However, the tunnels do provide shelter from rain and shortcuts through the city, so people use them at times even after dark. Some tunnel watchers are more lenient than others.

				There is another level of tunnels underground. These are virtually unknown to the average resident who hasn’t studied the ancient history of Estero. The lower tunnels were built thousands of years ago and are said to have several secret entrances throughout the oldest part of the city. These tunnels were forgotten as time passed. Some scholars speculate that the lower tunnels were used by aristocrats to hoard wealth, and that treasure could still be hidden there . . . if only they could find the entrances.

				After years of searching, I finally discovered an entrance to the lower tunnels not long before we left Estero for the hideout. Through it, I was able to explore and locate one other exit before our final heist and escape. This is one of a few secrets I kept from the others due to the thirteen diamonds incident. I didn’t want Troy and Lucy claiming this abandoned hiding space—and whatever treasures remain—for something nefarious. I had my own plans for the lower tunnels if we ever returned: making the space into a secret boarding school for supernatural children. One that would not only provide shelter, like the foster home did, but also the training to survive and thrive in a hostile world, which the foster home did not.

				But now we’re in this beautiful hideout. And my dear Elena is pregnant. Why would I bring our child to a place that hates us? We’re safe here. This beach may be the last place I live. The lower tunnels may not see another visitor for a few more centuries.

			

			“Oof.” The second-to-last line hit Birdie hard. She studied the words, written when her father’s hand was strong. At first Birdie thought it was risky for her father to have written about the lower tunnels if he didn’t want Troy to find out—especially since Troy had X-ray vision and could potentially read the journals without even opening them. But Dad didn’t say where the entrance was. And the bully probably didn’t even know Louis kept a journal, so maybe Louis thought it was safe enough. Perhaps he felt it was important to record the information so he wouldn’t forget it.

			“Hmm?” said Tenner, looking up from his newspaper. His shoulder-length hair curled more than usual in the humidity of the day.

			“What?” Birdie looked sideways at him.

			Tenner put the paper down. “You said ‘oof.’ ”

			“Oh. Right.” Birdie told him about the two different types of tunnels, then showed him the last part her dad had written about making a school for supernatural kids. “Isn’t that sweet?”

			Tenner nodded slowly. “Turns out he started his school after all. On the beach. With five students. And taught them how to survive.”

			Birdie’s eyes welled up. “Yes, he did.”

			After a moment, Birdie checked to make sure no one was nearby, then opened the flaming map. “Tomorrow we start searching these places one by one,” she said, pointing out the buildings that were marked on the map.

			“They can’t all be jails, though, can they?” Tenner asked.

			“Maybe supernatural jail isn’t like an average police station jail,” Birdie mused. All she knew was that if her dad had included these places on the map, they could be important to finding her mother.
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			THREADS OF DOUBT
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			Seven, Cabot, and Brix sped over the rocks that lined the inner curve of the bay—they’d all had plenty of practice doing that. They went as fast as they could during the remaining daylight hours and reached the end of the traversable rocks as darkness fell, which gave them a good reason to stop, eat, and sleep. “We made up for yesterday,” Cabot reported. “Good job, everyone. We’ll cross the bay in the morning.”

			The sky was shielded by fog. Seven lay on top of his parachute blanket, draped over a flat wet rock, and stared into the fog as it swirled around like giant ghosts. His mixed feelings about everything—his parents; Birdie’s and Tenner’s safety; exposing himself to ridicule, hatred, and harm—all swirled around with the fog. For a moment he wished that the sky would swallow him up so he didn’t have to do this. Then Brix, Cabot, and Puerco inched their way over to him for warmth. He threw a protective arm around them.

			Meanwhile the sun had set on the beach in Estero. Birdie gathered firewood and started a fire in the pit, thinking about the bird sketch and the tunnels. Tenner found a long stick to use as a spear and whittled the end into a sharp point. Then, after the other people left the beach, he went out to catch dinner.

			Once the fish was roasted, they picked the flaky layers apart with their fingers and relaxed a little, listening to the sound of waves. The raven muttered to new friends in the trees. The fire crackled. For the first time that day, Birdie felt like she could relax.

			Their light conversation trailed off, and each went to a quiet place in their mind. Thinking about Seven and Cabot and Brix and Puerco. Wondering which of their parents were here doing evil deeds again. Birdie couldn’t imagine her mother stealing—not now, anyway. Tenner couldn’t imagine his parents not leading the resurgence, and he believed they’d traded him for the rush of being a part of it. Perhaps the lure of fame or infamy or the addiction of thievery was stronger than the love Troy and Lucy had for their child. Or maybe they’d never loved him at all. Tenner tipped his head back and pressed his thumbs into the corners of his eyes. He was tired of returning to that same thought. But it wouldn’t let him go.

			The salty air made Birdie’s lungs feel tight. She thought about the others. Missed them. She longed to talk with Seven about what they’d found out today. Wished he and the others were here so they could all go in search of Birdie’s mother.

			All those buildings and shops, and now tunnels . . . If they were going to succeed in tracking down Elena Golden, they could use more help. She touched Tenner’s shoulder. “Part of me wants to go back to the hideout and insist the others come.”

			Tenner tried not to startle at her touch. Birdie hung all over Seven and Brix, but it wasn’t something she normally did with him. “You know Seven won’t do it.” He was kind of okay with that.

			“What if he knew his parents are probably here?”

			“Maybe.” Tenner sighed. “He talks like he doesn’t want to see them ever again . . . kind of like me with my parents. But I think he’s a little more conflicted over it than I am.”

			Birdie studied him, surprised again by Tenner’s insight. He had good things to say when he wasn’t tripping over himself. “I know it’s not actually worth it to go home and get help. We’re going to have to find my mom on our own. This city is big, though. I don’t think it’ll be too hard to steer clear of . . .” She stopped. “I mean, keep the stash out of the wrong hands.” She glanced guiltily at Tenner.

			Tenner let out a huff, and this time he couldn’t stop his frustration from boiling over. “Will you please stop with that?” Time after time, Birdie and the others gave him that sidelong glance whenever talking about his terrible parents. “When you give me that look, it makes me feel worse, okay?”

			Birdie leaned back, surprised. “Worse? I was trying to make you feel better. I’m, like, sorry your parents are . . . not great.”

			“They’re terrible, Birdie! And I know that, okay? Better than anyone. It’s okay to say it.” Tenner leaned forward and gripped the sides of his head in frustration. “It makes me feel like I’m somehow . . . I don’t know. Connected—no, responsible for the things they do. I don’t care if you talk about my parents as criminals who are also terrible people, okay? I’m . . . I’m . . . divorcing myself from them. I hate them. I wish you would all stop . . . pitying me about it!”

			Birdie blinked. She’d never seen Tenner impassioned like this. “I’m . . . sorry, Tenner.”

			Tenner blew out a breath. He knew he’d lost it. And that was the last thing he wanted to do—blow up. Like his father often had.

			He was nothing like Troy. Nothing. He wished he could pretend his parents didn’t exist. He scowled and looked at the sea, trying to calm down. Trying to be the person he’d told himself he had to be in order to keep the others liking him. He didn’t want them to mistrust him like all the adults had been suspicious of his parents. “It’s okay. I . . . Can we talk about something else? Let’s look at the bleeping map.”

			Birdie nodded, wide-eyed. “Sure,” she said quietly. But her mind was in a whirl. This was the first time she’d ever seen Tenner act . . . real. Like a regular person with emotions. “Thanks for telling me that.” When Tenner shifted uncomfortably, Birdie hastily pulled out the map.

			Tenner and Birdie sat shoulder to shoulder looking at it. Things were starting to make sense within the inset box. They confirmed that the Cordoba Museum had the initials CM near it, and the police station was marked EPD&J.

			“Estero Police Department and Jail,” Tenner pointed out. “We can cross that off the list.”

			“We should at least walk by Palacio de Magdalia tomorrow,” said Birdie, pointing at the PdM initials. “It’s a couple miles down the same street as the Cordoba.”

			Tenner agreed. As they started to figure out other identifying initials, Tenner looked out occasionally into the night along the shore, keeping watch. Keeping them safe. Searching for danger Birdie couldn’t see. “Let’s try not to end up at the police station tomorrow.”

			“My stomach churns every time you mention it.” Birdie got up and spread out the parachute blanket. “We’ll scout out the palace. And I think we should find the library and see if they have more newspapers. You were smart to read the ones on the police lunch table. We got a lot of information that way, and I would never have even noticed them.”

			Tenner nodded, appeased. He was feeling a lot better after his outburst. Birdie seemed to respect that he told her what was bothering him, which was surprising. He’d half expected her to brush it off or think he was whining or even yell back. It felt like something good was happening between them.

			After an exhausting day in an unfamiliar place, with an overload of information and no answers about what to do next, the two lay down under the stars. As Birdie’s breath evened out and she closed her eyes, she thought of the sketch of a dove on brick and wondered if that was a clue from her father, too. Her eyes popped open. A bird. On bricks.

			Birdie and Brix.
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			It was a cold, wet night on the rocks in the bay, and by the time the edge of the morning sky turned pink, the three travelers were eager to get started. Cabot turned slowly as she gazed anew at their path ahead, always calculating: Distances. Levels of difficulty. Odds of death or success. She barely saw the beauty of the boulders, the brightness of the silky green sea moss, the fingerlike coral reaching for them from below the surface.

			“I thought we’d be able to see the other side of the bay,” Seven said doubtfully. “Are you sure it’s where you think it is?”

			“I’m sure we’re at the narrowest part of the bay right now,” she said. “Once the fog lifts, we should have at least a partial view of the other side. But the curvature of the earth is a factor. I’m afraid we can’t do anything about that.” She turned north toward the path by land that they would be avoiding. “See how the bay widens again before it narrows into a point? That’s why it would be much farther to travel to Estero if we went back up there.” She nibbled on her lip, thinking. Looking at the pig.

			“How much time will it save us to cross the bay here?” asked Seven.

			“Probably two days,” said Cabot. She turned to focus on the boys. “If we can swim at two miles per hour, we’ll get across in a couple of hours. It should be a fairly easy climb up to land, and the rest of the journey over there is pretty flat. We could potentially arrive in Estero . . .” She calculated some more distances in her head. “By tomorrow night.”

			Brix bounced on the rock as he stared at the water. He could swim. It just wasn’t his favorite thing to do. And to swim for two hours without stopping? He wasn’t sure he could do that. But the thought of getting to Birdie and Tenner tomorrow night with the information they’d found . . . It could save them. And it would make Cabot feel better, too. Plus, maybe he’d get to see his mom after all.

			“Brix, are you still okay with the swim?” asked Seven.

			Brix felt his heartbeat quicken. “Uh . . .” His thoughts bounced around like his body. Climbing and walking felt safer, but getting there soon was winning in his mind. Even if it meant a long swim. “What if I can’t swim that far?”

			“Remember what your dad taught us,” Seven said. “Flip on your back to rest. The salt water is buoyant. It doesn’t want you to sink.”

			“And,” said Cabot, “the best part about being this deep into the bay is that it’s dead calm. Way easier than with ocean waves.”

			“Cabot and I will help if you need it,” said Seven.

			“We’ll empty your backpack,” Cabot said. “And—wait. I know what we can do.” She knelt and opened her pack, pulling out her parachute sleeping tarp. She shook it out, lifted it, and let it float down as she brought all four corners together, trapping air inside. Then she tied it tight, making a small balloon. “This will help you float,” she said. “We’ll put it inside your backpack. Okay? Then your pack will be like Birdie’s and Tenner’s.”

			Brix nodded, relieved. “Yeah. That’s pretty smart, Cabot.”

			“Thank you,” said Cabot with a smirk. She might not have a supernatural ability, but she was the brains of the whole operation, and that was nothing to wave off. “Seven, you and I should do the same with the other tarps. Wrap the perishable stuff and clothes inside to keep them dry.”

			They rearranged their backpack items, repacked, and were left staring at Puerco. They couldn’t put him inside a backpack under these conditions. “He can swim, too, can’t he?” asked Seven.

			“He loves the water,” Brix confirmed, “but I don’t think he can swim that far.”

			“I’ve been thinking about him,” Cabot said. “We’ll make him a hammock.” She’d left a rope out of her backpack when repacking. Now she lifted it up and kept the two ends together, doubling it. From the folded end, she tied a series of loose knots, making a small, cube-shaped pig basket. “If Puerco gets tired, he can climb inside here. Seven and I can pull it between us through the water.”

			Soon all three kids were standing with puffed-up backpacks, and they maneuvered into the water. Seven held Puerco to his chest with one hand and pushed off the rocks backward, but the pig struggled to get loose and swam freely, his little snout above water. Seven flipped onto his stomach.

			The water was shockingly brisk. They started out with a hard breaststroke. After a few minutes, Brix flipped over onto his back and started kicking. His balloon backpack forced his head out of the water in its urgency to float, which calmed him down a bit. He knew he could swim on his back for two hours. It was all that face-in-the-water stuff that he didn’t like.

			Seven kept an eye on the other two. Cabot was a strong swimmer, the best of the three. Seven was decent at it. He kept remembering how much time they were saving by going this route.

			After a while, Puerco began to struggle. Cabot stretched out the rope hammock, and Puerco swam to it. He climbed in and placed his little front hooves on the top rope, while Seven and Cabot pulled it between them through the water, careful not to let it sink.

			Every now and then, Cabot checked to see where they were on the journey and called out their progress. It was slow going, but the calm water helped. “We’re halfway already,” Cabot exclaimed.

			“Everyone doing okay?” Seven called out.

			“I’m good,” said Cabot. She’d stayed in the lead.

			“My legs are tired,” said Brix. He’d been focusing on the sky. “But I’m doing okay.”

			“Good job, everybody,” Seven said. His teeth were chattering. “Let’s keep up the pace.”

			Finally the bay grew shallow and even calmer as they were protected from the wind by the rock wall. Seven could see the bottom. “We’re nearly there,” he called out. “In a minute we should be able to walk the rest of the way to the rocks.”

			When Seven could touch bottom, he picked up Puerco under one arm and grabbed Brix’s hand with the other, hauling him along until Brix could touch, too. Finally they made it to a rocky ledge where they could rest for a bit.

			They huddled together in the shade of a cliff, cold, wet, and exhausted, trying to warm up without the sun to help. Seven passed around some dried fish to help boost their energy, then stood up on shaky legs and surveyed the short, steep climb ahead of them. He assembled the grappling hook and rope as Brix, still shivering, changed into a set of mostly dry clothes.

			“I can’t feel my fingers,” Brix said, flexing them.

			Cabot rubbed them to help the blood flow. “We need your fingers here, buddy,” she said. “Seven’s going first, then me, and you’re going to need to get up without a spotter down here. Sound okay?”

			“Sure,” said Brix. His teeth chattered.

			Cabot had brought one sweatshirt—mostly blue with a spray of orange flowers in the center. It had been her mother’s, and she draped it around his shoulders. “Warm up!” she commanded, as if that would magically help.

			Brix laughed. He slipped his head and arms through the holes and started hopping up and down, flapping the long sleeves like wings. Water squished out of his boots. Cabot made him take off his many layers of wet socks, then wrapped his feet in gauze from the first aid kit to help them fit into the large boots properly. She squeezed out the socks and bundled them up. They’d spread them out to dry tonight.

			Soon Seven was flinging the grappling hook up and over the edge, trying to find something sturdy for it to grab on to. Finally it stuck fast. He tested it, swinging low in all directions. Then he started climbing with Puerco in tow. After several minutes, he reached the top and pulled himself over the edge. He freed Puerco to run around and peered down, checking the grappling hook to make sure it was secure. “It wasn’t that hard, Cabot. You ready?”

			Cabot took her sweatshirt back from Brix and stuffed it into her backpack. “Ready,” she said, and Brix came over to stand beside her because he knew it made her less nervous. She shook out her hands and arms, trying to wake up her tired muscles, then grabbed on and climbed. She made it to the top, arms shaking from all the swimming, and Seven helped her to safety.

			She and Seven leaned over the edge to watch as Brix latched on. “My fingers are like ice,” he said, sounding worried. Despite that, he worked his way up the wall. When he neared the top, Cabot reached over to grab his hand and help pull him up like Seven had done for her. But this time, when Brix took it, his grip slipped. His other hand loosened on the rope, and he started sliding.

			As Brix realized what was happening, his eyes widened and his arms flailed, trying to grab the rope again. “Help!” he screamed, and finally caught his arm in the twist of the rope halfway down. The force of the jolt pulled his arm so hard that his shoulder dislocated. “Aaah!” he screamed, and dropped the rest of the way to the ground. When he hit the bottom, he bounced a couple times, like a coconut on hard-packed sand.

			Cabot and Seven peered over the ledge in horror. “Are you okay?”

			Brix rolled around, squealing in pain, gripping his shoulder.

			“It looks like it’s dislocated again!” Cabot called down. She reminded him what to do to put it back in place and got ready to go back down to help if he needed it.

			After a moment Brix staggered over to the wall to brace himself. He lifted the dislocated arm with his other hand straight out in front of him and pulled. When that didn’t work, he sat down and hugged his knees while leaning back, trying to pull the arm to make the joint pop. Just as Cabot was about to climb down, he pressed his dislocated shoulder against the rock. He gritted his teeth, then wrenched his body to the side. With a squelching pop, the shoulder moved back into place.

			Brix let out a big sigh of relief. The pain swiftly dissipated thanks to his healing ability, and the rope burns on his hands and arms healed, too. Soon he was feeling better. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s try that again.”
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			Tenner and Birdie stood outside the iron gates to Palacio de Magdalia, which happened to include the exact words of Seven Palacio’s mother’s name. The name coincidences were strange. What did they mean? Had Magdalia Palacio been named after this palace? The same question held for Tenner’s parents—did they have some sort of connection to the Cordoba Museum?

			Birdie felt certain that the sketch her father had drawn of a dove on bricks was the inspiration for her and Brix’s names. Now she wondered when she’d find the Golden name plastered somewhere. On the firehouse, maybe, she thought wryly.

			The palace took up an entire city block and was surrounded by a tall, thick black iron fence with guards stationed at gates that were centered on each of the four sides and at a little guard station alongside the main driveway into the property. The grand building shot up in the center with spires and turrets decorated with elaborate gold curlicues. And it had two sprawling, not-quite-as-tall wings spreading out to the right and left. The palace walls were studded with deep purple jewels that caught the sunlight, making it seem magical.

			The raven had followed Birdie and Tenner, and it alighted on a giant rusty padlock that secured a gate. The bird poked its beak into the keyhole and pulled out a bug, then gobbled it down. Birdie reached out with her forefinger, and the bird let her pet its head.

			“What do you think?” Birdie asked Tenner, indicating the palace.

			“That we’re never going to see inside,” he said, glancing surreptitiously at the guards.

			Birdie’s face flickered. This was one of the places marked on the map, so Dad had thought it important enough to include. Though Birdie couldn’t imagine why her mother would be in this palace—it belonged to the presidency, and the president hated them. “What would it take?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“To go in. I mean, like, if we were our parents. Secretly. Sneakily.” She didn’t expect Tenner to have an answer.

			“What would it take?” Tenner thought for a long moment. “Darkness. You sending the bird in to give you information. Cabot figuring out the layout. Me keeping watch and listening for guards. Brix and Seven to scale up to the roof. Seven going in, full camo.” He glanced at Birdie, a triumphant look on his face. “Hey . . . that almost sounds like it would work. The only thing we need is an inside person to let us in—I’m sure it’s locked up tight.”

			“Maybe we should become criminals,” Birdie said, half joking.

			“We could start a school for wayward youth, like we’re turning out to be,” Tenner said with a laugh. “But you and I are nothing without the other three. Especially Seven. Even if you could convince him to come, getting him to go anywhere naked would be impossible.”

			“True. Also, I’m not sure the whole climbing-to-the-roof part would be necessary.”

			Tenner grinned. “Yeah, but it would be cool.” He stepped closer to the iron gate and pressed his face between the bars to get a better view as foot traffic around them increased.

			Behind them on the sidewalk, a person slowly walked backward holding a fan of papers in the air. “First palace tour of the day starts in ten minutes! Fifteen dollars at the door. Only thirteen if you come with me. Tickets!”

			Birdie watched him. “Or we could take a tour.”

			“We don’t have any money,” said Tenner. “Speaking of that, why didn’t you give up your dad’s cash yesterday?”

			Birdie shrugged. “It’s worthless here, so why bother? It felt daring. But it also belonged to my dad.”

			Tenner nodded and hitched up his dad shorts. They’d belonged to Troy, but he felt no attachment to them other than the fact that he’d been running out of clothes, and his options were chopping off the legs and making do or wearing the same parachute pants every day.

			Birdie watched the tour make their way to a special entrance. She noted every barrier point, wondering how they each functioned, then realized she was thinking like a criminal. Maybe that was what it would take to find her mother. “You know what I want to do?”

			“What?” Tenner turned. “Go to the museum?”

			“No.” Her eyes narrowed. She wanted to go there sometime, but not now.

			“Right. Okay, what?”

			“Learn more about the recent heists and see if there’s anything new in today’s newspaper. Let’s find the library.”

			The raven flew down from the tree and sat on the sidewalk in front of them. It hopped a few steps.

			Tenner scoffed. “You think the library is going to be free to go in when the museum and palace aren’t?”

			“We can find out,” Birdie said. “There was something labeled EPL on the main street that goes to the beach. It was a little beyond where we walked—we wouldn’t have passed it. Maybe the L stands for library.” As soon as she said it, she received a warm feeling from the raven. She made eye contact with the bird. “You know what the library is?” she asked, incredulous.

			“Intelligent creatures,” Tenner reminded her. “Maybe the people who work there are kind to birds, and that’s how it knows.”

			They headed to the main street with the raven leading the way. It stopped on the sidewalk outside big doors near a trio of bird feeders. There were no guards or police officers here. No one standing and asking them for money or a ticket. Birdie glanced up and saw ESTERO PUBLIC LIBRARY in block letters. This was the place, but she approached with trepidation. What if this turned out as bad as the restaurant incident? But Dad had included it on the map. Maybe he thought this place would help them find Elena. “Okay, here we go,” she murmured to Tenner, and pulled the door handle. It opened, and she went inside with Tenner right behind. The raven hopped over to a feeder and didn’t come with them.

			They stopped inside the entrance and took it all in. The place was filled with bookshelves and books, desks with computers. Paintings and statues and a long counter with more computers on it. The counter ahead of them had two people behind it, but a silver horizontal bar was blocking their path at waist height.

			“Now what?” she whispered, turning to Tenner.

			“I . . . don’t know.”

			A woman behind the counter noticed them.

			Birdie glanced around uneasily. If this was like a gate to keep them out, where were the guards? Where was the person asking for a ticket or money?

			“Can I help you?” The woman had dark brown skin and wore her black hair even shorter than Cabot did. Her orange sleeveless dress reminded Birdie of some of the clothes she’d seen in Bootsie’s Boutique. “You’re a few minutes early, but it’s okay—you can come in.”

			Birdie felt even more confused. “But . . .”

			The woman took a closer look and seemed confused, too. “Is the bar stuck?”

			Birdie shrugged helplessly. “How do we get through?”

			“Just . . . push on it. Did you try that?”

			“Oh!” Birdie pushed on the bar, and it swung open with little effort. “Sorry—I should have thought of that. It looked . . . more solid.”

			The librarian raised an eyebrow and watched the kids walk through the turnstile. “First time here?”

			“Could you tell?” Tenner said, and the woman laughed.

			“Can I point you in the direction of whatever you’re looking for?” She leaned across the counter in a casual, conversational way that made Birdie and Tenner feel comfortable. If she thought their clothes were strange, she didn’t show it.

			Birdie had planned this out on the way over. “We’re studying the recent heists and the currency switch fourteen years ago. Are there books or, um, journals—”

			“Newspapers,” Tenner interjected smoothly.

			“Yes, newspapers or anything about who is responsible and how it all happened?”

			“Of course.” The librarian studied them—not in a judgmental way, but with a hint of puzzlement on her face.

			Birdie shifted uncomfortably and looked down at her parachute clothes. The librarian’s expression smoothed immediately, and she came around the counter. She spoke as if nothing had troubled her and beckoned Birdie to follow. “Did you make this cute top?” she said. “It’s very fashion-forward.”

			“I—yes,” Birdie said, glancing up. She wasn’t sure what “fashion-forward” meant, but it sounded like a compliment. “Thanks.”

			The librarian guided the kids along and lowered her voice. “As you probably know, the president is tight-lipped about the, ah, the types of people that are involved in the heists. As a result, not many journalists wrote about it in detail, for fear of retaliation from the government. But . . . whatever was written about it, we have.” First she pointed out the local history section of books that pertained to the subject and let her finger stop on one of the bindings. She hooked it with her fingernail and pulled it out suggestively, half an inch, then left it.

			“Let me show you the archives and periodicals,” she said before they had a chance to inspect that book or any others. She led them to a room lined with racks of newspapers and magazines. A quilt with different-colored squares hung on the wall next to the window, which overlooked a grassy courtyard with a few leafy trees and a sculpture of a bench with an old person reading to a young person. In the center of the room was a black screen on a stand, with a keyboard on the table in front of it. “You can look things up on the computer,” she said. “The physical periodicals only go back a year or so.” She hesitated and studied them once more. “Summer school?”

			“Pardon me?” Birdie said. She was overwhelmed as she looked at the computer. Her parents had talked about using them, but she certainly didn’t know how it worked.

			“Is this assignment for summer school?”

			“Oh!” said Birdie, blinking hard. “No. Um, it’s for our own personal information.”

			“We’re curious about a lot of things,” Tenner said. He was picking up on how to talk to people faster than Birdie. His ears tuning in to conversations had helped him adapt.

			“Well, this is a place for curious people. Let me know if you have any trouble logging in. You have your user ID? If you’ve got one from a different Estero library, it’ll work here, too.”

			“Oh! Sure do,” said Birdie, having no idea what any of that meant.

			The librarian tilted her head. “You do? Well. I’ll leave you to it, then.” She left them alone in the room.

			Birdie and Tenner looked at each other and stifled their nervous laughter.

			“How about you tackle that computer thing,” Tenner said. “And I’ll look through some recent newspapers.”

			Birdie made a wry face. “Perfect.” She sat down in the chair and looked at the computer screen. It was black and lifeless. Then she studied the keyboard on the table and saw it was connected to the screen with a wire. “All the letters are in the wrong place,” she said. “Do you think you’re supposed to, I don’t know, like, put them in alphabetical order to make the computer work?”

			Tenner shrugged as he scanned front-page headlines of the hanging newspapers. “Try it.”

			Birdie tried to pick up the A key, but it was stuck. “Nope. They don’t move.”

			“Maybe the president changed the order of the alphabet, too,” said Tenner.

			“That would be pointless.”

			“Like changing the currency?”

			Birdie frowned, still studying the keyboard. “I think that did have a point—to keep our parents from spending stolen money here.” She pressed a few letters, realizing they had a satisfying amount of give to them. The screen lit up with a scene of brown hills and blue sky. “Oh!” Birdie exclaimed. A narrow horizontal rectangle appeared, and a short vertical line blinked inside it. “Hmm.” She typed the letter A into the box and saw the blinking line move. She typed a few more letters, but nothing else happened. Then she saw a key with the word Enter on it and pressed that. The rectangle shook its head.

			Birdie’s eyes widened. “I think it’s alive,” she whispered. “Does it know who I am?” She found the letters of her name and typed them in.

			Tenner, enraptured by headlines, pulled a dowel rod and held it under the ceiling light. “Birdie, listen to this: ‘Cordoba Museum Break-In Brings Old Fears Back to Spotlight.’ ”
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			Tenner brought the newspaper over to Birdie’s table and sat down to read the article aloud. “The recent break-in at Cordoba Museum and theft of millions of dollars of old currency—still useable in other parts of the world—brings back an eerie sense of unease. Many in Estero believed the fugitives to be dead in a helicopter crash fifteen years ago. But the recent heists are similar. Are the notorious supernatural criminals back, or is this a copycat group? Authorities admit footage from video surveillance cameras gives them little to go on, increasing their suspicion that the responsible parties have supernatural abilities. The Cordoba Museum heist was the largest in a string of thefts around the city. Estero Police Commander Collazo said, ‘The thefts appear to be related, and fears of the supernatural criminals’ return after a long hiatus are warranted.’ ”

			Tenner looked up. “Millions of dollars? Still useable in other parts of the world? Are they stealing it here to use somewhere else?”

			Birdie pulled the paper to her and studied the article. “They’re either expanding . . . or leaving.” The lullaby Birdie’s mother had sung for her randomly started playing in her head. Birdie couldn’t imagine her mom becoming a part of this. Yet . . . she wasn’t in jail, and so far they hadn’t found another prison. Her heart twisted.

			This was complicated. Birdie looked up sharply. “Don’t you miss them at all? Not even a little? Are you pretending not to care?”

			Tenner’s face was puzzled. “Who are we talking about?”

			“Your parents.”

			“Oh.” He grimaced, then got up and went to the window. “Do you miss my parents, Birdie?”

			“No. I mean . . .” She watched him watching the tree branches move outside.

			“Neither do I. For all the same reasons you don’t miss them. Your dad is the only one I’ll ever think of as a parent. And Cabot’s parents, too.” He hesitated. “My parents . . . are exhausting. I constantly worried about making my dad mad, and that made me feel like my life was always on the verge of disaster. And my mom never stood up for me. I spent way more time with Greta Stone and your dad than them.” A small, melancholy smile played on his lips. “I bet they were sick of me.”

			“No way,” Birdie said, surprising herself by how much she meant it. “They loved you. We all do.” She studied him. She’d known some of this about Tenner on a surface level, but she was just beginning to grasp that growing up in the hideout, even in such close quarters, had been a strikingly different experience for each kid. “I’m sorry your parents weren’t good to you,” she said, making sure not to sound pitying this time. She got lost in thought for a moment and then asked, “What if we accidentally find them while we’re searching for my mom?”

			Tenner snorted and turned back toward her. “That would be fine,” he said bitterly. “Then I can send them to jail.”

			Birdie abandoned the computer and scoured the room for something to write on. She found a box full of mini pencils and took five—one for each of them. Souvenirs to bring home. Then she pushed some buttons on a strange machine in the hallway outside. It beeped at her, then a piece of white paper shot out. She looked underneath and found a stack of paper in a slot, and snagged a few more pieces. Then she peeked into a tiny closet and found a mop and bucket, cleaning supplies, and office supplies. She lifted a couple of cool-looking pens and some oval wire bendy things that looked useful—maybe she could use them in her sneakers where the laces had been.

			“Hey, Bird,” Tenner said as she was loading her backpack, preparing to leave. “Look at this.” He spread out a newspaper, and the article he pointed to had a group of photos with it. “Pictures of our parents.”

			Birdie’s lips parted. “Photos?” She rushed over.

			“Yeah. From when they were younger. Three of their faces are X’d out.” The article was recent, but the photo was dated fifteen years ago. It was a large collage of eight headshots, except one had a question mark instead of a face. Birdie’s mother’s and Cabot’s parents’ pictures each had a sheer gray X over them, so their faces could still be seen. Birdie and Tenner crowded over it. They ignored the tiny print in the caption below the picture and began to identify their parents’ faces one by one until only the question mark remained. “That’s Seven’s dad,” Tenner said. “They must not have been able to get a photo of him because of his invisibility.”

			“Can you imagine them trying to take it?” Birdie said, snickering. “Him going invisible as they’re about to click.”

			“And trying again and again, and always just missing and getting mad about it,” said Tenner, laughing, too.

			“I wonder if Magdalia’s photo is really her or if it’s a projected image?”

			“Hard to tell,” said Tenner.

			Birdie brushed her finger over her youthful-looking father’s face. He’d had short, messy hair back then. Then she studied her mother through the gray X and imagined her two parents daring to jump out of a helicopter. She was suddenly glad her father had insisted on retelling the story regularly. It gave her courage to know how brave they’d been.

			“Does it say why some of them have X’s on their faces?” Birdie asked, going to the beginning of the article. Then a terrible thought struck her. “I hope it’s not because they’re dead.” Could Cabot have been right all along?

			Tenner skimmed it. “Oh!” he said. “This says to be on the lookout for the criminals without the X’s. They are still considered fugitives and thought to be operating the current crimes.” He gave a sour laugh. “Somebody needs to tell them your dad is not exactly on the loose in Estero.” He stopped and glanced at Birdie. “Sorry.”

			“No, it was funny,” Birdie said, forcing a smile. But she was more concerned about the X’s. She leaned in anxiously and scoured the report.

			Tenner continued. “Some of the five have been spotted in Estero over the past three years, but they continue to elude police.”

			“What about the ones with the X’s?” Birdie’s heart pounded. She still couldn’t find the answer.

			Tenner’s eyes widened as he landed on it. He glanced up. “Captured.”
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			APPROACHING CIVILIZATION
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			Hey, Cabot,” Seven said as they walked down the gently sloping ridge on the opposite side of the bay.

			“Hmm.” Cabot glanced his way, mildly annoyed to be disturbed from her thoughts. It was the only private place she had these past few days, and she liked it there.

			“Help me remember the inset part of the map. Have you figured out any of the letters?”

			Cabot frowned. She had the picture of the map burned into her memory, with all of its key initials and distances. “Well, there are several sets. CM. PdM. EPD&J. GBB. EPL. CIS. ECH.”

			Cabot had a few clues about the city and what it was like, but she could only guess at what the letters stood for. “All of the E’s could stand for Estero. Maybe the H in ECH stands for hospital, like Estero Something Hospital. The B could be a bank. And the M . . . museum?” The latter two were places that the criminals had stolen things from long ago—Cabot had picked up that info when the parents had all talked together in the evenings. “That’s all I’ve got.”

			“What do you think Birdie and Tenner are doing right now?” Brix asked.

			Cabot frowned. “Helping your mom steal the stash?” she suggested sourly.

			Seven sighed. He felt certain Louis hadn’t meant for this to happen. But there was no convincing Cabot.

			Cabot walked faster, keeping the boys moving at her pace—something she’d learned at a young age to get people to hurry up and do what she wanted them to do.

			She could smell life happening around them. Cooking, which was making her stomach growl. But there was something bad souring the air, too, like the odor of the compost pile in the garden, only less natural. The sky above Estero had a thin grayish-brown fog hovering over it.

			They could make excellent time now that the route was flat and free from obstructions. They’d pass the first village before the day was through, which got Cabot’s heart racing with excitement. It would be much bigger than their little compound of cabins.

			The boys lagged behind. It wasn’t Brix’s fault—he’d totally healed from his climbing incident. It was Seven, and Cabot understood why. The closer they got to civilization, the more Seven didn’t want to be there.

			As they approached the first village, with house roofs appearing in their line of sight, Seven blew out a nervous breath. Cabot heard it and turned abruptly. “Let’s have some lunch,” she said. She felt bad for Seven. Before the boys could catch up, she started spreading her tarp on the short grass along the cliff.

			They sat down. Brix leaned in, ready to pounce on whatever food there was.

			“How is everyone?” Cabot asked them. She piled some food in the center of the tarp and answered her own question as Brix grabbed his share. “I’m doing well but sometimes feeling anxious because of everything we’ve been told about the civilized world hating us. And I’m worried that the first bones we found could be my mother’s.” She turned. “Brix?”

			“I’m good,” Brix said, munching on a slice of coconut. “Never better. All healed up.” He rotated his shoulder to prove it.

			“Good.” Cabot looked at Seven. “And you?” she asked with a hint of gentleness that she usually saved for Brix.

			Seven shifted on the tarp. “I’m not sure how to do this,” he said, peeling an orange. To the others it looked as if the orange was peeling on its own.

			“Physically enter society, you mean?” Cabot asked. “Or . . . mentally?”

			“Both, but I meant physically. I guess I need something wrapped around my head. I brought a scarf . . .”

			“Ah.” Cabot nodded, understanding now. “If I were a stranger, I would be much more freaked out if I saw a person with no head than if I saw a person with a scarf completely wrapped around their head.”

			“Yeah.” Seven set the orange down on the parachute blanket without eating it. “That’s pretty much what it comes down to.”

			“You could take all your clothes off,” Brix reminded him, eyeing the orange.

			“Believe me, I’m tempted,” said Seven. He saw Brix’s look and split the orange, handing half to him. Then he opened his backpack and took out the scarf he’d brought for this purpose. It was warm and wooly with a gray plaid pattern, and had belonged to his mother.

			“I’ve got a pair of my mom’s sunglasses for you,” Cabot told him. She searched through her bag and pulled them out. “She called them her big movie-star glasses. She always wore them on the beach. They’ll cover your eyes, and then you only need to use the scarf over your nose, mouth, and hair. It’ll be an illusion. With the glasses, people will naturally fill in the parts they can’t see.”

			Seven took them. “Thanks, Cabot.” He shoved her playfully. “You think of everything.” He quickly started eating his half of the orange, realizing he’d be covering his mouth soon.

			“That’s pretty much all I do,” said Cabot. She gave him a weak smile, because sometimes the constant thinking was exhausting. “I want you to feel as good as possible.” She needed him, and she didn’t want him to bail at the last second.

			Once they had him covered in pants, boots, his dad’s thin sweater, gloves, and the sunglasses and scarf around his head and face, Cabot checked for uncovered spots. “How do you feel?”

			“Miserable,” said Seven, muffled.

			“You’ll live, though,” said Cabot. “Right? Can you breathe okay?”

			Seven shrugged. “I guess.” Then, as if he’d remembered who he was and what they were trying to accomplish, he nodded firmly. “Yes. I’ll be fine.”

			“Chin up,” Cabot said. “We’re getting close. Let’s keep moving.” She turned to lead, and they started out at a jog.
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			THE JOURNAL
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			In the library’s periodical room, Birdie sank into a chair. Dad was right! Her mother had been captured, and Cabot’s parents, too. Thank goodness they were alive—Cabot would be surprised! But where were they? Surely Cabot’s parents would have responded to Tenner yelling for Elena, especially since he’d said his name. Which meant they weren’t in that jail, either.

			There was nothing more in the story to tell them where to look. And they couldn’t access newspapers older than a year ago to find out what happened, because those were somehow magically on the computer.

			“There has to be another jail marked on my dad’s map somewhere,” Birdie said. “Or someplace they keep prisoners. I don’t dare open the map in here, though—we could burn the place down with all these newspapers.” She tried to imagine her dad with his sparking hands in this room, and the corners of her mouth ticked up. “Or get seen with it.”

			“We’ll have to walk by all of the map markings to see if any of them are places that could hold prisoners,” said Tenner. “I know it’s a lot, but that’s why we’re here. I think I’ve got all the newspaper articles that could give us clues about where the captured ones were sent.” He set the article with the pictures of the criminals aside with the other papers he wanted to keep. “I think we’re making progress.” He grinned.

			Birdie grinned back. “Me too.” She folded the papers carefully and put them in her backpack along with the other useful items she’d found.

			With the room tidy, they emerged into the open area of the library. The librarian they’d seen hours before was nowhere in sight, and the place was bustling with patrons now. They watched as a dad and his two kids put stacks of books on the counter in front of a librarian and handed over a little white card. The librarian set each book on a pad, then piled them up as the kids watched excitedly.

			“I guess that’s what families are like in civilized places,” Tenner said under his breath. The scene set a melancholy mood. What would it be like to grow up here with noncriminal, nonsupernatural parents? To go places without worrying that people will find out you have a special ability? Birdie thought her life could have been quite different with all of these opportunities in the city. But Tenner thought life would be more of the same: struggling to stay out of his dad’s way—only with different scenery.

			The father tucked the white card back into his wallet.

			Birdie’s face lit up. “That’s the library card,” she whispered.

			Tenner pulled himself from his thoughts and tuned in to the family’s conversation. He narrated to Birdie as the librarian made small talk and explained when to return the books. The dad and kids took the books without paying for them. Normal people would bring the books back, Birdie knew—that was how they were raised. Her expression flickered.

			“Those kids are so excited,” Tenner said wistfully. He couldn’t take his eyes off the family as they walked to the exit.

			Birdie glanced at Tenner, surprised by the longing in his voice. He was different here. Showing actual feelings, like when he’d raised his voice about the pitying glances he was tired of. And how he’d been impassioned when talking about his parents back there in the archives room.

			Tenner watched the way things worked behind the desk. “Do you see the sign above the librarian? It says library cards are free, but you need an ID.”

			“What’s that?”

			“No idea. All I know is that we don’t have one.” Tenner paused. “Let’s go find that history shelf.”

			The two went to the section the librarian had shown them. They sat down on the floor and pulled a few books out, scanning them for the interesting bits.

			“This one says President Fuerte hated the supernatural criminals because they’d stolen money from the country,” Birdie said, “so he changed the currency after they left. He didn’t want them to come back and use the stolen money here. That’s two sources saying the same thing.”

			“Mine is about the failed heist of the Stone Crown from his palace,” said Tenner. “It says that the president added the gate and security guards after that. The crown can only be viewed from a distance on the palace tours.”

			Birdie frowned. “I wish we had real money so we could see the thing our parents tried to steal.” She turned back to her book. “After he changed the currency,” she read, “President Fuerte exchanged people’s old money for new, and he put the old currency on display in the museum.”

			“Yes, I get it now!” Tenner exclaimed, causing people nearby to frown at them. He lowered his voice. “It’s because millions of dollars of the old currency were taken from the Cordoba Museum that we got hauled into the police station. We tried to use the kind of money that had recently been stolen.”

			Birdie blew out a breath. “It’s all making sense.”

			“If your mom and Cabot’s parents were captured,” said Tenner as he closed his book, “that means the four who weren’t captured are probably the ones doing all this. My parents and Seven’s parents.”

			“Yeah,” said Birdie. She started to draw her shoulders in and give Tenner the usual pitying glance, but she caught herself. And then an idea came to her. “Hey, Tenner, do you think it would be easier on you if we called them Troy and Lucy? Because they definitely weren’t parents to you.”

			Tenner bristled. He set his book on the floor and studied Birdie’s expression. She faced him, cross-legged and leaning forward earnestly with her elbows on her knees, between the stacks. Not pitying at all like in the past. He nodded. “That’s a good idea. I like it.” He hesitated, then added, “Thanks.”

			Birdie smiled and went back to her book. Tenner flipped through a few others and landed on the thin one that the librarian had pulled out. He lifted it up. “Sometimes You’re the Villain,” he read. “By Evane S. Gribaldi.” He flipped the book over and read the back cover.

			
				A MEMOIR FROM A DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE

				 

				EVANE S. GRIBALDI (a nom de plume) was one of the notorious supernatural criminals who tormented Estero, then disappeared. Gribaldi describes the group as a misunderstood bunch of people who first met in a foster home for unwanted supernatural children. They grew up knowing the world despised them, and experienced many hardships as adults. Excluded from higher education and jobs, the group of eight stayed together . . . then turned to crime in order to survive.

			

			Tenner looked up and connected his gaze with Birdie’s. Neither knew what to say. This had been written by one of their parents. A mom or a dad. Or a Troy or a Lucy. Birdie checked the copyright date and discovered it had been published a year ago.

			Birdie checked the people who were in their area browsing for books. “Turn around,” she whispered, taking the book from him.

			Tenner gave her a quizzical glance but did it.

			Birdie opened his backpack and put the book inside. “We need this.” She sealed the pack and stood up, glancing all around again. “Let’s get out of here.”

			They slipped through the stacks and waited behind a display for a group to either come or go, so that if something happened because of them stealing a book, they’d be able to cause confusion and escape.

			When a large group of high-spirited teenagers shoved through the door together, laughing and talking excitedly, Birdie watched them wistfully. But then she grabbed Tenner’s sleeve and headed for the exit.

			They pushed through the bar and made for the door just as the alarm went off. Birdie looked at Tenner and mouthed, “Run.”
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			A WEALTH OF KNOWLEDGE
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			Tenner and Birdie pushed past the librarian in the orange dress who had helped them earlier, nearly knocking her lunch out of her hands. “Sorry!” Tenner called over his shoulder.

			Birdie elbowed him. “Keep running!”

			After recovering from the surprise, the librarian watched them run down the library steps and to the sidewalk. A raven flew after them.

			Though the librarian didn’t condone stealing, she knew that stolen books could be replaced—if indeed that was the reason the alarm had gone off. As others swarmed outside the building to see what had happened, the librarian closed her eyes. Instantly the alarm stopped. After a few seconds, the ones who’d come out seemed to no longer care about the incident, almost as if they’d forgotten why they’d exited the building. They went back inside.

			The librarian opened her eyes, and a hint of a smile played at her lips. She was certain about these two now. She loved it when special people came in, especially children who were coming to realize their potential. Even if they couldn’t be bothered to sign up for a stinking library card when they needed information. It wasn’t that difficult.

			But it was okay. She understood their reluctance to give out any information about themselves. Their very existence meant they were in danger. She’d snuck books out of this same library when she was their age. How else was anyone supposed to find out the truth about supernatural people? She’d have to keep an eye out for these new ones because they might not come back to the library again after such a narrow escape.

			Inside, she set down her coffee and lunch and checked the resource room, noting the missing pages from several newspapers, and shook her head. She checked the computer and saw the word birdie in the username box, then cleared it. “Birdie,” she said quietly. “Hmm.” Something seemed not quite right there—the username wouldn’t show up if the girl had gotten into her account.

			Then she checked the history section, finding the books out of alphabetical order. With a sigh, she straightened them and went to the desk computer to order a new copy of the missing book. It was at least the fifth time she’d reordered Sometimes You’re the Villain. It was the most stolen title in the library this year. President Fuerte might have banned supernatural people, but they were crawling back, coming out of hiding, and trying desperately to find a narrative for themselves in a bleak world.

			And at least one of them secretly held a government job.

			—

			Birdie and Tenner ran down an unfamiliar street, dodging people in their path and looking over their shoulders to see if anyone, other than the raven, was following. After half a mile with no one behind them, they slowed to a walk near a park. “That was close,” Birdie said, breathing hard. “I’m surprised nobody came after us.”

			“They might be out looking.” Tenner glanced around. “Where are we?” The park had a shady section with soft green grass. The two, sure that they weren’t being followed, took off their shoes and sat down. They weren’t used to wearing shoes all the time, but almost all the surfaces in Estero were hard and dirty. The grass was soft and felt good.

			The park took up the space of a city block. Two of the streets around it were busy with traffic; the other two were side streets and less busy. There was a water fountain in the center. While Tenner filled their canteens, Birdie looked around, wondering if any of the map markings were nearby. The raven alighted on a branch above her head, then hopped down. Birdie gazed at it, sending warm feelings its way in hopes of strengthening their bond like she’d done with Puerco. Maybe it could help them somehow.

			A wave of longing rushed through her. She missed her pig. She missed Brix and Seven. And Cabot, even though she’d snuck into their cabin. She missed the quiet sounds of the sea lapping the shore—the kind that didn’t have honking, squealing, rumbling traffic behind them. The noise of vehicles and the acrid smell they made was off-putting enough that Birdie didn’t want to spend much more time here. She couldn’t wait to go home. There she wouldn’t have to think about money or crossing streets or traffic pollution or people chasing her anymore. But she still had her father’s wish to tend to and a new jail to find. Where are you, Mom?

			Unlike communicative animals, Mom didn’t send any warm feelings her way.

			Tenner returned with the canteens, then turned sharply, looking in anticipation down the street. Soon a pair of horses with police riders clopped up the sidewalk. Tenner and Birdie gasped and stared at the beasts. Louis had sculpted a horse with wet sand once, after he’d told the children that police sometimes used horses in Estero. But his sculpture couldn’t compare. These were black and shiny and strong, and their tails swished, and their noses were broad, and their eyes bulbous and beautiful. Birdie wanted to run up to them, but the officers on their backs had Tenner and Birdie rethinking that move.

			Hello, horses! Birdie said to them. Both horses swung their heads and looked at Birdie. The near one whinnied to her. Birdie clutched her heart. I’ll be your friend! she said back to it. The police and horses moved on, out of sight. Birdie whirled and clutched Tenner’s arm. “That was amazing! Can you imagine riding one of those?”

			Tenner sniffed. “It’s no orca.”

			As Birdie sipped the fresh water, she gazed at a building across the street. The faded sign on the pale yellow brick said SUNRISE FOSTER HOME. As she studied it, a girl about Birdie’s age with elbow crutches appeared in front of the building. She had cute round-rimmed glasses and curly light brown hair that fell past her shoulders. The girl hadn’t walked out the door or come from the street—she literally appeared out of nowhere, then glanced over her shoulder at the entrance to the building and started moving away from it with a pronounced limp, like her steps were too short.

			Birdie blinked. “Did you see that girl appear in front of Sunrise Foster Home?” she asked Tenner.

			The girl began walking faster, using her crutches to maneuver over the uneven parts of the sidewalk.

			Tenner followed Birdie’s gaze. “I can see her, yes,” he said. “What do you mean, she appeared? Like, she’s projecting from some other place? Or she teleported?” The kids might not have known what toast was, but they had a significant vocabulary of supernatural terms.

			“Maybe I imagined it. Though one second the sidewalk was empty, and the next, she was there.”

			“Wishful thinking?” Tenner asked. “Looking for something that seems familiar?” He trained his eye on the big picture window, trying to see inside.

			Just then a man rushed from the building, making the door slam against the brick. “Get back here!” he called. “Lada!” He swore and punched the door in anger, then shook his fist in pain. “You’re not allowed out!”

			“Whoa,” Tenner muttered. Images of his father flashed in his mind. “He seems ridiculously angry.” Old childhood memories came rushing back: his father yelling at him for being a few minutes late for dinner, even though Birdie and Seven were late, too, and their parents had brushed it off. Chastising him for not being able to carry more firewood or for running away after being humiliated by him. Tenner’s heart raced, and his face flushed as he worried about the girl.

			“Go, Lada!” Birdie called softly in encouragement, though surely the girl couldn’t hear.

			Lada disappeared again. The man threw his hands in the air and went back inside the foster home.

			“There!” Birdie said. “Did you see that? She disappeared!”

			“I hope she teleported farther away from that guy,” Tenner said. “But why would she do stuff like that in public if it’s dangerous?”

			“Maybe she can’t control it yet.” Birdie tapped her lips. “I wonder if there are any more supernatural kids inside.”

			“I don’t see anyone else, but there’s a glare on the window that’s blocking my view.” Tenner felt a weight on his shoulders. “I hope she’s . . . okay. Living there with that guy.” He tried to bury the depressing thoughts by thinking about the two things that gave him the most comfort. Fishing—pure quiet bliss, away from everyone so he could express his emotions into the sea. And then, of course, eating the fish. “Hey, can we go back to the beach? I’m—”

			“I know. I’m starving, too. But I’m not sure where we are. I got turned around after the library. And I want to go past a few more places on the map and maybe get a better look inside Sunrise.” Birdie checked the privacy level of their space. There were others in the park. Families with small children. A young woman a few years older than Birdie stretching on a mat with her back to them. She wore tight black shorts and a black tank top—a little bit like Birdie’s parachute outfit—and had little white bulbs in her ears. Birdie wondered if she lived nearby.

			She moved out of sight of the people, then took out the map and unrolled it, trying her best to hide the explosion of flames. When they settled, she studied it, finding the park. There were initials on the map nearby, across the street. At first Birdie thought the letters, CIS, marked Sunrise Foster Home, but they didn’t match up to the name. She looked farther up the block and saw another building but couldn’t quite make out the small signage on it. “Can you read that?” she asked, pointing.

			Tenner focused. “Cabot Industrial Services.”

			“Cabot?” Birdie exclaimed. “Another coincidence?”

			This building had awnings to keep the sun out, and Tenner’s eyes pierced through the windows. “It’s dark in there. Abandoned, maybe.”

			“Could it be a jail?” Birdie raised an eyebrow. “Maybe it’s in the back of the building where you can’t see it.” She got up. “Let’s take a stroll across the street and check out a few things.”

			“We’ve already gotten into trouble once today,” Tenner reminded her. “Besides, I don’t want to go anywhere near that angry guy.”

			“Fine. I’ll go. You stay here.”

			Tenner’s mouth opened as if to protest, then closed. He sat back, knowing Birdie would do what she wanted regardless of his opinion. Birdie dropped her backpack next to him and went to the corner where the signals were, then crossed the street when she was sure no cars were going to run her down. She walked past Sunrise Foster Home and stopped to peer curiously through the window. The angry man sat at a desk, barking into a telephone next to a long, bare white wall. A few kids about Brix’s age passed through the space and went into a room. They didn’t seem supernatural, but then again, neither did Birdie. She glanced at the door. Did she dare go inside? She wiped the dusty window with her sleeve and looked inside again.

			When the man noticed she was pressing her face against the window, he slammed down the phone and pounded on the glass. “Move along!” he shouted at her. “Or I’ll call the police!”

			Birdie gasped. She fled up the street toward Cabot Industrial Services, then ducked into the alcove in the brick wall below the sign. She peeked out to make sure the man hadn’t come after her and breathed a sigh of relief to find the sidewalk clear. Tenner had moved to the edge of the park and looked like he was ready to assist if she needed help. She waved and flashed a shaky grin to let him know she was okay.

			She turned around and faced two doors. Etched into the brick next to the door on the left was a sheaf of wheat. Birdie sucked in a breath. Was this like the dove? One of the symbols that pointed out the entrance to a tunnel? She opened it and peered down a long hallway with rough walls lit by occasional sconces. Pretty meadow scenes were painted on the walls. It looked inviting. Maybe she’d check it out sometime with Tenner, but right now she was more interested in the Cabot property.

			The other door had glass in the top half, which was cracked but not broken. Birdie peered in and saw another door inside, to the right. Straight ahead was a staircase leading up.

			Birdie pushed the handle. When it didn’t move, she pulled instead, and it swung toward her with a creak. “Never going to get that right,” she muttered. She glanced back as the raven swooped and landed on the sidewalk behind her. Birdie signaled to Tenner that she was going in, and she held the door open to let the raven in, too.

			The entrance area was small, and there was an old rug on the floor, suggesting the building wasn’t entirely abandoned. She tried the door, but the handle wouldn’t turn.

			As she started up the staircase, the raven flew up and landed on the handrail at the top. Light streamed down through a small multicolored glass window straight ahead. When Birdie reached the landing, she found a wall of glass to the right, with a door in it. Birdie’s heart pounded as she studied what was on the other side of the glass wall. There was a huge open room with different partitioned sections. It looked like something called a gym that they had passed on the main drag to the beach, with people sweating and running on machines that didn’t go anywhere. It seemed pointless. But these machines stood empty.

			This building smelled better than outside. It was almost familiar, like coconut, which made her feel hungry and homesick simultaneously. Birdie checked in with the raven and got a neutral response—nothing notable here, but also no immediate danger. She tried the glass door and found it locked. “Elena Golden!” she called out. “Are you here? Mom? Elena!”

			There was no response. And clearly no prisoners here. The raven lost interest and flew down to wait by the door.

			Eventually Birdie slipped back down the stairs, not noticing the woman who came to the window as she descended, pulling out her cell phone as she watched the girl go.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			SUSPICIOUS ACTIONS

			
				[image: ]
			

			Birdie and Tenner went back to their secluded spot on the beach. While Tenner fished and cooked, Birdie searched the map for initials that had the letter J for jail or P for prison in them, but there weren’t any more. Stymied, she picked up the book by Evane S. Gribaldi, trying to get a sense of which parent wrote it. Could there be a clue to the prisoners’ whereabouts in here? The author didn’t refer to the hideout but described their time at Sunrise Foster Home at length.

			A chill passed through Birdie as she made the connection. “Sunrise Foster Home was the place our parents met,” she exclaimed. “It’s where they lived—the home my dad talked about.”

			“Now I wish I’d taken a better look,” said Tenner.

			“The park across the street from it,” Birdie said, “where we saw the horses and got water, was where my dad took the photo of my mom that he kept in his wallet.” Birdie had looked right into the place her parents had fallen in love! And the foster home was obviously still in business. “Oh, but listen to this,” she added. “The author says Sunrise stopped allowing supernatural children around the same time the president changed the currency. And that things have only gotten worse in Estero for supernatural people since then, not better.”

			But if Sunrise no longer allowed supernatural children, what was up with the teleporting girl they’d seen?

			At dinner, Tenner filled Birdie in on what he’d read. “I found something else in today’s newspaper.”

			“About our parents?”

			“Maybe,” said Tenner. “About President Fuerte. He’s been taking a lot of nighttime trips out of Estero lately, and nobody knows why. In the news today? An airport worker saw the president arrive at the jet hangar with a mysterious guest. One who disappeared into thin air before boarding.”

			“You mean like the teleporting girl?” Birdie asked, incredulous. “Lada?”

			“Not Lada. A man.” Tenner gave Birdie a hard look.

			Birdie’s eyes widened. “Martim Palacio?” Seven’s dad could go invisible in an instant.

			“The worker didn’t identify him. But I thought it was interesting.”

			“It definitely is!” said Birdie. “Why would the president be hanging around with supernatural people if he hates them so much?”

			Tenner shrugged and pulled out a piece of paper and a pencil.

			“What are you doing?” Birdie asked.

			“Starting a list of the initials on the map. We can cross off the places we’ve been to and focus on the rest.”

			While she and Tenner worked on the map, Birdie mulled over the president possibly being with Seven’s dad. “Remember that article about international heists?”

			Tenner nodded and didn’t look up from his writing.

			“It said that President Fuerte was meeting with leaders of other countries to stop the supernatural criminals. Do you think that’s where he’s going?

			“And he’s bringing Martim along . . . why?”

			Birdie shook her head. “I don’t know.” When Tenner finished, she let the map roll up and extinguish. Then she turned. “The article you read—does it say which day the airport worker saw the disappearing man?”

			Tenner fished the article from his pile and pointed out the date. “It was last week, right before we got here.”

			Birdie sucked in a breath and grabbed Tenner’s wrist. “That’s the day after the Cordoba Museum heist!”

			“So?”

			“So . . . if Martim was involved, he’d have the stolen money, right?”

			“Okay . . . ?” Tenner’s face was a puzzle. “I don’t get what you’re saying.”

			“The old currency isn’t good here, so he’d want to go somewhere it would be worth something.”

			Tenner frowned. “I still don’t see how the president fits into this, other than having a jet that can fly to places where the money is still good. They can’t possibly be friends—the guy changed the currency of a country and shut down entry to supernatural children because of our parents. He hates them.”

			Birdie sighed, then slumped. Things weren’t adding up. “I know. But there are a lot of very strange coincidences.”
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			DRAWING NEARER
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			Ever since Birdie left, Cabot had been trying to figure out what to say when they found her. And while she thought Birdie would probably tell the truth once confronted, Cabot couldn’t be completely sure about that. But she was sure they would find her. Despite the overwhelming size of the city, Cabot knew exactly how to locate her. Because Birdie had left her very intelligent pig behind.

			By late afternoon they reached the outskirts of a small village—there was a cluster of rooftops in the distance. They stopped for a moment to spy on some field-workers through a long row of bushes. A vast garden with tall green plants stretched out as far as they could see. There was an enormous vehicle moving through the rows a few hundred yards away. Seven shifted uneasily. “Let’s get past this village and look for a quiet place to camp for the night.”

			But with their food supplies running low, Cabot and Brix first wanted to sneak into the fields to see if they could gather something to eat. They slipped in between stalks taller than their heads and discovered each plant bore oblong cobs with soft brown tassels at one end. Inside were yellow kernels in rows. They smelled and tasted good, but the firm kernels sprayed juice when they bit into them. They took an armload and continued on.

			At sunset they came to another farm—this one of gnarled trees. There was no one in sight. While Seven and Brix set up camp, Cabot culled the grounds, picking up sweet-smelling round red fruit. She took all she could carry back with her to share with the boys and packed the rest for the next day.

			—

			At dawn, while Brix doled out breakfast, Cabot surveyed the grassy trail ahead. It was downward-sloping to sea level and looked to be an easy trek. From this height she could make out the skyline. “Less than twenty miles to go,” she mused. They could get to Estero City by dark if Seven would stop dragging his feet. That was one of the things Cabot worried about—that Seven wouldn’t actually go through with entering the city. And frankly, she didn’t blame him. He could decide what he wanted to do according to his comfort level. But Cabot was going for it. And that might mean leaving Seven behind. He’d be okay.

			Cabot hurried the boys along. With them trailing, Cabot was in her element, deep inside her thoughts. Calculating everything. Like, based on their approximate distance from the city center, and factoring in the curvature of the earth and their elevation versus the probable just-above-sea-level elevation of Estero City, the height of the tallest building had to be over a thousand feet. Cabot couldn’t explain how to calculate such things. She just knew them. Her mind did it automatically.

			Having a building of that height was astounding and seemed impossible at first, but Cabot’s mind kept whirring, trying to come up with a way for humans to create structures much taller than themselves. “If they built something to climb on and set it up outside of the actual building . . .” she muttered. “And used ropes and pulleys . . . hmm.”

			As she navigated the footpaths, Cabot’s anxiety and nervousness over confronting Birdie grew. Were they too late? Hopefully she and Tenner were still there. Cabot couldn’t bear to think that Elena had the whole stash and Birdie and Tenner were on their way back to the hideout. In their haste to depart, Cabot hadn’t thought to leave a note in case Tenner and Birdie went home before the three found them.

			Despite her feelings about Birdie’s underhanded move, Cabot’s throat tightened. The two would be scared if they returned to find the beach empty. But she’d see the mess they’d left in the Goldens’ cabin. She’d find the note from her father lying there. And she’d figure it out.

			Of course Seven and Brix could be right that everything was innocent and that kind Elena Golden would certainly share the stash. But whenever Cabot started to feel like she’d made a hasty decision about Birdie’s intentions, she remembered how the older girl had concealed Louis’s shocking confession. If that wasn’t underhanded, what was?

			Seven was definitely right about one thing, though: Wherever the remaining criminals were, they had to be mad if they found that the stash was gone.

			As much as Cabot wanted to confront Birdie on her lies of omission, she also wanted Birdie and Tenner to be safe so that once this escapade was over, they could go back home and return to normal.

			But one question continued to plague Cabot’s mind. What if her parents were alive? Would the kids stay long enough to find out?
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			SEARCHING FOR ELENA
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			We have a lot of places to visit today,” Tenner said to Birdie over their fish breakfast under the cypress tree. “I’ve got the list. Let’s hit as many as we can, and keep our eyes peeled for signs that might point to a jail. Your dad only knew the city from fifteen years ago. Maybe there’s a new one somewhere.” He paused. “You’ve got the cell phones, right?”

			“For what?” said Birdie, licking her fingers. She was wearing one of her mom’s short dresses today—red with white dots. It was way too puffy in the chest, but the length was nice, down to her knees, and she liked the way it swished.

			“To get into the Cordoba Museum.” Tenner had switched out of his dad shorts last night and was wearing his parachute pants and a cropped green T-shirt with holes in the armpits. He’d been wearing the T-shirt—his mom’s—since she’d left it behind, and it was almost too tight in the shoulders now.

			“You think there’s a jail in there?” Birdie asked.

			“No. But I want to see what’s inside my museum while I have the chance.”

			Birdie laughed. “I still haven’t found anything with the name Golden on it.” She cleaned her hands in the ocean and dried them, then pulled the cell phones out of her backpack and handed one to Tenner. Then she took two little bendy metal things she’d taken from the library and unwound them, then strung one through the top two shoelace holes of each sneaker and twisted them tight.

			With dead cell phones in their pockets, the two set out, zigzagging through the city and stopping at the various places Louis had marked on the map. Tenner dialed up his sensory abilities as they went inside an eclectic coffee shop, listening to conversations in hopes of finding a clue. But when they went past the counter, the person working behind it turned on a machine that pierced the air like a wailing banshee.

			“Aaah!” Tenner shrieked, his eardrums throbbing. He covered them as they made a hasty exit.

			Next, they strode with fake confidence over the black-and-white marble floors of a fancy bank, past a long counter that had a row of men and women working behind it, all wearing gold bar name tags on their lapels. Birdie’s wire-tied sneakers squeaked with every step, and the sound echoed through the cavernous space. They caught fleeting glimpses of the money that Estero used now being slid beneath glass panels to the people waiting on the other side. Fascinated, the two stopped near a waist-high silver pole with a swinging velvet rope attached to it to watch the people who waited in line. There weren’t many bright-colored pieces of clothing in here. Almost everyone wore blue or black jackets with pants or skirts of the same color and white or blue button-down shirts. It was very different from the beach or the library. Clearly none of these people shopped at Bootsie’s Boutique.

			“Next?” said one of the bank employees, looking over her glasses at the two with mild disdain. “Please don’t hang on the stanchions.”

			Birdie and Tenner turned and looked behind them, then realized the woman was talking to them. “Uh,” Birdie said. She grabbed Tenner’s arm. “No thank you!”

			She bolted, dragging Tenner with her, but he got caught up in the velvet rope, knocking the metal stanchion over with a resounding clang. He fell, landing spread-eagle onto the marble floor. “Oof!” He scrambled to his feet and ran, too.

			“Current jail count, zero,” Birdie said when they were back on the street. “Personal injuries, two. We are losing this game.”

			After a short walk they found themselves standing in front of the Estero Community Hospital, where the infamous helicopter had awaited their parents’ escape. Birdie was suddenly grateful her father had made them tell the story over and over. She could almost see them racing up the street and into the building. Her heart pounded as she imagined their climb to the rooftop, worrying if they’d make it before the police got them. Then taking off and flying over the sea.

			“It seems kind of like a jail,” Tenner said slowly, rubbing his sore elbows and looking up to the top of the flat-roofed, eight-story building. “Cabot’s mom said people get admitted, and they’re not allowed to go home until the doctor says it’s okay.”

			“I don’t think my mom would be here,” said Birdie. “But we can take a look at where Greta worked. Then we can tell Cabot about it later.”

			“Maybe we can bring her a special souvenir,” said Tenner.

			“Yes, she’d like that,” said Birdie. The absence from Cabot had softened most of Birdie’s anger toward her for sneaking into their cabin. And she also knew the tables would turn when they went home. “If we bring her a gift, maybe she won’t be too mad about the part of my dad’s note I didn’t tell them about.”

			Upon entering, they found the staircase and trudged all the way to the top floor so they could work their way down. They walked through doors that said LABOR AND DELIVERY and slipped into a hallway, pretending like they were supposed to be there. Muffled screams from a woman behind a closed door unsettled them, but they exchanged a wide-eyed glance and kept going. Birdie’s sneakers squeaked past a desk that said NURSES’ STATION above it, and the two averted their eyes as a nurse glanced their way. Eventually they came to a broad glass window and looked inside.

			There were two rows of little raised beds on wheels, with newborn babies squirming or sleeping in them.

			“Babies!” Tenner exclaimed. “They’re tiny.”

			Birdie stared at the wrinkled things. She had only been three years old when Brix was born and didn’t remember him like this. “Not cute.”

			“That one is screaming,” Tenner said, pointing to one whose face was dark red from exertion. “Can’t the nurses hear it?”

			Birdie and Tenner searched anxiously behind the glass for a nurse to go to it. But the ones working back there seemed to be unconcerned. Tenner heard footsteps coming behind them and turned to find the nurse they’d passed coming their way. He nudged Birdie and cleared his throat.

			“Can I help you?” the nurse said. She wasn’t smiling. “Where are your wristbands?”

			“We’re just looking,” Tenner said. Then he added weakly, “That one is screaming.”

			“Are you a sibling?” the nurse asked sharply. She peered around Tenner, trying to see Birdie’s wrists.

			“I am,” Birdie said. Technically it was true. “Can you help my . . .” She glanced sidelong at the crying one. “Brother?”

			The nurse narrowed her eyes.

			“Sister?” Birdie said before she could stop herself.

			The woman’s expression darkened.

			“We need to go,” Tenner said, steering Birdie toward the exit. When they’d gone a few paces, out of reach of the nurse, they broke into a fast walk out of there.

			They scoured the other floors, looking through windows and doors in the areas they weren’t allowed and trying to avoid the nurses. They peeked into a room where noise was blaring and saw a screen hung from the wall in the corner. An old man was in the bed, fast asleep despite the racket.

			As predicted, there weren’t any jail cells inside the hospital. But in one hallway on the second floor, Tenner noticed a dispenser attached to the wall that held disposable vomit bags. He glanced around, then pulled one out of the bottom. Another one dropped down. He frowned, then took that one, too. When a third dropped, his eyes widened. He hesitated, tempted to keep taking them as long as they dropped but not wanting to be greedy. In the end he kept two: one for Cabot, and one in case Birdie ended up in the backseat of a police car again.

			“This is where Greta Stone worked,” Birdie whispered when they exited the stairwell into the emergency room. While Tenner pocketed some gauze and a blood pressure cuff for Cabot from a vacant triage station, Birdie wandered toward the desk, beyond which doctors and nurses were moving between small rooms that had curtains keeping the patients hidden from view. She stood on her tiptoes to watch them and teared up imagining Greta hard at work here. She wished Cabot could see it. She tried to memorize everything to tell her later.

			A nurse appeared behind the desk. “Do you need something?”

			Birdie started. Heart pounding, she blurted out, “Do you know Greta Stone? She’s . . . a doctor.”

			The nurse frowned. “No. Are you sick? Or with someone who is?”

			“I’m—we’re fine. Thank you.” She turned and found Tenner by the exit, zipping up his backpack.

			“Time to go,” he said, slinging the bag over his shoulder. The doors magically slid open, disappearing into the walls, then closed behind them as soon as they walked out. Tenner glanced back in amazement.

			They turned in the direction of the museum and went past a white man leaning against the building, talking on a cell phone. He wore a black suit and shiny shoes, similar to people in the bank.

			He watched the kids go. Then he followed them.

			—

			The line for the museum was longer than the other day when they’d walked around the building. They waited their turn, feeling pleasantly invisible in the midst of a crowd. The look here was casual and colorful, and there were a lot more sneakers on people’s feet.

			Tenner gave up his habit of narrowing his eyes to hide his pupils. Birdie was right—people didn’t seem to notice. He wasn’t as special as he’d imagined himself to be, which was actually good here in Estero. Especially since squinting all the time gave him a headache.

			When their turn came, they slid their phones open and flashed the blank screens at the attendant. The young man gave them a curious glance, then said, “It’s free on Sundays.”

			Birdie nodded like she knew that and put the phone away. The two advanced inside.

			“Now we know,” Tenner said. “Did you see him do a double take when he saw our phones?”

			“Yeah. A person in front of us was using theirs in line. It was a lot different from ours. More like those moving screens we’ve seen around the city. But this person was interacting with it—touching the screen with their fingertip and flicking a red-and-white ball at a weird-looking creature that hopped now and then. The ball went flying, and it—it, like, ate the creature . . .” She trailed off, not sure how to describe it.

			“I don’t get the appeal,” Tenner said snootily as they followed a group to an enormous skeleton on display. “The people are tiny on the big screens. Imagine how small they must be on a phone.”

			“Except for those huge-faced ones.”

			Tenner snorted. “Where even are those people? Have you seen one on the streets? I haven’t. Do you think their bodies are big, too, or only their heads?”

			Birdie shrugged. She looked around at the vast room, feeling about as small as those sports players on the screen. “This is the biggest indoor space I have ever seen in my life,” she said. “Look at that huge skeleton—what the heck is it?”

			They went over to read about the dinosaur that had been discovered and unearthed outside of Estero City. Then they moved around to other rooms, checking out the different items. As they studied a glassed-in display of ancient artifacts like arrowheads and knives and spiked weapons, Tenner tensed up. “Don’t move,” he whispered.

			Birdie’s eyes widened. “Why?”

			Tenner was silent for a moment, then said, “Someone across the room is talking about us. Act natural.”

			Birdie gulped. “What are they saying?”

			Tenner remained quiet for a moment. “A woman said, ‘Hey, there are the two specials from the library I told you about.’ The other person said, ‘I saw them creeping around in the park when LaDuca was trying to chase me down.’ ” Tenner’s eyes darted from patron to patron, trying to locate the ones speaking.

			Birdie’s heart thudded in her throat. Specials? Did she mean people with special abilities? How could anyone know? Had someone noticed Tenner’s eyes after all? She and Tenner pretended to converse about the ancient artifacts while trying to get a glimpse behind them. “Let’s go over here,” Birdie said, leading him away. What did the people know about them?

			As they moved to the next room, Birdie dared a lengthy glance back. “Oh,” she said. Near the entry she saw the librarian who had helped them. And with her, in a wheelchair this time, was Lada, the girl who had appeared out of nowhere outside the Sunrise Foster Home.
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			A FAMILIAR FIGURE
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			Keep moving,” Birdie muttered. “It’s the librarian. I bet she knows that we stole that book.”

			As Birdie and Tenner searched for an exit to make their escape, Tenner’s keen eye caught a movement on the upper floor where the offices were—a shadowy figure in a shimmering garment, followed by a whoosh of purple when the figure turned in the light. Then she was gone down a dark hallway. Tenner’s sight adjusted, and he watched for a moment before she disappeared into a room. The woman’s movements seemed familiar. Had she been watching them?

			Tenner scanned the room, looking and listening for anyone else acting suspicious. When he made eye contact with the librarian, he panicked and rushed to catch up with Birdie, who was trucking through the open space. But the librarian and Lada didn’t chase after them.

			Wondering how to get to the upper level and figure out who the spying woman was, Tenner looked around for a staircase but didn’t see one. As they reached the end of the vast hall, Tenner noticed a strange small room with a sliding door. He’d seen them at the hospital, too. The sign above it said ELEVATOR. Two people got in, and the door slid closed with no one moving it. There were buttons that lit up outside it.

			He looked up at the second floor and saw another silver door like this one. The door opened, and the same people got out. “More magic,” Tenner whispered. He kept moving, searching for Birdie and finding her long black hair flipping around as she jogged down a wide hallway. He darted after her. Finally she turned, saw he wasn’t with her, and waited for him to catch up.

			“We need to leave,” she said. “What if the librarian called the police on us?”

			“I have a vomit bag,” he said, nervously going for the joke. But he was rattled. “I saw someone spying on us,” he said in a low voice. “Tell you later.” Maybe the woman was only gazing down at the crowd, but Tenner had a weird feeling about her.

			“Here’s the side exit,” Birdie said, starting toward it.

			Tenner followed.

			Safe outside and with no one coming after them, Birdie and Tenner turned to go past another marked spot on the map. As they walked, Tenner explained what he’d seen. “There was a woman in the shadows on the upper floor of the main room,” he said. “When I looked up, she slipped down a dark hallway, and by the time my night vision focused in, I could only see the outline of her body for a second before she went into a room.”

			Birdie seemed skeptical. “It could have been anybody. Like a worker or the owner or something.”

			“I know.” Tenner hesitated. “But the way she walked felt . . . familiar.”

			Birdie stopped. “Familiar how? Like, parent-familiar? Or someone we’ve seen in Estero?”

			Tenner pursed his lips, not quite sure. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “Maybe I’m imagining she was familiar because I want to find your mom so badly.”

			Birdie studied him. He sounded defeated. She slipped her arm through his as they walked, like she often did with Seven. “Cheer up,” she said. “We’ve crossed a lot of places off our list today.”

			Tenner stiffened and glanced at Birdie’s arm. Had she forgotten who she was with? “But we still haven’t found your mom or anything that looks remotely like a jail. I feel like we’re wasting our time.” He relaxed as Birdie kept her arm linked with his.

			“I wish we’d thought to look for a local map at the library—then maybe we could find out if there is another jail somewhere. I think . . . I might go ahead and ask a stranger.”

			“Like a police officer?”

			“Sure,” said Birdie, though she didn’t feel quite that brave. “Or anyone who looks like they might know.”

			They stopped in the block where the initials MdP had appeared on the map. “Monasterio de Piedra,” Birdie said, reading the sign.

			“A monastery?” Tenner said, not sure what that meant.

			“It’s like a church, I think,” Birdie guessed. At least it looked like one of the old churches in the C–D encyclopedia, with great rounded doors, huge metal latches, and bell towers. As they gazed at it, three bells clanged, each with a different note. When the song was over, two of the bell tones rang out harmoniously for several seconds, then faded. It felt like a moment of reprieve in this busy city. “That was beautiful,” Birdie said. “We need to listen to more music.” They didn’t have any back home other than their voices.

			Tenner frowned. Bombarded with plenty of noise all the time, he’d mostly tuned out the bells. “I wonder why your dad put this monastery on the map. It doesn’t seem like any of these places point to where your mom might be.” It was frustrating.

			They circled the block, trying to get a good look over the wall that surrounded the property, but it was too high. As they walked, they noticed two doors that had tunnel marker etchings in the stone next to them. One, near the locked entrance to the church, depicted a sheaf of wheat—Birdie had seen that symbol next to the tunnel by Cabot Industrial Services, but that was a long way from here. She guessed that this tunnel was a shortcut to there. The other symbol they saw was a dog and a cat curled up together.

			Birdie squinted at the sky. The sun was coming in white-hot in the midafternoon, and they were hungry and tired. They found a bench in the shade and finished off the rest of their breakfast fish. When a person in a uniform walked by, Birdie cleared her throat and called out, “Excuse me, please. Do you happen to know where the jail is?”

			The woman stopped. Her uniform said PIZZA SUPREME across the front. She eyed the children quizzically. “You mean the police department?”

			“No,” said Tenner. “Is there a different jail around here?”

			The woman seemed even more confused. “Why do you want to know about jails?”

			“It’s for summer school,” Tenner said, recalling the term from the librarian. “A project.”

			“Oh!” The woman’s face cleared. “There’s the new penitentiary outside the city limits. Three or four miles straight up the main drag, right before you hit the freeway.” She pointed.

			“Penitentiary?” Tenner asked. “Is that a jail?”

			“It’s a prison. The worst offenders get transferred there from the police station.” The woman glanced at her watch and continued walking. “I’m late for work. Good luck with your project.”

			A surge of hope flowed through Birdie like new life. “Thank you!” Not only had she successfully talked to another stranger without anyone getting injured or accused of a crime, but it had resulted in important information that could help them find her mom.

			“Calling anything suspicious a ‘school project’ sure seems to be the way to go,” Tenner noted.

			Birdie and Tenner got up and started walking in the direction the woman had pointed out, with a new mission . . . and a new hope.

			“What the heck is a freeway?” Birdie asked as they jogged across the street with the walking white stick person guiding them.

			“Whatever it is, at least it’s free,” Tenner said.

			Down the street, a black car roared to life and crawled along, staying a block behind them.
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			A SICK FEELING
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			While Birdie and Tenner walked to the penitentiary, Cabot, Seven, and Brix were closing in on the edge of the city. Another five miles would bring them into the heart of it. Cabot suggested they break for a snack while they could still sit in peace, for Seven’s sake, but also for all of them. Going into a space like this was nerve-racking.

			After they sat down, Seven looked around carefully to make sure no one was nearby, then unwrapped his scarf and let out a deep breath. His face became the sparkling bay behind him. A sailboat cut across his forehead.

			“Do you want Brix and me to go into the city alone?” Cabot asked him. “We can come back for you tomorrow.”

			Seven’s throat closed, not allowing him to speak. He shook his head. Without the scarf, the head shake wasn’t noticeable.

			But Cabot understood silence. Her face flickered with sympathy. She rested her hand on his forearm for a moment. The sentiment made Seven choke up even more. This was the hardest thing he’d ever done. Back home, when the changes to his camouflage began, they’d happened slowly, almost like he was fading away. His parents had already left, so he couldn’t go to them with his fears. There were only Mr. Golden and Birdie and the rest of the kids. They’d been kind, but . . . this was hard.

			Birdie had bucked him up time and time again. She’d stuck by him and had never said a single word about how strange he looked. She hadn’t made jokes about it, and she’d listened to him when he’d shared how scared he was that he would disappear completely one day—not just his body, but his spirit. His soul—the part of him that wasn’t physical.

			It wasn’t like anyone else he knew had ever gone through this. This . . . feeling like you’re disappearing from existence. Maybe Seven was being dramatic. Considering his parents’ abilities, it seemed right in line. But the fact that they weren’t around to help him through this was unconscionable. That had made everything worse. Birdie had been there for him then. And he needed to be there for her now.

			“I’m going into Estero City with you,” Seven said, now that the lump in his throat had receded. He paused. “Besides, it’ll be dark by the time we get there. That’ll make it easier.”

			Cabot and Brix nodded as they finished eating the last of the stolen red fruit. Cabot put the seeds from each core with the other ones she’d saved. Seven put the scarf back on. Then they packed their things. The two younger children led the way. Steeling himself, Seven followed.
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			STRIKING OUT
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			Tenner and Birdie approached the sprawling penitentiary complex with trepidation. The flat-roofed, rectangular, gray building surrounded by an electric fence was vastly different from the centuries-old style of Old Town Estero. Nearby, a huge conglomeration of streets rose up and curled together in a four-leaf clover, with vehicles shooting up the curves and merging with other vehicles. The freeway.

			They found the prison’s visitors’ entrance and went inside. They were stopped by guards and told to put their backpacks on a belt that moved. Bewildered, the two did what they were told and tried not to freak out when their backpacks disappeared inside the machine.

			The guard waved them through a doorway similar to what they’d gone through at the library. And then they collected their backpacks on the other side and were free to roam a large waiting room. There were people filling the chairs, and two of those screens up near the ceiling, broadcasting a show about people guessing answers to questions in order to win money. Lights flashed on the screen and letters appeared, but there was no sound, so nothing made sense.

			On the far side of the room was a glass window with the word REGISTRATION above it. Birdie and Tenner exchanged a glance. This place was much larger than the little jail at the police station. Birdie went up to the window. A bald man with light brown skin was sitting on the other side. He typed on a computer keyboard without looking at the letters. Birdie wished she could see the screen. After a moment, the man looked up. He had a single wisp of long hair that sort of floated above his head. “Last name and ID?”

			Birdie blinked. There was that term again. “Um . . . Golden. And Cordoba.”

			The man snorted. “You own the museum or something, kid? I need your IDs.”

			“Ha,” said Tenner weakly. “Um, we don’t have our IDs.”

			The man stopped and stared. “You have an appointment?”

			“Appointment?” said Birdie. She pressed her lips together. “We want to see Elena Golden.”

			“If you don’t have an appointment or ID, you’re not getting in. How old are you? Where’s your adult?”

			“My adult is in there,” Birdie said, feeling flustered. “My dad died, and my mom is Elena Golden. And I need to tell her.”

			The man’s eyes widened, but he turned back to his computer and typed something. “You don’t have an appointment.” He picked up a thin pad of paper and slid it under the window. “Write your phone number here, and we can ask your ma to call you during her free time. Elena Golden . . . hmm. That name is familiar.”

			Birdie stiffened. Would he know she was one of the supernatural criminals? She stared at the pad of paper. “I don’t have a phone number.”

			The man sighed like he’d run out of sympathy. A line had formed behind them.

			Tenner leaned in. “How do we make an appointment?” he asked. “Can we wait in the chairs?”

			“You got ID?”

			Tenner closed his eyes. “Still no.”

			“You need an adult. And you need ID. You can make an appointment with me now, but I can’t let you in unless you have those things.” The man turned back to the computer and typed. “Wait, wait. She’s not even here.”

			“She’s not?” Birdie asked. Her face fell. “Where is she?”

			“Transferred out three years ago.”

			“To where?” Tenner asked.

			The man frowned as he studied the screen. “Government custody.” He sneered. “Ooh. Is she one of the supernatural criminals?”

			Birdie gulped and looked around to see if anyone else had heard the question. Several people turned to stare. She didn’t answer.

			The man leaned toward the glass and looked Birdie in the eye. He scowled as if disgusted by her. “She’s not here. Okay, kid? Sorry about your dad. But I can’t help you.” He looked beyond the children to the people in line behind them. “Next!”

			Birdie and Tenner walked out of the penitentiary in dejected silence. Government custody? What was that? It sounded ominous and impossible.

			The raven followed them. Do you know where Elena Golden is? Birdie asked. The raven landed on Birdie’s shoulder for the first time, sensing her sadness. But it didn’t have an answer.

			Nearby, parked in a black car, the librarian and Lada watched the two. “She’s got an animal ability,” Lada said brightly. “I’m still not sure about the boy. I think he sensed we were talking about them in the museum—that’s why they took off.”

			“Something’s unusual about his eyes,” said the librarian. “And he’s always looking around. They’re after information about the supernatural criminals. I was able to figure out which articles they stole once I replaced the copies of the newspapers. All of them were about the eight fugitives.” She tapped her finger to her lips. “They look thirteen or so, wouldn’t you say?”

			“My age,” Lada agreed. “How long since the criminals ran away?”

			“About fifteen years.”

			“Do you think they could possibly be . . . related?”

			The librarian nodded. “That’s exactly what I think.”

			It was dark by the time Birdie and Tenner stopped to rest and refill their water in the park across from Sunrise Foster Home. The black car pulled into a parking space nearby. Across the street, the man who’d followed them to the museum strolled down the sidewalk, still wearing his suit jacket. He had his hands in his pockets this time. He glanced their way, then slipped inside one of the doors under the CABOT INDUSTRIAL SERVICES sign.

			Birdie and Tenner hadn’t had lunch, and now it was past dinnertime. Birdie rummaged through her backpack for food, but all she had left were a few shriveled berries, which she split between herself and Tenner. She shared one of hers with the raven.

			Then she organized the items in her backpack, adjusting the map to keep it from being crushed between the library book and her father’s journal. None seemed useful anymore. Birdie’s mother was not in any traditional jail. “Government custody” sounded too big and official for a couple of kids who had no idea how the world worked. After resting for a while, Birdie glanced at Tenner. Her lip quivered. “I think maybe we should just . . . go home.”

			Tenner leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees. This was her choice, and he didn’t want to talk her into leaving without finding her mom, but he’d had enough, too. “We seem to have run out of ideas,” he said carefully, and sat up. “You tried your best for your dad. Home sounds good, but we can keep looking if you want.”

			Birdie sighed and dropped her head into her hands. Tenner rested his hand on her back and patted now and then. After a few minutes, she sat up, too. “Well,” she said, “I don’t want to travel across the bay at night—it’s scary enough during the day.”

			“Plus we’re famished,” Tenner added.

			“Yes. But before we head back to the beach, there’s one more thing I want to check out.”

			“The tunnels?” Tenner guessed.

			“Yep.”

			“Your dad wrote in his journal that it’s not good to use them at night.”

			Birdie shrugged. “It’s now or never. There’s an entrance to one next to the Cabot Industries door.”

			Birdie showed Tenner the sheaf of wheat etched into the stone. She and Tenner slipped into the tunnel, which was lit by electric sconces. The first intricate paintings on the walls were of fields, but as they progressed down the hallway, the scenes became vineyards, with castles and mountains in the distance. After several yards, they picked up the pace, keeping an eye out for tunnel watchers who might not appreciate them being there.

			They came upon a door in the wall. They opened it, finding themselves facing an unfamiliar street. Tenner’s stomach growled loudly. “Let’s turn around,” he said. “And head to the beach.”

			Birdie agreed. It had been cool to see. But it was just a tunnel. They went back the way they came.

			As they moved along, Tenner heard footsteps behind them. “Someone’s coming,” he whispered close to Birdie’s ear. He grabbed her hand, and they started to run.

			“Stop!” a man’s voice rang out. The sound of footsteps increased. And then the lights went out.

			“Keep running!” Tenner whispered. “I’ll guide you—hang on!”

			Birdie held on to Tenner’s hand and ran for her life through the blackness. Their footsteps pounded and echoed and blended in with the ones behind them. As they neared the exit, a flash of light blinded Birdie and Tenner, followed by moving shadows, and then it went dark again.

			A few steps later, they ran straight into a group of people who yelled in surprise. The impact sent Birdie and Tenner flying backward to the ground.

			As Tenner whirled around, trying to make out their pursuer in the dark, an animal squealed and landed squarely on Birdie’s chest, knocking her flat.
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			In the confusion, bodies tangled and tore apart. Fists and feet connected with faces and stomachs. Stifled screams of surprise led to shouts of pain. All Tenner could see was a person with something wrapped around their head plowing into him. Knocking him flat. Tenner threw the person off and scrambled up. He found Birdie’s hand and yanked her past the attackers and outside, onto the sidewalk where Birdie could see. They ran wildly across the street to a park, not caring about the blinking street signs. Then they crouched behind some overgrown bushes to catch their breath.

			“Who was that?” Birdie whispered, touching her bottom lip, which was bleeding and swelling up like a grape. “The tunnel watcher?”

			“The person following us earlier was a man by himself. He could have been a tunnel watcher. I’m not sure why he would’ve turned the lights out, though.” Tenner paused for breath and winced when he felt his side. He’d taken a hard kick to his lower ribs. “The group we bumped into were strangers coming into the tunnel, I guess.”

			“They had a pet,” Birdie said. “It landed on me. For a second, I thought it was Puerco.”

			Tenner laughed. “The one who kicked me and knocked me down had his face all wrapped up like that mummy replica we saw in the museum. I just wanted to get out of there.”

			Birdie squinted through the shadows, her head suddenly full of communication from animals. “I’m hearing the raven and . . . and Puerco, who is coming through stronger than ever, for some reason,” she said. Perhaps because she’d been thinking about him. Her communication with Puerco had been spotty for days, but he seemed ridiculously loud at the moment, dominating Birdie’s thoughts. “Maybe he could feel I was in danger and that’s why he’s so insistent right now.”

			“Shh,” said Tenner. “The tunnel door is opening.” He peered around the bushes to get a better look, then gasped. “Bird, you’re not going to believe this.”

			“What?”

			A car horn blared.

			“Geez!” muttered Tenner. “They ran in front of a car!”

			“Who?” Birdie jumped up and parted the bushes. “Holy expletive! It’s Cabot and Brix! And . . .” She faltered. Could that possibly be Seven?

			She and Tenner ran out of their hiding place toward them and confirmed it was definitely Seven wrapped up in the scarf. And there was Puerco, bounding toward her—he had been the animal that had landed on her in the confusion. The pig squealed and jumped into Birdie’s arms.

			“Seven?” Birdie said, stumbling backward and trying to control the excited pig. “Brix, and Cabot! How . . . ? You nearly got crushed by a car—you have to watch out for them, both directions. What are you doing here? I’m so happy to see you!” Blown away that Seven was here, she ran to him for a hug. He held her for a moment, then stiffened and stepped back.

			Birdie, confused, looked him over from hiking boots to scarf to Greta’s glam sunglasses. “What’s going on?”

			“What’s going on with you?” Cabot said coolly.

			Birdie turned slowly to face her with a sense of dread. “What do you mean? How did you get here?”

			“We came by land,” Brix told his sister. “It took us four days.”

			“That’s impossible,” said Tenner, narrowing his eyes.

			“And yet,” said Cabot, folding her arms over her chest, “here we are.”

			“How did you find us?” Birdie asked, overwhelmed. Confused. Something was wrong, but she couldn’t seem to get the right words out to question them.

			“Puerco led us to you.” Cabot leaned in to study Birdie’s face. “Are you sorry we came?”

			“No, I’m . . . I’m excited to see you! But why are you acting so . . . hostile?”

			A young couple with their arms entwined walked past them, oblivious to the children. Seven ducked behind a tree and started breathing hard while Cabot and Brix watched the couple curiously. Then an older woman rushed past as if she were in a hurry.

			“Did you find your mother?” Cabot asked in a quieter voice.

			“No,” Birdie said. Her face fell. She’d failed in her mission. “But I still don’t get what’s happening. Seven, you said you’d never come here. What changed your mind?”

			Seven peered from behind the tree. “We found the note.”

			Birdie blinked. “Note?”

			“The one from Dad,” Brix said.

			“My . . . private, personal note?” Birdie’s stomach twisted.

			“The one you hid inside the encyclopedia,” said Cabot. “Dear Birdie,” she recited. “Now that the end of my life is approaching, I have a confession to make. Fifteen years ago, right before your mother and I and the other adults were forced to leave Estero, I moved our hidden stash . . . without telling anyone. I’ve created a map that leads to it. When you are of age and feeling especially brave, I want you to go to Estero, find your mother, and give her the map. Please be careful. I love you, and I’m sorry . . . about everything. Dad.”

			It sounded . . . really bad. Birdie was furious they’d read her note, but she had no right to accuse them of that now. They’d read it and they’d traveled all this way, worried over it. She didn’t know what to say. She smoothed her hair back, trying to find words. “I can explain everything.”

			“You should have explained before you left,” said Cabot.

			“It was a hard journey,” Brix interjected. “We got attacked by a mountain lion, and I had to swim for two hours.”

			“Oh, Brixy,” Birdie said, opening her arms to him. He seemed the least angry with her and slid into her embrace. “I know I should have, Cabot . . . but it was complicated. I hope you all know my mother would share the money with your parents, right? That she wouldn’t keep it for herself. That was never the plan, I promise.”

			Cabot and Seven exchanged a cool glance. Then Cabot turned back to Birdie. “It was sneaky of your dad to move the stash without telling anyone. It seemed like you could be doing something sneaky, too, by not telling us you were delivering this map to your mom. Why didn’t you say so? Did you keep it from Tenner, too?”

			Tenner stepped in. “Birdie told me as soon as we got here. And she said she should have told you. But she knew it sounded suspicious, and she didn’t want to raise doubts about it.” He paused and realized Cabot was actually listening to him, so he kept going. “She didn’t want to tarnish her father’s memory, especially right after his death. And she promised me she wouldn’t give the map to Elena unless she agreed to split everything.” He lowered his voice as another couple walked by, and beckoned the kids a few steps away from the sidewalk, closer to the tree where Seven was hiding. “It doesn’t matter anyway. We didn’t find her. We’ve been everywhere. The guard at the prison said she’s in government custody. And . . . we can’t get to her.”

			Birdie nodded emphatically and shot Tenner a grateful look. “We’ve run out of ideas. We were planning on coming home in the morning.”

			“With the stash?” Cabot said accusingly.

			“With the—no!” Birdie said, alarmed. “We didn’t even look for it. We just want to go home and have everything be normal again.” She shook her head, overwhelmed. There was way too much to explain standing out here in the park with late-night pedestrians walking by. And maybe even the watcher who’d chased them. “By the way, did you see what happened to that person that was following us?” Birdie asked.

			“After you left the tunnel,” said Brix, “the lights turned on and we saw a man in black clothes run the other way. We didn’t see his face.”

			Birdie exchanged a glance with Tenner, then looked nervously at Brix and Seven. “We should go somewhere private,” she murmured. “It doesn’t feel safe to be out here.”
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			Seven stayed behind the tree. “That’s actually the other reason we came, Birdie,” he said. “We learned about a safe place we can hide. Your dad—he wrote directions to the entrance of the lower tunnels in his last journal entry.”

			“You read his journals, too?” Birdie exclaimed. Heat rose in her cheeks. “Isn’t anything private anymore?”

			Seven stepped toward her with his gloved hand out. “Listen. After what you did, we had to figure some things out. Besides, it was opened to that page and lying on the floor after Brix used a piece of paper to write the note to your mom.”

			“Oh,” said Birdie, focusing on his sunglasses and wishing she could see his pupils. “Okay. Go on.”

			Seven dropped his hand and glanced around nervously. He lowered his voice even more. “Your dad wrote that the other criminals don’t know about the lower tunnels. And we’d be safe down there.”

			Dad’s first journal, which Birdie had brought with her, had given her details about the lower tunnels, but not the entrance location he’d found. This was important news—or it would have been if they’d decided to continue the search for Elena.

			She faltered, curious about the tunnels but not seeing the point of exploring them if they were going home in the morning. And at this moment she was faint with hunger. She and Tenner had been away from their camp since morning and had trudged countless miles with only a few berries to eat. “I love that you discovered that, Seven,” Birdie said carefully. “And that you came to give us that information. But Tenner and I haven’t eaten all day. We can go to our safe place at the beach, catch fish, and cook out, like always. And then go home in the morning.”

			Cabot frowned. They would have to talk about that. But she and Brix and Seven were out of food too, and there wouldn’t be anything to eat in an ancient tunnel. “If you think your beach spot is safe for Seven and Brix,” she said, “I say we go there. It’s been a long few days for us, too.”

			“Our camp is deserted at night,” Tenner assured them. “Wait’ll you see the toilet rooms.”

			Birdie and Cabot walked together, speaking quietly as they came to an understanding about Birdie’s mistakes and intentions. Seven walked right behind them, then Tenner and Brix, who sandwiched Seven in, making him less noticeable from any street or pedestrian traffic. Brix bounced along, trying to look more like a goofy, excited kid than a supernatural one.

			Soon Tenner and Birdie were showing them their little beach campsite. While Birdie started the fire and showed the newcomers to the restrooms, Tenner caught enough fish to feed the hungry group. Then they gathered around and ate, almost like old times.

			But now that they were all together and fed, Seven, Cabot, and Brix had some news to share before they went to sleep. And it wasn’t the good kind.

			Seven left his extra coverings off. His face and hands were divots of brown wet sand, and he wore foam from the shoreline like a snowy white cap. He turned toward Birdie and Tenner. “There’s something important we need to tell you.”

			Birdie looked up quizzically at his serious tone. She had some things to tell them, too. “What is it?”

			Cabot shifted, nodding slightly at Seven, and he continued. “We found two sets of human bones along the journey. One in the jungle. And one on the rocks along the bay.”

			“Bones?” said Tenner. He glanced at Birdie, and she reached out to touch his sleeve, her heart thudding. The waves whooshed gently behind them, and the fire popped and crackled.

			Seven cleared his throat and continued. “The one on the rocks had a backpack next to it—one of our parents’ backpacks. And . . . it had the missing thirteen diamonds hidden inside.”

			Birdie gasped.

			Tenner’s jaw slacked, and he felt the blood drain from his face. “My dad?”

			“We don’t know for sure,” Seven said carefully.

			“The bones indicated a tall person,” said Cabot. “That could be your dad, or your mom, or Seven’s dad, or my dad.”

			“But the backpack . . .” said Tenner, tight-lipped. All the sights, the sounds, the smells that pounded him every day went silent for a moment as the truth slapped him in the face. “I think we all know who stole the diamonds.” He dropped his head as conflicting emotions battled in his mind and lungs. He huffed as something thick and harsh crept up his esophagus, threatening to choke him. Then a huge, ugly sob burst out.

			Birdie leaned over to comfort him. “Oh, Tenner,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”

			“I don’t know why I’m crying,” Tenner sobbed. He buried his face in his hands as his back shuddered. “I hate him!”

			“But you didn’t want him to die,” Cabot said quietly. “It’s okay.”

			Tenner cried for a while. The others went to hug him and help him through it and cry with him. After a while his tears ran out. He wiped his eyes and blew his nose with some toilet paper from the restroom. Then he looked at Cabot. “What about the other bones?”

			Cabot’s mouth slacked, and tears sprang to her eyes. “Oh, ah, yeah.” She blew out a breath. “My best guess is that it’s my mother.”

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			A CHANGE OF PLANS

			
				[image: ]
			

			Tenner and Birdie exchanged an alarmed glance. A log shifted in the campfire, and a spray of embers whirled through the air and settled. “Cabot, no,” Birdie said. “That can’t be.”

			Cabot shut her eyes. “I appreciate you trying to be nice, but it makes sense. It’s what I’ve always thought. And I’m dealing with it.” She pinched the bridge of her nose.

			“No,” Tenner said quickly. “Birdie’s right. It literally can’t be, because your mom made it to Estero.”

			Cabot opened her eyes and stared a hole through him. “What?”

			“There’s a lot to tell you,” Birdie said apologetically. “But your mom made it here. We have proof. She and your father were captured along with my mother three years ago.”

			“My father, too?” Cabot said softly. Her shiny eyes flickered, reflecting the flames. “They’re both here? Are you sure?”

			Birdie nodded. “I’m sure those bones you found aren’t them,” she clarified. “We don’t know what happened since then.”

			Tenner was already digging into his backpack for the article. “Here.” He handed Cabot the clipping with their parents’ photos and explained the X’d-out faces. Cabot, hands trembling, squinted to read it by firelight while Seven and Brix leaned in to read bits and pieces, too.

			After a moment, Cabot looked up. “Wow,” she said, a dazed expression on her face. She handed the article back to Tenner. “I don’t know what to think. I was sure . . . I was sure Mom was dead because I knew she would have figured out how to break out of jail and come home to me if she were alive.”

			“Maybe there were too many guards and police,” Tenner said gently. “We’ve definitely seen our fair share of them, haven’t we, Bird?” He smiled at her. They had a lot of stories to tell.

			“More than our fair share,” Birdie said, smiling back.

			Brix yawned. “Can we go to sleep now and talk more in the morning?”

			“Good idea,” said Seven, standing up to stretch, then limping over to his backpack to get his blanket.

			“I’m bushed, too,” Birdie said. “Let’s get some rest, and I’ll make sure we’re up early so we can decide what to do.” She glanced at Cabot, wondering what the girl was thinking now that she knew her parents were here somewhere. Would she want to stay? If so, would they all stay?

			But Cabot was silent, lost in her thoughts. Calculating every scenario. She would let the rest of them know what she was doing in the morning . . . and they could make their own choices from there.

			They lay down in a row in the sand with their parachute blankets. Puerco plopped down near one end where Birdie put her parachute blanket, and soon he was snorting gently in his sleep. Once Birdie settled down next to Seven, she slung her arm over him and closed her eyes. “I missed you,” she said.

			Seven’s eyes fluttered, then closed again. He’d missed her, too. He touched the back of her hand, and they fell asleep under the stars to the lull of soft, rolling waves.

			Before sunrise, Birdie shook Tenner awake to catch breakfast. The city would be waking up soon, too, and they needed to decide if they were going to go home—and if so, how. Or if they should go to the lower tunnels and hide. The others soon woke to the delicious smell of fish roasting on the fire and heavy thoughts on their minds.

			Seven swiftly adjusted his wrappings as the janitor appeared at the top of the beach and rolled his yellow bucket into the restroom to clean. The kids’ moods ranged from tentative to mildly anxious. What were they going to do? As the sky brightened, they packed their backpacks—they for sure weren’t staying here.

			But as they gathered to eat and decide, a noise coming toward them down the walkway made Tenner look up sharply. “Uh-oh. Birdie, guess who?” The librarian was coming toward them with Lada, the teleporting girl, beside her.

			Birdie turned and gasped, and the others whirled around, too. Seven dove behind the cypress tree. There was nowhere to go but in the sea.

			“Birdie!” the librarian called. Her dress today was neon green with small white flowers. Lada wore a long-sleeve white shirt with cuffed blue shorts. “That’s your name, isn’t it?”

			Birdie froze. “I . . .” She ran to her backpack and opened the main compartment. “I have your book. I’m sorry. Please don’t call the police.”

			“What’s happening?” Brix whispered. Cabot stared, trying to figure it out. Seven stayed behind the tree, trying not to hyperventilate.

			“She knows we’re supernatural,” Tenner said under his breath to Cabot, Seven, and Brix. But he didn’t know if that was a good or a bad thing.

			The librarian’s face was stern, but it looked like she was trying not to smile. “Thank you,” she said, taking it and slipping it into a tote bag that hung from her shoulder. “The library appreciates it. That’s not why we wanted to talk to you, though.” She glanced at the ones she didn’t know and spied Seven peering around the tree trunk with a scarf on his head. “Are there more of you? Or just the five?”

			Birdie frowned. “We don’t have to answer that.”

			Lada lifted her chin. “We know who you are,” she said. “You’re the children of the supernatural criminals, and we want to help you.” She paused, seeing their shocked looks, which gave her the confirmation she was hoping for. When no one denied her assertion, she continued. “And, Birdie?”

			“Yes?” Birdie said in a near whisper.

			“I know where your mother is.”
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			Lada gazed at the sea of astonished and fearful expressions— and one scarf and glasses—and waited while they collected their wits. Now that she’d looked up the notorious criminals online, she’d seen that Birdie strongly resembled her mother. And the blond child with the buzz cut was unmistakably related to Jack Stone. The one with the scarf, hiding in the shadows? It seemed possible that he’d be the product of the invisible one. But she was unsure about the bouncing one and the boy with the unusual eyes.

			Birdie found her voice first. “You know where my mother is? Tell me—where is she?”

			“Where is she?” Brix echoed, bouncing up to Birdie’s side.

			Lada’s crutches dangled from her forearms. Her body was stiff, but her legs moved continuously and her knees bumped each other. She seemed focused on balancing. Still, she didn’t put her crutches down. “She’s being held captive in the president’s palace dungeon. She’s been there for three years.”

			Cabot shoved forward between Brix and Birdie. “Is anyone else down there with her?”

			Lada’s lips parted at the earnest look on her face. “Unfortunately, no.”

			Cabot’s expression flickered, then she dropped her gaze. She wanted to ask if Lada knew Greta and Jack Stone. If she’d seen them or knew where they were. But these were complete strangers. How was she supposed to trust them? She held back . . . for now.

			The group started talking at once until the librarian raised her hand to quiet them. “One at a time, and keep your voices down,” she said. “We don’t want the janitor paying attention to us.”

			“How do I get my mother out of there?” Birdie asked. After the long, emotional day yesterday, she’d been about to give up. She held on to Brix’s shoulders, and her heart pounded. They knew where Mom was!

			“Yes—tell us, please,” said Tenner. Seven stayed behind the tree.

			Lada glanced over her shoulder at the librarian, then returned to face forward. “If we all work together, we may have the chance to get her out tonight,” she told them in a low voice. “The president will be traveling this evening. He’ll be gone for hours.”

			Tenner was puzzled. “You mean we should take a palace tour and slip away from the group?”

			“Mm, not exactly,” Lada said. She turned again to the librarian, who pulled a long tube of rolled-up blue-and-white paper out of the bag on her shoulder. “Does anyone know how to read architectural blueprints?”

			Cabot’s eyes widened. Silently she reached for the roll.

			“Oh.” Seven cleared his throat. He swallowed hard, then slowly stepped out from behind the tree. “I get it.” He nodded as Birdie turned to look at him. “She means we’re breaking in.”

			“Breaking in?” said Brix in a loud whisper. “To the palace? He didn’t even know what a palace looked like, but it sounded big.

			“That’s right,” Lada said.

			“Whoa,” said Cabot. She peeked at the blueprints, anxious to study them.

			“We’ve got all day to plan, before the palace staff retires for the evening. Long enough to learn what all of you can do. There’s no time to waste—the president’s people already know two of you are in town.”

			“They do?” Birdie said. Fear filled her chest.

			“Men in suits have been tailing you,” said the librarian. “Lada and I have, too. We need to make our move before the president’s goons make theirs—and their move is to take you out before you cause any trouble. So . . . that means now.”

			Phrases like “take you out” weren’t exactly what the five hideaway children were used to hearing about themselves. It was unsettling to know Birdie and Tenner had been followed. Maybe the tunnel watcher wasn’t a tunnel watcher after all.

			The librarian’s black car, parked along the street outside the taco shop, had room for Lada and the three who hadn’t had the experience of riding in one before. It would be safer for Seven and Brix to travel that way, too. Birdie was more than happy to walk, since she’d just eaten and she wanted a moment to check in with Tenner alone. The other three climbed in and examined the seat belts and window controls. Cabot leaned forward and studied the steering wheel and control panel, and dipped her head to see the pedals on the floor. Their faces were pressed against the windows as the librarian took off.

			“We’re going to find my mother!” Birdie exclaimed as she and Tenner walked the familiar route into the city. A thrill rose up inside her, and she gave herself a delighted hug. “I can’t believe it. Imagine if we’d left before the librarian and Lada found us.”

			“I’m really excited to see her,” Tenner said, shifting his backpack straps, but his energy seemed lower than usual. “It’s great to finally know where she is after all we’ve been through.”

			Birdie thought he was probably thinking about Troy. “Did you get any sleep?”

			“A little,” he said, and flashed a melancholy smile.

			“I wish things didn’t have to be this hard.” Birdie reached around and patted his backpack awkwardly, as if it were part of his body, which made the two tired kids laugh and exchange a side hug instead.

			“It’s going to take some getting used to,” Tenner said. “I spent a long time staying out of Troy’s way, and now I don’t have to worry about that anymore. You’d think I’d be thrilled, but my heart feels . . . twisty.”

			Birdie nodded. “Tell me if you want to talk about it. Anytime.” She didn’t throw any pitying glances his way.

			Birdie kept an eye out all around for men in black suits, like the librarian had warned her to do. But it was still early, and the streets and pedestrian traffic were barely starting to pick up, mostly with joggers and dog walkers. They made it to the library without incident.

			The librarian met them out front and led them to an entrance at the back of the building, which had cement stairs leading down and ending at a solid metal door. Soon they found themselves inside the basement of the library. It was a big office with no windows and books piled everywhere. A large coffee mug sat on a desk next to a computer. Seven, Brix, and Cabot waited near the desk, looking around, while Lada cleared books from a long rectangular table nearby. Cabot gripped the roll of blueprints while she paged through a book on the top of a stack, then moved over to examine the computer.

			“How was your car ride?” Birdie asked as she let Puerco out to sniff around.

			“Amazing,” Seven said. “A lot smoother than I thought it would be.”

			“It was fast,” Brix said, and Cabot nodded, though she seemed more excited about the computer.

			“I have a lot of questions for you,” Lada said with a pleasant laugh. On the short ride over, they’d explained that they’d never been in a car before, which was hard to imagine. Now she couldn’t stop taking them in—their clothing, their hairstyles, their wonderment at seeing the city. Lada wanted to know more, like where they’d been all these years. It was blowing her mind to finally be meeting other kids like her. But they had more important things to attend to first. Hopefully there would be time to chat later.

			Tenner grinned and looked at Birdie to see if she wanted to tell the story of their ride, but Birdie had turned to the librarian for further instructions.

			The librarian went to the desk and sat down. She started typing at the computer. Cabot leaned over her shoulder. She was drawn to the woman—was it the super-short hair that made her feel like they had something in common? Or the mystery of the computer that intrigued her? Or knowing she worked with books that made her feel safe? Her eyes moved from the librarian’s fingers to the screen, trying to figure out how it worked.

			Lada called the five over to the table she’d cleared. Cabot reluctantly left the librarian and brought the blueprints with her. At Lada’s request, she spread them out, quickly identifying each floor of the palace and putting the pages in order.

			“The librarian is working today,” Lada said. “Down here for a while, then upstairs with the patrons. So I’ll be talking you through everything. Any questions before I start getting your info?”

			“Have you been inside the palace?” Cabot asked Lada.

			“Only on the tour,” Lada said. She pulled a chair out and sat down, setting her crutches on the floor beside her. Her wheelchair was folded and leaning against the wall nearby. “I’ve taken it a few times, but the guides don’t show you the dungeon or the servants’ quarters or even all the relics the president has been hoarding.”

			“Hoarding?” asked Tenner. He and Birdie pulled up bucket chairs across from Cabot and Lada, staying a few feet back from the table so Cabot could move around it if she needed to. “How does he get to do that?”

			“He says he’s keeping them safe.” Lada rolled her eyes.

			“How do you know our mother is in the dungeon?” Brix asked.

			“We have connections,” the librarian said from the desk. She stopped typing and turned to face them. “What you don’t know, you can’t tell. We’ll leave it at that for now.”

			“What does that mean?” Brix asked.

			“It means if you get captured,” said Seven, sitting on the corner of a different table and leaving all his gear on, “you can’t give away the name of the person who helped you because you don’t know what it is.”

			Lada glanced at Seven and nodded, trying not to study his unusual garb too closely. She knew what it was like to be stared at. “That’s right.”

			As Cabot memorized the blueprints, Lada pulled out a cell phone and held it loosely above the table. “You’ve all met The Librarian. That is her preferred name. Her ability is to make people near her forget their recent memories. Somewhere along the way, she also picked up the ability to silence nonhuman-generated noises, like fire alarms, door alarms, drone buzzing, and stuff like that. It’s something to do with a similar frequency level to the memory thing—I don’t know.”

			“More of a trick to impress people than anything else,” The Librarian said from her desk. “But that’s why no one came running after you at the library.” She glanced smugly at Birdie.

			“What is she referring to?” Seven asked.

			“That book I stole,” Birdie mumbled. “We set off the library’s alarm.” The others reacted with surprise, but Lada moved swiftly to taking notes on their abilities. She lifted her phone and touched the screen with her thumb. The five all leaned closer, trying to get a glimpse of what she was doing—even Cabot took a moment to examine it. The phone screen turned yellow and had several horizontal stripes going all the way down, like a piece of journal paper. A picture of a keyboard slid up. She typed the letters B-r-i and then halted and looked at the youngest. “You said Brix with an x, right?”

			“Yup.”

			“Okay. And what’s your supernatural ability? Something to do with bouncing, I know. Can you describe everything to me?”

			Brix took a bouncy step back, jumped, and twisted in the air. “I can climb, run fast, and heal quickly if I get hurt. And jump from high places. If I fall, I bounce and get back up.” He jumped up on the table, shaking it, and hopped down, showing her the way he landed.

			“Wow,” said Lada. “That’s handy.” She typed on her phone for a moment, then turned to Birdie. “How about you?”

			“I—first, how did you know my name earlier?” said Birdie. “Did Tenner say it at the library?”

			“You typed it into the computer username box,” The Librarian said without looking up from her computer.

			“Ooh,” said Birdie. She glanced at the back of The Librarian’s close-cropped head. The woman was slightly intimidating with her occasional participation in the conversation.

			The Librarian picked up her phone and started punching it with her thumbs.

			Birdie turned back to Lada. “I can communicate with many different animals,” she said. “Ravens, octopuses, pigs. And Puerco, my pig, is very well trained and can follow commands.” She reached down and scratched the pig behind the ears. “I’ve also ridden on whales and dolphins.”

			“That’s how Birdie and I got here,” Tenner explained. Then added, “Not all at the same time. They went in shifts. First the gray whale, then the dolphins, and then the orca.”

			Lada’s jaw slacked, and she stopped typing. “That’s how you . . .” She shook her head and wrote that down. Then her gaze returned to Birdie. “We saw you interact with a raven yesterday. Do you think it will do what you ask it to?”

			“It showed us the way to the library,” Birdie said, “so I suppose so.”

			“Okay, great.” She finished up her notes, then scanned the room and landed on Tenner. “You’re next.”

			“I’ve got heightened senses, and I can hold my breath for, like, a half hour.” He pointed to his eyes. Then he added almost apologetically, “And I’ve got extra-large pupils. For seeing in the dark and long distances. You probably can’t tell.”

			“Impressive,” said Lada, leaning forward and checking them out up close. “Are they actually activated right now?”

			“They’re always activated,” Tenner said, pleased to be asked. “See how they’re slightly oval?”

			“Yes, The Librarian told me she noticed that the other day,” said Lada.

			“She did?” Tenner sat up and flashed Birdie a triumphant look. “She noticed my eyes?”

			“For sure.” Lada finished her notes, then turned to Seven like she wasn’t quite sure what to say. “So . . . Seven. Do you want to take that scarf off? It’s pretty warm down here. And you’re in a safe place.”

			Seven swallowed hard. “I mean . . .”

			Birdie hopped out of her chair and went over to stand nearby for support. “You don’t have to.”

			“No, she’s right. I’m roasting.” Seven reached up, removed his sunglasses, and set them on the table. Then he slowly unwound the scarf to uncover his face. “I’m a camo boy,” he said, his voice cracking.

			“Camouflage,” said Lada, her face lighting up. “That’s perfect.” She smiled encouragingly and tried not to stare at the way his face blended with the stacks of books behind him. “Such a great ability. You can be anywhere in the world and be safe.” She sighed. “Does it feel nice not to have that worry?”

			Seven blinked. “I haven’t experienced that,” he said lightly. “But where we came from, I didn’t have to think about it much.”

			“Oh.” Lada bit her lip. Bits and pieces of their past were trickling in and starting to build a backstory, but she knew there had to be more. “Would you mind moving from side to side?”

			Seven teetered on the table a few times.

			“I can’t even detect an outline,” Lada said. “Wow.” She glanced at The Librarian, but the woman was talking on the phone. “I feel like we’ve hit the jackpot.” She turned to Cabot, who was poring over the final page of the blueprints—the dungeon prison area—then faced the others again. “I don’t want to interrupt Cabot,” she said in a low voice. “What is her ability?”

			Cabot looked up sharply before anyone could answer for her. “I don’t have one,” she said, trying to sound like she didn’t care. “I’m just smart.” She turned back to the pages as a slight tension filled the room.

			“Well then,” said Lada, smoothing her sleeves and picking a piece of lint off her shoulder. “It’s down to me. When my ability to teleport developed at age ten, my caretakers at Sunrise didn’t know what to do. They aren’t allowed to accept supernatural people anymore, and a bunch of the ones who were there when Fuerte changed the rule got banished. But I was young then—I don’t remember it. At least they didn’t banish me,” she said with a laugh that sounded hollow. Her laughter died, and she let her phone fall into her lap. “They’d probably like to now, though. Anyway, I can teleport short distances—sometimes when I don’t mean to, which is an adventure. It drives the headmaster bananas.” The five laughed. They’d heard the funny-sounding word banana before, even if they’d never eaten one. Lada grinned, and it seemed real this time. “I’ve been the lone supernatural kid in Estero all this time, as far as I know. Everyone else is either gone or in hiding. But then you showed up. With our combined abilities, I think we make a pretty competent team. A dream team, really,” she said with a hitch in her voice. “You have no idea how much it means to me to have you here.”
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			For lunch, The Librarian used her computer to order food to be delivered, a concept that seemed impossible to Seven and Brix. Cabot didn’t weigh in—she was playing with Lada’s cell phone and learning the keyboard.

			Tenner and Birdie could imagine food delivery after their experiences. If servers could bring it to your table, couldn’t they go a little farther?

			Soon the children were eating pizza for the first time. Puerco squeezed in next to Birdie to sniff the new food, then reared back and snorted, as if the smell offended him.

			“It’s probably the sausage,” Lada said. “It’s . . . you know.” She glanced sideways at the pig.

			Birdie’s eyes widened as she studied her slice. She picked off the sausage pieces and lined them up inside the pizza box. That left mushroom slices, which all the kids were familiar with. She dug in. The flavors made her taste buds explode. “So chewy,” she said, taking another bite. “What’s this called?”

			“Pizza!” said Lada. Her smile was huge, and her warm laugh filled the room. “This is hilarious,” she told them.

			“Maybe they would like to try some chocolate,” The Librarian said.

			“Have you ever tasted chocolate?” Lada asked.

			The five kids shook their heads. “Not that we know of,” Birdie added. It was fun to watch Lada act delighted by such little things. Lada fetched five individually wrapped pieces from a jar on The Librarian’s desk and passed them out, then watched with glee as the kids’ faces lit up.

			“This is pretty tasty,” Seven admitted.

			“It makes my face ache in a good way,” Cabot said.

			After lunch, Birdie and Tenner shared the story of what happened at the restaurant with the old money, their eventful ride to the police station, and their time spent roaming the city.

			“That reminds me,” Tenner said. “We got Cabot a gift.” They’d actually gotten everyone a gift—the mini pencils. But they weren’t about to admit that to The Librarian, so Birdie left those at the bottom of her backpack.

			Cabot looked up from Lada’s cell phone. “You got something for me?” She set down the phone gently on the table. Her pink lips parted in surprise as Tenner pulled out one of the vomit bags and the blood pressure cuff. He slid them across the table. “We got them from the hospital where your mom worked.”

			Cabot’s expression softened. “Thank you,” she said, examining them. “What are they?”

			“You lifted a blood pressure cuff from the hospital?” Lada asked. Her expression switched between horror and admiration.

			Tenner’s face burned. “I feel a little bit bad about it,” he said quietly. “I probably should have stuck with just the vomit bag.”

			“I asked an emergency room nurse if she knew Greta Stone,” Birdie said, then shook her head. “She didn’t.”

			“That was nice of you to ask,” Cabot said. She turned to Lada, feeling more and more trusting of these strangers now. “You don’t happen to know where my parents are, do you? Jack and Greta Stone? The newspaper said they were captured with Elena.”

			“Uh . . .” Lada averted her eyes. “Librarian?”

			The Librarian swiveled around in her chair. “Right.” She crossed her legs and leaned forward. “Cabot, I’m afraid your parents are working with the president.”

			Cabot’s face paled. “What?”

			“They stayed in the palace dungeon for a few days with Elena, but then they gave in to the president’s offer. Elena refused . . . and continues to refuse.”

			Two spots of pink returned to Cabot’s cheeks. She stood abruptly, upsetting her chair. “That’s . . . impossible. They wouldn’t do that.”

			The Librarian dropped her chin, and her stern face softened. “I’m sorry, Cabot. But that’s exactly what they’re doing.”

			The silent group watched The Librarian.

			“The good news,” said the woman, sitting up, “is that if we are successful tonight in breaking Elena out of there, she might have more information on what’s going on with these international heists. That would help us.”

			Cabot gripped the table edge in shock. Her parents were working with the president? The guy who hated them? What had happened to make them do such a thing?

			Seven went to set Cabot’s chair upright and give the girl some support. “What’s this deal you’re talking about?”

			Cabot sank down and covered her face with her hands.

			“I’ll explain what I know,” said The Librarian. Her cell phone rang, and she glanced at it, then put a finger in the air while she answered it. “What did you come up with?” she said softly. She listened for a long moment. “Eleven o’clock. Ten for the pickup. Got it.” She swiped the screen and set the phone down, then continued as if nothing had happened.

			“What we’ve figured out so far,” she continued smoothly, “is that several of your parents returned to the area three years ago. Three were captured: Elena, Jack, and Greta. Others have been sighted around Estero—we strongly suspect Martim is here, working in partnership with the president.”

			“Intentionally?” asked Birdie. Sure, they’d been seen together in the airline hangar, but to imagine the supernaturals willingly working with the president seemed impossible.

			“But the president hates supernatural people,” Seven said. He folded his arms over his chest, unsurprised to hear his dad was involved. “Or at least he used to.”

			“He changed the whole currency because of them,” Tenner added.

			“True. But when they returned, he took an unusual step that the general public still knows nothing about. Instead of trying to run them out again, he came to them with a deal. And now they are making late-night trips to other countries and stealing their precious artifacts. And who knows what else.”

			Cabot lifted her head. “If the general public doesn’t know about it, how do you?”

			“Sources,” The Librarian said. She shrugged. The children were starting to realize that The Librarian had a lot of secrets.

			“So they are the ones doing the heists in other countries?” Birdie asked. “The news article we read said supernatural people from those other countries were doing it.” She quickly told the others about the article Tenner had found about heists happening around the continent. And how President Fuerte vowed to help stop supernatural criminals worldwide.

			“Yeah,” Tenner chimed in. “Are you saying that the president’s late-night trips aren’t only to meet with other world leaders to discuss how to stop the heists?”

			“I’m glad you’re at least reading the articles you ripped out of my newspapers,” The Librarian said. “I’m saying President Fuerte is responsible for the heists—at least partially. And things are ramping up.”

			Birdie and Tenner exchanged a glance as Seven, Cabot, and Brix absorbed the information.

			“We’re hoping Elena will know more,” Lada said to Birdie and Brix. “What the president and your other parents are doing here and elsewhere . . . well, it’s putting us in even more danger. The thefts could affect the stability of other countries as well as Estero, and that will make nonsupernatural people hate us even more.”

			Tenner ran his hands over his tangled hair, then brought it together at the back of his neck, but he had nothing to tie it with. He was surprised by how little guilt he felt on behalf of his parents. If Troy were alive, he’d certainly be working to steal from anyone he could. But he was dead. Which gave Tenner a sense of relief. Then again, his mom, Lucy, could be playing a huge role. But he felt detached from her . . . Maybe it was the numbness of the shocking news about Troy that had him not feeling guilty for once.

			The Librarian was called to work upstairs, so throughout the afternoon and into the evening, Lada and the five went over the plan. Lada met with each of the five individually to discuss their roles in the rescue. She spent an extra-long time with Seven. Some of them dozed, since they would be up late and hadn’t slept well for days.

			Lada pulled up instructional videos on the computer to teach them how to make defensive and offensive moves, in case they had to fight. “Now, this is interesting,” Birdie said, watching the screen.

			“No giant-headed people,” Tenner said. The others watched wide-eyed, firing questions at Lada about how the videos were made and how it was possible to see them like this. “Do you know these people?” Brix asked. They’d never seen a video before, only snapshots and pictures in books.

			Lada directed Brix to practice bouncing off tables and chairs so he could get used to moving inside, with a ceiling and walls, and using those things to his advantage, versus outdoors, where he’d had free rein and wide-open spaces.

			Tenner and Seven shared more about their lives with Lada while Birdie went outside with Puerco to locate her raven friend and communicate with the two of them about what would be happening soon.

			When the library closed, The Librarian returned to the basement office.

			“Meet me on the street out front at ten forty-five p.m.,” she told them. Then she disappeared into the night.

			At the appointed time, the six children plus Puerco were piled in the back of a giant, bulletproof SUV, with The Librarian at the wheel and the front passenger seat empty except for a few supplies. Seven loaded Lada’s wheelchair in the back. The raven didn’t want to enter the vehicle, and Birdie didn’t blame it. If she could have walked, she would have.

			“We’re going to get my mom!” Brix said from the middle of the rear seat. The others erupted in excitement.

			Seven ruffled Brix’s hair. “This is going to be great, Brixy,” he murmured, pulling the younger boy in for a hug. He knew this break-in would be hard, but the prize was huge. What would it be like to have Elena back? Would they all return to the hideout together? They’d have to get the stash first . . . and figure all of that out. Knowing Martim was working for the president, Seven didn’t exactly want his dad getting any part of it. But what about Cabot’s parents? They were worth finding and talking to. He shifted uncomfortably. How long would he wear this scarf on his face?

			After they started moving, Tenner opened his backpack and pulled out the other vomit bag. He handed it to Birdie. “In case we have another incident.” Birdie’s face was already turning green, despite The Librarian’s careful driving, and she took the bag without comment and slumped against the car window. She tried to focus on staying in touch with the raven to keep her mind off the impending gurgles.

			“Let’s focus on the task,” said The Librarian. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, showing her first signs of nerves. “Lada?” Without taking her eyes off the road, she picked up a small box off the seat and handed it back to the girl. “I’ve got my earpiece already.”

			“Thank you,” said Lada, taking it. Then she opened it and handed out identical small containers with hinged lids. As she did so, she continued talking. “The Librarian will get us inside the gate and to the parking entrance on the back side of the palace. You with me on that location, blueprint girl?”

			Cabot was messing with her seat belt shoulder strap, pulling slowly, then yanking it. She let go and accepted her container. “I’m with you. Parking garage entrance. Built in 1958. Most recent addition to the structure.” She opened the hinged lid and peered inside.

			“Good. You’ll stay in the vehicle with The Librarian until we need you. Everyone, we’ll communicate with these devices. Have a look, put it in your ear, and flip the tiny switch to turn it on. There’s a microphone attached. Let’s do a test.”

			The kids were mystified by the terminology but did what they were told. Soon they were testing out the microphone and hearing others in their ears. Tenner didn’t need his for hearing, but he’d want it for speaking so others could hear him.

			Once they had that figured out, Lada continued. “I’ll teleport to inside the palace and let the rest of you in. Then the raven and Tenner can go ahead as lookouts, and the rest of the plan gets enacted as we went over.” She glanced at Birdie, who was hanging on to the armrest and clutching her vomit bag. “Are you okay?”

			Birdie gave a weak thumbs-up, and Lada continued. “The staff should all be in their sleeping quarters for the night, since the president is gone. We’ll sneak in with Cabot guiding us and head down to the dungeon . . . which is nothing like what you’ve read in fairy tales. It’s more like a science lab, I’m told. There’s a guard down there. He’s got the keys to the jail cell.” She took a deep breath and blew it out. “I’m nervous.”

			Tenner noticed her hands shaking. “We’ve got this,” he said. “One guard? How hard can it be?”

			“Hopefully your mom can still fight,” Lada said.

			“Still?” said Brix. “My mom can fight?”

			Birdie groaned from her spot by the window as The Librarian turned the vehicle into the long palace driveway.

			“Everybody unbuckle and get down on the floor,” The Librarian said over her shoulder. “We’re approaching the guard station. Don’t make a sound.”

			Birdie’s stomach sloshed and gurgled as she moved. She looked up in a panic and saw Tenner. “It’s happening,” she mouthed.

			As they pulled up to the guard window, Birdie pressed the bag to her face, trying to hold in the vomit. But it wouldn’t stay down. As The Librarian showed her credentials to the guard, Tenner threw his body over Birdie to help muffle the retching sound, and Birdie threw up as quietly as she could.
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			Luckily the guard didn’t hear her. Birdie swiftly twisted the vomit bag closed, and everyone else politely pretended not to have noticed. Soon, a gate opened and they were pulling around the west wing of the palace, into the parking garage beneath. Birdie sat up, feeling a lot better.

			“The palace was originally built without the east and west wings,” Cabot whispered from the floor of the backseat, in case anyone else was interested. “Those were added a hundred and fifty years ago. Then they dug under the west wing for the parking garage. There’s room for twelve vehicles down here.”

			“Who needs twelve vehicles?” Brix asked, incredulous. If he lived here, he wouldn’t want any . . . though they were convenient for getting places fast. But if they made Birdie lose her lunch, was it worth it? His body buzzed with excitement as he looked around. Mom was so close!

			The gate slid closed behind them, and The Librarian parked the vehicle. “Earpieces in and turned on,” she instructed. “You all know your stations. Lada, I’m proud of you. Let’s do this.”

			Lada made her way slowly out of the vehicle, and Seven handed the girl her crutches.

			“Head to that door in one minute,” Lada told them, pointing to it. “I’m going in.” Then she and her crutches disappeared.

			Birdie glanced at Seven, trying to find his eyes. “You holding up okay?” she murmured.

			“I think I’m in shock,” Seven said. “You?” He indicated the vomit bag.

			“Fine now,” said Birdie. “I’ll find a place to toss this inside.”

			“No,” said The Librarian. “DNA. Give it to me.”

			“Oh.” Bewildered, Birdie handed her the closed bag of vomit.

			“Time for you four to move,” The Librarian said. She touched her earpiece, listening, and the others did the same.

			“I’m in. Heading for the door. The alarm light is blinking red, so there will be a noise when I open the door,” whispered Lada.

			“I’ll take care of it,” The Librarian said. “Stay on plan.”

			Birdie with the raven, Tenner, Brix, and Seven piled out of the SUV and moved swiftly between empty vehicles toward the door. Puerco stretched and put his front hooves on the window of the backseat, trying to see where Birdie was going and letting out a squeal.

			“Come ’ere, pig,” Cabot said, and slid over to comfort Puerco and keep him quiet.

			There was barely a blip of an alarm before the noise was silenced, and soon Lada was waving them inside.

			Cabot closed her eyes to focus on the blueprints. She guided them using her microphone to the correct staircase. “Two huge rooms to get through,” she said softly. “Kitchen first, then dining room.” She couldn’t imagine having a home this enormous. Two of their cabins back home would fit inside the palace’s vast dining room. The president must have a big family or a lot of friends. How many fish would it take to feed all the people that could fit in that space?

			Birdie sent the raven ahead to warn them of any servants or guards wandering around. They crept through the palace’s enormous kitchen, around a long countertop and past a glass cabinet, and through double doors into the lavish dining room. The table had twenty chairs around it and huge vases of flowers down the middle. Brix’s jaw dropped, but Birdie kept reminding him to stay quiet.

			Lada led them past tall pillars and extravagant tapestries, two enormous sideboards, and a glass case holding dishes. They exited through another set of double doors into a hall.

			The raven came flying back, warning Birdie of a creature coming toward them.

			“Something nonhuman is coming,” Birdie whispered.

			“I can hear a jangling sound, like a chain,” Tenner reported.

			“It’s probably one of the Rottweilers,” Lada said. “Birdie, tell it to go lie down.”

			Birdie didn’t know what a Rottweiler was, but she sent it a message, hoping it was communicative. It sent a warm greeting in return, and Birdie told it to lie down.

			“Sorry—I forgot to tell you about them,” Lada whispered. “I don’t think they’ll bite, especially if they vibe with Birdie.”

			Brix and Seven looked at one another. “Bite?” Seven whispered. He didn’t need another animal bite.

			After a moment, Tenner reported that the jangling had quieted, then stopped. Lada let out a relieved breath.

			“Once you’re through the dining room,” Cabot whispered through their earpieces, “look for the grand hall, but don’t go down it. The door you need will be off to one side.”

			They continued as instructed, seeing huge glass cases down the grand hall, something like the museum might have. Lada reported their location, and Cabot guided them to the door that led to the dungeon. Birdie tried it—pushing and pulling—and found it locked. Lada pulled a sharp metal file from a slot in one of her elbow crutches.

			“Whoa, cool,” Birdie said, eyeing the crutches to see if there were any other features like that built in.

			“The Librarian spent a whole paycheck upgrading my crutches and adding special features,” Lada whispered. “They’ve got all kinds of tools built in. She’s stern sometimes, but she’s the best.” She slipped the file into the lock.

			“You know I can hear you, right?” The Librarian said from the SUV.

			Everyone snickered as Lada wriggled the file patiently, then twisted. They heard a click. Lada pulled out the file, then nodded to Birdie to try the handle again. The door opened.

			Lada replaced the file and started down the stairs. Tenner stationed himself at the top of the stairs as lookout while the rest went down halfway to get a look at the place. There were lab stations and desks and exercise machines, and screens attached to the ceiling showing different rooms, whether in this palace or somewhere else, they weren’t sure.

			They couldn’t see Elena from their location, but the guard had his back to them at one of the desks. Birdie’s pulse pounded. Her mom was down here somewhere.

			Birdie sent the raven to the bottom to assess the guard situation. After a minute she reported, “Two humans down there.” She gulped.

			“The guard and your mom,” Lada whispered. “Good. That’s what we expected.”

			Lada touched Brix’s shoulder. “Wait here until Seven makes it to the cell door. Then rush in and distract the guard, draw him away from the cell if you can, and rip the key card from around his neck. Toss it to the cell area, and Seven will get it. Remember what I told you—stay low or bounce high. Knock him off balance. Use the walls. Kick him . . . wherever it’ll hurt.”

			It sounded frightening. But Brix would do anything to free his mom. He nodded.

			Then Lada turned to Seven. “You ready?”

			Seven shook his head. “I’ll never be ready for this,” he whispered. He started unbuttoning his shirt.

			“Give him some privacy,” Birdie ordered, turning her back. The others did, too. Birdie could hear Seven’s breath coming in short bursts. “You’ve got this, Seven,” she whispered.

			Seven was sweating . . . then chilled. Even though the others couldn’t see anything, it meant a lot to him that they turned around. He dropped his clothes on the stairs. “Here goes nothing,” he said. “Descending.” Lada turned back to watch his progress, but she couldn’t detect his movements. Once in a while she caught sight of his earpiece moving through the air when he turned the right way. They waited, eyes on the guard to see if he noticed anything. The guard didn’t move.

			“I . . .” Seven whispered, and then he choked up. “I see her. She’s asleep. Twenty paces to the cell.”

			Birdie sucked in a breath. Her eyes pricked with tears. When Seven whispered that he’d reached the cell, Birdie touched Brix’s shoulder. The boy leaped down the stairs and over to the guard, whose back was still to him as he typed on a computer. As the guard turned at the sound, Brix grabbed the lanyard from the man’s neck and bounced up to pull it free.

			“Hey!” the guard yelled, swiping around his head. He jumped out of his chair, sending it crashing to the floor.

			The noise roused Elena Golden from her cot. She moved swiftly to the bars to see what was happening, and gasped.

			Brix saw his mom and waved excitedly, but she seemed bewildered. He hopped up onto the guard’s desk and bounded quickly across desktops toward the cell with the guard in hot pursuit. Brix tossed the key card in the direction of Seven. Then he rushed past the guard the other way, grabbing the man’s cap as he went. Lada directed the boys from the steps and got ready to make her move.

			Seven picked up the key card. He stared at the strange lock, unsure where to insert it.

			“Slide it down into the slot,” Lada directed, “then pull it out gently.”

			Seven slid the card in the cell door, then yanked it out. But it didn’t open. “It’s still locked!” Seven said, panic in his voice.

			“Try again,” Lada directed. “Slower. Tell Elena you’re there so she knows what we need her to do.”

			“Elena,” Seven said, “it’s Seven Palacio right outside the door. I’m camouflaged. We’re here to get you out. Why won’t this key work?”

			“Seven!” Elena whispered, moving toward his voice. “Is that . . . Brix?” She sounded flustered, then stared at the boy who was being chased by the guard. Brix was much bigger than when she’d last seen him, and bouncing around like he had springs on his feet.

			“Yes,” said Seven. “We’re all here. Do you understand this lock?”

			“It needs the guard’s thumbprint,” she said, trying to stay quiet. “You’ll have to take the guard down and press his thumb to the pad when you use the key.”

			“Yikes,” Lada said. She and Birdie exchanged a glance. “Bring in the backup,” Lada said. “Let’s go.” She disappeared and teleported to the top of a lab table near Brix.

			Birdie ran down the stairs. She closed her eyes to concentrate, commanding all the animals who could hear her to come down to the dungeon and attack the guard. “Tenner, make way!” she said in her earpiece.

			As the thunder of galloping Rottweilers was heard overhead and the raven swooped in and jetted for the guard, Birdie whispered into her earpiece, “Send in the pig.”
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			The Librarian, Cabot, and Puerco abandoned the vehicle and slipped inside. Cabot set the pig on the floor.

			“Staff on the move!” Tenner yelped into his microphone. He could hear beds creaking and feet hitting the floor in various rooms nearby, and three Rottweilers pounding through the palace from different directions.

			Puerco shot through the kitchen and dining room and came squealing around the corner, knocking over a precious vase with a loud crash. Tenner opened the door wide and flattened himself against the wall to get out of the way, and the dogs and pig barreled down the stairs to the dungeon. All of them headed for the guard, who was trying to get Brix off his back.

			Brix, covering the guard’s eyes, heard the animal army coming down the stairs. He leaped to a workstation, drawing the guard farther away from the cell, closer to Lada stationed on a table, and keeping him turned so he wouldn’t see the animals coming. He danced and hopped from one spot to the next, staying out of reach as he kicked over computers and sent lab machines crashing to the ground. The man ran. Lada, with lips pursed as she focused on balancing, stuck out one of her crutches and caught him in the chest, knocking him backward. The force of the impact knocked Lada backward, and she went down to her butt on the table. The crutch went flying.

			The raven dive-bombed. The guard shrieked. Birdie lunged at the man from behind, punching the backs of his knees like in the video, then grabbed him around the ankles to trip him. The dogs knocked him down, and Puerco jumped at the man’s face, kicking his glasses off and sending them skidding under a desk.

			“Go down and help the others,” The Librarian said to Tenner and Cabot. “I’ll handle the staff.” Tenner and Cabot went downstairs as employees emerged from their rooms to see what was making the ruckus. As each one came out, The Librarian cleared their recent memories and used her suggestive powers to convince them to return to bed.

			By the time Cabot and Tenner reached the dungeon lab, the place had been destroyed. Lada rolled to her stomach on the desk, wincing with butt pain. Setting her remaining crutch aside, she slid carefully off the edge until her feet reached the floor, then used that crutch to get the one that had gone flying. Her limp was tentative, as if she was testing her balance after falling. She gritted her teeth and willed her body forward to collect it, then moved as quickly as she could toward the cell.

			Birdie took possession of the guard’s phone and radio equipment, then took a ring of keys from his belt, too. The guard lay on the floor unconscious and surrounded by growling, squealing, cawing animals. Tenner, who’d heard all about how they needed the guard’s thumbprint, rushed over to help Brix. Seven, invisible, joined them, and helped drag him to the cell.

			“Holy coconuts,” Cabot muttered from the bottom step. “What happened down here?”

			“Lada clotheslined him,” Birdie said, running up to her. “The animals attacked. I knocked him down. He hit his head on the floor and zonked out.” She whirled around to see the cell. “Mom!” she cried. She ran to the bars and reached in, taking her mother’s hands. “We’re going to get you out of here.”

			“Birdie! I’m . . .” Elena gazed at her daughter, tears streaming down her face. “I can’t believe you’re all here.”

			“Coming through, Birdie!” Tenner said as he, Seven, and Brix brought the man to the cell and sat him up against the bars, next to the lock. Birdie let go and backed away from the bars as Lada reached them.

			“Hurry, before he wakes up,” Seven said. “How do we do this?”

			Lada instructed Brix to press the man’s thumb against the pad while Seven put the key card in and removed it slowly. After a couple of tries, Seven finally mastered the smooth key card slide. Finally the lock blinked green and the door slid open.

			“Mom!” Birdie cried again, and ran in to embrace her. Brix followed and jumped into his mother’s arms, making her stagger backward with a joyous laugh. “We did it!”

			Elena Golden hugged and kissed her children. “How did you find me?” Her voice broke. Birdie hauled Brix off Elena and guided them out of the cell.

			“It’s a long story,” Brix said.

			“We have to get out of here,” Lada said as gently as she could while urging them toward the stairs. She felt bad that she had to break up the reunion, but they weren’t safe yet. “Let’s take this to the SUV.”

			Tenner and Seven dragged the guard inside the cell, then slid the door closed until the lock clicked. Tenner pocketed the key card so the guard couldn’t let himself out. Then Seven bounded up the stairs ahead of everyone to get his clothes and hastily put his pants on.

			“I’ll check the garage for guards and meet you at the vehicle,” Lada said. She teleported out of there. The rest of the group went up the stairs with Elena and maneuvered back through the palace the way they’d come, with The Librarian waving them past as she continued handling the staff.

			Cabot led the way back to the SUV. The Librarian made one last pass through the palace, ensuring all the employees who had awakened had their memories wiped and were back in their rooms. She disposed of the broken vase, locked the door to the dungeon, and turned the alarm system back on.

			They piled into the SUV and stayed low as The Librarian, cool and collected as ever, waved to the guards inside the station. The gate closed behind them, and she continued over the speed bumps to the street.

			Finally they could sit up. “We did it!” Lada shouted, pumping her fists in the air. The others cheered, and The Librarian wore a satisfied smile as she drove. When they were safely far from the palace, she pulled over and invited Birdie to crawl over the seat and sit in the front. “That might help with the carsickness,” she said.

			Lada explained a few things to Elena about the events that led to her rescue. But Birdie turned around in her seat and caught Brix’s eye. They exchanged a troubled glance. “Wait until we get to where we’re going,” Birdie whispered to him, and he nodded. The news they had for their mother weighed heavily on Birdie’s heart. She turned a brave face toward her mom and drank her in. She had gray at her temples now, and new wrinkles Birdie didn’t remember. Her skin was pasty from lack of sunshine, but she was the most beautiful sight Birdie had seen in a long time. “I can’t believe you’re here,” she said, eyes shining. “We almost gave up. But Lada and The Librarian made it happen.”

			The Librarian drove into a dingy parking garage beneath a tall apartment building. She let everybody out by the elevator and gave Lada a key. “Go into my flat and stay there. Don’t let anyone in except me. I’ve got to return the SUV before the police realize it’s gone.”

			Seven’s eyes widened behind his sunglasses as he checked that his scarf was in place. “Shall I take the wheelchair in?” he asked Lada, pausing at the vehicle’s rear door.

			“I think I’ll use it now,” Lada said. “Do you mind giving me a hand? My muscles are taxed and overstimulated. Sometimes they have a mind of their own.” Seven retrieved it, and Lada showed him how to properly unfold it, lock the wheels, and place the seat cushion. She stowed her crutches in a bag that hung between the handles, then maneuvered into the wheelchair and asked Seven if he would wheel her to the entrance.

			Once inside the building, Lada guided everyone into the elevator. She typed a numeric code, and the door closed. Brix, Birdie, and Elena clung together as the elevator zoomed up. Tenner explained what he knew about elevators to Cabot and Seven as the first-timers cringed and gripped the handrails. Finally the door slid open. Lada cautioned the others to wait as she rolled forward and peered out.

			“Stay close,” she said, and ventured into the vacant hallway. They passed a few doors and stopped. Lada inserted the key and opened the door, then went inside and invited the others to follow.

			Birdie half expected the place to be grand and lush—she could picture the cool librarian with her brightly colored dresses living in luxury. But the place was almost bare—only a scratched wooden table with three chairs, a sofa that had seen better days, and stacks of books lining the walls beneath the window ledges.

			Lada pointed out the bathroom and kitchen to the guests. “Please make yourselves at home.” After everyone took a few moments to refresh themselves and return to the living spaces, Birdie and Brix sat down with their mother between them on the sofa. Lada moved into the room, and the others took the chairs from around the table and brought them over. Seven gave Birdie’s shoulder a squeeze as he went past. He knew what was coming. She flashed him a grateful look.

			“There’s something sad we have to tell you,” Birdie said to her mom.

			Elena leaned back into the sofa, her expression turning immediately serious. “Is it something about . . . Louis? I’ve been wondering why he’s not with you. And afraid to ask.”

			Birdie nodded. With a shaking hand, she opened her backpack and pulled out the map, unsure of how to explain everything to her mother.

			But Brix couldn’t hold it in any longer. “Dad died,” he said. And then he burst into tears and buried his face in his mother’s shoulder.

			“What?” Elena whispered. “How?” She held Brix as her eyes desperately sought her elder child’s, looking for confirmation.

			“He got sick a few months ago,” Birdie said, “and it got worse fast. A lot of coughing. Trouble breathing.” Her throat threatened to close, but she pushed through it. “He died . . . not long ago.” Had it only been last week? A million things had happened since then.

			Tears poured down Elena’s face, and she leaned forward, covering her eyes with her hands and sobbing.

			Birdie stared at her mother, reliving the death through her. She clutched her shirt as if she could reach her heart through it to hold it together. When her mother’s sobs subsided, she went on. “Dad’s last request was for me to find you and give you this map.” She held it out. “He confessed in a letter to me that he secretly moved the stash before you all went to the hideout. And he wanted to make sure you—and the other parents,” she added, glancing at Cabot, “could find it.”

			Lada wheeled into the kitchen to get a box of tissues, then returned and handed it to Elena.

			“I didn’t expect this,” Elena said, taking a few and blowing her nose.

			“He also wanted me to tell you that . . .” Birdie’s voice broke. She sniffed hard, took a tissue, and went on. “That he took care of us the best he could.”

			“It’s true,” Tenner said fervently. “He did.”

			Seven nodded. He removed his sunglasses and folded them in his lap. “We loved him.”

			“He taught us how to live on our own,” Cabot said. Her eyes shone. She got up and perched next to Brix, on the arm of the sofa. “Without him, I don’t think we could have made it.”

			Lada sniffed. She removed her glasses and wiped her eyes. As Elena Golden absorbed the shock, Cabot, Seven, and Brix exchanged a glance. The sad news wasn’t over.

			They filled her in on the discovery of Troy’s death.

			Elena Golden dried her eyes and went to Tenner. “How devastating,” she said. He opened his arms for a hug, and she held him tight, patting his back as he cried and clung to her. “We’ve all been through so much,” she said. “I don’t know how you kids have done everything you did. You are all very brave.”

			Then they told her about the other bones they’d found, and how Cabot had thought the other set had belonged to her mother, but the newspapers and The Librarian had said otherwise.

			Elena turned to Cabot. “Your parents made it to Estero with me. Those bones belong to someone else.”

			Cabot pressed her lips together and looked at the floor. “The Librarian told me my parents are working for the president.”

			Elena grimaced. “Oh, dear child,” she said. “I’m sorry. I’ll tell you everything I know.”

			Just then The Librarian returned. Lada quickly filled her in on the deaths, and The Librarian expressed her sincere condolences.

			Cabot hovered near Elena, anxious for news, for any clue about what happened to her parents. Were they still in Estero?

			Elena had a story to tell.
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			After a quick break, Elena returned to her spot on the sofa with Birdie, Brix, and Cabot on the arm. She launched into what had happened since they last saw her. “Jack, Greta, and I were captured in the village outside of Estero as we were picking up supplies. When we went to pay, we discovered our cash was no longer legal, and people in the store seized us.”

			Birdie and Tenner nodded emphatically.

			Elena went on. “I think we would have been fine if Fuerte hadn’t changed the currency. He definitely got us with that one. The three of us were taken into police custody and brought to the Estero PD and jail overnight. Then we were transferred to the penitentiary. A few days later, the three of us were inexplicably taken to the Palacio de Magdalia in handcuffs and ankle chains. We didn’t know what was happening.

			“Then the president showed up, and his guards took over and sent the police away. Fuerte offered to set us free. Obviously it wasn’t out of the goodness of his heart—he went on to say we’d have to wear a tracking device so we couldn’t leave the country unless we were with him. In exchange for our freedom, we’d help him . . .” She took a breath and blew it out through pursed lips. “We’d help him steal precious artifacts from other countries and meet other supernatural people along the way.”

			The Librarian, making tea in the kitchen behind them, paused in her pouring. “Meet other supernatural people?” she asked, glancing over. “For what purpose?”

			“He wouldn’t say,” said Elena. “But we thought it was an odd thing to say for someone who’d been against supernatural people his whole life. He went on to tell us he would let us keep a share of the money, and we could move about the city as we pleased whenever we weren’t out on a mission with him.

			“It was tempting, but I was resolved not to steal again. Not to work with the man who’d helped make our lives miserable. He was slimy, and I was certain he was going to profit off our work. I couldn’t do it.”

			The Librarian brought her a cup of tea, and she took a sip. “Fuerte kept Jack, Greta, and me in the palace dungeon and just . . . wore us down. I thought the three of us were solid in our plan to hold out. But one day I woke up and Jack and Greta were gone.”

			She paused and glanced worriedly at Cabot. “If your parents took the deal, I wouldn’t blame them. Maybe they wanted to earn enough money to escape with. Not even your mother would ever have been able to work in a hospital again—not anywhere. She was a wanted criminal. So I . . . I don’t blame them for giving in to the pressure if that’s what happened.”

			Cabot closed her eyes. Shame and embarrassment and anger and sadness all rolled up into a ball in her throat. “You’d think they would have made enough by now to come back if that was the plan,” she said. Nothing about it seemed right.

			“It could be the ankle tethers that have kept them from going home to you,” Elena said gently. “Plus, none of us would ever lead Fuerte to where our children were hiding—not even Troy was that heartless. I know Greta and Jack were sick with worry about you when we were captured.”

			“I don’t get it,” Cabot said. The glob in her throat wouldn’t go away. She felt terrible that she’d believed in her parents so stoically all this time. Clearly Cabot wasn’t their only priority. And no matter how smart she was, she had never calculated this result.

			The Librarian sat down in the chair Cabot had vacated. “Do you know who else is working with the president?”

			Elena shook her head. “I haven’t heard anything since the Stones left the palace prison. The guards kept quiet and stuck to their computers and texting, and rarely engaged with me except to bring me meals, no matter how hard I tried. They wouldn’t give me a newspaper, and they kept their screens pointed away and muted—the ones on their desks, and the ones attached to the ceiling.”

			“Mom,” said Birdie, leaning earnestly toward her, “did you know that Troy and Lucy and Seven’s parents all went to look for you, Jack, and Greta when you didn’t come back?”

			“I had no idea until you kids told me about the bones and the backpack you found,” Elena said. “Our paths never crossed. I haven’t seen them or heard a word about them. How do you know so much about it?”

			Tenner looked up. His eyes were still red-rimmed from crying. “I read a lot of articles,” he said.

			“I can attest to that,” The Librarian said with a wry grin.

			“Sorry,” said Tenner sheepishly. “Anyway, one of them said that someone at the airport saw a person with the president on one of his late-night trips. The man disappeared into thin air—like, he went invisible. Birdie and I wondered if it was Martim.” He flashed a pitying glance at Seven, and then realized he’d just done what he’d told Birdie to stop doing. His expression changed into a small smile.

			“I wouldn’t be surprised if it was him,” Seven said dully. He’d unwrapped the scarf from his face by now, and it hung around his neck. His face blended with a plant in the corner behind him. He hadn’t wavered on this opinion since he’d first heard about it last night. He wished they could go home and deal with all of these new losses and hurts there. In private. He glanced at Cabot. Her face was distraught. The girl was as tough as nails . . . but he could tell she wasn’t satisfied with what she’d been told about her parents.

			It was getting late, but The Librarian circled back on something. “It’s curious how Fuerte suggested you would meet other supernatural people. That’s new information to me. Is he coercing them, too? There’s been a range of heists across the continent, and countries are suffering economically because of the thefts. The newspapers are just starting to report the story here in Estero—I think Fuerte may have tried to keep it quiet.”

			She hesitated and glanced around the room. “Lada and I have been working together . . . alone . . . to uncover what’s going on. Then Tenner and Birdie showed up in my library, and I noticed Tenner’s eyes.” She leaned forward earnestly. “There’s no way Lada and I could fight the president and his group of supers on our own. Just like we couldn’t have rescued Elena without your help. And I look around this room tonight with a tiny bit of hope as I count eight of us.”

			Birdie slid her hand into her mother’s. What was The Librarian saying?

			The woman smoothed her dress as she thought about how to phrase her next statement, then she looked up. “That’s why we need your help to stop President Fuerte and whoever his team is. And then once we’ve stopped them, enact change—here and everywhere.”

			She paused, then plowed forward. “Supernatural people need to be respected members of society. They need jobs. They shouldn’t be punished for their gifts—they should be valued. I think it’s possible! But Lada and I can’t do it alone.” She turned her appeal on Elena. “You understand what I’m saying, don’t you? You’ve lived through this.”

			Elena closed her eyes and sighed. “I once thought the same way,” she said. “But nothing changed before we left Estero, and it hasn’t changed since. I’m not convinced we can make a difference.” She shifted on the sofa, then shook her head. “I want to go back to our hideout. Take care of my children. Mourn my husband. And be there for these kids.” She turned to face The Librarian. “I’m sorry. I understand your desire to make things better. But I don’t think we can help you. It seems like an impossible task.”

			The Librarian sat rigid on her chair, but her face softened. “Yet I feel we have no choice. This goes beyond my own desire to live a secret, quiet life undercover. I can’t ignore the unrest President Fuerte is causing here for people like us. What will become of us if we don’t do something now, before it’s too late?”

			Birdie looked at Cabot, who’d been mostly staring at the floor all this time. Tenner wore a hardened expression. Brix slumped into the sofa next to his mother, exhausted and not quite understanding what was going on, but feeling The Librarian’s plea deep inside him, making him want to do anything for her because she’d brought his mom back to him.

			Elena closed her eyes. “I don’t know what else to say.”

			Lada dropped her gaze. Then she looked up. “Then at least give us your stash,” she said brazenly. “Money will help us figure out how to do it on our own, and we’re broke. Every extra cent The Librarian has goes into this fight.” She swallowed hard. “I’m thirteen years old, and I have a lot of life in front of me. I’m not going to give up and live in fear.” She lifted her chin defiantly. “Please. I’m begging. You don’t need the money if you’re going back to your hideout.”

			Elena and The Librarian looked at the girl. Then Cabot slipped off the sofa arm and went to fetch her backpack. “I’m staying,” she announced. “I’m going to find my parents and knock some sense into them. I know I don’t have any supernatural ability, but I can help you in my own way.” She knelt between Lada’s wheelchair and The Librarian’s chair, and opened her backpack, then fished the pouch of diamonds out. “Finders keepers,” she said lightly, daring anyone to stop her. “This will help.” She handed the pouch to The Librarian. “It’s a bag of diamonds.”

			Lada and The Librarian exchanged a shocked glance. “Thank you, Cabot,” Lada said. “That helps a lot.”

			Brix stared at Cabot. She was very brave. He wanted to stay with her. But he couldn’t leave his mother—not now. He looked at Birdie, pleading with his eyes for her to step up. But Birdie wanted to be with their mother. To get to know her again. She reached into her backpack for her dad’s cash. “It’s not much, but it’ll help if you leave the country,” she said, handing the old currency over to Lada.

			“I don’t have anything to give you,” Tenner said, “but I’m staying, too.” He slid his chair next to The Librarian. “If my mother is working with them, I want to stop her.”

			Seven muttered an oath under his breath. He of all people didn’t want to be here. His life was in the most danger. But his father was one of the bad guys. Didn’t he have an obligation to try to stop him? “Okay,” he said with a pained sigh. “I’m staying, too.”

			“What?” said Birdie, incredulous. “Seven?” Life at the hideout would be horrible with half of them not there. And her heart was splitting. She wanted to be with her mother, but she also wanted her mother to be here and willing to help.

			Lada’s face brightened even more.

			Birdie tried to catch Seven’s eye, but his face turned to the floor—he knew what she was doing. She didn’t want to be anywhere without him again—or Tenner, she realized. The two of them had learned to appreciate each other in a new way, and they’d made a great team on this journey.

			“Hang on a second,” Birdie said, trying to figure out how to convince her mother to stay. “Mom, we have to at least be here long enough to find the stash and divvy it up. But not to the parents, who are all on the wrong side of things. To the kids, so they can fight for justice. Okay?” The last words she uttered felt like daggers. Would Birdie be okay with the others fighting for justice without her? “And,” she added, “don’t rule anything out.”

			“Come on, Mom,” Brix said. “We’re all tired like you. And we’ve been through a lot.”

			“You haven’t been through prison for three years,” Elena said wearily. “And a fugitive before that. And shunned since I was ten years old.” She shook her head. “How exactly would you have me see the world, kids?”

			Birdie turned on the sofa and looked at her mother. “You should see it through your children’s eyes,” she said softly. “With hope.”

			There was silence in the room. Birdie and Brix held their breath. Elena Golden looked from one hideaway child to the next around the room. Then she let out a long sigh and covered her eyes, then let her hands drop into her lap. “All right. You got me, kid. I can’t argue with that.”

			“So we’ll find the stash and stay?” asked Brix. He hopped off the sofa and bounced.

			“It’s looking that way,” said Elena.

			The room erupted. Everyone was staying, and they’d have money to go after the bad guys, too.

			“Game on!” cried Lada, fists pumping the air. She and The Librarian slapped hands. For once, things were going their way.

			When the cheering died down, Elena held out her hand to Birdie. “Now let me have a look at this map so I can figure out where the stash is.”

			“Watch out,” Brix warned. “It’s got a fire charm!”

			“Of course it does,” said Elena, a melancholy smile playing at her lips. She held it away from her face and opened it carefully. When the flames died down, she studied it with a nostalgic look on her face. She’d been in Estero since her capture, but she hadn’t been out of custody. She’d barely glimpsed the city she’d once known by heart. It was sweet to see the markings on the map, and she realized immediately that most of them were the special places she and Louis used to visit together—the coffee shop that had the best chai. The museum they’d looted. The bank they’d robbed. The hospital where they’d made their big escape. Louis had left her a final gift with this map as well as the secret to the stash’s location.

			But then her eyes landed on the fiery bag of gold that marked the new hiding place, and her demeanor changed. She let out a long, helpless laugh, and then her head fell back on the sofa cushion. “Louis Golden, you dirty dog,” she muttered, tossing the map in the air in disgust. It rolled up and extinguished before it landed. “You hid the stash there?” She looked up at the others gathered around, then laughed again. “I think I’m going to need a little help.”

			Birdie, Seven, Tenner, Cabot, and Brix exchanged a knowing look. “Good thing Louis prepared us for just about anything,” Seven said quietly. They could almost see his smile.
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