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Chapter one

 You don’t need an alarm clock to wake you when you have the muzzle of a gun pressed against your temple.  
 I didn't move. Couldn’t move. It was too late to fake being asleep, my open eyes crossing as they focused on the rose-gold muzzle. Big, bulky silver chipping away down the slide. Ah. Not from Earth. Not a real gun at all, though it looked a whole lot like one—except it was sizzling like a steakhouse. A phaser of some kind?  
 The hand attached to it was flesh-tone pink. Terran? Couldn’t tell from here. I pulled the sheets under my chin, feigning fear. He did not move.  
 So, it was up to me to ask the essential question. “Are you going to kill me?”  
 “Probably,” he replied. He—it was a man's voice, much too deep and gruff to be anything but. It bristled through the air like a rake in a Zen garden, annoying and stressed in an otherwise chill environment. Way to kill my influencer-worthy wake-up, jerkwad. 
 “Do you know who I am?” I asked coolly.   
 “Of course.”  
 “Then you know killing me is literally a waste of time. Now, will you please let me get up, so I can make some coffee and we can talk this out like rational beings?”  
 He shook his head. His loss. “I’m looking for Blayde. Where is she?”  
 “Not here. And it goes without saying that I wouldn't tell you, even if I knew.”  
 “Suit yourself.”  
 He couldn’t react fast enough, poor sod. In the blink of an eye, I had jumped out from under him, rematerializing off the bed and spinning hard, my knee offering a cheerful hello to his face. Blood flew from his mouth, flinging across the white sheets. Damn. There went our Airbnb cleaning fee.  
 He tumbled over as I swung at his kidneys—or where they would be, assuming he were Terran. I grabbed his arm as he fell over, twisting it back and wrenching the maybe-probably phaser from his grip, aiming it at him. He glared at me, face red with fury.  
 I had never seen him before—at least, not that I knew of. No way of telling if he were human or just masquerading as one. Black hair cut so short you could see the scalp. Was he a soldier? No, he was dressed like a punk, with leathers and silver bracelets, though it was certainly part of the disguise.  
 And then he hopped out the window, cutting off that line of thought.  
 “Did someone say coffee?” asked Zander, stretching as he exited the bathroom, towel looped around his midriff. “Sleep well?”  
 “Was coffee really the only word you heard?” I snapped, tossing the weapon on the bed. “And where were you in all this?” 
 I slipped on my robe, glancing out the window at the empty street below. “Someone's looking for Blayde. Woke up with a phaser to the head.”  
 He frowned. “And who was on the other end?” 
 “I don't know. Never met him before.  Dark, buzz-cut hair and leathers.”  
 “Human?”  
 “At least on the outside.” I trotted out to the kitchenette, pulling eggs out of the mini fridge and cracking them into a bowl. I grabbed a fork and whisked them until they were fluffy enough for an omelet, poured them into a pan, and fried them up. Zander sat across from me, flipping the discarded weapon absentmindedly in his hands. My stress cooking benefited the both of us. 
 “Not Earth-made,” he muttered.  
 “Figured as much.” I flipped the omelet and added some cheese. “Any idea where Blayde is?”  
 He shook his head. “She was here when I woke.”  
 “Why is it that someone's always killing to find her? It gets annoying fast.”  
 The phone rang with impeccable timing, as if waiting for us to say the magic words. I slid the plate over to Zander as I picked up my phone.  
 “Hello?” I glanced anxiously out the window. The attacker was still nowhere to be seen, and I didn't know if I was relieved or worried about that.  
 “Sally?” The voice was a squawk, a few octaves too high. It took me a solid second to put it together.   
 “Blayde? Is that you?” 
 “Yeah. Who else?”  
 “What happened to your voice?” I turned to Zander, who stopped eating long enough to frown. I mouthed her name, and the frown evaporated. The omelet, in the meantime, was nowhere to be seen.  
 “Sally, I need a favor.” Her voice echoed slightly, like she was in a large room. Still didn’t explain why it was so high—must have been the phone. Maybe a new app she had downloaded. She was really into apps since discovering Candy Crush.   
 “What kind of favor?”  
 “Something easy.” There was a ridiculously heavy sigh, to the point where I felt the breath move my hair. “I need you to go into one of those kids’ clothes stores. Gucci or Freedom or something.”  
 “Juicy or Justice?”  
 “Yeah, those. I need you to get an entire outfit. That includes shoes, socks, and undergarments. Buy them in a size... I’d say six.”  
 “Six for children?”  
 “Yes, for a six-year-old girl.” She sighed again. Meet the drama empress. “Then meet me in the old warehouse on Queen's Street. Bring the clothes. Leave the Zander.”  
 “What?”  
 “He can stay home.”  
 “He's not going to like it.”  
 “He doesn't have to like it. Now, get your ass into gear. This is important.”  
 She hung up, leaving me more confused than before I had picked up the phone.  
 “So, what’s my darling sister up to this morning?” he asked, pulling me onto his lap. I plopped a small kiss on his cheek before wriggling free. 
 “She needs me to run some errands. I'll be right back.” 
 “What kind of errands? Need me to cover you?”  
 “Nah, this is banal Earth stuff.” I kissed him again. I couldn’t stop kissing him. Blayde was going to get seriously pissed by these delays. “Take care of the dishes?”  
 I took my wallet and the keys to the rental, slipping them into my pocket as Zander started on cleaning the mess left from the laser-wielding whatever. Following Blayde’s instructions to the letter, I popped into a Target and grabbed some kiddo clothing—striped shirt with a cat's face, a frilly skirt, tights, and a pack of pink underwear—my mind racing as it tried to untangle the clues she had left me with.  
 One: There was a six-year-old girl involved. Had she found her? Saved her? Blayde could’ve told me, except… 
 Point two: She didn’t want Zander to know about the child. Which made no sense because she told her brother everything in excruciating detail. The fact that she called me and not him might have been a good sign for our friendship, but terrible for everything else.  
 I paid and left in less than ten minutes. By the time I reached her mysterious warehouse, I was convinced she had rescued the next Clark Kent from his crashed escape pod. 
 I dropped into scout mode as I stepped out of the car. The warehouse seemed abandoned; my car was the only one there, even with free street parking. The inside looked exactly like a generic crime show: all wide, empty spaces and dust clinging to sunbeams. Random bundles of—what was this? Rusty gears? Is this a Hollywood set?—were strewn around the place haphazardly. She could have been anywhere, if she were even here at all. 
 “Blayde?” I whispered, knowing that wherever she was, she could hear me.  
 “Over here,” she replied. Her voice had the same audible squeak, just like on the phone. Shit, it wasn’t an app.   
 “Are you all right?” I asked as I followed the voice, taking a difficult path around the discarded scrap.  
 “I'm fine.”  
 I stopped, realizing she was just behind the stack of skids. I could hear her, but I couldn’t see her. “Toss the clothes over. Don't come any closer.” 
 “You need any help?”  
 “No. Just toss the clothes.” 
 I did. They landed on the floor and were instantly ripped away. I heard the sound of someone dressing quickly, grunting with the difficulty of—well, probably getting the tights on. They were a doozy. More grunts as plastic ripped and trash was thrown back over the gears. A minute later, Blayde's tiny voice piped up once again.  
 “Don't say a word,” she said.  
 “About what?”  
 She walked out from behind the skids, and my jaw dropped. She was much too short to be Blayde, barely half my height. In her small arms, she carried her old clothes, neatly folded, much too big for her now.  
 Because Blayde was a six-year-old.  
 “I told you not to laugh.”  
 “I'm not laughing. Do you see me laughing?” No, this was no joke. She had actually turned into a six-year-old. Rosy cheeks and everything. “How?”  
 She placed her pudgy hands on her hips and glared at me. “I was being followed. I thought I could lure him here and figure out what that was all about, but someone had already set up shop in here. Shot me with some kind of laser, and I woke up like this.”  
 “I woke up with a pistol to the head.”  
 “Don’t make this all about you, Sally.” 
 “I mean it! Your stalker was looking for you this morning.”  
 “What did he look like?”  
 “Black, buzz-cut hair. That dangerous look on his face.”  
 “Wearing leather?”  
 “Yep.”  
 “Yeah, that's him.” She hissed. “He's been tracking me all week.”  
 “The, um, becoming younger thing—that had nothing to do with him, did it?” 
 “No, I think I just surprised whoever was in here.” She shrugged. “He youthanized me.”  
 “I don't think that means what you think it means,” I muttered, but she was already onto something else.  
 “Is this what kids wear these days? This is ridiculous.” She snarled, tugging on her striped kitty shirt. “How demeaning.”  
 “Hey, I had no idea they were for you! You didn't tell me much.”  
 “Yeah, well, now I’m stuck with this body.” She leaned back against one of the stacks of skids. “No way am I going to travel like this. No one would ever take me seriously.”  
 “Any way to reverse the effects?”  
 “Not without the thing that zapped me in the first place.” She scowled, and, for some reason, I found it absolutely adorable coming from a pouty six-year-old. “We have to find the guy who did this to me and force him to change me back.”  
 “What if he can't?”  
 “I'll change his mind.” Her eyes lit up with her trademark Blayde fire, but chubby cheeks replaced her sharp angles. The imposing foxlike ferocity in her face was as cute as a puppy’s. 
 “What are we going to tell Zander?” I asked, barely maintaining my composure at this point. This was a terrible situation, sure, but it was hilarious all the same. Amazingly, I kept all the laughter inside. I deserved points for that. 
 “Seriously?” She crossed her teensy arms over her tiny chest. “I'm stuck like this, and you worry about how my brother is going to handle this? How do you think I’m feeling?”  
 I thought for a second, but the only thing on my mind was the fact that I managed to get Blayde into a kitty-cat shirt. 
 “I think you're feeling ready for a nice ice cream cone. Would you like that?”  
 Her face turned a brilliant shade of red as my laughter broke through my flimsy emotional dam. Despite her size, however, she somehow still had the strength of a full-grown woman—a fact I learned the hard way when her leather jacket smacked into my face.  
 “Listen, Sally, we need to find this guy. Quickly, too. Who knows if this might become permanent.”  
 “I agree, of course. And how do you plan on doing that?”  
 “We,” she snapped, “we are going to track the mud on his boots. He left some near the exit on his way out. We find the mud; we find the man.”  
 “Sure.” I nodded. “Now, which one of us tells Zander?”  
   




Chapter two


One week later

 The neighbors were abuzz when they arrived.  
 They had every reason to be excited. New people meant new connections, meant new gossip. And news had been rather stagnant for the past few days due to the fact that the only thing people wanted to talk about were the Franks winning the lottery and moving down to the Bahamas. Everybody knew their daughter Stacy was a little overly familiar with their sons and daughters, and seeing her go was a relief on the entire collective conscience. Money and scandals were the common currency in Shady Valley, and fresh people were a boost to the economy.  
 The new arrivals drove up in a brilliantly new, silver Volvo with tinted windows. “Something to hide,” Mrs. Strider was quick to say. The fact that the new owners had bought a fully furnished home without visiting it once was remarkable, to say the least. Mrs. Strider's theory was that they were part of the witness protection program and had either seen—or done—something unspeakable.  
 Her mind—and the minds of the five other women who were gardening at the exact moment the new arrivals drove up—was put to ease when the young couple exited the vehicle. Susan Keith, who refused to go by the name Mrs. Keith since her mother-in-law was living in her home, peered through the hedges she was meant to be trimming to steal a glance at the husband as he stepped out of the driver's side. Her heart almost stopped. He was tall and handsome, his hair brushed lightly over his head, beaming so strongly they could have done away with streetlights. He was a father, she realized as he opened the back door of the car, reaching inside to pull out a small girl in a black dress with striped tights, her hair cut in a cute bob. She yawned but did not wake, leaning her head against her father's shoulder to snooze.  
 Her mother was right in Mrs. Parker's line of sight. She was younger than the woman had expected, well dressed in a frosty-blue polo and light-brown pants; tasteful, not like so many other young people. Mrs. Parker would have guessed she was in her early twenties, but when she glimpsed at the daughter, she shrugged and admired the fact that the newcomers were young and successful parents.  
 As the door closed behind them, it was as if someone had flipped a switch on the world, and the air was full of noise and haste. Mrs. Potts came down the street, clutching an overflowing welcome basket in both hands as she marched towards number 1615. She was quickly joined by Mrs. Strider and her daughter, Ms. Strider—or Kate, as she would rather be called.  
 Susan dropped her shears and hastened across the street to await them, waving at Mrs. Parker, who strode over to join her. Meredith Dredger and Abigail Weathers were the last to arrive, and together, the seven of them sounded like cackling chickens. They turned their eyes upon the home of the new neighbors and grinned. It was a make-or-break moment, and they didn't care which.  
   

***

   
 Blayde was playing possum when we stepped into our new home, knowing full well she was getting away with it. Her head rested on her brother's shoulder, and he carried her into the house, waiting until I had closed the door to shake her awake. She jumped out of his arms to a safe distance in anger.  
 “I could scream, you know! Then you'd be in trouble! You’re not supposed to shake me!”  
 Zander wrapped a warm arm around my shoulder as she sauntered off. I leaned in, soaking up our new home. If it wasn't for Blayde—or all the reasons we were here—I could have, for all intents and purposes, be reveling in the fact I bought my first house with the man of my dreams.  
 But this was different. This was business, and not-very-nice business at that.  
 “I'll get the suitcases later,” he said. “Just make sure you come with me.”  
 I nodded. The suitcases were a ploy, trying to make us look a little more normal. In truth, there was nothing in them except food and a few clothes, concealing the duffel bag rather well. 
 But it wasn't walking into the house with suitcases that he was worried about. It was the spies we had seen when pulling up. There was one weeding air from her flowerboxes when I got out of the car, and I was sure I had seen a nose growing through a hedge. Zander may not be Terran, but he knew the suburban crazies when he saw them—thanks, Netflix. And no way was any of us going anywhere alone.  
  “We have a pool?” Blayde shrieked from somewhere in the kitchen. “Seriously? This is awesome!”  
 “Wait 'til you see your room,” I replied. “It's huge.”  
 “Where?” she asked, dashing for the stairs.  
 “Third one on the left! That bathroom is yours too!”  
 “No way!”  
 She was gone in seconds, leaving Zander and me alone in the entrance. We walked forward, admiring the spacious living room, the leather sofas and lavish fireplace, and the cherry-and-oak furniture. Zander leaned in close to my ear.  
 “I wonder where our room is,” he whispered.  
 “I think we could find it.”  
 “Think we have time to break it in before—” There was a knock on the door, and our hearts sank. “Well, that was astronomically fast.”  
 With a sigh, we stepped apart, checking our outfits, making sure they were appropriate. We exchanged a quick glance, turned around, and marched to the door together in a way that would seem natural for a young, suburban couple to do. We probably failed miserably.  
 “Hiiiiii!” the gaggle of women said in unison. Their leader raised a basket before her as an offering. They stared at us with wide eyes of amazement and judgment, which was embarrassingly obvious under their mask of good, warm-hearted cheer plastered on their faces. Zander and I smiled, saying our polite hellos. Their smiles widened.  
 “We've got you a little welcome basket,” their leader said, extending it for us. I reached for it, shocked by how heavy it was. The basket alone was the size of a small child's crib, and who knew what was inside. It was covered in plastic film and crinkled paper of vibrant colors. “Just to make sure you feel at home in the neighborhood. My name is Patricia Potts, and to my left here are Mrs. and Ms. Strider; to my right, Mrs. Dredger, Mrs. Parker, Mrs. Weathers, and Susan Keith.”  
 “Oh, please,” Susan urged, waving a hand of perfectly manicured nails for emphasis. “Call me Susan.”  
 “Just don't call her late for movie night!” one of the ladies joked. With that, all seven exploded into laughter, cackling like hens. I turned to look at Zander and was not surprised to see shock on his face, poorly hidden behind a faltering smile. I did the next unavoidable thing, much to the horror of my companion: I stepped to the side. 
 “Nice to meet you!” I greeted. “I’m Sally Riddell, and this is my husband, Alexander—or Zander to friends. Come inside! Please ignore the current lack of anything. We only just got here.”  
 “Thank you, dearie.” Mrs. Potts stepped inside first, patting me on the arm as she entered. She obviously knew her way around the home, walking straight into the living room and plopping down on the armchair beside the fireplace, where the seat greeted her like an old friend. The other ladies took their respective places, clearly picked out long before we had conceived the idea of getting this house. This left Zander and I on the loveseat facing the window, and after I placed the huge gift basket on the table by the stairs, we sat down together, surrounded by the surprisingly terrifying group of women.  
 Mrs. Potts was, again, the first to speak, throwing her silvering hair over her shoulder as she grinned kindly. “So, tell us more about yourselves. We're dying to know about you two.”  
 “Well...” I sensed Zander's terror and took his hand lightly, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Zander and I have been happily married for almost seven years now. He works for the government. Used to have a desk job that kept us in town, but a recent promotion means we can afford our own home. It's much better for our daughter to grow up with a garden.”  
 “Yes, that's why we moved here,” Mrs.—or was it Ms.—Strider said with perfect elocution.   Both Strider women looked about the same age, not a day over thirty. “It has been marvelous for our family. The community was so welcoming. We hope to extend that same welcome to you.”  
 “That's very kind of you!” I tried to sound excited and pulled it off rather well. “Such a great greeting, and we only just got here. I feel like this is the beginning of something wonderful, don't you, honey?”  
 “I completely agree,” Zander said. “This is wonderful. This house, this neighborhood is a real opportunity. A real gift.”  
 “Yo, Zan, the sockets up here aren't grounded. If I were an idiot child, I would be dead by now. Marvelous parenting,” Blayde said as she slid down the banister, arms extended to the side. I was on my feet in a second, rushing to the bottom of the stairs to catch her before the women could say anything about her surprising amount of freedom.  
 “What did I tell you about banisters?” I snapped, turning her sharply so she could see the guests. If she hadn't, she probably would have floored me then and there, but she caught on quickly.  
 “I'm sorry!” she whined. “I won't do it again!”  
 “You bet you won't. You could get hurt. Next time I catch you doing this, I take away TV privileges for a week. Understood?”  
 She nodded meekly. “Sorry.”  
 “Now, come and greet our guests.” I turned her toward the women, placing my hands on her shoulders like my mother did to comfort me when introducing my six-year-old self to a hoard of invaders in my home. “Ladies, let me introduce you to Bla-ir. Blair. Our daughter, Blair.”  
 “Why, isn't she precious,” Susan gushed, in a way that terrified me so much as a kid. But Blayde put on a good act of being bashful, pushing the shyness edge, so I had to guide her to the center of the room. “How old are you, sweetie?”  
 “I turn six in two months,” she replied, much to the group's surprise.  
 “My,” Mrs. Potts said, bordering on a huff of indignance. “She's a smart girl for her age, isn't she?”  
 Blayde had spoken too well and tried to make up for that mistake by pulling out of my grasp and clambering onto Zander's lap, hiding her face in his shoulder as the ladies laughed.  
 “Smart, but shy,” Mrs. Parker tutted. “My own Susie is about her age. Won't say a word, but brings home straight As. Will Blair be going to the local school or is she in private school?”  
 Zander snorted, letting out a crisp laugh that brought frowns to the women’s cheeks.  
 “Sorry, it's just...” he muttered. “With a government salary like mine? A new home and new car are enough. Private school? That's for the next promotion, if it ever comes.”  
 The women’s frowns turned to smiles, and they laughed, their moods like pendulums.  
 “Well, don't you fret.” Mrs. Dredger grinned. “The local school is excellent. And the children just started, so Blair won't be far behind the rest of them when she starts. You plan on bringing her on Monday?”  
 “We intended to,” I lied. “So long as the weekend is enough for her to settle in here. She hasn't started the grade yet since Florida, where we came from, has them going back a little later than they do here.”  
 “Susie and Blair can have a playdate before then,” Mrs. Parker urged. “Would you like that, Blair?”  
 Blayde nodded quickly, pulling her head from Zander's protective arm, unsure of how to reply. The terror in her eyes didn’t need to be faked. 
 “Are you scared of starting the first grade?” Mrs. Weathers asked, a mothering tone in her voice. Blayde would have found this degrading, but she was keeping it together rather well. “Don't worry. Most girls your age are.”  
 “I'm not scared,” she replied bluntly.  
 “You sure?”  
 Again, she nodded.  
 “You sure are brave.” Mrs. Weathers did a little eye squint, shaking her head back and forth in a manner I had only seen old ladies on television do.  
 “I don't see anything brave about it,” Blayde said, obviously pained at being degraded. “Schools are places of learning. And I intend to learn as much as I can.”  
 “Good for you.” Susan grinned, looking more and more uncomfortable by the minute. “Do you have a favorite subject yet?”  
 “Math. I like physics, too, but I heard we don't get to learn that in first grade.” 
 “Have you done physics before?” Mrs. Parker practically clutched her pearls, though she didn’t have any, so it was just an awkward neck grab. The women exchanged quick, worried glances, glances I remembered from my childhood: This child was too far ahead of the pack, and that would not do. I took the opportunity to jump in and salvage the situation, rubbing a hand on Blayde's shoulder to indicate that her part was done here.  
 “My husband and I love astronomy,” I said. “Stargazing is a family event. And Blair has an affinity for it, so we've done a few little experiments with her. You know, the egg in saltwater, the mummified apple? Fun with physics.”  
 “We don't want to stop her from doing something she loves,” Zander interjected, and Blayde nodded solemnly as he spoke. “So, we encourage it.”  
 “It's odd that a girl likes math so early on,” Mrs. Parker pointed out. “Susie simply adores art class.”  
 “So does Jessica.” Susan sighed. “She brings back the prettiest portraits.”  
 “Tiffany does as well,” Ms. Strider said. “I'm amazed by her talent.”  
 “They will be learning how to read this year, right?” Mrs. Potts asked the ladies. They made sounds of agreement and excitement as Blayde quietly snorted in derision. Good thing they didn't hear her.  
 “Ladies, Zander and I were planning a little shindig this Sunday,” I interrupted, trying to change the subject. “A barbecue, so we can get to know our new neighbors. I hope this is all right. We don't know if anyone else in the neighborhood has anything planned.”  
 “No, not at all!” they replied almost in unison.  
 “That would be lovely, Sally.” Susan grinned. “Family barbecue?”    
 “Of course.” I nodded. “We don't know what state the pool has been left in, but I’m certain we can get that open for the party. So, bring everyone along. We want to meet them all!”  
 Zander and Blayde turned to me and gave me the look that said everything: fear, terror, anguish, and surprise—all wrapped up in one. Very peculiar looks for the both of them. But if we were meant to find Blayde's assailant from the residents of Shady Valley, Virginia, we would have to meet them all.  
 Whatever that entailed.  
   




Chapter Three

 Saturday crept up on us, and we were quickly overwhelmed by the huge amount of seemingly unimportant things that had piled up over the course of those few days. We had 
“unpacked,” which consisted of shifting the furniture around the home to make it look newer and putting in a few new pieces for authenticity's sake. Zander and I had stocked the bookshelf with secondhand novels we had found dirt cheap from multiple places around town, while Blayde caught up on American children's culture, so as to better fit in her role inconspicuously. She hated every minute of it, but she put up with it, knowing that this may be the only way for her to regain her older self again.  
 Every time we stepped outside the house, we were assaulted by neighbors introducing themselves or asking for random household objects. We knew the act; we weren't blind. They were feeling us out, either to love us or hate us, but in both cases, to talk about us. I heard many conversations stop mid-sentence when I walked out my new front door, women suddenly deciding to walk in the opposite direction for no apparent reason. It was only natural. They did not trust me yet, and I did not trust them.  
 The party was meant to remedy this gap—in one direction, at least. Our hope was for Blayde to recognize her assailant and that we would be able to get him to age her back, but if he never showed up, a little schmoozing to weed him out was going to be necessary. In any case, we had prepared for every eventuality.  
 We waited for the sun to set before we drove back from the grocery store, driving straight into the garage so as to stay away from the neighbors' prying eyes. Even within our own home, we trod carefully, not knowing who could see what and knowing that what they would see would not please them in the slightest. We unpacked everything on the countertop, enough food to feed an army for weeks, spreading it out to better see our new purchases, before stacking them efficiently into the fridge. We were stocked and ready for this.  
 “You can grill steaks, right?” I asked Zander.  
 “I can grill 'em,” he replied with a shrug. “But I can't promise they'll taste that great. Blayde's the cook here.”  
 She grinned, already popping the steaks out of their packets and putting them in a large Tupperware container.  
 “Oh, come on.” I turned back to him. “You’re a great cook! It’s not just anyone who can make a meal anywhere in the universe.” 
 “That’s sweet, but that’s just… knowledge. Blayde has the creativity to go along with.” 
 “I'll start the marinade now,” she said casually, even though she was having to use a stepstool just to reach the countertop. “I'm thinking we'll do a sweet-and-savory thing. People from Earth seem to like that.”  
 “There's no way our guests will accept a six-year-old manning the grill, no matter how cute.” I sighed, falling forward, realizing that we were probably going to fail this meager attempt at a meet and greet. “Zander, you'll have to cook. Oh, and it’s traditional for the neighborhood men to congregate and talk about things I’m not privy to, so you'll have to make as if you understand. I’ve got enough beer for a hundred people, so you'll have to make sure they each get one. I’ll take care of the ladies; Blayde, that leaves you with the kids.”  
 She glared at me, slapping the last steak into the Tupperware with a resonating crack, scowling at me through her bangs. “How am I meant to find a scientist while talking to children? I bet they don't even know what a rejuvenation ray even is. And there's no way I’m going to be able to put up with them for long.”  
 “Look, kids are easy,” I said. “All you do is speak as if everything you say is going to out-do what they say. Eventually, they'll tell you about their scientist father. Well, they might. Just give it a try. If worse comes to worst, you can just stand by Zander and look bashful. It'll be fine.”  
 “Sure, sure.” She emptied an entire bottle of soy sauce into the container, and I knew she had nothing more to say about any of it.  
 After a short night’s sleep, I went downstairs to start with the meal. Everyone was going to bring egg salad—that was a given—so I mixed up a few different vegetables and pastas, stuck a Greek-sounding name on each of them, and was done with that. I grabbed the store-bought dips, moved them to different containers, and made them look fancy enough with ornamental leaves.  
 It was odd to suddenly be in this role, I pondered as I set a bit of bacon to fry for breakfast, popping toast in the toaster and pulling out plates and silverware. It wasn't that I didn't like it, no—it was just much too normal from what I had expected. After turning off the stove and walking upstairs to wake Blayde and lay out her clothes for the party, I went outside to find Zander pulling the pool cleaner out of the now very blue water, rolling the long cable around his arm before putting it back in the pool house where it belonged. He didn't see me at first, busy reorganizing the shed so the pool cleaner could fit better, but as soon as he realized that someone was watching him, his neck tensed. He looked quickly from side to side, making sure it wasn't a neighbor.  
 Finally, he spun around, shoulders relaxing as he noticed me in the doorway. He said nothing, a silent conversation traveling between us. This is dull, he seemed to say. This is too slow. 

 I tilted my head slightly, not knowing where he was going with this. But I knew he could tell that I felt the same way. That this new lifestyle, though comfortable, was not all we wanted it to be. A sudden grin spread on his face, and he leapt upward, leaning his entire body back so that his legs were in the air, his foot colliding powerfully with the low-hanging limb of the tree above him. A resonating crack snapped through the morning silence. He landed lightly on his feet, catching the falling limb in his hand, extending it forward like a sword, taunting me with that sly half-grin of his.  
 Without hesitating, I dashed forward, bounding into the air and landing on the other side of the swimming pool, feeling my muscles pull as they were finally put to use. Zander nodded once, impressed by the leap, but I was not done. I rushed forward, lifting the garden hose off the ground and stretching it until it was taut. I was almost upon him when I felt a tug at my feet, and the world came spinning around me. My face slammed against the stone tiles before I could react, a resonating crack filling my ears that could only have been my snapping nose.  
 “Are you all right?” Zander asked, and I heard him toss the branch before he rushed to my side. I pushed myself up, grabbing the cartilage between two fingers and pulling it out until everything felt about right, letting my nose set as I held the blood in.  
 “Always,” I replied, and then he was gone. There was a noise in the kitchen, and seconds later a wet tea-towel was pressed against my bloody face.  
 “Sorry,” he muttered.  
 “Not your fault.” I rose to my feet. “I tripped over these PJs.”  
 “I saw.” He picked up the hose from the ground, turned it on, and sprayed down the blood spot on the tile as I watched, useless.  
 “I'm sorry,” I muttered.  
 “Why would you be sorry? You're the one who's hurt.”  
 “I've suffered worse in practice. I can keep going.”  
 “I don't think we should,” he said, dropping his voice. “I think that was loud enough to wake up one or two of our closest ‘friends.’ We'll have to postpone.”  
 “What else do we have a basement for?” I grinned. Finally, his smile returned.  
 “I miss—” He paused, as if not knowing how to continue. “I miss—no, I wish, I wish we could go back out there. Right now. You and me.”  
 “I would love that too.” I sighed. “But we have to get Blayde back. She's changing, you know. Yesterday, I caught her drawing pictures, writing the letters of her name backwards. Cute if she were an actual six-year-old, but she's hit a few millennia, so it's troubling.”  
 “Probably practicing for school. She's doing very well, all things considered.”  
 “Yeah. Listen, we have to get cleaning. People are going to be here in the next four hours or so, and we need to get the house in order and then—”  
 Zander groaned. “I've still got so much to study for the barbecue. I don't see this working. You know that, right?”  
 “As long as Blayde can ID the guy, we'll have accomplished what we set out to do. This will work. Trust me. You'll be fine. Just talk about... guy things and stuff. And get ready for a few of them to try and outdo you.”  
 “Yep, got that.” He turned off the hose, rolled it up, and put it away as I kept watch for prying eyes. The fence in our backyard had a lot of places to look through, and I had no intention of giving our neighbors more things to talk about.  
 “Didn't know that you knew how to take care of a pool,” I said, trying to make conversation. He shrugged yet again, reaching over to test the water, shaking off his wet hand.  
 “You pick up on things. A lot of royals have pools. A lot of palaces need pool boys. Great way to get into the noble gossip. Now, I hate to be a spoilsport, but we've got a party to prepare. Is Blayde up?”  
 “Just woke her,” I said as we walked back to the kitchen. “Though I don't expect her to want to wear the dress I laid out. It's impossible to find clothes she likes to wear in her size.”  
 Zander laughed, a cool, crisp laugh that broke the heat of the summer morning. But this was cut short by a glare from Blayde, who was sitting at the kitchen table with a scowl across her face.  
 “Look,” she snapped. “I'm hungry. I’m cranky. So, get me some food, and I’ll let that last one slide.”  
 “Yes, your highness.” Zander curtseyed, skipping with his hands extended to the side all the way to the fridge, where he held the pose to inspect the contents within. “What would Her Majesty want to eat this morning? Shall I make her French toast? Pancakes? Brioche?”  
 She sighed heavily, obviously annoyed. I, however, found the act hilariously entertaining and turned to face the sink to hide my laughter.  
 “Just get me some bourbon. I need bourbon,” she replied, extending a plastic cup.  
 “It’s nine o’clock,” I said. 
 “It’s whatever time I want it to be in an infinite universe. Come on.” 
 “We don't have any.” I turned around to look at her once again. It was still odd to see a small child in her place, what with the firm command in her voice. “And even if we did, there's no way you would be getting any. Your metabolism can't cope. I mean, look at you, you've had over eight hours of sleep and you're exhausted. You need as much sleep as a normal six-year-old would. And just about as much alcohol, which is to say, none at all.”  
 “Fine, fine,” she snarled. “Then give me some of that sugary children's cereal. It's not half bad.”  
 I pulled out the Froot Loops as Zander grabbed carrots and celery from the fridge, pulling out a cutting board and peeler and going full ninja on the vegetable platter. I grabbed a bowl, placing it before Blayde, and handed her the cereal. She waited eagerly.  
 “What?” I snapped. “You can do this yourself.”  
 “I thought you said I was a normal six-year-old.” She grinned. “I need my mother to do it.”  
 “I'm not your mother. I'll get you something to drink.”  
 “And the milk. Don't forget the milk!” she called as I moved past Zander to get to the fridge. I sighed heavily, grabbing the orange juice and milk and returning to the table with the bottles in hand.  
 “Now”—I sat across from her—“we have to go over etiquette here. It's important.”  
 She rolled her eyes as she took a large bite of cereal. Her feet swung in small circles under the table, keeping a beat as her heels hit the chair. She lifted her eyes to look at me, and I realized then that she had put on mascara. And if I could see it, the neighbors were sure as anything going to notice it.  
 “Off,” I snapped. She blinked, not understanding. “There's no way you're wearing makeup. You're five, for heaven's sake!”  
 “Almost six!” Her voice raised a pitch. “Besides, Earth kids are starting to wear this stuff younger and younger. So why can't I?”  
 “Because I’m not raising you like this!” I slammed a fist on the table, making her jump. “Take it off.”  
 “What about nails?”  
 “Painted nails are fine. But you're meant to be a five-year-old—sorry, almost six—so start acting like one. Zander, you're with me on this, aren't you?”  
 “Yes, dear.” 
 His sister gasped indignantly. “What's happened to you?”  
 “Matrimony,” he replied. “Now, listen to your mother.”  
 “Thank you,” I said. “Okay, Blayde, at the party, you brag as much as you can, all right? You're six and trying to make friends, so feel free to make wild statements. Just stay away from space travel. Or time travel, for that matter. Keep it to exaggerations of real things. Okay?”  
 She nodded slowly. “Right.”  
 “And in no case should you fight them. You have an unfair advantage, and none of them actually deserve it.”  
 “I know.”  
 “And your name is Blair.”  
 “If you say so.”  
 “We only have a few hours to prepare, so let's get started.” I rose to my feet. “Blayde, if you're willing to help with dessert, I would love that.”  
 “Sure,” she chirped. “I'll get the mascara off. Then I’ll show you how to make an awesome Haaq traditional puff pastry. That's sure to go over well.”  
 I turned to Zander, who was nodding. Good. I didn't want any mix-ups.  
 “Do we have equivalent ingredients?”  
 “I wouldn't offer if you didn't.” She shrugged. “Anyway, it won't take long to make. And I’d like to feel useful again,” she said and directed an obvious glare at me. 
 This strange off-and-on-again anger went on all through the morning, to the point where I couldn't tell if I was being a terrible friend or if I was in the clear. But being a six-year-old was making Blayde act more like one—and neither Zander nor I knew how to respond.  
 By the time people started arriving, the sun was high, and Blayde was on her best behavior. We greeted guests as any happy family would, relieving them of their egg salads and multiple cobblers. Each time, I glanced over at Blayde to see if there was any sign of recognition across her face, but there never was; her mad scientist wasn't here.  
 Zander was manning the grill when I finally brought out the food. Salads, salads, more salads, things that were not salads but for some reason were called as such—I swear I saw marshmallows and jello in one—some hot dogs for the kids, condiments, pastas. A wide variety for all kinds of tastes.  
 Over at the grill, Zander was surrounded by the gaggle of husbands, each with a different craft beer in hand, chatting with more enthusiasm than I had ever seen. Blayde, however, was nowhere in sight. Neither were any of the kids, so I could only assume that they were all together, as she was meant to be.  
 “Don't you think?” I heard and realized quite suddenly that I had been ignoring Susan. How long had she been speaking to me?  
 “I completely agree,” I said quickly. “How right you are.” 
 “So, you'll be participating, then?”  
 I took a bite of devilled egg, trying to turn back the tape in my head to recall what we were talking about. “Can you give me more details?”  
 “It's in two weeks’ time, so I doubt you'll have the time to prepare,” Susan explained. “Mrs. Potts will be hosting, and the judges are out of state, so don't worry about preferential treatment. They always give newbies a fair chance.”  
 “Uh-huh.” I nodded. Not many clues there. “Would you like to try some dip? It's homemade.”  
 “Are you two talking about the Golden Girl pageant?” Mrs. Potts butted in. “My ears are ringing!” 
 “Of course we are!” Susan was beaming. “I was just telling Sally about how I’m entering Jessica again. Hoping to get Grand Supreme for the third time!”  
 “You'd better watch out.” Mrs. Potts chuckled. “Blair may offer Jessica some competition.”  
 The three of us laughed, me from the sheer terror of the conversation. Child pageants were terrifying. The only thing that scared me even more was standing right before me: pageant moms.  
 I needed out of whatever I had just committed to. If we could turn Blair back into Blayde, we’d be home way before it became an issue. I needed to focus on finding the mad scientist, else I would be spending my sudden motherhood in glitter and glitz. 
  “Now tell me, are all your husbands here today?” I asked, and they both nodded. “Did we manage to get the whole neighborhood?”  
 “Well, Mr. Weathers isn't here, is he?” Susan asked Mrs. Potts, who shook her head.  
 “No, he's here. He's on the phone in the living room. Said something about an important conference call.”  
 “Oh, he's the man in the suit, isn't he?” I asked.  
 “Yeah, that's him,” Susan said. “Ah, Margret, how are you?”  
 “Not bad. This party is lovely,” Mrs. Weathers replied. “Have any of you seen Joshua? I thought he would make it today. He needs to help me with my dress.” 
 “The one for Maggie?” Mrs. Parker asked, walking in. They were beginning to congregate, falling into each other’s orbits like planets around a star.  
 “Yes, that one.” Mrs. Weathers nodded, obviously a little more than annoyed. The air of competition, I would assume. “He was helping me with the tailoring, seeing as he has artisan training.”  
 “He helped me with Susie's as well,” said Mrs. Parker. “He is a talented young man.”  
 “Is he here today?” I asked.  
 “No, I think he's at work.” Mrs. Potts shrugged. “He works on Sundays. His wife's here, though.”  
 “She's not really the extroverted type,” Susan said, her voice ducking to a conspiratorial whisper. “That's why she didn't come with the welcome committee.”  
 Not extroverted or not invited? I nodded slowly.  
 “I really want to meet everyone,” I said. “Who else couldn't make it today?”  
 “Well...” Mrs. Parker scrunched her forehead. “Mr. Jackson never comes to anything; it's not very likely you'll ever see him.”  
 “Reclusive,” Mrs. Potts added.  
 “Solitary man.” Susan shook her head.  
 “But let's not talk about him,” Mrs. Weathers interjected. “Are all of you ready for the pageant?”  
 “I take it everyone participates?” I asked, to which they each nodded.  
 “Our girls love it,” Mrs. Dredger said. When had she gotten here? Our gravity was growing with every additional lady. “It gives them an opportunity to shine. To be a princess.”  
 “The dresses...”  
 “The glamor...”  
 “The cash prize...”  
 “Cash prize?” I asked.  
 “Five thousand dollars.” Mrs. Dredger said solemnly. “Our daughters love the opportunity to compete. Will you be joining us this year?” 
 Holy shit, that was a lot of money for little girls dressed in ballgowns. I tried not to let my surprise show. A quick glance at the women around me showed that none of them were in it for the money. This was petty cash to them. 
 “Well, I would have to ask Blair if she wants to,” I replied. Of course, Blayde would refuse, and I sure was creeped out by the prospect of little girls dressing up like models and taking it so seriously. But I couldn't say that to any of these eager ladies.  
 “She'll definitely say yes!” said Susan. “Young girls love looking pretty.”  
 “Don't we all?” Mrs. Parker joked, and they burst out laughing.  
 “Mommy!”  
 It took me a second to realize that someone was calling for me. Blayde cried, pulling me away from one awkward situation into another one. She stood by the pool. Her dress was ripped at the sides and was covered in mud, her hair in disarray as she clutched a long, thin branch. One of her shoes was missing, and her sock was black with mud.  
 My jaw dropped. “Blair! What have you done, um, young lady?” 
 “Peter says that there’s this dragon that lives over by the mill. Can I go? Please, Mommy, please?”  
 She was enjoying this, the little jerk.  
 “No, you may not!” I yelled, probably a little too loud. “Look at you! You march upstairs and put on some clean clothes. Where is your shoe?”  
 She looked down at her bare foot. “A snake must have gotten it.”  
 “A snake?”  
 “The snakes were after us. We had to escape up a tree. We lost Susie and Jessica in the process. Poor, unfortunate souls.”  
 “You lost Jessica?” Susan gasped.  
 “The snakes got to her.” Blayde shook her head. “She wouldn’t climb the tree. They were on her in seconds.”  
 “A child's game,” I reassured Susan. “I think I saw your daughter by the shed, over there.” I turned back to Blayde. “You go get dressed before I tell your father.”  
 “Tell your father what?” Zander snapped. Then he saw her, and his jaw dropped too. He put the platter of steaming steaks on the table, placing his hands on his hips as he stared down at his muddy sister.  
 “Blair! What have you done?”  
 “I climbed a tree,” she said bashfully. I was keenly aware that everyone had stopped talking and started watching us with their full attention. Oh no.  
 “And?”  
 “Hid in the mud.”  
 “And?”  
 “Climbed a fence.”  
 “And?”  
 “Lost my shoe?” she asked. “Sorry, I think I covered it all.”  
 “You go get cleaned up,” he ordered. “March. We'll talk about this later.”  
 “No!” she snapped.  
 “What was that?”  
 “No! I like the mud!”  
 With a yell of anger, Zander rushed forward, grabbing Blayde with both arms, lifting her in the air, and tossing her into the pool. The guests held their breaths as I screamed, rushing forward, pushing Zander out of the way, and diving into the pool to grab Blayde as she sank. Before he had a chance to retaliate, I had her out of the water, letting her fake a cough on the side of the pool.  
 “Now, cry,” I whispered.  
 She gave no sign of having heard me, but an instant later, she let out a long wail of pain and sadness. I pulled myself out of the pool, striding over to Zander. I tried to make my expression look as furious as it could be, but I had no idea of the end result. It seemed to make Zander laugh, actually, though he was holding it together rather well.  
 “What the hell was that?” I asked.  
 “I was… parenting?” 
 I thought about adding a slap to make it look more effective but decided against it. We’d done too much already. 
 “That was terrible parenting! She could have been hurt!” I screamed.  

Please don’t call CPS on us. Please don’t call CPS on us. Please don’t call CPS…  
 “She can swim!”  
 “When she wants to! You caught her off guard! Look at her!”  
 “But she—”  
 “She was playing with friends. She can mess up; she's only six. You, however, should know better!”  
 “I think I’m going to get going,” Mrs. Potts muttered.  
 “Me too,” Mrs. Parker added.  
 One by one, they left, some slowly, many quickly finding their children and dragging them along by the scruff of their necks as they sputtered their wishes to stay. Their complaints landed on deaf ears.  
 “Oh, you leave her out of your sight and she gets in trouble, and I’m the one in trouble?” Zander spat. “I fail to see how I’m the bad parent here, Sally. Oh, and look! She's gone again!”  
 “Of course she's gone! We're screaming at each other!”  
 “Ooh, I’m so scared!” Zander shouted back, but his frown was turning into a grin. “You know what? I slave for hours over these steaks, and now you've scared all the guests away! How's that for responsible?”  
 “You want your steaks? Fine, take your steaks!” I grabbed one and thrust it at his face. “Here's your steak! Oh, I’m making trouble. Maybe you should throw me in the pool as well. Is that what you're going to do from now on, huh? Be the man who throws people in pools?”  
 And he did.  
 A second later, my head broke the surface, and I breathed in a fresh gulp of air, trying to find where I was in the confusion of swirling, muddy water. A splash beside me indicated he had jumped in as well, and, suddenly, we were laughing, laughing at the insanity of the situation, at the failure of our first party, of the complete confusion of the situation. I dove at him, giving him a powerful shove, and he retaliated, sending me halfway across the pool.  
 “Just so you know,” Blayde muttered, “I've found my other shoe. Hold on, this is just a rock with mud on it. My mistake.”  
 “Join us!” I called. “The water's wonderful!”  
 “I seriously wonder who the child is here.” She glared at us. “You ruined a perfectly acceptable afternoon. Now all we have is food, no friends, and no leads.”  
 “We have a lead,” I replied. “Some guy named Jackson. He's a recluse who lives alone and never comes out for any reason. Mad scientist vibes much?”  
 “Meanwhile, I have steaks to eat.” Zander grinned. “No use letting all this go to waste.”  
 “Eat what you want,” I offered, pulling myself out of the pool. “I'll drive the rest up to the soup kitchen tonight. I think there might be some people there who will enjoy it much more than we ever can.”  
 “Fine.” Blayde rolled her eyes. “But just so you know? You two are the worst parents ever. All right?”  
 Zander and I exchanged glances. We were both soaked from head to toe, mud stuck in our hair, ridiculously huge grins stretched across our faces. Without knowing what came over us, we burst out laughing, Blayde watching us in contempt.  
   




Chapter Four

 I stopped the car in front of the school and looked at the back seat where Blayde sat, frowning, her backpack resting across her lap. I gave her an encouraging smile, but she did not return it.  
 “I still don't see how this is going to help us with the investigation,” she muttered, staring out the window at the large brick building. It was obvious that she dreaded this, and, in a way, so did I. First-graders were a pain: bullies and popular kids, all intelligence repressed for conformity's sake. And here was Blayde, a woman with immeasurable IQ and so much knowledge that an entire library would not be enough to contain it—well, the only one that could have burned down because of her—returning to a place where, more so than anywhere else, her knowledge was a dangerous burden.  
 “It's all about blending in, Blayde,” I explained, facing forward, ignoring that pained look in the rear-view mirror. “If you don't go to school, they'll think something's up.”  
 “If I go in there, I’ll be an outcast. I know too much. I can read, for one. I don't think these kids even know how to add yet.”  
 “If it's too much, we'll pretend to homeschool you. But only if it doesn't work out here. We have to appear normal.”  
 “Again, this isn't going to help much. We're going to play GTA tonight, all right?”  
 “Anything you want,” I said, watching mothers walking their children up the street, smiling as they held their bags, as they messed with their hair, as the children looked up with loving grins.  
 “And buy some bourbon,” she ordered as she slung her bag over her shoulder and hopped outside. She walked away, not once turning back to wave, not once giving even the slightest smile.  
 I sighed, letting my head fall onto the steering wheel. It wasn't as if I was expending anything more than what I had just gotten. What did I expect, anyway? Blayde was trapped in the body of a six-year-old, but that didn't mean she was an actual six-year-old. There was no reason for her to be excited about things normal children her fake-age were excited about. I was glad she wasn't. But it pained me that she was not taking advantage of it.  
 I drove back to the house, pulling right into the garage. Zander was waiting for me, stuffing a tool belt with gadgets and slim jims. He looked up as I entered and tossed it to me.  
 “Ready?” he asked.  
 “Yep.”  
 Together, we power-walked in our matching his-and-her tracksuits down the street to the mysterious house number 1634. We scanned the vicinity before sneaking around the back, finding a clear view through a window before jumping inside, taking a step into the living room to check for the home's inhabitant, but he was not there. Zander relaxed, but only slightly.  
 “You take downstairs. I take upstairs. Good?” he asked.  
 “Yep. Keep safe,” I added for good measure.  
 The house was plainly furnished and looked like a page from an IKEA catalog. It wasn't anything exceptional: just white wood put together following the basic instructions, falling together like the set of a bad movie. Each room was furnished in the same way, making the home bland, repetitive, and nothing to write home about.  
 The kitchen had a layer of dust on each of the countertops. The cupboards, however, were full of what looked like astronaut lunches you could buy in space center gift shops. They were stocked full of white packages, a date, time, and ingredient list printed on the side in bold, black ink. Not in English, I realized, as I read the names. The letters turned into the Roman alphabet we know and love, but the names made no sense, except for the occasional “spagbol.”  
 Score! This man was not from Earth. But just because he was an off-worlder didn’t mean he was the one we were looking for.  
 I heard a thud from upstairs and was instantly on alert. I blinked, and then I was up there in some empty room, ripping the door open and dashing into the hallway. The sound was louder here; there was a fight. Someone had the other person in a headlock, and they were struggling to get free. But who was in trouble?  
 I barged into the room to find Zander clutching a man by the neck, trying to pin him down as the man kicked out with his legs. Zander turned his head as I came in, mouthed “get some duct tape,” then turned back to wrestle his opponent to the ground. I did as I was told, jumping to our garage, grabbing a roll of the silver substance off the workbench, and returned to Zander where he now stood above an unconscious man.  
 I helped him lift the stranger into a chair, pulled out the roll, and taped down his arms and legs. All the while, I was looking around the odd room, realizing, quite happily, that Blayde was soon going to be free of this torment and us of this masquerade.  
 “We've got him,” I said cheerfully. “The kitchen is full of non-Earth food. He's not from around here.”  
 “Not to mention the picture of a ray clearly marked ‘time reversal’ plastered all over the walls. Finally, we get the real Blayde back.”  
 “Blayde?” The stranger groaned as he awoke, and my heart dropped. I knew that voice; recognized it from a week before.  
 The voice of the man who had put the phaser to my head.  
 I sighed. “Zander, this isn't him.”   
 “What?”  
 “This is the guy who had assaulted me while Blayde got zapped. He didn't zap Blayde; he was looking for her.”  
 “I could have told you that if you had asked!” he spat. “I was unarmed!” 
 “Same as I was when you woke me up last week,” I replied. “That’s karma, jerkwad.”  
 “We had no way of knowing that!” said Zander. “Now, what's with the photographs on the wall? Tell me!”  
 The man hissed through clenched teeth. “Front pocket of my jacket. There, on the chair.  You'll find my badge and registration.”  
 Zander gave me a nod, and I grabbed the jacket, pulling out the small leather badge. The man's photo was printed on the ID next to it, naming him as Special Agent Mcrazza'h.  
 “He's with ACI,” I told Zander. “Mean anything to you?”  
 “Dammit, he’s Alliance! What do you want with my sister?”  
 “Her help,” said the agent.  
 “Which is why you followed her? And threatened me?” I asked.  
 “It's important. Now, can one of you let me go? I’m trying to solve a matter of interstellar importance.”  
 “What could possibly be important enough that you want Blayde to help you? I probably shouldn’t remind you, but… aren’t you hell-bent on capturing her?”  
 “I take it you're after the age-reversing technology,” said Zander, shoving him back down as he tried to rise. “That’s the only thing the Alliance would want more than our arrest in this situation. What do you know about it?”  
 “Only that someone here has it and that's it's operational,” Agent Mcrazza'h replied. “I traced it here a year ago but still have no idea who's got a hand on it. But I know how to.”  
 “You do?” we asked almost simultaneously.  
 “Untie me, and I will tell you. Look, I’m unarmed. You can check. And I know what you're capable of. Do you really think I would try to fight the man who single-handedly defeated the Ayaniz Empire?”  
 Zander obliged, slipping Blayde's laser pointer out of his pocket and adjusting it to cut through the plastic bindings without harming the agent. It wasn't like we were going to let a six-year-old go to school with a laser capable of slicing through metal as if it were butter.  
 “Now, where was I?” the captive asked, as he ripped the plastic off his arms. “Right. The scientist with the ray gun. I’ve so far learned that he will be part of the Golden Girls Pageant. Like, I think he's entering his wife as his daughter.”  
 “Why?” I asked, confused. “Why would anyone do anything like that?”  
 “For money, of course. Isn’t that all this planet cares about?”  
 Zander gave him the blankest of stares. “Hold on. You're telling me that an off-world scientist created an age-reversing gun just to win a glitz pageant?”  
 “That is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard,” I said. “Come on, Zander. We're done here. It's time to go.”  
 He nodded. “Good luck with your case, Agent Mcrazza'h. I hope you catch this guy. Please don’t hold my girlfriend at gunpoint again.”  
 “Wait!” He rushed to the door, blocking us. “Look, I know it’s ridiculous, but this guy is using this pageant as a testing ground. The money he would win from having a child that rocks the stage would give him enough cash to get a ticket off this backwards planet, to bring his invention to the market, and use it to hold entire planets hostage. It's not as if winning the pageant is the end goal.” 
 “Oddly, you're making sense now,” said Zander. “Keep talking. What did you want Blayde's help for?”  
 “I was going to get her to apply for a job as a judge or a host, so she could bring the man down. But now it's too late. I’ve seen what's happened to her.” 
 “Yeah, and if someone doesn't stop that scientist and his now child-wife from winning the pageant, she might be stuck like that forever.”  
 “So, enter her in the contest,” the agent suggested. “She'll have a chance at the title; she'll know what she's doing. And in the meantime, she’ll be right in the heart of things to bring this madman down.”  
 I glanced over at Zander, and he looked back, our eyes meeting and triggering the most explosive laughter I had ever felt. My back snapped as the round ripped through me, just pure and utter incredulity overwhelming my senses.  
 “What?” asked Mcrazza'h.  
 “Blayde?” Zander snorted. “Blayde, a pageant queen? No, thank you.”  
 “Didn't she win Miss Galactic Quadrant 537?”  
 “Yeah, but she only did that to stop a drug lord. She tries not to think about it.”  
 “But she entered—and even won,” Mcrazza'h said earnestly. “She could do it again. And this time, winning doesn’t even matter.”  
 “We'll ask her, but I can't make any promises.  We'll be seeing you around, Mcrazza'h.”  
 “Same.” The man bowed. “It was an honor meeting you, Zander. And you, Sally. Good luck.”  
 “And you.” 
 We power-jogged home in silence, pumping our arms hard. The second we got back into the safety of our own home, Zander planted a kiss on my forehead and fell down on the sofa. Tea would have been nice in this situation, I realized, making my way to the kitchen.  
 The phone rang before we had a chance to talk any of it over. I glanced over at the couch, where Zander groaned slightly, rising to his feet and stretching.  
 “Should I get that?” I asked. He shook his head.  
 “Nah, I’ve got it.” He trotted over to the small table where the phone sat, picking it up lightly and staring off into space. “Hello?”  
 I waited a second, trying to guess who was on the line. But Zander's quick response of, “Yes, this is him,” and a solemn, “Oh,” was enough to make me assume the worst.  
 I leaned on the countertop, staring at Zander in a way that would probably have made him uncomfortable, but he was so focused on the call that it didn't seem to bother him in the slightest. After hour-long minutes of him replying with “yes,” 
sure,” and “of course,” he hung up, looked at me with those serious eyes, and burst out laughing.  
 “What?” I hadn't noticed that I was clutching the fridge door for support until Zander walked forward, peeling it off and giving my hand a tight squeeze.  
 “Blayde's gotten into trouble at school,” he said, wrapping an arm around me. What state was I in for him to feel that was necessary?  
 “That's serious,” I snapped. “What's so funny?”  
 “You'll hear when we go to pick her up.” He reached over, while still holding my hand, to pick the car keys off the table. “It's nothing bad; don't worry. It's not like she beat up anyone. Maybe a bit of mental trauma, but nothing more.”  
 “You know, now you've gotten me more worried.”  
 “Keep that face when we meet the principal. It's absolutely terrifying.”  
 “Not my intention...”  
 “Oh.” He stepped back. “Um, sorry.”  
 “Let's just go get Blayde?”  
 The drive was completely silent, except for Zander's occasional snort of laughter, quickly associated with his sister's name. But every time I asked, he remained elusive, and I still had no idea what this was all about. We pulled up in the school parking lot and walked up to the office arm in arm, terror still riddled on my face.  
 “Hi,” Zander said with a charming smile as he approached the secretary. “We’re here for Blair Riddell.”  
 “Mr. Housen is waiting for you,” she replied, without even glancing up. “Right through there.”  
 “Hi, Mom,” Blayde muttered from the bench beside the door, staring down at her feet in a poor imitation of shame, her feet swinging circles above the floor. Her hair was pulled into a tight ponytail, slightly disheveled. What had happened to her? 
 “Blair,” I snapped, “what have you done?”  
 The door opened right then. The scrawny principal  stepped out of his office, giving us each a curt nod. He was dressed in the oddest shirt I had ever seen, a tartan composed only of zigzagged lines that pained my eyes to look at, and he wore loose-fitting, brown pants pulled up above the waist, though the man did not seem old, his hair only graying at the sides.  
 “Good afternoon, Mr. and Mrs. Riddell,” he said sternly. “You are Blair's parents?”  
 “Yes, yes, we are,” Zander replied, trying to look as invested as he could, doing a wonderful job of holding in the laughter, which, until a few minutes ago, had been utterly uncontrollable. He extended a hand to shake the principal's.  
 “Then come right in.” He indicated with a jerk of his head that we were to take our seats in the office, and we did, leaving Blayde on the bench outside. He shut the door as we sat, crossing over to face us from across his desk. An oversized picture of a boat hung on the wall behind him, where he was only just discernible at the bow as he waved at the camera.  
 “Now, I can understand how first-day jitters can get to one's head.” He pulled out a yellow file from his top desk drawer, rifling through it while not particularly looking at any specific part. “But in Blair's case, they were a little excessive.”  
 “How so?” I asked. 
 “Well...” The man sighed. “Where to start? Her first assignment was to introduce herself to the classroom. According to what Mrs. Beatrice wrote down, she was meant to say her name, her age, and what she wanted to be when she grew up.”  
 “And Blair said...”  
 Zander gave me a worried look, but I knew he was just waiting to see my expression when the man read her words. I braced myself for the hilarity that would most likely ensue.  
 “She said that she wanted to be a rocket surgeon,” the man replied. “A rocket surgeon.”  
 “I don't see how that's an issue,” I said. “She's allowed to have her own dreams.”  
 “When she was asked to elaborate”—the principal sighed—“she said she wanted to be a medic on a faster-than-light vessel while searching for the existence of middicloreans.”  
 “And?” Zander urged.  
 “She wants to harness this discovery to start a business creating Jedi.” The man sighed again. “Which, in her words, would be ‘like your hack diet pill industry, except you get superpowers.’ Now, I am failing to see if the fault is with the parents or with the child. Can she not distinguish fact from fiction? And isn't she too young to watch, let alone enjoy, Star Wars?”  
 “I was her age when I first watched the series,” I said. “Don’t you dare insult Star Wars, man. And, of course, she can distinguish between the two. But a girl can have dreams, right? I assume that's not the only reason you called us down here.”  
 He nodded sternly. “There were more... incidents... during the day. Take, for example, what she drew during expression time.” He held up a stunning drawing of Blayde—not the toddler version—driving a sword through a part-robot, part-woman's chest. Sprockets and blood spread across the mountain of bodies beneath them, and the whole drawing was crayoned out with incredible detail. I bit my lip.  
 “That is gruesome,” I said. 
 “The assignment was to draw their fondest memory. When she was asked to describe it to the class, she said it was the moment she had destroyed the dictator that ruled on the planet Cabana.”  

“Krav'ah'nah!” Blayde piped up from outside. “Good people died that day. Do not dismiss their valiant sacrifice simply because your home is not in the same galaxy!”  
 “This is exactly the point I’m trying to make.” The principal waved at the door. “She has violent tendencies that could be a danger to the other children. Not to mention to her teacher, Mrs. Beatrice, has told me that your child contradicted her in class not once but three times this morning. Since you’re listening, tell your parents what you told your teacher, Blair.”  
 Blayde sighed heavily, hanging on the knob as she swung the door inward. “She was teaching wrong. She said Pocahontas saved John Smith’s life and later fell in love with him, and they got married and lived happily ever after. I simply pointed out that Pocahontas could not care less about the man. The age gap was creepy to begin with, and his return to England had a lot of exaggerated stories. Voila! And I was polite enough not to mention the more troubling aspects of her treatment.”  
 “That's not all. She got flustered when her teacher said the solar system consisted of planets going in circles around the sun. She yelled that Kepler did not do all his work for this generation to be taught lies and insisted that they went around in ellipses. Then in mathematics, where the children are just beginning to learn addition, she replied to all of her answers in base two. When the teacher said that one plus one was not ten, she insisted that she did not know binary.”  
 “How rude,” I snapped, glaring at Blayde. “You know better than that, Blair. Just because you know binary doesn't mean you need to show off.”  
 “01000010 01101001 01110100...” she began, rolling her head to the ceiling and ignoring me. I turned back to the principal.  
 “Well, I hope you know that I will be taking measures to stop this.” I nodded sternly. “She will be punished adequately.”  
 “... 01101000,” Blayde finished with a smug grin, to which Zander turned and glared at her with some heat. I didn’t need a translator in my brain to tell me what she had just said.  
 “The worst is yet to come,” the principal said. “You see, during sports hour”— my heart dropped; I thought Zander had said she hadn't hurt anybody— “they were playing dodgeball, and Blair here, with some sort of nonsensical war cry, beat the entire opposing team in less than three minutes flat. They still haven't stopped crying.”  
 “She didn't hurt them?”  
 “No, no.” He shook his head. “But at this school, we have a strict everybody wins policy. We usually end a match with both sides being rewarded equally, but Blair shattered their spirits and flaunted her victory. It was rude and degrading to the other players.”  
 “I don't see how you're meant to play a game without trying to win,” she snapped, her voice carrying surprising power for such a high pitch. “There's no point to it.”  
 “Look, it seems to me your daughter has incredible capabilities,” the principal said sternly. “And since this is her first day, I’m not going to give her detention. It will be up to you to discipline her. But until she shows that she can get over her violent tendencies, she will be hanging on a tightrope. May I offer some personal advice?”  
 “Please,” said Zander.  
 “Enter her in the Golden Girls Pageant. It will show her there are other ways to compete than through violence. Plus, it would prove that she is capable of following rules. You compete, and a place will be assured for her in this school. Understood?”  
 What the hell was this collective obsession with this pageant? I wanted to stand up and scream at him for this awful enforcement of gender roles at such a young age, but by the looks of it, Blayde was going to beat me to it. Her face was as hot and red as a dying star. 
 Neither of us said any of that, though. Instead, we just coolly gave him a single “Yes, sir.”  
 “I have the entry forms right here.” He extended the small stack of pages across the desk. “We can send these off quicker than you can. That's why most of the girls apply through the school.”  
 “Sounds perfect.” I grinned, taking the stack and filling in the information. Blayde's eyes bulged.  
 “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice breaking.  
 “I’m doing as Mr. Housen advised. I'm going to teach you that violence is not the way to resolve conflict.”  
 “You can't do this. Not to me, no. Please, you can't.”  
 “I told you to behave. you disrespected me, your father, and everyone in this school. You will compete in this beauty pageant, whether you like it or not.”  
 “Please, no... please, Mom?”  
 “That won't work on me, Blair.” I signed the bottom line and returned the forms to the principal. “Thank you for this opportunity, Mr. Housen. My husband and I are very grateful.”  
 Blayde whined all the way to the car, until we were finally free to explain to her our true motives for entering her, about our meeting with Agent Mcrazza'h, and that very odd scientist's completely crap plan.  
 “This plan is even crappier,” she said. “It’s so much more crappy that.” 
 Hearing a six-year-old say what she said next was so disturbing that I’ll not subject you to it.  
 “Until then,” I said, “you stick to drawing mundane activities, basic addition, and traditional history. Don't dispute anything, all right?”  
 “But they're so utterly wrong it's ridiculous.”  
 “Just as long as they don't start talking about Newton,” said Zander.  
 “You. Keep. Your. Mouth. Shut!” she growled at her brother, who shrugged.  
 “You step out of line, and Sally hears it all.”  
 “Hears all of what?” I asked.  
 “Nothing!”  
 “The month when Newton was meant to be inventing calculus?” Zander raised his eyebrows provocatively. “Not the only thing he was doing that summer!”  
 “Stop it now, or I swear I’m doing a strip routine for the pageant,” she said. “I'll tell them all you taught me, I swear.”  
 “All right, you two, settle down,” I said. “We've got a dress to make, and I have no skills whatsoever. Zander, stop here; there's a fabric store.”  
 He did so, and I hopped out of the car, walked to the backseat, and pulled Blayde out, where she grumpily followed me into the store. This was going to be painful.  

 





Chapter Five

 Rex awoke to find that he was free.  
 He pushed himself off the damp ground, looking around, his nose high and searching for recognizable scents. The grass was well above his waist, and he could barely see anything, but it didn't take long for him to see that this was not his garden. He couldn't smell Master or Missus in the air, nor Wee One, and Wee One was usually strong in the air. Where was he?  
 He had fallen asleep, same as always, in his little house in the yard, the one next to the kitchen door with the red roof and “Rex” printed neatly over the door. He knew that because Missus said that when she had built it for him. Rex didn't remember a lot, but he remembered that. He remembered going to sleep, but he couldn't remember getting here.  
 His stomach felt empty, he realized. Master should have fed him by now. Where was his food? He turned his head from side to side, sniffing the air with a vengeance. He couldn't smell anything except the dew on the grass beside him, so cold where it touched him.  
 He rose to his feet and glanced over the grass. Yes, much better from up here. He felt taller today, a little off balance. Probably because he was hungry. There were trees over to his right, and he decided it would be best to head over there; he liked trees. He teetered forward, taking one step at a time for fear of falling over. He felt disoriented, unable to keep his balance. His legs crossed as he stepped forward, against his best efforts. Eventually, he reached the tree, sniffed the air, and realized that if he wanted this tree to be his, he would have to tell everyone.  
 He lifted a leg, shaking a little, emptying his bladder on the rough bark. That felt good. Putting his foot back down, he glanced around for any sign of wildlife, but the smell of his urine was still strong in the air, and he was unable to discern what was what. The forest was silent, as if the animals knew he was coming and had run off before he had gotten here.  
 There! A squirrel had risked the safety of his hiding place, making a mad dash across the leafy floor. Rex chased after him, barking as he chased the terrified creature between the trees. His legs were still wobbly, but with the increased speed, he was able to stay up, though he wasn't making much time on the squirrel. Before he could catch up, it had dashed up a tree, hiding in the leafy foliage.  
 “You! You!” he barked. “Get down! Get down!”  
 He shouted at the squirrel for another ten minutes before he realized the futility of the situation and turned away from the tree, stumbling groggily toward the sounds of civilization. He was starving now, truly starving, his stomach in knots. He needed Master. Where was Master?  
 He fell out of the forest into the softness of tall grass, yelping as the trickster ground tricked him, giving way and making him roll into the ditch beside the road. The air had an overwhelming scent of Loud Monster. Like the kind that ate Master during the day, but many, many more. It smelled putrid. His nose curled in pain and fear.  
 He was lost. Where was Master?  
 “You there,” said a gruff voice from above. “You seem to be naked.”  
 Rex looked up. Was he talking to him? People never talked to him, except to say that he was a good boy or that he had done something bad. And by the tone of this man's voice, he had done something bad. Very bad.  
 “Are you inebriated?” the man asked.  
 “Bark,” Rex replied, edging away. The man was wearing a uniform. Rex didn't like uniforms. Missus said to Wee One that if he ran away, uniforms would take him to prison or something. He didn't like uniforms at all.  
 “Sir, will you please come with me?” the man ordered. Rex could recognize an order when he heard one, so Rex pushed himself painfully out of the ditch, and the man handed him a gray blanket. Rex took it in his mouth, lowering himself and raising his posterior. Maybe this man wasn't so bad. He just wanted to play.  
 “Sir, I will ask you to stop that.” Uniform sighed. “Put the blanket on and get in the back of the car.” Rex shook the blanket. Uniform sighed again, ripped it out of his mouth, and wrapped it around Rex's shoulders. Rex suddenly felt warm; this was better than playtime.  
 “What's your name, son?” Uniform asked him kindly.  
 “Rex!” he barked in reply, smiling. He was proud of his name.  
 “Is there a last name?”  
 “Rex!” he repeated.  
 Uniform sighed heavily. “You're going to come with me,” the uniformed man said again. “Now, get in the back of the car, sir.”  
 “Ride?” Rex asked.  
 “I'm going to take you down to the station.” Uniform placed a hand on Rex's back and helped him in the back of the Loud Monster. Rex was happy. He hated Loud Monster but loved trips. Uniform got into the front, still speaking. “Are you hungry? How long have you been out there?”  
 “Food!” Rex barked.  
 “We'll get you food,” Uniform assured him. “Now, hold on tight.”  
 Rex smiled. He was going to go home after all. He stared out the window, watching the trees rush past the window as he loved to do. One thing was bugging him, though: Why was his tail now in the front?  
   

***

   
 “Sally, there's a dog in the garden.”  
 Blayde stood in front of the window, staring out at the backyard as I pinned the fabric pieces to her tiny bodice. She wiggled, unable to keep still, making my job ten times more difficult.  
 “Zander can get it,” I said. “Don't distract me.”  
 She let out a tiny but hefty sigh. “It's got something in its mouth, though. Oh, and it just sat down at the door. Looks as if it's waiting for something.”  
 “It's a dog, Blayde. Now, stay still, or we're going to get runs in this dress.”  
 “It's knocking.”  
 “What?” I heard a small tap at the door and spun around. There really was a dog there. A black Labrador sat patiently at the sliding glass door, tapping it repeatedly with its front paw. It tilted its head as it saw me, as if in some form of recognition. It felt oddly familiar in a way, but I just couldn't put a finger on it.  
 “Zander, can you get that?” I asked, bringing in the hems at Blayde's waist. She ignored me, watching the dog.  
 “Wha?” He forced himself awake. He must have fallen asleep at the kitchen island, as I hadn't heard anything from him for a while.  
 “There's a dog knocking at the door. Can you let him in?”  
 “Sure, sure,” he muttered, getting to his feet and slowly making his way to the sliding door, groggily pulling it open.  
 The dog rushed into the house, walking right up to me with its tail wagging. I ignored it, and it turned instead to Blayde, who leaned over—messing up my marks—to take the black leather from its mouth, checking its collar.  
 “Thank you... Rex. Oh,” she said nervously. “Um, Sally, you may want to see this. Zander, you too.”  
 I reached up and took it from her hand. Instantly, I knew what it was, but I flipped it open anyway, looking at the photo of Agent Mcrazza'h on his ID card.  
 “Rex,” I commanded. “What happened to Mcrazza'h?” The dog barked, taking a step back. Zander walked up toward him.  
 “Mcrazza'h, is that you?”  
 The dog nodded, almost shamefully.  
 “Great,” I said. “Our only liaison to this case has been turned into a dog. Seriously, I never get a normal day anymore.”  
 “You're playing the mother to a thousand-year-old alien who's been rejuvenated, and you think a man with his brain swapped with a dog is weird,” said Zander. “Sometimes, you just have to go with it.”  
 “What do you mean swapped?” I asked. “They didn’t turn him into a dog?” 
 Blayde huffed. “That’s not how it works, Sally.” 
 “Why? Because there are rules governing human-dog body swapping?” 
 “Yes.” 
 “I know, I know. You’d think I’d be used to this by now,” I said, rising to my feet and glaring at the dog. “What are we meant to do with this?”  
 “Him, Sally,” said Blayde. “The dog is a him. A him you've met.”  
 “I know, I know. How do we get him back into his body?”  
 The dog shook his head, staring at Blayde with eyes wider than saucers.  
 Zander nodded. “Mcrazza'h's right,” he said sternly. “We don't have time for that right now. Plus, we have a pretty good idea of who has the motive and opportunity to do this to him: the scientist. Right now, we have to focus on beating him in the pageant, and then we can work on getting Mcrazza'h's soul back into his body.”  
 “Careful with those pins.” Blayde sighed, glaring at me. “Zander, get our guest some food. We have to prepare.”  
   




Chapter Six

 “You don't have to help me. I can dress myself.”  
 Blayde shoved my hands away, slipping the gaudy dress over her head and zipping up the side with a sigh. She glanced from side to side, sizing up her competition, and with a humph of confidence looked back at herself in the mirror, turning her body to admire the effect.  
 The room was full of women hissing and children screaming. The smell of makeup hung heavily in the air and my lungs. On our right, a five-year-old was sobbing as her mother yelled at her about messing up her makeup.  
 Blayde sighed. “You know, I don't get this. The only good thing about this torment has been the fact that I haven't had to wear a bra in weeks. Now you're forcing me back into one.”  
 “You picked the pattern. You were fine with it then. Plus, every mother here has put one on their child. At least you're used to one.”  
 “Sure,” she growled, running her hand over the shiny material as she ignored the dirty looks from the mothers around us. “Now, that hair isn't going to shape itself. Grab the curling iron, all right? I’ll do the face. Where's the makeup kit?”  
 She grabbed the liner and started doing her eyes as I curled her hair into fine ringlets. I was almost done when my phone rang. Blayde glared at me once again but said nothing as I put down the iron to pick up the call.  
 “Hello?” I asked, walking briskly out of the changing rooms into the hallway, closing the door behind me and feeling relieved as the sounds of screaming children died down.  
 “Yeah, it's me,” Zander said calmly. “We're in. They bought it.”  
 “Good. Blayde and I are just finishing up here. We're on in ten. She's number four; I’ll be out when she gets on stage. All right?”  
 “Fine with me. We'll keep an eye out here for anything out of the ordinary.”  
 “You see any six-year-old who acts way too old for her age, you tell me, all right?” Blayde said. “I'll take care of it.”  
 “I'm sure he will. I'll be in the back of the audience, though. There's no place in the front row. See you soon.”  
 “See you soon,” I replied, hanging up and returning to Blayde, who had done an incredible job of turning her child's face into... well, something else I would not expect a child to look like. She gave me a cocky smile, holding out her fingertips.  
 “All clear?” she asked, as I pulled out the fake nails.  
 I nodded. “I told you he could get Mcrazza'h in. Guide dog in training. And you definitely have a well-trained dog when there’s a person running the controls. Works like a charm.”  
 “I never said it wouldn't.  Now, is the hair big enough? Not that I want more hair; I’m just wondering if the judges will think we've gone too subdued. You know, compared to the rest.”  
 “Sally?” I heard from across the room.  
 “Susan?” I looked over Blayde's bush of hair. There she was, grinning proudly, holding a row of pearly-white teeth in her left hand and a blow dryer in the right as Jessica sat in her chair, mouth open and waiting expectantly.  
 “Sally, I thought that was you! I had no idea you had entered Blair!”  
 “Yes, well, we took your advice. Bonding experience for the both of us.” 
 “That's wonderful!” she said, beaming. “And what a dress! Doesn't look homemade at all!”  
 “Thank you, Susan.” Oh, good golly, that was a backhanded thing to say. “Jessica looks great.”  
 “Number four, number four?” a woman with a clipboard asked, standing in the doorway. “To the stage, number four.”  
 “That's us,” I said to Blayde.  
 “I know. I can count, can't I?” She sprung to her feet. “Go find ‘Dad.’ I'll be fine.”  
 “Do your best?” I offered as the woman led her off to the stage. I pelted off to the auditorium, speeding down the hallway until I reached the great hall of the hotel we were in, and with a deep breath, I entered the pageant room, glancing around until I found Zander in the back-right corner with Mcrazza'h on a leash.  
 “She's next,” he said as I joined him. “Number three just made her way across the stage. This place is terrifying.”  
 “I know. I've just spent two hours in makeup with cranky, sugar-high children. Those parents have issues.”  
 “And we don't?” He chuckled. “Have you seen what we call a family?”  
 “Contestant number four, Blair Riddell!” The voice resonated through the room, the cheesy parade music looping to the beginning of its repetitive track. I nudged Zander in the ribs.  
 “That's her,” I said eagerly.  
 “I sure hope not,” he replied, his voice gone. Because out on the stage came a little princess that no one in their right mind would ever consider for a second had once saved the universe using nothing more than a chocolate bar—so I’d been told. Out she came, trotting lightly on her high heels, waving at the audience with all the charm of an accomplished seductress. I felt dizzy and so must have Zander, as he wrapped an arm around my waist as an excuse to find someone to lean on.  
 “Blair is six years old tomorrow. Her favorite subject at school is math. She likes watching movies with her daddy and gardening with Mommy.”  
 “What is this?” Zander asked. 
 “Fitting in,” I said, trying not to groan at our generic answers. “Come on, you've seen pageants before, haven't you?”  
 “I’ve been in more than Blayde.” He shuddered. Before I had time to reply, Blayde blew a kiss to the crowd, which ooh-ed and ahh-ed as she left the stage. I pulled myself away from Zander. 
 “She'll have to perform her talent as well,” I told him. “Give me a call once you see a girl pull off her introduction as well as Blayde has, all right?” 
 “Of course,” he said, planting a kiss on my forehead. “Give 'em hell.” 
 “Wrong encouragement for this situation, but thanks. I'll be back.” 
 I rushed backstage where Blayde was waiting for me and tapping her foot impatiently.  
 “So?” I asked her eagerly. “See him?” 
 She shook her head. “Not in the audience. Must be with his contestant.” 
 “Okay, okay.” My mind was racing. This guy was hard to pin down. “Zander will call once he sees an overly mature competitor. Let's get you into your next costume.”  
 I led her back to the dressing rooms, where she stripped out of her glitz dress and slipped on the black tunic and tights we had picked for her. Once done, she got to fixing up her makeup as I waited for the phone to ring. When it finally did, she ripped it out of my hands.  
 “Yo. Yep. Right. On it.” Hanging up, she tossed the phone back to me. I caught it and shoved it in my pocket.  
 “Number twenty-seven,” she said. “Much too much. We've got her.”  
 She pelted off back to the stage, and I followed her, finding it difficult it keep up, even with her smaller build. But there was no twenty-seven there.  
 “I need to see contestant twenty-seven,” I asked one of the crew, and she shook her head. “Where’s their station?”  
 “I'm sorry. We don't give out information like that,” the stagehand said with a shrug.  
 “Listen, you,” Blayde snapped, placing her hands on her hips. “That's my friend, and she's in trouble. I need to get to her now, or she could get in more sh- trouble. I’m asking you... please... help us out here. She’s just a child.”  
 “Look, I’m sorry. I—”  
 “Suit yourself.” Blayde sighed, and with a bound much higher than any normal six-year-old could accomplish, she leapt into the air, swinging her foot around and bringing it into a collision with the woman's head. She fell back like a sack of potatoes.  
 “Easy.” Blayde grinned. “I don't get why they keep telling me I’m violent. I just go for efficiency.”  
 I ignored the creepiness in her tone as I picked up the fallen clipboard and flipped through the pages.  
 “Right,” I replied, trying to keep my calm. “Number twenty-seven has a private dressing room. Swanky. N°104.”  
 “On it,” Blayde replied. “Come on; keep up.”  
 We rushed down the hallway, knowing that Blayde would have to be on stage soon and that being late would cost us every excuse to be in the backstage area. She knocked on the door to room 104, holding her ear to the wood. With no response, she took a step back, breathed in deeply, and kicked the door. It didn't give.  
 “Let me,” I offered, and she stepped to the side with a sigh. I took a deep breath and rammed my shoulder into the door, sending it flying open.  
 “Oh, I wasn't expecting this...” She walked inside and crouched beside the fallen man.  
 “Is this him?” I asked.  
 “Yes. This is the scientist who made me into what I am. I guess his plans failed without our intervention.”  
 With a gasp that made us both jump, he bolted upright, staring straight into Blayde's eyes. She did not flinch as he glared at her then fell back with a sharp exhale.  
 “I... was just... the”—he hissed—“assistant.” He breathed a last breath and was no more.  
 “The contestant is the real scientist?” I asked. “Well, this is... odd. Talk about involuntary bias, I suppose.”  
 “Shut it,” said Blayde. “In a few minutes, I’ll be grown again. Finally!” She shoved me into the hallway, then took off toward the stage. I followed close behind, something I seemed to be doing a lot of lately.  
 “Contestant number four?” the PA was calling. “We're waiting for contestant number four for the talent part of the competition.”  
 “Crap,” Blayde hissed. “Look, Sally, you're going to have to find her yourself, you—”  
 “Isn't that her? Over there.” I pointed to where a small girl was holding the sign 27, slipping a winged backpack on her back to complete her angel costume.  
 Blayde lost it. With a roar, she dove at the girl, whose eyes widened as she was slammed into and pushed through the flimsy curtain and right onto the stage, where the audience erupted in shock. I rushed to the other side to see the most intense battle I had ever seen.  
 The girls, though small and dainty, had incredible force in their arms, swinging punches and taking the blows like pro boxers with years of practice. Blayde kicked the evil genius six-year-old in the belly, flipping over her to bring a crippling blow to the back, but the strange girl darted out of the way, slipping off her backpack and pulling out the ray gun. But Blayde was not scared. Undaunted, she swung her leg, forcing the girl to the ground as she placed a boot to her neck. But a shot came from the gun, and Blayde shrunk, falling back to the ground, crying like a baby.  
 Because now she was a baby, practically a toddler, no more than two years old—if off by a few millennia. Number 27 rose to her feet and pointed the ray gun to Blayde’s head.  
 “How would you like to see your life flash before your eyes?” she hissed. “I can do that. You'll be fourteen one second. Thirty the next. Sixty, eighty... how long do you think you'll live?”  
 She flipped a switch on the ray gun, grinning. “Or maybe all in one go. Say goodbye to—”  
 With a growl, Mcrazza'h leapt on stage, shoving Blayde out of the way as the girl-woman pulled the trigger. A cry of pain filled the room as he dissolved into dust, leaving Blayde to stare at the floor in shock.  
 “Now, you, prepare to die—”  
 Number 27 didn't have time to finish before Zander was there, picking her up by the scruff of the neck and lifting her until her feet swung a full three feet off the ground. Effortlessly, he peeled the ray gun out of her hand and tossed it to me, where I caught it deftly, turning it on its side to check the settings, putting them back to where I wanted them.  
 “Put me down!” Number 27 ordered. “Do you know who I am?”  
 “A spoiled brat?” he hissed. “Give a gander to who I am. Go on.” When she didn't reply, he sighed heavily. “I am Zander. I don't normally mess with kids, but this is different. You've hurt my sister, and I will not allow that to happen. You may not know me, but you will know what I’ve done.”  
 “Don't bwag,” Blayde pouted from the floor. “Put her down, ‘Ander; she's not dangewous anymoo'r. Get me back to twenee.”  
 “Of course.” I smiled, taking aim and firing a single blast. In less than a second, she expanded like a sponge, the clothes stretching as she returned to her normal self.  
 “Finally!” she said excitedly as she hopped to her feet. “Hello, arms! Legs! Torso, I’ve missed you. Muscles, friends forever!”  
 We were suddenly aware of the glare of the audience upon us. I dropped the gun, the sound of its clatter echoing loudly through the room, along with the lone buzz of a fly's wings as it flew around.  
 “Anyone got a towel?” Zander asked.  




Ten years later, on the other side of the galaxy...

 It was Rex's special day. He grinned at the beautiful wife at his side, at the adorable child in her arms. His life was the best thing anyone could ever have asked for—a family, a wonderful home, and, starting a few minutes ago, the best job he could ever have wished for.  
 He wondered briefly what had happened to the man whose name he now held. Mcrazza'h. He had never come back to the claim the body, so Rex, being the good boy he was, took care of it for him. It was long enough now for him to call it his.  
 How small he had been when he was a dog. How puny his life was when he had nothing more to live for but Master, Missus, and Wee One. Now, he was the head of his own empire. He was the head of the ACI, the most powerful man in the Alliance, except maybe the president, and he was good friends with him.  
 He had considered once or twice telling someone his story, but he shrugged it off. It wasn't as if it was that exceptional. The universe was a huge, surprising place. Things like that happened every single day.  
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PROLOGUE

   
   
 The commander raised his binoculars and surveyed the desert. The bleak landscape spread out for an eternity before him, flat as far as he could see, broken only by the crumbling buildings of the city. “Where are you?” 
 “Um, sir. W-what are your orders?” 
 The commander drew in a sharp breath. His second might only be a kid—on his first posting, no less—and maybe he hadn’t seen the kind of action that kept the commander awake at night, but he had to keep his face straight. If he thought that skirmish with the fugitives was an actual attack, he was kidding himself. Besides, the men counted on them for strength and guidance, not fear and weakness. 
 His team waited in silence on the roof beside him. Most were looking anywhere but at the commander, avoiding eye, or any other kind of contact. He did not blame them. 
  “I want you to find those fugitives.” The commander’s order flew off his tongue like sparks from a fire. “They must be within the city limits or someone would have spotted them.” 
 “But, sir, we searched the burg, and there was no sign of them.” 
 “Then look harder,” the commander hissed, raising the binoculars again. He scowled at the empty wasteland. It was the same as always, as it had been for months … well, until today. 
 “Maybe they’ve, um, braved the desert?” 
 The commander resisted the temptation to slap him. How his superiors thought the boy ready for the post was beyond him. Maybe it was meant as a slight, giving him children to command, like he was a babysitter rather than a decorated war hero. “Can you see them out there?” 
 His number two swallowed. “Um, no, sir.” 
 “Then they’re not there, are they?” The commander shifted his gaze back to the horizon, daring the universe to put the fugitives in his field of vision. “They’re in the town. They can’t be anywhere else, which makes me wonder what you are still doing here.” He turned and glared at his number two. “Find them.” 
 “Sir!” 
 A call from the street below made him lower his binoculars. He marched to the edge of the roof and looked down at the cracked pavement, ignoring his second-in-command as the boy scampered off to follow his orders. A soldier looked up at him, clutching a rifle against his chest like a shield. 
 “What?” 
 “They’ve been sighted, sir.” His voice cracked. “They’re making a run for it on foot, but they’re not moving very fast. They’ve taken to the desert, by the east bridge.” 
 The commander spun on his heels, turning from his perch to make his way to the staircase. He gave a curt nod to each of the men standing by, gesturing for them to follow. He would need every soldier assigned to this middle-of-nowhere dump he had been defending for half a century. The atmosphere had been quite cheerful until today, the day when everyone under his command learned what it meant to be tested. 
 But they’d been seen, finally, and he could take as long as he wanted to get to the East End. The desert was eternal, without shelter or cover until one reached the mountains, and that took at least three days by ‘craft. If they were on foot, all his men needed to do was to keep them in sight, and he would have them. 
 He ran through the list of rewards he would receive for capturing the elusive pair. Money? Land? A promotion would be in order; he deserved that much, at least. Somewhere nice, somewhere where the sun shone, instead of burning like fire on his constantly covered-up skin. There was a little place he liked not too far away, with sandy beaches and a deep ocean, a post that required plainclothes rather than camouflage. 
 He marched through the ghost town, realizing how high the sand had risen since his first day all those years ago. It had been a vibrant place back then, with a market on this very street and flags flying from the windows. Now, all that remained were crumbling memories; the rising sands were devouring what lingered. Soon, all they would leave would be a gigantic dune—the only dune for thousands of miles. 
 “You have them?” he asked as he reached the squadron at the east bridge. The soldiers huddled in a mass, each trying to mask their fear. The broken bridge had all but crumbled away, leaving a cement perch over an ocean of sand, a perfect vantage point from which to see … well, more sand. Only today, just for a change, there was something else out there. 
 Each of his soldiers bore a mark from the so-called attack: a red-raw neck; a lump or two growing on their head; a small mark in the shape of a cigarette burn, accompanied by the scent of scorched clothing and skin. Their wounds were minor, however, which meant he would capture the two most wanted criminals in the universe without losing a single man. He did wonder how they had managed to get through the fight with such light injuries, though. According to legend, the fugitives could kill hundreds in a single minute—some even said the blink of an eye—though he was sure the stories were exaggerated. 
 The felons dashed across the arid desert. They wore desert clothes, loose layers of cotton wrapped around their bodies to help them blend in with the sand. The man’s turban was coming undone, fluttering in the wind he created by his sheer speed. The woman danced lightly across the sand beside him; unhindered by the wrap, she was so graceful, she almost floated in the air. It was enough to make the commander freeze as he watched her shrinking from view. 
 “I have them in my sights, sir,” the sniper announced. His finger hovered above the trigger. The commander found himself staring at it, that lonely digit, reveling in how something so simple could bring such vile things to an end. The rest of his companions stood further back, eyes wide with terror, faces contorted with fear, and legs paralyzed by both. This man had no welts on his arms, no marks or bruising on his neck. No wonder he could still think clearly. The commander ran a hand over the burn on his right wrist, sliding his sleeve to cover it. 
 “I see them.” He grinned at the sniper, his binoculars trained on the two figures. “Shoot to incapacitate. Then have a retrieval squad pick them up.” 
 The sniper fired a single shot. A loud, piercing sound broke the silence. Almost instantly, the man fell to the ground, a red spot spreading from the middle of his back, soaking through his cotton garb. The commander sneered. Just minutes away from glory. 
 His sneer faded when the man stood up; he didn’t seem to notice the bullet, even though the splotch of blood spread. The man fled across the desert unhindered by the wound, his feet pounding rhythmically. “Shoot him again,” the commander ordered, mortified. He clutched his burn as if he could reflect the pain back tenfold upon those who bestowed it. 
 The shot rang out, seemingly louder this time, but the man kept running, despite fresh blood saturating his shirt. “Again.” Finally, losing his temper he commanded, “Kill him!” 
 This time, the bullet hit the small of the man’s back, but he didn’t fall. Instead, his hand reached across his back, as if to swat a fly, smearing the blood without slowing his stride. 
 “This is clearly the wrong approach,” the commander said, forcing himself to keep his composure, though fury flooded his words. “Arms at the ready.” 
 “What, all of us?” a soldier asked. 
 “Yes, all of you,” he snapped, raising a hand in the air. “Ready … aim …” 
 The soldiers had barely raised their guns when the targets just … disappeared. They had not fallen, nor had they escaped upward. The commander scrutinized the landscape, but there was no trace of them; in their place, an unfurled turban floated to the ground in the breeze. 
 The commander’s fury burst the dam of self-control, and he howled. He ripped off his helmet and slammed it on the ground. It hit the pavement and rebounded, ramming into his shin. He felt none of it; his anger eclipsed his pain, the fury burning through his veins like acid, stronger and hotter than he had ever felt before. 
 Everything he had heard about them, everything he wished he hadn’t known but had learned to fear about them … it was all true, and there was no better truth than the one he had seen with his own eyes. One second they were there, just out of reach, the next, gone. Just … gone. Bullets didn’t even slow them down. No wonder they had a knack for evading the law. 
 No wonder they needed to be taken down. 
 For the first time in his life, the commander dropped his head into his hands, a sob ringing across the empty wasteland, heard only by the cowards behind him. He picked up his helmet, and, seeing the burn marks upon it, shouted words into the desert that his men could not understand. Then, without thought, he tossed it into the desert, watching the dented metal tumble in the air, before falling into the sand and lodging itself there to be covered up by time. With that, the commander fell to his knees, rubbing his webbed fingers over his irritated, sunburned scalp. 
 They had escaped once again. And with them, his dreams. 
 Goodbye, money. 
 Goodbye, land. 
 Goodbye, promotion and plainclothes. 
 And he had so wanted that quiet posting on Earth. 
   
   
   




CHAPTER ONE


Hot-Air Balloons Ruin Everything

   
 Before there was the universe, before the endless cities, the ships, or the Dread, before the Alliances and higher dimensional parties, there was only sleep. 
 I was pretty happy just sleeping. 
 Sometimes, I wonder what would have happened if I had taken the day off and just slept. If I had called in sick to work, sick to the party, and had never left the apartment at all. 
 I think about that a lot. 
 I awoke to the sound of a jackhammer. It broke through the morning gloom, tearing me painfully from sleep. The noise made my entire nightstand shake and with it, my mattress and pillow. It jolted me awake quite violently; I should have known then what sort of day I would have. 
 I wasn’t fully aware yet, my brain was still waking up, but I knew enough to throw out my hand and try to stop the dreadful noise. Ugh. My other hand clutched the sheets, begging the universe for just one more minute of warm, comfortable sleep. 
 The universe denied my request. 
 I finally found the source of the noise and slapped it as hard as I could, knocking several items to the floor in the process. The music kept playing. So I did the only thing that seemed logical—I hit it again. 
 And again. 
 By that point, my hand stung, and I concluded it wasn’t the alarm clock making the ruckus. My phone sang and vibrated all over the place. I fumbled for it, missing it completely. Finally, my fingers found its cold surface, and I dragged it under the covers. I accepted the call and held the tiny speaker to my ear. 
 “‘Lo?” I grunted, expecting a full word to come out. 
 “Sally?” came the anxious voice on the other end. 
 This early in the morning, I had no idea whose voice this was. It could have been Sir Patrick Stewart or God himself trying to wake me. Whoever it was—I was mad at them. 
 “Who is this?” I mumbled. 
 “Marcy,” the voice replied, worried as ever—or could it have been cheerful? People who could be cheerful at this ungodly hour were not to be trusted. “I wanted to know if you had a grill?” 
 “Hold on, what?” I sat up way too fast. The blood rushing from my head gave me the worst morning headache in human history. And the cold—the cold! I shivered as the air touched my skin. “You want a grill? What on earth for?” 
 “For tonight. Jenn’s is busted.” 
 “Tonight?” 
 There was a painful silence on the other end of the line. I used the pause to my advantage, pulling the sheets over my cold, exposed shoulders. Finally, Marcy spoke again, slowly this time, the worry all the way back in her voice. “It’s my birthday,” she said, but then her cheery self returned, “Birth-day par-tay. My birthday party. Tell me if any of this rings a bell? Like, if there’s something you’d like to say to me?” 
 “Marce, I would absolutely love to jump into a rendition of the birthday song, but not this early in the morning.” 
 “Well, sorry,” Marcy replied, mock-hurt, “I assumed you’d be at work.” 
 “At this hour of the morning? It’s pitch-black still.” Oddly enough, my alarm clock, which was usually within reach on the night stand, was nowhere to be seen. “I can’t remember my own birthday at this hour.” 
 “Um, Sally, you’d better check your clock.” 
 “I would if I could find the damned thing!” 
 I turned my head to look at my window—my dark window—and saw a strange sliver of light in the darkness of the universe. 
 Or maybe it wasn’t the universe. Maybe it was the tarp draped over the window. 
 “It’s 9:30!” Marcy screamed. “Sally, get up now!” 
 I swore as I flew to my feet, words so harsh that I could hear Marcy shudder over the phone. Then she was the one screaming, yelling at me to hang up and get dressed. Advice I could not process with my head reeling in shock. 
 Late, so late. I staggered as I tried to throw on my pants, but as most people who have tried getting dressed in a hurry know, trying to put on pants faster takes longer: The pants paradox. I practically fell over trying to get the legs all the way up. I realized then I hadn’t turned the light on, so I threw out an arm to hit the switch. 
 Soft yellow light illuminated my small bedroom. The place was the cheapest I could afford, but it was comfortable, with enough space for a bed and closet. The floor was a mix of clothing I hadn’t washed and clean clothes that hadn’t made it as far as the shelves. My alarm clock was probably in that mess, swatted away in my sleep. 
 The first shirt I tried had a stain down the front, which I didn’t remember getting, but I had no time to think about that now. No time for a sniff test. Off went the stained shirt, and on went a passable-for-clean one. 
 I rushed into the living room, hoping there was some food I could grab, but it seemed my roomie, Rosemary, had eaten the apples that were usually in the bowl on the counter. 
 “Oh, Sally, do you have a minute?” 
 Speak of the devil. Rose poked her head out of the bathroom, her hair wrapped in a tight, white towel turban. Her nose was red and puffy, and she wiped it repeatedly with a too-small piece of toilet paper, which only seemed to make it worse. 
 “Allergies?” I asked. “Wait, no, I don’t have time. We’ll talk later.” 
 The irrational part of me—which was quite loud when I was in a whirlwind of panic—was mad she wasn’t in the same rush I was, and the fact she was trying to delay me rubbed me the wrong way. I glared at her, shooting imaginary daggers her way, trying to get her to back off so I could dash out. 
 “It’s super important. I need your advice, it’s—” 
 “Look, Rose, not to be rude, but I’m about to lose my job,” I said, already halfway out the door. “Tell you what, if I’m fired, I’ll be back in an hour. We can talk then. It’s that or this evening. Or you can text?” 
 I didn’t wait for an answer. My stomach growled as I ran down the stairs, wishing I’d had time to eat something, anything. By the time I’d reached the street outside, I was fully awake and completely ravenous. 
 It was then I saw the tarp. Only it wasn’t a tarp but a deflated red-and-yellow hot-air balloon draped across the roof, hanging over my window, and my window alone. 
 What. The. Heck. 
 “Is that yours?” asked a voice next to me. I turned to see Jules, my next-door neighbor, standing next to his car. 
 Jules was an overall stand-up guy. He never bothered me, and I never bothered him; he kept my mail for me when I went to visit family, and I fed his fish when he went on vacation. He kept his parties at reasonable sound levels, and I never complained about how late they ended. It was a good situation. 
 “The balloon?” I scoffed. “Yeah right. That thing might have just cost me my job.” 
 “Oh, crap. Good luck with that.” 
 I didn’t have the time to ponder further. I jumped behind the wheel of my car and sped to my demise. I probably ran a few lights, but I impressed even myself at the full one-eighty I pulled to get the last spot in the service parking lot at the mall. 
 In that minute, nothing mattered more than getting to work on time. I had only one chance at this. I could be late so long as I showed up before Valerie Price did. And, if Ms. Price was already here, then beating my co-worker, Justine, to the store was just as good. 
 I caught my reflection in the rearview mirror. My hair was a wreck. I rummaged through the layers on the passenger seat, found an elastic between two Subway napkins, and threw everything into a messy bun. It looked pretty good, all things considered. 
 If I called in sick, would I be in the clear? Maybe, but I was here now. 
 Of course, I know now that wasn’t the best decision. The best decision would have been to stay at home and figure out why a hot-air balloon was draped over the effing building. But, you know, hindsight is always 20/20. 
 Breathe in, breathe out; you can’t walk in there looking like you got chased by a bear. After all signs of outward panic were gone, I slipped out of the car, straightened my blouse, and marched into Price’s Boutique. 
 I scanned the shop floor, trying to assess how deep in shit I was. The store was empty—thank your highest entity for that—of customers, at least. The imposing silhouette of my boss grew from behind the register, and I rushed to relieve her of my job. “I am so sorry I’m late, Mrs. Price.” 
 The look she gave me told me my apology had fallen on deaf ears. Perched behind the desk like an overstuffed hawk, she glared at me with those beady eyes of hers. I felt as if I was going to be sent to the principal’s office or something. 
 This was not the first time I had gotten such a look from her, either. She had made me feel uncomfortable since day one. The way she scrutinized my every single movement, or the passive aggressive notes she left for me to find. I always felt as if, at any minute, she would swoop and pluck me up in her blue-varnished talons and drop me into a nest thousands of miles away where no one would ever find me. 
 “Ah, Ms. Webber, how kind of you to grace us with your presence.” A smile stretched across her face. Oddly enough, this reminded me of the Grinch, right before his heart grew two sizes larger. 
 But alas—this wasn’t a Christmas miracle. It wasn’t anywhere near Christmas, and nothing miraculous ever happened to me. 
 “I really am sorry,” I repeated, getting to work on sorting out the poorly-folded shirts on the display closest to me. “My alarm clock died. I can assure you this won’t happen again.” 
  There was a snort from the back of the room, and there she was—a tall girl of seventeen, her hair pulled back in pigtails because she knew it increased her sales. They swung like pendulums as she moved the broom back and forth across the floor using short, jerky motions. 
 I could almost feel my hair fluttering in an imaginary wind and my eyes filling with fiery rage as I glared at the girl. 
 “Justine,” I mumbled. 
 It was petty, really. We were close in age but lived very different lives. Part of me sort of resented the fact that she didn’t have to work for a living. Though we didn’t talk much, I knew she came from wealth. Her mom wanted her to work to understand the plight of the working class. 
 Justine said that a lot. Mostly when she was on the phone with friends lucky enough not to have moms who made them work—her words, not mine. 
 So, you can understand my—albeit petty—feud with Justine. Right? 
 Not that any of it mattered because that was the last day I ever saw her. 
 “Justine has been here since eight,” Mrs. Price said, lifting a battered Cosmo and pretending to pay no attention to me, or, at least, not wanting to seem like she cared. Which she didn’t, so it wasn’t a hard act to pull. 
 “I’ll buy some batteries for my alarm clock as soon as my shift ends.” 
 “No need,” she said. “Go and buy them now. And don’t bother coming back.” 
 I guess it didn’t come as much of a surprise, but it still hurt, and a lot more than I expected. Bile rose in the back of my throat as I built up to say something, anything, that would sway my now-former boss. I wanted to scream and shout and throw a tantrum. 
 But I was so tired. 
 My stomach twisted in knots. All I wanted was to get out, far away. Get in my car and drive until I reached the edge of the horizon. 
 I couldn’t think of anything to say so I just stood there, frozen, mouth agape, my mind racing through every possibility. What was there to say? No, please? There was no hope there. You’ll regret this? Too theatrical. It would come back to bite me. 
 “Um, okay, thank you.” 
 Are you kidding me, Sally? 
 Talk about a weak exit. With a sudden burst of dramatic flair, I ripped my nametag from my chest, slamming it on the desk. A little too dramatic, but it was too late now to search for a middle ground. I left the store in a huff, only just realizing I had destroyed my blouse. And now, I couldn’t feel my arms or legs. 
 Once I was out of the mall, I dropped my pace from a ‘dramatic storming out’ to a ‘shuffle of shame.’ It felt like I was walking through thick gel; everything was heavy and dark around the edges. When I finally got back in the car, I just sat there, staring forward, brain numb. 
 I made eye contact with my reflection and froze as a sense of dread washed over me. Dang, she looked worried. And tired. Her sand-colored hair was stacked in a weird knot on the top of her head, dry tendrils floating down to frame her somewhat gaunt face. Her lips looked as if the blood hadn’t reached them in a few days. The only sign of life was the brown eyes, which met mine and held my gaze, begging me not to let go. It was like looking at a stranger. 
 I didn’t know when I got back on the road. Everything was running on automatic, like I wasn’t really in my body anymore. I gripped the wheel tight enough to turn my knuckles white and my fingertips red, forcing myself to follow the way back home. 
 I had been gone for less than an hour, but the hot-air balloon was already gone. A mystery I would probably never find the answer to. Maybe Rosemary would know something about it. 
 Except she had gone too; her room was completely cleared out. As a matter of fact, half the furniture was missing from the apartment—the rug under the coffee table, the cat statue that sat by the door; all the little tidbits we had accumulated over the years were just … gone. 
 Holy shit. Had I been robbed, on top of everything else? A quick check showed my things were here; my laptop was still on the edge of my nightstand, and the old TV still comfortably in its place in the living room. Only Rosemary’s things were gone. 
 That’s when I saw the note, a napkin placed strategically on the kitchen counter, black scribbles in a fast cursive announcing, “we’re eloping.” 
 Luckily, there was more, a note in the trash on a page ripped from a yellow legal pad. Some words were scratched out. The writer had obviously stopped and started a few times, scribbling over the failed beginnings before tossing it out entirely. But there was some sense to it. 

Sorry, Sally, I couldn’t risk you spilling the beans to my mom. Sally, I wanted to say something this morning, but you were in such a rush. Ben and I are going to Vegas, and we’re not coming back. I’ve taken my stuff and left this month’s rent on the bed. Wish us luck! – Rosie

 That’s when I burst. 
 Call it a nervous breakdown. An anxiety attack. Panic attack. Or all the above. My mind shifted from clear thought to murky territory, running the events of the morning through my head over and over, a highlight reel of personal failure. Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe anymore; my lungs refusing to do their work. I hiccupped as my eyes filled with tears. It was illogical, all of it, but even so, I couldn’t stop. The energy welled up inside me and spilled out in such an ugly way, the terror shaking me back and forth and making it impossible for me to think straight. 
 I sank to the floor and let it spill. Everything hurt. 
 What was I supposed to do now? A college dropout with no prospects and only a few dollars to my name. I had nothing going for me, no ambition, no dreams, no passion. There was no direction whatsoever for me to go in. 
 Loser. Loser. Loser. 
 The rational part of my brain shut down, leaving me with anger and tears—tears that burned and drained me. And in the back, dark thoughts I couldn’t find words for. 
 The weight on my chest pressed down on me, choking out my air. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t do anything but weep and try to keep myself together. 
 I didn’t know how long the attack lasted, but slowly, it began to let up. The tightness in my lungs eased, and I breathed deeply again. My eyes stung like they had been doused in salt, even on the backside of the eyeballs. 
 What was I going to do? 
 I needed a job, fast. I needed to get out of retail, focus on a career, but there wasn’t much available for a girl without a degree. Maybe I could apply for a job at the new power plant that was opening outside of town? Nah, they needed someone with experience—and probably some kind of university diploma. So, retail work it is, I guess. 
 I shuffled to the couch and saw Rosemary had taken half the cushions. Great. I guess they were hers in the first place, but I still wished they were here. I wished she were here, too. We weren’t the best of friends, but we enjoyed each other’s company. And right now, I didn’t want to be alone. 
 I pulled off my shoes and discovered my socks were two completely different colors. I shrugged it off. I’d had those kinds of days before, though never to this extent. With my feet now freed, I stretched on the couch and tried to ease my aching body. 
 I needed another roommate. I couldn’t afford this place on my own, and that was when I had a job. I needed someone to split the rent, or I was going to be out on the street in less than a month. 
 The best thing to do would be to call Marcy. She’d know what to say; she always did. And I really, really needed to hear her voice. 
 She picked up after not even a whole ring. “Sally? What happened?” 
 “What makes you think something happened?” 
 “Come on.” 
 “Fired,” I replied, my false confidence making it sound like pride. I reached into the candy bowl on the table and popped a peppermint in my mouth. At least Rose had the decency to leave those. 
 “Oh. I’m sorry.” 
 “‘S’okay.” 
 “No, it isn’t.” 
 “I’m telling you, it’s okay,” I said, sucking on the candy for a minute, feeling the cool taste of mint across my tongue. I probably should have started with one of those; it was already starting to soothe me. “I was going to leave eventually, anyway. Price had it in for me.” 
 “Is that a peppermint in your mouth?” When I didn’t answer immediately, Marcy kept going. “Yup, thought so. You only eat candy when you’re worked up. So, what can I do?” 
 “Find me a new roommate?” 
 “What happened to Rosie?” 
 “Vegas.” 
 “With Ben?” 
 “Who else?” 
 “So, they finally eloped?” 
 “You knew?” 
 “I read into the situation,” she replied casually, but there was a definite hint of pity in her voice. “Anything I can do?” 
 “I guess your party will cheer me up. What time is it again?” 
 “Starts at seven. And we’ll be at Jenn’s.” 
 “I’ll be there. But why were you asking me about a grill? You know what I own better than I do. Did Jenn’s break or something?” 
 “Nah,” she scoffed. I expected her to go on, but she offered no answer. Instead, there was an awkward pause. “So, no grill?” 
 “You know I don’t have one.” 
 “Drat.” She sighed heavily, the sound saturating the microphone for a split second. “Well, Mike says he has a friend that could bring one if we ask nicely.” 
 “Do you even know how to grill?” 
 “I will soon. I’ll be on WikiHow for the rest of the day. What are you going to do ‘till party time?” 
 “I’ll figure something out. See you then,” I said, hanging up quickly. 
 If I had stayed on any longer, Marcy would have coerced me into coming over or convinced me she needed to come to mine. And I didn’t want that for her, not on her birthday. She had been planning this party for months; it’s not every day you turn nineteen. 
 I felt guilty about the abrupt responses, but I hoped Marcy would forgive me. Right now, my body felt limp and useless, my mind slow and numb. Not that I was all that surprised. I was used to the letdown the universe dragged me through. I’m not the kind of person to blame it on divinity, chaos, or destiny. I guess I didn’t blame it on anything. I had long since accepted my lack of luck as being my lot in life, though I wanted something or someone to blame it on right now. 
  Curse you, universe! I shook my fist in the air, falling back into the cushion-less couch and right back into sleep. 
 Anyways. This is getting pretty dark. Let’s skip forward to the party. That’s where things get really interesting. 
   
   
   
   




CHAPTER TWO


A LITTLE PARTY NEVER KILLED NOBODY, BUT THAT’S A DOUBLE NEGATIVE

 I like parties when they’re small get-togethers, but Marcy’s idea of a party is a little bigger than mine. By the time I arrived at Jenn’s, the house was already bursting with people. I pushed my way inside, searching through the throng of party guests for my friend. 
 “Hey, have you seen Marcy?” I asked the first person I made eye contact with. 
 “What?” he shouted, leaning closer. The music was loud enough to raise the dead. 
 “Marcy?” 
 “Who?” He shrugged and went back to his conversation. 
 I gave up on searching the house and slipped out the rear door. The overflow of the party was in the garden, which was where I finally found her, hanging out by the tables. She was mingling around a cheering mass, enjoying the company of friends and meeting strangers—friends of friends of friends with access to Facebook and Twitter and the like. 
 Marcy exuded radiance. She glowed with every step she took, excited at the commotion and energized by the crowd. Above all, she looked happy. 
 She was one of those people who stepped into a room and immediately made you gravitate toward her. She was probably one of the shortest people I knew (which isn’t saying much, since I don’t know that many people), only about five feet tall, but she stood out no matter what. Her shoulder-length, straight black hair had been featured in a shampoo commercial once, and she jokingly told people she was a hair model from then on. 
 I’d believe her. 
 Marcy grew up with an overflow of love, and it’s still spilling out of her. She glowed with it. Anyone coming to the party tonight, not already knowing her, would leave with her name forever engraved in their memory. 
 “Sally!” Marcy gushed, rushing over to give me a huge squeeze. 
 “Happy birthday, Marce!” I hugged her tight enough to break a rib. 
 “You have got to taste my burgers,” Marcy said, handing me a plate with a blue bun on it. “I spent the afternoon baking.” 
 “Blue burgers?” 
 “I’m a sucker for alliteration,” she snickered. “Oh, Sal, this is the Mike I’ve been talking about. Mike, Sally. Sally’s from Bridgeton, like me.” 
 “Pleasure,” I said, shaking his hand. Mike nodded, repeating the sentiment. He was a tall, thin man with a smile wider than the width of his shoulders. 
 “Mike brought the grill. He single-handedly saved this party.” 
 “Nice to meet you,” he said, not letting go of my hand. I pulled away. My palm was clammy now. Gross. 
 “You should talk to Jenn about her grill, though,” Marcy said. “Turns out she had a dream before it went missing. Something about you needing it to fly away in a hot-air balloon. It’s pretty trippy.” 
 “A balloon?” I stammered, the coincidence too striking to not bring it up. “You know, just this morning I—” 
 There was a noise behind me, a scrambling of feet as flocks of people stepped aside to let someone through. I turned and practically jumped out of my skin. 
 “Who is the host of this event?” The woman’s deep voice rose above the crowd. People parted awkwardly before returning to their conversations. “It is essential that I know. It is of the utmost importance.” She looked around at our shocked faces. “Well? Speak up. Is Harris here?” 
 “Jenn’s the host,” Marcy said, scanning the woman from head to toe and returning a dazzling smile. “But we don’t know any Harris. We can spread the word, though. Are … are you all right?” 
 The stranger leaned forward, trying to hide the fact that she was out of breath. Marcy threw out a hand to support her, and the woman smiled, clutching her chest as she slowly regained control. 
 She was tall, and I mean incredibly tall. For a second, I thought she might have been an Amazon warrior. She would fit right in with them; her muscular figure showed through her soft silk blouse and tight black pants. Her hair was long and dusty blonde, pulled back into a tight ponytail to reveal ears with at least five piercings in each. Golden coins and geometric shapes jingled whenever she turned her head, making me think of a pirate queen. She scanned each of us with her piercing gray eyes, casually raising a hand to pluck a leaf from behind one of her gilded ears. 
 “Any of you know who I am?” she growled, showing her teeth. Marcy stood her ground, glancing at Mike and then at the stranger, worry tracing her face before she hid it behind a smile. 
 “Never saw you before,” Mike said sternly. “Who the heck are you?” 
 “Sorry, sorry.” The stranger’s snarl melted into a grin. It was like a light bulb going off in her head, and she relaxed enough to let her shoulders slump. “I’m trying to lay low, if you know what I mean.” 
 “Boyfriend?” Mike urged. 
 “Nope.” 
 “Girlfriend?” Marcy interjected. 
 The stranger shook her head. 
 “Cops?” 
 “I hope not.” She laughed heartily. “Nothing like that. Bodyguards, you know?” 
 “Um, no.” Marcy lifted an eyebrow. “Bodyguards?” 
 “No bodyguards?” 
 “Um, no?” 
 “Cool, cool.” She nodded slowly, wrapping her mouth around the vernacular as if trying to force an American accent. The switch in tone was both sudden and unsettling. “Okay, so, like, my father’s rich. He’s got me tailed everywhere, like, to make sure I don’t get into what he supposes is trouble. I’ve got to make sure the coast is clear, like, before I can even begin to think about enjoying myself. So, um, where am I exactly?” 
 “Marcy’s birthday party,” Marcy said, extending a hand. “And I’m Marcy.” 
 “Danir—Dany,” Her grin widened. “Sorry to, ahem, crash the party. Harris brought me along, but knowing my dad, like, he could have been bribed to report my every move. Doesn’t look like he has, though.” 
 “You could always hang out around the grill,” Marcy offered. “No trouble to get into over here. Unless trouble is what you want.” 
 The entire situation was incredibly weird. I had a feeling there was more going on than Dany was saying, but that was probably just me being paranoid, per usual, when people started hanging around Marcy. I’m a little protective of my girl. 
 Dany removed more leaves from her shirt and hair. She looked as if she had run through a forest to get here. One thing was obvious, though: she had certainly been captivated by Marcy’s glow. 
 The woman laughed again, and all I could think about was how much she looked like she should be out on the high seas, but with Wonder Woman by her side. I dropped my gaze to my plate, trying not to stare. Not that I would have said anything, but the burger was charred black; no amount of blue bun could hide that. 
 “Well, happy birthday, Marcy,” Dany said. “Sorry, I don’t have a gift on me. Harris was really vague about what was actually happening tonight.” 
 “Saving the food will be gift enough,” she said, gesturing to the grill. “Show me how you do this …” 
 “Me?” The woman laughed again, “I’ve never seen this contraption before in my life.” 
 “What, a grill?” 
 I watched the two of them slip into each other’s orbit, realizing quite suddenly that I didn’t know anyone else, except maybe Jenn and Mike, the former being somewhere in the hubbub and the latter disappearing into the house. 
 I grabbed a beer from the ice bucket and scanned the crowd, clutching the bottle to my chest. At what point had I lost track of Marcy’s other friends? Close as we were, I always felt awkward at Marcy’s parties, knowing fewer people every time. Maybe it was enough to have shown my face—binging science fiction on Netflix under a heap of blankets awaited me back home. 
 Watching a good sci-fi filled me with an odd sense of astrolust. I loved it, but when the show was exceptionally good, it left me feeling empty inside, like there was a little hole that needed to be filled with adventure, spaceships, exploration, and the unknown. But I wasn’t very good at science, never kept up in math, and although I loved school, I was awful at it. Sadly, I was born too early for space travel to be an everyday thing. Thankfully, Netflix existed to fill all the gaps. 
 I wanted to go home and fill my head with images of an invented universe. But no—no—I was here for Marcy. So long as she wanted me here, I’d stay. 
 Jenn emerged from the house, shouting something about having some music outside. She placed a speaker on the porch, hooked up her iPod, and blasted some Lady Gaga. Just like that, people started dancing, somehow balancing blue burgers and dance moves. 
 I stood by myself, swaying from side to side, trying to eat my burger so Marcy wouldn’t feel bad. She lounged by the grill with a large spatula in her hand, laughing, as Dany stood frozen, staring wide-eyed at the speakers by the door. There was something off about that woman. Not a dangerous off, but definitely strange. 
 “If I had a nickel for every time I saw a girl as beautiful as you, I’d have exactly five cents,” someone said, moving into my field of vision. He looked as awkward as I felt. His cheeks were red and his smile feeble. 
 Holy crap—it was Matt. 
 I had first met him in a creative writing course in college, one of those electives I didn’t think I’d enjoy. The course had been great and the company even more so. Embarrassingly enough, I had developed a small crush on the guy who always took the front row and who was always excited to share his progress. How he was at Marcy’s party, I did not know, but this wasn’t a dream; it was real. 
 Ok, Sally, keep your cool. He approached you, not the other way around. Just say something good. 
 “Sorry,” I replied sheepishly, waving my blue burger in the air. “That was cute, but I’m not interested.” 
 Crap, no! Don’t say that! You like this guy! 
 But, then again … he did use a pickup line. And not a very good one, either. 
 “Ugh.” Matt sighed, and glared at Mike who stood a short distance away, proudly holding up two thumbs. “I’m sorry. I was told it was a good conversation starter—looks like I was sorely misinformed!” 
 He shouted the last part in Mike’s direction, though he was nowhere to be found. Matt looked at me again, smiling as much as he could. It was probably too much. “It sounded cool when Mike said it.” He shook his head. “Look, can we try again? Forget I said that last bit?” 
 “Sure.” 
 Matt walked away, and, for a minute, I thought he wasn’t coming back. I groaned internally. I really sucked at this. 
 “What about this weather we’re having?” he said, striding casually back to my side, as if he hadn’t been standing there. 
 “You want to talk about the weather?” I scoffed, feeling my eyebrows drift up my face. “Come on, you can think of something more interesting than that.” 
 “Do you believe in life after death?” 
 “Religion?” 
 “I still have trouble believing it’s been over ten years since Firefly’s been off the air.” 
 “And science fiction.” I grinned. “All fantastic topics of discussion.” 
 “Matthew Daniels,” he said, extending his hand, “but most people call me Matt.” 
 I held back the urge to tell him I knew who he was, and shook his hand as if it was my first time meeting him. Which, I guess, it was. We never actually spoke during the course. 
 Yeah, crushes are weird. Right? 
 “Sally Webber, pleasure,” I replied. 
 He was a bold-looking man, his dark brown hair shaggy around his temples, framing a soft baby face and the most piercing blue eyes I had ever seen. He was dressed in comfortable jeans and a t-shirt that looked like it had been worn since the birth of time. The image on the front was of a white triangle with a circled X, an old math joke that never really got old, even if the picture had faded with time. 
 “I’m not sure if you remember,” he said, “but we had a class together. Creative writing, I think?” 
 Holy shit. Was I blushing? I hoped not. 
 “Oh, yeah,” I said, all casual-like. “You wrote that sci-fi piece about the white hole.” 
 “I can’t believe you remember that. So?” 
 “So, what?” 
 “Well, I recall asking you a few questions.” 
 “The weather is fabulous for this time of year; yes; and no, definitely not. Why are you opening that old wound again?” 
 At that moment, the lights dimmed and the music faded. Jenn brought out the cake, her voice carrying over the crowd, hushing us all before we realized we were supposed to join in. She carried it to the grill as people flocked around her, singing Happy Birthday at the top of their voices, painfully out of tune. The sparklers cut a sharp contrast to the darkness, jumping into the air and shining on Marcy’s beaming face. The world cheered as she blew out the candles. 
 Someone brought plates over, and Jenn placed the cake on a nearby table so she could cut it. I stuffed the rest of the burger in my mouth just before the cake reached me. 
 “So how do you know Marcy?” Matt asked, using his plastic fork to slice off a bite of dessert. 
 “We grew up together,” I explained, adoring the taste of chocolate sponge on my tongue. It had always been my favorite. “We’re from Bridgeton, Virginia?” 
 “Oh, cool,” Matt said. “Both of you go to U-Frank?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “What’s your major?” 
 “Undeclared,” I said, lowering my voice, “but I dropped out.” 
 “What? Why?” 
 I shrugged. “It wasn’t for me. I was going through a lot, and it wasn’t where I wanted to be. And why am I even telling you this?” 
 Why was I telling him? I didn’t tell strangers anything, and here I was babbling away. He didn’t seem to mind, though. I guess I liked that, and it explained why I couldn’t really stop. 
 “Maybe it’s my irresistible charm?” He grinned, completely awkward, and for some reason it made me laugh. I blamed that on the beer. 
 “Yeah, maybe, and you?” 
 “Communications major. Currently interning at Grisham Corp.” 
 “The new power plant?” 
 “One of the fortunate few.” He laughed. “I’m going to need all the help I can get to pay off those darn student loans.” 
 We took a break from the conversation to scarf down more cake. The chocolate was perfect, fluffy, and moist; the icing sweet but not too sugary; and I found myself wondering if I could take some home. It was amazing, the perfect cake, and certainly my favorite— 
 And then it hit me. 
 I sputtered, tossing my fork like it was a poisonous viper, and glanced around. The music. The blue burgers. The cake. 
 Shit, shit, shit. 
 A look of worry crossed Matt’s face. “Is something wrong?” 
 “I have something I need to do.” I spun on my heels and marched to Jenn, who was cutting and handing out slices from a second cake, pressed my knuckles on the table, and leaned forward. “Why chocolate?” 
 Jenn shrugged. “Last minute change. Marcy said she wanted it that way.” 
 “But Marcy’s favorite is Angel food,” I pointed out, my voice going high-pitched. 
 “Guess she changed her mind?” 
 “Chocolate is my favorite.” 
 “Oh,” Jenn said, as though she could not care any less. 
 I, however, was freaking out. 
 “Marce,” I snapped, storming toward the grill. My friend was sitting on an empty table with Dany at her side. They were laughing, cake untouched, barely able to hold their paper plates straight. 
 “Marcy!” 
 “Heya, Sal.” Marcy smiled. “Have you met Dany?” 
 “Yes,” I said, my voice icier than I would have liked. “I have.” 
 “Is everything all right?” Her smile faded into worry, and she slid off the table, putting her hand on my shoulder. Dany looked in the opposite direction, holding the spatula up to her face as if to examine it. 
 “No, not really. You do realize this is your birthday party, right?” 
 “Um, yeah?” 
 “So, why are you pandering to me?” My heart raced. I felt mad, a blob of lava boiling in my gut. “No, don’t give me those eyes. Coloring the food? Chocolate cake? Since when have you liked chocolate cake?” 
 “Who doesn’t?” Marcy nudged Dany. “Chocolate cake?” 
 “A rare delicacy,” Dany said quietly. 
 “But over angel food?” I urged. Marcy’s gaze fell, and I knew I was right: Marcy was a poor liar. “I don’t need a pity party.” 
 “It’s not a pity party—” 
 “So why does your music mix sound like you stole my iPod?” 
 “You have good taste.” 
 “You hate pop,” I snapped. “Marce, don’t worry about me, seriously. I got fired, that’s all. I’ll be okay.” 
  Marcy glared at me. She put her hands on her hips and dared me with her eyes. I couldn’t help it—I laughed—and so did she. 
 “You’re right,” I said. “It sucks.” 
 “This really isn’t about you getting fired.” Marcy smiled, but it was cold and fading fast. “I … I’m worried about you, Sal.” 
 “About what?” 
 “About you.” She clasped my shoulders. “You’re wavering. Flickering out. I’ve been watching for a long time, Sally, and since John—” 
 “Don’t you dare bring him up!” 
 “Since John, you’ve been falling apart. First, you stopped eating, but I guess that was a normal reaction. Then the dropout, followed by job after dead-end job. It’s been years now, Sally—two freaking years! When’s the last time you saw your therapist?” 
 I ripped my arms from hers and backed away. “I … I have to go.” 
 “Sally, please.” Marcy grabbed my arm. “I wasn’t saying that to make you angry, I just … I want you to know—” 
 “What?” 
 Marcy let out a heavy sigh. “Look around you, Sally. How many people do you know here? Have you made any friends? Anyone at all since we moved here?” 
 “Arthur.” 
 “He’s your mailman. He doesn’t count.” 
 I couldn’t look at her anymore. I jerked my arm free and stormed away, doing a much better job of it than I had at work that morning. Marcy and Dany followed me, though why Dany thought she had anything to do with this, I didn’t know. 
 I made a beeline toward the exit, only to have another obstacle thrown in my way. An annoyingly handsome one. 
 Matt sprung up, interposing himself between the doorway and me. “Hey, Sally, are you okay?” 
 I tried to smile, but it never reached my eyes. “You’re my friend, right, Matt?” 
 “Um … yeah?” He looked frightened. “I hope so.” 
 I snatched the phone from his hands, added myself as a contact. I turned the phone around and held it out to take a selfie. I held up the phone, showing Marcy before handing it back to Matt. “Now we’re friends. Feel free to call or text or do whatever it is friends do.” I spun around. “See, Marcy? I can make friends.” 
 “Sally, I …” 
 I still could not believe she would turn her own party into an intervention for me. It was a low blow. An awful tool to play, made worse by her trying to drag John into it. 
 My face was hot and sweating like I was running a fever. My skin prickled, the hair standing at attention all the way up my neck and down my arms. I would not have been surprised to see steam spouting from my ears: I needed to get out of here—fast. 
 “Yo, you good?” someone asked, sticking their head out of the kitchen at the sound of the slamming door. 
 “Just smashing,” I replied. 
 I shoved through the revelers in the hallway, slammed the front door behind me, and climbed in my car. Soon, I was speeding down the roads leading to home, trying to put as much distance as I could between me and that dreadful party. I was still fuming from the bitter memory of Marcy when I rammed a man with my car. 
   
   
   




CHAPTER THREE


IMAGINE RUNNING OVER A DUDE WITH YOUR CAR

 I don’t think I will ever forget the sound my car made. That awful crunching noise; the initial impact, then the thumping as the car bounced over him, followed by the dull thud as he emerged behind me. 
 I had just run someone over. 
 All the way over. 
 I slammed on the brakes. The car screeched, and I lurched forward, my momentum halted by the seatbelt. The strip dug into my shoulder and would definitely leave a bruise, but with all the adrenaline in my veins, I barely noticed. My hands shook as I gripped the wheel, my heart pounding from shock. I trembled in my seat, staring into the rearview mirror, begging—pleading—for whatever I had hit to get up and wander off. 
 But nothing moved. 
 I forced myself out of the car, flinging the door open and tumbling out. I had never seen so much blood before. The street glistened with it, and I refused to believe a human could have spilled so much. I must have hit a bear. I must have hit— 
 But it wasn’t a bear. It looked like a mass of bed sheets someone had used to clean up after a murder—with the body still inside—wrapped like a mummy, face down on the street. 
 I sighed in relief. Obviously, someone had left the body there to get run over, destroy the evidence, and—wait—no. Why was I relieved? Someone had been murdered, and I was being framed. How had I missed it lying in the road like that anyway? I was sure the street had been empty. 
 I needed to call 9-1-1. 
 And then the body did something I had not expected—it moved. 
 A hand extracted itself from the mess, slapped the ground, and used it to push up the rest of its body. The man underneath it let out a low groan. It was small and muffled and surprisingly calm. I heard the rasp of his breath, like fingers running down a washboard. I could have screamed right there, but no sound came out. It was as if someone had stuck their hand into my back and wrapped a fist around my spine. 
 Sometimes, Don’t Panic does not apply. 
 Slowly, he turned his face in my direction: his nose was crooked and probably broken, stones embedded his skin deeper than should have been possible. I saw the bewilderment as his eyes met mine. I took a step back, an involuntary move on my part, but he did not break eye contact. Instead, he stretched out another arm, bracing himself, but could not support himself and fell back with a grunt. 
 This time, my reflexes kicked in, and I ran to him and kneeled at his side. I didn’t want to move, or even touch him. At least, not until I knew the extent of his injuries. I reached for my hip, struggling to pull out my phone from my tiny half-pocket. 
 “I’m here, I’m here, it’s okay,” I tried to say in a soothing voice, but it wasn’t convincing. Actually, it failed to sound anything but completely terrified. “Can you hear me? Can you say something—anything?” 
 With his face still on the concrete, voice muffled, he let out a string of gibberish in a language I didn’t recognize, and then punctuated it with a laugh. 
 Of course, none of this made sense. 
 “What on earth?” I muttered, which somehow piqued his curiosity. 
 “Oh … Earth!” 
 The stranger rolled onto his back, sprawling on the street like it was his bed. He looked up with a broad smile that lit the night. 
 I guess I had been wrong: He wasn’t as injured as I first thought. Maybe it had been the harsh light from the streetlamp making his nose look broken. With a brush of his hand, most of the stones and blood fell away, revealing a pristine face, no cuts or bruises to speak of. 
 “I’ve been here before,” he said, letting out a long breath of relief, as if I hadn’t just run him over. Had I? I was starting to doubt my recollection of the events. Though the blood around us told another story. 
 His voice was accent-less: I couldn’t pinpoint where he was from. He pronounced words as if he were reading them from a dictionary. He breathed deeply, staring at the stars. Vibrant, silvery-green eyes reflected the sky above him. His smile became a thin line. 
 “Dude, are you okay?” I asked, reaching a hand out and then snatching it back as I realized what I was doing. He said nothing. 
 I finally wrangled my phone out of my pocket to call emergency services. Before I could hit the call button, his hand shot out and grabbed my wrist. 
 “Blade,” he hissed, his eyes wide in terror. “I need blade.” 
 The words came out of his mouth like a hymn, or a parched man begging for water. I ripped my arm from his grasp. 
 “You’re fine; it’s okay,” I said, quite possibly a lie. 
 “Never been without blade,” he choked out. A thin line of blood trickled from his mouth. I wondered if a rib had punctured his lung or his stomach, knowledge that came from too many years of watching hospital shows. How much time did he have left? He laughed gently, and blood oozed out of his mouth, trickling down his chin, staining the street with yet another red puddle. None of this seemed to bother him, though. Instead, his eyes swept back to me, wide and determined. 
 “Stay with me,” I said. “I’m going to get you some help.” 
 “Don’t … don’t call anyone.” His voice was raspy, but he was definitely pleading. “They can’t help.” 
 “Of course they can. Don’t give up now.” 
 “I’m fine, really.” As if to prove it, he pushed himself up, groggily, and turned his head one way then the next, making his neck bones crack. He looked like a man getting up in the morning, stretching his muscles, a peaceful look on his face. And he wasn’t wearing a sheet, but a toga thingy, a wrap of some kind, like you might see in the desert. The cotton sheet shifted, exposing a bit of skin here and there. I couldn’t see any cuts. 
 “Have you seen Blayde?” 
 “Um, no,” I said, scanning the ground. “You sure it’s not around here?” 
 I sure hoped not, but for now, I’d play into his delusion; stay on his good side just in case he was a psychopath with a new way of abducting people. While logic told me that something was off, my gut was sure there was nothing to worry about. I stood, extending a hand to help him up. He took it, his legs cracking like his neck when he put his weight on them. 
 Finally on his feet, he brushed himself down. The bloody wrap stuck to him almost everywhere, and the sand clinging to the patches of blood wasn’t coming off either. He lifted a hand coated with sticky, bloody sand and grimaced before wiping it on his wrap. 
 “She wouldn’t be on the ground,” he explained quickly. “She’s about yay tall”—he held his hand to about my eye level—“and tends to get a little intense when she doesn’t know where I am. Then again, I never lost her before …” 
 “This is your blade we’re talking about?” 
 “My Blayde, yes.” 
 “I haven’t seen one around here.” 
 “Her. Blayde is a her.” 
 “Your knife’s a woman?” 
 “Oh, no.” He laughed, pointing at me. Had I done something funny? Maybe the look of realization spreading on my face was something different for him. “It’s Blayde. With an ‘ay’ sound. B-l-a-y-d-e. She’s my little sister. She’s not here?” 
 “Oh, Blayde.” I laughed, though in the back of my mind I was still debating whether the man was psychotic. I felt a little relief in the fact that he wasn’t a knife-wielding maniac. “I’ve never heard that name before. What ethnicity is it?” 
 He ignored me, going to the edge of the road and shouting into the park. “Blayde! Blayde!” He shouted at the sky, the trees, and at anything that would listen, but he must have realized it wasn’t getting him anywhere because he stopped. 
 “You could try calling her,” I suggested. 
 “That’s what I am doing!” 
 “With a phone, I mean.” 
 “Blayde has our phone.” He glared at me. “Wait a minute, do you have something to do with this?” 
 There was a sudden fire behind his eyes that wasn’t there before, making me take a step away, shivering. He looked terrifying in that desert garb. At least, I guessed that’s what it was, based on my experience with movies and such. It was soaked with blood, and his face was covered with sweat and twisted with fear. 
 Holy shit, he was scary. 
 “No,” I said, stepping away from him. He looked taller now. While he wasn’t a giant, he still towered over me like a mountain. 
 “What have you done with Blayde? Did you run over her too?” the stranger growled, pretty much saying the worst thing he could have said. 
 “No!” I sputtered, “No, no, no … Oh shit. I hit you with my car. No, I ran you over. I felt it. Heard it. I … but you weren’t there, and then … where did you come from?” 
 “You’ll get answers when I get answers,” he snarled, a threat hanging on his lips, “Now, tell me, and tell me quickly. Where. Is. Blayde?” 
 And that’s when it hit me, all at once. The thing I refused to believe, what his jovial smile and quick recovery had pushed to the back of my mind. 
 I had hit him with my car. 
 I lost control of my breathing as the truth hit me. The morning’s panic came back but stronger, a panic attack of the likes I hadn’t felt in years. Everything was so clear now—the body crunching against the impact of my car, the blood in the street. I fell to my knees, clutching my chest and willing myself to calm down, but it was too much to process. 
 “Oh … no, hey,” he said, his voice soft and reassuring, going from terrifying giant to sweet teddy in five seconds flat. He crouched beside me, putting a warm hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay. I’m okay. See? You didn’t hurt me. I’m all right. And you’re all right. You’re going to be fine.” 
 And somehow, the attack slowly began to subside. 
 He waited until I had calmed before removing his hand. The stranger sat beside me in the middle of that empty road, staring up at the sky as I composed myself. 
 Why was this happening? 
 And why on earth was it happening to me? 
 “Do you know what it’s like to be alone?” he whispered. His voice was so low it felt like it was woven from the frozen air. “With only one person in the entire universe you can count on? Just one?” 
 I didn’t answer, but the truth was, I did. Marcy had been right, even if I couldn’t admit it. But I had a feeling his question ran a little deeper than that. 
 “Do you have any idea what it’s like to lose them?” 
 It didn’t sound like this Blayde person had walked off like I had or taken off somewhere distant. It sounded like she was dead. 
 “I’ve had my losses,” I said, unsure if his questions were rhetorical, if he really wanted an answer or just wanted to talk to a wall. “I’ve felt like I’ve lost my world before. My universe. But I didn’t, not really.” 
 “Now, I know what that feels like, too.” 
  And so, we sat and stared at the stars for a little while longer, neither of us knowing what to say. I wanted to take him to a hospital, make sure he was all right, but he had made it seem like that would be the death of him. 
 “I’m Sally,” I said, finally breaking the silence. “Sally Webber. I don’t know who you are or if you believe me, but I am truly sorry. Really, I am. And not just about hitting you with the car.” 
 “I’m Zander,” he said, his eyes still riveted on the sky. 
 Did he see something up there? What was he even looking for? 
 “Zander who?” 
 “Just Zander.” 
 A gust of wind blew down the street, chilling my skin. Zander ignored it. He ignored a lot of things, actually. He was an odd sight, for sure. His clothes had an otherworldly feel to them. His tunic slipped over his head then wrapped around his waist; his loose-fitting pants were stuffed into worn leather boots, old and cracked in places, with long strips of cotton wrapping up his calves to keep him from tripping over his clothes. 
 His face didn’t seem to fit his choice of clothes, however. While the wrap was light, his face seemed chiseled and hard, like that of a Greek statue. Blemish-free and a gentle brown that could have been a dark tan, his skin had sand stuck to it in places, and gravel in others. He scratched the stubble near his ear, dislodging small particles of sand and revealing dirty fingernails. His eyes reflected the stars as he stared up. He ran a hand through his hair, which billowed from the top of his head, defying gravity. And although his arms were bloodied, there were no cuts. No marks. Not even scars. 
 “I’m glad you’re not hurt, Zander, whoever you are,” I said, teeth chattering. “I could never have lived with myself if I had …” 
 “You don’t even know me.” 
 “Yeah, but still, I’m in shock, right? Actually running someone over…” I shuddered. “It’s the sort of thing that’ll haunt your nightmares forever.” 
 “Not the worst thing to haunt your nightmares, but I see your point.” The edges of his smile were taut, and the expression didn’t reach his eyes. It was an expression I knew well. 
 “So, um, how come you’re not hurt? If you don’t mind me asking? I mean, the blood …” 
 “Oh, this?” He chuckled. “Costume.” 
 “But, the street.” 
 “Costume,” he insisted, brows furrowing. “Nothing happened.” 
 “Right,” I agreed, knowing he wouldn’t let me push it any further while fully aware it was a lie. “So, um, you want to call Blayde?” 
 “Oh, that would be great. Thanks,” he said, taking the phone I held toward him. “If I can remember her number, of course.” 
 “Ha, gotta love smartphones,” I joked. “I only know my house number from when I was a kid. I’d be a mess if I were ever stranded.” 
 “Oh, very true,” he agreed, smiling politely, though he seemed to have no idea what I was talking about. 
 “Blayde, hey, it’s me,” he said, after a whole minute of fumbling around. Judging by the response time, he had managed to reach an answering machine. “Jump got interrupted. Not my fault and not yours either, but we’ll talk about that later. I’m in—hey,” he shouted to me. “Where are we?” 
 “Franklin.” 
 “No.” He shook his head. “What country?” 
 “Country? Um, the US.” 
 “Yeah,” he said, returning to the call. “The US, on Earth. Franklin. There’re lots of trees. I’ll be waiting. And Blayde? Be safe, okay?” 
 Zander hung up the phone, handing it back with a tip of his head. 
 “Is there anything else I can do for you?” I asked, still shaken. “Anything you need? Can I offer you a ride somewhere?” 
 He laughed. “That’s kind, but no thanks. I’m fine, really. I’ll be on my way.” 
 “Are you sure?” 
 “Yup.” Zander nodded. “But, hey, thanks. Here.” 
 He reached into his pocket, pulling out a handful of coins in different shapes and sizes. Some were hexagonal—I couldn’t think of any countries that had hexagonal coins—while some looked more like poker chips, only smaller. Finally, he selected six small coins that I didn’t recognize. They looked like something out of an old movie, old fashioned but in perfect condition, as if they minted only yesterday. 
 “For all the trouble I’ve caused,” he explained. “Thanks again!” 
 With that, he tore off into the park, disappearing between the trees before I could call him back, leaving nothing but bloody sand in his wake. 
 I stared at the coins in my hand. What on earth had just happened? 
 And where had all that sand come from? 
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